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For Mom and Dad, 
who always believed this day would come. 
(And because l'm hoping imaginary grandchildren count!) 


PREFACE 


BLURRY, FRACTURED MEMORIES SWAM through Sophie’s mind, but she 
couldn't piece them together. She tried opening her eyes and found only darkness. 


Something rough pressed against her wrists and ankles, refusing to let her move. 

A wave of cold rushed through her as the horrifying realization dawned. 

She was a hostage. 

A cloth across her lips stifled her cry for help, and a sedative’s sweet aroma 
stung her nose when she inhaled, making her head spin. 

Were they going to kill her? 

Would the Black Swan really destroy their own creation? What was the point of 
Project Moonlark, then? What was the point of the Everblaze? 

The drug lulled her toward a dreamless oblivion, but she fought back—clinging 
to the one memory that could shine a tiny spot of light in the thick, inky haze. A 
pair of beautiful aquamarine eyes. 

Fitz's eyes. Her first friend in her new life. Her first friend ever. 

Maybe if she hadn’t noticed him that day in the museum, none of this would 
have happened. 

No. She knew it’d been too late even then. The white fires were already burning 
—curving toward her city and filling the sky with sticky, sweet smoke. 

The spark before the blaze. 


ONE 


Miss FOSTER!” MR. SWEENEY’S NASAL voice cut through Sophie’s blaring 
music as he yanked her earbuds out by the cords. “Have you decided that you're too 


smart to pay attention to this information?” 

Sophie forced her eyes open. She tried not to wince as the bright fluorescents 
reflected off the vivid blue walls of the museum, amplifying the throbbing 
headache she was hiding. 

“No, Mr. Sweeney,” she mumbled, shrinking under the glares of her now 
staring classmates. 

She pulled her shoulder-length blond hair around her face, wishing she could 
hide behind it. This was exactly the kind of attention she went out of her way to 
avoid. Why she wore dull colors and lurked in the back, blocked by the other kids 
who were at least a foot taller than her. It was the only way to survive as a twelve- 
year-old high school senior. 

“Then perhaps you can explain why you were listening to your iPod instead of 
following along?” Mr. Sweeney held up her earbuds like they were evidence in a 
crime. Though to him, they probably were. He’d dragged Sophie’s class to the 
Natural History Museum in Balboa Park, assuming his students would be excited 
about the all-day field trip. He didn’t seem to realize that unless the giant dinosaur 
replicas came to life and started eating people, no one cared. 

Sophie tugged out a loose eyelash—a nervous habit—and stared at her feet. 
There was no way to make Mr. Sweeney understand why she needed the music to 
cancel the noise. He couldn't even hear the noise. 

Chatter from dozens of tourists echoed off the fossil-lined walls and splashed 
around the cavernous room. But their mental voices were the real problem. 

Scattered, disconnected pieces of thoughts broadcast straight into Sophie's 
brain—like being in a room with hundreds of TVs blaring different shows at the 
same time. They sliced into her consciousness, leaving sharp pains in their wake. 

She was a freak. 

It'd been her secret—her burden—since she fell and hit her head when she was 
five years old. She’d tried blocking the noise. Tried ignoring it. Nothing helped. 
And she could never tell anyone. They wouldn’t understand. 

“Since you've decided you're above this lecture, why don’t you give it?” Mr. 


Sweeney asked. He pointed to the enormous orange dinosaur with a duckbill in 


the center of the room. “Explain to the class how the Lambeosaurus differs from 
the other dinosaurs we've studied.” 

Sophie repressed a sigh as her mind flashed to an image of the information 
card in front of the display. Shed glanced at it when they entered the museum, and 
her photographic memory recorded every detail. As she recited the facts, Mr. 
Sweeney’s face twisted into a scowl, and she could hear her classmates’ thoughts 
grow increasingly sour. They weren't exactly fans of their resident child prodigy. 
They called her Curvebuster. 

She finished her answer, and Mr. Sweeney grumbled something that sounded 
like “know-it-all” as he stalked off to the exhibit in the next room over. Sophie 
didn’t follow. The thin walls separating the two rooms didn't block the noise, but 
they muffled it. She grabbed what little relief she could. 

“Nice job, superfreak,” Garwin Chang—a boy wearing a T-shirt that said BACK 
OFF! I’M GONNA FART—sneered as he shoved past her to join their classmates. “Maybe 
they'll write another article about you. ‘Child Prodigy Teaches Class About the 
Lame-o-saurus.” 

Garwin was still bitter Yale had offered her a full scholarship. His rejection 
letter had arrived a few weeks before. 

Not that Sophie was allowed to go. 

Her parents said it was too much attention, too much pressure, and she was too 
young. End of discussion. 

So shed be attending the much closer, much smaller San Diego City College 
next year—a fact some annoying reporter found newsworthy enough to post in the 
local paper the day before—CHILD PRODIGY CHOOSES CITY COLLEGE OVER IVY LEAGUE 
—complete with her senior photo. Her parents freaked when they found it. 
“Freaked” wasn’t even a strong enough word. More than half their rules were to 
help Sophie “avoid unnecessary attention.” Front-page articles were pretty much 
their worst nightmare. They'd even called the newspaper to complain. 

The editor seemed as unhappy as they were. The story was run in place of an 
article on the arsonist terrorizing the city—and they were still trying to figure out 
how the mistake had happened. Bizarre fires with white-hot flames and smoke that 
smelled like burnt sugar took priority over everything. Especially a story about an 
unimportant little girl most people went out of their way to ignore. 

Or, they used to. 

Across the museum, Sophie caught sight of a tall, dark-haired boy reading 
yesterday's newspaper with the embarrassing black-and-white photo of her on the 
front. Then he looked up and stared straight at her. 


She'd never seen eyes that particular shade of blue before—teal, like the smooth 
pieces of sea glass shed found on the beach—and they were so bright they 
glittered. Something flickered across his expression when he caught her gaze. 
Disappointment? 

Before she could decide what to make of it, he shrugged off the display he’d 
been leaning against and closed the distance between them. 

The smile he flashed belonged on a movie screen, and Sophie's heart did a 
weird fluttery thing. 

“Is this you?” he asked, pointing to the picture. 

Sophie nodded, feeling tongue-tied. He was probably fifteen, and by far the 
cutest boy she'd ever seen. So why was he talking to her? 

“I thought so.” He squinted at the picture, then back at her. “I didn’t realize 
your eyes were brown.” 

“Uh... yeah,” she said, not sure what to say. “Why?” 

He shrugged. “No reason.” 

Something felt off about the conversation, but she couldn’t figure out what it 
was. And she couldn’t place his accent. Kind of British, but different somehow. 
Crisper? Which bothered her—but she didn’t know why. 

“Are you in this class?” she asked, wishing she could suck the words back as 
soon as they left her mouth. Of course he wasn’t in her class. She’d never seen him 
before. She wasn’t used to talking to boys—especially cute boys—and it made her 
brain a little mushy. 

His perfect smile returned as he told her, “No.” Then he pointed to the hulking 
greenish figure they were standing in front of. An Albertosaurus, in all its giant, 
lizardesque glory. “Tell me something. Do you really think that’s what they looked 
like? It’s a little absurd, isn’t it?” 

“Not really,” Sophie said, trying to see what he saw. It looked like a small T. rex: 
big mouth, sharp teeth, ridiculously short arms. Seemed fine to her. “Why? What 
do you think they looked like?” 

He laughed. “Never mind. I'll let you get back to your class. It was nice to meet 
you, Sophie.” 

He turned to leave just as two classes of kindergartners barreled into the fossil 
exhibit. The crushing wave of screaming voices was enough to knock Sophie back a 
step. But their mental voices were a whole other realm of pain. 

Kids’ thoughts were stinging, high-pitched needles—and so many at once was 
like an angry porcupine attacking her brain. Sophie closed her eyes as her hands 
darted to her head, rubbing her temples to ease the stabbings in her skull. Then 


she remembered she wasn't alone. 


She glanced around to see if anyone noticed her reaction and locked eyes with 
the boy. His hands were at his forehead, and his face wore the same pained 
expression she imagined she’d had only a few seconds before. 

“Did you just... hear that?” he asked, his voice hushed. 

She felt the blood drain from her face. 

He couldn't mean... 

It had to be the screaming kids. They created plenty of racket on their own. 
Shrieks and squeals and giggles, plus sixty or so individual voices chattering away. 

Voices. 

She gasped and took another step back as her brain solved her earlier problem. 

She could hear the thoughts of everyone in the room. But she couldn't hear the 
boy’s distinct, accented voice unless he was speaking. 

His mind was totally and completely silent. 

She didn’t know that was possible. 

“Who are you?” she whispered. 

His eyes widened. “You did—didn't you?” He moved closer, leaning in to 
whisper. “Are you a Telepath?” 

She flinched. The word made her skin itch. 

And her reaction gave her away. 

“You are! I can’t believe it,” he whispered. 

Sophie backed toward the exit. She wasn’t about to reveal her secret to a total 
stranger. 

“Tt’s okay,” he said, holding out his hands as he moved closer, like she was some 
sort of wild animal he was trying to calm. “You don’t have to be afraid. I’m one too.” 

Sophie froze. 

“My name’s Fitz,” he added, stepping closer still. 

Fitz? What kind ofa name was Fitz? 

She studied his face, searching for some sign that this was all part ofa joke. 

“Tm not joking,” he said, like he knew exactly what she was thinking. 

Maybe he did. 

She wobbled on her feet. 

She’d spent the past seven years wishing she could find someone else like her— 
someone who could do what she could. Now that she’d found him, she felt like the 
world had tilted sideways. 

He grabbed her arms to steady her. “It’s okay, Sophie. I’m here to help you. 
We've been looking for you for twelve years.” 

Twelve years? And what did he mean by “we”? 

Better question: What did he want with her? 


The walls closed in and the room started to spin. 

Air. 

She needed air. 

She jerked away and bolted through the door, stumbling as her shaky legs 
found their rhythm. 

She sucked in giant breaths as she ran down the stairs in front of the museum. 
The smoke from the fires burned her lungs and white bits of ash flew in her face, 
but she ignored them. She wanted as much space between her and the strange boy 
as possible. 

“Sophie, come back!” Fitz shouted behind her. 

She picked up her pace as she raced through the courtyard at the base of the 
steps, past the wide fountain and over the grassy knolls to the sidewalk. No one got 
in her way—everyone was inside because of the poor air quality. But she could still 
hear his footsteps gaining on her. 

“Wait,” Fitz called. “You don’t have to be afraid.” 

She ignored him, pouring all her energy into her sprint and fighting the urge 
to glance over her shoulder to see how far back he was. She made it halfway 
through a crosswalk before the sound of screeching tires reminded her she hadn't 
looked both ways. 

Her head turned and she locked eyes with a terrified driver struggling to stop 
his car before it plowed right over her. 

She was going to die. 


TWO 


THE NEXT SECOND WAS A BLUR. 


The car swerved right—missing Sophie by inches—then jumped the curb and 
sideswiped a streetlight. The heavy steel lantern cracked from its base and 
plummeted toward Sophie. 

No! 

It was her only thought as her instincts took over. 

Her hand shot into the air, her mind pulling strength from somewhere deep in 
her gut and pushing it out through her fingertips. She felt the force collide with 
the falling lantern, gripping on like it was an extension of her arm. 

As the dust settled she looked up, and gasped. 

The bright blue lantern floated above her, somehow held up by her mind. It 
didn’t even feel heavy, though she was sure it weighed aton. 

“Put it down,” a familiar, accented voice warned, bringing her out of her trance. 

She shrieked and dropped her arm without thinking. The streetlight hurtled 
toward them. 

“Watch out!” Fitz shouted, yanking her out of the way a split second before the 
lantern crashed to the ground. The force of the impact knocked them over, and 
they tumbled to the sidewalk. Fitz’s body broke her fall as she landed across his 
chest. 

Time seemed to stop. 

She stared into his eyes—eyes that were now stretched as wide as they could go 
—trying to sort through the flurry of thoughts and questions swirling around in 
her head to find something coherent. 

“How did you do that?” he whispered. 

“I have no idea.” She sat up, replaying the past few seconds in her mind. 
Nothing made sense. 

“We need to get out of here,” Fitz warned, pointing to the driver, who was 
staring at them like he’d witnessed a miracle. 

“He saw,” she gasped, feeling her chest tighten with panic. 

Fitz pulled her to her feet as he got up. “Come on, let’s get out of sight.” 

She was too overwhelmed to figure out a plan on her own, so she didn’t resist 
when he dragged her down the street. 

“Which way?” he asked when they reached the first intersection. 


She didn’t want to be alone with him, so she pointed north, toward the San 
Diego Zoo, where there was sure to be a crowd—even during a firestorm. 

They took off running, though no one was following, and for the first time in 
her life, Sophie missed hearing thoughts. She had no idea what Fitz wanted—and it 
changed everything. Her mind ran through terrifying scenarios, most of which 
involved government agents throwing her into dark vans to run experiments on 
her. She watched the road, ready to bolt at the first sign of anything suspicious. 

They reached the zoo’s massive parking lot, and Sophie relaxed when she saw 
people outside, milling around their cars. Nothing would happen with so many 
witnesses. She slowed her pace toa walk. 

“What do you want?” she asked when she caught her breath. 

“I’m here to help you, I promise.” 

His voice sounded sincere. Didn't make it easier to believe him, though. 

“Why were you looking for me?” She tugged out a loose eyelash, more than a 
little afraid of the answer. 

He opened his mouth, then hesitated. “I’m not sure if I’m supposed to tell you.” 

“How am I supposed to trust you if you won't answer my questions?” 

He considered that for a second. “Okay, fine—but I don’t know much. My 
father sent me to find you. We've been looking for a specific girl your age, and I 
was supposed to observe and report back to him, like always. I wasn’t supposed to 
talk to you.” He frowned, like he was disappointed with himself. “I just couldn't 
figure you out. You don’t make sense.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“Tt means you're ... different from what I expected. Your eyes really threw me 
off.” 

“What’s wrong with my eyes?” She touched her eyelids, suddenly self-conscious. 

“We all have blue eyes. So when I saw them, I figured we had the wrong girl 
again. But we didn't” He looked at her with something like awe. “You're really one 
of us.” 

She stopped and held up her hands. “Whoa. Hang on. What do you mean, ‘one 
of us’?” 

He glanced over his shoulder, frowning when he spotted a crowd of fanny- 
pack-wearing tourists within earshot. He pulled her toward a deserted corner of 
the parking lot, ducking behind a dark green minivan. 

“Okay—there’s no easy way to explain this, so I’m just going to say it. We’re not 
human, Sophie.” 

For a second she was too stunned to speak. Then a hysterical laugh escaped her 


“Where are you going?” he asked as she moved toward the sidewalk. 

“You're insane—and I’m insane for trusting you.” She kicked the ground as she 
stomped away. 

“Tm telling the truth,” he called. “Just think for a minute, Sophie.” 

The last thing she wanted to do was listen to another word he said, but the plea 
in his voice made her stop and face him. 

“Can humans do this?” 

He closed his eyes, and vanished. He was only gone for a second, but it was 
enough to leave her reeling. She leaned against a car, feeling everything spin 
around her. 

“But I can't do that,” she argued, taking deep breaths to clear her head. 

“You have no idea what you can do when you set your mind to it. Think of what 
you did with that pole a few minutes ago.” 

He seemed so sure—and it almost made sense. 

But how could that be? 


And if she wasn’t human ... what was she? 


THREE 


So ... WHAT?” SOPHIE MANAGED TO SAY when she finally found her 


voice. “You're saying I’m...an alien?” 

She held her breath. 

Fitz erupted into laugher. 

Her cheeks grew hot, but she was also relieved. She didn’t want to be an alien. 

“No,” he said when hed managed to compose himself. “I’m saying you're an 
elf” 

An elf. 

The word hung in the air between them—a foreign object that didn’t belong. 

“An elf,” she repeated. Visions of little people in tights with pointy ears danced 
through her brain, and she couldn't help giggling. 

“You don't believe me” 

“Did you really expect me to?” 

“I guess not.” He ran his hands through his hair, making it stick out in wavy 
spikes—kind of like a rock star. 

Could someone that good looking be crazy? 

“Tm telling you the truth, Sophie. I don’t know what else to say.” 

“Okay,” she agreed. If he refused to be serious, so would she. “Fine. I’m an elf. 
Am I supposed to help Frodo destroy the ring and save Middle-earth? Or do I have 
to make toys in the North Pole?” 

He let out a sigh—but a smile hid in the corners of his mouth. “Would it help if 
I showed you?” 

“Oh, sure—this ought to be good.” 

She folded her arms as he pulled out a slender silver wand with intricate 
carvings etched into the sides. At the tip, a small, round crystal sparkled in the 
sunlight. 

“Ts that your magic wand?” she couldn’t resist asking. 

He rolled his eyes. “Actually, it’s a pathfinder.” He spun the crystal and locked it 
into place with the silver latch at the top. “Now, this can be dangerous. Do you 
promise you'll do exactly what I tell you to do?” 

Her smile faded. “That depends. What do I have to do?” 

“You need to take my hand and concentrate on holding on. And by concentrate, 


I mean you can’t think about anything else—no matter what happens. Can you do 


that?” 

“Why?” 

“Do you want proof or not?” 

She wanted to say no—he couldn't actually prove anything. What was he going 
to do, whisk her away to some magic elf land? 

But she was curious. ... 

And, really, what harm could come from holding someone’s hand? 

She willed her palms not to sweat as their fingers laced together. Her heart did 
that stupid fluttery thing again, and her hand tingled everywhere their skin 
touched. 

He glanced over his shoulder, scanning the parking lot again. “Okay, were 
alone. We go on three. You ready?” 

“What happens on three?” 

He shot her a warning look, and she scowled at him. But she bit her tongue and 
concentrated on holding his hand, ignoring her racing heart. Seriously—when did 
she become one of those silly girls? 

“One,” he counted, raising the wand. Sunlight hit a facet in the crystal and a 
bright beam refracted toward the ground. 

“Two.” He tightened his grip. Sophie closed her eyes. 

“Three.” 

Fitz pulled her forward, and the warm tingling in her hand shot through her 
body—like a million feathers swelling underneath her skin, tickling her from the 
inside out. She fought off a giggle and concentrated on Fitz—but where was he? 
She knew she was clinging to him, but it felt like her body had melted into goo, 
and the only thing keeping her from oozing away was a blanket of warmth 
wrapped around her. Then, faster than the blink of an eye, the warmth faded, and 
she opened her eyes. 

Her mouth fell open as she tried to take it all in. She might have even squeaked. 

She stood at the edge ofa glassy river lined with impossibly tall trees, fanning 
out their wide emerald leaves among the puffy white clouds. Across the river, a row 
of crystal castles glittered in the sunlight in a way that would make Walt Disney 
want to throw rocks at his “Magic Kingdom.” To her right, a golden path led into a 
sprawling city, where the elaborate domed buildings seemed to be built from 
brick-size jewels—each structure a different color. Snowcapped mountains 
surrounded the lush valley, and the crisp, cool air smelled like cinnamon and 
chocolate and sunshine. 

Places this beautiful weren’t supposed to exist, much less appear out of thin air. 


“You can let go of my hand now.” 


Sophie jumped. Shed forgotten about Fitz. 

Her hand released his, and as the blood tingled in her fingertips, she realized 
how hard she'd been squeezing. She looked around, unable to make sense of 
anything she saw. The castle towers twisted like spun sugar, and something seemed 
oddly familiar about them, but she couldn't figure out what it was. “Where are we?” 

“Our capital. We call it Eternalia, but you might have heard it called Shangri-la 
before.” 

“Shangri-la,” she repeated, shaking her head. “Shangri-la is real?” 

“All of the Lost Cities are real—but not how you'd picture them, I’m sure. 
Human stories rarely get anything right—think of all the ridiculous things you've 
heard about elves.” 

She had to laugh at that—and the sharp burst of sound echoed off the trees. It 
was SO quiet there, just the gentle breeze brushing her face and the soft murmur of 
the river. No traffic, no chatter, no hammering, unspoken thoughts. She could get 
very used to the silence. But it felt strange, too. Like something was missing. 

“Where is everyone?” she asked, rising on her tiptoes to get a better view of the 
city. The streets were a ghost town. 

Fitz pointed to a domed building that towered over all the others. The green 
stones of its walls looked like giant emeralds, but for some reason the building 
sparkled less than all the others. It looked like a serious place, for serious things. 
“See the blue banner flying? That means a tribunal is in progress. Everyone's 
watching the proceedings.” 

“A tribunal?” 

“When the Council—hasically our royalty—holds a hearing to decide if 
someone’s broken a law. They're kind ofa big deal when they happen.” 

“Why?” 

He shrugged. “Laws are rarely broken.” 

Well, that was different. Humans broke the law all the time. 

She shook her head. Was she really thinking of humans as something other? 

But how else could she explain where she was? 

She tried to wrap her mind around the idea, tried to force it to make sense. 
“So,” she said, cringing over her ridiculous next question. “This is... magic?” 

Fitz laughed—a full body laugh, like it was the funniest thing he’d ever heard. 

She glared at him. It couldn't be that funny. 

“No,” he said when he’d regained control. “Magic is a stupid idea humans came 
up with to try to explain things they couldn’t understand.” 

“Okay,” she said, trying to cling to the remaining strands of her sanity. “Then 
how can we be here, when five minutes ago we were in San Diego?” 


He held the pathfinder up to the sun, casting a ray of light onto his hand. 
“Light leaping. We hitched a ride on a beam of light that was headed straight here.” 

“That’s impossible.” 

“Is it?” 

“Yeah. You need infinite energy for light travel. Haven't you heard of the theory 
of relativity?” 

She thought she had him stumped with that one, but he just laughed again. 
“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. Who came up with that?” 

“Uh, Albert Einstein.” 

“Huh. Never heard of him. But he was wrong.” 

He’d never heard of Albert Einstein? The theory of relativity was dumb? 

She wasn’t sure how to argue. He seemed so ridiculously confident—it was 
unnerving. 

“Concentrate harder this time,” he said as he grabbed her hand again. 

She closed her eyes and waited for the warm feather sensation. But this time it 
was like someone turned on a hair dryer and sent the feathers scattering in a 
million directions—until another force wrapped around her and pulled everything 
back together like a giant rubber band. A second later she was shivering from a 
cold ocean breeze whipping her hair around her face. 

Fitz pointed to the massive castle in front of them, which glowed like the stones 
were carved from moonlight. “How do you think we got here?” 

Words failed her. It really had felt like the light passed through her, pulling her 
along with it. But she couldn't bring herself to say it, because if that was true, every 
science book she’d read was wrong. 

“You look confused,” he observed. 

“Well, it’s like youre saying, ‘Hey, Sophie, take everything you've ever learned 
about anything and throw it away.” 

“Actually, that is what I’m saying.” He flashed a smug grin. “Humans do the best 
they can—but their minds can’t begin to comprehend the complexities of reality.” 

“And what, elves’ minds are better?” 

“Of course. Why do you think you're so far ahead of your class? The slowest elf 
can still trump a human—even one with no proper education.” 

Her shoulders sagged as Fitz’s words sank in. 

If he was right, she was just some stupid girl who knew nothing about anything. 

No—not a girl. 

An elf. 


FOUR 


THE SCENERY BLURRED—BUT WHETHER IT was from tears or panic 
Sophie couldn't be sure. 


Everything she knew was wrong. Her entire life was a lie. 

Fitz nudged her arm. “Hey. It’s not your fault. You believed what they taught 
you—I’m sure Td have done the same thing. But it’s time you knew the truth. This 
is how the world really works. It’s not magic. It’s just how it is.” 

The castle bells chimed, and Fitz yanked her behind a large rock as a gateway 
opened. Two elves with floor-length velvet capes draped over their black tunics 
emerged, followed by dozens of bizarre creatures marching in military formation 
down the rocky path. They were at least seven feet tall and wore only black pants, 
leaving their thick muscles prominently on display. With their flat noses and 
coarse gray skin, which fell in pleated folds, they looked part alien, part armadillo. 

“Goblins,” Fitz whispered. “Probably the most dangerous creatures you'll ever 
meet, which is why it’s a good thing they signed the treaty.” 

“Then why are we hiding?” she whispered, hating her voice for trembling. 

“We're dressed like humans. Humans are forbidden in the Lost Cities— 
especially here, in Lumenaria. Lumenaria is where all the other worlds come 
together. Gnomes, dwarves, ogres, goblins, trolls.” 

She was too overwhelmed to even think about the other creatures he was 
mentioning, so she focused on the better question. “Why are humans forbidden?” 

He motioned for her to follow him to a rock farther away, squatting behind it. 
“They betrayed us. The Ancient Councillors offered them the same treaty they 
made with all the intelligent creatures, and they agreed. Then they decided they 
wanted to rule the world—like it even works that way—and started planning a war. 
The Ancients didn’t want violence, so they disappeared, forbid any contact with 
humans, and left them to their own devices. You can see how well that’s working 
out for them.” 

Sophie opened her mouth to defend her race, but she could see Fitz’s point. 
War, crime, famine—humans had a lot of problems. 

Plus, if everything he was saying was true, they weren't her race. The realization 
chilled her much more than the frigid wind licking her cheeks. 

“The stories told by the humans who'd known us must’ve sounded impossible 


after we disappeared, and eventually they evolved into the crazy myths you've 


heard. But this is the truth, Sophie.” Fitz pointed around them. “This is who you 
are. This is where you belong” 

Where you belong. 

She’d waited her whole life to hear those three simple words. “I’m really an elf?” 
she whispered. 

“Yes.” 

Sophie peeked through the rocks at the glowing castle—a place that wasn't 
supposed to exist but was somehow right in front of her. Everything he was telling 
her was insane. But she knew it was true—she could feel it. Like a crucial piece of 
her identity had clicked into place. 

“Okay,” she decided, her head spinning in a thousand directions. “I believe 
you.” 

A loud clang sounded as another gate closed. Fitz stepped out of the shadows 
and pulled out a different wand—no, pathfinder—sleek and black with a cobalt 
blue crystal. “Ready to go home?” 

Home. 

The word jolted her back to reality. Mr. Sweeney would call her mom when she 
didn’t get on the bus. She needed to get home before her mom freaked. 

Her heart sank a little. 

Reality seemed so bland and boring after everything shed seen. Still, she took 
his hand and stole one last look at the incredible view before the blinding light 


swept it away. 


THE SMOKY ASH STUNG HER lungs after the crisp, fresh air of Lumenaria. 
Sophie looked around, surprised she recognized the plain square houses on the 
narrow, tree-lined street. They were a block away from her house. She decided not 
to ask how he knew where she lived. 

Fitz coughed and glared at the sky. “You'd think humans could handle putting 
out a few fires before the smoke pollutes the whole planet.” 

“They're working on it,” she said, feeling a strange need to defend her home. 
“Plus, these aren't normal fires. The arsonist used some sort of chemical when he 
started them, so they’re burning white hot, and the smoke smells sweet.” 

Usually, wildfires made the city smell like barbecue. This time it was more like 
melting cotton candy—which was actually kind of nice, if it didn’t burn her eyes 
and rain ash. 

“Arsonists.” Fitz shook his head. “Why would anyone want to watch the world 
burn?” 


“I don’t know,” she admitted. Shed asked herself the same question, and she 
wasn't sure there was an answer. 

Fitz pulled the silver pathfinder out of his pocket. 

“Are you leaving?” she asked, hoping he didn’t notice the way her voice hitched. 

“T have to find out what my dad wants to do now—if he even knows. Neither of 
us thought you were going to be the girl.” 

The girl. Like she was someone important. 

If she could hear his thoughts, shed know what he meant. But his mind was 
still a silent mystery. And she still had no idea why. 

“He's not going to be happy I took you to our cities,” he added, “even though I 
was careful no one saw us. So please don’t tell anyone about anything I’ve shown 
you today.” 

“I won't. I promise.” She held his gaze so he’d know she meant it. 

He released the breath he’d been holding. “Thank you. And make sure you act 
normal so your family doesn’t suspect anything.” 

She nodded—but she had to ask one question before he left. “Fitz?” She 
squared her shoulders for courage. “Why can’t I hear your thoughts ?” 

The question knocked him back a step. “I still can’t believe youre a Telepath.” 

“Aren't all elves Telepaths?” 

“No. It’s a special ability. One of the rarer ones. And you're only twelve, right?” 

“T’ll be thirteen in six months,” she corrected, not liking the way hed said 
“only.” 

“That’s really young. They said I was the youngest to manifest, and I didn't start 
reading minds until I was thirteen.” 

She frowned. “But... I’ve been hearing thoughts since I was five.” 

“Five?” He said it so loud it reverberated off the houses, and they both scanned 
the street to make sure no one was around. 

“You're sure?” he whispered. 

“Positive.” 

Waking up in the hospital after she hit her head wasn’t the kind of moment she 
could forget. She was hooked up to all kinds of crazy machines, with her parents 
hovering over her, shouting things she could barely separate from the voices filling 
her mind. All she could do was cry and hold her head and try to explain what was 
happening to a group of adults who didn’t understand—who would never 
understand. No one could make the noise go away, and the voices had haunted her 
ever since. 

“Is that wrong?” she asked, not liking the worry etched between his brows. 

“I have no idea.” His eyes narrowed, like he was trying to see inside her head. 


“What are you doing?” 

“Are you blocking me?” he asked, ignoring her question. 

“I don't even know what that is.” She stepped away, wishing the extra space 
could stop him from reading her private thoughts. 

“It’s a way to keep Telepaths out. Kind of like putting a wall around your mind.” 

“Ts that why I can't hear you?” 

“Maybe. Can you tell me what I’m thinking right now?” 

“I told you, I don't hear your thoughts the way I do with other people.” 

“That’s because humans have weak minds—but that’s not what I meant. If you 
listen, can you hear me?” 

“I... don’t know. I've never tried to read a mind before.” 

“You just have to trust your instincts. Concentrate. You'll know what to do. Try.” 

She hated being bossed around—especially since he wasn’t answering her 
questions. Then again, what he wanted her to do might be the only way to find out 
why he looked so concerned. She just had to figure out what he meant by “listen.” 

She didn’t have to tell her ears to hear—they just did. But listening took action. 
She had to concentrate. Maybe mind reading worked the same way—like an extra 
sense. 

She focused on his forehead, imagining that she was stretching out her 
consciousness like a mental shadow, feeling for his thoughts. After a second Fitz’s 
voice swept through her head. It wasn't sharp or loud like human thoughts, more 
of a soft whisper brushing across her brain. 

“You've never felt a mind as quiet as mine?” she blurted. 

“You heard me?” He looked pale. 

“Was I not supposed to?” 

“No one else can.” 

She needed a few seconds to process that. “And you can't read my mind?” 

He shook his head. “Not even when I try my hardest.” 

A whole new world of worries pressed down on her shoulders. She didn’t want 
to be different from the other elves. “Why?” 

“I have no idea. But when you pair it with your eyes, and where you live—’ He 
stopped, like he was afraid he’d said too much, then fumbled with the crystal on his 
pathfinder. “I need to ask my dad.” 

“Wait—you can’t leave now.” Not when she had more questions than answers. 

“T have to. I’ve already been gone too long—and you need to get home.” 

She knew he was right. She didn’t want to get in trouble. But her knees still 
shook as he held the crystal to the sunlight. He was her only link to the amazing 
world she’d seen—the only proof that she hadn't imagined the whole thing. 


“Will I ever see you again?” she whispered. 

“Of course. TIl be back tomorrow.” 

“How will I find you?” 

He flashed a small smile. “Don’t worry. TIl find you.” 


FIVE 


THERE YOU ARE!” HER MOM SHOUTED. HER panicked thoughts battered 


their way into Sophie's brain as she entered their cluttered living room and found 
her mom still on the phone. “Yes, shes home now,” she said into the receiver. 
“Don't worry, I will be having a very long talk with her.” 

Sophie’s heart jolted. 

Her mom hung up the phone and reeled around. Her wide green eyes glared 
daggers. “That was Mr. Sweeney calling because he couldnt find you at the 
museum. What were you thinking, wandering off like that—especially now, with 
the fires making everyone nervous? Do you have any idea how worried I was? And 
Mr. Sweeney was about to call the police!” 

“’m—I'm sorry,” Sophie stammered, struggling to find a convincing lie. She 
was a horrible liar. “I... got scared.” 

Her mom’s anger faded to concern, and she tugged nervously at her curly 
brown hair. “Scared of what? Did something happen?” 

“I saw this guy,” Sophie said, realizing the best lies were based on truth. “He 
had the article about me. He started asking all these questions and it was freaking 
me out so I ran away from him. And then I was scared to go back, so I walked to 
the trolley and took the train home.” 

“Why didn’t you geta teacher or a museum guard—or call the police?” 

“I guess I didn’t think of that. I just wanted to get away.” She tugged out an 
eyelash. 

“Ugh—stop doing that,” her mom complained, closing her eyes and shaking 
her head. She took a deep breath. “Well, I guess the important thing is that you're 
okay. But if anything like that ever happens again, I want you to run straight to an 
adult, do you understand?” 

Sophie nodded. 

“Good.” She rubbed the wrinkle between her brows that always appeared when 
she was stressed. “This is exactly why your father and I were upset about that 
article. It’s not safe to stand out in this world—you never know what some weirdo 
is going to try to do once they know where they can find you.” 

No one understood the dangers of standing out better than Sophie. She’d been 
teased and tormented and bullied her whole life. “I’m fine, Mom. Okay?” 

Her mom seemed to deflate as she let out a heavy sigh. “I know, I just wish...” 


Her voice trailed off and Sophie closed her eyes, hoping she could close out the 
rest of the thought. 

You could be normal, like your sister. 

The words slipped a tiny pin into Sophie’s heart. It was the hardest part of 
being a Telepath—hearing what her parents really thought. 

She knew her mom didn’t mean it. But that didn’t make it any less painful to 
hear. 

Her mom wrapped her in a tight hug. ‘Just be careful, Sophie. I don't know 
what I'd do if anything happened to you.” 

“I know, Mom. I'll try.” 

Her dad came through the front door and her mom let her go. 

“Welcome home, honey! TIl have dinner ready in ten,” she called to him. “And, 
Amy!” she added, raising her voice so it would be heard upstairs. “Time to come 
down!” 

Sophie followed her mom into the kitchen, feeling unease twist in her stomach. 
Worn linoleum, pastel walls, tacky knickknacks—it all seemed so ordinary after the 
glittering cities Fitz had shown her. Could she really belong there? 

Did she really belong here? 

Sophie’s dad kissed her on the cheek as he set his shabby briefcase on the 
kitchen table. “And how’s my Soybean?” he asked with a wink. 

Sophie scowled. He’d been calling her that since she was a baby—apparently, 
shed had a hard time pronouncing her name—and she'd asked him hundreds, no, 
thousands of times to stop. He refused to listen. 

Her mom took the lid off one of the simmering pots, and the smell of garlic 
and cream filled the room. She handed Sophie the silverware. “It’s your turn to set 
the table.” 

“Yeah, Soybean. Get crackin’,” her sister said as she scooted into the room and 
plopped into her usual chair. 

At nine years old, Amy already had the annoying little sister role mastered. 

Amy was Sophie's opposite in every way, from her curly brown hair and green 
eyes to her lower than average grades and incredible popularity. No one 
understood how she and Sophie could be sisters—especially Sophie. Even their 
parents wondered about it in their thoughts. 

The silverware slipped through Sophie’s fingers. 

“What’s wrong?” her mom asked. 

“Nothing” She sank into her chair. 

How could she and Amy be sisters? Amy was definitely human. Her parents 
were too—she’d heard enough of their thoughts to know they weren't hiding any 


secret powers. And if she was an elf... 

The room spun and she lowered her head into her hands. She tried to 
concentrate on breathing: Inhale—exhale—and repeat. 

“You okay, Soybean?” her dad asked. 

For once she didn’t care about the nickname. “I feel kind of dizzy—must be 
from the smoke,” she added, trying not to make them suspicious. “Can I go lay 
down?” 

“I think you should eat something first,” her mom said, and Sophie knew she 
couldn't argue. Skipping dinner was definitely not acting normal—especially on 
fettuccine night. It was her favorite, but the rich sauce did not help her sudden 
nausea. Neither did the way her family stared at her. 

Sophie ignored their mental concern, trying not to tug on her eyelashes as she 
chewed each bite and forced herself to swallow. Finally, her dad set his fork down— 
the official end of dinner in the Foster house—and Sophie jumped to her feet. 

“Thanks, Mom, that was great. I’m going to do some homework.” She left the 
kitchen and sprinted up the stairs before they could say anything to stop her. 

She raced to her room and closed her door, stumbling to her bed. A loud hiss 
shattered the silence. “Sorry, Marty,” she whispered, her heart pounding in her 
ears. 

Her fluffy gray cat glared at her for sitting on his tail. But she reached out her 
hand and he slunk toward her, settling into her lap. Marty’s gentle purring filled 
the silence and gave her courage to confront the realization she’d made downstairs. 

Her family couldn't be her family. 

She took a deep breath and let the reality settle in. 

The strange thing was, in some ways it made sense. It explained why she always 
felt so out of place around them—the slender blonde among her chubby brunette 
family. 

Still, they were the only family she knew. 

And if they weren't her family . . . who was? 

Panic closed off her chest and her lungs screamed for air. But another pain 
throbbed deeper, like something inside had ripped apart. 

Her eyes burned with tears, but she blinked them back. It had to be a mistake. 
How could she not be related to her family? She’d been hearing their thoughts for 
seven years—how would she not know that? And even if it was somehow possible, 
not being related to them didn't change anything, did it? Lots of kids were 
adopted, and they were part of their new family. 

Her mom poked her head through the door. “I brought you some E.L. Fudges.” 
She handed Sophie a plate full of her favorite cookies and a glass of milk, then 


frowned. “You look pale, Sophie. Are you getting sick?” She pressed her palm 
against Sophie's forehead. “You don’t have a fever.” 

“I'm fine. Just . . . tired.” She reached for a cookie but froze when she noticed its 
tiny elf face. “I need to go to bed.” 

Her mom left her alone so she could change. She stumbled through her 
routine and crawled under the blankets, wrapping them as tight as they would go. 
Marty took his place on her pillow, next to her head. 

“Sweet dreams, Soybean,” her dad said, kissing her on the forehead. Her 
parents always tucked her in—another Foster family tradition. 

“Night, Dad.” She tried to smile, but she could barely breathe. 

Her mom kissed Sophie’s cheek. “Do you have Ella?” 

“Yep.” She showed her the blue elephant tucked under her arm. She was 
probably too old to still have a stuffed animal, but she couldn't sleep without Ella. 
Tonight she needed her more than ever. 

Her mom turned off the light, and the darkness gave Sophie the courage she 
needed. “Um, can I ask you guys something?” 

“Sure,” her dad said. “What’s up?” 

She hugged Ella tighter. “Was I adopted?” 

Her mom laughed as her mind flashed to the twelve hours of very painful labor 
she’d endured. “No, Sophie. Why would you ask that?” 

“Could I have been switched at birth?” 

“No. Of course not!” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yes—I think I would know my own daughter.” There wasnt a doubt in her 
mom’s mind. “What’s this all about?” 

“Nothing. I was just wondering.” 

Her dad laughed. “Sorry, Soybean, we're your parents—whether you like it or 
not.” 

“Okay,” she agreed. 


But she wasn’t so sure anymore. 


SIX 


[HAT NIGHT SOPHIE DREAMED THE Keebler elves were holding her 


hostage until she perfected all their cookie recipes. Then she told them she liked 
Oreos better, and they tried to drown her in a giant vat of fudge. She woke in a cold 
sweat and decided sleep was overrated. 

When morning came, she took a quick shower and threw on her best jeans and 
a shirt she’d never worn—buttery yellow with brown stripes. It was the only item in 
her closet that wasn’t pray, and she’d always been too self-conscious to wear it. But 
the color brought out the gold flecks in her eyes, and today she would see Fitz 
again. As much as she hated to admit it, she wanted to look good. She even clipped 
part of her hair back and toyed with the idea of lip gloss—but that was going too 
far. Then she snuck downstairs to check outside for him. 

She crept into the front yard, blinking to keep the falling ash out of her eyes. 
The smoke was so thick it stuck to her skin. Seriously, when were they going to get 
the fires contained? 

“Looking for someone?” her next-door neighbor asked from his perch in the 
middle of his lawn. Mr. Forkle could always be found there, rearranging hundreds 
of garden gnomes into elaborate tableaux. 

“No,” she said, hating how nosy he was. “I was checking to see if the smoke was 
any better. I guess it’s not.” She coughed for added effect. 

His beady blue eyes bored into hers, and she could tell from his thoughts that 
he didn’t believe her. “You kids,” he grumbled. “Always up to something.” 

Mr. Forkle loved to start sentences with the words “you kids.” He was old and 
smelled like feet and was always complaining about something. But he was the one 
who called grx when she fell and hit her head, so she was obligated to be nice. 

He moved a gnome a fraction of an inch to the left. “You should get back inside 
before the smoke gives you another one of those headaches you're always—” 

Loud yapping interrupted him, and a ball of fur with legs streaked up the 
sidewalk, barking its tiny head off: A blond guy in spandex jogging shorts chased 
after it. 

“Would you mind grabbing her?” he called to Sophie as the dog raced across 
her lawn. 

“TIl try.” The dog was quick, but Sophie managed to step on the leash with a 
clumsy lunge. She kneeled, stroking the wild-eyed, panting creature to calm her 


down. 

“Thank you so much,” the guy said as he ran up the path. As soon as he drew 
close, the dog growled and strained against the leash, barking like mad. 

“She’s my sister’s dog,” he shouted over the noise. “She hates me. Not my sister 
—the dog,” he added. He held out his hand, displaying several half-moon bite 
wounds, fresh and still bleeding. One was so deep it would definitely leave a scar. 

Sophie picked up the trembling dog and hugged her. Why was the dog so 
afraid? 

“I dont suppose you'd be willing to carry her back to my sister's house. It’s justa 
few blocks away, and she seems to like you better than me.” He winked one of his 
piercing blue eyes. 

“She most certainly will not,” Mr. Forkle yelled before she could open her 
mouth to answer. “Sophie, go inside. And you”—he pointed to the jogger—“get out 
of here right now or I’m calling the police.” 

The guy's eyes narrowed. “I wasn’t asking you—” 

“I don't care,” Mr. Forkle interrupted. “Get. Away. From. Her. Now.” 

The barking grew louder as the guy moved toward Sophie. She could barely 
think through the chaos, but there was something in his expression that made her 
wonder if he was planning to grab her and drag her away. And that’s when it hit 
her. 

She couldn't hear his thoughts. Even with the barking—she should’ve heard 
something. 

Would Fitz have sent someone else in his place? 

But if he had, why wouldn't the jogger say that? Why try to trick her? 

Before she could react, Mr. Forkle stepped between them, stopping the jogger 
in his tracks. Mr. Forkle might be on the old side, but he was a large man, and 
when he straightened up to his full height, he made quite an intimidating figure. 

They stared each other down for a few seconds. Then the jogger shook his head 
and backed off. 

“Sophie, let the dog go,” Mr. Forkle ordered. She did as he said and the dog 
raced away. The jogger glowered at them both before he took off after it. 

Sophie released the breath she’d been holding. 

“You're okay,” Mr. Forkle promised. “If I see him again, TIl call the police.” 

She nodded, trying to find her voice. “Uh, thanks.” 

Mr. Forkle snorted, shaking his head and grumbling something that started 
with “you kids” as he returned to his lawn gnomes. “Better get inside.” 

“Right,” she agreed, moving up the path on shaky legs. 


As soon as the front door closed, she leaned against it, trying to make sense of 
the scattered questions racing through her brain. 
Why would that guy try to grab her? Could he be another elf? Fitz had some 


serious explaining to do—whenever he decided to make his next appearance. 


THERE WAS STILL NO SIGN of Fitz when she got to school, and now she 
wasn’t sure what to do. He might be waiting for her to be alone before he appeared, 
but after the dog incident, she wanted a few eyewitnesses around. Unless Fitz had 
sent the jogger to get her.... 

It was all so frustrating and confusing. 

She headed for class when the bell rang, lurking a few steps behind the other 
students. 

A hand grabbed her arm and pulled her into the shadows between buildings. 
Sophie stopped her scream just in time when she recognized Fitz. 

“Where have you been?” she demanded—a little too loudly. Several heads 
turned their way. “Do you have any idea what I’ve been going through?” 

“Missed me bad, huh?” he whispered, flashing a cocky smile. 

She felt the blood rush to her face and looked away to hide her blush. “More 
like you left me alone with a ton of unanswered questions and no way to find you, 
and then this guy shows up and tries to grab me and—” 

“Whoa—wait. What guy?” 

“I don't know,” she said. “Some creepy blond guy tried to trick me into 
wandering off with him, and when I wouldn't, it looked like he was going to snatch 
me but I wasn’t sure because I couldn't hear his thoughts and I think he might be 
another elf” 

“Okay, slow down.” Fitz swept his hair back. “No one else knows you're here. 
Only my dad, and he sent me to get you.” 

“Then why couldn't I hear his thoughts D” 

“I don't know,” he admitted. “Are you sure you couldn't?” 

She replayed the scene, trying to remember. There had been a lot of barking 
and growling. Her heart pounding in her ears. She couldnt even remember 
hearing Mr. Forkle’s thoughts—now that she thought about it—and she could 
always hear his. 

“Maybe not,” she said quietly. 

“My guess is he was human, and maybe his mind is just quieter than the others. 
But we'll check with my dad. Wed better move though.” He pointed to a teacher 
who was eyeing them like she suspected impending mischief. “We can’t leap with 


people around.” 


“Leap?” she squeaked as he pulled her behind the English building. “I can't 
ditch class, Fitz. They'll call my parents—and after yesterday I think my mom 
might strangle me.” 

“This is important, Sophie. You have to come with me.” 

“Why?” 

“Just trust me.” 

She locked her knees so he couldn't pull her any farther. She couldn't keep 
disappearing all the time. Elf or not, she had a life here, with classes she could fail 
and parents who could ground her. “How am I supposed to trust you when you 
won't even tell me anything?” 

“You can trust me because I’m here to help you.” 

That wasn’t good enough. If he wouldn't tell her what was going on, she knew 
how to find out. 

It was strange to willingly use her telepathy, after so many years trying to block 
it. But it was the only way to find out what he was hiding. So she closed her eyes 
and reached for his thoughts the way she had the day before. The breeze brushed 
through her mind, whispering scattered pieces of information—nothing she 
needed, though. But when she pushed a little further, she found what he was 
hiding. 

“A test?” she shrieked. “What am I being tested for?” 

“You read my mind?” He dragged her deeper into the shadows, shaking his 
head. Hard. “You can’t do that, Sophie. You can’t listen to someone’s thoughts any 
time you want to know something. There are rules.” 

“You've tried to read my mind without my permission.” 

“That’s different. I’m on assignment.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

Fitz ran his hands through his hair, which he seemed to do when he was 
frustrated. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is you could get in big trouble for 
invading someone’s mind like that. It’s a serious offense.” 

The way he said “serious” made everything inside her scrunch and twist 
together. 

“Really?” she asked quietly. 

“Yeah. So don't do it again.” 

She started to nod, but a small movement at a nearby oak caught her attention 
and she froze, her heart hammering so hard it drowned out everything else. It was 
only for a second—but she could’ve sworn she saw the jogger’s face. 

“He’s here,” she whispered. “The guy who tried to grab me.” 

“Where?” Fitz scanned the campus. 


She gestured toward the tree, but there was no one around. No thoughts nearby 
either. 

Did she imagine it? 

Fitz pulled the silver pathfinder from his pocket and adjusted the crystal. “I 
don't see anyone—but let’s get out of here. We shouldn't keep everyone waiting, 
anyway.” 

“Who's everyone?” 

“My parents, and a committee of our Councillors. It’s part of the test you heard 
me thinking about when you broke into my head.” He shot her a sidelong glance, 
and she felt her cheeks heat up. 

“Sorry,” she mumbled. 

She'd never thought of telepathy as “breaking in” before, but she could see his 
point. His thoughts hadn't automatically filled her mind the way they did with 
humans. She’d shoved her way in and took them. She’d be furious if someone did 
that to her. 

She wouldn’t make that mistake again. 

It wasn't like she’d ever enj oyed being a Telepath anyway. Reading minds always 
caused way more problems than it solved. 

Fitz took her hand and led her into the sunlight. “Ready?” he asked as he held 
up the pathfinder. 

She nodded, hoping he couldn't feel the way her arm was shaking. “Can you tell 
me what the test determines?” 

He grinned as his eyes locked with hers. “Your future.” 


SEVEN 


SOPHIE HAD TO SHIELD HER FACE AS SHE surveyed her new 


surroundings. The enormous metal gate in front of them glowed as bright as 
sunlight, nearly blinding her. 

“Welcome to Everglen,” Fitz said, leading her toward the doors. “What do you 
think?” 

“It’s very bright.” 

He laughed. “Yeah. The gate absorbs all the light, so no one can leap directly 
inside. My dad works for the Council, so he likes his privacy at home.” 

“I guess.” After her stressful morning it was nice to know she would be safe, but 
she couldn't help wondering what they were trying to keep out. She doubted King 
Kong could get past the massive doors. 

A faint click sounded, and the gate swung inward. A striking figure stood in a 
small, grassy clearing surrounded by the same enormous trees she’d seen growing 
along the river in the capital. A floor-length, midnight blue cape was fastened 
across his shoulders with a clasp that looked like a pair of yellow, diamond- 
encrusted wings. He was tall and lean, with the same vibrant teal eyes and dark 
wavy hair—it was impossible to miss the family resemblance. 

“Sophie, this is my father, Alden,” Fitz introduced. 

She wasn’t sure if she should bow or curtsy or shake hands. How should she 
greet an elf? She managed a shy wave. 

“Itsa pleasure to meet you, Sophie,” Alden said with an accent more prominent 
than Fitz’s. “I see Fitz wasn’t kidding about the brown eyes. Most unusual.” 

She could feel her cheeks flush. “Oh. Uh. Yeah.” 

Alden smiled. “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. I think the color is 
quite pretty. Don't you, Fitz?” 

She couldn't look at Fitz as he agreed. Her face felt like it might actually be on 
fire. 

“Did you tell anyone else where Sophie was?” Fitz asked. 

“Only the Council. Why?” 

“Sophie said someone tried to take her this morning.” 

Alden’s eyes widened. “Are you okay?” he asked, scanning Sophie like he was 
checking for injury. 

“Yeah. He never got close enough to grab me. He just looked like he wanted to.” 


“Humans,” Alden muttered. 

“Actually, Sophie thought he might be an elf” Fitz told him. 

Father and son shared a look. Then Alden shook his head. “Kidnapping is a 
human crime. I’ve never heard of an elf even considering such a thing—much less 
trying it. What made you think it was one of us?” 

“I might've been wrong,” she said, feeling silly and paranoid. “I just can't 
remember hearing his thoughts—which has only happened around Fitz. And now 
you.” 

“Yes, Fitz told me about your telepathy.” He reached out to touch her forehead. 
“Do you mind?” 

“Um.” She didn’t want to be rude, but she couldn't help taking a step back. 

“I mean you no harm, I assure you. Td love to see your memories of the 
kidnapper, if that’s okay?” 

She was surprised he'd asked her permission. Fitz really was right about the 
rules for Telepaths. Didn’t mean she liked the idea of having her memories 
searched though. 

She glanced at Fitz and he nodded, trying to reassure her, but it was the 
kindness in Alden’s eyes that made her agree. 

Alden placed two fingers gently against her temples and closed his eyes. She 
tried to hold still—and avoid thinking about how good Fitz looked in his dark 
jacket—but as the seconds ticked by, she could feel her knees start to shake. 

“Well,” Alden said as he pulled his hands away. “You are indeed a fascinating 
girl.” 

“Couldn't hear her either, could you?” Fitz asked him, sounding triumphant. 

“No.” Alden took both of her hands. “Well, I'll look into what happened this 
morning, but I’m sure there’s no reason to worry. You're here now, and it’s perfectly 
safe in our world—” 

He frowned and his head jerked toward Fitz. “I specifically told you not to let 
her leap again without a nexus.” 

“Sorry, I forgot. Sophie thought she saw the guy who tried to grab her, so we 
had to get out of there quick. But we're fine. I had us covered.” 

“That’s not the point.” Alden held out his hand, and Fitz dug a small black cuff 
out of his coat pocket and handed it to him. Alden clamped the bracelet around 
Sophie’s right wrist, twisting until it fit snug. “Is that comfortable?” 

She nodded, staring at her new accessory. The wide band had a single teal jewel 
set into the front, a smooth pray rectangle on the back, and intricate symbols 
etched all around. She blinked when she realized they were letters. Letters that 


spelled out gibberish. Which seemed like an odd way to decorate a bracelet. But 
what wasn’t odd about this world? 

Alden twisted the band again and it clicked with finality. “There. All set.” 

“Um. What is it?” 

“A safety precaution. Your body has to break into tiny particles to be carried by 
the light, and the nexus holds those particles together until your concentration is 
strong enough to do it for you. Fitz never should have let you leap without one— 
even with the stressful circumstances.” 

“But Fitz doesn’t have one.” Sophie pointed to his bare wrist. 

“I got mine off early. My concentration is strong enough for three people— 
which is why we're fine. Sophie’s not even a little bit faded, and you know it.” 

“Only fools overestimate their skills, Son. Youve never had to watch someone 
fade away. Perhaps if you had, you would be more cautious.” 

Fitz’s eyes dropped to the ground. 

“What does it mean to fade away?” Sophie asked quietly. 

A second passed before Alden answered, and he looked like he was watching a 
memory. “It’s when you lose too much of yourself ina leap. Your body isn't able to 
fully reform, and eventually the light pulls the rest of you away and you're lost 
forever.” 

Sophie felt goose bumps dimple her skin. 

Alden cleared his throat. “It’s only happened a few times, and we'd prefer to 
keep it that way.’ He shot a reproving look at Fitz. 

Fitz shrugged. “Fine. The next time you send me on a secret mission to collect 
a long-lost elf; I'll be sure to put the nexus on before I leap her here.” 

Alden’s lips looked like they wanted to smile as he motioned for Sophie and 
Fitz to follow him down the path. “We shouldn't keep our guests waiting.” 

Sophie wiped her palms on her jeans and took a deep breath before she 
followed him down the narrow path lined with trees blooming blue and red and 
pink and purple—every color of the rainbow. The air was so thick with the 
perfume of their flowers it was almost dizzying, a nice change from the smoky air 
back home. “How exactly does this test decide my future?” 

“They're testing you to see if you qualify for Foxfire.” Fitz paused, like that was 
supposed to mean something. 

“Isn’t that glowing fungus?” she asked. 

Alden cracked up. 

Fitz looked a little insulted. “It’s our most prestigious academy.” 

“You named your most prestigious academy after fungus?” 


“Tt represents a bright glow in a darkened world.” 


“But... the light comes from fungus.” 

Fitz rolled his eyes. “Will you stop saying ‘fungus’? Only those with the 
strongest talent qualify for Foxfire, and if you don’t get in, you might as well kiss 
your future goodbye.” 

Alden placed his hand on her shoulder. “You'll have to excuse my son. He’s very 
proud to attend Foxfire—and it’s definitely an accomplishment. But don’t let him 
worry you. The earliest levels are more of a testing ground, to see who develops 
abilities that qualify them to continue with their studies.” 

The idea of going to an elvin academy made her head spin. Would she have to 
sneak away every day? She didn’t see how that could work, but she doubted her 
parents would knowingly let her light leap to a secret elvin school, either. 

If they really were her parents... . 

Cold chills mixed with sudden nausea as last night’s troubling revelation 
rushed back, but she shoved the sickening thought to a dark corner of her mind. 

One problem at a time. 

“Is it going to be hard to get into Foxfire?” she asked. 

“Councillor Bronte will be difficult to impress,” Alden admitted. “He feels your 
upbringing and lack of proper education should disqualify you. Plus, he doesn’t 
like surprises. The Council had no idea you existed until today, and he’s more than 
a little miffed about it. But you only need two out of three votes. Just do the best 
you can.” 

The Council didn’t know about her? Then why did Fitz say they’d been looking 
for her for twelve years? 

Before she could ask, they arrived at another clearing, and all coherent thoughts 
vanished. 

Dozens of squat, brown-skinned creatures with huge gray eyes tended a garden 
that belonged ina fairy tale. Lush plants grew up and down and sideways and 
slantways. One of the creatures shuffled by, carrying a basket filled with twinkling 
purple fruit. 

“What?” It was the only word Sophie could come up with. 

“Tm guessing this isn’t quite how you pictured gnomes, is it?” Alden asked. 

“Um, no.” These definitely weren't little old men in pointy hats, like Mr. 
Forkle’s lawn statues. “So... you have gnomes for servants?” 

Alden stopped to stare at her. “We would never have servants. The gnomes 
choose to live with us because it’s safer in our world. And they help in our gardens 
because they enjoy it. We're privileged to have them. You'll get your first taste of 


gnomish produce during lunch, and you're in for quite a treat.” 


She watched a gnome dig slimy yellow tubers that looked like giant slugs out of 
the ground. She hoped none of those was on the menu. 

She peeled her eyes away from the strange scene as Alden led her out of the 
garden to a meadow with a house in the center, one so large, so elegant, she 
couldn't believe anyone could call it “home.” Part castle, part manor, it was made 
almost entirely of intricately cut crystal, and among the numerous turrets and 
gables rose a tower that resembled a lighthouse. 

They passed through two massive doors made of braided silver, and entered a 
round foyer, which sparkled like a prism in the sunlight. 

“This way,” Alden said, taking her hand and bringing her down the widest 
hallway, lined with fountains that spouted streams of colored water over their 
heads. The hall dead-ended at a pair of doors encrusted with a jeweled mosaic— 
two diamond unicorns racing across a field of amethyst flowers. Sophie couldn't 
help wondering just how rich Fitz’s family had to be to live in a place like this. 
Though everything she’d seen in the elvin world spoke of wealth. It felt very 
intimidating. 

Alden squeezed her hand. “You have nothing to be afraid of” 

She tried to make herself believe him as Fitz pulled the doors open and led 
them into a formal dining room. Sheer silk curtains covered the glass walls, 
drawing the eye up to an enormous chandelier—a waterfall of long, shimmering 
crystals—that hung over a round table set with domed platters and fancy goblets. 
Three figures in jewel-encrusted circlets rose from the plush, thronelike chairs 
surrounding the table. 

A second too late Sophie realized she should have curtsied—not that she knew 
how. 

She stared at the silver capes fastened at the base of their necks with clasps that 
looked like glowing, golden keys and felt horribly underdressed. Everyone wore 
jewels and lush fabrics except her and Fitz—and he was in “disguise.” 

“Councillors, this is Sophie Foster,” Alden introduced with a quick bow. 
“Sophie, this is Kenric, Oralie, and Bronte.” 

Kenric was built like a football player, with wild red hair and a big, toothy grin. 
Oralie looked like a fairy princess—rosy cheeks and long golden ringlets. And then 
there was Bronte. 

As Sophie met his cold gaze, she could see what Alden meant about Bronte 
being hard to impress. He was the smallest of the three, with cropped brown hair 
and sharp features. He wasn’t bad looking, but there was something strange about 
his appearance she couldn't put her finger on. 

She gasped when she realized what it was. 


“What?” Bronte demanded. 

Five pairs of blue eyes focused on her and she stared at the floor as she 
mumbled, “Sorry. I was surprised by your ears.” 

“My ears?” Bronte repeated, confused. 

Fitz’s whole body shook with laughter. Sophie squirmed as one by one the 
others joined him. Bronte did not look at all pleased to be left out of the joke. 

“I think she’s surprised that your ears are . . . pointy,” Alden finally answered. 
“Our ears change shape as we age. Eventually it'll happen to all of us.” 

“Tm going to get pointy ears?” Her hands darted to her head, like they might 
have already transformed. 

“Not for a few thousand years,” Alden promised. “By then I doubt you'll mind.” 

Sophie sank into a chair, barely noticing that Fitz sat next to her. Her brain was 
on autorepeat: Thousand years, thousand years, thousand years. “How long do elves 
live?” she asked. Everyone looked young and vibrant—even Bronte. 

“We don’t know,” Kenric said, scooting his chair a touch closer to Oralie’s than 
he really needed to. “No one’s died of old age yet.” 

Sophie rubbed her forehead. It actually hurt her brain trying to understand 
this. “So, you're saying elves are . . . immortal?” 

“No.” A trace of sorrow hid in Alden’s voice. “We can die. But our bodies stop 
aging when we reach adulthood. We don’t get wrinkles or gray hair. Only our ears 
age.” He smiled at Bronte, who glowered back. “Bronte belongs to a group we call 
the Ancients, which is why his ears are so distinct. Please, help yourselves,” he 
added, pointing to the domed platters in front of each guest. 

Sophie uncovered hers and fought to hide her grimace. Black strips and purple 
mushy glop didn’t exactly scream Eat me. She forced herself to take a bite, stunned 
when the purple goop tasted like the Juiciest cheeseburger ever. “What is this 
stuff>” 

“That’s mashed carnissa root. The black strips are umber leaves,” Alden 
explained. 

Sophie took a bite of umber leaf. “Tastes like chicken.” 

“You eat animals?” Fitz asked in a tone that would have made more sense if 
she’d said she ate toxic waste. 

Sophie nodded, squirming when Fitz grimaced. “I take it elves are vegetarians.” 

Everyone nodded. 

She took another bite to hide her horror. It wasn’t that she liked eating animals, 
but she couldn't imagine living off only vegetables. Of course, if the vegetables 
tasted like cheeseburgers, maybe it wouldn't be so bad. 


“So, Sophie.” Bronte sneered her name like it bothered him to say it. “Alden 
tells me youre a Telepath.” 

She swallowed her mouthful, and it sank into her stomach with a thud. It felt 
wrong discussing her secret so openly. 

“Yes. She’s been reading minds since she was five. Isn't that right, Sophie?” 
Alden asked when she didn’t respond. 

She nodded. 

Kenric’s and Oralie’s jaws dropped. 

“That’s the most absurd thing I’ve ever heard,” Bronte argued. 

“Its unusual,” Alden corrected. 

Bronte rolled his eyes as he turned to Sophie. “Let’s see how good you are, then. 
Tell me what I’m thinking.” 

Sophie's mouth went dry as everyone fell silent. Waiting for her. 

She glanced at Fitz, remembering his warnings about the rules of telepathy. 

“He gave you permission,” Fitz told her. 

She nodded, taking a deep breath to stay calm. 

Apparently, the test had begun. 


EIGHT 


SOPHIE NEEDED TO PASS. SHE WANTED THE proper education Fitz had 
mentioned. She wanted to learn how the world really worked. So she closed her 


eyes, trying to relax enough to concentrate. 

She reached out with her mind like she had the day before. Bronte’s mind felt 
different from Fitz’s—deeper somehow, like she was stretching her mental shadow 
much further. And when she finally felt his thoughts, they were more like an icy 
gust than a gentle breeze. 

“You're thinking that you're the only one at this table with any common sense,” 
she announced. “And you're tired of watching Kenric stare at Oralie.” 

Bronte’s jaw fell open and Kenric’s face turned as red as his hair. Oralie looked 
down at her plate, her cheeks flushing pink. 

“I take it that’s right?” Alden asked, hiding his smile behind his hand. 

Bronte nodded, looking angry, chagrined, and incredulous all at the same time. 
“How can that be? An Ancient mind is almost impenetrable.” 

“The key word in that sentence is ‘almost,” Alden reminded him. “Don't feel 
bad—she’s also breached Fitz’s blocking” 

Guilt tugged at Sophie’s conscience as she watched Fitz flush red. Especially 
when Bronte grinned and said, “Sounds like Alden’s golden boy isn’t as infallible as 
everyone thinks.” 

“It’s more likely that Sophie is exceptionally special,” Alden corrected. “Fitz also 
saw her lift more than ten times her weight with telekinesis yesterday.” 

“You're kidding!” Kenric gasped, recovering from his embarrassment. “At her 
age? Now that I have to see.” 

Sophie shrank in her chair. “But . . . I don’t know how I did it. It just sort of 
happened.” 

‘Just relax, Sophie. Why not try something small?” Alden pointed to the crystal 
goblet in front of her. 

That didn’t sound too hard—and maybe it was like her telepathy. Another sense 
she had to learn how to use. 

She replayed the accident, remembering the way she’d found the strength deep 
inside, and pushed it out through her fingers. Could she do that again? 

She raised her arm and imagined lifting the goblet with an invisible hand. 
Nothing happened for a second, and her palms started to sweat. Then something 


pulled in her stomach, and the glass floated off the table. 

Sophie stared at the goblet in wonder. “I did it.” 

“That’s it?” Bronte scoffed, unimpressed. 

He needed more? Seriously? 

“Give her a second. She’s still getting used to her ability.” Alden put his hand on 
her shoulder. “Take a deep breath—relax—then see what else you can do. And 
remember, your mind has no limitations—unlike your physical body.” 

Alden’s calm confidence gave her the courage to try harder. She tried to think 
about the clue he was giving her. No limitations. What did that mean? 

Maybe she could lift more than one thing at once. She blew out a breath, 
pretending she had five more imaginary hands to extend. The tug in her gut felt 
sharper, but it was worth it when the other five goblets rose like crystal flying 
saucers. 

Kenric applauded. “Excellent control.” 

Her cheeks grew warm with the praise. “Thanks.” 

Bronte snorted. “It’s a couple of glasses. I thought she was supposed to be able 
to lift ten times her body weight.” 

Sophie bit her lip. She wasn’t sure how much more she could handle, but she 
was determined to impress Bronte. 

She must be stronger than she realized—how else could she have stopped the 
lantern? She took another deep breath and shoved every ounce of the force she 
could feel in her core toward the empty chair next to Bronte. 

A collective gasp rang in the air as three chairs floated off the ground, including 
the one Bronte sat on. 

“Incredible,” Alden breathed. 

Sophie didn’t have time to celebrate. Her stomach cramped from the strain and 
her hold broke. She screamed as the goblets shattered against the table and the 
chairs crashed to the floor, knocking Bronte flat on his back with a thunderous 
collision. 

For a second no one said anything; they just stared in open-mouthed shock. 
But when Bronte hollered for someone to help him up, everyone burst into a fit of 
laughter. 

Except Sophie. Shed dropped one of the Councillors. She was pretty sure shed 
sealed her future with that mistake. 

Kenric clapped her on the back, pulling her out of her worries. “I’ve never seen 
such natural talent. You’re even a natural at our language. Your accent is perfect. 
Almost as perfect as these guys.” He pointed to Alden and Fitz. 

“Tm sorry, what?” she asked, assuming she’d heard him wrong. 


Fitz laughed. “You've been speaking the Enlightened Language since we leaped 
here—ust like you did yesterday.” 

She was speaking a different language—with an accent? 

“Our language is instinctive,” Alden explained. “We speak from birth—I’m sure 
people thought you were an interesting baby. Though to humans our language 
sounds like babbling.” 

Her parents were always teasing her about what a noisy baby she was. She 
gripped the table. “Is there a word that sounds like ‘soybean’ in English?” 

“Soybean?” Alden asked. 

“T used to say itasa baby. My parents thought I was trying to say my name and 
mispronouncing it. They even turned it into a nickname—a really annoying one.” 
She blushed when Fitz chuckled beside her. 

Kenric shrugged. “T can't think of what that would be.” 

Fitz and Oralie nodded. But Alden looked pale. 

“What is it?” Bronte asked him, still dusting off his cape from his fall. 

Alden waved the words away. “Probably nothing” 

“TIl decide if it’s nothing,” Bronte insisted. 

Alden sighed. IE Sia possible she was saying suldreen—but it’s a stretch.” 

Bronte’s mouth tightened into a hard line. 

“What does suldreen mean?” Sophie asked. 

Alden hesitated before he answered. “It’s the proper name for a moonlark, a 
rare species of bird.” 

“And that’s bad because ... >” She hated the way everyone was looking at her— 
like she was a puzzle they couldn't solve. Adults were always looking at her that way, 
but usually she could hear their thoughts and know why they were so bothered. 
She missed that now. 

“It’s not bad. It’s just interesting,” Alden said quietly. 

Bronte snorted. “Troubling is what it is.” 

“Why would it be troubling?” Sophie asked. 

“Tt would be an uncomfortable coincidence. But most likely you were trying to 
say your name. You were hearing it all the time so it’s natural that you would try to 
repeat it.” Alden said it like he was trying to convince himself as much as her. 

“Well, I think I’ve heard quite enough to make my decision,” Bronte barked, 
shoving all thoughts of moonlarks out of her mind. “I vote against—and you will 
not convince me otherwise.” 

Sophie wasn't surprised, but she couldn’t fight off her panic. Had she failed? 

Kenric shook his head. “You're being absurd, Bronte. I vote in favor—and you 


won't convince me otherwise.” 


She held her breath as all eyes turned to Oralie for the final vote. Oralie hadn’t 
said a word the entire time, so Sophie had no idea where she stood. 

“Give me your hand, Sophie,” Oralie said in a voice as fragile and lovely as her 
face. 

“Oralie’s an Empath,” Fitz explained. “She can feel your emotions.” 

Sophie’s arm shook as she extended her hand. Oralie grasped it with a delicate 
touch. 

“I feel a lot of fear and confusion,” Oralie whispered. “But I’ve never felt such 
sincerity. And there’s something else. ... I’m not sure I can describe it.” She opened 
her huge, azure eyes and stared at Sophie. “You have my vote.” 

Alden clapped his hands together with a huge grin. “That settles it then.” 

“For now,” Bronte corrected. “This will be revisited. I’ll make sure of it.” 

Alden’s smile faded. “When?” 

“We should wait till the end of the year. Give Sophie some time to adjust,” 
Kenric announced. 

“Excellent,” Alden agreed. 

“Fools,” Bronte grumbled. “I invoke my right as Senior Councillor to demand a 
probe.” 

Alden rose with a nod. “I'd planned as much. I’ve arranged to bring her to 
Quinlin as soon as we're done here.” 

Sophie knew she should probably celebrate, but she was too busy trying to 
decipher the word “probe.” That didn’t sound fun. 

“What's a probe?” she asked Fitz as Alden led everyone else out of the room. 

Fitz leaned back in his chair. “Just a different way to read your mind. It’s no big 
deal. Happens all the time when you're in telepathy training—which it looks like 
you'll be. I can’t believe you passed. It looked iffy there for a minute.” 

“I know.” She sighed. “Why did Bronte demand a probe D” 

“Because he’s a pain. Well, that and I think he’s worried that my dad couldn't 
read your mind.” 

“Worried?” 

“I guess maybe ‘bothered’ is a better word. My dad’s really good. And so am I.” 
He flashed a cocky smile. “So if we can't read your mind, it’s kind of like, who can?” 

“Okay,” she said, trying to make sense of what he was saying. “But why does he 
care ifno one can read my mind?” 

“Probably because of your upbringing” 

She took a deep breath, reluctant to say the next words. “You mean the fact that 


my family is human. And I’m not.” 


A second passed before he nodded. 


Emptiness exploded inside her. So it wasn’t a mistake. She really wasn't related 
to her family—and Fitz knew. He wouldn’t look at her, and she could tell he was 
uncomfortable. 

She choked down the pain, saving it for later, when she’d be able to deal with it 
in private. She cleared her throat, trying to sound normal. “Why would that 
concern him?” 

“Because it’s never happened before.” 

The warm, bright room felt suddenly colder. “Never?” 

“No.” 

It was a tiny word, but the implications it carried were huge. 

Why was she living with humans? 

Before she could ask, Alden swept back into the room. “Sophie, why don’t you 
come with me, and we'll get you something else to wear. You'd better change too, 
Fitz.” 

Sophie hesitated. She should probably make them take her home. Her parents 
had to know by now that she’d ditched school. 

Then again, she was already in trouble—might as well stall the punishment as 
long as possible. Plus, she wasn’t ready to go home yet. She needed more answers. 

“Where are we going?” she asked as she followed Alden out of the room. 

Alden smiled. “How would you like to see Atlantis?” 


NINE 


[HIS Is ATLANTIS?” SOPHIE COULDN'T quite hide her disappointment. 


They were in the middle of nowhere, on a patch of dark rocks surrounded by 
white-capped waves. The only signs of life were a few seagulls, and all they did was 
screech and poop. It was hardly the lost continent she’d expected. 

“This is how we get to Atlantis,” Alden corrected as he stepped across a tide 
pool toward a triangular rock. “Atlantis is underneath us, where light doesn't reach. 
We can't leap there.” 

It was hard not to slip on the slick rocks as she followed Fitz, especially in the 
red shoes Alden insisted she wear to match the long gown. Shed begged to wear 
pants, but apparently it was a sign of status for a girl to wear a gown, especially in 
Atlantis, which Alden explained was a noble city, which meant members of the 
nobility had offices there. The empire waist and beaded neckline of her dress made 
her feel like she was wearing a costume. 

It was even stranger seeing Fitz in elvin clothes: a long blue tunic with elaborate 
embroidery around the edges and slender pockets sewn into the sleeves—the exact 
same size as his pathfinder. Black pants with pockets at the ankles—so he didn’t 
have to sit on the stuff he carried, he’d explained—and black boots completed the 
look. No sign of tights or pointy shoes—thankfully—but he looked more like an elf 
now, which made everything more real. 

A rock moved under her foot and she fell into Fitz’s arms. “Sorry,” she 
whispered, knowing her face was as red as her dress. 

Fitz shrugged. “I’m used to it. My sister, Biana, is clumsy too.” 

She wasn’t sure she liked that comparison. “So, Atlantis really sank?” she asked, 
changing the subject as she followed him to a ledge high above the water. 

“The Ancients engineered the catastrophe,” Alden answered. He opened a 
secret compartment in the side of the strange rock, revealing hundreds of tiny 
glass bottles, grabbed one, and joined them on the ledge. “How else would humans 
think we disappeared?” 

Sophie glanced at the label on the bottle. ONE WHIRLPOOL. OPEN WITH CARE. 

“Step back.” Alden uncorked the top and flung the bottle into the ocean. A huge 
blast of wind whipped against their faces, and the roar of churning water filled the 
air. 


“Ladies first,” Alden shouted, pointing to the edge. 


“Tm sorry—what?” 

“Maybe you should go first, Dad,” Fitz suggested. 

Alden nodded, gave a quick wave, and jumped. Sophie screamed. 

Fitz laughed beside her. “Your turn.” He dragged her toward the edge. 

“Please tell me you're joking,” she begged as she tried—and failed—to pull 
away. 

“It looks worse than it is,” he promised. 

She gulped, staring at the maelstrom swirling beneath her. Cold, salty water 
sprayed her face. “You seriously expect me to jump?” 

“T can push you if you'd prefer.” 

“Don't even think about it!” 

“Better jump then. I'll give you to the count of five.” He stepped toward her. 
“One.” 

“Okay, okay.” She wanted to keep what little dignity she had left. 

She took a slow, deep breath, closed her eyes, and stepped off the edge, 
screaming the whole way down. It took her a second to realize she wasn't 
drowning, and another after that to stop flailing around like an idiot. She opened 
her eyes and gasped. 

The whirlpool formed a tunnel of air, dipping and weaving through the dark 
water like the craziest waterslide ever. She was actually starting to enjoy the ride 
when she launched out of the vortex onto an enormous sponge. It felt like being 
licked from head to toe by a pack of kittens—minus the kitten breath—and then 
the sponge sprang back, leaving her standing on a giant cushion. 

Her hands froze as she smoothed her dress. “I’m not wet.” 

“The sponge absorbs the water when you land. Incoming!” Alden yanked her 
out of the way as Fitz rocketed onto the sponge, right where she’d been standing. 

She jumped off the sponge to the slightly squishy ground. It felt like packed 
wet sand. 

“Now, this is Atlantis.” Alden gestured to the gleaming metropolis ahead of 
them. 

Sophie’s eyes felt like they had to stretch to take it all in. The city was wrapped 
in a dome of air, which faded into the ocean beyond. Twisted crystal towers soared 
into the skyline, bathing the silver city in the soft blue glow radiating from their 
pointed spires. The buildings lined an intricate network of canals, interconnected 
by arched bridges. It reminded her of pictures she'd seen of Venice, but everything 
was sleek and modern and clean. Despite being at the bottom of the ocean, the air 
was crisp and fresh. The only clue that they were underwater was a muted hum in 


the background, like the sound she’d heard when she put a seashell to her ear. 


“You guys build with crystal a lot,” Sophie observed as she followed Alden into 
the city. 

Alden smiled. “Crystal stores the energy we use to power everything, and it’s cut 
to let precisely the right amount of light in. Of course, we had to make some 
changes when we moved Atlantis underwater. We plated the buildings with silver 
so they'd reflect the firelight we created in the spires and help illuminate the city.” 

“Why did you sink Atlantis, and not the other cities?” 

“We built Atlantis for humans. That’s why you know the real name of the city. A 
long time ago humans walked these very streets.” 

Sophie looked around. Elves wandered the shops looking young and elegant. 
The men wore heavy velvet capes, like they belonged at a Renaissance fair, and 
some of the women’s gowns shifted color as they moved. Signs advertised two-for- 
one specials on bottled lightning or fast approval on Spyball applications. A child 
strolled past with some sort of hybrid chicken-lizard on a leash. No wonder 
humans invented crazy myths after the elves disappeared. 

They reached the main canal, and Alden hailed one of the carriages floating 
along the water—a silver, almond-shaped boat with two rows of high-backed 
benches. A driver in an elbow-length green cape steered from the front bench, 
drawing the reins of some sort of brown creature skimming the surface of the 
waves. 

Sophie shrieked as the eight-foot-long scorpion with deadly pincers reared 
against the reins. Its tail curled up, looking ready to sting. “What is that thing?” 

“An eurypterid,” Alden explained. “A sea scorpion.” 

“You're not afraid, are you?” Fitz asked. 

She moved farther away. 

“What is it with girls?” Fitz leaned down and stroked the shiny brown shell 
along the eurypterid’s back. Sophie waited for the pincers to slice him in half, but 
the creature held still, emitting a low hissing sound, like it enjoyed being petted. 
“See? Harmless.” 

Fitz jumped into the carriage. 

Alden followed, holding the door open for her. “Quinlin’s waiting, Sophie. It’s 


time to find out what’s in that impenetrable mind of yours.” 


TEN 


EVERY FIBER OF SOPHIE’S BEING WANTED to run far, far away from the 


mutant insect of doom, especially since it would take her to get probed. But she 
gritted her teeth and ran into the carriage, pressing her back against the bench to 
be as far as possible from the hideous sea scorpion. 

“Where to?” the driver asked Alden with a laugh. 

“Quinlin Sonden’s office, please.” 

The driver shook the reins, and the giant scorpion thrashed its tail against the 
water, pulling them along. 

“So who is this Quinlin guy anyway?” Sophie asked. 

Alden smiled. “He’s the best probe I know. If anyone can slip into your brain, 
it’s him.” 

Something about the words “slip in” gave her the heebie-jeebies. She tried to 
think about something else to stay calm. “Why does he work down here?” Atlantis 
wasn’t a bad place, but she imagined the commute would get annoying after a 
while. 

“Atlantis is our most secure city. Anyone and anything that needs added 
protection is here. Including your file.” 

“T have a file?” 

“A highly classified one.” 

“What’s in it?” 

“You'll see soon enough.” 

She opened her mouth to ask another question, but Alden shook his head and 
pointed to the driver. She’d have to wait till they were alone. 

The carriage entered some sort of business district. The streets were packed 
with elves, all in long black capes, and the silver buildings stood taller than the 
others, with round windows tracing down the sides and glowing signs bearing 
their names. TREASURY. REGISTRY. INTERSPECIESIAL SERVICES. But half the signs were 
unreadable. 

“What’s with the random strings of letters?” she asked, pointing to a building 
with gibberish fora sign. 

Alden tried to follow her gaze. “The runes?” 

“Is that what these are?” She held out her wrist, running her fingers along the 


nonsense writing on the nexus. 


Alden nodded. “That’s our ancient alphabet.” 

“You cant read it?” Fitz sounded more surprised than she would have liked. 
Being the clueless one was getting old—fast. 

Alden stroked his chin. “But you can tell they’re letters?” 

“Yeah, but it’s justa big jumble. Is that going to bea problem for school?” She 
held her breath. What would the other kids think if she couldn't even read? 

“Nah, it’s rarely used,” Fitz said, and she could breathe again. “Only when they 
want to be fancy or something” 

She hesitated, hating that she had to ask her next question again. “Is it wrong 
that I can’t read them?” 

“Reading should be instinctive,” Alden admitted. “But maybe your human 
education affected you somehow. We’ve never had anyone with your upbringing, so 
it’s hard to say.” 

There was that word again. “Upbringing.” This giant gap between her and 
everyone else. 

How was she ever supposed to fit in if she was the only kid who went home to 
her human parents every night? But what other option did she have? No way her 
parents would let her move here. They wouldn’t even let her move across the 
country to go to college. 

“How—’ she started to ask, but Alden cut her off. 

“No reason to worry, Sophie. I’m sure we'll figure it out with further testing.” 

That wasn’t what she was going to ask, but the idea of more weird elf tests made 
her forget her other problems. She hoped shed get through the next one without 
dropping a member of the Council. 

They turned down a narrow, quiet canal lined with purple trees with thick, 
broad leaves like kelp. The water dead-ended at a single silver building, a square 
tower with no windows or ornamentation, other than a small sign with precise 
white letters that read: QUINLIN SONDEN: CHIEF MENTALIST. All signs of life had 
vanished, and the small black door was closed tight. But the sea scorpion slowed to 
a stop, and Alden took a small green cube from his pocket. The driver swiped it 
across the cuff above his elbow and handed it back to Alden after it made a tiny 
ping. 

Sophie’s legs wobbled as she followed Alden toward the door. Despite Fitz’s 
earlier assurances, she couldn't help wondering if the probe would hurt. Or worse 
—what humiliating memories Quinlin would find. 

Alden bypassed the receptionist in the dim foyer and headed to the only office 
in back. The small square room smelled damp, and half the space was filled with a 


massive stone desk. A tall, dark-skinned elf with chin-length black hair jumped 
from his seat and gave an elegant bow. 

“Please, there’s no need for ceremony, my friend,” Alden said with a wink. 

“Of course.” Quinlin’s gaze settled on Sophie. “Brown eyes?” 

“Definitely unique,” Alden agreed. 

“That’s an understatement.” He stared at Sophie long enough to make her 
squirm. “You really found her—after all these years?” 

And they still hadn't explained why they'd been looking for her. 

“You tell me,” Alden told Quinlin. “Do you have her file>” 

“Right here.” Quinlin held up a small silver square before handing it to Sophie. 

“You lick it,” Fitz explained. “They need your DNA.” 

She tried not to think about how unsanitary that was as she gave the square the 
tiniest lick. The metal grew warm, and Sophie nearly dropped it when a hologram 
flashed out of the center: two strands of DNA—rotating in the air with an 
unearthly glow. The word matcu flashed across them in bright green. 

It took Sophie a second to realize she’d stopped breathing. 

She was a match. She really did belong. 

“So this is why Prentice sacrificed everything,” Quinlin breathed, staring at the 
glowing double helixes as though seeing a long-lost child. 

Prentice? Was that a name? 

And what did he sacrifice? 

Alden answered before she could ask. “He definitely had his reasons. You'll see 
when you try the probe.” 

Sophie jumped as Alden squeezed her shoulders. He probably meant to 
reassure her, but it didn’t help as Quinlin reached toward her. 

“Tt’s no big deal, Sophie,” Fitz promised. 

“TIl be done in less than a minute,” Quinlin added. 

She swallowed her fears and nodded. 

Two cold, slender fingers pressed against her temples, and Quinlin closed his 
eyes. Sophie counted the seconds as they ticked by. Two hundred seventy-eight 
passed before he pulled away—so much for less than a minute. 

Quinlin’s mouth hung open. 

“That’s what I thought,” Alden murmured, almost to himself: He turned and 
began pacing. 

“You can't hear anything either?” Sophie asked. Part of her was relieved—she 
hated the idea of having her private thoughts invaded. But she didn’t like the look 
on Quinlin’s face, like all the wind had been knocked out of him. 

“What does that mean?” Quinlin asked quietly. 


“It means she'll be the greatest Keeper we've ever known, once she’s older,” 
Alden said through a sigh. 

Quinlin snorted. “If she isn’t already.” 

Alden froze midstep. When he turned to face her, he looked pale. 

“What's a Keeper?” Sophie asked. 

A second passed before Alden answered. “Some information is too important 
to record. So we'll share it with a Keeper, a highly trained Telepath, and leave them 
in charge of protecting the secret.” 

“Then why would I already be one?” 

“Quinlin was joking about that.” Alden’s smile didn’t reach his eyes, which 
made it harder to believe. 

Then again, the only secret she was currently keeping was where she'd hidden 
her sister’s karaoke game, so she didn’t have to listen to Amy sing off-key all the 
time. How could she be a Keeper? 

“Perhaps we should talk upstairs.” Alden gestured to the foyer, where the 
receptionist was leaning toward them, making notes. Clearly eavesdropping. 

Quinlin led them to the far end of the small office. He licked a silver strip on 
the wall, and a narrow door slid open, revealing a winding stairway. They climbed 
to an empty oval room with live footage of brush fires projected across the walls. 

A cold chill settled into Sophie’s core when she recognized the city. 

“Why are you watching the San Diego wildfires?” She pointed to the aerial view 
of Southern California. White fire lines formed an almost perfect half circle 
around San Diego. 

“You know the area?” Quinlin asked. 

“Yeah, I live there.” 

Quinlin’s gasp made her ears ring. 

Thin lines etched into Alden’s forehead as he stared at the images. “Why didn’t 
you tell me there were fires?” he asked Fitz. 

“I didn’t know they were important.” 

“I didn’t ask you to tell me what was important. I asked you to tell me 
everything.” Alden turned to Quinlin. “Why were you watching the fires?” 

“They're burning white hot—against the wind. Like they were set by someone 
who knew what they were doing. Plus ... doesn’t it look like the sign?” 

Sophie had no idea what “the sign” was, but she didn’t like the way the lines on 
Alden’s forehead deepened. Little valleys of worry. 

“Tm guessing this is how you found the article you sent me,” Alden murmured. 
“Td wondered why you were looking there. We ruled that area out years ago.” 

“Article?” Quinlin asked. 


“The one about the child prodigy in San Diego. Led me right to Sophie.” 

Reflections of the glowing flames made Quinlin look even more haunted as he 
shifted his weight. “I didn’t send you any articles. Did it have a note from me?” 

Alden frowned. “No. But you were the only one who knew what I was up to.” 

“Not the only one,” Quinlin said quietly. 

“What’s going on?” Sophie asked. She didn’t care about interrupting—or the 
warning Fitz was trying to communicate with his waving hands. “What sign? 
What's wrong with the fires? Should I warn my family to get out of there?” 

Not being allowed to read minds was turning out to be more frustrating than 
she’d ever imagined. The answers she needed were right there—within her reach. 
But what would happen if they caught her taking them? 

She didn’t want to find out. 

“There’s no reason to worry, Sophie,” Alden promised. “I know this all seems 
very strange to you, but I assure you we have everything under control.” 

The calm tone to his voice made her cheeks feel hot. Maybe she was 
overreacting. “Sorry. It’s just been a weird day. Between the guy trying to grab me 
this morning and—” 

“What?” Quinlin interrupted, glancing between Sophie and Alden. “Was he... 
>» 

“An elf?” Alden finished. “I doubt it.” 

“How can you be sure?” Quinlin asked. 

Alden turned to Sophie. “Why didn’t he take you?” 

She shuddered, remembering the desperate look in the kidnapper’s eyes before 
Mr. Forkle stepped in. “My neighbor threatened to call the police.” 

“See?” Alden told Quinlin. “They never would have backed down so easily.” 

“They?” Sophie didn’t like the idea the word implied—a nameless, faceless 
entity out to get her. 

Alden smiled. “I meant an elf—any elf. You’ve seen how quickly we can light 
leap. If one of us were really there to get you, no human threatening to call the 
authorities would stop them. They would’ve just grabbed you and leaped away.” 

She shivered at the thought. “But what about the fires? Why are they white?” 

“The arsonist probably used a chemical accelerant. Humans do so love their 
chemicals. TIl look into it,” Alden promised. “I follow suspicious leads all the time, 
and they never amount to anything. Humans are always doing crazy, dangerous 
things. If they’re not lighting something on fire, they’re spilling oil in the ocean or 
blowing something up. Every time they do, I investigate to make sure things don’t 
get out of hand—but that doesn’t leave this room. The Council’s official position is 


to leave humans to their own devices. That’s another reason Quinlin works down 
here: The Council rarely takes the time to visit and find out what we're up to.” 

“Bronte has his babysitter sitting outside my office all day, taking notes 
though,” Quinlin grumbled. “He could’ve at least picked someone who's a decent 
receptionist.” 

Alden rolled his eyes. Then his smile returned. “At least she’s equally bad at 
spying. You should’ve seen Bronte’s face when he learned about Sophie. I thought 
steam might come out of his ears.” 

Quinlin laughed. “Keeping that secret for twelve years has to be a record.” 

“Why didn’t the Council know you were looking for me?” Sophie had to ask. 
Why all the secrecy? 

“Bronte had specifically ordered us to ignore the evidence we found of your 
existence,” Alden explained. “He thought the DNA we'd discovered was a hoax and 
that my search was a waste of time. That’s why he was so hard on you today. He 
doesn't like being wrong. And he really doesn't like knowing that I’ve been working 
behind his back. So can I trust you to keep this quiet?” Alden waited for Sophie 
and Fitz to nod. 

Sophie couldn't help feeling like she was missing something, so she wasn’t 
quite ready to agree. “Do you promise you'll keep me updated on the fires?” 

Alden sighed. “I will, if there’s anything important. Agreed?” 

Sophie nodded, trying to make sense of the pieces she'd learned. Why would 
her DNA be a hoax? How did they even have her DNA? 

Alden turned to Quinlin. “Send me everything you have on the fires. I need to 
get Sophie back home.” 

“The information will be waiting for you,” Quinlin promised with a slight bow. 

“Thank you. Good to see you, my friend.” 

Alden’s pace felt rushed as he led Fitz and Sophie downstairs, bypassing the 
receptionist without so much as a nod. He hailed another sea scorpion carriage, 
but this time Sophie was too distracted to care about the evil-looking creature as it 
pulled them through the canals. 

Random facts floated through her mind. Prentice. DNA matches. Keepers. 
White-hot fires wrapping around the city where she lived. A “sign,” Quinlin had 
said. A sign of what? 

And why couldn't anyone read her mind? 

She was no closer to the answer when the carriage slowed to a stop. They'd 
reached a small blue lagoon so far outside the city that the silver spires were 
nothing more than a tiny glint in the distance. Shimmery white dunes surrounded 


the small lake, and on the west shore stood a strange black statue—a narrow round 


base, which rose at least two stories high, topped with a wide hollow circle. An 
iridescent film shimmered across the center of the loop, making the whole 
apparatus resemble a giant bubble wand. 

“Hold on tight,” Alden said as he moved between Sophie and Fitz and took 
their hands. 

Before Sophie could ask why, Alden’s feet lifted off the ground, his strong arms 
pulling her—and Fitz—along with him as he floated out of the carriage. She clung 
to his hand with every bit of strength she had, shrieking as the ground grew farther 
and farther away. 

She blushed when Fitz chuckled. She needed to be better about keeping her 
cool. 

But now elves could levitate? 

What couldn't they do? 

“Do I want to know what we're doing?” she asked as Alden steered them toward 
the statue. 

“You'll see,” Fitz told her. 

They passed through the center of the loop and the iridescent film stretched, 
forming a giant bubble around them. 

Sophie couldn't resist touching the bubble’s side, which was warm and wet like 
the inside of her cheek. But a low rumble coming from beneath them demanded 
her attention. 


She glanced down just in time to see a giant geyser shoot up from the lagoon, 


and it launched their bubble out of Atlantis. 


ELEVEN 


Don’ ELVES EVER DO ANYTHING THE normal way?” Sophie asked as she 
watched the waves crash far below. Their bubble bobbed on the breeze, high in the 


clouds. 

“Where’s the fun in that?” Alden’s smile lifted the worry shed been carrying 
since they left Quinlin’s office. If he could relax, maybe things weren't as scary as 
they seemed. Plus, it was hard to feel anything other than pure joy as she floated 
above the world in a giant bubble. 

Especially when Fitz took her hand again. “Ready to go home?” he asked, 
holding his pathfinder in the sunlight. 

She barely had time to agree. The bubble popped, and she could only get half 


her scream out before the warm rush whisked them away. 


SOPHIE SQUINTED IN THE GLARING light. “I thought you meant my 
home,” she said as she stared once again at the enormous gates of Everglen. 

She was actually relieved. They still hadn't explained what she was supposed to 
tell her family about all of this. In fact, there were quite a few things they hadn't 
explained. Her brain felt ready to burst with all the unanswered questions. “So 
what am I supposed to—” 

Her question was cut short by a flash of light that made everyone shield their 
faces. When Sophie opened her eyes, a tall elfin a simple black tunic strode toward 
them. His olive skin stood in sharp contrast to his pale blond hair, and while his 
face held youth, something ancient shone in his dark blue eyes. 

“You've got some nerve summoning me,” he shouted, stepping right into 
Alden’s personal space. He was a couple inches shorter than Alden, but he didn’t 
seem the least bit intimidated by the height difference. “Td sooner be exiled than 
train anyone in your family.” 

From the corner of her eye, Sophie saw Fitz’s hands clench into fists. Alden 
barely blinked. He took a small step backward, and smiled. 

“Yes, Tiergan—I’m well aware of your opinion of me. I can assure you, I 
wouldn’t have summoned you if I wasn’t convinced that it would be what Prentice 
would want.” 

Tiergan’s fierce expression crumbled. He backed away, crossing his arms 


against his chest. “Since when are you the expert on anything Prentice wanted?” 


“Who's Prentice?” Sophie had to ask. 

Tiergan spun toward her and his eyes did a quick inventory, widening when 
they locked with hers. 

“Yes,” Alden said when Tiergan gasped. “Whatever you're thinking, yes. Tiergan, 
I'd like you to meet Sophie Foster. Foxfire’s newest prodigy, who happens to need a 
telepathy Mentor.” 

Tiergan swallowed several times before he spoke. “She’s the one, isn’t she? The 
one Prentice was hiding?” 

“Yes,” Alden agreed. “She’s been living with humans for the past twelve years.” 

“Okay, seriously,” Sophie interrupted. The way Tiergan was staring at her—like 
hed just watched someone kill his favorite puppy—was officially weirding her out. 
“Who is Prentice, and what does he have to do with me?” 

“Tm sorry, that’s classified information, Sophie,” Alden said quietly. 

“But it’s about me.” She glanced at Fitz for help, but he shrugged, like it was out 
of his hands. 

“If it becomes important for you to know, I will tell you,” Alden promised. “For 
now, all anyone needs to know is that you are the most incredible Telepath I’ve ever 
seen, and you need a Mentor. Which is why I summoned you,” he added, turning 
to Tiergan. “Sophie has already broken through Fitz’s and Bronte’s blocking 
without training. She needs the best Mentor we can provide. I know you're retired, 
but I thought—given the circumstances—you might be persuaded to return to 
Foxfire.” 

Anger and resentment danced across Tiergan’s features, so the last thing Sophie 
expected was for him to nod. 

“You'll do it?” Alden asked, his voice a mixture of surprise and relief. 

“Yes. But only for this year. That will be more than enough to hone her abilities. 
Then you leave me alone and never ask for my assistance again.” 

“That’s more than reasonable,” Alden agreed. 

“Wait,” Sophie interrupted. “Do I get any say in this?” 

“What do you mean?” Alden asked. 

She needed a deep breath before she could answer. “I’m not sure I want to get 
better at telepathy.” She’d always hated reading minds, and that was before she had 
to worry about serious rules and restrictions on it. And Tiergan didn’t seem like he 
even wanted to train her. Maybe it was better to just pretend she wasn’t a Telepath 
at all. 

“Are you crazy?” Fitz asked. “Do you have any idea what an opportunity this is 


” 


Tiergan raised a hand, silencing him. He took a step closer to Sophie, waiting 
for her to meet his eyes. “Being a Telepath around humans is quite a burden. TIl 
bet you've had terrible headaches and heard all kinds of things you didn’t want to 
hear. Right?” 

She nodded, stunned by his sudden change in mood. He sounded almost .. . 
kind. 

He frowned and looked away, mumbling something she mostly didn’t 
understand. But she thought she caught the word “irresponsible.” 

“It doesn't have to be that way,” he said after a second. “With proper training 
you'll learn to manage your ability. But you do have a choice. There should always 
be a choice.” He said the last part louder, like it was for Alden’s benefit. “If you 
don’t want telepathy training, you don’t have to have it.” 

Sophie could feel the weight of everyone's stares. She knew what Alden and Fitz 
wanted her to say. And it would be nice to control her ability. “I guess I can give it a 


try.” 

“You guess,” Fitz snorted, so low he probably thought she couldn't hear it. 
Tiergan glared at him, and Fitz looked away, his cheeks flushing pink. 

Alden cleared his throat. “Well, that settles that, then. I'll notify Dame Alina 
that you'll be returning to Foxfire. But the name of your prodigy will be kept 
classified. The Council doesn’t want anyone knowing Sophie's a Telepath until 
she’s older.” 

“Why do I have to hide it?” she asked. His words touched a bruise. She thought 
she was done hiding her abilities. 

“You won't have to hide it forever,” Alden said gently. ‘Just for a little while, to 
give everyone time to adjust to you. In the meantime, the session will be listed as 
remedial studies on your schedule.” 

Adjust. Like she was a problem they'd have to get used to. And why didn’t they 
call it Elf Lessons for Dummies, while they were at it? 

“I know this is all very confusing, Sophie, but I will do my best to explain 
everything when we get inside, okay?” Alden asked. 

She nodded. What choice did she have? 

“Good.” He turned to Tiergan, who had backed a few feet away from everyone. 
“Tm assuming you don’t want to come in.” 

“Finally, a correct assumption.” ‘Tiergan’s voice was cold, but it warmed when he 
looked at Sophie. “TIl see you Tuesday.” Then he raised a pathfinder to the light 
and vanished in a brilliant flash. 

Alden laughed. “Well, that went better than expected.” He licked a panel on the 


enormous gates, taking Sophie's hand as they swung inward. “Come on, Sophie. 


Let’s see if I can’t answer some of those questions I’m sure are floating around in 
your head.” 

He led her through Everglen’s sprawling grounds, explaining how her new 
school schedule would have two sessions a day plus lunch and study hall. She’d be 
a “prodigy’—their word for student—and she would carry eight subjects, most of 
which were taught one-on-one by a Mentor, who were members of the nobility. 
Sophie’s nerves tingled at the idea of one-on-one sessions with royalty. Talk about 
pressure to succeed. 

Not to mention how behind she would be. The school year was already in 
session, and she was starting as a Level Two, the proper grade level for her age. So 
she'd be starting over, relearning everything she’d ever been taught, and already 
behind. It was a long way to fall from being the top of her class her whole life. 

Self-doubt weighed heavier on her shoulders with each step, but she fought 
against it. She belonged here. She needed to believe that. Her fragmented life was 
finally coming together. 

Well... almost. 

“What am I supposed to tell my family?” she asked Alden. “They're not going to 
let me disappear every day with no explanation.” 

Alden bit his lip as he opened the doors to Everglen and stepped aside to let 
her and Fitz pass. “About that, Sophie. You and I need to have a talk.” 

The sorrow in his eyes made her feel like she’d swallowed something slimy. 
Clearly, it wasn't going to bea pleasant conversation. 

“My office is this way,” Alden said, leading her through another shimmering 
hall. “We can talk there. There is much to dis—” 

The sound of arguing cut him off, and when they entered a wide sitting room 
filled with overstuffed armchairs and elegant statues, they found a dark-haired girl 
about Sophie's age, who appeared to be shouting at herself: 

A woman wearing an elegant purple gown appeared out of thin air next to the 
girl and said, “You’re home.” 

Sophie squealed. Fitz snickered. So much for keeping her cool. 

“Sophie, this is my wife, Della.” Alden’s cheeks were pinched—like he was 
trying not to laugh. “And my daughter, Biana,” he added, gesturing to the girl. “My 
dear, I don't believe our guest is used to being around Vanishers.” 

“Tm so sorry,” Della said, smiling at Sophie. She had a musical voice with justa 
hint of Alden and Fitz’s accent. “Are you okay?” 

“Yes,” Sophie mumbled, trying not to stare. Della’s beauty was like a force, 
pulling every eye to her as she tossed her long, chocolate brown hair and pursed 
her heart-shaped lips. And Biana had all of her parents’ best features, combined in 


the best possible way. It was hard not to feel like a gangly troll, especially when 
Biana frowned and asked, “Is that my dress?” 

“Yes.” Alden interceded. “Sophie needed to borrow it to goona few errands.” 

“I can go change,” Sophie offered. 

“No, that’s fine,” Biana said, looking away. “You can keep it. It’s kind of frumpy.” 

“Oh... thanks.” 

“Quinlin sent the files you requested,” Della told Alden. “I put them in your 
office.” Her smile faded. “And the Council denied our request. But they did 
approve Grady and Edaline.” 

Alden ran a hand through his hair—the same way Fitz did when he was 
frustrated. “In that case, I’d better make a call.” He turned to Sophie. “Then we'll 
have a long talk, okay?” 

She nodded, a little torn when he set off down the hall. She had a feeling she 
knew what he was going to say—and she wasn't ready to hear it. But she wasn’t sure 
what to say to Della or Biana. She could feel them staring at her. 

“The Council sent these for you,” Della said with a radiant smile. She held out 
two small parcels wrapped in thick white paper as she walked toward Sophie, 
blinking in and out with every step, like a strobe light. 

“She doesn’t realize she does it,” Fitz explained when Sophie's eyes widened. 
“Vanishers let light pass through their bodies, so they can turn invisible, even when 
they move.” 

Della unwrapped the packages. “Hold up that pretty blond hair, will you?” 

Sophie did as she asked, and Della clasped a thick silver cord around her neck. 
It fit like a choker, with a single pendant—an etched silver loop with a small clear 
crystal set in the center. Her registry pendant, Della explained. Everyone had to 
wear one, so they could be easily found. It was kind of pretty. But mostly it was one 
more elf-y thing she’d have to explain to her family. 

Della handed Sophie a tiny green cube. “Anytime you need to pay for anything, 
just give them that. Your birth fund’s been activated.” 

It took a minute for the words “birth fund” to register. “I have money?” 

Della nodded. “The standard five million.” 

“Dollars?” 

“Lusters,” Fitz corrected, laughing. “One luster is probably worth a million 
dollars.” 

“What’s a dollar?” Biana interrupted. 

“Human money.” 

She crinkled her perfect little nose. “Ew.” 


Sophie ignored the insult. How could the elves afford to give away so much 
money? 

“We do things differently around here,” Della explained. “Money is something 
we have, not something we need. No one ever has to go without.” 

Sophie couldn't believe it. “But... why does anyone work, then—if they already 
have money?” 

“What else would we do with our time?” 

“I don't know. Something fun?” 

“Work is fun,” Della corrected. “Remember—we're not limited to seventy or 
eighty years. Once you get used to that idea, I think you'll find our way makes 
much more sense.” 

“Maybe,” she agreed, still trying to wrap her head around it. 

“All set?” Alden asked, coming back into the room. 

Della nodded. “Were you able to change their minds?” 

Alden shook his head, and Della’s face fell. In fact, everyone looked . . . sad— 
except Biana, who looked relieved. 

“What’s going on?” Sophie asked, trying to ignore the panic rising in her chest. 

Alden let out a long, slow sigh. “Come on, Sophie. Let’s go have that talk.” 


TWELVE 


ONE WALL IN ALDEN’S OFFICE WAS a large, curved window overlooking a 
silvery lake. A floor-to-ceiling aquarium wrapped the rest of the room. Sophie 


waited in an enormous wingback chair facing Alden, who sat behind a black desk 
piled with books and scrolls. Anxiety tightened her chest as the walls of water 
seemed to close in. 

Sophie sucked in a breath to remind herself she wasn't drowning, and pointed 
to the stacks of human newspapers piled next to her chair. Articles were circled in 
red and then crossed out. “Keeping up with the news?” 

“Looking for you.” He removed another newspaper from a drawer and handed 
her the article with her picture circled. 

“You don’t know who sent this to you?” she asked. 

“T have a few theories. No reason to worry.” 

“You keep saying that.” A hint of irritation crept into her tone. 

“Because it’s true.” 

She sighed. “Well, if you figure it out, maybe you can find out how the reporter 
knew about me. My parents were super upset about it.” 

Her heart stuttered as Alden’s face fell. 

“I think I know what youre going to say,” she said as he opened his mouth to 
speak. She needed to say it first. That would be the only way to survive it. “You're 
going to tell me I’m not related to my family.” She felt a pull in her chest as the 
words floated away, like they were taking part of her with them. 

“Yes, I was planning to discuss that.” A shadow passed over his features. “But 
what we really need to talk about is why you can't live with them anymore.” 

The words swam inside her head, refusing to make sense. 

Alden moved to her side, leaning against the chair as he took her hand. “I’m so 
SOTTY, Sophie. We've never faced anything like this, and there’s no perfect solution. 
You can't hide your abilities forever—especially as they get stronger. Sooner or later 
someone will suspect that you're something other, and we can’t allow that to 
happen, for your safety—and ours. Now that the Council knows you exist, they’ve 
ordered that you move here. Effective immediately.” 

She felt the blood drain from her face as his words sank in. “Oh.” 

The too-simple word couldnt communicate what she felt, but she couldn't 


come up with anything better. Part of her refused to believe him—refused to accept 


the impossible things he was saying. The same part wanted to kick and scream and 
cry until he took her home to her family. 

But a tiny voice of reason wouldn't let her. 

Deep, deep down—beneath the fear and hurt and pain—she knew he was right. 

She’d lived every day since she was five in constant fear of discovery. She wasn’t 
sure how much longer she could keep it up. The headaches from her telepathy 
were almost unbearable—and if they were going to get stronger... 

Not to mention the loneliness. She’d never felt right with her family. Shed 
never had any friends. She didn’t belong in the human world, and she was tired of 
pretending she did. 

But knowing he was right didn’t make it hurt any less. Didn’t make it any less 
terrifying. 

“Will I get to visit my family?” she asked, grasping for something to calm the 
fear threatening to overwhelm her. 

Alden didn’t look at her as he shook his head. “I’m sorry. I’m afraid that would 
be impossible. We call the areas where humans live the “Forbidden Cities” for a 
reason. Access is severely restricted. Plus they’re going to think you're dead.” 

She was on her feet without deciding to stand up. “You're going to kill me off?” 

“As far as your family and the rest of the humans are concerned ... yes.” 

For a moment she was too stunned to speak—her mind filled with creepy 
images of gravestones reading HERE LIES SOPHIE FOSTER. But one image was even 
worse. 

She closed her eyes, desperate to block out the horrifying mental picture, but it 
only became more vivid: her parents, hovering over her grave with tearstained 
faces. 

“You can’t do that to my parents,” she whispered, blinking back tears of her 
own. 

“We have to. If you disappeared, they would never stop trying to find you. It 
would draw too much attention to everything” 

“But don't you know what this will do to them?” 

“I wish there were another way.” 

She refused to accept that. Elves could travel on a beam of light and read 
emotions and probe minds. There had to be a way her family wouldn't suffer. 

A sickening idea struck her. “Could you make them forget me? Make it like I 
never existed?” 

Alden bit his lip. “Its more complicated, but it can be done. But would that 
really be better? They'd be relocated. They'd lose their jobs, their house, all their 


friends—” 


“That’s better than thinking their daughter is dead.” 

Her words seemed to hit him, and he turned away, staring deep into the 
aquarium. “What about you?” he said after a stretch of silence. “These are people 
you love, Sophie. If we erase you, they won't miss you, they won't even know you 
exist. Wouldn't that be too painful?” 

A single tear slipped down her cheek. “Yes. But only for me. For them...” She 
squared her shoulders and set her jaw. “It’s the best thing for them.” 

Seconds passed before Alden turned to her, obvious pain in his eyes. “Tf that’s 
what you want, we'll do it that way.” 

“Thank you,” she whispered, hardly believing what she was saying. It felt like 
her brain was shutting down, too overwhelmed to function. 

Had she really agreed to have her whole life erased? 

She sank back into the massive armchair. Tears streaked down her cheeks and 
she scrubbed them away. “Will I get to say goodbye?” 

Alden shook his head. “The Council specifically forbade me to take you back.” 

The room spun and a small sob slipped out. It never occurred to her when she 
left for school that it would be the last time she’d see her family—ever. It was too 
much. “Please. I need to say goodbye.” 

Alden studied her face for a long minute before he nodded. “I can’t take you 
without risking a tribunal, but I can give you twenty minutes before I alert the 
Council to the change of plans and let Fitz take you. You'll have to change clothes 
before you go, and get out of there before anyone sees you or it would be very bad 
for him. Can you do that?” 

She nodded, wiping away more tears. “Thank you.” 

Alden rushed to the door and called Fitz. Sophie couldn’t focus as Alden 
explained what was happening. She was too busy trying to figure out what she 
would say to her parents. 


How was she going to tell her family goodbye? 


THIRTEEN 


HERE HAVE YOU BEEN?” HER DAD SHOUTED AS Sophie set foot 
through the door. His round face—usually so soft—was bent and twisted into hard 


lines. 

Her mom rubbed her temples. “We almost called the police.” 

Sophie’s eyes burned with unshed tears. Her parents, her house, her whole life 
for the past twelve years—this was the last time she would see any of it. It was far, 
far too much for her brain to process, so she did the only thing she could do. She 
raced across the room, threw her arms around them, and hugged as hard as she 
could. 

“Did something happen, Sophie?” her dad asked after a minute. “Your school 
called and said you left early.” His mind flashed to unspoken horrors. 

Sophie cringed away from his thoughts. “Nothing bad happened. It’s just been a 
strange day.” She buried her face into her mom’s side. “I love you guys.” 

“We love you too,” her mom whispered, totally confused. 

“What’s going on, Soybean?” her dad asked. 

Sophie trembled at the nickname—proof that she really didn’t belong with her 
family. 

“She’s just trying to get out of trouble,” Amy said, bouncing into the room. She 
loved watching Sophie get busted. 

“Amy, how many times have I told you not to eavesdrop?” her mom asked. 

Amy shrugged. “How long is she grounded for?” 

“Three months,” her dad answered. 

Amy shot Sophie a triumphant look. 

“It doesn’t matter,” Sophie said, still hugging her parents. “I’m sorry for 
worrying you guys. I won't do it again, I promise.” For once she would be able to 
keep her word. 

“Well, maybe two months,” her mom decided, rubbing Sophie’s back. 

Amy pouted and Sophie couldn't help smiling at her pettiness. 

She was stunned to realize at that moment that she was going to miss Amy. Her 
bratty, obnoxious, pain-in-the-butt little sister. Sure, they fought all the time, but 
fighting with her was... fun. Why had she never realized that before? 

She ran over and wrapped Amy up ina hug. 

Her parents gasped. 


“Ugh, what are you doing?” Amy asked, squirming in Sophie's tight embrace. 

Sophie ignored her struggles. “I know we don't always get along, Amy, but 
youre my sister, and I love you.” 

Amy jerked away. “Why are you being weird?” 

“Tm not being weird. I just wanted to tell you I love you. I love all of you.” She 
turned to her parents, who were watching the strange scene play out between their 
daughters with their mouths open. “I couldn’t have asked for a better family.” 

“What happened to you?” Amy asked. 

“Nothing” She turned away to blink back tears. “I’m going to my room now.” 

Her dad cleared his throat, coming to his senses. “You're not off the hook yet, 
Soybean. We still need to talk about what happened today.” 

“We will,” she agreed, desperate to get out of there. Fitz was keeping watch 
outside, and she had to hurry. “Later.” 


SHE RACED TO HER ROOM and packed in a daze. She didn’t take much. 
Everything felt like it belonged to someone else—to another life. 

When she was done, she allowed herself one minute to rememorize every detail 
of her old room: the pale blue walls, the dusty stacks of books piled on every 
available surface, the blue and yellow quilt her mother made for her when she was 
a baby. Her room looked empty now. Maybe that was because she felt empty. 

Then she took a deep breath, turned off the light, and closed the door. 

She tripped over Marty’s furry body in the hall. “Sorry, boy,” she whispered, 
crouching next to him. She rubbed his soft fur, trying not to cry. Hed been her 
only friend—but she couldn't take him with her. Her family would need him. 

“Amy will take care of you,” she promised as she stood up. 

His pink mouth opened, releasing one tiny, pathetic meow. 

“TIl miss you too.” 


FITZ HAD GIVEN HER A disk of sleeping gas to release if she couldn't sneak 
out. She’d hoped she wouldn't have to use it—the idea of drugging her family made 
her physically ill—but they were waiting at the base of the stairs. 

“Where do you think you're going?” her dad demanded, glaring at the backpack 
slung over her shoulder. 

Amy giggled. “Aren't you in enough trouble already?” 

“Sophie Elizabeth Foster, you tell us what's going on right now!” her mom 
yelled, 

Sophie stared at them, clutching the sleeping gas, too afraid to use it. “I’m 
sorry,” she managed to say. “I have to leave.” 


Her dad moved between her and the door. “You're not going anywhere.” 


“It’s not up to me.” 

“Sit down,” he demanded, pointing to the living room couch. 

Clearly, they weren't going to let her go, and time was all but up. “Fine. I 
promise rll explain everything if you just sit down and listen to me.” 

She cringed at the lie, hating herself for saying it. But it worked. They moved to 
the couch and waited for her to start talking. 

She fingered the disk, ordering her hands to spin the top the way Fitz had 
shown her. But she couldn’t—she couldn't let the last words she said to them be a 
lie. 

“Please, please know that I love you. I can’t thank you enough for everything 
you've done for me. I have to go now, but I will never forget you.” 

Tears blurred their faces as she held her breath and twisted the disk between 
her hands. Air rushed past her fingers as the gas released, and she dropped it and 
backed away. 

Somehow she managed to count to thirty to let the gas clear before she 
breathed. Then she crumpled to the floor, burying her face in her hands. 


“IT’S OKAY, SOPHIE. IT’S GOING to be okay.” 

It took her a second to recognize that the voice belonged to Fitz. He crouched 
on the floor, holding her against his shoulder. Some part of her brain knew she 
should be embarrassed about smearing tears and drool and snot all over his jacket, 
but she couldn’t make herself care. 

“T drugged my family,” she whispered. 

“You did the right thing.” 

“It doesn't feel like the right thing.” 

He squeezed her tighter as another round of sobs overcame her. “Look, Sophie, 
I feel like a jerk for saying this, but we have to get out of here. The Washers could 
be here any second, and they can't find us here.” 

“Washers?” 

“Telepaths trained to erase memories. I’m sure the Council has sent them by 
now.” 

She forced her arms to let go of him and wiped her tearstained face on her 
shirt. “Just give mea second.” 

“TI go get your bags. Are they upstairs?” 

She pointed to her worn purple backpack. “This is all 'm taking,” 

“That’s all?” 

“What am I supposed to take? What am I going to need it for?” 


“Its now or never, Sophie. Don’t leave anything behind that you might regret 
later.” 

“No, there’s nothing—” She stopped as she realized there was. Something shed 
decided to leave because she was too embarrassed to take it with her. Something 
she suddenly couldn't bear to leave without. 

“Ella,” she whispered. Saying the name made her feel a tiny bit better. “I havent 
slept without her since I was five. I thought I should leave her behind, but—’ She 
couldn't finish. 

“Where is she?” 

“Upstairs, on my bed. She’s the bright blue elephant wearing a Hawaiian shirt.” 
She blushed, but he didn’t laugh. Somehow he seemed to understand. 

“T’ll be right back,” he promised. 

She closed her eyes SO she wouldn't have to see her family’s limp bodies, and 
counted the seconds until Fitz returned. When he handed her the worn blue 
elephant, she was surprised at how much better she felt. Now she had something to 
hold on to. One thing she loved was coming with her. 

“Tm ready to go,” she said with sudden determination. 

Fitz helped her to her feet and led her to the door. A big part of her wanted to 
look back one last time, but she kept her eyes forward. Then, clutching Ella with 
one arm and Fitz with the other, she took the two hardest steps she'd ever taken— 
out of the past, and into the future. 


FOURTEEN 


ALDEN AND DELLA WAITED OUTSIDE, pacing in the glow from Everglen’s 


enormous gates. As soon as the doors swung open, Della wrapped Sophie ina tight 
hug, stroking her hair and whispering that everything would be okay. Sophie 
waited for the tears to come, but she'd cried herself out. 

“No one saw us,” Fitz assured Alden, handing over the black pathfinder. 

“Thank you, Fitz. My dear, you might want to let her breathe,” he told Della. 

Della released her from the stranglehold, and Sophie took a shaky breath. 

“Are you okay?” Alden asked, deep shadows haunting his face. 

“No,” she admitted. 

He nodded. “It gets easier from here.” 

“I hope so.” She hugged Ella. “What happens now?” 

“Della and I are going to personally oversee your family’s relocation. Fitz can 
help you get settled in here while were gone.” 

“Here? TIl be living here?” Hope flared. Living with Alden and Della would be 
amazing. 

Della wrung her hands. “Oh, Sophie, we would love that—we even offered. But 
the Council wanted you placed with other guardians.” 

Guardians? The title sounded cold and formal. 

“I selected them personally,” Alden assured her. “They're good friends of ours. 
You're going to like them.” 

“Okay,” she agreed without much enthusiasm. It was hard to be excited about 
living with strangers, but she was too worn out to think about it. 

“We'll talk more tomorrow,” Alden said. “Right now we have to get going. Fitz, 
Elwin’s waiting to see Sophie.” 

Fitz nodded. 

Della gave Sophie one more hug before she moved to Alden’s side. He held the 
blue-crystaled pathfinder to the light. 

“Where are you moving my family to?” Sophie had to ask. 

Alden sighed. “T’m sorry, Sophie. I can’t tell you that.” 

It took her a second to understand why. “You're afraid I'll try to see them.” 

“The temptation might be hard to resist.” 

A shiver raked through her as the reality settled into her bones. She would 


never see her family again. She was an orphan. 


“Why don't you take Sophie inside, Fitz?” Alden suggested quietly. “Elwin’s 
waiting for her in the conservatory.” 

Fitz tried to lead her away, but Sophie turned back to face Alden. “My family 
always wanted a house with a big backyard, so they could get a dog.” 

“That can be arranged,” Alden promised. 

“We'll take good care of them,” Della added. “They'll have money, security, 
everything they could ever want, well, except...” 

She didn’t finish the thought. 

Any doubt Sophie might have had about choosing to be erased disappeared in 
that moment. Knowing she’d saved her family from feeling the throbbing ache she 
was suffering made it worth it. Her last gift to them, to thank them for everything 
they'd done for her. They didn’t ask to raise an elf as their daughter—and it 
certainly hadn't been easy. 

Which made her wonder... why them? 

How had two average humans ended up raising an elf—without knowing it? 

More important, why? 

She met Alden’s eyes, her lips already forming the question, but stopped at the 
last second. She wasn’t ready to hear about the family who'd abandoned her. 
Whatever their story was, she doubted it was a good one, and she'd had pretty much 
all the bad news she could take for one night. So she let Fitz lead her, deciding not 
to watch as Alden and Della disappeared to wipe away all trace of her existence. 


“WHO’S ELWIN?” SOPHIE ASKED AS Fitz led her down another long, 
glittering hallway. 

“He's a physician. He's going to doa quick physical on you.” 

She froze as needles and other medical horrors flashed through her head. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“I hate doctors.” She knew she should put on a brave face in front of Fitz, but 
she couldn't. She still had regular nightmares about her brief hospital stays. 

“You'll be fine, I promise.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her forward, 
laughing as she struggled to resist. He didn’t seem to notice the way her whole 
body trembled. 

“What are you doing?” Biana asked from behind them. 

“Nothing,” Fitz told her, dragging Sophie a few steps in the right direction. 

“Where were you? I asked Dad, but he wouldn't tell me.” 

“That’s because it’s none of your business,” Fitz said. 

“Will you tell me later?” 

“Drop it, okay? I’m a little busy right now.” 


“I can see that,” Biana grumbled, glaring at their hands. 

Sophie tried to jerk free, not sure if she liked what Biana was implying. 

Fitz tightened his grip. “Don’t even think about it. ’'m taking you to Elwin, and 
youre going to see it’s no big deal.” 

She lost the will to resist under Biana’s glare, so she let him pull her to an 
arched, golden door at the end of the hall. 

Fitz stood behind her, blocking any possible escape. “TIl take your stuff to your 
room. Why don't you hang on to Ella?” he whispered. “Maybe she'll help.” 

“Thanks,” she mumbled. 

She handed over her backpack but made no move to open the door. 

Fitz leaned toward her. “I tell you what. If anything bad happens in there, I'll let 
you punch me in the stomach as hard as you can. Sound fair?” 

She nodded. 

She caught Biana glaring at them again as Fitz pulled the door open and 


nudged her inside, but she was far too terrified to care. 


THE GLASS WALLS OF THE conservatory bathed everything in soft 
moonlight, and enormous plants grew in glowing pots around the room. Some of 
the gigantic flowers looked like they could eat her, but Sophie barely noticed them. 
She kept her eyes glued to the man—the elf—leaning over her low, cushioned cot, 
ready to bolt the second he pulled outa syringe. 

“This goes a lot faster if you hold still,” Elwin said as he adjusted her pillow. 

She nodded and tried not to fidget, but between his wild dark hair and huge, 
iridescent spectacles, he reminded her way too much ofa mad scientist. 

He lifted her right arm. 

“What are you doing?” 

He snapped his fingers and a ball of green light formed around her elbow. 
“See? Painless.” 

She stared at the glowing orb. “How did you do that?” 

“Pm a Flasher. I can manipulate light the way I want it—though I’m not as 
skilled as Orem Vacker. You'll see his crazy light show on the next total eclipse. It’s 
one of our biggest celebrations.” 

It was strange to think that the elves had their own traditions, but it also made 
sense. The elves lived in their own world, and she needed to learn more about it— 
and quick—so she didn’t look like an idiot all the time. 

“Whoa, that is some serious damage. It’s not permanent,” he added when she 
tensed. “And it’s not your fault. Toxic food, toxic water, toxic air. What chance do 


your poor innocent cells have?” 


“You can see my cells?” 

“Of course. Did you think I was wearing these glasses because they make me 
look dashing?” 

She smiled. “What do they do?” 

“Anything, depending on what color of light I use.” 

He snapped again, flashing blue and purple and red orbs of light around her 
body and squinting through the lenses. Then he took the glasses off, and Sophie 
was relieved to see he wasn't as stunningly perfect looking as the other elves she’d 
met. His eyes were more ofa pray than a blue, and his mouth was a little too small 
for his broad jaw. But when he smiled, his whole face lit up. 

“You can sit up now,” he told her, holding a small silver square in front of her 
eyes when she did. He frowned. 

“What? Just tell me. I can take it.” 

He laughed. “You're so dramatic. I was expecting your eye color to be from the 
toxins. But your eyes are perfect. They're just... brown.” 

“They always have been. Even when I was a baby. Do you know why?” The last 
question came out as a whisper. 

“No idea. I’m sure there’s a reason, but I'd have to do some research. It'll be a 
great case study for the books once I figure it out.” 

“What? No—you can't!” How was she ever supposed to fit in if they were 
running case studies on her? 

“All right, all right. Relax. I won't.” 

Sophie released the breath she’d been holding. “Thanks.” 

“No problem.” Elwin laughed. He rifled through the satchel slung across his 
shoulder and removed tiny vials of colored liquids. “Now, try not to let this worry 
you, but your body needs a major detox. We'll start with these.” 

Sophie braced for the bitter burn of medicine, but the bottles were filled with 
sweet syrups, like nectar from unknown fruits. They made her tingly and warm 
inside. 

“Good girl,” Elwin said as he cleared the empty vials away. He placed a large, 
clear bottle in front of her. “All of us drink one of these every day, but I want you to 
drink two for a while, to make up for lost time.” 

“Youth in a Bottle,” she read from the label. “Like the fountain of youth?” 

“I suppose that is where those legends come from,” he agreed. “It has a few 
enzymes that are essential for our health.” 

The water was cold and slightly sweet, and somehow more refreshing than what 
she’d tasted before. She downed the contents in one gulp and handed the empty 
bottle back to him. He gave her another, and she drank it just as fast. 


“I don't have a few of the medicines you need, but TIl give Alden a list. I want 
you to come see me ina couple weeks for a follow-up.” 

Her face twisted into a scowl before she could stop it. 

Elwin laughed. “It won't be so bad—ust a quick checkup. I work at Foxfire, so 
you can stop by anytime.” 

Mention of her new school made her tug out a couple of loose eyelashes. 

“What are you doing?” 

“Sorry. Nervous habit.” 

“You tear out your eyelashes?” 

“Tt doesn’t hurt.” 

“Still.” 

“You sound like my mom.” The warmth of the medicines faded as the reality of 
everything that had happened rushed back. “Well, I thought she was my mom.” 

He sat next to her on the cot. “Alden told me about that. Do you want to talk 
about it?” 

“Not really.” She stared at Ella, hugging her tighter. 

He whistled. “You're a pretty brave kid, you know that?” 

She shrugged. “Sometimes you have to be brave.” 

“True,” he agreed, laughing. 

“What?” 

“That just sounds funny coming from someone hugging a stuffed elephant.” 

Her cheeks heated up. “T know it’s lame but—” 

“Tm teasing. Personally, I can't sleep without Stinky the Stegosaurus—there’s 
no shame in that.” He laughed. “Anyway, you should get some sleep. You’ve had a 
big day. TIl see you ina few weeks.” 


“SO, YOU GONNA PUNCH ME?” Fitz asked as he showed her to her room. 

“I guess not,” she mumbled, feeling horrified about the big production she'd 
made. He must think she was the biggest wimp ever. 

Fitz grinned. “What’s with the ‘doctor phobia’ thing? You were more afraid of 
Elwin than you were of jumping into the whirlpool.” 

“I guess you've never had anyone stick a needle in your arm or strap you to a 
bunch of machines.” 

“You're right about that.” He shuddered and she felt a little better. And least he 
understood her fear now. “Why did they do that to you?” 

“The shots were because I had an allergic reaction a couple years ago.” She 
rubbed her arm, remembering the bruise the needles gave her. “The machines 


were because I hit my head when I was five.” 


“How'd you do that?” 

“E guess I passed out and cracked my head on the concrete—I don’t remember. 
All I know is I woke up in the hospital and my parents were freaking out, saying 
my neighbor had called nine-one-one and that I’d been unconscious for hours.” 

“That happened when you were five?” 

She nodded. 

“Was that before or after your telepathy started >” 

“The same time. I started reading minds in the hospital. I always thought 
something happened to my brain when I fell, but I guess it was my elf genes 


kicking in.” 

He didn’t respond. 

“What?” 

“It’s just... telepathy doesn't kick in at that age. Something would have to 
trigger it.” 

“Trigger it how?” 


“I have no idea. Not many things trigger a special ability—and none of them 
exist in the Forbidden Cities. My dad will have to look into it” 

She repressed a sigh. Alden had a lot to look into, thanks to her. 

Fitz stopped in front of a bedroom fit for a princess—huge canopied bed, 
crystal chandeliers, and glass walls overlooking the lake. “This is you. If you need 
anything, my room's just down the hall.” 

Her heart did that weird fluttery thing when their eyes met, and she had to look 
away to speak clearly. “Thanks for your help today. I don’t think I could've gotten 
through all this without you.” 

He cleared his throat. “I dont deserve your thanks.” 

“Why?” 

He kicked the ground. “Because—I knew what was going to happen and I 
didn’t tell you when I made you come with me. I never realized it would be hard 
for you to move here—not until I found you there on the floor. I feel like I ruined 
your life.” 

“Fitz.” She paused to find the right way to explain the crazy emotions spinning 
through her. “Today was hard. But you were right about what you said yesterday. 
This is where I belong” 

Fitz straightened up, like a weight was lifted off his shoulders. “Really?” 

“Really. Don’t worry about me. I’m going to be okay.” 

She willed the words to be true, chanting them like a mantra as she shut herself 
in her room and changed into her pajamas. 


Still, alone in the dark, with no one to tuck her in and no Marty on her pillow, 
she couldn’t keep up the brave face any longer. She curled into a ball and cried for 


everything she’d lost. But when she fell asleep, she dreamed of a life filled with 
friends and fun and finally belonging. 


FIFTEEN 


SHES ALIVE!” FITZ TEASED WHEN SOPHIE wandered into the living 


room the next day. He sat in an overstuffed armchair reading a book called Twenty- 
Five Ways to Catch the Wind. “You do realize you slept through breakfast and lunch, 
right?” 

“I did?” Sophie looked around, trying to find a clock, but everything was 
covered in weird clothes—like a costume shop threw up on the furniture. “Sorry. I 
guess I was tired.” 

“You had a rough day yesterday. Plus, your body needs rest while it detoxes,” 
Della said, materializing in the center of the room. 

Sophie clutched her chest. She couldn't understand how anyone could get used 
to the ghostly way Vanishers appeared. 

Della frowned as she met Sophie's eyes. “How are you doing?” 

Sophie shrugged. She didn’t know how to answer. 

“Well, you look great. Not that you weren't pretty before, but I think that detox 
made a difference. You should see how shiny your hair is, and your eyes are so... 
exotic. You're going to be quite the heartbreaker when you grow up.” 

“Who is?” Biana strode into the room in a fitted dress with intricate gold 
embroidery that shimmered with every step. She looked way more glamorous than 
any twelve-year-old had the right to look. 

“Sophie,” Della said, smiling at Sophie. “Doesn't she look pretty today?” 

There might've been things that were less embarrassing than that moment, but 
Sophie couldn't think of any. Especially when Biana shrugged, and asked, “Isn’t 
that the same dress you wore yesterday?” 

“All my other clothes were—” she started to explain, but Della held up her 
hand. 

“Tm sorry. I should’ve sent something up for you. Ive been shopping all 
morning.” She waved her arms at the explosion of clothes. “Behold. Your new 
wardrobe.” 

“That’s all for me?” Was she going to be wearing five outfits a day? 

Della winked “I got you everything you'll need, plus a few extras. The only thing 
I didn’t get was a new nexus. I figured you'd want to pick your own. Unless you 
want to keep Fitz’s old, beat-up one.” 

Sophie stared at the cuff on her wrist. “This was yours?” she asked Fitz. 


He nodded. 

She liked that—more than she wanted to admit. She fingered the sparkly stone, 
which was exactly the same color as his eyes. “Do you want it back?” 

“I don't need it anymore. It’s yours if you want it.” 

She was very aware of everyone watching her, so she tried hard to sound casual 
as she said, “Might as well keep this one then, so it doesn’t go to waste.” 

“If that’s what you want,” Della agreed with a smile. “I should be done packing 
all of this in a few minutes, and then I'll get you some lunch.” 

“Packing?” Her heart sank as Alden entered the room holding her backpack 
and Ella. “Are you kicking me out?” 

She tried to make it a joke, but a touch of hurt leaked into her words. 

Della rushed to take her hands. “Of course not. We thought you'd want to get 
settled into your new home. If you want to wait a few days, we'll unpack your stuff 
right now.” 

Sophie swallowed to steady her voice. “No, it’s fine. In fact, I don't really want 
lunch. I’m not hungry.” Her stomach was so knotted with nerves there wasn’t room 
for food. 

Della smiled sadly. “You're going to like Grady and Edaline.” 

Her palms dampened at the strange names. “What are they like?” 

“They're great,” Alden promised. “They run an animal preserve at Havenfield, 
so they always have all kinds of exciting things going on.” 


“Do they have any kids?” 

Della glanced at Alden. 

He looked away. “Grady and Edaline lost their only daughter about fifteen years 
ago. Her name was Jolie. She was twenty when she died. It was ... . terrible 
accident.” 


Della covered her mouth with her hand. 

Alden shook his head. “I’m not sure if they'll mention it, so you might want to 
wait to see if they bring it up. That way you'll know they’re ready to talk about it. 
And please don’t let that make you more nervous to meet them. I won't deny that 
their loss has affected them, but they’re still two of the most wonderful people I 
know. You're going to like them.” He offered her his hand. “Come on. Let’s go meet 
your new guardians.” 


“WHAT KIND OF ANIMAL PRESERVE is this?” Sophie asked as a booming 
roar shook the ground. Fenced-in pastures spread as far as she could see, filled 
with creatures that looked like mutant, scrambled versions of animals. Ella—in her 


bright blue glory—suddenly looked normal. 


“Havenfield is one of the rehabilitation centers for our Sanctuary,” Alden 
explained. “The animals are brought here first for training, before we release them 
into their protected home—and they’re not easy to catch. We're still trying to trap 
Nessie. She’s quite the escape artist.” 

“These things live around humans?” 

“Where do you think the legends come from? Which is why it’s not safe for 
them. We've even had to collect endangered species—gorillas, lions, mammoths—” 

“Mammoths are extinct,” she interrupted. 

“Tell that to the thriving herd we have at the Sanctuary.” 

“You have a herd of woolly mammoths>” Somehow that was harder to believe 
than goblins or ogres. 

“We have colonies of everything. Mammoths, saber-toothed tigers, dinosaurs.” 
He laughed when her jaw fell slack. “Every species exists for a reason, and to allow 
one to die off would rob the planet of the unique beauty and qualities it provides. 
So we make sure they all continue to thrive. Grady and Edaline train the animals to 
be vegetarians by feeding them gnomish produce; that way they won't hunt one 
another once they’re moved to the Sanctuary.” 

Another roar interrupted their conversation. Whatever it was sounded like it 
wasn't happy about its new diet plan. 

The path they followed split, part of it winding down steep cliffs to a rocky 
beach lined with dark caves. Still, that path looked much less scary than the wide, 
flower-lined one they took to meet her new guardians. 

The path led to a wide meadow, where gnomes were using thick ropes to lasso 
what looked like a giant lizard covered in neon green feathers. The beast thrashed 
in protest. 

“Oh, stop being such a drama queen,” a husky male voice commanded from 
somewhere among the ropes and feathers. 

ROAR! 

“Okay. Here goes nothing,” he called. 

The gnomes tugged on the ropes, pulling the beast’s neck low enough for a 
blond elf to heave himself up—no easy feat considering the beast was twice the size 
of an elephant. 

SNAARRLL! 

“Tm trying to help, you silly girl,” he yelled as the beast bucked and thrashed. 

Sophie cringed, hoping she wasn't about to watch her new guardian become 
lizard food. 

“Need a hand, Grady?” Alden called. 


“Nah. Almost got it.” He lunged and grabbed something black tangled in the 
feathers. It twisted and writhed, but Grady yanked it off, nearly losing his balance 
in the process. The fluffy lizard stopped struggling as Grady tossed the black thing 
to one of the gnomes and slid down the beast’s back. “Sorry about that,” he called 
to Alden, once he was back on the ground. 

“No problem, my friend. Verdi giving you trouble again?” 

“That’s why she’s our permanent resident.” 

“Would you like to meet a tyrannosaurus, Sophie?” Alden offered. 

Her eyes stretched wide at the name. So the dinosaurs really weren't extinct. 
The idea was so impossibly cool. And they looked nothing like what humans 
thought. Now she knew what Fitz meant with his smug comments at the museum. 

“Is it safe?” she asked as she followed Alden forward. She wasn't sure if she was 
more nervous about the deadly dinosaur or about meeting Grady. 

“It is now that he got that jaculus off her neck. It’s a winged serpent that feeds 
off blood.” 

She clung to Ella for support and moved to Alden’s other side, away from the 
gnome struggling to contain the bloodsucking snake. 

“Easy there, Verdi,” Alden said as the giant beast whipped her head toward him 
and Sophie. 

Verdi was more intimidating up close, with huge yellow eyes, sharp claws, anda 
pointed snout. Sophie tried not to tremble as Verdi bent down in front of her, 
lowering her giant head to Sophie’s height. Rows of sharp fangs glinted with 
dinosaur slobber in the sunlight. 

“Are you surprised by what dinosaurs really look like?” Alden asked, motioning 
for her to come closer. 

“I wasn’t expecting the neon feathers,” she admitted, her legs refusing to take 
another step forward. 

Grady laughed beside her, and she whipped around to get a better glimpse of 
her new, dinosaur-riding guardian. With his chiseled features and feather-covered 
tunic, she couldn't decide if he reminded her more of James Bond or Robin Hood 
—which felt wrong. He was so unlike her chubby, balding dad she wasn’t sure how 
to relate. 

His handsome face stretched into a smile. “You must be Sophie.” 

She shook the feathery hand he offered and squeezed Ella tighter. He didn’t look 
scary—but her knees banged together anyway. 

“Want to pet Verdi?” Grady asked. 

She really didn’t want to get closer to those deadly looking teeth, but she didn't 
want Grady to think she was a wimp either. So she took a deep breath and stepped 


close enough to rub the T. rex’s cheek with a light touch. Verdi stayed docile, 
watching Sophie with her unblinking yellow eye. Sophie lost herself in the stare. 

“She’s still in pain,” she said, not entirely sure how she knew. 

“Is she?” Grady separated the feathers on Verdi’s neck. “The wound is pretty 
deep. Maybe I should treat it.” 

Sophie stepped back, and plugged her nose as Grady spread stinky brown slime 
over the wound. It smelled like death and rot and tuna fish—not a good 
combination. 

“Kelpie dung,” Alden explained. “Takes the sting out of most bites.” 

She hoped she wouldn't have to touch any dung while living there. 

Grady closed the stinky jar and wiped his hands on a cloth the gnome handed 
him. “I think you were right, Sophie. She seems more relaxed now. You must be 
good with animals.” 

“I can be—with normal animals at least.” She stole another look at the gigantic 
feathery lizard. Verdi was still watching her, and maybe she was crazy, but she could 
swear she was trying to thank her. 

“Well, come on, Edaline’s probably waiting.” Grady’s voice sounded wary, and 
his steps were almost as reluctant as Sophie’s as he led them to a house 
overlooking the ocean. It was small compared to Alden and Della’s palatial estate 
but a mansion by human standards. The house was taller than it was wide, with 
golden columns breaking up the etched glass walls, and a glittering cupola rose 
from the center of the roof. 

There was no fancy entryway like Everglen’s, just a huge room with clear walls 
overlooking the ocean and scattered furniture breaking up the space. A wide 
central stairway curved to the upper floors, and a chandelier of intricately braided 
crystals cascaded from the domed ceiling. It was simple but elegant, and very, very 
clean. So clean it didn’t look lived in. 

Edaline swept into the room in a pale blue dress made of wispy fabric that 
floated around her as she moved. She had soft pink cheeks, wide turquoise eyes, 
and amber hair that fell past her shoulders in soft curls. Aside from Della, she was 
the most beautiful woman Sophie had seen—except for the purple shadows under 
her eyes. Sophie's human mom had similar dark circles sometimes, but only when 
she was stressed. 

She wondered what Edaline was stressed about. She hoped it wasn't the idea of 
having her live with them. 

Edaline frowned when she saw Grady. “You're covered in dinosaur fluff! I’m 


sorry, I told him to be presentable,” she told Alden. 


Alden laughed. “Tve yet to see someone ride a T. rex without picking up a few 
feathers.” 

“You've never seen Edaline in action,” Grady corrected with a smile. 

Sophie tried to imagine someone so delicate playing rodeo cowboy with a 
dinosaur. Nope, she couldn't picture it. 

“Tm going to wash up,” Grady said, dashing up the staircase. 

Edaline nodded. Then she took a deep breath and turned to Sophie. “Welcome 
to our home.” Her shaky voice sounded more nervous than Sophie felt, which 
actually made Sophie feel better. At least Edaline thought this process was scary 
too. 

“Thank you for having me.” She didn’t know what else to say. 

Edaline smiled, but sadness lingered in her eyes. “I hope you can stay for tea,” 
she told Alden. “There’s mallowmelt.” 

Alden’s face lit up. “If you insist.” 

Mallowmelt turned out to be a gooey cake that tasted like fresh-baked chocolate 
chip cookies soaked in ice cream and covered in frosting and butterscotch. It 
melted on her tongue and was, hands down, the best thing Sophie had ever tasted. 
She giggled as Alden helped himself to three pieces. Grady joined them a few 
minutes later—his hair still dripping from a hasty shower—and helped himself to 
four slices. 

Tea was served in a nook in the kitchen, and even though Sophie could see 
orange, feathery dinosaurs grazing outside in one of the pastures, it reminded her 
a little of home. Maybe it was the pastel linens on the table, or the intricate flowers 
painted on the china—but for the first time all day she didn’t feel the empty, 
homesick ache she’d woken up with. 

“Would you like some lushberry juice?” Edaline offered Sophie. 

“Um, sure.” 

Edaline snapped her fingers. There was a tiny pop and a flash of light, and a 
bright green bottle appeared on the table. 

Sophie scooted back like the bottle was possessed. 

Grady laughed. “Guess you've never seen a Conjurer in action before.” 

“How?” she asked when her mouth was able to form words again. 

Edaline smiled for real this time, and it lit up her whole face. “If I know where 
something is, I can bring it here with my mind. It’s kind of like teleporting, but 
with objects.” 

That was pretty much the coolest ability ever. “What can you do?” Sophie asked 
Grady. 

His smile faded. “Nothing nearly as fun, trust me.” 


She waited for him to elaborate, but he looked away. 

Alden rose. “I, unfortunately, must get going.” He dug a scraggly paper out of 
his pocket and handed it to Edaline. “Elwin wants her to take these medicines for 
the next few weeks. You should be able to find them at Slurps and Burps.” 

All the color faded from Edaline’s face. “I guess TIl take her tomorrow. Is there 
anything else she needs?” 

“Della took care of the rest. You know how she is when it comes to shopping.” 

“I do. I made the mistake of letting her help me shop fora gift for ...a friend’s 
daughter one time. Four hours later I had a whole new wardrobe and still no gift.” 

Grady took Edaline’s hand and she turned away, staring out the window. 

Sophie’s heart ached for them. She knew their pain—she’d lost an entire family. 
Maybe that was why Alden put them together. They all knew what it was like to 
grieve. But she didn’t feel like talking about it, so she kept quiet. 

Alden fished a thin crystal square out of his pocket and handed it to Sophie. 
“This is an Imparter. It’ll allow you to communicate with anyone in our world. So 
if you need anything, or simply want to talk, say my name to the screen and you'll 
reach me. Okay?” 

“Okay.” She strangled Ella as her heart pounded in her ears. It wasn’t that she 
didn't like Grady and Edaline—but it would be weird to be alone with them. What 
would they talk about? 

Alden leaned closer, so he could whisper. “It’s going to be okay, Sophie. If you 
need anything—anytime—I’m here. Use the Imparter.” 

She nodded. 

“Good.” He waved to Grady and Edaline, gave Sophie one more reassuring 
smile as he held up his pathfinder, and vanished in a flash of light. 

The silence he left behind was deafening. 

Grady snapped out of it first. He jumped to his feet and nudged Sophie. “Let’s 


show you your new room.” 


“THIS IS REALLY ALL MINE?” Her bedroom took up the entire third floor. 

Star-shaped crystals dangled from the ceiling on glittery cords, and blue and 
purple flowers weaved through the carpet, filling the room with their sweet scent. 
A giant canopy bed occupied the center of the room, and a huge closet and 
dressing area took up an entire wall. Bookshelves full of thick, brightly colored 
volumes filled the other walls. She even had her own bathroom, complete with a 
waterfall shower and a bathtub the size of a swimming pool. 

“I hope it’s okay,” Edaline said, biting her lip. 

Was she kidding? 


“It’s awesome,” Sophie said, feeling more excited about her new home already. 
She dropped her backpack off, but decided to keep Ella with her. It helped having 
something to hold. 

Half of the second floor was Grady and Edaline’s bedroom, and the other half 
was a long hall with three closed doors. Two were their personal offices. One they 
didn't explain, but Sophie assumed it was Jolie’s room. They didn’t forbid her from 
going to that part of the house, but they didn’t give her a tour either, and with the 
way their voices strained as they spoke about it, she decided it would be best to stay 
away. 

After an awkward but delicious dinner of soupy green stuff that tasted like 
pizza, Grady and Edaline left Sophie alone to unpack—which turned out to be a 
good thing. 

Unpacking made everything real. 

She lived here now, in this strange, slightly too perfect world where everything 
she knew was wrong and all she had to show for the past twelve years of her life was 
a backpack stuffed with wrinkled clothes she'd never wear, an iPod she couldn't 
charge, and a scrapbook full of memories that had been erased from everyone 
except her. 

At least she knew her family wasn't missing her the way she missed them. Their 
new life—wherever it was—would be better without her. Alden and Della would've 
made sure of it. 

Tears welled in her eyes as she put the last remnants of her human life away. 
Then she curled up on her bed with Ella and let herself have one last good cry. 

When her eyes finally dried, she promised herself she wouldn't look back 
anymore. 

Grady and Edaline weren't like her parents, and Havenfield wasn’t like her old 
house—but maybe that was better. Maybe it was easier if they were different. And 
maybe, with time, it would really feel like home. 


SIXTEEN 


SOPHIE WOKE TO AN AMAZING SUNRISE— pink, purple, and orange 


streaks blending the ocean and sky into mirror images. She enjoyed the view, but 
she would need to figure out a way to darken her glass walls. Sunrise was too early 
to be awake every day. 

Grady and Edaline were in the kitchen finishing up breakfast when she came 
downstairs. Sophie hovered in the doorway, not sure if she should interrupt. 

“Either you're an early riser,” Grady said as he moved the scrolls he was reading 
to make room for her, “or you didn’t close the shades.” 

She sank into a chair next to him. “How do I do that?” 

“Just clap your hands twice.” 

“How about some breakfast?” Edaline asked. Her voice sounded tired, and the 
shadows around her eyes were so dark they looked like bruises. At Sophie’s nod she 
conjured upa bowl of orange glop anda spoon. Each bite tasted like warm, buttery 
banana bread, and Sophie was tempted to ask for seconds, but she didn’t want to 
impose. 

She didn’t know how to talk to them, so she stared at Grady’s scrolls. The 
sloppy handwriting was impossible to read upside down, but she did notice a 
symbol in the corner: a hooked bird’s neck, with the beak pointing down. The 
image tickled her mind, like she should know what it meant, but she couldn't find 
the memory it belonged to. 

Grady caught her looking and rolled them up. “Boring stuff from a long time 
ago.” He said it with a smile, but it was obvious he didn’t want her seeing the 
scrolls, which only made her more curious. Especially when she spotted a line of 
runes running along the bottom, and this time they made sense. 

“Project Moonlark,” she blurted, before she could think it through. 

“You can read that?” Grady asked. 

Sophie nodded, scooting back a little when she saw the look in his eyes. Anger, 
confusion—and fear. “Usually I can’t, but this time I could. Whats Project 
Moonlark?” she whispered. 

Grady’s mouth tightened. “Nothing you need to know about.” 

But Alden had said the word she used to babble as a baby might mean 
“moonlark.” That couldn't be a coincidence. She tugged out an eyelash. 


Grady ran a hand across his face and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t 
mean to scare you. It’s just, these are extremely classified documents, and those are 
cipher runes. No one is supposed to be able to read them unless they've been 
taught the key.” 

She swallowed, trying to get enough moisture on her tongue to make it work. 
“Why can I read it, then?” 

“I have no idea.” He shared a look with Edaline. “Maybe the way humans taught 
you to read, or write, made your mind see things a little different.” 

That was the same excuse Alden had given for why she couldnt read normal 
runes. It wasn’t particularly believable, but she couldn’t think of anything better. 
She was pretty sure she’d remember being taught to read cipher runes. 

“If you're ready to go, we should get those medicines Elwin prescribed,” Edaline 
interrupted, standing. Each word was drawn out, like the whole sentence was one 
long sigh, which didn’t exactly make Sophie eager to go. But she couldn’t really say 
no, so she rose, fidgeting with the ruffles on the purple dress she was wearing. It 
was the simplest dress Della bought her, but she still felt ridiculous. Did the elves 
have something against jeans? 

Grady nodded. “Say hi to Kesler for me.” 

Edaline groaned. “This is going to be interesting.” 

Sophie glanced at Grady, hoping he wasn’t mad about the scrolls. He gave her a 
small smile. Then Edaline took her hand, and they glittered away. 


THEY LEAPED TO AN ISLAND called Mysterium. Small, identical buildings 
lined the narrow streets like they’d been cut from a mold. Street vendors filled the 
air with the scent of spices and sweets, and conversation buzzed around the 
crowded sidewalks. Sophie's and Edaline’s gowns stood out among the simple 
tunics and pants of the other elves. 

“Hey, how come they don't have to dress up?” Sophie complained. 

“Mysterium is a working-class city.” 

“Oh. But wait—doesn’t everyone get the same amount of money in their birth 
fund?” 

Edaline nodded. “Money has nothing to do with social rank. Our world is 
‘talent based? Those with simpler abilities work simpler jobs—and they dress 
correspondingly.” 

“Seems kind of unfair,” Sophie mumbled. “You can’t control how much talent 
you're born with. Why should you live a lesser life?” 

“Their lives aren't lesser. They have houses just as fine as Alden’s or ours. But 


when they come to work, they come to a different type of city. A city designed for 


their kind of work.” Edaline’s grip tightened on Sophie’s hand as several people 
waved at her. 

“You okay?” Sophie asked. 

“Yes, I’m just not used to being around so many people.” She kept her head 
down as she led Sophie through the busy village, avoiding the other elves they ran 
in to. Everyone seemed to recognize Edaline, though, and whispers followed them 
wherever they went. 

“Look, it’s Edaline Ruewen—can you believe it?” 

gi thought she never left the house.” 

“She doesn’t.” 

Edaline pretended not to notice, and they didn’t slow their pace until they 
reached the only building that was different: a store painted twenty different colors, 
with curved walls and a crooked roof—like it belonged in a nursery rhyme. 

SLURPS AND BURPS: YOUR MERRY APOTHECARY. 

The door belched as they entered. 

The store was a maze of shelves filled with colored bottles of liquids and pills. 
Edaline went straight to the back, to a laboratory complete with beakers bubbling 
over burners with rainbow-colored flames. A slender man in a long white lab coat 
hovered over the experiments with a skinny boy at his side—probably his son, 
since they both had the same tousled strawberry blond hair and periwinkle eyes. 

“PIL be with you in two minutes,” he promised as he added a blob of orange 
slime to one of the test tubes. “Get ready to add the amarallitine, Dex.” 

The boy used a long pair of tongs to pick upa glowing yellow vial and hold it 
over the experiment from a safe distance. “Ready?” 

“Not yet.” He slipped on a pair of thick black glasses. “Okay. Now!” 

He jumped back as the boy poured in the contents of the vial. The beaker 
sparked and released an enormous plume of smoke, filling the room with the 
smell of dirty feet. Sophie fought off a gag and hoped the concoction wasnt on 
Elwin’s list. 

The man pounded the boy’s back and removed his glasses. “First one we haven't 
exploded all day. Edaline!” he exclaimed, finally looking up. “Is that really your” 

“Hello, Kesler.” 

“Hello, Kesler,” he repeated, with a convincing impersonation of her soft voice. 
“That’s all you have to say? Get over here and give me a hug!” 

Edaline moved across the room like sludge, but he wrapped her in a big bear 
hug anyway. “You look good, Eda—but what are you doing here? You never come to 
town.” 

“I know.” She handed him the crumpled scrap of paper. “Elwin said I need to 
get these for Sophie.” 


Kesler scanned the sheet for half a second before his head snapped up. 
“Sophie >” His eyes found where Sophie was standing and his jaw fell slack. 
“Did .... miss something?” 

“Yes.” Edaline took a deep breath. “Sophie lives with us now.” 

Kesler’s eyes darted between Sophie and Edaline, like he couldn't decide who 
was more fascinating. “Since when?” 

“Since yesterday—it’s a long story.” She gestured for Sophie to join them. 
“Sophie, this is my brother-in-law, Kesler, and my nephew Dex.” 

“Hi,” Sophie mumbled, too nervous to make eye contact, especially since these 
were Edaline’s family. She could practically feel their stares. 

“Sophie will be starting at Foxfire on Monday,” Edaline explained. 

“Cool,” Dex exclaimed. “What level will you be?” 

“Level Two.” 

“Me too! Do you know your schedule al—whoa!” He leaned close to her face 
and pointed to her eyes. “How'd you do that? I turn mine red sometimes—totally 
freaks everyone out—but I’ve never seen brown before. I like it.” 

She could feel her cheeks blush. “Actually, I just have brown eyes.” 

“Really? Excellent. Do you see them, Dad?” 

“I do.” Kesler studied her like she was one of his experiments. “Where exactly 
are you from, Sophie D” 

“I... uh.. ? She wasn't sure if she was allowed to tell the truth. 

“Sophie’s been living in the Forbidden Cities until a few days ago,” Edaline 
answered for her. 

Sophie cringed as Kesler asked, “What?” at the same time Dex shouted, “Thats 
the coolest thing I’ve ever heard! Was it awesome? I bet it was awesome. Hey, are 
you human? Is that why you have brown eyes?” 

“I’m not human. I was just raised by them.” The words came out, but they felt 
wrong on her tongue. 

“Dex, I think you're making Sophie uncomfortable,” Edaline said, before he 
could ask another question. 

“Am I? Sorry. I didn’t mean to.” 

Sophie shrugged. “Tt’s okay. I know I’m strange.” 

Dex smiled, flashing deep dimples. “T like strange. Hey, do you—” 

The door burped again. 

“You!” A tall woman in a dark green cape stalked through the store, pushing 
past Sophie and Edaline. A beanpole of a girl in a hooded pink cloak dragged 
behind. 


“What’s wrong now, Vika?” Kesler asked with obvious annoyance. 


“Ask your son. This has his handiwork written all over it.” She whipped the 
hood down from the girl’s head, revealing a shiny bald scalp underneath. 

Edaline, Sophie, and Kesler gasped at the same time. Dex, meanwhile, seemed 
to be trying very hard not to smile. “Hey, Stina. Did you change something? ’ Cause 
you look different today. Wait, don’t tell me. ...” 

“Mom!” Stina growled. 

Kesler’s cheeks twitched, like he was battling a laugh. “We don’t sell any balding 
solutions here, Vika.” 

“Just because you don't sell them doesn’t mean you dont make them,” she 
insisted. 

Kesler glanced at Dex. 

“You know how to make them too,” Dex reminded him. 

“I know it was you, you stupid sasquatch!” Stina screamed. 

Dex rolled his eyes and pointed to a spot behind her ear. “Did you know you 
have a dent in your skull right there?” 

Sophie bit back a laugh as Stina lunged for him in a flurry of bony appendages. 

“That’s enough!” Kesler shouted, pulling them apart. “Control your daughter, 
Vika.” 

“Why should I? It’s not like you control your children.” 

Kesler looked like he wanted to throttle her, but instead he gritted his teeth and 
said, “We have Hairoids in stock. Take some on the house, and she'll have her hair 
back in a week.” 

“A week?” Stina wailed. “I can’t go to school looking like... like...” 

“Like an ogre?” Dex suggested with a wicked grin. 

Stina screamed. 

“If my daughter misses any days of school because of your son, I will make sure 
he is held responsible,” Vika yelled. 

“You can’t prove anything,” Dex grumbled. 

“I won't need to. They'd expect nothing less from a bad match!” 

Kesler’s friendly features twisted with obvious rage, and he needed several deep 
breaths before he spoke. Sophie didn’t know what a “bad match” was, but it must 
bea heavy insult. 

“Okay, here’s what we're going to do,” Kesler practically spat. “You two are going 
to get out of my sight, and when I finish helping these customers, I'll see if I can 
make the Hairoids more potent. If I can’t, wear a hat.” 

Vika stared him down, but he didn’t flinch. “I guess we have no choice. It’s not 
like anyone else would waste their lives making ridiculous medicines in a useless 


shop.” 


“If it’s so useless, why does everyone buy from me?” Kesler countered. 

Vika couldn’t seem to find a retort. So she threw the hood back over Stina’s 
head and dragged her toward the door. 

“TIl get you for this,” Stina promised Dex. 

“Oooh, I’m really scared.” 

Stina’s bitter eyes focused on Sophie. “What are you looking at?” 

Sophie looked away. “Nothing” 

The door burped again, then slammed. 

Kesler pounded his fist against the table, making everyone jump. “Do I want to 
know what that was all about, Dex?” 

“Probably not.” 

Kesler sighed. “You need to be more careful, Dex. You know how some people 
feel about our family—especially Vika and Timkin Logner.” 

“Well,” Edaline said quietly, “this store hardly helps the situation. Perhaps if 
you made it more traditional—” 

“Absolutely not,” Kesler interrupted. “Nothing brings me more joy than 
watching all the stuffy nobles squirm in here.” 

“Just like nothing makes me happier than a shiny bald Stina,” Dex added, 
grinning. 

Kesler couldn't help laughing. “Well, Dex, since you made the mess, you get to 
tweak the Hairoids. I need to help Edaline with Elwin’s list.” 

Dex scowled and stalked off to collect the supplies from the back. He returned 
a few seconds later with an armful of vials and spread them on the worktable with a 
sneaky smile. “This will make her hair grow faster,” he whispered to Sophie. “But 
it'll also give her a beard.” 

Sophie giggled, and made a mental note never to get on Dex’s bad side. “What 
did that girl do to you?” 

“She's just evil,” he said as he ground black leaves with a mortar and pestle. 
“Trust me.” 


EDALINE DISAPPEARED TO HER ROOM when they returned to Havenfield, 
and Grady tried to teach Sophie how to light leap alone. She’d never been so 
horrible at anything in her life. 

The first twenty times she tried, she couldn't feel the warm feathers—no matter 
how many times Grady told her to concentrate on the tingle in her cells. After that 
she couldn’t hold on long enough to do anything except break out in a full body 


sweat from the heat. 


On attempt fifty-seven she finally made a solo leap to the other side of the 
property. She completed the next five in a row and felt ready to collapse, so she 
wanted to cry with relief when Grady announced she’d practiced enough. But when 
he checked her nexus, he frowned. 

He pointed to the gray rectangle, which displayed only a sliver of blue. “That 
means your concentration is at ten percent. Everyone your age is at least at thirty 
percent by now.” 

Yeah, and they'd been light leaping their whole lives—but she chose not to 
point that out. She didn’t want Grady to think she was difficult. “I’m trying as hard 
as I can.” 

“I know,” Grady said, worrying the edge of his tunic with his hands. “But I don’t 
think you have any idea what you're up against. Alden told me Bronte doesn’t want 
you at Foxfire, which means he'll be watching you like a hawk. Hell check with 
your Mentors. He'll monitor your tests. And at the first sign of weakness, hell step 
in and try to have you expelled. I wouldn't be surprised if he pushes for you to be 
transferred to Exillium—and let's just say it’s somewhere you don’t want to go.” 

She nodded, swallowing a mouthful of bile. If she hadn’t been freaked out 
about starting Foxfire before, she was now. 

How was she supposed to pass when she was so far behind? 

Grady forced a smile. “I know you're struggling to adjust and have a ton to 
learn, but you're going to have to push yourself as hard as you can. And I promise 
rll help you every way I can. Edaline will too.” 

A flash of light pulled her out of her mounting panic attack, and two people 
appeared a few feet up the path. She recognized Dex from Slurps and Burps, and 
the woman he was with resembled Edaline, except her hair was messy and her 
yellow gown was wrinkled and plain. 

“Had to come see for yourself, Juline?” Grady asked. 

“I'm allowed to visit my sister, aren't I?” she asked, her eyes riveted to Sophie. 

Grady laughed. “Where’s the rest of the family?” 

“Home with Kesler. I didn’t want to overwhelm you.” 

“And maybe you wanted time to gossip without interruption?” Grady teased. 
“Sophie, why don’t you show Dex your room? I have a feeling the girls have a lot of 
talking to do.” 


SOPHIE HAD NO IDEA WHAT to do with Dex. She’d never had a friend before 
—much less a boy—much less an elf: Dex seemed pretty comfortable, though. He 
wandered her room, touching everything that caught his interest. He thought her 


human clothes were hilarious, and was even more excited when he found the 
scrapbook she’d hidden on the bookshelf: 

“Hey, is that you?” he asked, pointing to the photo mounted to the cover. 

Sophie’s eyes stung as she glanced at the picture. Her dad and sister waved at 
the camera while she hid in the background building a sand castle. “Yeah. That was 
last summer.” 

“Ts that your dad?” 

“Yeah. Well—um—that’s the guy who raised me,” she corrected, blinking away 
the tears that had formed. It was going to be hard to get used to saying that. But 
she had to. She wasn’t his daughter. He didn’t even know she existed anymore. 

Dex frowned. “What happened to them?” 

“Tm not allowed to know.” She couldn't keep the sadness out of her voice. As 
much as she didn’t want it to matter, it was hard not knowing where they were Or 
how they were doing. 

“Sorry.” He shuffled his feet. “Do you want to talk about it?” 

“Not really.” She wasn't sure she was ready to look through the scrapbook, but 
Dex already had it open and was flipping through the pages. She hoped there 
weren't any naked baby pictures in there. 

“Why did you take your picture with a guy in a giant mouse suit? Actually— 
better question: Why would anyone wear a giant mouse suit?” 

“We're at Disneyland.” 

His head snapped up. “I have my own land?” 

“What?” 

“My last name is Dizznee.” 

She laughed. “Tm pretty sure it’s a coincidence.” 

He squinted at the picture. “Are you wearing fairy wings?” 

“Okay, I think we've had enough fun with the photos.” She pulled the scrapbook 
away from him before he found anything else to make fun of. 

“Sorry. I just can’t get over it. I mean, I’ve never seen a human, in real life. And 
you lived with them.” He shook his head. “How come you live with Grady and 
Edaline? Are you related to them?” 

Her jaw tightened. “Tm not related to anyone.” 

“You're alive. You must have parents.” 

She shook her head. “My real parents didn’t want me to know who they are, so 
as far as I’m concerned, they don’t exist.” 

Dex didn’t seem to know what to say to that. Honestly, she didn’t either. 

“Hey, this is one of those music things,” he said, picking up her iPod. 

“Yeah. How did you know?” 


“My mom's into human movies. She doesn’t have many, but one of them had 
one of these things in it, and I’ve always wanted to see one. We don’t have anything 
like them.” 

“Really? Why not?” 

“Elves arent really musical—not like dwarves. They have some awesome 
music.” He slid his fingers across the screen. “It’s dead.” 

“No outlets here. No way to charge it.” 

Dex flipped it over. “I don't know much about human technology, but I bet I 
could make it solar powered.” 

“Really?” 

“Well, I can give it a try.” He slipped it into his pocket and went over to her 
desk, rifling through all her Foxfire stuff. He scanned her schedule. “Sir Conley’s 
pretty cool, I hear. But good luck with Lady Galvin. She has the highest fail rate of 
any Mentor—ever. I’m pretty sure she failed her last prodigy a few weeks ago.” 

Sophie’s heart slammed so hard she was surprised it didn’t punch through her 
chest. Were they trying to make her fail? She wouldn't put it past Bronte to rig her 
schedule. 

But ... this was school. She’d always been great at school. 

She took a deep, calming breath. 

“Hey, I could help you find your way around tomorrow,” Dex offered. 

Relief flooded through her. She wouldn't have to do this alone. Except S 

“You wouldpt mind being seen with the weird new girl with the weird brown 
eyes and the weird human past?” 

“Are you kidding? I can’t wait to tell everyone you were my friend first.” 

She smiled. “We're friends?” 

“Yeah. I mean—if you want to be.” 

“Of course!” 

Dex’s smile widened, flashing his deep dimples. “Cool. I'll see you tomorrow 


morning.” 


SEVENTEEN 


SOPHIE WAS STILL TRYING TO FIGURE OUT which of the strange gadgets 


from Della were school supplies when the chimes rang. Dex had arranged to meet 
her at Havenfield so she wouldn't have to arrive at Foxfire alone. 

She laughed as she let him inside. “And I thought my uniform was bad.” 

She couldnt believe she had to be seen in a blue pleated skirt with black 
leggings and shirt-vest-cape combo. Dex’s was worse, though. The blue lace-up 
jerkin over a black long-sleeved shirt and blue slacks with pockets at the ankles 
wasnt so bad. But the waist-length cape made him look like a really lame 
superhero—Captain Blueberry to the rescue! 

“What’s with the capes?” she asked. 

“I know, they’re stupid, right? But they’re a sign of status, so we have to wear 
them.” 

“Capes?” 

“Yeah, haven't you noticed that only the nobility have them? Foxfire is the only 
noble school—meaning you have to go there in order to be in the nobility—so we 
wear half capes to demonstrate that. At least next year we get rid of the wimpy 
halcyon.” He pulled on the blue, jeweled bird that clasped the cape against his 
neck. “We'll be mastodons.” 

He laughed when he caught her confused expression. “Each grade level has a 
mascot. Level Two is a halcyon, these dumb birds that can sense when a storm is 
coming. But Level Three is a mastodon, so at the opening ceremonies on the first 
day of school we get to dress in these cool elephant costumes. Be glad you missed 
wearing the halcyon costume. We looked like idiots.” 

Dressing like an elephant didn’t sound nearly as appealing as Dex seemed to 
think, but she’d worry about that next year. Assuming she was allowed to stay at 
Foxfire. 

One problem at a time, she reminded herself. 

“Hey, you're wearing the Ruewen crest,” Dex said, pointing to the triangle patch 
sewn where her cape hung over her heart: a scarlet eagle soaring with a white rose 
in its talons. His patch was square and looked like a bunch of chemistry equipment 
twisted into a tree. “We wear our family’s crest on our uniform. If Grady and 


Edaline are letting you wear theirs, they must be serious. Are they adopting you?” 


“I don't know.” She’d never thought about adoption—she was still getting used 
to the idea of being an orphan. 

What if they didn’t adopt her? 

Everything in her life was so temporary. Her enrollment at Foxfire. Her home. 
It felt like any second it could all be ripped away. 

“Where are they, anyway?” Dex asked, looking around. 

“A gnome ran in during breakfast and yelled something about a manticore 
stinging a stegosaurus, and they both ran off” 

“And people say my parents are weird.” 

“It’s pretty crazy here. But they seem nice enough.” 

“Grady and Edaline? Oh yeah, they’re great. They keep to themselves a lot 
because of what happened to Jolie. I never knew them before it happened, but my 
mom said they used to throw these huge parties everyone looked forward to all 
year. Now they never leave the house. So weird.” 

Sophie shrugged. “A lot of people are never the same after someone they love 
dies.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah.” She started to ask why he seemed surprised, but then she remembered 
what Alden had explained about the elvin life span. Death was probably a rare 
thing in this world. Which must make it even harder for the few elves who'd had to 
cope with it. 

“My mom thinks it'll be good for them having you around,” Dex told her. 
“Maybe they'll get over it.” 

She wasn’t sure they would ever get over it, but his words calmed her panic. If 
she was good for them, maybe they'd want to keep her. She did understand what 
they were feeling—maybe better than most other elves. 

“Hey, wait a minute,” she said, frowning. “How do you know about adoption? 
I’m guessing you don't geta lot of orphans around here.” 

“We don’t,” Dex agreed. “We had a big drama a few years back—some kid 
named Wylie whose dad was exiled had his mom die too. Something broke her 
concentration while she was leaping and she faded away, I guess. I don't know 
much, just that Sir Tiergan adopted him and retired from Foxfire.” 

“Sir Tiergan—the telepathy Mentor?” 

“Yeah. Wait—how do you know about him?” 

“Uh, Alden mentioned him,” she mumbled, trying to recover. Shed forgotten to 
pretend she had no connection to Tiergan. 

“Oh yeah, he hates Alden. Blames him for the dad being exiled or something. 


But I might be remembering wrong. Wylie’s a few years older than me, so I’ve 


never met him or anything. You ready to go?” 

She slipped her satchel over her head. “Yep. How do we get there?” 

He led her up to the cupola and pointed to hundreds of crystals hanging ina 
round chandelier. “The Leapmaster 500. You're lucky. My parents aren't nobility, so 
they’re only authorized to have the 250—it’s missing tons of cool places. Foxfire!” he 
shouted. 

The crystals rotated until one lowered, casting a beam of light toward the 
ground. 

“You ready?” he asked. 

She wasn't. But she forced a smile across her lips, took a deep breath, and let the 
warm feathers whisk through her and pull her away to her first day at Foxfire. 


“THAT’S A SCHOOL?” SOPHIE ASKED, trying to make sense of the bizarre 
structure spread before them. 

A five-story glass pyramid towered over everything from its place in the center 
of a wide stone courtyard. The main building wrapped around the pyramid ina 
sharply angled U and was made entirely of stained glass. Six towers—each a 
different color—separated the wings, and a seventh tower—another Leapmaster— 
stood in the center, taller than the others. 

To the left sat a domed amphitheater and two smaller buildings, all built from 
the same glowing stones as the castle Fitz had shown her in Lumenaria. To the 
right, two giant towers, one gold and one silver, twisted around one another. 
Combined with extensive fields of purple grass, the place seemed more like a small 
city than a school, and Sophie tried not to imagine how hopelessly lost she would 
be. 

Dex led her into the bottom floor of the glass pyramid, which was packed with 
prodigies in uniforms the same colors as the building’s six towers. All hope of 
finding Fitz faded when she saw the chaos, and Sophie ducked behind Dex, hoping 
no one would notice her. 

“What are we doing here?” she leaned in and whispered. 

“Every morning starts with orientation. It’s no big deal. Dame Alina—our 
principal—just reads off any announcements while they take attendance.” 

“How can they take attendance with this many people ?” 

He pulled his registry pendant out from under his collar. “They track us with 
these.” 

Thousands of bells chimed an intricate peal, and everyone faced the far wall, 
which now showed a close-up of Dame Alina, a stunning beauty with porcelain 
skin and fragile features. 


She smoothed her caramel-colored hair and pursed her lips. “Good morning, 
prodigies. First and foremost, whoever put reekrod in my desk over the weekend 


|” 
. 


will— It’s not funny she snapped as everyone cracked up. Her eyes narrowed. 
“Mark my words—whoever it was will be punished to the fullest extent of my 
abilities.” 

She let the threat dangle before she continued. “Last week we had fourteen 
prodigies detect special abilities—a new record.” She clapped and everyone joined 
her. “And—last but not least—where is she? . . . Ah, there!” 

A spotlight focused on Sophie. 

“Everyone, please welcome Sophie Foster—a Level Two prodigy, starting her 
first day at Foxfire.” 

Every eye turned to look at Sophie. Her name hissed around the room like a 
viper’s nest. “Ssssssophie.” 

Dame Alina cleared her throat. “Is that how we welcome someone?” 

A second of silence passed before everyone clapped. Sophie looked around for a 
hole she could crawl into. 

“That’s better,” Dame Alina said. “That concludes today’s announcements. Have 
a wonderful day!” 

Everyone applauded as Dame Alina flashed a brilliant smile and blinked off the 
screen. Then all eyes returned to Sophie. The whispering started again. 

“Get me out of here,” she begged Dex. 

He laughed and led her out the nearest exit. 

“I can't believe that just happened.” 

“Tt’s not a big deal.” 

“She had to force them to clap, Dex.” She buried her face in her hands. 

“Everyone was just surprised. We've never had a prodigy start in the middle of 
the year.” 

She groaned. Why did she have to be the exception to everything? 

“Just relax. You'll be fine. Come on.” 

He led her into the main building, which was divided into six different wings 
by the towers, one wing for each lower grade level. The walls of the Level Two wing 
were the same blue as her uniform, and the banners bore a halcyon in midflight. 

Dex switched halls so many times Sophie lost count, and she was beyond 
confused when they entered an enormous quad with glittering crystal trees 
scattered throughout the room. A statue of a halcyon filled the center, sparkling 
like it was carved from sapphire instead of stone. Prodigies chatted as they put 
books and supplies into the narrow doorways lining the walls, but everyone fell 


silent when they noticed Sophie. 


“Okay, this is the atrium,” Dex explained, ignoring the spectacle they were 
creating. He checked her schedule and led her toward the far wall, to a door 
marked with a rune she couldn't read. “This is your locker. See that silver strip?” 
He pointed toa shiny mirrored rectangle just underneath the symbol. “Lick it. The 
lock uses your DNA.” 

“That’s gross.” 

“Tt tastes good.” 

She doubted that, but she could feel everyone watching her so she licked the 
silver rectangle. “Mallowmelt?” 

“The faculty picks the flavors. They change every day—but watch out for Elwin’s 
picks. Last week it was pepper. Made everyone sneeze like crazy.” 

Dex’s locker was two doors down, and a loud croak sounded as he opened the 
door. Dex yelped and slammed it closed, but the whole room filled with the stench 
of rotten eggs mixed with morning breath and a dash of dirty diaper. 

“She put a muskog in my locker!” he screamed. 

A high, wheezy snicker erupted behind them. 

They whirled around to face a girl towering over them like a giant stick insect. 
The girl’s head was covered with a mass of frizzy brown curls, so it took Sophie a 
minute to recognize her as the bald girl from Slurps and Burps. Two girls stood 
next to her cackling like evil hags. 

“How did you get in my locker?” Dex demanded, stalking up to Stina’s towering 
body. His head barely cleared her shoulders. 

“You left it open, idiot. I guess remembering to close doors is too hard for the 
son of a bad match to remember.” 

Dex ground his teeth. Then his eyes lit up, and he pointed to a row of scraggly 
hairs along her jaw. “Nice beard youre growing there. Hope you know how to 
shave.” 

Stina felt her chin and shrieked. She grabbed Dex by the shirt. “You littl—” 

“That’s quite enough, Miss Heks!” a slender woman in a deep blue gown and 
cape ordered as she stepped through the wall and pulled them apart. “What’s going 
on here? And what on earth is that smell?” 

“She puta muskog in my locker!” Dex told her. 

“He put balding serum in my lushberry juice on Friday!” Stina retorted. 

The woman shook her head, her long raven hair swishing behind her. “Such 
behavior—and in front of our new prodigy.” Her almond-shaped eyes darted to 
Sophie. “Tm sorry you had to see this, my dear.” 

“You just walked through a wall,” was all Sophie could think to say. 


“Phasers do that sometimes.” She turned back to Dex and Stina. “You two 
should be ashamed of yourselves. Apologize.” 

Dex scowled. Stina glared. But they both mumbled, “Sorry.” 

“You two obviously need time to bond, so you can spend all week together in 
lunch detention.” 

“But, Lady Alexine—” 

“I don’t want to hear it. Dex, get that muskog out of here before it stinks up the 
whole place. And, Stina? You seem to have some strange hairs on your chin. You 
might want to have Elwin check them.” 

Dex cracked up and Stina turned beet red. She covered her beard with her hand 
and stalked off, followed by her minions. Lady Alexine swept across the atrium, 
disappearing through the far wall. 

“See what I mean?” Dex asked as he kicked his locker. “She's evil.” 

Sophie nodded. “What exactly isa muskog?” 

“It’s kinda like a frog, but it burps stinky gas when it’s scared. So you should 
probably get away from here—unless you want to smell like muskog fumes all day.” 

He didn’t have to tell her twice. She was already the weird new girl. She didn’t 
need to be the stinky, weird new girl. 

“Hey, you're the prodigy Dame Alina told us about, right? The new one?” a 
small boy asked, catching up with her as she set off through the halls. He was a 
couple of inches shorter than her, with messy brown hair and a very round face. 

“Sophie,” she corrected. 

“Tm Jensi—whoa—you have really weird eyes—cool—anyway—so—everyone 
wants to talk to you—but they’re all afraid—so I decided to show them how it’s 
done.” 

“Um ... thanks,” she said, struggling to keep up with his rapid-fire speech. He 
talked like he’d had buckets of sugar for breakfast. 

“See, I told you shed be nice,” he shouted, making several kids around them 
turn bright red. Sophie's cheeks were probably redder. 

“Tve never heard of you before—and I know pretty much everyone—so where 
have you been all this time?” Jensi asked. 

She’d been hoping no one would ask that question. Alden had instructed her to 
be honest. “I was living with humans,” she whispered. 

“Humans!” 

Everyone fell silent. Sophie managed a nod. 

“Well—that’s weird—but cool—you'll be ‘Human Girl’— it'll be awesome!” 

She cringed. “How about just ‘Sophie’>” 

“If that’s what you want.” 


“Thanks.” They hit a fork in the hallway, and she took the right path ona whim. 

Jensi followed her. “Where are we going?” 

“Elementalism.” She didn’t miss the fact that he used the word we. 

He laughed. “Boy, are you going the wrong way. Come on. I'll take you there.” 

Part of her wanted to run from the humiliating boy who was drawing way too 
much attention to her. But she did need help, so she swallowed her pride. 

They backtracked, making so many twists and turns Sophie had to admit she 
never would've found it without him. Finally, they entered a narrow hall that 
smelled like a storm, right before the first drops of rain fell. 

Jensi pointed toa warped wooden door. “Your session’s in there—oh—and be 
careful—I'd hate you to get zapped on your first day!” 

“Okay—wait!” she added as his words sank in. “What do you mean, ‘zapped’?” 

Jensi was already gone. She stared at the door, wondering if he was kidding. 
This was a school. They wouldn't allow anything dangerous around the prodigies, 
would they? 

She took a deep breath to calm her nerves, squared her shoulders, and pushed 
the door open. A loud thunderclap shook the floor, and a bolt of lightning shot out 
of the ceiling, knocking her off her feet. 


EIGHTEEN 


How WAS YOUR FIRST SESSION?” DEX asked as he handed her a tray and 


made room for her in the lunch line. 

“Oh, fine—except I was almost electrocuted.” She tried to keep the quiver out of 
her voice. Sir Conley stopped the lightning from hitting her, catching it in a tiny 
fluted vial at the last possible second. But the hairs on her arms still stood on end. 
Especially since she’d also botched the class assignment, and she caught Sir Conley 
making notes about it. Would he be sending them to Bronte? 

“That’s elementalism for you,” Dex said. “Wait till they make you collect your 
first tornado. They’re not easy to catch.” 

Of course they weren't. Because they were tornadoes! “Why do we have to learn to 
bottle that stuff, anyway?” 

“Mastering all the elements is one of the steps toward entering the nobility.” 

“Why?” 

“No idea. Neither of my parents are in the nobility, so I don’t know much about 
it.” 

Right. His parents were a “bad match”—whatever that meant. “Hey, what are 
you doing here? I thought you had detention?” 

“T still have to eat,” he grumbled, filling his tray with brightly colored foods. 

The lunch line wound through a series of stalls, like a food court at the mall. 
None of the food was recognizable, so Sophie grabbed whatever Dex took. 

“Sorry I got detention on your first day. Are you going to be okay without me?” 

“Sure.” She’d eaten lunch alone her whole life—what was one more day? 

Except there were no empty tables inside the cafeteria, which took up the whole 
second floor of the glass pyramid. Sophie scanned the faces hoping to find Fitz, 
but all she saw were strangers, most of whom looked away, like they were tying to 
discourage her from joining them. 

She was on the verge of panic when a pair of teal eyes caught her attention. 
Unfortunately, they were set into Biana’s perfect face. 

Biana held her gaze and shook her head—barely perceptible—but the message 
came through loud and clear: Don’t even think about sitting here. 

Sophie ignored the sting of the insult, focusing on the bigger problem. Biana 


was sitting next to Fitz. Where was she supposed to go now? 


Jensi rushed to her side. “Hey, my friends and I have a table—it’s only guys— 
and most of them are pretty lame—but you can totally sit with us.” 

She might’ve hugged him if her hands hadn't been full. “Thanks, Jensi.” 

If Jensi’s friends were human, they would’ve been skinny, with acne and braces. 
Since they were elves, they were fairly good looking—or they could’ve been if they 
hadn't slicked their hair into greasy ponytails. They stared at her like they'd never 
seena girl up close before. One of them even drooled. 

“Sorry,” Jensi mumbled, setting his tray down with a bang. “C'mon, guys. I said 
be cool!” 

“Sorry, dude,” they all said in unison, and went right on staring at Sophie. 

Jensi sighed. “So, how was the E?” 

upy” 

“Elementalism,” one of the greasy ponytails explained. “Dude, you don’t know 
that’s what we call it?” 

“Of course she doesn't. She’s been living with humans,” Jensi explained before 
she could say anything. He grinned like he’d just done her a huge favor. But she 
had to fight the urge to crawl under the table. Especially when all his friends leaned 
back in their chairs and said, “Dude.” 

She barely held back her sigh. “Elementalism was good. I wasn’t zapped.” 

“Well, duh,” the drooly one volunteered. “Your clothes would be all singed and 
stuff if you were.” 

Jensi rolled his eyes. “Anyway—what do you have next?” 

“The Universe.” The name alone sounded daunting. 

“Dont you mean the U?” the drooly one asked with an exaggerated wink. The 
other guys giggled. 

Jensi shot them all death looks. “That’s not what we call it. Stop messing with 
her” 

“Sorry, dude,” they mumbled. 

“Enough with the ‘dude’ —you guys are killing it!” 

“Sorry, dude.” 

Jensi looked ready to explode. Sophie covered her laugh with a cough. 

“Thanks for taking care of her, guys, but I’ll take it from here,” a girl’s voice 
interrupted. 

All the greasy ponytails stared and drooled again as a pixielike girl grabbed 
Sophie’s tray and motioned for her to follow. 

“What are you doing?” Sophie hissed. 

“Rescuing you,” she whispered, tossing her blond hair. 


Not sure what else to do, Sophie murmured a quick goodbye and caught up 
with the girl. 

“You can pay me back later,” she said without turning her head. She was 
extremely petite, and her uniform looked like it spent the night balled up on the 
floor, but she still looked pretty. Maybe it was the way shed twisted some of her 
hair into tiny braids, or her huge, ice blue eyes. 

“Sitting with those guys is social suicide,” she explained. 

“Jensi’s not so bad,” Sophie argued. Sure he was a little overeager, but he’d come 
to her rescue twice already. 

“Yeah, he’s fine, but those other guys...” She shuddered. “My name’s Marella. 
Not Mare. Not Ella. No nicknames.” She led Sophie to her table and set the tray 
down next to hers. “Most of the people here aren't worth my time. But I figured 
anyone who got Stina to hate her in less than a day is my kind of girl. Take a seat.” 

For some reason Sophie obeyed. “Stina hates me?” 

“Oh yeah. But you're better off. She’s evil.” 

“So I keep hearing.” She wasn’t sure it was a good idea to have enemies though. 
Would Bronte use that against her if he found out? 

“Anyway, I saw you over there with the drooly boys and felt sorry for you, so I 
thought I'd try making a friend.” The way she said it was almost like Sophie should 
feel honored. “You gonna eat or what?” 

“Oh. Right.” Sophie took a small bite of a green puffy ball and felt her lips 
pucker. It tasted like sour licorice soaked in lemon juice. “Do you usually sit by 
yourself; 2” she asked when she could move her face again. 

“Sometimes I let boys sit with me, but I’m not a fan of girls. Girls are 
annoying.” She shot Sophie a warning look, like she was ordering her not to be 
obnoxious. “Like, check out Princess Prettypants over there.” She pointed to Biana 
and rolled her eyes. “Pd rather hang out with a bunch of goblins.” 

Sophie grinned. She couldn’t understand how such a grumpy brat could be 
related to Alden and Della—or Fitz. 

“Her brother's cute, though,” Marella said, her voice turning dreamy. “What I 
wouldn't GIVE sc.” 

It took all of Sophie’s willpower not to agree. She took another bite of the green 
ball. 

Marella smiled when she cringed. “Too sour?” 

“Way. I guess that’s what I get for copying Dex.” She took a sip of lushberry 
juice to wash away the taste. 

“Dex... strawberry blond curly hair and dimples, right? He’s cute. His family’s 
a little”—she looped her finger around her ear—‘“but that’s not really his fault.” 


“His parents seemed okay when I met them,” Sophie said, defending her 
friend. 

“The Dizznees are nice, but they’re odd. I mean, they have triplets!” 

“And having triplets is... bad?” 

“Yeah. I mean, I don’t know how it is in the Forbidden Cities, but here we have 
our kids one at a time. So to have three at once is weird. My mom says it’s because 
his parents were a bad match.” 

Sophie tensed at the insult. “What exactly is a ‘bad match?” 

“A couple that was ruled genetically incompatible. Usually means their kids will 
be inferior—and if you'd met the triplets, you'd believe me. No way those kids will 
be normal.” She shrugged. “Even his aunt and uncle are superstrange.” 

“Grady and Edaline>” 

She nodded. “They used to be celebrities—like, more famous than the Vackers.” 

“Who?” 

Marella shot her another warning look. “Fitz and Biana. Their dad’s 
superimportant—their whole family is. But Grady was even more important, ‘cause 
he has such a rare special ability. Then their daughter died and they freaked out 
and cut themselves off from everyone.” 

Sophie wasn't sure she liked Marella’s tone. There wasn’t even a hint of 
sympathy. “You guys really don’t understand how hard death is, do you?” 

“And you do?” 

She nodded. “My grandma died when I was eight, and my mom cried for 
weeks.” 

She'd had to hear every one of her mom’s heartbroken thoughts, and there was 
nothing she could say to make her less sad—or to bring her grandma back. It was 
the most helpless she could remember feeling. 

“Weird,” was all Marella had to say to that. “Anyway, Dex seems okay. I know 
some people think he'll end up in Exillium, but I doubt it.” 

Ice ran through Sophie’s veins at the name. “What’s Exillium?” 

“The school where they send the hopeless cases. It’s pretty much a guarantee 
you'll end up scooping mammoth poop at the Sanctuary when you grow up—and 
that’s if you're lucky.” 

Sophie couldn’t hide her shudder. She had to do well in her sessions. There was 
no way she was going to that awful place. She’d do whatever it took. 


HER AFTERNOON SESSION WAS THE Universe, and it was as daunting as 
she’d feared. Every star. Every planet. Every possible astronomical object—she’d be 


learning them all. 


But Sir Astin—a pale blond elf with a soft, whispery voice—said she was a 
natural. Apparently, hed never taught a prodigy with a photographic memory 
strong enough to remember the complex star maps he projected across the walls of 
the dark planetarium. Sophie had no idea why it was so effortless for her, but she 
wasn't complaining. At least she had one session she excelled at. She hoped Sir 
Astin sent Bronte a note about that. 

Every day ended with an hour of study hall on the first floor of the pyramid 
with the rest of the school. Dex waved her over to a seat he’d saved for her. “You 
survived,” he said as she plopped down next to him. 

“So far.” She smiled as she dug out her Universe homework. 

“There you are,” Fitz said, approaching their table. His green Level Four 
uniform somehow looked better on him than on anyone else—even the cape 
looked good, especially with the green dragon clasp. “Why didn’t you sit with us at 
lunch?” 

She chose not to tell him about Biana’s hateful glare. “Jensi invited me to sit 
with him, and I didn’t want to hurt his feelings.” 

“Ah. Well, maybe tomorrow then. Oh, and”—he handed her a folded slip of 
paper—“my dad asked me to give you this.” 


Inside the note were two short sentences in precise letters: 


The San Diego fires have been extinguished. No reason to 
worry. 


Sophie smiled. Her family didn’t live there anymore, but it was still a relief that 
the fires were out. Everything was back to normal. 

Dex cleared his throat. 

“Oh, sorry. Do you guys know each other?” she asked, stuffing the note in her 
satchel. 

Dex said, “Yes,” at the same time Fitz said, “No.” Awkward. 

“Well,” she said, trying to fill the silence. “This is Dex.” 

“Nice to meet you.” 

“Right,” Dex snorted. 

“What?” 

“Nothing, apparently.” 

Fitz frowned. Dex glared. Sophie watched them, trying to make sense of the 
animosity. 

“I should get started on my homework,” Fitz said after a second. He smiled and 
her heart did that stupid fluttery thing again. “I just wanted to check on you. TIl see 


you tomorrow?” 


“Sure.” 

“Oh, and uh, nice to meet you, Deck,” he added with a hasty nod as he walked 
away. 

“It’s Dex,” he growled. 

“What is up with you?” she whispered. 


m 


“Me? ‘Nice to meet you, Deck,” he repeated in an uncanny impersonation of 
Fitz’s precise accent. 

She fought off her smile. “I’m sure that was an innocent mistake.” 

“Please. I see him all the time—not that his royal highness bothers 
remembering. But he remembers you. Why is that, by the way—and why did he 
give you a note from his dad?” 

“I stayed with his family my first night here, and Alden promised to get back to 
me about something. It’s about my old life. I’m not supposed to talk about it.” 

“Figures.” 

“What?” 

“Nothing. I just hate that family. Everyone thinks they’re so cool and talented. 
But they’re totally overrated. ‘Deck,’ he muttered. 

“Maybe Fitz just heard me wrong.” 

“Yeah, right. Listen to you defending him. You're just like all the other girls, you 
know that? I saw what you did when he smiled at you. You lit up.” 

“I did not!” 

“Yes, you did. You were beaming.” 

Beaming? Did Fitz see that too? “I wasn’t beaming,” she argued. 

Dex rolled his eyes. “Girls.” 


NINETEEN 


THE WHOLE SCHOOL HAD PHYSICAL education together every Tuesday 


and Thursday morning—the only session that wasn’t one-on-one. Sophie was SO 
nervous she couldn't even think about breakfast. She'd always been a disaster at 
anything physical. Her goal was to hide in the back and hope her Mentor didn’t 
notice her. 

The locker rooms were outside, sandwiched between a huge field of purple 
grass and the amphitheater that looked like a domed Colosseum. As soon as she 
set foot through the door, hundreds of girls stopped talking to stare at her. 

Sophie kept her head down and rushed to what she assumed was her PE locker. 
Instead, the door led to a personal changing area, complete with shower and vanity. 
Her uniform hung from a hook near the door: blue tunic, black leggings, black 
sneakers—finally something without a cape. She changed fast, swept her hair into a 
loose ponytail, and emerged into the main room just as Stina and her minions 
stalked by like they owned the place. 

Stina laughed when she spotted her. “I give the new girl six months before they 
ship her off to Exillium,” she said, loudly enough for everyone to hear. 

The word “Exillium’” felt like a slap. Sophie couldn’t think of a reply. 

Marella’s voice cut across the room. “That’s about how long your dad lasted, 
wasn’t it?” She stalked over and got in Stina’s face. “Actually, I doubt he even made 
it that far.” 

“You want to compare parents, Redek?” Stina hissed. 

Marella was so tiny Stina looked like she could squish her—but she didn’t 
flinch. “My family may not be nobility, but at least we’re not trying to fool anyone 
—unlike some people in this room.” 

“Take that back,” Stina demanded. 

“I will when it stops being true.” Marella dragged Sophie outside and into the 
amphitheater as Stina shouted idle threats. 

All the prodigies were grouped by level, and Marella led her to the crowd of 
Level Twos. 

“Tm sorry you had to get in the middle of that,” Sophie mumbled. 

“I didn’t have to. I wanted to. She tromps around here like she’s so special ‘cause 


her mom’s an Empath for the nobility. Meanwhile, her dad never manifested and 


she only has a fifty-fifty chance of manifesting herself. I can’t wait to watch you put 
her in her place.” 

“Wait—lI’m going to put her in her place? Me?” 

“Of course you. You're the new girl with the mysterious past who probably has 
all these weird powers. I mean, just look at your eyes.” 

Sophie shuffled her feet. Marella’s remark hit a little close to things she was 
required to keep secret. “I’m not special, Marella. Trust me.” 

“Whatever. My point is, none of us has been able to take Stina down, not even 
Princess Prettypants Biana. You're the new variable—something no one expected— 
so you get to end Stina’s reign of terror. Everyone's waiting for it.” 

“What do you mean ‘everyone’?” She was stunned to notice several prodigies 
watching her. They didn’t really think she’d change anything, did they? 

“Are you ready for this?” Dex interrupted, jumping up and down—and getting 
some impressive height. He grabbed Sophie's shoulders, like he wanted to jolt 
enthusiasm into her. 

Before she could answer, twelve Mentors strode into the room in dark pray 
capes. Each of the six grade levels had two Mentors to supervise, one for the boys 
and one for the girls. Lady Alexine, the Mentor who gave Dex and Stina detention 
the day before, and Sir Caton, who had the muscles of a Titan god, informed the 
Level Twos that they'd be working on channeling. 

“It’s about focusing your concentration,” Dex explained. “Mind over matter. 
Don't worry. It’s supereasy.” 

It wasn’t. 

Sophie was supposed to channel the strength of her mind to different parts of 
her body: jumping to super heights, running at super speeds, crushing things with 
super strength. But no matter how hard she tried, or how much Lady Alexine 
helped her, she couldn't do anything better than she normally did, which was 
horribly unimpressive. She could imagine the kind of report Bronte would get. 

After several failed attempts she noticed a few prodigies watching her. Then a 
few more, and a few more after that, until all the Level Twos were watching—and a 
few Level Threes. She didn’t have to read their minds to know what they were 
thinking. 

If she’d had any doubt, it was settled in the locker room. Stina bumped her into 
the wall and said, “I take it back. She won't last six weeks.” 


This time, no one came to her defense. 


TOO EMBARRASSED TO FACE THE cafeteria after PE—she’d lost her 
appetite anyway—Sophie used her lunch break to find her next session. 


Telepathy training required a special room in the Level Four wing. Her bright 
blue uniform shone like a spotlight was trained on it in the emerald green halls, so 
she was glad she found the room before the end of lunch. 

“Sorry, am I too early, Sir Tiergan?” she asked as he startled to his feet. 

He tugged at the edge of his faded black cape. “Of course not. But please just 
call me Tiergan. Iam not a member of the nobility—Mentor or no.” 

“Um... okay,” she agreed, not sure what to say to that. She scanned the round 
green room. Other than two silver chairs that looked like they belonged on a 
spaceship, the place was bare and unremarkable. 

She waited for Tiergan to tell her what to do, but he just stood there, studying 
her superintently, like he was searching for something. “Uh, should I sit?” she 
finally asked. 

He shook his head, snapping out of his daze. “Actually, I prefer to probe 
thoughts standing up. I think better on my feet.” 

She tensed as he moved toward her, the coarse fabric of his cape scraping across 
the floor. Fitz had told her probing would be part of telepathy training, but the 
whole concept still freaked her out. 

Their eyes met as he reached for her forehead, and he must’ve noticed the fear 
in them because he hesitated. “I know this process is unsettling, Sophie, given your 
background. But a crucial step to telepathy training is to establish a connection 
between Mentor and prodigy.” 

She nodded, forcing herself to hold still as he placed a hand on each of her 
temples and closed his eyes. The bells chimed the end of lunch. She counted 
eighty-seven more seconds before his eyes popped open and a wrinkle puckered 
his brow. 

“I take it you couldn't hear anything either,” she mumbled. 

“Jf you weren't so obviously alive, I would assume I was probing a dead mind.” 

Well, there was a cheerful thought. She scraped together the courage to ask her 
next question. “Does that mean there’s something wrong with me?” 

He frowned, like his mind had wandered somewhere else again. “I have no 
doubt you are exactly the way you were intended to be.” 

She’d heard people use that expression before, and it was usually reassuring. 
But the way he said it made the hairs on her arms stick up. Especially when she 
noticed the way his hands had started shaking. 

“Can you tell me what I’m thinking right now?” he asked quietly. 

She stretched out her consciousness, feeling for his thoughts. “You’re 


wondering how to train me if you can’t probe my mind.” 


All color drained from his face and he turned away, steadying himself against 
one of the chairs. “In that case, I suggest you have a seat. We need to have a very 
long talk about ethics.” 


GRADY WAS OUTSIDE WHEN SOPHIE leaped home to Havenfield, holding 
a thick cord that floated into the sky and appeared to be attached to nothing. She 
squinted at the clouds and then at Grady. “Um, what are you doing?” 

“Giving the meganeura some exercise.” 

She didn’t want to annoy him, so she decided not to ask what it was. 

Grady fidgeted and glanced at her out of the corner of his eye as she stood there 
in silence. “How was your second day?” he eventually asked. 

“Fine.” 

“Just fine?” He cocked his head and gave her a look like he could see right 
through her. “Wanna talk about it?” 

He seemed so much like her human dad at that moment, it felt like her heart 
dropped into her stomach. “Well—” 

Loud buzzing cut her off. 

“Step back!” Grady locked his legs as something big and green with iridescent 
wings circled above, then dived straight down. Sophie screamed and jumped out of 
the way seconds before a vulture-size insect landed where she’d been standing. 

“Don't tell me you're afraid of dragonflies,” Grady said as he patted the freaky- 
looking bug on the back. 

“I don’t mind them when they’re normal size.” Blown up to gargantuan 
proportions was a whole other story. The eyes were pretty much the creepiest 
things she’d ever seen—like disco balls on the sides of its head. 

“This is the normal size for a meganeura. Well, this one’s a baby. He'll probably 
get twice this size when he’s full grown.” 

Sophie shuddered. Grady cracked up and motioned for her to follow him as he 
steered the monster insect into its enclosure. “So, what were you going to say?” 

“Nothing really. I’m awful at phys. ed. and telepathy was... intense.” 

“Tm guessing Tiergan gave you the ethics lecture.” 

She nodded. 

Being a Telepath had serious restrictions. She wasn’t supposed to block her 
thoughts, especially from the elvin authorities, which was a problem considering 
she didn’t know how she was doing it, much less how to turn it off. She also wasn't 
supposed to read minds unless someone gave her permission—just like Fitz had 
told her. Not unless it was an emergency, or she was on an assignment from the 


Council. 


And that was the weirdest part: Telepaths were in high demand. Once she’d 
proven trustworthy, she’d receive assignments from the Council. But Tiergan 
warned her that her impenetrable mind would make it hard for anyone to trust her 
—she could hide something too easily. Which made her wonder about Quinlin’s 
“joke” about her being a Keeper. The Council didn’t think she was hiding 
something, did they? 

“Wait,” she said as Grady’s words clicked. “Are you a Telepath?” 

“No. Why would you think that?” 

“How else would you know about the ethics lecture?” 

“Everyone gets lectured on ethics when it comes to their talent. Manifesting a 
special ability comes with great responsibility. Not everyone gets one, you know.” 

She did know. She’d already learned that having a special ability was a big deal. 
In fact, while she was in her telepathy sessions, Dex—and all the other prodigies 
who hadn’t manifested—was taking ability detecting, hoping to discover his talent. 
Ifa prodigy hadn't manifested by Level Four, they might be expelled—and even if 
they stayed at Foxfire, they couldn't take the elite levels, which meant they'd never 
be nobility. Most ended up working class. 

But once again it didn’t escape her notice that Grady avoided telling her what 
his special ability was. It couldn't be something bad. 

Could it? 


TWENTY 


HE'S A MESMER,” MARELLA TOLD HER THE next day during lunch. 
“Why?” 

“I don't know. It’s weird that he won't tell me, isn’t it?” Sophie asked. 

“Tt’s Grady and Edaline—everything about them is weird. I still can’t believe 
you're living with them. Are they adopting you?” 

“I... don’t know. What exactly is a Mesmer?” she asked, changing the subject to 
something that didn’t make her nauseated. 

“Wow, you really don’t know anything, do you?” 

“Never mind.” 

“Tm just teasing—sheesh. A Mesmer can put you in a trance and make you do 
anything they want while you're in it. It’s rare. Not as rare as inflicting, but close.” 

She really didn’t want to have to ask another stupid question, but curiosity won 
out. “And inflicting is...” 

“When someone makes you feel things. Makes you laugh, makes you cry, causes 
you incredible pain—whatever they want. It’s extremely rare. I only know of one, 
and he’s on the Council. But there might be another. Your history Mentor would 
know.” 

Sophie cringed at the word “history.” She’d had her first session with Lady Dara 
that morning, and it was... strange. 

Impossible pictures flashed across the walls during the entire lecture: elves 
using telekinesis to help the humans build the pyramids, a tidal wave swallowing 
Atlantis, an army of hairy, brown dwarves hollowing out the Himalayas to build the 
Sanctuary. But the strangest part was Lady Dara. She kept losing her train of 
thought every time her eyes met Sophie's. Then she’d mumble something about 
“history in the making” and return to the lecture. It had totally creeped Sophie out. 

“Hey, did you hear?” Marella interrupted. “Sir Tiergan’s back.” 

“Who's he?” she asked, relieved she’d remembered to lie. 

“Only like the most famous telepathy Mentor ever. He retired when his friend 
Prentice ended up in exile—it was like a protest or something” 

“Prentice?” She tried not to sound too interested, but she'd been dying to know 
more about him since Alden had told her the information was classified. 

“Yeah. He was this supertalented Telepath, but he got exiled like twelve years 


” 


ago. 


“How do you get exiled?” 

“You have to break a fundamental law. The Council holds a tribunal, and if 
you're found guilty, they lock you away deep underground for the rest of eternity.” 
Marella shrugged. “I domt know what he did, but I think it had to do with him 
being a Keeper. It had to be pretty bad for the Council to ruin his life. Especially 
since it ruined his family’s life too. His wife died in a fluke leaping accident not 
long after, and his son, Wylie, was adopted by Tiergan.” 

Sophie’s lunch churned in her stomach as Quinlin’s words flashed through her 
mind. 

So this is why Prentice sacrificed everything. 

Quinlin had also implied she was a Keeper. So if Prentice was a Keeper, could 
that mean they were ... related? 

Could he be her father? 

The pieces fit. Abandoning a child was illegal for humans—she doubted it was 
any less of a crime here. And if Prentice was a talented Telepath, maybe he was a 
Washer. Maybe he could alter the minds of two human parents and make them 
believe the child was theirs. 

But why? He didn’t get rid of Wylie—so why dump her? Was there something 
that wrong with her? 

Unless it had something to do with her eye color. Or the way her brain 
worked ... 

“Do you know Wylie D” Sophie asked quietly. She doubted shed be brave 
enough to meet someone who could be her brother, but she was still curious. 

Marella shook her head. “He’s in the elite levels, so he’s secluded from the rest 
of us, in the elite towers. We're not allowed to go over there and interrupt their 
studies.” 

Sophie couldn't decide if she was disappointed or relieved. Most likely he didn’t 
know anything. No one else seemed to. Except Alden—and he wasn’t telling. Shed 
have to figure it out on her own. 

She sorted through the scrambled bits of information in her head. Searching 
for the clue that would finally put the pieces together. 

“You okay?” Marella asked, reminding her that she wasn’t alone. 

“Yeah. Sorry.” She tried to sound casual when she asked her next question. 
“Have you ever heard of something called Project Moonlark?” 

Marella frowned. “Is that a Sanctuary effort to rescue moonlarks>” 

“I have no idea. I heard it somewhere and didn’t know what it was. I thought 
you might know.” She’d tried to find out more, but Grady never brought the scrolls 


out again—and she was too afraid to search the house. What if they caught her and 
kicked her out? 

“Nope, never heard of it. But I doubt it’s anything interesting. I know 
everything cool that goes on around here.” Marella opened a can of strawberry 
flavored air and took a deep breath of the pink flumes that spritzed around her. 
She licked her lips. “Want some?” 

Sophie shook her head, deciding to shove the disturbing questions to the dark 
corner of her mind, where she’d pushed everything else that was too painful to 
think about. She had enough to deal with already. 

“Worried about your next session?” Marella asked. 

Sophie nodded. Dex’s warning about Lady Galvin failing prodigies had her 
terrified. It didn't help when Marella smirked and said, “Yeah, good luck with that.” 

“That bad?” 

“Uh, yeah. Lady Galvin only Mentors for the title. Being good at alchemy isn’t 
the same as having a special ability, so unless she wanted to run some crazy 
apothecary like the Dizznees, it was Mentor or nothing. She hates it—and she takes 
it out on her prodigies. But who knows? Maybe you'll become her new star pupil.” 

The words would have been encouraging—if Marella hadot burst into a 
hysterical fit of giggles right after. She was still cracking up when the bells chimed 
their intricate melody. 


Maybe Sophie imagined it, but the tone sounded ominous. 


THE WIDE, ROUND ALCHEMY ROOM smelled like burning hair, and the 
walls were lined with curved shelves. Half were filled with tiny pots of ingredients, 
and the other half were filled with what Sophie thought were trophies, but up close 
she realized they were just random gilded items. Hats. Books. Pieces of fruit. A pair 
of curved, pointy-toed shoes that looked suspiciously like the ones she’d grown up 
believing elves wore. It was like King Midas had come through and turned 
everything he touched to gold. 

The center of the room held two empty lab tables—one gleaming silver, the 
other sleek and black—and the strangest experiment Sophie had ever seen. Lady 
Galvin wasn’t there, so she dropped her stuff on a table and took a closer look at 
the giant bubble hovering over a ring of fire on the floor. Milky liquid filled the 
bubble, dancing up and down to the rhythm of the flames. 

“Step back!” Lady Galvin shouted, rushing over in a rustle of fabric. She yanked 
Sophie away. “Do you have any idea what that is?” She looked Sophie up and down 
and rolled her eyes. “No, I suppose you don’t.” 


Lady Galvin was slender and wore her red-brown hair in an updo so tight and 
full of twists it gave Sophie a headache just looking at it. Her cape was hunter 
green, made of silky fabric decorated with emeralds sewn in elaborate patterns. It 
swished with the slightest movement. 

“Its alkahest,” she announced. “The universal solvent. It can only be stored in a 
bubble of itself because it dissolves everything else. Wood. Steel. Flesh.” 

Sophie backed another step away. “Is that what we’re making today?” 

Lady Galvin sighed the way Sophie's dad used to while doing his taxes. “It’s the 
second hardest substance for an alchemist to make. Don’t you know anything 
about alchemy?” 

“I guess not,” she admitted. And it probably wouldn't be wise to ask what the 
hardest substance to make was—even though she was curious. 

“All I ask for is a decent prodigy—and what do I get?” Lady Galvin stalked 
across the room to one of the shelves. “I should be teaching masters to turn living 
matter into gold, not little girls who don’t know the difference between a tincture 
anda poultice. Dame Alina probably thinks this is funny, forcing me to teach basic 
serums. Well, I won't have it.” 

She removed a yellowed card from a small box, grabbed an empty flask, a few 
jars of ingredients, and a long twisted silver spoon from the shelves and returned 
to Sophie. “This serum is the first step to turn glass into iron. I'll have you 
transmuting metals if I have to walk you through it. Step. By. Step.” 

Sophie glanced at the recipe. The chemical formula didn’t look too hard. The 
ingredients weren't familiar, but the jars were labeled, and there were only two 
simple instructions. 

Lady Galvin fiddled with her cape and rolled her eyes as Sophie checked and 
rechecked each amount to be sure she wasn’t making any mistakes. When she felt 
confident that she had it right, she poured everything into the flask. Then she 
plunged the spoon in and whipped the liquid the same way she’d learned to whip 
cream. 

“Don't!” Lady Galvin shouted, rushing forward to stop her—a second too late. 

The liquid fizzed and rumbled. 

Sophie jumped out of the way just as sticky gray jelly exploded all over Lady 
Galvin’s exquisite cape. 

Sophie watched in horror while the sludge dissolved the luxurious fabric. “I’m 
so sorry.” She reached for the damaged cape to see if there was anything she could 
do to salvage it, but Lady Galvin grabbed her hand to stop her. That’s when she 


noticed the red welt on the back of Sophie’s wrist, where some of the slime caught 
her. 


She sighed. “Better head to the Healing Center.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Sophie was hardly eager to see another doctor, but Lady Galvin 
looked ready to murder someone. She rushed to retrieve her satchel. “Should I 
come back here afterward?” 

“No!” 

Sophie slunk toward the door. “Okay. See you next week?” 

Lady Galvin’s face darkened, and she turned away muttering under her breath 
about incompetence. 


SOPHIE STUMBLED THROUGH THE HALLS, the panic making it hard to 
think straight. Would Lady Galvin flunk her? Should she use the Imparter to call 
Alden and see if he could help? 

“You must be lost.” 

The boy’s deep voice brought her out of her trance. He wore a green Level Four 
uniform, and was sprawled across a bench, watching her with curious, ice blue eyes. 

She blinked, noticing the hallways were stark white now. “How did you know?” 

He smirked. “It’s the middle of session. Either you're lost, or you're ditching— 
and clearly you're not ditching.” 

“Why couldn't I be ditching?” she asked, not exactly sure why she was arguing. 

“Are you?” 

“No,” she admitted. 

His lips twisted into a crooked grin. “You're the new girl, arent you?” 

She sighed and nodded. 

“I’m Keefe.” 

“Sophie—but I’m sure you already know that.” 

He laughed. “You may be the biggest news to hit the academy since the Great 
Gulon Incident three years ago—which, by the way, I had nothing to do with.” He 
flashed a slightly wicked smile. “But that’s not a bad thing. Personally, I’ve always 
enjoyed being the center of attention.” 

She didn’t doubt that. From his disheveled blond hair to the way he'd rolled up 
his sleeves and left his shirt untucked, she could tell—he was cool. Probably 
popular, too. So why was he talking to her? She almost asked him but stopped 
herself at the last second. 

“Where are you supposed to be?” she asked instead. 

“The Universe. I ditch whenever I can. Lady Belva has the worst crush on me. I 
mean, I can't really blame her”—he gestured to himself—“but still, it’s awkward, 
you know?” 


She was go percent certain he was joking, but he was also very good looking. 
She was sure at least half the girls in school had a crush on him. 

“And now I get to meet the mysterious new girl,” he added. “So I’d say ditching 
paid off pretty well.” 

She felt herself blush, and hoped he didn’t notice. “I’m hardly mysterious.” 

“I don’t know. You won't tell me why you're not in session. Don't think I haven't 
noticed.” 

She stared at her feet. “That’s because it’s too embarrassing.” 

“T love embarrassing!” He laughed when she stayed silent. “Will you at least tell 
me where you're supposed to be?” 

She sighed. “Alchemy with Lady Galvin.” 

“Ugh, she’s the worst. I had her as a Level Three—and she hated me, probably 
because I turned the lab table to silver. But she said she wanted me to impress her.” 
He winked. “Still, I wouldn’t mention that we're friends if I were you.” 

Friends? 

Since when did cool, cute boys want to be her friend? Not that she was 
complaining. ee 

“So, what, did Lady Galvin kick you out or something?” he asked. 

“Kind of” 

“Now this I have to hear.” 

“You're going to laugh at me.” 

“Probably,” he agreed. 

He clearly wasn't going to let it go, SO she kept her eyes glued to the floor. “I 
accidentally exploded the serum I was making.” 

Right on cue, he burst into laughter. “Did you do any damage ” 

“Only to her cape—” 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Do you have any idea how epic that is? That cape is her 
pride and joy! Did she send you to Dame Alina’s office?” 

“No, she sent me to the Healing Center. A little of it got on my hand.” She 
glared at the ugly red welt. 

He studied her for a second, then shook his head. “Wow, most girls would be 
crying about a wound like that—most guys too. Even I'd be playing it up for 
sympathy and stuff.” 

“Tt must look worse than it is.” 

“Still, don't you think you should get it treated?” 

“I guess.” 


He laughed again. “You just turned whiter than these walls. What’s wrong?” 


“Nothing” There was no way she was telling him about her doctor phobia— 
she’d never hear the end of it. 

“Come on, then. I’m taking you to the Healing Center so you don’t get lost 
again.” He hooked his arm through hers and dragged her away before she could 


resist. 


THE HEALING CENTER CONSISTED OF three rooms: a treatment area with 
four empty beds, a huge laboratory where strange alchemy experiments were 
brewing, and the physician's personal office, where a familiar face sat at an 
enormous desk covered in paperwork. 

“Sophie >” Elwin asked. “I figured I'd have to drag you back here to check up on 
you.” 

“I know,” she said, very aware of the way Keefe had cocked his head toward her. 
“I have a tiny burn I need you to treat—no big deal.” 

“Well, let me check it out.” As he got up, a slinky gray creature hissed and 
scurried across the floor. “Don’t mind Bullhorn,” Elwin said as Sophie backed 
against the door. “He’s harmless.” 

Bullhorn looked like a demented ferret with beady purple eyes. “What is he?” 

“A banshee. Adorable, isn’t he?” 

“Uh, sure.” Bullhorn snapped at her ankles. Keefe laughed. 

“What brings you here today, Keefe?” Elwin asked. 

“Just helping a fellow prodigy, sir.” 

Elwin grinned. “I notice you've had to miss your session to do it.” 

“I know. Such a shame.” He sighed dramatically. “But Sophie needed help, so 
what could I do?” 

“What, indeed? And I suppose you'll be wanting a pass to excuse you.” 

“What a good idea.” 

“You always have been one to seize an opportunity.” Elwin handed Keefe a slip 
of paper. “Session won't be over for another half hour, so I’d walk slow if I were 
you.” 

“Oh, I can’t leave yet—not until I know Sophie will be okay.” 

“Mmm-hmm. So, where’s the burn?” he asked Sophie. 

She wanted to be brave in front of Keefe, but her arm still shook when Elwin 
put his funny glasses on and flashed a blue orb of light around her hand. 

Elwin frowned. “This looks like an acid burn. How did you manage that?” 

“Um... slight accident in my alchemy session.” 

Keefe mimed a huge explosion, complete with sound effects. “Destroyed 


Galvin’s cape.” 


Elwin dropped her hand, cracking up. “Wish I could have seen that! Sorry,” he 
added when he caught her scowl. “Have a seat so I can treat it.” 

He had Sophie sit on one of the beds and grabbed a small jar from one of the 
shelves. She tried to stay calm as he rubbed purple salve on the burn, but Keefe saw 
her flinch. 

“Out of curiosity,” Elwin asked. “How did you explode the serum?” 

“I’m not sure. I measured everything twice, and added it in the order I was 
supposed to, but when I whipped it, it exploded.” 

“Whipped it?” Keefe interrupted. 

“Yeah. At first I thought it said ‘whap,’ but I figured I read it wrong so I 
whipped it.” 

Elwin and Keefe both burst into hysterical laughter. 

“WHAP means ‘wash hands and present,” Keefe managed to explain between 
laughs. 

Oh. 

She was officially an idiot. Why didn’t she ask for clarification? 

Elwin cleared his throat. “It’s an honest mistake. Could’ve happened to anyone.” 

It didn’t. It happened to her. She knew she wasn’t going to live this down 
anytime soon. 

“This is going to be epic!” Keefe said, confirming her fear. “I can’t wait for 
tomorrow!” 


She sighed. At least that made one of them. 


TWENTY-ONE 


A HIGHLY EMBELLISHED VERSION Of the Great Cape Destruction spread 


through the school faster than the white fires in her old city, and Sophie knew 
Keefe had everything to do with it. Even her Mentors had heard about it. 

Sir Conley joked that they'd have to work their way up to bottling fire in 
elementalism, so she wouldn't burn down the school. Lady Anwen told her in 
multispeciesial studies that she hadn't laughed so hard in 324 years. And Sir Faxon 
had to cancel his metaphysics lecture because he snorted lushberry Juice all over 
his clothes. 

Once again Sophie could feel everyone watching her as she wandered the halls 
—except this time they wanted to know her. Kids invited her to sit with them 
during lunch. They introduced themselves during orientation, between classes. 
They complimented her eyes. Dex told her the next week they were getting 
requests for brown-eye drops at Slurps and Burps. He was in the process of trying 
to create them. 

Sophie couldn't believe it. Overnight shed somehow become... popular. 

Grady was relieved when she told him. The more she belonged at Foxfire, the 
harder it would be for Bronte to get her expelled. 

But she refused to take anything for granted. She still sat with Marella during 
lunch. Dex joined them when his detention was over, and Jensi slipped in a few 
days later—but he’d reached out to her on her first day, so he was allowed. 

Plus, her sessions were incredibly challenging. Lady Galvin didn’t fail her, but 
she made her work on the opposite side of the room, which turned out to be a wise 
decision. Fires and explosions were a regular occurrence. The problem was, Sophie 
didn’t just have to learn, she had to unlearn a lifetime of human knowledge, where 
things like alkahest didn’t exist. All the laws she’d learned in chemistry were wrong, 
and tripped her up. 

She had the same problem with some of her other sessions. Levitating was 
supposed to be impossible. So was catching wind in jars and bottling rainbows. 
She constantly had to remind herself not to trust her instincts, because they were 
all wrong, and even when she tried her hardest, she still messed things up. 

Which was why her telepathy sessions became the highlight of her week. Every 
skill came effortlessly, and she was amazed at the things she could do with her 
mind. Tiergan taught her how to shield her brain from unwanted human thoughts 


—in case she was ever around humans again—and how to transmit her thoughts 
into someone else’s mind. She even learned how to project mental images onto 
special paper—like a psychic photograph. 

For the first time in her life, she didn’t mind being a Telepath. It was actually 
pretty cool—and no one could deny her talent. Even Bronte wouldn't be able to. 

Too bad she had to keep it secret. It would’ve been fun to shut Stina up 
whenever she teased Sophie about needing remedial studies. Stina still hadn't 
manifested a special ability, so it would kill her to know Sophie was a Telepath— 
being trained by the greatest telepathy Mentor ever. But she’d have to be patient. 
Stina would learn the truth eventually. 

Plus, she had other problems. Biana avoided her like the plague, and Sophie 
had a strong suspicion she was keeping Fitz away from her. Two months had 
passed since she’d moved to Havenfield, and except for a couple waves across the 
hall, she hadn’t seen or talked to him. She missed him—more than she wanted to 
admit. 

The next week Sophie finally saw Biana waiting for the Leapmaster without her 
snotty friend Maruca—another member of the I-Hate-Sophie-Foster Club—and 
decided to try reaching out. 

Biana spotted her and cut in line, leaping home before Sophie could reach her. 

The sigh Sophie let out sounded more like a growl. 

“What’s wrong?” Dex asked, catching up with her. 

“Biana. I don’t know what her problem is, but I’m really getting sick of it.” 

“She’s just jealous. She’s used to being the prettiest girl in school.” As soon as 
the words left his mouth, he turned bright red. 

Sophie knew her face had to be redder than his. 

Neither of them seemed to know what to say after that, so she waved goodbye 
and leaped back to Havenfield without another word. 


SHE CAME HOME TO TOTAL bedlam. Grady and Edaline were struggling to 
subdue a very angry woolly mammoth, and the gnomes were chasing a small pack 
of rabbits with antlers. 

“You're just in time,” Grady called to her as he ducked under a swinging trunk. 
He pointed toa lump of trembling purple fur. “Can you get the verminion in a 
pen?” 

“Uh... sure.” 

“Thanks.” Grady boosted Edaline onto the mammoth’s back. The huge, hairy 
elephant trumpeted in protest—an earthshaking squeal that left Sophie's ears 


ringing. 


Sophie crept toward the purple mound of fur, hoping the verminion was as 
timid as it looked. A twig snapped under her foot. 

Hiiiissssssssssss! 

The creature uncurled, revealing a giant rodent face with glassy black eyes, 
pointy fangs, and bulging cheeks. She'd always thought hamsters were pretty cute, 
but this rottweiler-size beast was Hamsterzilla, and it looked ready to trample her 
like a Japanese city. 

“Nice hamster—verminion—thing,” she cooed, taking a step away. 

SNAARRRLLL! 

Hamsterzilla was not impressed. 

“You have to make it chase you to the pen, Sophie,” Edaline shouted as she tried 
to steer her mammoth by its furry ears. 

“How do I do that?” 

Grady dashed after Edaline. “Get it mad.” 

“But—what if it catches me?” 

“It won't,” Edaline promised. 

“Better run really fast, just in case,” Grady added. 

Sophie knew this would probably end up in the top fifty stupidest things shed 
done, but she picked upa huge clod of mud and nailed the verminion in the gut. 

GROOOWWWWLLLL! 

She took the hint and bolted for the nearest pen, only to realize Grady’s plan 
had a fatal flaw. The verminion blocked the only exit, and he seemed to know it. 
She could’ve sworn his beady eyes were laughing at her. 

“A little help here?” she called as the mutant hamster closed in. 

“On it!” The gnomes took over helping Edaline, and Grady raced across the 
yard, jumped the verminion, and pinned it. Purple fur flew as the beast thrashed to 
escape. 

Grady grunted. “Okay, Sophie. I want you to put one hand on each of his 
cheeks and press as hard as you can.” 

After a few tries—and a lot of snarling—she managed to get her hands in 
position and squeeze. The verminion’s jaw unlocked and an assortment of dead 
furry things spewed all over the ground. 

“Ew,” she whined. 

“I know,” Grady agreed. “There's a pile of bags and some gloves in the shed so 
you can clean it up.” 

She stared at the mound of flesh and fur. 

“We can trade jobs,” Grady offered. The verminion growled again. 


Sophie sighed as she trudged to the shed, slipped on the oversize gloves, and 
made her way back to the pile. “Tam so taking a shower after this.” 

She threw dead squirrels and rats and things she couldnt begin to identify into 
the heavy burlap sack. One moved in her hand and she squealed, jumping back. 

“What?” 

“That thing isn’t dead!” 

“You'd better take it to Edaline, then, see if there's anything she can do.” 

Sophie stared at the quivering ball of gray fur, afraid to touch it again. 

“My arms are getting pretty tired here, Sophie.” 

SNARL! the verminion added. 

She steeled her nerves and threw the rest of the dead things into the sack. Then 
she picked up the live creature, trying not to shriek as he trembled in her hands. 

He was the size of her palm, with enormous green eyes, furry ears, and batlike 
wings. His tiny chest heaved as he struggled to breathe. 

Sophie raced across the pastures toward the shed. “Edaline! I need your help.” 

Edaline rushed to her side, wiping mammoth wool off her tunic. 

Sophie held out the suffering creature. “Do you think you can save him?” 

Edaline’s gentle fingers probed through the fur. “He has some deep scratches, 
and his leg looks broken—but we can try.” 

Sophie followed Edaline into one of the stone outbuildings. Beyond the shelves 
of carefully organized supplies was a space set up like a veterinarian’s office. 
Edaline laid the creature flat on its back on a sterile table, spreading out his limbs 
and wings. She smeared a yellow salve over the wounds, then set the leg and 
conjured up an eyedropper and a bottle of Youth. She dripped a single drop of 
liquid onto his furry lips. Sophie squeezed Edaline’s arm as a tiny purple tongue 
popped out and licked the drop of water. 

Edaline stared where Sophie’s hand touched her. Her eyes turned glassy. 

Sophie pulled away. “Sorry.” 

“No, it’s...” She cleared her throat. “Can you keep an eye on him while I help 
Grady finish up?” 

“Sure.” She waited for Edaline to leave, then placed another drop on the 
creature’s lips. “Don't die, little guy,” she whispered, watching his tongue pull the 
water into his mouth. Twelve drops later and his breathing was steady. He curled 
into a tiny ball. 

“That’s a good boy,” Sophie cooed, stroking the fur along his back. He rewarded 
her with a squeaky rumbling in his chest. She smiled, remembering Marty’s crackly 


purr. 


“How’s the patient?” Grady asked from the doorway. He stood next to Edaline, 
both of them watching Sophie with small smiles. 

“I think he’s doing better. He drank a bunch of water and now he’s sleeping.” 

Edaline nodded. “That’s a good sign. Do you want to wash up and have some 
dinner?” 

“Can I bring him with me? I don’t want to leave him alone.” 

Grady grabbed a small cage from one of the shelves and filled it with dinosaur 
fluff from a nearby barrel before handing it to her. “Good job, Sophie. You saved 
his life.” 

She brought the cage inside and—after an incredibly hot, soapy shower—met 
Grady and Edaline downstairs for dinner. She kept the cage with her at the table to 
keep an eye on the creature. He’d rolled onto his back with his mouth open and his 
tongue hanging out. If it weren't for the chain-saw-esque snores vibrating the cage, 
she might have worried he was dead. 

“What is he?” she asked with a mouthful of brattail, a tuber that tasted like 
sausage. 

“An imp,” Grady grumbled. “They're trouble. When I was a kid, one got inside 
my tree house. I’ve never seen such a disaster.” 

“You want to keep him, don’t you?” Edaline guessed. 

Sophie shrugged. “Maybe.” 

Edaline smiled. 

“You aren't seriously thinking about this, Eda? Have you been around an imp 
before?” 

“Please tell me you're not afraid of a six-inch ball of fur,” Edaline teased. 

“You should’ve seen my tree house. Plus, they bite—did you know that? And 
their bite is venomous. It won't kill you, but it stings—a lot.” 

Sophie looked at the tiny snoring body and tried to see the vicious monster 
Grady was describing. All she found was a cute little lump of fur, whose life she had 
saved. 

“Grady, we tame dinosaurs and yetis. We can handle an imp,” Edaline argued. 

Grady laughed. “I can see I’m outnumbered here. But don’t say I didn’t warn 
you.” 

Sophie and Edaline shared a smile. Then Edaline helped her bring the cage to 
her room. Sophie chose a table by the window so the little guy would have sunlight 
during the day, and crouched down to check on him. He was still conked out, 
snoring like a wood chipper. 

“What do you want to name him?” Edaline asked. 

Sophie blushed. “I know it’s silly, but I kind of like Iggy.” 


“Iggy the imp. I like it” She placed a hand on Sophie’s shoulder, and Sophie 
straightened. “Sorry, do you mind?” 

“No ... it’s nice,” Sophie whispered. It was the first time Edaline had touched 
her. 

Edaline held her breath as she used her other hand to brush a strand of hair off 
Sophie’s cheek. 

Sophie closed her eyes and leaned into Edaline’s hand. Her heart seemed to 
swell inside her chest, filling an empty space she’d almost forgotten was there. Her 
human parents had been generous with hugs and touches, and she hadn't realized 
how much she’d missed those gestures. She held still, afraid to do anything to ruin 
the moment. 

Edaline swept her hand across Sophie’s forehead again and let out a sigh. “You 
should get to bed.” Her fingers brushed down Sophie’s cheek as she pulled away. 

Sophie blinked and nodded. “TIl get ready.” 

“Good.” Edaline smiled, and her eyes glistened with tears. “I hope you sleep 
okay,” she added, with a dubious glance at the noisy cage. 

“Me too.” Sophie's cheek still tingled where Edaline’s fingers had left tiny trails 
of warmth. “Edaline2” she asked, as Edaline turned to leave. 

Edaline’s eyes met hers. 

“Thank you.” 

It took Edaline a second to answer. “You're welcome. Good night, Sophie.” 

“Good night.” 

When Sophie climbed into bed a few minutes later, it finally felt like home. 


TWENTY-TWO 


SHARING A ROOM WITH IGGY WAS KIND OF like having a congested 


warthog for a roommate, but Sophie didn’t mind. She was warm and snuggly with 
the feeling of home, and even a sleepless night couldn't spoil it. 

Grady and Edaline promised to check on Iggy during the day to make sure he 
was okay, and Sophie left for Foxfire not even caring that it was a Thursday, and 
she had another humiliating PE session ahead of her. 

“Who's ready for the Ultimate Splotching Championship?” Sir Caton asked as 
the Mentors strode into the amphitheater carrying huge sacks of tiny, brightly 
colored balls. 

Everyone cheered. 

“What’s the Ultimate Splotching Championship?” Sophie asked Dex. 

“Telekinesis,” he grumbled. “I suck at telekinesis.” 

She tried to look sympathetic, but secretly she was celebrating. Finally— 
something she knew how to do! Well, sort of—but that was better than nothing. 
“How does this work?” she asked as everyone partnered up. Naturally, she teamed 
with Dex. 

“We push the splotcher at each other with our minds,” he explained, “and 
whoever gets splattered loses. The winners play each other until there’s only one 
left, and that person wins.” 

“Everyone, on your marks,” Sir Caton ordered, as Lady Alexine handed Dex a 
bright pink splotcher. “Get set!” 

Dex tossed the splotcher toward Sophie. “Catch.” 

It very nearly splattered the floor, but at the last second she managed to catch it 
with her mind. 

“Sorry, I forgot you're worse at this stuff than me,” Dex said smugly. “At least I’ll 
win one match this time.” 

She rolled her eyes. He shouldn’t count her out yet. 

She took a deep breath, focusing on the power she knew was deep within her 
core. She could almost feel it swirling around, like a warm buzzing in her stomach. 

“Splotch!” 

Sophie pushed the warmth out through her fingers and sent it toward the 
splotcher. 

Splat! 


A stunned Dex stared at Sophie with bright pink slime running down his chin. 
She’d nailed him right on his smug little grin. 

“Sorry,” she said, not quite able to hide the smile in the corners of her mouth. 

“Tt’s okay,” he said through a sigh. “I guess I deserved it.” 

“Well done, Sophie!” Sir Caton interrupted, sounding more surprised than she 
would've liked. “Go ahead and move up to the winners. Dex can join those colorful 
prodigies over there.” He pointed to a group forming on their left. 

Dex scowled. 

“So what’s the prize for this contest, anyway?” Sophie asked before Dex 
wandered away. 

“Usually a pardon from one punishment—but don't get your hopes up. Fitz 
always wins—not that Wonderboy ever does anything to need a pardon.” He 
mimed gagging. “Anyway, I hope you win a few more rounds.” 

“Thanks.” 

Marella made it to the winners. So did Biana and Maruca. Even Jensi. 
Unfortunately, so did Stina. 

“Even a muskog could beat Dex,” Stina sneered. “Let’s see how you do against a 
real opponent.” She tossed a bright blue splotcher at Sophie’s head. 

Sophie caught it with her mind, floating it in the space between them. She 
ignored the knots in her stomach. She wasn’t backing down. 

“Tm going to enjoy this,” Stina sneered. “TIl aim for your eyes—finally turn 
them blue.” 

Sophie gritted her teeth. She didn’t care how she did it, but Stina was going 
down. 

“Get set!” Sir Caton called. “Splotch!” 

Sophie threw her hands out, pulling a bigger burst of strength from her gut as 
she shoved the splotcher. 

Splat! 

“Ow!” Stina screamed, rubbing her slimy blue cheek. 

“Sorry,” Sophie said, her eyes wide. Had she pushed too hard? 

“No reason to apologize,” Lady Alexine corrected. “Well done, Sophie. I haven't 
seen such raw telekinetic power ina long time.” 

Sophie flushed. That was the first compliment Lady Alexine had ever given her. 

“But she hurt me!” Stina argued. “That disqualifies her, doesn’t it?” 

“I didn’t mean—” Sophie started to explain but Lady Alexine held up her hands. 

“You didn’t do anything wrong. If you're hurt, Miss Heks, go to the Healing 
Center. Either way, Sophie won fair and square.” 


Marella caught her eye and pumped her arms in victory. Sophie’s face felt 
hotter. Especially when she noticed the other prodigies cheering for her. Did they 
think she’d actually taken Stina down? 

“As for you, Miss Foster,” Lady Alexine added, “I think it might bea good idea 
to put you with the Level Threes so your opponents can match your mental 
strength.” 

Since when did she have the mental strength to face off against older kids with 
a lot more training and experience? She’d been ahead around humans, of course, 
but here she felt so far behind it wasn’t even funny. Was she starting to catch up? 

It seemed like she was. She took out the Level Threes in duel after duel, and 
before she knew what was happening, there were only nine other prodigies left. 

“A Level Two making it to the top ten,” Keefe said behind her. He flashed a 
crooked smile. “And you said you weren't mysterious.” 

She stared at her feet to hide her blush. “Must be beginner’s luck.” 

Keefe snorted. “Or maybe you've got all kinds of talents we don’t know about.” 

He couldn’t know about her telepathy, could he? 

“Look who went pale again. Interesting ...,” he murmured. 

She opened her mouth to make some excuse, but he cut her off. 

“T have a feeling you'll be the one to take down the mighty Fitz.” 

Sophie froze. She wasn't surprised that Fitz was still in the competition— 
especially after Dex’s earlier grumblings—but it hadn't occurred to her that she 
might have to battle him. Her palms slicked with sweat, but she shook the idea 
away. What were the odds she would be able to beat a bunch of older, much more 
experienced prodigies? 

Evidently, the odds were good. 

Soon enough she was in the final four: her, Fitz, and two Level Sixes named 
Trella and Dempsey. Everyone seemed as surprised as she was—even the Mentors. 

Sir Caton paired Fitz against Trella, and Sophie toyed with the idea of not even 
trying in her match with Dempsey—so she wouldn't have to face Fitz. Then she 
caught the hopeful look on Stina’s face and found a new determination to win. 

“Splotch!” 

Dempsey was fast on the draw and the splotcher was halfway to her face before 
she stopped it. She locked her jaw and threw out her hands, pushing with every bit 
of strength she could muster. Her stomach cramped and the splotcher splattered 
so hard it knocked Dempsey back a step. 

“That hurt!” He rubbed his cheek, smearing the orange goo. 

She rushed toward him. “Sorry, are you okay?” 


He flinched, not looking happy to have the girl who'd just bested him trying to 
help him. Sophie stepped back. 

“Winner,” Lady Alexine announced, and Sophie spun around. Fitz waved to the 
cheering crowd before he turned and met her eyes. Her heart fluttered. 

“It appears we've reached our final battle,” Sir Caton announced. “I think it’s 
safe to say that this is the most unusual match we've had in Foxfire history. Are the 
competitors ready?” 

Fitz stepped toward Sophie with a smug smile. “I am.” 

“Uh, me too.” Her voice shook, betraying her nerves. 

“Go, Fitz!” Biana shouted. Her voice hid an edge that made Sophie wonder if 
Biana wanted her to lose more than she wanted her brother to win. She wouldn't 
be surprised. 

“Kick his butt, Sophie!” Keefe cheered. “It’s about time someone took Fitz 
down.” 

“Some best friend you are,” Fitz shouted. But he said it with a smile. 

“Any preference on splotcher color?” Sir Caton asked. 

“Pink! Pink! Pink! Make Fitz look pretty in pink!” Everyone joined Keefe’s 
chant. 

Sophie glanced at Fitz, trying to read his expression. 

He grinned. “Ladies’ choice.” 

“Pink,” she decided, to make Keefe happy. And it would be kind of funny to 
splat him with pink—not that she expected to win. Dex said Fitz always won. 

“Pink it is.” Sir Caton tossed the splotcher, and Sophie and Fitz made it float in 
the space between them. 

“On your marks!” 

Sophie’s hands clenched into fists. If she was going to beat Fitz, she was going 
to have to give it everything she had—and then some. 

Adrenaline surged through her veins. The murmur of the audience faded, and 
she became aware of another buzzing in the back of her mind, like a back-up pool 
of energy she’d never noticed before. It felt stronger than the other energy. Could 
she draw from there instead? 

“Get set... Splotch!” 

Sophie threw her hands out, pushing toward the splotcher with her mind. Her 
brain seemed to stretch, like someone snapping a rubber band, and her ears rang, 
but she didn’t break her concentration. 

The splotches exploded as her force met Fitz’s and Sophie felt the energy 
rebound. The next thing she knew, she was flying backward across the room. She 


caught the surprised look in Fitz’s eyes as the same phenomenon happened to 
him. 

Fora long second she was weightless, then her back collided with the wall and 
the wind was knocked out of her. An almost simultaneous crash told her Fitz had 
met the same fate. 

Pain shot through her whole body and she collapsed. The last thing she saw 
was Fitz crumpled on the floor. Then everything went black. 


TWENTY-THREE 


WELCOME BACK,” ELWIN SAID, PLACING A COOL compress across her 


forehead. “You know, fora girl who hates doctors, you sure can’t seem to stay away 
from the Healing Center.” 

She pulled herself into a sitting position, wincing as pain whipped through 
every muscle. 

“Easy there. You’ve been out nearly ten minutes.” Elwin flashed an orb of yellow 
light around her and put on his glasses. 

“Ten minutes? What happened?” 

“No idea. I’ve never heard of anyone getting seriously injured while splotching. 
Leave it to you.” He chuckled. 

Her memories flooded back. Splotching. Flying backward through the room. 
Fitz’s crumpled body. “Where’s Fitz? Is he okay?” 

“He's fine.” Elwin pointed to her left, where Fitz lay in a bed with his eyes 
closed. 

“He’s unconscious!” 

“He'll come around any minute.” Elwin placed a cold compress across Fitz’s 
forehead and his vivid eyes sprang open. 

“WhermIwhahapped?” he mumbled, closing his eyes. 

Elwin chuckled. “Must’ve been some splotching match.” 

“Will he be okay?” 

“Of course. If he weren't, Bullhorn would be freaking out right now—or worse: 
laying next to him.” He pointed to the slinky gray creature curled up in the corner. 
“Banshees can sense when someone’s in mortal danger. Fitz hit his head a little 
harder than you, so he needs another minute for the medicine to set in.” 

“This is all my fault,” Sophie groaned. She wasn’t sure if that was true, but it 
seemed like the most likely option. 

“What did you do during the match?” Elwin asked. 

“I don't know.” 

Fitz stirred, and he looked more lucid when he opened his eyes. 

“How are you feeling?” Elwin asked him. 


“Tye been better, but I’ll live.” Fitz winced as he sat up. “Are you okay?” he asked 
Sophie, rubbing the back of his head. 


She nodded, feeling shy. She hadn't really talked to him since the first day of 
school. 

Elwin handed them each a blue vial. “This will ease the pain. You'll still be stiff 
tomorrow, but I can’t help that.” 

The glands behind her tongue zinged as Sophie swallowed the sour medicine, 
but the ache in her back vanished. 

“Do either of you remember what happened?” Elwin asked as he collected the 
empty bottles. 

“Not really,” Fitz admitted. “I remember pushing toward the splotcher, but then 
it was like it rebounded or something” 

“Rebounded?” 

“Yeah. I felt my force hit hers and bounce back at me.” 

“Thats what I felt too,” Sophie agreed. 

Elwin’s eyes widened. Then he shook his head. “Nah. Couldn't be.” 

“Couldn’t be what?” Sophie asked, with a horrible feeling he was going to tell 
her it really was her fault. 

“That sounds like what happens when someone does a brain push—using 
mental energy for telekinesis instead of core energy. But a brain push isa highly 
specialized skill only the Ancients can pull off.” 

Sophie’s heart hammered in her ears. She had pulled energy from her mind in 
the match—was that a brain push? “Doesn't telekinesis always use mental energy?” 

“It uses mental control,” Elwin explained. “Your concentration controls how you 
use the energy—where you send it, how much you send. But the actual energy and 
strength comes from your core. Don't you feel the pull in your gut when you draw 
on it?” 

She did. “But why would a brain push send us flying across the room?” 

“Mental energy doesn’t mix with core energy, so they’d rebound.” 

That matched what she’d felt. But how could that be? “Is it something you 
could do by accident?” 

“No way. It’s a less draining way to move things, but it takes years and years to 
train your mind to store energy like that. Then it takes a lifetime of practice to use 
that mental power. It must just be that you and Fitz were evenly matched. Which is 
still weird—don't get me wrong. You're awfully young to have that kind of strength. 
But I wouldn't worry about it too much, Sophie. Fitz, on the other hand, might 
want to worry about being beat by a Level Two.” 

Elwin laughed and Sophie’s face caught fire. She was too afraid to look at Fitz to 
see if the teasing bothered him. Plus, she couldn’t help wondering if Elwin was 


wrong, if shed done a brain push. But ... what shed done had been almost 
effortless. Ifit was a brain push, wouldn't she have had to try a lot harder? 

“You two are cleared to return to session,” Elwin announced, interrupting her 
thoughts. “But I want you sitting on the sidelines. And take it easy for the rest of 
the day.” 

“Thanks, Elwin.” Fitz stood on shaky legs, leaning on the bed for a second. 

Sophie jumped up, wobbling as the blood rushed to her head. 

“Take it easy,” Elwin repeated as they made their way to the door. “Oh, and, 


Sophie 2” He grinned when she met his eyes. “I’m sure I'll see you soon.” 


FITZ STAYED QUIET AS THEY walked back to the auditorium. 

Sophie bit her lip. Was he mad at her? She’d just worked up the courage to ask 
him when they reached the amphitheater, and a round of applause drowned out 
the question. 

“Yes, yes, welcome back, Fitz and Sophie. Glad to see you're feeling better,” Sir 
Caton said, looking a teensy bit annoyed by the interruption. He tried to call 
everyone back to order, but Dex, Marella, Biana, and Keefe broke rank and rushed 
over to them. 

Biana got there first and threw her arms around Fitz, hugging him so tight he 
winced. It would have been a touching moment if Keefe hadn't copied her and 
grabbed Fitz, pretending to cry. Fitz shoved them both away, blushing. 

“Beat by a Level Two,” Keefe said, elbowing Fitz in the ribs. 

“Tt was a tie,” Sophie protested. 

Keefe snorted. “Please. You totally kicked his butt.” 

“Totally,” Dex agreed. “He hit the wall way harder than you did. That was the 
greatest present you could have ever given me, by the way,” he whispered. 

Sophie shook her head. He was hopeless. 

“Even the Mentors declared you the winner,” Keefe added, wrapping an arm 
around her shoulders. “If you don’t think you'll need your pardon, I'll be happy to 
take it off your hands—” 

“Keefe! Dex! Marella! Biana! Need I remind you that you are not excused from 
this lesson?” Sir Caton yelled. 

“Think about it,” Keefe said, then ran to rejoin the class. 

Fitz sat next to Sophie on the sidelines, watching everyone practice telekinesis 
with the remaining splotchers. She tried not to worty, but she couldn't help 
glancing at him from the corner of her eye, wondering why he still hadn't said 
anything to her. 


“Why aren't you and Biana friends?” he asked after a minute. “It seems like you 
guys would get along. You have a lot in common.” 

She wasn’t sure she wanted to have things in common with someone who acted 
like such a brat. “I don’t think she has time for another friend. She’s always busy 
with Maruca.” 

He frowned. 

Before she could think of anything else to say, Lady Alexine delivered her prize, 
a small golden square with an intricate P etched on the top. 

“Any Level Two who holds her own against Fitz is the clear winner,” she 
explained. “Congratulations, Sophie.” 

“Thank you.” She peeked at Fitz to see if he looked bothered. 

He grinned. “I couldn't agree more.” But his smile faded after Lady Alexine left. 
“You really don’t know what happened during the match?” 

“I... domt know. I do remember pushing some energy from my mind,” she 
whispered, afraid to look at him. “But that couldn't have been a brain push, could 
it?” 

Fitz had no idea how much she needed him to tell her that it couldn’t. Instead 
he said, “I’ll have to ask my dad.” 

She tried to smile, but she couldn't help feeling like shed somehow done 
something wrong. The worry in Fitz’s eyes seemed to confirm her fears. 

So later that afternoon she worked up the courage to ask Grady about brain 
pushes while she helped him give Verdi a bath. 

“Why?” he wanted to know. 

Sophie focused on lathering Verdi’s feathers as she told him what had 
happened in PE. Grady and Edaline knew about her telepathy and her silent mind, 
but she hated reminding them how different she really was. Who'd want to adopt a 
freak as their daughter? 

She’d tugged out three loose eyelashes before he finally spoke. 

“That does sound like a brain push.” His voice was a whisper. “When you were 
around humans, did someone train you how to use your abilities?” 

“No one knew about my abilities—not even my parents. Why?” 

Verdi stirred, getting annoyed with her distracted bathers. Grady waited until 
the sogey dinosaur had settled before he answered. “The way you use your mind, 
Sophie—someone had to teach you. It’s not possible that you just instinctively 
know these skills.” 

“But...no one taught me anything. I'd remember that.” 

“Would you?” 


How could she not? “Besides, how would a human even know how to teach me 
to use my abilities? It’s not like they can do what we can.” 

Grady stared in the distance. “No, you're right. Only an elf could teach you.” 

“And the first elf I met was Fitz,” she added, reminding him as much as herself. 
She didn’t like the worry lines that creased his forehead. 

She couldn't have met an elf without knowing it, could she? 

No. She’d never met anyone else with a silent mind. Except for that jogger that 
day. But shed barely talked to him for five minutes. He couldnt have done 
something to her, could he? 

Wouldn't she have felt something? 

And why would he do that? 

Plus, Fitz said they'd been looking for her for twelve years. Even the Council 
didn’t know where she was. There was no way she could’ve met any other elves. 

But if humans didn’t teach her, and elves didn’t teach her... who did? 

She searched her memories for the rest of the night, but when she went to bed 
she was no closer to the solution. So many things about her past raised more 
questions than they did answers—it was enough to drive her crazy. 

She had to let this go. She had enough to worry about with her adoption and 
Bronte and gaining the Council’s permission to stay at Foxfire. Once she had her 
future settled, she could search her past. Until then, shed try to put it out of her 


mind. 


TWENTY-FOUR 


GooD MORNING, PRODIGIES,” DAME ALINA cooed during orientation 


the next morning. “Everyone ready for another exciting day?” 

“Hey, check it out,” Dex whispered to Sophie. He pointed to the meter on his 
plain blue nexus. “I finally passed the halfway point.” 

“Really?” She tried to be excited for him, but she hadn't even reached the one- 
third point. 

“Yep. Not much further till I can have my own Pathfinder. Maybe TIl even get 
my nexus off younger than Fitz—man, that'd be awesome! Id love to see 
Wonderboy’s face ifa Dizznee broke his precious record.” 

She was about to defend Fitz when Dame Alina caught her attention. 

“We are now four weeks away from midterms. For those of you worried you 
won't be able to score the required seventy-five percent to pass, I recommend 
seeing Lady Nissa in the Tutoring Center.” 

“Maybe you should sign up for alchemy tutoring,” Marella whispered. “Not 
sure you'll pass without it.” 

Marella’s tone was teasing, but her words hit a nerve. Sophie was barely 
scraping by in alchemy, and that was with Lady Galvin shouting instructions across 
the room. She couldn't imagine how hard it would be on her own. And she had 
Bronte to consider. He was probably waiting for her to fail her midterms. 

Everything in her shrank at the idea of needing a tutor. She wasn’t used to 
struggling with her grades. It felt so humiliating. 

Not as humiliating as getting expelled. Mee 

“That’s it for today. Everyone work hard,” Dame Alina finished, tossing her hair 
before her projection disappeared. 


“UGH, WHAT IS THAT?” SOPHIE gagged and glared at the silver strip on her 
locker. 

Dex looked a little green. “I think it’s reekrod. Elwin must’ve picked the flavor 
today.” 

“Remind me to yell at him the next time I see him.” 

“Planning another visit to the Healing Center?” Marella asked. “Going to make 
ita daily habit?” 

“Very funny.” 


Marella gave her locker the tiniest lick and shrugged. “He’s done worse.” 

“Yeah, well, I’m taking all my books with me now,” Sophie said. 

“Oooh—smart thinking,” Dex agreed, reaching for the rest of his books. He 
grabbed a small silver box and tore it open. “Here. Take a Prattle to get rid of the 
taste.” 

For once Dex had good taste in candy. It was sweet and chewy—like caramel 
mixed with peanut butter and filled with cream. 

“Which pin did you get?” Marella asked as he pulled out a small velvet pouch, 
like a Cracker Jack prize. 

Dex removed a tiny silver horse with a glittering black mane. 

Marella gasped. “A Prattles’ unicorn? Please tell me you want to trade.” 

“Maybe.” His eyes darted to Sophie. “Unless you want it?” 

“I don't have any to trade.” 

Marella’s eyes stretched as wide as they would go. “You don’t have any Prattles’ 
pins?” 

Sophie stared at her feet, hating how out of touch she still was. 

“I think Sophie should have it.” Dex placed the pin in her hand before she 
could argue. 

Marella snorted. “Of course you do.” 

“What? She needs to start her collection.” 

“Whatever you say.” 

Dex blushed and Sophie pretended not to notice. She examined the little horse, 
amazed by the detail. The back had a tiny digital screen that read: #122 of 185. 
“What’s the number mean?” 

“There’s one pin for every creature alive on the planet—that we know of. Right 
now there are only one hundred and eighty-five unicorns—so that pin is super- 
rare.” Obvious bitterness leaked into Marella’s voice. 

“Hey, Sophie ”a vaguely familiar voice asked behind her. “Can I talk to you?” 

Sophie spun around and froze when she saw Biana. “Uh, sure,” she said as her 
brain struggled to compute this unexpected development. 

Biana glanced at Dex and Marella. “Can we go somewhere more private?” 

Sophie hesitated half a second, then shrugged to her friends and followed 
Biana toward a deserted corner ofthe atrium. “Um, what’s up?” 

“I was wondering if you wanted to come over after school today.” 

Sophie waited for the punch line, but Biana seemed serious. “Why?” 

Biana looked at her hands, twisting her fingers together. “I don't know. I 
thought it might be nice if we could... try to be friends.” The last words came out 
barely louder than a whisper. 


“Friends?” The word sounded like a foreign language coming from Biana. Her 
eyes narrowed. “Did Fitz put you up to this?” 

“No! Why would Fitz care if— She took a deep breath. “He didn’t put me up to 
this.” 

“But... I thought you didn’t like me.” 

“T never said that.” 

“You didn’t have to. It was pretty obvious.” 

“Well, I’m sorry you felt that way. I guess I’m not good at meeting new people.” 

Talk about the understatement of the century. Sophie had half a mind to tell 
her that she didn’t need her too-little-too-late olive branch. But . . . she was Fitz’s 
sister. It would be easier if they could get along. “Fine.” 

“Really?” 

“Sure. I guess it’s worth a try.” 

They both stood there, not quite meeting each other’s eyes. 

“So... what time should I come over?” Sophie eventually asked. 

“Um, why don’t you go home and change and come over after that? You know 
how to get there, right?” 

“Yeah. I have been there before.” 

A bit of the old glare flared in Biana’s face, but it was quickly replaced with an 
uncomfortable smile. “Well, good. I guess I'll see you then.” 

Sophie watched Biana walk away, replaying the conversation in her mind, 
trying to make sense of it. 

“Are you going to tell us what that was all about?” Dex asked, already at her side. 
He and Marella must’ve made a beeline the second Biana’s back was turned. 

“She invited me to come over after school today.” 

“What?” they asked simultaneously. 

“She said she wanted to be friends.” 

“Why?” they both asked. 

Sophie shrugged. “She didn't say.” 

“Please tell me you told her to go sniffa gulon,” Dex begged. 

Sophie looked down, unable to meet his eyes. 

“Aw, come on!” 

“I didn’t know what else to say.” 

“You could have told her she’s a stuck-up snob and you don’t want to be her 
friend,” Marella offered. 

“Look, I know you guys aren't going to like this, but my life would be a lot 
easier if Biana and I got along. If it doesn’t work out, then I wasted one afternoon 


of my life. So what?” 


“How do you know this isn’t a trap?” Marella asked. “Invite you over, then 
humiliate you. You could be walking into an ambush.” 

“That’s not what this is.” 

“What? You think she isn’t capable?” Dex sneered. 

“No, but she would never do it at her house. Not with Fitz there.” 

“Right. I forgot. You and Wonderboy are friends.” 

Sophie blew out a breath. “Aren't you guys the teeniest bit curious what she’s up 
to?” 

She had them there. 

“I want details later,” Marella agreed. 

“And you'd better not leave anything out,” Dex added. 


TWENTY-FIVE 


HEY,” BIANA SAID AS SHE OPENED THE gates of Everglen to let Sophie in. 
“You made it.” 

“Yeah.” Sophie managed a half smile. Despite her earlier enthusiasm, she was 
having second thoughts. 

The gate clanged closed. Somewhere in the distance a cricket chirped. 

Sophie pulled on the sleeves of her pale yellow tunic, glad Biana was also 
dressed casual—though Biana’s turquoise tunic had pink beaded flowers 
embroidered around the edges and a pink satin sash. “So, what are we going to 
do?” 

Biana stared at the ground as she shrugged. 

Okay. e 

“Is your family around?” 

Biana’s eyes narrowed. “I knew you'd ask that.” 

“What?” 

“I know you like my brother.” 

“What?” 

“Please. It’s pretty obvious.” 

“He’s my friend.” Sure, she liked him. But she didn’t like him, like him. “This 
was a bad idea.” 

Biana grabbed her arm to stop her from walking away. “Wait. I’m sorry. It’s 
just... girls always use me to get to my brother. I guess I sort of expect it.” 

Sophie could imagine how annoying that might get—but still. “That’s not what 
I’m doing—and you invited me over, remember?” 

“I know.” Biana stared at her hands, wringing her fingers so tight it looked 
painful. “Can we maybe start over?” 

Sophie bit her lip. “I guess we can try.” 

Biana exhaled, seeming relieved. “Good.” Her eyes lit up. “I know. We can give 
each other makeovers. I have all the serums to change our hair color, and we can 
try on some of my mom's gowns.” 

Wrestling the verminion would’ve sounded more fun, but Sophie couldn't 
think ofa polite way to say that. Fortunately, she didn’t have to. 

“Makeovers?” Keefe scoffed behind them. “You girls sure know how to have 
fun. Maybe you can braid each other’s hair and giggle about boys while you're at it.” 


Sophie spun around to face him, and she felt her heart flutter when she noticed 
Fitz standing next to him. 

Keefe grinned. “Actually, maybe that last part is a good idea. You could get the 
dirt on Foster, find out which guys make her heart go pitter-patter.” 

“Um, that would be none,” Sophie insisted, hoping her face wasn't as red as it 
felt. 

“Eh, that’s what they all say. But deep down girls always have one guy they can't 
take their eyes off—isn’t that right, Fitz?” 

“Why are we talking about this?” Fitz complained. 

Keefe shrugged. “Just sayin.” 

“What are you guys doing here?” Biana asked, shooting Fitz a pointed look. 

“We came to see if you guys want to play base quest,” Keefe answered for him. 

“What’s base quest?” Sophie asked, grateful for the subject change. 

“Only the most awesome game ever. I call Foster for my team,” Keefe 
announced. 

Jealousy flared in Biana’s eyes as Keefe wrapped an arm around Sophie’s 
shoulders. Sophie shrugged away from him. “How about we play boys against 
girls?” 

Fitz explained the rules. One team guarded its base while the other team 
launched a raid. If the questers made it to the base without getting tagged, they 
won. 

“Light leaping isn’t allowed, but special abilities can be used,” Fitz added, 
looking right at Sophie, like he was saying it for her benefit. 

“That’s not fair. Sophie and I don’t have . . .” Biana’s voice trailed off when Fitz 
shot her a warning look. “Fine. But you guys have to quest first.” 

Sophie chose to be sentry at the vivid red tree they'd picked as their base. She 
didn’t like being the last defense—especially considering how fast Fitz and Keefe 
could run—but she didn’t know the grounds, so it made more sense to let Biana try 
to hunt them down. Plus, if abilities were allowed, she knew how to keep tabs on 
the boys. 

Tiergan had taught her how to track where thoughts came from. Most 
Telepaths could only isolate a general area, but Sophie could nail down the exact 
spot. She'd never tried it on moving targets, but it was worth a shot. So as soon as 
Biana ran off, she opened her mind and listened. 

Fitz's thoughts were softer than ever—he must be trying to block her—but 
Keefe’s were loud and clear. He was thinking about the lake, so she listened in that 
direction and instantly felt their presence. She couldn't think of a better way to 


explain it—even Tiergan didn’t understand. Her mind somehow touched them 
through the air, telling her exactly where they were. 

She needed a tremendous amount of concentration to stay connected as they 
snuck through the meadow, but she didn’t lose them, even when they dashed into 
the forest to slip by Biana. Her head ached, but she held on, following them 
through the trees. When their thoughts focused on the base, her heart thundered. 
They were closing in. 

She took off, not sure if she was seeing with her eyes or theirs as she plowed 
through the trees. She didn’t know where she was, Or how long she ran, or if she 
felt anything—until her hands connected with skin and her vision cleared. 

Fitz and Keefe stared at her with wide eyes. She gripped their arms. 

“How did you do that?” Keefe demanded. “You ran straight to us, like you knew 
where we were.” 

“T”—she racked her brain for a credible excuse—“heard you.” 

“Heard us how?” Keefe cocked his head, glancing at her hand on his arm, then 
back at her. “Hiding something, Foster?” 

“She probably heard you crashing through the bushes like a sasquatch,” Fitz 
said, coming to her rescue. “I think the whole world did.” 

“No, I don’t think that’s what it is.” 

“You're just mad because you lost,” Biana teased, catching up with them. “I can’t 
believe Sophie tagged you both on her own—she can be my base quest partner 
anytime.” She grinned, and Sophie couldn't help smiling back. 

She was actually having fun—with Biana, of all people. Who would’ve guessed? 

“Do my eyes deceive me, or is that Sophie Foster?” Alden asked behind them. 

“Weve missed you around here,” Della added, rushing over and wrapping 
Sophie up in her arms. 

Sophie sank into the hug, swallowing the emotions rising in her chest. She 
hadn't seen Alden or Della since she moved to Havenfield, and she hadn't realized 
how much she missed them. She took a deep breath to clear her head and her nose 
tingled. “Whoa, you smell like smoke. Is there a fire?” 

Della glanced at Alden as she pulled out of the hug, backing a few steps away. 

Alden cleared his throat. “Just something we're looking into. No reason to 
worry.” 

Sophie repressed a sigh. “No reason to worry” seemed to be Alden's favorite 
words. 

Then again, he’d never found anything suspicious about the San Diego fires— 
or if he had, it hadn’t been important enough to hit the gossip circles. Sophie was 


sure Marella would’ve heard otherwise. 


“So, what are you guys up to?” Della asked. 

“Getting stomped in base quest,” Keefe grumbled. “You should’ve seen it— 
Sophie tagged us out like she knew where we were.” 

Alden glanced at Fitz—who gave the slightest nod—before he grinned at Keefe. 
“Sounds like someone’s not happy about losing.” 

“Pd just like to know how she did it, but she insists on being all mysterious.” 
Keefe narrowed his eyes at Sophie. “She still hasnt explained how she slammed 
Fitz into the wall yesterday.” 

Sophie flushed, and when she met Alden’s eyes she could see clear concern. 
“Fitz said he was going to talk to you about that,” she said quietly. “Any theories?” 

“None that makes any sense,” Alden admitted. 

A second of silence passed. Then Della came to the rescue. “Besides, we girls 
never reveal our secrets. How else can we keep you boys on your toes? So, who's 
staying for dinner?” She glanced at Sophie. 

“Sorry. I told Edaline Td be home. Maybe next time.” She flushed when she 
realized she'd invited herself over. 

But Biana smiled. “Sounds good.” 

“Do you need to use the Leapmaster?” Alden asked. 

“No, Grady and Edaline gave me a home crystal.” She held up a long silver 
chain that hung to her waist. The crystal pendant only had a single facet, the path 
to Havenfield. They'd given it to her that morning, apologizing for not giving her 
one sooner. 

She really felt like family. 

“Don't stay away too long this time,” Alden told her. “We’ve missed you around 
here.” 


“Tve missed you guys too. TIl see you soon.” 


ON MONDAY BIANA, KEEFE, AND Fitz sat with Sophie at lunch. 

Jensi and Marella kept giggling and staring at their visitors—Marella especially. 
Dex spent the entire lunch sulking at his tray. 

“Hey, Dex,” Sophie said, trying to draw him out of his funk. “Can you come 
over after school today?” 

He glared at Fitz before his eyes met hers. “You don’t have other plans?” 

She ignored his snipe. “I was hoping you'd tutor me in alchemy. I’m going to 
need help before midterms, and you're the best alchemist I know.” 

Dex straightened up at the compliment. “Sure, if you really need me.” 

Keefe wagged a finger at her. “Aw, don’t go getting good at alchemy, Foster. Who 


else can we count on to destroy Lady Galvin’s capes?” 


“Don't worry, I don’t think Sophie can ever get good at alchemy,” Marella told 
him. “Do you have any idea how many things she’s exploded?” 

“There’ve been other explosions?” He flashed Sophie a wicked grin. “This I 
have to hear.” 

Sophie sighed as Marella filled everyone in on her almost weekly explosions. 
Now she had a reason besides Bronte to get better at alchemy. If sitting with Keefe 
was going to bea regular thing, she would never hear the end of the jokes. 

Keefe got detention a week later, so she was off the hook for the teasing. But it 
was a lucky break, because even with Dex’s expert instructions, she couldn't get the 
hang of alchemy. She almost caught her room on fire twice before Dex moved their 
practice experiments to the caves that lined the beach at the base of Havenfield’s 
cliffs. Rock couldn’t burn and the ocean was nearby if they needed it. And they 
needed it. A lot. She even caught Dex’s tunic on fire. 

Maybe it was because the rules of alchemy defied every rule of chemistry shed 
ever learned, or maybe it was because the ingredients were so foreign, but two 
weeks away from exams she was panicking. Her only chance of passing would be if 
she knew what would be on the test so she could practice until she got it right. Too 
bad Lady Galvin refused to give a study guide. Sophie was fairly certain she was 
hoping she’d fail so she’d be rid of her. 

Of course, Sophie could always read her mind. 

The thought was so terrible she was ashamed for even thinking it. 

But... 

No one would ever know. 

And she'd still have to complete the assignment for the test without any help. 
Narrowing down what to study wasn’t so wrong, was it? Plus, if she didn’t pass, 
Bronte would have what he needed to get her expelled, maybe even shipped off to 

She refused to finish the terrifying thought. The fear made up her mind. 

At her next alchemy session she dropped her books. She kept her back to Lady 
Galvin as she bent to retrieve them, and—before she could wimp out—she closed 
her eyes and concentrated on her thoughts. 

It was easier than she had planned. Lady Galvin had the exam on her mind, so 
Sophie didn’t have to probe deeper into her memories. She was deciding between 
making Sophie turn a rose to iron or making her turn brass to copper—the 
hardest basic transmutations. Sophie tucked both ideas away, then closed her mind 
and picked up her books like nothing had happened. 

She’d expected to feel triumphant. Now she had a fighting chance. Plus, she was 
right. Lady Galvin was giving her the hardest challenges to try to fail her, and she'd 


thwarted her plan. So why did she feel like she’d eaten a huge bowl of slime? 

Distracted and uncomfortable, she spilled the gashrooms and made the whole 
room reek of rotten fungus. 

Study hall was worse. Everyone pored over their notes while Sophie sat frozen, 
afraid to open her books. By the time she got home she was on the verge of tears. 
She couldn't touch her dinner, couldn't bear the concerned looks on Grady’s and 
Edaline’s faces. She didn’t deserve sympathy. She didn’t deserve anything. She hid 
in her room the rest of the night. 

Sleep was a lost cause. 

Alone in the darkness, with a snoring imp shattering the silence, and Ella in her 
arms, she forced herself to admit the truth. 

She’d broken the rules for Telepaths. 

Even worse: She’d cheated. 

Just thinking the word made her skin crawl. From now on, anything she 
accomplished at Foxfire would be because she cheated on her alchemy exam. 
Could she really live with that? 

No. 

But what could she do? 

How could she study without focusing on those things? And, if she didn’t study 
them, she’d be sure to fail. It wasn’t like she could tell Lady Galvin what happened. 
She wasn’t allowed to tell anyone about her telepathy. She had to cheat now—no 
way around it. 

Unless... 

Her heart sank as another option occurred to her. It was far from ideal, but it 
was her only way out—and better than living with guilt for the rest of her life. 

Fear weighed her down as she crept out of bed and dug out the Imparter Alden 
had given her. But she had to do this now, before she changed her mind. 

She cleared her throat, took a deep breath, and forced her lips to say three 


words she was dreading. “Show me Alden.” 


TWENTY-SIX 


DAME ALINA’S OFFICE WAS A tri-angular room with glass walls and a high, 
pointed ceiling at the apex of the pyramid at Foxfire. Morning sunlight streamed 


through the clear windows, but every other pane was a mirror, tilted at just the 
right angle to show Dame Alina’s reflection as she sat behind her mirrored desk, 
examining her hair from all sides. 

Sophie kept her eyes on her hands as she confessed her crime. She didn’t want 
to see the disappointment on Alden’s or Tiergan’s face, or Dame Alina’s reflections 
glaring at her from every direction. This was so much harder than telling Grady 
and Edaline before she left for school. They'd just nodded, forgave her, and hoped 
she didn’t getin too much trouble. 

“What do you think, Dame Alina?” Alden asked when Sophie finished. His 
voice was neutral. Not angry, but not gentle either. 

Dame Alina pursed her lips. “She violated the ethical regulations of telepathy.” 

“She did indeed,” Tiergan murmured. “And I’m sure some here feel she should 
be exiled for that.” He glared at Alden. 

Sophie froze. Would the Council exile her? And here she’d thought all she was 
facing was expulsion. 

Alden sighed. “No one is suggesting anything of the sort.” 

Sophie released the breath she’d been holding. 

“Right,” Tiergan grumbled, “because it would be absurd to exile an innocent 
girl. But a man with a family to care for—” 

“I will not have this argument again, Tiergan. It was the Council’s ruling. I had 
no choice but to obey.” 

“There’s always a choice,” Tiergan insisted quietly. 

Sophie knew they were talking about Prentice, and she knew she should be 
curious. But ever since she realized he was the one who'd abandoned her, she didn’t 
want to be interested in what had happened to him. It hurt too much to think 
about. 

“Now, now, boys,” Dame Alina said, rising from her chair with an elegant 
flourish. She smoothed her hair in her dozens of reflections. “Can't we play nice?” 

No one said anything. 

Dame Alina sighed. Then she turned to Alden, flashing a wide smile. “What do 
you think the punishment should be?” 


Tiergan snorted. “Yes, let’s leave it up to him. Why bother asking her telepathy 
Mentor how she should be punished for violating the rules of telepathy?” 

“He’s the one reporting on her to the Council,” Dame Alina argued. 

Sophie had to stifle her gasp. Alden was reporting on her too? How closely was 
the Council watching her? 

“Yes, everyone knows he’s good at that,” Tiergan growled. 

Alden sighed but said nothing. 

“Don't forget your place, Sir Tiergan,” Dame Alina said icily. “As long as you are 
a Mentor you will respect my authority. And I'd like to know what Alden advises.” 

“Of course you do,” he said under his breath. “Everyone knows how you favor 
him.” 

“Excuse me?” Dame Alina hissed. 

Alden closed his eyes, shaking his head. But Tiergan straightened his 
shoulders, like he wasn’t backing down. “It’s hardly a secret that you tried to stop 
his wedding to Della.” 

“Really?” Sophie blurted, unable to stop herself: 

Dame Alina flushed bright red, and her mouth flapped a few times, like she 
wanted to speak but couldn't get her tongue to work. 

Alden ran his hands through his hair. “All of that is neither here nor there.” 

“Isn't it?” Tiergan asked. “This whole process is pointless. Sophie won a pardon 
from the splotching match. Can't she hand that over and consider it punishment 
served?” 

“And allow her to believe that cheating is tolerated?” Dame Alina huffed, still 
struggling to recover her dignity. “Certainly not.” 

“But she didn’t actually cheat,” Tiergan pointed out. 

“And the fact that we're here at all tells us she regrets it. She didn’t have to 
confess,” Alden added. 

Tiergan stared at him for a second, like he couldn't believe they were on the 
same side. 

“She should still have to serve detention, at minimum,” Dame Alina insisted. 

“That’s ridiculous,” Tiergan argued. 

“Can I say something?” Sophie asked, stunned by her sudden courage. Her 
mouth went dry as they all turned to stare at her. “TIl serve the detention.” 

Seeing how she’d disappointed everyone made her ill. She didn’t deserve to get 
off easy. And the smile hiding in the corners of Alden’s mouth told her she’d made 
the right decision. 

Dame Alina nodded. “Good. Then I’m assigning you detention until the end of 


midterms, and you are not to tell anyone the reason you're being punished, is that 


clear?” 

“What will you tell Lady Galvin?” Sophie asked. 

“TI explain the situation to her. No reason to worry.” The warmth in Alden’s 
voice melted the sickening guilt in her stomach. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but at 
least she’d be able to sleep at night again. Well ... once she stopped worrying about 
her midterms. And Bronte. 

One problem at a time. 

It was becoming a theme in her life. 


“WHERE ARE YOU GOING?” DEX asked when Sophie turned to head away 
from the cafeteria. So much for her plan of slipping away unnoticed. 

She stared at her feet. “I can’t sit with you guys today. I have detention.” 

“Detention?” they all repeated, loud enough to turn a few heads. 

“How long do you have it for?” Dex asked. 

“Till the end of midterms,” she mumbled. 

“The end of midterms!” 

Jensi whistled. “Dude. What'd you do?” 

“I don’t want to talk about it” She gave a small smile and bolted before they 
could ask more questions. 

The detention hall was in the glass pyramid, one floor beneath Dame Alina’s 
office. The ceiling was low and the windows blocked more light than they let in, 
giving the room a gloomy atmosphere. Sophie tried to sneak in without being seen 
by the twenty or so other kids, but Sir Conley recognized her from their 
elementalism sessions. 

“Welcome, Miss Foster,” he announced, and every head turned her way. He 
brushed a hand across his long dark hair and waved toward the rows of 
uncomfortable desks. “Take a seat and settle in. I have quite a treat for everyone 
today.” 

She ignored the stares as she sank into the first empty chair. She caught Keefe’s 
eye from a desk in the corner. He grinned and gave her a thumbs-up. 

“Ready for more siren song?” Sir Conley asked. 

Everyone groaned. 

“You have no appreciation for art or nature,” he grumbled, clapping his hands. 
An earsplittingly shrill whine—part whale song, part nails on a chalkboard, with 
just the right amount of screaming toddler—reverberated through the room. 
“Uncover those ears—I am broadening your horizons, and you will listen to every 
note!” 


Everyone glared at him as they lowered their hands. 


“What are you in for?” Keefe asked with a crooked smile. Somehow he’d slipped 
into the empty desk behind her. 

“None of your business,” she whispered. 

He laughed. “You keep claiming you're not mysterious, but who are you 
kidding?” 

She sighed. “What are you doing here?” 

“Remember the reekrod someone put in Dame Alina’s office a few months 
ago?” 

“That was you?” 

“Of course. Took her long enough to trace it back to me.” He laughed, not even 
a little repentant. “Will you at least tell me how long rll get to enjoy your company 
here?” 

She bit her lip. “Till the end of midterms.” 

“Sounds like Miss Foster did something very bad. In the future you should leave 
the mischief making to me.” 

Sophie cringed as a shrill whine rang through the air. “Is it always this loud?” 

“Oh, no. That’s just Sir Conley. ‘Tomorrow it’s Lady Belva.” 

“What’s her brand of torture?” 


“You'll see.” 


BALLROOM DANCING—THAT WAS LADY Belva’s idea of punishment. 
Given the choice, Sophie would have taken the screeching sirens any day. 

The desks were shoved aside so the dances could be done in a line, like at old 
Edwardian balls. Keefe tried to grab her as his partner, but Lady Belva claimed him 
for herself and paired Sophie with Valin, one of Jensi’s greasy, ponytailed friends. 
His palms were cold and sticky and a blob of drool settled in the corner of his 
mouth and never went away. Keefe snickered every time it was her turn to 
promenade through the other dancers on Valin’s sweaty arm. She'd never been so 
happy to hear the bells chime the end of lunch. 

“I hope you know Valin is in love with you now,” Keefe teased when he caught 
up with her in the hall. 

“And you would know that because ... >” 

“Please. You could see the stars in his eyes all the way across the room. They 
shined brighter than that blob of spit on his lips.” 

She couldn't help laughing. “You're terrible.” 

“I know.” He grinned wickedly. “But I’m serious. I bumped his arm on my way 
out the door, and he was crushing hard. The Sophie Foster Fan Club has a slobbery 


new member.” 


She opened her mouth to argue when she caught what he’d said. “Wait—are 
you an Empath?” 

He winked, reaching for her hand. “Want me to tell you what you're feeling?” 

She jerked away. “Thanks, TIl pass.” 

“Too bad I can read what you're feeling even without physical contact.” His 
voice shifted upa few octaves as he fanned the air. “I hope Keefe’s right about Valin 
liking me. Guys who drool are so cute.” 

‘Will you keep your voice down?” she hissed, glancing around to make sure no 
one was within earshot. 

Keefe laughed. He fanned the air again. “Hmm. Now I can tell you're 
embarrassed. And a tiny bit irritated.” 

“You're wrong. I’m just irritated.” 

“Nah. You're flattered.” He scooted away before she could shove him. 

They walked in silence for a minute before Sophie's eyes dropped to her feet. 
“Could you really feel that I was irritated or were you guessing?” 

“You look worried—you wouldn't have something to hide, would you? A secret 
crush, maybe ae 

“Never mind. Forget I asked.” 

He cracked up. “It’s almost too easy to annoy you, you know that?” 

She sighed. 

“Oh, all right. If you must know, yes, your emotions are a little stronger than 
others. I can’t really understand what they are, but I can feel them—and no, I don’t 
know why, in case you're going to ask. Scored me major points with my empathy 
Mentor when I told him, though.” 

She wasn’t quite sure what to say to that, so they walked in silence until the 
hallway forked and she went left at the same time Keefe turned right. 

“See you tomorrow in detention,” he said with a smirk. “It’s Lady Galvin. Hope 
you're good at ironing. It probably wouldnt be good to burn more holes in her 
capes.” 


He was gone before she could ask him ifhe was joking. 


KEEFE WASN’T JOKING. LADY GALVIN brought an enormous stack of capes 
for the detained prodigies to iron and hang as their punishment. Sophie wasn't 
allowed anywhere near them, forced instead to sit alone in the corner while Keefe 
winked at her and Valin stared and drooled. She wasn’t sure which was worse. 

She spent most of the time glaring at the level on her nexus, which still hadn’t 
increased, despite practicing leaps with Grady. He kept telling her to give her brain 


time to get used to it—she was learning an entirely different way of making her 
mind work—but it was still annoying. 

She flipped the nexus over so she couldn’t see the meter anymore, and her eyes 
found the sparkly aquamarine stone. Her mind wandered automatically to Fitz. 

Someone cleared his throat. 

Sophie locked eyes with Keefe. She turned away when he raised one eyebrow. It 
was a coincidence, she told herself: There was no way he could feel what she was 
feeling from all the way across the room. No Empaths were that powerful. 

Still, she kept her mind on mundane things until the bells chimed. 

“Oh, Miss Foster,” Lady Galvin called when she was halfway out the door. 
“How's your studying going?” 

Her mouth went dry. “Good.” 

“Glad to hear it. You're going to need it.” 

She nodded and turned to leave. 

“You might want to brush up on iron purification,” she added quietly. 

Sophie spun back around. “Iron purification?” 

“In case you've been wondering what to study. Your exam will be in that vein. 
Even you should be able to handle that.” 

Lady Galvin waved her away and Sophie left the room in a daze. 

Did she really tell her what would be on the test? 

Did she really pick iron purification—the easiest transmutation in alchemy? 

“How was detention?” Dex asked when she found him at the lockers. 

“Good,” she said, still struggling to wrap her mind around what happened. 
Actually, it was better than good, but he was looking at her like she was a freak, so 
she didn’t elaborate as she traded books. “Hey, Dex?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Do you think you can help me practice iron purification this weekend?” 


TWENTY-SEVEN 


EVERYONE EXCITED FOR MIDTERMS?” DAME Alina’s projection chirped. 
Sophie locked her legs to keep her knees from banging together as Dame Alina 


continued in her annoyingly cheerful voice. 

“Your thinking caps are in your lockers, and remember, anyone found without 
one for the rest of the day will be disqualified for cheating—is that clear?” She 
waited until everyone nodded. “Good. Have fun with midterms.” 

The chorus of groans echoed through the air as Dame Alina flashed away and 
everyone left for exams. Sophie froze, too terrified to move. 

Dex pulled her toward the atrium. “Will you relax? We've been practicing 
nonstop for a week. You're ready.” 

She nodded, afraid that if she spoke, her voice would tremble. 

Her hands shook as she slipped on the thinking cap from her locker. The white 
cloth wrapped around her head and hung ina point. She glared at her reflection. “I 
look like a Smurf” 

The thick fabric consisted of an amalgam of metals, made to dull telepathic 
abilities and preserve the integrity of the exams. But the second she concentrated 
she could feel Dex’s voice rushing through her mind like a blast of air, so it clearly 
didn’t work on her. She wasn’t surprised. 

“Well... here goes nothing” She forced a smile before stumbling down the hall 
on shaky legs. 

She wrote an extensive essay on the human betrayal for elvin history, named 
more than a hundred stars in the Universe, and won the mind-over-matter debate 
with Sir Faxon in metaphysics. Tiergan was so amazed that the thinking cap had 
no effect on her, he gave her an automatic 100 percent. 

But her harder exams were after lunch, and alchemy was up first. Thinking 
about it made her stomach twist in ways that couldn't be natural. 

Lady Alexine allowed last-minute studying in detention, so Sophie spent the 
time mentally repeating Dex’s purification tips. 

‘Will you chill?” Keefe whispered. He waved at the air, like he was trying to fan 
her negative vibes away. “You're starting to stress me out.” 

“Aren't you nervous?” 

“Nah, I’m awesome at tests. Photographic memory.” 


Sophie’s eyes widened. “You too?” 


“You have a photographic memory? Then what are you freaking out about?” 

“Because it doesn’t help as much as you think.” 

“Sure it does. How else do you think I got a year ahead? It sure wasn’t my work 
ethic.” 

“Youre a year ahead?” She'd never realized he was younger than Fitz. 

“Yep. It’s my big claim to fame. I skipped Level One. Kinda like you.” 

“I didn't skip it. I missed it.” 

“Same thing.” 

It wasn't, but she didn’t have time to argue. The bells chimed the end of lunch. 

For a second she wasn’t sure if she’d be able to get up. 

Keefe pulled her to her feet. “That means it’s time to go, in case you didn’t 
realize. Seriously, Foster, you have to relax. You're going to make yourself sick.” 

“I feel sick,” she admitted, wobbling. 

He jerked away. “Thanks for the warning. No need to share that feeling. Look, 
I’m not good at the serious, supportive thing—but trust me, you're going to be 
fine.” 

“How do you know?” 

He grinned. “I have a feeling you can do pretty much anything you put your 
mind to. So stop doubting yourself and go prove me right. You know, so I can brag 
about it.” 

She couldn't help smiling. “Thanks.” She took a deep, calming breath, squared 
her shoulders, and ordered her legs to walk. Mercifully, they obeyed. 

Lady Galvin was still setting up when she entered the room. Sophie’s heart 
stalled when she saw the deep magenta berries and the rusty iron key. Lady Galvin 
may be giving Sophie the easiest discipline, but she certainly hadn't chosen an easy 
project. 

“Does the cap even work on your” Lady Galvin asked, her eyes boring into 
Sophie's. 

Sophie shook her head, not quite brave enough to speak the words. 

‘Will you be picking the secrets out of my brain, then?” 

She shook her head again. 

“Why should I believe you?” 

She cleared her throat and forced her mouth to work. “I want to pass on my 
own.” 

Lady Galvin stared at her for a second before she blinked. “You must purify the 
iron key using only ruckleberries. You have fifty-five minutes. I suggest you get 
started.” 


Ruckleberries were nasty, stinky little berries that brought impurities to the 
surface of a metal. They also made your skin wrinkle like an elderly human’s if any 
of the juice got on you—and you'd smell like feet all day—so most alchemists used 
other methods to purify metal. But it was the assignment. Sophie had no choice 
but to dive in and do her best. 

Her palms were so sweaty it was hard to hold the knife as she pierced the first 
berry and dribbled the Juice on the key. She tried to work slow and careful, but a 
few drops still ended up on her pinky, making it look crinkled and haggard, and 
the glacial pace made her run out of time. Only three quarters of the key had 
turned the gleaming black color she was going for, but she hoped it was enough. 
Lady Galvin’s face was unreadable when she turned it in, and she glared at Sophie’s 
wrinkled pinky. Points would clearly be deducted. 

Sophie finished out the day with a decent essay on ogres for multispeciesial 
studies and a mediocre performance on her last two exams. Her channeling went 
well in phys. ed.—until Lady Alexine ran back and forth through the walls and 
broke her concentration. And she managed to bottle three different clouds in 
elementalism, but it took four tries to bottle a whirlwind and the bottle had a crack 
from the pressure. Sir Conley didn’t look impressed when she handed it in. 

Completely exhausted, she trudged back to the atrium to meet Dex. 

“Well, that was brutal,” he whined, slamming his locker closed. “How'd it go for 
you?” 

She slumped against the wall. “I did the best I could.” 

“I guess you can’t ask for more than that.” He tried to smooth his wild hat hair. 
“You staying home tonight?” 

“No. Grady and Edaline are taking me shopping.” 

“Whoa. That'll be the first time they've gone out in public together since... you 
know.” 

She did know. Grady and Edaline hadn't left the house together since Jolie died. 
Sophie told them they didn’t have to, but Grady insisted. Foxfire tradition held that 
at the end of midterms all the prodigies hung their thinking caps upside down 
from hooks on their lockers. The next day everyone filled each other’s hats with 
presents and opened them while their parents met with their Mentors to find out 
their grades. Sophie’s legs felt weak just thinking about it. 

She loved the idea of presents and hanging out with her friends, but having 
Grady and Edaline know if she failed before she did sent chills down her spine. 
Why couldn't elves send out report cards like human schools? 

“Are you going shopping tonight?” she asked Dex. 


“Nope. My parents think it’s too much hassle to take all four of us, and they can 
never find babysitters for the triplets.” Bitterness edged into his voice. “But don’t 
worry”—he nudged her arm—“I already made your present.” 

“You made my present?” At first she was touched, but then she thought about 
it. “Wait, it’s not some solution that’s going to turn my hair green, is it?” 


Dex flashed a slightly evil grin. “I guess you'll have to wait and see.” 


GRADY AND EDALINE TOOK SOPHIE to Atlantis. She hadn’t been there 
since the day Alden and Fitz brought her—the day her human life ended—and she 
still hadn't figured out how to feel about any of that. She’d been with the elves a 
little more than three months now, and she’d come a long way. But she still had a 
long way to go. 

Passing her midterms was the biggest obstacle. 

She glared at her wrinkled pinky. How many points would she lose for the 
mistake? And how many more for not finishing? 

Grady squeezed her shoulder when he caught her tugging out an eyelash. “Try 
to stop stressing, Sophie. We're here to have fun, not worry about grades.” 

She was tempted to point out that Grady and Edaline looked more stressed 
than she did. Their shoulders were rigid, their jaws set, and Edaline had deep 
shadows under her eyes. But they were making a huge sacrifice for her. The least 
she could do was enjoy herself. 

It took seven stores to find suitable gifts for all of her friends, and with each 
store Grady and Edaline looked more strained. The worst was the jewelry store. 
The woman who ran the shop remembered them. Apparently, they used to come in 
all the time to buy new charms for a charm bracelet—which had obviously 
belonged to Jolie. 

Sophie took Edaline’s hand. 

Edaline jumped. Then her eyes welled with tears and she squeezed Sophie’s 
hand and didn’t let go. Grady took Sophie’s other hand, and they walked that way 
for the rest of the night. 

When they got home, Grady stopped her on her way to her room. 

“Tm glad you came to live with us, Sophie. It’s .. ” His mouth formed a word, 
then changed to a different one. “It’s nice.” 

“Tm glad I live here too,” she whispered. 

He cleared his throat. “Big day tomorrow. Better get some sleep.” 

“Good night, Grady.” 

Even though she was terrified about her exam grades, she fell asleep believing 
that everything was going to be okay. 


TWENTY-EIGHT 


FOXFIRE WAS ALMOST UNRECOGNIZABLE. Silver streamers wrapped 


every tree, every shrub, every tower—like the school had been toilet-papered with 
tinsel. Confetti and flowers covered the floor, and giant bubbles filled with prizes 
floated through the halls. Prodigies ignored their parents as they dashed around 
popping as many as they could. 

Grady and Edaline were overwhelmed by the crowd, so they went straight to 
where they'd meet for their first Mentor appointment and left Sophie to celebrate 
on her own. She made her way to the Level Four wing, deciding to drop off Fitz’s 
and Keefe’s presents before meeting up with her friends. 

A tiny part of her had been hoping she'd find Fitz at his locker, but all she 
found was a long line of Level Four girls, all of whom glared at her as she added 
her small, teal-wrapped package to his nearly full hat. The glaring turned even 
uglier when she added a bright green box to Keefe’s collection. 

Girls. 

She kept her head down as she slunk away, hurrying back toward her own wing. 
Which was how she ended up plowing straight into Sir Tiergan. 

“Sorry,” she exclaimed as he struggled to regain his balance. He'd been moving 
fast, and they'd crashed pretty hard. She rubbed her forehead where it had 
slammed into his elbow. 

“Sophie!” He glanced around, thin lines stretched across his brow. “What are 
you doing here?” 

“I just came to drop off some gifts. Why? Is everything okay?” 

He smiled, but it looked forced. “Of course. I just didn’t expect to run into you 
here. Especially so literally.” His smile turned real with his joke. 

“Well, well, who do we have here?” 

Sophie’s heart sank as she turned around, expecting to find Keefe with lots of 
prying questions and one of his trademark smirks. And he was there. But his grin 
was gone, and it wasn’t he who'd spoken. 

A tall, slender man in a sapphire-encrusted navy-blue cape stood next to him, 
studying Sophie intently. The family resemblance was striking, though Keefe’s 
disheveled hairstyle and untucked shirt sharply contrasted his dad’s slicked blond 


hair and pristine tunic. 


“This must be the girl who was raised by humans,” he said, much louder than 
Sophie would’ve liked. “How curious to find her in the Level Four wing, talking to 
Foxfire’s most infamous Mentor.” 

“Infamous?” Sophie couldn't help asking. She glanced at Keefe, but he was 
staring at the ground. It was strange to see him so ... deflated. Like he’d wilted in 
his father’s presence. 

Keefe’s father grinned, an oily sort of smile that dripped with insincerity. “Few 
Mentors have resigned, then returned years later—out of the blue—to train a 
mystery prodigy.” He winked with the last two words, like he knew exactly who the 
prodigy was. 

Sophie felt her cheeks flame and searched for some sort of lie. But Tiergan beat 
her to it. 

“Interesting theory, Cassius—” 

“Lord Cassius,” he corrected. 

Tiergan’s jaw tightened. “Lord Cassius. But do you really think I could be 
tempted back by a little girl? Especially one performing so unremarkably in her 
sessions?” 

She knew he didn’t mean it. That Tiergan was only trying to keep her telepathy 
hidden. But the words still stung. A lot. 

“Come on, Dad,” Keefe said, looking at Sophie, not his father. His eyes radiated 
the apologies he couldn't say. “I’m sure Fos—er—Sophie has somewhere she needs 
to be.” 

Cassius glared at his son. “Yes, of course. And I need to meet with your 
Mentors. See how disappointing your scores will be this time.” 

Keefe rolled his eyes as his father turned to Sophie with another fake smile. 
“Fascinating to meet you. I look very forward to seeing what you can do.” 

Sophie nodded and took off down the hall without saying goodbye. She felt bad 
leaving Keefe and Tiergan that way, but she had to get away from that man. It 
wasn't because he was intimidating—though he was definitely that. She felt sorry 
for Keefe, having to go home to a cold, critical father every day. 

But what she really didn’t like was the way Cassius had looked at her, like he 
was trying to see through her. And the last thing he'd said: I look forward to seeing 
what you can do. Almost like he knew something she didn't. Totally gave her the 
creeps. 

It was a relief to reach the safety of the Level Two wing, which was packed with 
prodigies running around, popping the prize-filled bubbles. She poked a bubble 
floating by her locker and a box of Prattles dropped into her hands. 


“Good catch,” Dex said, running up beside her. He jumped for a bubble but 
didn’t quite reach it. Before he could try again, Stina shoved by, raised a bony arm, 
and popped it. 

She waved the bottle of lushberry juice in Dex’s face. “Must get frustrating 
being shorter than the average dwarf.” 

Sophie snorted. “This coming from someone who looks like a giant lollipop. If 
your head gets any bigger, you'll topple over.” 

Dex cracked up. 

“Awfully brave words coming from a girl who's going to flunk out of here 
today,” Stina growled. 

Sophie opened her mouth but couldn't find a snappy comeback. Stina could be 
right, and Sophie was trying very hard not to think about that. Especially after 
Tiergan’s comment. 

Stina giggled. “Enjoy your last day at Foxfire, loser.” She bumped Sophie into 
the wall and stalked away. 

“Don't let her get to you—and if Lady Galvin fails you, ril organize a protest.” 
Dex pointed to her thinking cap, which was overflowing with presents. “Look at 
how many people care about you here.” He frowned at his own, half-empty cap. 

Sophie nudged his arm, pulled a package from her satchel—the Disneyland 
watch she’d been wearing when she moved to the Lost Cities. She figured hed geta 
kick out of that—and dropped it in. 

He grinned, flashing his dimples. ai slipped your present in before you got 
here.” His eyes dropped to his feet. “I hope you like it.” 

“TIl love it. Just let me drop off Biana’s gift and we'll go to the cafeteria.” 

“Ugh—why did you buy Biana a present?” 

“She’s my friend.” 

“Yeah, and like a month ago you guys hated each other.” 

“That was a misunderstanding.” 

“Yeah, well . . . I don’t trust her. I don’t think you should either. Why would she 
reach out to you for—” 

Sophie shushed him as Biana entered the atrium, followed by Maruca. They 
looked like they were talking, but when Sophie got closer she realized they were 
arguing. 

Biana bit her lip. “Oh, hey, Sophie.” 

Maruca glared at Biana. 

Sophie cleared her throat. “Sorry. I just wanted to drop this off” She handed 
Bianaa pink box—the charm bracelet she’d bought her—and turned to leave. 


“Wait.” Biana pulled out a slim purple parcel and handed it to Sophie. “You're 
coming over for dinner tonight, right?” 

“Of course. I can’t wait! Well... I’ll see you later,” Sophie said, wondering why 
Maruca was glaring at her. Then again, so was Dex. “What?” she asked as soon as 
they were out of earshot. 

“You're going over there for dinner?” He said something else too, but the 
chiming bells drowned him out. 

Sophie froze. 

The bells signaled the start of parent-Mentor conferences. Which meant Grady 
and Edaline were finding out right now if she was going to stay at Foxfire. 


DEX DRAGGED HER TO THE celebration feast in the cafeteria, but Sophie 
couldn’t relax—even surrounded by friends. 

The bells chimed every twenty minutes. Four had already passed, which meant 
in twenty minutes Grady and Edaline would know if she’d failed alchemy. Her 
palms were SO damp she struggled to unwrap her presents. 

“What do we have here?” Keefe asked, snatching a red box from her thinking 
cap. He was definitely back to his old self without his father around. He glanced at 
the card and cracked up. “Dear Sophie. I really enjoyed our dance, and I hope we 
can do it again sometime. Love, Valin.” 

Her face burned as everyone at the table laughed—even Fitz. 

“Who's Valin?” Dex asked. 

“Vice president of the Sophie Foster Fan Club. Don’t worry, I’m president, so 
I'll take care of her.” He winked as he tossed the present back to her. “Go on. Open 
it.” 

There didn’t seem to be a way to avoid it, so she tore off the paper, wishing she 
could disappear when she unwrapped a bracelet of little heart charms. 

Keefe cracked up again. “Aw, Foster has a boyfriend.” 

“She does not!” Dex snapped. “You don't, right?” 

She shook her head so hard her brain rattled. 

“Tm just teasing—sheesh.” Keefe nudged Dex’s arm, then grinned at Sophie. 
“Interesting.” 

“What?” Dex asked. 

“Which one’s your gift, Dex?” Sophie interrupted. She didn’t have to be a mind 
reader to know what Keefe was going to tease Dex about. 

Dex glared at Keefe as he grabbed a small package wrapped in plain white 
paper and handed it to Sophie. “Sorry, we didn’t have any ribbon.” 


“Please, I still can't believe you made me something” She tore through the 
paper and gasped. “My iPod.” She tapped the screen and the gadget sprang to life. 

“Yeah.” He pointed to a green rectangle about the size of his fingernail set into 
the back. “It’s solar powered now, and it has a speaker in case you don’t want to use 
those ear thingies.” 

She stared at Dex for a minute, so amazed she wanted to hug him. She knew 
Keefe would have a field day, though, so she fought the urge. “This is amazing, 
Dex. How did you do it?” 

He shrugged, pink coloring his cheeks. 

“Well, thank you. Best. Gift. Ever.” 

“I dunno,” Keefe interrupted. “You haven't opened mine yet.” 

She bit her lip, a little afraid of what Keefe might give her. “Which one’s yours?” 

“Your hat was overflowing, so it’s waiting in your locker.” 

“How did you get in my locker?” 

“T have my methods.” 

She shook her head in disbelief as Marella shoved a box wrapped with crooked 
green paper into her hands. “Open mine next.” 

Marella gave her a variety pack of flavored air, plus she got a ton of candy from 
prodigies she barely knew. Biana gave her a set of edible lip glosses, and Jensi gave 
her a speckled spider snapper—a plant that fed off spiders. Clearly, he didn’t know 
how to shop for girls. 

The only real disappointment was Fitz’s gift. He gave her a riddler—a pen that 
only writes the words of a riddle until someone writes the correct answer. It was 
kind of cool, except he also gave one to everyone else. Shed spent forever trying to 
find him something personal, settling on a miniature Albertosaurus covered in 
deep violet feathers. She knew it was silly, but it reminded her of the day they met, 
and in the card she thanked him for showing her what dinosaurs really looked like. 

Fitz giving her a fancy pen—especially the same fancy pen he gave everyone else 
—made it seem like he hadn't thought about her at all. But maybe he hadn't. Hed 
hardly looked at her gift when he opened it, too distracted by the tunic Keefe gave 
him, which had i know what you're thinking—and you should be ashamed of yourself embroidered 
across the front. She tried not to let that bother her. 

The doors burst open and parents streamed in. Sophie couldn't breathe as she 
scanned the faces, desperate to find Grady and Edaline. 

Dex squeezed her shoulder and told her it would be okay no matter what, but 
she barely heard him. She’d found Grady and Edaline, and their faces were 


unreadable as they searched the room, not seeing her as she shoved toward them. 


She was halfway there before she locked eyes with Grady. A huge grin lit up his 
face. 

“You passed,” he shouted over the crowd. 

A hysterical laugh erupted from her lips as she ran the rest of the way and threw 
her arms around them. When her brain caught up, she wondered if she’d crossed a 
line, but their arms wrapped around her, and when they let her go their eyes were 
misty. 

“I really passed?” she asked, needing to hear it again. “Even alchemy?” 

“You got a seventy-nine on your purification. Still room for improvement, but 
within passing range.” 

She squealed, hugging them again. 

Grady grinned. “Tm sensing you're happy about this.” 

She laughed so hard tears streamed down her face, but she didn’t care. She 
passed! She could stay at Foxfire. Sure, she still had to face Bronte and the Council 
in five months about permanent enrollment, but right now she was going to 
celebrate. 

She raced back to the table and threw her arms around Dex. “I couldp't have 
done this without you.” His face was tomato red when she let go, and she couldn't 
help giggling. 

Everyone congratulated her—except Keefe, who leaned in and whispered, “Told 
you so,” when his dad wasn’t looking. All her friends had passed their exams. In 
fact, it looked like most of the school had. A few parents had to comfort sobbing 
prodigies, but everyone else was tossing confetti and partying. Unfortunately, that 
included Stina. 

Her face twisted into a sneer when she noticed Sophie celebrating. Then she 
rolled her eyes and stomped away. Sophie giggled. 

She wanted to stay for the party, but she could tell Grady and Edaline were a 
little overwhelmed. She ran back to the atrium to pick up Keefe’s gift, so she would 
be ready to go home. Inside her locker she found a giant box of mood candy, a 
small black cube, and a note: 


For the Mysterious Miss F— 
If you don’t relax, this candy will always taste bitter—so snap out of 
it! And try to stay out of detention! —K 


The candy tasted like sugarplums, and inside the black cube she found a round 
silver pendant with a cobalt blue crystal in the center. 

The candy turned sour. 

Since when did Keefe give her jewelry? 


He didn’t like her— 

She wouldn't finish the thought. There was no way a guy like Keefe would ever, 
could ever—why was she thinking about this? Marella’s boy-craziness must be 
rubbing off on her. 

It was just a necklace. He probably gave them to all the girls. 

She didn’t know what to do with it, so she shoved the pendant to the back of 
her locker, and was glad she didn’t see Keefe before she left. She needed to figure 


out how to thank him for sucha strange present. 


THANKFULLY, KEEFE DIDN’T BRING IT up at dinner that night. He was 
more interested in teasing her about Valin, or teasing Fitz about all the girls who 
gave him crush cuffs—wristbands embroidered with their names, hoping he’d wear 
them and show the whole school he liked them. Sophie couldn't decide which was 
more annoying. 

Halfway through the feast of epic proportions, a dark-haired guy rushed into 
the room and sank into an empty chair. He was a Vanisher, blinking in and out of 
sight with every step. 

“Sorry I'm late, Mom,” he said as Della brought him a platter of food. “I got 
held up at Customs.” 

Mom? Fitz and Biana had an older brother? How did she not know that? 

Same wavy hair, same square jaw—but he had Della’s pale eyes. He was also 
ridiculously good looking, but he clearly worked hard to look good. Every hair was 
gelled to perfection, he was built like he went to the gym twice a day, and his ornate 
cape was immaculate. Not as over the top as Lady Galvin’s, but headed that 
direction. 

“You must be the famous Sophie Foster,” he said, smiling at her. “I’m Alvar.” 

She ignored Keefe as he snickered at the word famous. “I didn’t realize there was 
another brother.” 

“I see my family talks about me a lot.” 

“No—I’m sorry. I” 

“It’s fine. That’s what I get for moving out. Out of sight, out of mind.” He 
winked at Della. “I guess I need to stop by for dinner more often.” 

“We know you're busy,” Della told him, rumpling his hair as she brought him a 
glass of fizzleberry wine. 

“Yeah, busy juggling two girlfriends,” Keefe interrupted. 

Alvar grinned. “Three.” 

“Three?” Della’s voice was as horrified as her expression. “Alvar, that’s awful.” 


“Are you kidding? It’s awesome!” Keefe corrected. “You're my hero.” 


Alvar beamed and Della glared at both of them. 

“How are things with the ogres?” Alden asked Alvar, changing the subject. 

“Drama. They’re not happy about the smoke—like it’s our fault the humans 
can't put out their piddly little fires. I can’t believe they haven't learned to make 
Quicksnuff yet.” 

“What fires?” Sophie asked, not missing the way Alden tensed at her question. 

“Just some wildfires,” Alden answered after a second. 

“Yes,” Alvar added, swallowing his wine in one gulp. “And they’re certainly not 
worth sending Emissaries to investigate.” He shot Alden a pointed look. 

Sophie’s breath caught. Alden had told her he was only sent to investigate 
suspicious things. “Are they burning white hot again?” 

“Yeah. How did you know?” Alvar asked, frowning. 

“Never mind,” Alden interrupted. “And why have you been keeping an eye on 
me?” he asked Alvar. 

“I tend to do that when I hear my father’s off chasing imaginary enemies. Please 
tell me you don’t buy the conspiracy theories.” 

“Certainly not without proof.” Alden’s voice was hard. “But you would be a fool 
to believe it’s not a possibility.” 

“You really believe the Black Swan exists?” 

“Yes. I’ve seen their handiwork myself” 

Sophie watched them stare each other down, wishing she were allowed to read 
their minds. Something about the “Black Swan” felt familiar. . . . 

Alvar shook his head. “Well, I don’t buy it.” 

“That’s what that symbol was!” Sophie said as her memories pieced together. 

“Symbol?” Alden asked. 

Sophie flushed as she realized she had everyone's undivided attention. “Just 
something I saw on some scrolls Grady had. There was a black, curved swan’s neck 
at the bottom.” 

Alvar snorted. “Ah, yes—the sign of the swan. What a bunch of nonsense.” 

Alden said something, but Sophie's racing heart drowned out his words. 

The sign. 

The curve of the swan’s neck matched the pattern of the fires that wrapped 
around San Diego. Quinlin had even called it “the sign.” 

Which meant the fires had something to do with the Black Swan—whatever 
that was. 

“What’s Project Moonlark>” she asked quietly. 

Alden dropped his fork. “How do you know that term?” 


“It was on those scrolls. Grady was surprised I could read it. He said the words 
were written in cipher runes.” 

The silence felt so heavy it pressed on her shoulders, but she held Alden’s gaze, 
waiting for his answer. 

“That’s classified,” he finally replied. 

Sophie sighed. She was getting tired of important things being classified. 

“It’s also a hoax,” Alvar added. “But what’s this about a cipher? And why would 
Grady have scrolls about the Black Swan?” 

Sophie was wondering the same thing herself: 

“Grady used to look into certain things, back when he was active in the 
nobility,” Alden explained. 

“So why does he still have them?” Alvar pressed. 

And why was he reading them so recently? Sophie wondered. 

“Enough, Alvar. This conversation is over. And everything that’s just been said 
is classified—is that understood?” Alden waited for everyone at the table to nod. 
Then his eyes met Sophie's. “T know you find this all very interesting, Sophie, but 
you need to understand—any unauthorized investigation into these subjects will 
land you in deep trouble with the Council. So no more questions, okay?” 

Sophie nodded, her head buzzing with fear and frustration. She couldn't shake 
the feeling that all of this had something to do with her—maybe even with how her 
brain could do such weird things. But she had too much to lose, too many things 
the Council could take away if she upset them. So she took a deep breath and 
focused on her plate. 

Keefe nudged her. “Earth to Foster—Della asked you what you're doing over the 
break.” 

“Sorry.” She shook her head, trying to snap back to the present. “I’m not sure 
yet.” 


“I hope you'll spend some time over here.” Alden glanced at Biana. 

Biana nodded. “Anytime she wants to come over.” 

“Then TIl be here as much as I can,” Sophie said, glad for the excuse. She may 
not be allowed to look into whatever was going on. And she may not be allowed to 
read Alden’s mind. But maybe she could find something out, just by being around. 

It was the best plan she had. 


TWENTY-NINE 


DEX REFUSED TO HAVE ANYTHING to do with Fitz and Biana, so Sophie 


had to alternate spending time with him at Havenfield and hanging out at 
Everglen. Alden and Della were gone a lot, and they usually came home smelling of 
smoke. They never talked about it, and Sophie was too afraid to ask questions after 
Alden’s warning—but she wasn’t giving up. 

If she couldn't get any new information, maybe she could make sense of the 
pieces she already had. She tried to fit the clues together. 

Project Moonlark had to have something to do with the Black Swan—whatever 
that was. And they had to be behind the fires. But . . . why set fires—especially 
arounds humans? What would that accomplish? 

The fires consumed her thoughts so much they crept into her dreams. Vivid 
nightmares of her human family, trapped in their old house, surrounded by fire. 
She knew it wasn't real, but she still woke up shivering every night. It got so bad 
she slept with Iggy on her pillow so she wouldn't be alone. 

Pretty soon she was counting down the days until school resumed. School was 
safe. She’d passed her exams. Once school started she would have nothing to worry 


about. 


“CONGRATULATIONS TO EVERYONE WHO PASSED their midterms,” 
Dame Alina said during their first orientation. “I hope you enjoyed your six-week 
vacation, because it’s time to get serious. Anyone who got lower than eighty-five 
percent on their midterms needs to step it up or you will not pass your finals.” 

Sophie sighed. Aside from the seventy-nine in alchemy, shed received an 
eighty-one in elementalism, and an eighty-three in physical education. 

“Your Mentors also tell me there are one hundred nine Level Threes who 
haven’t manifested abilities, and more than double that of Level Twos—which is 
unacceptable. Be prepared to be pushed much harder in ability detecting from now 
on.” 

Groans chorused through the room. 

The next week everyone looked sweaty and wilted as they trudged into study 
hall after ability detecting. Even Marella’s pouty hair had thrown in the towel and 
drooped against her head. 

“What did they do to you guys?” Sophie asked. 


“Stuck us in an oven and roasted us for two hours trying to figure out if we were 
Frosters,” Dex grumbled. 

“Which none of us were, because frosting isa stupid talent almost no one has,” 
Marella added. She slumped into a chair. “What did you do in remedial studies?” 

“Same old boring stuff” 

Actually, she’d had a blast. Tiergan had her test her transmitting distance, and it 
was off the charts. Fitz almost had a heart attack when she transmitted into his 
mind from all the way across the school. She couldn’t blame him for his surprise— 
even Tiergan didn't know that was possible—but shed never forget the way his 
mind actually jerked when she reached it. She hoped he hadn't peed his pants. 

She fought off her smile, feeling guilty that everyone else suffered while she had 
fun. “What are Frosters?” 

Dex rested his cheek against the table. “Cryokinetics. They freeze things by 
manipulating the ice particles in the air. It’s totally useless. I don’t know why they 
even test us for it.” 

“They have to test us for everything,” Jensi reminded him. 

“That’s not true. They don’t test us for pyrokinesis,” Dex argued. 

“Yeah, because that’s a forbidden talent,” Marella said. 

“There are forbidden talents?” Sophie asked. 

“Only one,” Dex told her. “Mesmers and Inflictors are closely monitored, but 
Pyrokinetics are forbidden.” 

“Why?” 

“Too dangerous.” 

“How could it be more dangerous than someone who can inflict pain?” 

“Because fire’s too unpredictable. No one can truly control it.” 

“Plus, people died,” Marella added. 

“Who?” Dex asked. 

Marella shrugged. “I don’t know. I heard five people died, and that’s why it’s 
forbidden now.” 

“But how can they forbid something like that?” Sophie asked. “Isn't that kind of 
like forbidding someone to breathe?” 

“Nah. Some talents happen on their own as you get older, like telepathy and 
empathy. Others you would never know you have if something didn't trigger 
them.” 

Sophie shook her head. “That still seems wrong. It’s like they’re not allowed to 
be who they are.” 

“Oh, relax. There’s only been like twelve—ever—so it’s not exactly a huge 


problem.” 


“I guess.” She wasn’t really listening anymore, because she’d remembered what 
Alvar had said about the fires. 

Conspiracy theory. 

Could a Pyrokinetic be part of that? 

It was an interesting idea—and left her head spinning for the rest of study hall 
—but she needed more information. She swung by the library to see if they had 
any books on the subject. Surely Alden wouldnt mind her doing a little innocent 
research at school, right? 

The Level Two library didn't have any books on Pyrokinetics. Neither did Level 
Three’s. The Level Six librarian finally told her most books on the subject were 
banned, but she took Sophie’s name and promised to check the archives and send 
anything she found to Sophie’s locker. In the meantime, Sophie wondered if Grady 
and Edaline had any books in the libraries at Havenfield. 

The main library downstairs was a bust, but Grady and Edaline had to have 
personal libraries in their offices on the second floor. Seemed like the perfect place 
to hide banned books. Only problem: Even after living there for a little more than 
five months, Sophie wasn't sure she was allowed in that section of the house, and 
she didn’t know how they'd react if they caught her—especially after Alden’s 
warning. 

But she couldn't let it go. So she waited until Grady and Edaline were busy 
outside with a pair of dire wolves and snuck upstairs for a quick peek, promising 
herself she'd be careful not to leave any trace she’d been there. 

The first door she tried was Grady’s office. Rolled scrolls were stuffed in bins, a 
mountain of paperwork littered the desk, and books were shoved haphazardly on 
the shelves. No pictures, no knickknacks—nothing personal to make the place feel 
warm. But there were empty spaces where they might have been. 

The bookshelves were filled with law and history books. They probably talked 
about Pyrokinetics in there somewhere, but Sophie didn’t have time to scan 
through them all. The scrolls tempted her, but they were rolled up too tight to 
read, and she was afraid he'd be able to tell if she unrolled them. She wasn’t brave 
enough to flip through the papers on his desk either, in case they were in a special 
order. She hoped Edaline’s office would be more helpful. 

She’d assumed the door across the hall was Edaline’s, so she almost gasped 
when she stepped into a dim bedroom. Lacy curtains blocked most of the sunlight, 
crystal chandeliers were dulled with dust, and there were scattered remnants left 
behind from childhood: stuffed unicorns, Prattles’ pins strung on lanyards, dolls, 
books. On the desk was a framed photo of a beautiful girl. 

Jolie. 


Her blond hair hung in soft curls to her waist, and she had Edaline’s turquoise 
eyes and Grady’s striking bone structure. She wore a white Level Six uniform in the 
photo, so she was probably sixteen when it was taken. Next to it was another 
picture: Grady, Edaline, and Jolie, when she was close to Sophie's age, standing ina 
breathtaking garden. It was the old them—happy, wearing the capes of the nobility 
—before their lives were struck by tragedy. Sophie could have spent the whole day 
drinking in the glimpse of who they used to be, but she knew this was the worst 
place they could find her. She peeled her eyes away and left. 

The last room had obviously been Edaline’s office, but it had turned into the 
place where leftover junk went to die. Stacks of locked trunks littered the floor, 
covered with piles of folded linens, unopened presents, and random objects she 
couldn't identify. A huge bin of unopened letters blocked most of the doorway, so 
Sophie couldn't get inside—which was fine. The bookshelves were full of thick, 
dusty volumes, and anything she disturbed would be too obvious. 

She’d have to figure out another way to find books on Pyrokinetics. Maybe 
Biana would let her look through the library at Everglen—but shed have to come 
up with a good excuse, in case Alden found them in there. She was on murky 
ground, but she was close to something—she could feel it. Her mind wouldn't let 


her drop it until she figured out what it was. 


THIRTY 


SOPHIE GAGGED AS SHE LICKED OPEN HEr locker. “Elwin’s choice 
again?” she whined to Dex. In the three weeks since midterm they'd already 


suffered through burned hair and sweaty feet flavors. Elwin was on a roll. 

Dex plugged his nose as he licked his panel, but he still winced. “Ugh, that’s 
exactly how I imagine a fart would taste.” 

Sophie giggled and grabbed a small scroll waiting on her top shelf—a special 
assignment from the Universe Mentors. Each list had six stars that fit some sort of 
pattern, and each prodigy was supposed to bottle a sample of the starlight from 
each, figure out what the pattern was, and choose a seventh star that fit with the 
others. She and Dex had plans to work together that night. 

Dex took her to Moonglade: a wide, round meadow filled with thousands of 
fireflies flickering in the darkness. 

“Everyone else goes to Siren Rock,” Dex explained as he set up the stellarscope, 
which looked like a bent, upside-down spyglass. “But it’s so crowded there it’s hard 
to find a space to work. Plus, the views better here” He pointed to the sky, where 
billions of stars sparkled through the inky black, then handed her a thick wad of 
star maps. “Finding stars takes forever, so let’s tag team it. First star on my list is 
Amaranthis.” 

Sophie stared at the sky, following trails she’d already memorized. “It’s right 
there—fourth star to the left of Lambentine.” 

Dex’s jaw dropped. “How did you do that?” 

“Photographic memory. Remember?” 

“I know. But... the stars?” 

She nodded smugly. 

“Wow—well, awesome.” He stuffed the maps into his bag, and attached a small 
glass bottle to a spout at the wider end of the stellarscope. “Want to go first?” 

She took the scope from him and held it up to her eyes. “How does this work?” 

“It’s easy. You find the star and use the knobs to isolate it.” He came up behind 
her and used one arm to level the scope. His other arm wrapped around her and 
his hand slid her fingers down to a cluster of dials. “Sorry, um, is this okay?” he 
asked as she stiffened. 


“Sure.” 


But it was strange having him so close. She could feel her cheeks warm and was 
glad it was too dark for him to see her blush. 

Dex cleared his throat. “Did you find Amaranthis?” 

“Yep.” 

“Good. Then turn the knobs until you see the star change color, and flip the 
lever by your thumb. The stellarscope will do the rest.” 

She did as he said, and a bright purple flash filled the bottle. The glass clinked 
as the scope sealed the light in. 

It only took them a few minutes to fill bottles with scarlet light from Rubini, 
yellow light from Orroro, pale blue light from Azulejo, deep orange light from 
Cobretola, and dark blue light from Indigeen. 

Dex stared at the six twinkling bottles, scratching his head. “I don’t see a 
pattern.” 

“It’s the colors of the spectrum.” She rearranged the bottles in the right order. 
“Red, orange, yellow, blue, indigo, and violet. What’s missing?” 

“Green! Can you find Zelenie?” 

She pointed to an isolated star to the left. “There.” 

He bottled the deep green glow. “This’ll be the first time I get it right. I usually 
just pick a random star and try to bluff” 

Sophie laughed and dug her list from her pocket. Her stars were much harder 
to find, and she had to really push her memory, but eventually she had bottles of 
silver, gold, black, white, copper, and green light. 

“Any idea what the pattern is?” Dex asked 

“Tm not sure.” Something felt familiar, a shadow of an idea, not formed enough 
to make sense. She poured through her memories, scrounging for the clue she was 
missing. The pieces clicked. “Elementine.” 

“What’s the pattern?” 

“I don’t know, but I know Elementine is right.” She grabbed the stellarscope. 

“Are you sure? I’ve never heard of it before.” 

“I think I would know better than you. Besides, why would I make that up ” 

“Good point.” 

She followed strange trails through the stars as the minutes ticked by. “I know 
it’s there.” 

She focused on a dark space and fiddled with the dials. 

“I don't see anything,” Dex told her. 

“T think it’s just really far away.” 

More turning and adjusting. Still nothing. Dex was getting fidgety when she 
finally said, “There!” and flipped the latch. 


The stellarscope hummed, then turned white hot. Sophie yelped, dropping the 
scope. 

“What happened?” 

“Ow, ow, ow!” She waved her hands, trying to cool the burning, but the pain 
made her eyes water. 

“Let me see.” Dex took a jar of moonlight from his bag and grabbed her wrists, 
shining the light on them. “Whoa. Are you okay?” 

She wanted to be brave, but her eyes teared when she saw the purple welts on 
her palms. 

“What should I do?” Dex asked, sounding frantic. 

She tried to think through the pain. She could go home, but she wasn’t sure 
how Grady and Edaline could help. What she really needed was a doctor. 

Her face fell as she realized what she had to do. “Can you get my Imparter from 
my satchel?” She’d been carrying it with her ever since the cheating disaster. 

Dex dug through her bag until he found the silver square. “Who are we 
calling?” 

She sighed. “Elwin.” 


THIRTY-ONE 


Now YOU’RE CALLING ME AT HOME AND dragging me out of bed? Maybe 


it was better when you were afraid of me,” Elwin teased. His smile faded when she 
showed him the blackish-purple blisters on her hands. “How did you do that?” 

“I was just trying to bottle the light from Elementine.” 

“Elementine?” He pulled a small pot from his satchel and spread a thick green 
salve over the burns. “Never heard of it.” 

“I told you it wasn't real,” Dex said. 

“But I found it,” she insisted as Elwin sprinkled purple powder on top of the 
salve. “The scope got really hot when I flipped the latch, and it burned me.” 

Elwin wrapped her hands with thick blue cloth. “I’ve never heard of that 
happening. It’s always an adventure with you, Sophie—I'll give you that.” 

The annoying part was she couldn't argue. Why did weird things keep 
happening to her? 

“Ts that helping the pain?” Elwin asked. 

“Yes. Thanks.” 

“Good.” He poured a bottle of Youth over the cloth, soaking it through. “Did 
you bottle the light?” 

“I don't know.” In all the chaos she hadn't bothered to look. 

“T’ll check it” Dex ran over to the scope, which was still where Sophie had 
dropped it. “There’s something in it, but it’s weird.” 

“Don't touch it,” Elwin ordered. “Last thing I need is another patient.” 

Sophie hung her head. “I’m sorry I woke you.” 

“Don't worry about it. Gives me a good story to tell tomorrow.” 

She sighed. Marella and Keefe were going to have a field day with this. 

Elwin unwrapped her hands. The blisters were gone, but the skin was red and 
raw. He stroked his chin. “That should’ve worked better.” 

“Tt doesn’t hurt anymore.” 

“That’s because the salve numbs you. I’m going to have to make a stronger 
balm. Wait right here.” 

She nodded miserably. Where would she go? 

Elwin glittered away, and Dex plopped beside her. 


“You don’t have to wait with me.” 


“Like I would leave you in the middle of nowhere at night, injured. What kind 
of friend do you think I am?” 

“But you must be cold.” 

“Nope. I can regulate my body temperature. See?” He touched her cheek, and 
she was surprised at how warm his skin was. “Want me to teach you how to do it 
tomorrow?” 

“I can't. I’m going to Fitz and Biana’s.” 

“Ugh. Another day at the palace. Be sure to wear your crown.” 

“Are you ever going to stop that?” 

“Doesn't look like it.” 

“They're my friends. I wish you could be a little nicer about it.” 

“Hey, I hold a lot back.” 

She laughed. “Somehow I doubt that.” 

He ripped a handful of grass and tossed it away. “You just like seeing 
Wonderboy. Please don’t tell me you have some stupid crush on him.” 

“Of course not.” She could feel her cheeks blush and was glad once again for 
the darkness. 

Dex ripped more grass by the roots. “Then what is it? Why do you like him?” 

“He’s the one who found me.” As soon as the words left her mouth, she realized 
her slip. 

Dex stiffened. “That’s a story you haven't told me.” 

“I know.” She tried not to talk about her past—it brought up too many 
questions she didn’t have the answers to. 

“There's a lot you don’t tell me, isn’t there? Like your session in the Level Four 
wing. It’s not remedial studies, is it?” He waited for her to deny it. 

She didn’t. 

“What do you really do there?” 

“I can't tell you.” 

“Does Wonderboy know?” 

She sighed. “Yes.” 

He was quiet fora long time, mutilating more innocent blades of grass. “Well, 
that stinks.” 

“I didn’t tell him—if that’s what you're thinking. He’s just... involved ... so he 
gets to know certain things.” 

They sat in silence, destroying the grass and waiting for the other to speak. Dex 
finally sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m being a jerk.” 

“Tm sorry too. I hate keeping secrets from you. You're my best friend.” 


His head snapped up. “I’m your best friend?” 


She shrugged, looking away. “If you want to be.” 

“Are you kidding? Of course!” 

She smiled. “Do you think you could do me a favor, then?” 

“Sure. Anything” 

“Could you try to keep the Fitz bashing to a minimum?” 

“Ugh. Anything but that.” 

“Please, Dex?” 

He glowered at the ground. “Fine. But I’m only doing it for you—I still won't 
like him.” 

She smiled at his stubbornness. “Thank you. That means a lot.” 

Light flashed in front of them and Elwin reappeared, clutching a pot of 
ointment. “Okay, let’s see those hands again.” 

Sophie crinkled her nose as he spread the golden sludge across the burns. “Ew, 
Elwin. What’s in that stuff?” 

“Trust me, you don’t want to know. It needs to sit for a minute, so let’s see this 
starlight you bottled.” He knelt next to the stellarscope and his brows furrowed. 

“What is it?” Dex asked. 

“I don’t know.” He tapped the bottle quickly with one fingertip. “Its cold. What 
star did you say this came from?” 

“Elementine.” 

“Doesn't sound familiar. Well, don’t do anything with this until you show Sir 
Astin. And be careful.” He gently removed the bottle from the scope and handed it 
to Dex. Then he wrapped the bottle in one of his rags and tucked it in Sophie’s bag. 
He checked Sophie’s hands again, and this time the burns were totally gone. 

“Thanks, Elwin,” she mumbled. 

“That’s what I’m here for. You guys okay now?” 

“Yep. We're going home.” 

“Good. Come by my office tomorrow, Sophie. I want to make sure I didn’t miss 
anything.” 

She sighed. He should set up a permanent spot for her. 

“All right, my work is done here. Get home safe. Oh, and, Sophie? Better wash 


your hands, like, twenty times.” 


SOPHIE DIDN’T FEEL LIKE GETTING into the whole long story, so when 
Grady and Edaline asked how her night went, she just shrugged and said, “Good.” 
Then she took the longest, hottest, soapiest shower of her life. She planned to tell 
them in the morning, but one of the griffins escaped, so she figured she'd tell them 


about it when she got home. Maybe by then her Mentors would have explained 
what went wrong. 

She got to school early to stop by Elwin’s office discreetly. He was pleased with 
the healing but made her drink sour medicine just to be safe. 

She’d planned to ask Sir Conley about the strange starlight during 
elementalism, but he had her bottling flames, and she almost caught her cape on 
fire—twice. He gave her a thick, boring-looking book on firecatching to read 
before finals. Stupid cape. 

The worry caught up with her in the cafeteria. It seemed she was the only one 
who had any problems with the starlight assignment, which did not bode well for 
her grade. It didn’t help that as soon as she set out her bottles, Sir Astin frowned. 
“Where's your seventh star?” 

She bit her lip. Shed been hoping he wouldn't count. “Something weird 
happened. The stellarscope burned me when I bottled it.” 

His eyes widened, but he shook his head. “No—that’s absurd. It couldn’t be. . . .” 

“Do you want to see the bottle? I think there’s something wrong with it, but you 
tell me.” 

She dug the bundle out of her satchel. The icy chill stung her fingers even 
through the thick fabric, and it was heavier than the other bottles, almost like there 
was something solid inside. The glow was blinding when she unwrapped it. 

Sir Astin was always pale, but he looked downright ghostly as he jumped back 
and screamed, “Don’t move!” 

She froze. “Should I wrap it back up?” 

“I said don’t move! I need to think.” He started pacing, mumbling incoherently. 

“Okay, will you please tell me what this is? You’re freaking me out.” 

He laughed darkly. “Have you ever heard of Quintessence?” 

“The fifth element? I thought that was just a myth.” 

“I’m sure what you've heard is a myth. But the element is real. Quintessence is 
light in its truest, most powerful form. Under the right conditions, that little bottle 
could blow up this whole building—or worse.” 

She gulped. What was worse than blowing upa building? “What do we do?” 

“I have no idea!” He wrung his hands. “How did this happen?” 

“I don't know. I was just trying to fit the pattern.” 

“The pattern was metals! The stars on the list have metallic-toned light. You 
should have bottled something bronze or brass. Not this!” He gestured wildly at the 
bottle. 

Her cheeks flamed. Now that he mentioned it, the pattern did seem pretty 
obvious. “I’m sorry. For some reason I thought I needed to find Elementine.” 


He froze. “Where did you learn that name?” 

“T don't know. Probably from one of those star maps I memorized.” 

“No, Sophie. I never taught you that name. No one teaches that name.” His 
voice was hushed—barely audible. 

That explained why Dex and Elwin had never heard of it. “But I had to learn it 
here,” she insisted. “How else would I know it?” 

“I have no idea. Elementine is one of the five unmapped stars. Only the 
Councillors know their exact locations—and no one is allowed to bottle their light.” 
He swallowed loudly. “You’ve broken a very serious law, Sophie. This will merit a 


tribunal to decide how you should be punished.” 


THIRTY-TWO 


[HE HEARING WAS IN ETERNALIA, IN TRIBUNAL Hall. A blue banner 
flew from the dome, just like it had the first time Fitz took Sophie there. But this 


time it was for her. 

Sophie sat next to Alden on a raised platform facing the twelve empty thrones 
of the Councillors. Behind her sat Grady and Edaline, Dex, Sir Astin, Dame Alina, 
and Elwin—everyone remotely involved with the Quintessence incident. The rest 
of the enormous room was empty. The proceedings had been closed to the public, 
a rare procedure for a tribunal. But Alden explained that anything involving 
Quintessence had to be kept top secret. 

Each throne had a name carved across the top. Oralie’s had velvet cushions and 
a heart-shaped back covered in pink tourmaline. Kenric’s was sturdy and simple, 
made of polished wood encrusted with large pieces of amber. Bronte’s was plain 
silver dotted with onyx. The rest were names she'd never heard: Clarette, Velia, 
Terik, Liora, Emery, Ramira, Darek, Noland, Zarina. Their names alone were 
intimidating. She tugged out an eyelash and flicked it away. 

A mere two hours had passed since the moment Sophie showed Sir Astin the 
glowing bottle, but it felt like everything had changed. Foxfire was evacuated—a 
first in its three-thousand-year history. A special task force moved the 
Quintessence to an undisclosed location. Now she sat in the capital city—on trial 
for violating a major law. Bronte was probably salivating over the chance to convict 
her. 

Sophie sat up straighter as a dozen goblins marched into the room and 
stationed themselves in front of the thrones. She remembered them from 
Lumenaria, but shed forgotten how huge they were. 

“Bodyguards for the Councillors,” Alden explained. 

Her eyes focused on the strange swordlike weapons slung through their belts, 
and she couldn't help wondering what the Councillors needed protection from. 
Alden was always saying how safe their world was. 

A loud fanfare blasted through the room, and everyone rose as the Councillors 
appeared in front of their thrones. Dripping in jewels, draped in gleaming silver 
capes, and crowned with circlets, they made human royalty look like amateurs. 


Sophie’s lunch churned in her stomach. 


“Please be seated,” announced a Councillor with shoulder-length black hair and 
eyes that matched the sapphires in his crown. His throne said Emery across the 
top. “Thank you for coming on such short notice. We shall begin with you, Miss 
Foster.” 

She stood and gave the world’s most ungraceful curtsy. Oralie moved to 
Sophie’s side, placing one hand on her shoulder and holding her hand with the 
other. 

“Answer my questions honestly and there will be no problems,” Emery warned. 

Sophie nodded, the fear so consuming she wondered if she would be sick. She 
kept her eyes away from Bronte, knowing if she caught his cold gaze, she might 
lose it. 

“Where did you learn of the existence and location of Elementine?” 

“I don't know.” Her voice trembled. 

Emery glanced at Oralie. She nodded. 

“What made you look for it?” 

“My Universe homework.” 

Sir Astin coughed behind her, like he was unhappy with her answer. 

“What was it about your homework that made you think of it?” Emery asked. 

“Honestly? It just sounded right.” 

Oralie nodded again and Sophie finally understood. Oralie was reading her 
emotions—a living, breathing lie detector. 

“Have you any idea what to use Quintessence for?” Emery asked. “Consider 
your answer carefully, Miss Foster—this is crucial.” 

She racked her brain. There was something there—an idea so fuzzy she couldn't 
make sense of it. “I don’t know.” 

“Oralie?” Emery asked when Oralie frowned. 

“She’s confused,” she said in her fragile voice. “But not lying” 

Emery nodded and closed his eyes, placing his hands against his temples. 

The silence stretched endlessly, and Sophie wondered if she’d said something 
wrong. Finally, Emery opened his eyes. “Thank you, Miss Foster. You may be 
seated.” 

Her legs felt like Jell-O, but somehow she hobbled back to her seat beside 
Alden. 

“Sir Astin,” Emery said, and Sir Astin jumped out of his chair. Oralie returned 
to her throne. A Telepath could monitor Sir Astin’s thoughts for honesty. His mind 
wasn’t impenetrable, like Sophie's. “What stars was she assigned?” 

“They were, uh .. .” Sir Astin cleared his throat and fidgeted. “I believe they 


were...” 


Emery’s sigh echoed off the walls. “Do you remember, Miss Foster?” 

She leaped to her feet and gave another awkward curtsy. “Yes. It was Argento, 
Auriferria, Pennisi, Merkariron, Styggis, and Achromian.” 

Emery closed his eyes. “Can you repeat those one more time, slower?” 

She did, noticing that Kenric was plotting the stars on a map. He sucked in a 
breath. 

“Who created this list?” Emery demanded, glancing at Kenric. 

“I’m not certain,” Sir Astin admitted, cowering. “All the Universe Mentors 
submit them, and it wasn’t one of the lists I made.” 

“That’s convenient,” Bronte scoffed, and Sophie’s gaze followed his voice, 
against her better judgment. She shivered. He looked even more frightening seated 
at his jeweled throne. 

Emery held up his hand and Bronte fell silent. “Who assigned her that list?” 
The velvet folds of his voice hardened, but his face remained expressionless. 

“The lists are assigned at random,” Sir Astin stammered. “It was pure chance.” 

Emery closed his eyes, rubbing his temples. “Are you aware of any connection 
between those stars and Elementine?” 

Sir Astin shook his head. “I know nothing about Elementine except its name.” 

“Thank you.” Emery motioned for everyone to sit. The room fell silent again. 

“What’s going on?” Sophie whispered to Alden. 

“Emery mediates their discussion telepathically. He'll only speak once they've 
reached a consensus, so that the Council always presents a united front.” 

She supposed that made sense, but she felt sorry for Emery. He looked like he 
would need some strong aspirin after this. 

“Enough!” Emery ordered, holding his hands out like stop signs after what felt 
like an eternity. “We have reached a decision. It’s not unanimous”—he glared at 
Bronte—“but in this situation it does not need to be. Please rise, Miss Foster.” 

She leaned on Alden for support. 

“What you did was very dangerous—and violates one of our most fundamental 
laws. But we do not believe your actions were intentional, and because of that, you 
will not be held accountable. You will return to Foxfire tomorrow, and no mention 
will be made of this tribunal.” 

Sophie released the breath she’d been holding. Alden squeezed her hand. 

She was safe. It was over. 

“No one will know the details of this incident, or of Miss Foster’s involvement,” 
Emery continued, addressing the others in the room. “The official story will be 
that a suspicious substance was found, removed, and destroyed. No further details 


will be given. Is that understood?” 


Everyone murmured agreement. 

“Good. And, Lord Alden?” 

Alden held Emery’s gaze and nodded. 

“Thank you for your assistance with this matter.” Emery motioned for everyone 
to rise. “That concludes the tribunal.” 


“PM SO SORRY,” SOPHIE SAID for the millionth time to Grady, Edaline, and 
Dex as they met her and Alden outside Tribunal Hall. She wished she’d never have 
to set foot in the terrifying building again. But she knew she'd be back at the end of 
the year. Her knees shook at the thought. 

Dex grinned. “Are you kidding? This has been the coolest day ever! I finally got 
to see Eternalia. Foxfire was evacuated! I missed the Great Gulon Incident three 
years ago, but I bet it had nothing on this.” 

“What was the Great Gulon Incident?” she asked. 

Alden cleared his throat. “Perhaps we can discuss this another time? There’s 
still a few things Sophie and I need to do.” 

Grady and Alden exchanged a quick look, and Grady nodded. “We'll take Dex 
home. Where should I tell his family he’s been all afternoon?” 

The adults got their stories straight, and Dex leaned toward Sophie, a huge 
smile dimpling his cheeks. “Will Fitz get to know what really happened today?” 

“T doubt it.” 

“Excellent. I finally know something Wonderboy doesn't.” 

She couldn't help laughing. 

“Come on, Dex, time to go,” Grady interrupted. He looked at Sophie and 
smiled. “See you at home, kiddo.” 

Everyone flashed away, leaving Sophie alone with Alden. 

“Come on, Sophie. Let’s take a walk.” 


THIRTY- THREE 


ALDEN LED HER ALONG THE BANKS of the river that cut a winding path 
through the heart of Eternalia. “Do you know what these trees are called?” he 


asked, pointing to the mammoth trunks all around them. Burnt sienna bark 
braided up to the hunter green leaves, which fanned out like paintbrushes. 

“No,” Sophie admitted. She’d seen them around—there were even a few at 
Havenfield—but she never thought to ask what they were. 

“Their full name is Purfoliage palmae, but everyone calls them the Pures, because 
their leaves filter the air, keeping out any pollution or impurities. Every house and 
city has at least one to keep the air clean, and with so many growing here, Eternalia 
has the freshest, crispest air in the world.” He frowned at the sky, where a tinge of 
gray fuzzed through the blue. “Well, it does when there isn’t a fire nearby—but 
that’s not important. Do you wonder why I ask?” 

She nodded. 

“T was thinking how strange it is that you don’t know the name of one of our 
most common trees—and yet you knew the name and location of a star only a 
handful of us have ever heard of, and only the Councillors know how to find.” 

She stared at her feet. “I don’t know why. Honestly.” 

“I know, Sophie. No one thinks what happened is your fault. But we are 
concerned about what else might be stored away in that mind of yours.” 

Her head snapped up. “You think there’s other stuff?” 

“Tt’s possible. You knew how to read the cipher runes on those scrolls, didn’t 
you?” 

Her blood ran cold. Was that what Quinlin meant about her being a Keeper, all 
those months ago? “But... how would it get there?” 

“We don’t know.” The hesitation in his voice said otherwise, and it made her 
desperate to shove into his thoughts. But she was in enough trouble already. And 
maybe she didn’t want to know. ... 

“Is that what Emery said to you at the end?” She remembered Alden’s quick 
nod. “He told you something telepathically, didn’t he?” 

“You are observant, aren't you?” He sighed. “He was giving me another 
instruction for you.” 

Her stomach lurched. “Is it bad?” 


“Of course not. Come with me.” 


He took her hand and leaped them to the edge of Eternalia, where a row of 
identical crystal castles glowed pink and orange in the sunset. 

“Where are we?” Sophie asked as he led her toward the farthest one. 

“These are the Councillors’ offices. You have an appointment with Councillor 
Terik.” 

Her legs went weak from nerves, and she missed a step on the way to the door. 
Alden steadied her before she fell. 

The door opened before Alden knocked, and an elf with wavy brown hair and 
an emerald-encrusted circlet examined Sophie with curious, cobalt blue eyes. She 
dropped a shaky curtsy as Alden bowed. 

“Do you want me to stay?” Alden asked. 

Terik waved him away. “It works better one-on-one—you know that.” 

“Then TIl be back in ten minutes.” He squeezed Sophie's shoulder. “Just relax, 
Sophie. No reason to worry.” 

She nodded, her mouth too dry to speak. 

Terik led her inside, to an oval sitting room off the main entryway. He 
motioned for her to take a seat in one of the plush armchairs, and sat across from 
her. “Did Alden explain why you're here?” 

She shook her head, unable to find her voice. 

He laughed, a soft, pleasing sound, which rang off the crystal walls and lifted 
the heavy atmosphere of the room. “There’s no need to be afraid. What’s about to 
happen is quite an honor. Parents beg me to do this for their children and I refuse. 
Causes too many problems.” He sighed. “It’s quite a burden being the only 
Descryer.” 

He seemed to be waiting fora response, so she nodded again. 

“You have no idea what that means, do you?” 

She hesitated a second before shaking her head. 

“How delightfully refreshing. It means I can sense potential. So you can see 
why parents are always clamoring for me to meet their children. I used to agree, 
but then I noticed how often it backfired. Potential is nothing if it’s never lived up 
to, now is it?” 

She cleared her throat, realizing she hadn't said a word since she'd arrived. “No.” 

“She speaks! I was beginning to wonder if you'd forgotten how.” He smiled. “I 
know you're nervous, Sophie, but I promise, you have no reason to be. The Council 
decided that—given today’s unusual circumstances—it might be a good idea for 
me to see what I sense about you. It’s painless, I promise. All I have to do is hold 


your hands and concentrate. Do you think you can handle that?” He extended his 
hands to her. 


She hesitated half a second before placing her hands in his. A tiny part of her 
feared what he would find, but she also understood that this wasn't optional. She 
took a deep breath as he closed his eyes, counting the seconds to stay calm. 

Five hundred thirteen seconds passed before he opened his eyes again. 

“Fascinating,” he whispered, staring into space. 

Another 327 seconds passed before he released her hands and stood up. 
“Incredible.” 

“Am I allowed to know what you sensed?” she asked quietly. 

“I would tell you if I knew what to say. I felt something—something strong, But 
I couldn't tell what it was.” 

She already knew the answer, but she had to ask. “Has that ever happened 
before?” 

“No. It’s definitely a first.” He moved toward the door, opening it before Alden 
could knock. 

Alden glanced between Terik and Sophie. “How did it go?” 

“Interesting,” Terik murmured, his mind far away. 

When he said no more, Alden turned to Sophie. “Are you ready to go home?” 

She nodded. Terik didn’t say goodbye, and he was still standing there, lost in 
his own thoughts, as the light swept them away. 


ALDEN HANDED HER A PARCEL wrapped in green paper when they reached 
Havenfield. “The Council also insisted you keep one of these.” 

She unwrapped the thick teal book, running her fingers across the silver bird 
etched into the cover. It had long legs like a crane, sweeping tail feathers like a 
peacock, and a curved neck like a swan. “It’s beautiful.” 

“It’s a memory log” He opened the book to the smooth white pages inside. 
“Has Tiergan taught you how to project?” 

She nodded. 

“Good. The Council wants you to keep track of your memories—to see if we 
find any that aren’t yours.” 

“How do I do that?” They couldn't expect her to record every memory she’d 
ever had. That would be impossible. 

“Just record anything that seems important. And record all the dreams you 
remember.” 

She bit her lip. “Even the nightmares?” 

“Have you been having nightmares?” 

“Sometimes.” Since school started she’d stopped having them every night, but 


at least once a week she still woke up in a cold sweat. “Sometimes I dream that my 


family 1s trapped ina burning house, trying to get out.” She shivered as the 
terrifying images flashed through her mind. 

Alden was quiet for a second before he said softly, “Your family is safe, Sophie. 
You have no reason to worry about them.” 

She met his eyes. “You won't tell me what’s going on with the fires?” 

He took a step back, like he needed distance between her and her question. 

“Do the fires have something to do with me?” She held her breath as he seemed 
to debate about his answer. 

“I... don't know,” he whispered. “Which is why this memory log is so 
important. TIl be checking it regularly to see if there’s anything useful. Make sure 
you record those nightmares.” 

She nodded. 

“There's a good girl.” He pulled her in for a one-armed hug, then froze. “You 
haven't told Grady and Edaline about those dreams, have you?” 

“No. Why?” 

“Jolie died in a fire. Didn't they tell you?” 

She shook her head. “They never talk about her. I don’t think they know that I 
know.” 

Sadness crept across his face in thin lines. “It’s hard for them. You can’t imagine 
how hard. Death is such a common thing for humans. For us .. .” He stared into 
the distance. “Her fiancé’s house caught fire. He tried to save her, but there wasn’t 
time. He barely made it out alive, and even then . . ” He didn’t finish, but 
something in his eyes told her it did not end well. 

Sophie tried not to imagine the horror he was describing. Burning to death— 
the thought alone made her shudder. “I won’t mention the dreams, I promise.” 

“Thank you.” He smiled sadly, and left her. 

She went straight to her room and closed the door. 

Projecting her nightmares into the memory log was easy. Seeing them so 
vividly was awful. Her whole body shook as she stared at her terrified family 
surrounded by smoke and flames. She slammed the log shut, hiding it behind her 
bookshelf so no one could find it. 

Desperate to replace those horrifying images, she grabbed her old scrapbook 
and sank onto her bed. She hadn’t touched it since the day Dex looked through it. 

She never made it past the cover. 

Edaline found her later, still staring at the closed album. “Everything okay?” 

Sophie jumped, pressing the scrapbook into her chest. “I’m fine.” Her voice 
sounded sharper than she meant it to be. 


Edaline frowned. “Dinner’s waiting downstairs.” 
g 


The thought of food turned her stomach. “I’m not really hungry. But thanks.” 

“Oh... okay.” Edaline sat next to her on the bed. “Did something happen with 
Alden? You can tell me.” She reached out to stroke Sophie’s arm, but Sophie 
flinched—afraid Edaline might touch the scrapbook. 

Edaline retracted her hand, looking anywhere but Sophie. 

“Sorry, I didn't—’” Sophie started. 

Edaline waved away the apology, forcing a smile on her lips as she stood. “Don't 
worry about it. You want to be alone. I’ll send some dinner up later, in case you get 
hungry.” 

Sophie watched her leave, hating herself for hurting Edaline’s feelings. But 
she’d have to set it right later. Right now she had bigger problems. 

She took a deep breath and forced herself to look at the photo mounted to the 
cover of the scrapbook again, to make sure her eyes weren't playing tricks on her. 

Bile rose in her throat. 

There she was, eleven years old, building a sand castle on the beach. But it 
wasn't an imaginary castle, like shed thought it was at the time. 

She recognized that castle. 

She’d been inside it this afternoon. 

The twisted turrets. The sweeping arches. It was an exact replica of the crystal 
castles in Eternalia. 

So how could she build a model of it a year before she knew it existed? 


THIRTY-FOUR 


THE COUNCIL WAS RIGHT. INFORMATION HAD been planted in her 


brain. 

The idea was too huge, she couldn't make it fit inside her head. 

Her hands shook as she ripped the photo off the scrapbook. She was violating 
everything Alden told her—everything the Council ordered—but if anyone found 
out, her life would never be the same again. She couldn't face that. 

She slipped the photo into the middle of a thick book and shoved the book 
among a dozen other thick books on the highest shelf: It should be safe there. For 
now. 

All she wanted was to curl into a ball and never get up again, but she didn’t have 
time. Someone stuck stuff in her brain and she needed to find those memories— 
before they got her in trouble again. 

What had made her think of Elementine? 

She pulled out her star maps and plotted the stars on her list on one page—like 
she’d seen Kenric do at the tribunal. The six stars formed two lines, pointing 
straight to Elementine. 

The room swam around her. 

It couldn't be an accident. That list must’ve been made specifically for her. 
Which meant someone wanted her to find Elementine. 

But who? And why? 

And what would they want next? 

She stayed up all night projecting anything she could think of into her memory 
log, but when the sun rose she was no closer to the answer. All she knew for sure 
was that she had to keep it secret. If the Council found out, they'd never let her stay 
at Foxfire—Bronte would make sure of it. They might even decide she was 
dangerous, and she didn’t want to think about what they'd do then. 

Especially since she couldn't be sure she wasn't dangerous. She'd almost blown 
up the school—or worse. What if that had been the plan when someone gave her 
that list? 

Nowhere seemed safe enough to hide the memory log, so she stuffed it in the 
bottom of her satchel to keep with her at all times. None of her friends noticed 
how stressed she was. They were used to her difficulties in PE, and during lunch 


they were too distracted by all the pressure they were getting to manifest special 
abilities. It wasn’t until telepathy that she wished she’d stayed home sick. 

“Did you sleep at all last night?” Tiergan asked as she slumped into her chair. 

“No.” There was no point lying. She’d seen her reflection. Her dark circles 
rivaled Edaline’s. 

“T expected as much.” He cleared his throat. “Alden told me what happened 
yesterday.” 

She should have guessed that. Which meant he knew about her special 
assignment. She gripped her satchel, like holding it tighter would protect the 
secrets inside. 

“Have you started the memory log?” he asked, confirming her fear. 

She hesitated for a second before she nodded. 

“I assume you don’t want to show me.” 

Silence stretched between them until Tiergan removed a black pathfinder from 
his pocket. “Concentrate,” he commanded, and a wave of blue light swept them 
away. 

Noise hammered into her brain as the scenery glittered back into substance. 

“Remember to shield,” Tiergan shouted as she covered her ears, trying to 
squeeze out the pain. 

She closed her eyes and pushed against the noise with her mind. The chaos 
quieted and she started breathing again. Tiergan led her to a bench and she sank 
down, exhausted. 

He plopped beside her. “Welcome to Los Angeles. Actually, I believe they call 
this place Hollywood.” 

She’d been away from humans for almost six months—long enough to forget 
the traffic, pollution, and trash. It turned her stomach. “Um, arent we a little 
conspicuous?” She pulled on her stupid cape. 

“Here?” Across the street Spider-Man and Batman posed for pictures outside 
Mann’s Chinese Theatre. 

“No, I guess not.” If anything, they blended right in. “What are we doing here?” 

“Breaking the law.” He held up the pathfinder, casting blue beams of light on 
the ground. “Only blue crystals take you to the Forbidden Cities, and only certain 
members of the nobility are allowed to have them. Mine was issued back when I 
worked for the Council, and I ‘forgot’ to give it back when I resigned. So this trip is 
our little secret, okay?” 

She nodded. 

“I come here sometimes. I’m not supposed to, but it helps to see them in real 


life.” He pointed to the humans wandering the streets, oblivious to the elves sitting 


among them. “We've cut ourselves off—vanished into the light. Makes it easy to 
forget how similar we are. Or could be—if they weren't so stubborn.” 

He paused, like he was waiting for her to speak. But she didn’t know what to 
say. 

“Do you miss your human life?” he asked. 

She thought about the headaches, the fear of discovery, how out of place she 
always felt, and opened her mouth to say, “No.” But, “Sometimes I miss my family,” 
slipped out instead. 

His expression softened. “That’s good, Sophie. You, of all people, should never 
forget where you came from. If you ever need reminding, let me know and I'll 
bring you here.” 

She nodded. 

“Do you wonder why you were hidden with humans?” 

Her mind darted unwillingly to Prentice. “My real parents must’ve wanted to 
get rid of me,” she whispered. 

He closed his eyes, and pain seeped into his features. “Trust me, Sophie—no 
one ‘got rid of’ you. Don't you know how special you are?” 

“Yeah, special enough to have secret information stored in my brain without 
my permission,” she mumbled. Which was probably why Prentice got rid of her. 
Who'd want a freak for a daughter? 

Or maybe he was the one who planted the information. Her hands clenched 
into fists. 

“That’s not the only reason you're special, believe me.” Tiergan cleared the 
strain out of his voice. “Have you remembered anything else since the tribunal?” 

She watched an ant crawl across the dirty pavement. 

“I understand if you aren't ready to talk about it. But don’t be afraid to explore 
your memories. They might be the only way to understand who you really are.” 

“What if I’m someone bad?” she whispered, putting words to the fear that had 
consumed her since yesterday. 

“I can assure you youre not,” he promised. 

She shook her head, refusing to believe him. “What do you know about 
Prentice?” 

Tiergan shifted in his seat. 

“I know that’s classified information, but I think I deserve to know who he was.” 
She took an extra breath for courage. “He was my father, wasn’t he?” 

Tiergan sucked in a breath. “Of course not. Why would you think that?” 

“He was a Keeper, and he was exiled because of me. It’s not hard to put the 


pieces together.” 


“Sophie, look at me,” Tiergan said, waiting until she did. “Prentice was exiled 
because he was hiding your existence—not because he was responsible for it.” 

“What do you mean?” 

He hesitated, and she could tell he was warring with himself} deciding how 
much to Say. 

“Please,” she whispered. “No one will tell me anything about my past.” 

He sighed and looked away. When he spoke, his words were hurried, like he 
was forcing them out before he could change his mind. “Prentice was a Keeper for 
a group called the Black Swan, and the information he was hiding was you. Where 
to find you. Td warned Prentice there would be consequences for helping the Black 
Swan, but he didn’t listen. And when he was captured, he sacrificed his sanity to 
keep you hidden. Now he lives in exile, his mind a shattered, useless mess.” 

“That’s why you're so upset with Alden?” 

He nodded. “Alden was the one who found him. I pleaded for mercy on 
Prentice’s behalf, but the Council demanded to know what Prentice hid in his 
mind, so Alden oversaw something called a memory break. It’s a type of probe that 
shatters someone’s sanity in order to access their hidden memories.” 

Sophie shivered. She couldn’t picture Alden carrying out that kind of order— 
unless he knew he was right. But why wouldn’t Prentice just tell them where she 
was? “What exactly is the Black Swan?” 

“Something our society doesn’t know what to do with.” He wrung the edge of 
his cape between his hands. “The name is a metaphor. For thousands of years 
humans were convinced there was no such thing as a black swan. So when a black 
swan was found, it became a symbol of something that shouldn't exist but does. A 
small group of insurgents in our society adopted the name. A brewing rebellion—a 
black swan—in a society where rebellion isn’t supposed to exist.” 

“How do you know so much about them?” she had to ask. 

“You're not the only one with secrets you'd rather not share.” 

Sophie swallowed, realizing how little she knew about her favorite Mentor. He 
couldn't be involved in anything ... wrong, could he? 

No. Tiergan was one of the kindest people she knew. He could never be bad. 

Bad. 

“So, the Black Swan are the bad guys, right?” she whispered, staring at her 
hands. “And if they have something to do with me...” She couldn't bear to follow 
the thought to its end. 

Tiergan took her hands and waited for her to meet his eyes. “Whatever the 
Black Swan is, it has nothing to do with who you are. When I look at you, I only see 


good. You came forward when you cheated—you even chose to serve your 


detention when you didn’t have to. Whatever’s in your mind is just information. 
And whatever secrets lie in your past do not change who you are now. I have no 
doubt you'll make the right decisions, whenever the time comes to make them.” 

His words felt more healing than the balm Elwin used to cool her burns. Her 
voice was thick when she spoke. “Thank you, Tiergan. ril try to remember that.” 

She wasn’t sure what to do with the other things he told her. The bits and 
pieces belonged toa puzzle she didn’t know if she wanted to solve. For now she 
tucked them away, clinging to the hope that Tiergan was right—that she was good. 
As long as that was true, she could survive pretty much anything else. 


DESPITE TIERGAN’S ENCOURAGEMENT, SOPHIE DIDN’T feel ready for 
anyone to know about her revelations. Especially Bronte. 

She kept the memory log with her at all times and only took it out to work on 
when she was alone. Grady and Edaline were used to her practicing alchemy in the 
caves, sO they didn’t question her disappearing after school every day with Iggy. 
And Dex was so busy with the added ability-detecting exercises, he didn’t notice 
they weren't hanging out as much. The only one who seemed concerned was Biana. 

She cornered Sophie in the hallway. “Are you mad at me?” 

“What? No. Why?” 

“You haven’t come over in at least three weeks. It was before the school was 
evacuated.” 

Had it really been that long? “Sorry. I’ve been superbusy.” 

“Do you want to come over this weekend?” 

“I don’t think I can.” She needed to avoid Alden, so he wouldn't ask to see her 
memory log. 

“What about next weekend?” 

“Uh... sure.” Biana seemed so insistent, and she could always cancel. 

Biana straightened, like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders. “Cool. I'll 
tell my parents so they know to be home.” 

“Oh. Good.” She was sure her smile looked more like a grimace. 

Deep down she knew she was overreacting. Other than Elementine and the 
photo of the sand castle, she hadnt found anything significant. Shed poured 
through her scrapbook for anything elf-ish and recorded every dream, but there 
was nothing worth hiding. Maybe Elementine was a one-time thing. She wasn’t 
going to stop searching, but maybe she didn’t need to stress so much about the 
memory log. 

So she didn’t cancel her plans with Biana. She went to Everglen. And it felt like 


coming home. 


They played base quest, and this time she was on Fitz’s team. His eyes held a 
tiny bit of envy when Sophie showed him the way she tracked thoughts to an exact 
location. She tried to teach him, but his mind couldnt master it, so she did the 
tracking and transmitted the location to him so he could tag Keefe and Biana out. 
She was so familiar with the feel of Fitz’s mind after all the times she’d transmitted 
to him across the campus during her telepathy sessions, she barely had to 
concentrate to find him. 

After losing three rounds in a row, Keefe refused to play unless Sophie was on 
his team. She agreed to the switch, and then transmitted their hiding spots to Fitz 
so they'd lose and keep the suspicion off of her. Keefe looked ready to explode 
when Fitz tagged him out the second time, and he spent the rest of the night 
grumbling about conspiracies. Sophie laughed until her sides hurt. She couldn't 
believe she’d let fear keep her away from this much fun for over a month. 

Especially since Alden never asked to see her memory log. He and Della hugged 
her, told her to visit more often, and disappeared for the rest of the day on official 
business. For once she didn’t want to know where they went. 

She was done asking questions. Done investigating conspiracies—not that she’d 
made any headway. She didn’t want to accidentally trigger any more memories. 
Ignorance was safer. 

Whatever was going on was the Council’s problem, not hers. She wouldn't let 


fear control her again. 


SHE MADE IT ONE WHOLE month without unnecessary stress or worry, and 
then Dame Alina said the two most terrifying words ever: “final exams.” 

One month until finals. And even if she passed the tests, she still had to face 
another tribunal, where the Council—Bronte—would permanently decide her 
future at Foxfire. She felt like throwing up every time she thought about it. 

Alchemy was still her worst subject, but she also struggled with elementalism 
and PE—all the subjects where she had to do things, not just learn. She still hadn't 
figured out how to turn off the part of her brain that screamed levitating was 
impossible, that lightning couldn't be jarred, that the law of conservation of mass 
was a legitimate scientific principle—and it always messed her up. 

Dex had been nagging her for months to try an elixir he invented called 
Nogginease, which contained limbium, a rare mineral that could supposedly clear 
her mind. She'd resisted, since she couldn't use it during the exams, but maybe it 
was like learning to ride a bike. She needed training wheels to start. 

Dex looked downright giddy when she asked for a bottle—probably because 


her lack of skill caused him to lose when they were on the same team in PE. He 


brought her a week’s supply the next morning. 

She swallowed the unnaturally cold syrup in one gulp, wincing as the chill ran 
down her throat. “I don’t feel different.” 

Dex laughed. “Give it a chance. Your body needs time to absorb it.” 

“I should probably change into my uniform then.” 

A few steps toward the locker room her mind fuzzed. She leaned against the 
wall for support. “I don’t think it’s working right.” 

She couldn't describe what was happening, but she was pretty sure it wasn’t a 
good thing. 

Dex rushed to her side. “You don’t look so great.” 

“I don't feel so great.” She closed her eyes—the blurry vision was nauseating— 
and tore at her clothes. It was far, far too hot to wear a cape. 

“Here, let me,” Dex said, unfastening the clasp on her cape. “What’s wrong?” 

“I don't know.” She tugged at her vest. “My skin’s on fire.” 

“Whoa, what are those?” Dex pointed to the huge red bumps popping up on 
her arms. 

“Oh no,” she gasped, collapsing. “Allergy . a, 

Dex caught her before she hit the ground. “Allergy? What’s an allergy?” 

She wanted to explain, but her chest felt like something was crushing it and she 
couldn't get enough air. The world spun harder and her vision dimmed. 

“Hang on. I'll take you to Elwin.” Dex threw her over his shoulder, and then 
they were moving. He was strong, but they were the same height, and she weighed 
almost as much as he did, so their progress was slow. Maybe too slow. Fear settled 
into every muscle, making her tremble. 

Then someone else grabbed her, cradling her in their arms. She heard some 
sort of discussion—an argument maybe—and then she was moving much faster. 
She was too far gone to make sense of it. There was a tugging in her stomach and a 


burning in her throat, and then she was out cold. 


THIRTY-FIVE 


Dont TRY TO SPEAK YET, SOPHIE,” a familiar voice whispered as her eyes 


flut- tered open. 

She couldn't, even if she wanted to. Her throat chafed like sandpaper and her 
tongue felt like a foreign object. Her blurry eyes focused on the wild-haired head 
hovering over her. 

“Nod if you can understand me,” Elwin instructed. 

She nodded, surprised by how much energy the simple movement took. 

“That’s the first good news today.” He smiled, but it didn’t erase the worry in his 
eyes as he held a small bottle against her lips. “I need you to swallow something for 
me.” 

Some of it dribbled across her chin, but she managed to get most of it down. 

“Thats a good girl.” He wiped her face with a soft cloth and placed a cold 
compress against her forehead. “Just rest for now, okay?” 

She nodded again, exhausted from the effort. 

The warm liquid soothed her dry throat and sent cool, tingling sensations 
rushing through her body. After a few minutes she could swallow normally again. 
“What happened?” 

“Tm not exactly sure. Dex said you told him it was an allergy. He thinks it 
might be the limbium in a solution he gave you, because you'd never had it before.” 

Her fuzzy memories focused. “Where is Dex?” 

“I made him and Fitz wait outside till I had things under control. Things gota 
little too messy for spectators.” 

Fitz? 

She vaguely remembered stronger arms carrying her to safety. Had that been 
Fitz? She was about to ask when she caught what Elwin said. “Messy?” 

“Don't worry, I cleaned up all the vomit. But you need to change your shirt.” 

She bolted upright. “I threw up?” 

“Everywhere. Never seen anything like it. It’s always an adventure with you, isn’t 
it? But don't worry, I don’t mind—and neither did Fitz. It was only his PE 
uniform.” 

She threw up on Fitz? 

“Oh no,” she wailed, wondering if it was possible to die of embarrassment. 


“What’s the matter? Are you in pain?” 


“No,” she moaned, trying to crawl under the blankets and disappear. She could 
smell the mess on her uniform now and she couldn’t decide which was worse, 
knowing it was on her or knowing it was on Fitz, too. “Why? Why did this have to 
happen?” 

“I don't know much about allergies. Never seen one before—and I can’t say I'd 
like to see another. Bullhorn screamed his head off when you came in. Scared the 
wits out of me.” 

She cringed. “Tt was that close?” 

He bit his lip. “Bullhorn’s never done that before.” 

They both shivered. 

“How did you know what to do?” she whispered. 

“I didn’t. I just took my best guess and hoped it would work. When Bullhorn 
left you alone, I knew I was on the right track.” 

“Well... thank you.” The words felt trite, considering hed saved her life. But 
what else could she say? 

“Just don’t ever do that to me again! I’m going to make up a bottle of what I 
gave you, and I want you to keep it with you in case you ever have another reaction 
—and stay away from limbium.” 

“PI try? 

He gave her one of his huge tunics and left her alone to change. Her soiled 
uniform went into an airtight bag to block the smell. 

“You up for company?” Elwin asked when she finished. “Fitz and Dex won't 
leave until they see that you're okay.” 

She sank lower in her bed and nodded, wondering how to apologize to 
someone for vomiting on them. 

“You guys can come in,” Elwin called. 

Dex rushed to her side, followed closely by Fitz. 

Dex’s eyes were red and swollen. “I’m so sorry, Sophie. I had no idea you'd react 
like that. I’d never—’ 

“Tt’s okay, Dex,” she interrupted. “It wasn’t your fault. And I’m fine now. See?” 
She held up her arm, showing him the blotch-free skin. 

Dex let out a deep breath. “You're really okay?” 

“Yeah. Just humiliated.” She scraped together the courage to look at Fitz. He 
wore a fitted white undershirt, his PE tunic noticeably absent. “I’m so sorry, Fitz. I 
can't believe I—” 

He held up his hands and smiled his dazzling smile. “Don’t worry about it. It 
wasn't nearly as bad as the time Alvar’s pet raptor peed all over me. Now that was 


disgusting.” 


She wanted to believe him, but she was fairly sure she’d always be the girl who 
threw up on him. It was hard to resist the urge to crawl under a rock and disappear 
for a decade or two. “Still. Pm sorry.” 

“You don't need to be. I’m just glad you're okay and I was there to help.” 

Dex reeled on Fitz. “I didn’t need your help.” 

“Please, you never would have made it in time.” 

“I would too!” He looked to Sophie to back him up. 

“I... don’t remember.” She wanted to spare Dex’s feelings, but deep down she 
knew Fitz was right. Which was a scary thought. 

Dex scowled. 

“Has that ever happened to you before?” Fitz asked. 

“Only once—when I was nine.” 

“Had you had any limbium when it happened?” Elwin asked. 

“Td never heard of it before Dex told me about it. Humans don’t have stuff like 
that.” 

“Then what caused it last time?” 

“The doctors ran a ton of tests, but they never figured it out. So they just 
injected me with a bunch of medicines and steroids and told me to be more 
careful.” She shivered at the memory of the needles. 

Elwin stroked his chin. “I honestly can't do much better. The best I can say is to 
stay away from limbium and wear this all the time.” He handed her a tiny black 
bottle hanging from a cord. “If anything like that ever happens again, drink that 
immediately and find me.” 

“T will.” She tied the cord around her neck. “Can I go to PE now?” 

“Are you crazy?” Elwin asked. “I’m taking you home to rest—don’'t even think 
about arguing.” 

She could tell he wouldn't budge, so she slid out of bed, wobbling as the blood 
rushed to her head. Fitz caught and steadied her. 

She blushed in his arms. “Thanks.” 

“You shouldnt be on your feet yet,” Elwin scolded, grabbing her arm and 
wrapping it across his wide shoulders to support her. “You guys should get to 
session. Well, Fitz might want to hit the showers first.” 

Dex snickered and Sophie hung her head. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. 

Fitz smiled. “Forget it, okay?” 

“I will if you will.” 

“Deal.” Then Elwin stepped into the light and the warmth pulled them away. 


“ELWIN?” GRADY CALLED, DROPPING EVERYTHING when he saw them. 
He raced over with Edaline hot on his heels. “What’s going on?” 

“I brought Sophie home to rest. She had a bit of a crisis.” 

“Crisis?” Edaline sounded panicked as she ushered everyone inside, and Elwin 
led Sophie to the couch. “What happened?” 

Sophie hid her face as Elwin gave them the full story, but she peeked through 
her fingers when Grady and Edaline gasped over Bullhorn screaming. 

They both looked deathly pale. 

“Did Bullhorn lay down beside her?” Grady asked. His voice sounded hollow. 
Banshees only did that when someone was on their final breaths. 

“Yes,” Elwin admitted quietly. “At first he was just screaming, but then he got 
quiet and curled up against her chest—nearly gave me a heart attack.” 

“So... she almost died,” Edaline whispered. Her eyes darted to Sophie, and 
widened. “You almost died!” 

Sophie couldn't quite hide her shiver. 

Grady cleared his throat and squeezed Edaline’s hand. “She’s okay now, right?” 

“She should be. She’s tough. How else could she survive so many disasters?” 

Grady and Edaline didn’t smile. 

“She looks so pale,” Edaline whispered. She reached for Sophie but retracted 
her hand before actually touching her. 

“She just needs to rest. She'll be back to normal tomorrow.” 

“Tm already back to normal,” Sophie said, hating how worried Grady and 
Edaline looked. 

“But what if this happens again?” Edaline asked. 

“It won't,” Sophie promised. 

“Is that true?” Grady asked Elwin. 

“T’ll have to do some research. In the meantime, I gave her an emergency 
solution to keep with her. Let’s hope she won't need it, and that it works if she 
does.” 

They both nodded blankly. 

Elwin squeezed Edaline’s arm. “She’s fine now. Once she rests and has 
something to eat she’ll be back to her old self” 

“I am back to my old self” Sophie insisted. 

Edaline nodded, but she didn't look convinced. 

“Well,” Grady said, turning to Elwin. “We should let you get back to work. 
Thank you for all you did to save her.” 

“Just doing my job. Besides, Sophie’s my best patient.” He gave Sophie a small 


smile. “Just make your next crisis less dramatic, okay?” 


“Maybe this is my last catastrophe,” she mumbled. 

Elwin laughed. “You? Never.” 

Grady’s lips tightened and Edaline looked at the floor. Clearly, they agreed with 
Elwin. Except they didn’t seem to think it was funny. 


GRADY HELPED HER UP THE stairs and Edaline brought her a bowl of 
brothy soup in bed, but their minds seemed to be elsewhere. When Sophie 
finished eating, Edaline clapped twice and the shades plunged the room into 
darkness. The shadowy light made them both look worn and haggard. 

“Are you okay?” Sophie asked. 

“Were worried about you,” Edaline whispered, her eyes on the floor. 

Sophie opened her mouth, searching fora way to convince them that she really 
was okay, but her soft bed and the comforting darkness turned it into a yawn. 

“Get some sleep,” Grady said as he tucked her in for the first time since she’d 
moved in. 

Maybe it was the way he wrapped the blankets extra snug. Or maybe it was 
Edaline handing her Ella. Or maybe it was almost dying. Whatever it was, she 
snuggled into her pillow feeling so much like family she couldn’t help whispering, 
“I love you guys,” into the silence. 


But her exhausted body fell asleep before she heard their answer. 


THIRTY-SIX 


A HIGH-PITCHED SCREECH—LIKE TIRES squealing across pavement 


mixed with hun- dreds of shrieking girls—jolted Sophie out of her dreams. She 
threw on work clothes and rushed outside to see if Grady and Edaline needed her 
help. 

It was still dark, but once her eyes adjusted Sophie could see an eagle-size 
golden pterodactyl trying to escape the leash Grady held. It somersaulted in the 
sky, dragging Grady like dead weight, while Edaline and the gnomes tried to calm 
the nearby animals. 

Screeeeeeeeeeeeeeeech! 

Sophie covered her ears. “How can I help?” she shouted to Grady. 

“You shouldn’t be up. Go back to bed, Sophie. We don't need any help.” Grady 
wrapped the leash around his legs for extra stability and then yanked the cord, 
trying to rein the creature in. The beast fought back, using speed and momentum 
to pull Grady over as it gained headway. 

Screeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeech! 

Kinda looked like he needed help. T 

Sophie stared at the pterodactyl, trying to figure out what to do. Two enormous 
golden eyes locked with hers, and as she held its gaze an image filled her mind. 

Fire. 

Sophie wasn’t sure how, but she knew what to do. She raced for the shed, 
grabbed the alchemy torch Edaline used when she made solutions for the animals, 
and raced back outside. A pile of dried umber leaves sat in the middle of the 
pasture, waiting to be dispersed to the animals for breakfast. Sophie ran straight 
for it and lit the mound before she could change her mind. 

“What are you doing?” Edaline screamed as Sophie jumped back from the 
enormous blue flames that smelled uncannily like fried chicken. “Someone get 
some quicksnuff” 

“Just wait a second,” Sophie said, pointing to the pterodactyl, which had 
quieted down. “I know what I’m doing.” She really hoped that was true. 

The creature circled once, then dived nose first into the blaze. Sophie couldn't 
help shrieking as the fire engulfed its golden body, but the pterodactyl flapped its 
wings in the flames like a bird in a birdbath. Sophie had to back away to avoid the 
flying sparks. 


“What on earth were you thinking?” Edaline demanded, jerking Sophie farther 
away from the fire. “What would possess you to do that?” 

“It was cold.” Sophie pointed to the pterodactyl, still playing in the flames. 

“Cold?” Grady asked, joining them. He was covered in bits of grass and mud. 

“Yeah,” Sophie told him. “She needed fire.” 

Grady stared at Sophie, then at the creature. “I think you're right. I bet this is a 
flareadon. They have fire-resistant fur—and they have to be around flames or 
they'll freeze to death. It’s why they’re so rare. But how did you know that?” 

“Tm not sure, but I think . . .” She tried to replay the moment. It wasn’t a 
triggered memory—she’d been worried about that at first. It was more like... 

“I think I read its mind. Is that possible D” 

Grady ran his hand across his face. “I don’t know. I’ve never heard of anyone 
reading an animal’s mind before.” 

“Who cares?” Edaline interrupted, her voice an octave higher than normal. “You 
could’ve been burned! You could’ve been killed! And you're supposed to be in bed, 
resting from your last brush with death!” 

Sophie backed a step away from the wild-eyed Edaline. “I was just trying to 
help.” 

“We don’t need your help, Sophie. We need you inside—where it’s safe. Now 
go!” She pointed to the house. 

Sophie glanced at Grady, hoping he’d defend her—she did solve the problem, 
after all. But Grady was too busy holding a trembling Edaline. That’s when it hit 
her. 

Fire. 

Death. 

Jolie. 

“’’m—I'm sorry,” Sophie stammered, not sure what to say. “I didn’t mean to 
worry you.” 

“It’s fine,” Grady said, as much to Edaline as to Sophie. He turned to Sophie. 
“Go back inside and rest. We'll talk in the morning.” He sounded calm and quiet. 
But something in his expression warned her not to push. 

“Okay,” she mumbled, dropping her eyes. “I guess I'll see you when I wake up.” 

Neither of them said anything as she walked back to the house. No good night. 
Certainly no hugs. And when she turned back to wave, they'd already turned away. 


THINGS WEREN’T MUCH BETTER AT breakfast the next morning. Grady 
and Edaline’s smiles looked forced, and neither had much to Say. 
“So where did the flareadon come from?” Sophie asked, trying to fill the silence. 


“She flew into our pasture, screeching her head off, and we scrambled to calm 
her down,” Grady answered. “That’s when you found us. It’s strange. Flareadons 
live near volcanoes—that’s why it didn’t occur to me to use fire. Gildie strayed a 
long way from home.” 

“Gildie?” 

“We were up late with her, calming her down, and it felt silly calling her 
‘flareadon’ So when we figured out it was a female, Edaline named her Gildie.” 

“Itsa good name.” 

Edaline gave a forced smile, and looked away. 

“You really think you read her mind?” Grady asked. 

“How would I have known about the fire? I think I might go practice with 
Gildie for a few minutes before school.” 

“Absolutely not,” Edaline snapped, instantly on her feet. “You're staying home 
to rest. And you're not to go anywhere near those animals. Is that understood?” 

“But I’m fine now. And I always help you guys outside.” 

“Well, that was a mistake on our part—one I’m correcting now. I don’t want you 
outside in the pastures anymore.” 

Grady wouldn't meet her eyes. “Ts this about last night?” Sophie whispered. 

“It’s about a lot of things. We haven’t been looking out for your safety, and I’m 
trying to correct that.” Edaline sighed. “Why don't you go study? Finals are less 
than a month away.” 

Unfortunately, Edaline was right. 

Sophie spent the rest of the weekend trying to wade through the horrible 
firecatching book Sir Conley had assigned her to read the day of the Quintessence 
debacle. She had a feeling firecatching would be on the final exam. But it was so 
dry, she kept taking breaks to experiment with Iggy. 

Most of the time she couldn't decipher what he was thinking, but she suspected 
it was because Iggy didn't think before he acted. Like when he wrestled with one of 
her socks and rolled off the bed, or shredded her homework for no apparent 
reason. But other times she did wonder if she could feel his thoughts. It was more 
ofa vague emotion than a concrete thought—which actually made sense. Human 
thoughts felt different from elvin thoughts. Maybe each creatures mind was 
different. She’d have to ask Tiergan to know for sure. 


“IF ANYONE ELSE TOLD ME that, I would question their sanity.” Tiergan 
chuckled. “But with you, I’m learning anything is possible.” 


Sophie blushed. “You’ve really never heard of anyone reading animals’ minds?” 


“No. I’ve also never heard of anyone transmitting across impossible distances, 
or having an impenetrable mind, or tracking exact locations, so I can't say I’m 
surprised. In fact, I wonder... Do you think you could transmit to an animal? Or 
track them?” 

“I guess I could try.” 

His face lit up. “Yes—you must. And if you can, I think that would qualify as 
passing your final exam.” 

“Youd pass me—just like that?” 

“Sophie, you have the greatest telepathic abilities I’ve ever seen. I’m not sure I’m 
qualified to test you. Even if you can't do this, I'll find some other excuse to pass 
you. It'd be wrong not to.” 

Her heart lightened at his words. One exam down. Seven more to go. “TIl work 
on it tonight and let you know on Thursday.” 


“T look forward to hearing your results.” 


SOPHIE DECIDED TO PRACTICE WITH a different animal, so she chose 
their resident T. rex. Verdi's thoughts were more defined than Iggy’s but less 
intense than Gildie’s, and when she sent Verdi an image of her right paw over and 
over, Verdi finally got the hint and raised it. Then Verdi’s thoughts told her she 
wanted a tummy rub as a reward. Sophie giggled and rubbed the soft, downy 
feathers. She could transmit thoughts to animals—how awesome was that? 

“What are you doing out here?” 

Sophie spun around, backing up a step when she saw the fury in Edaline’s eyes. 
“Tm reading Verdi’s mind for homework. I think she wants to eat the verminion, 
so you might want to keep her away from him.” 

She waited for Edaline to laugh—or at least smile. Instead her eyes narrowed. “I 
thought I made it clear that you're not supposed to be outside.” 

Sophie kept waiting for things to go back to normal after the allergy incident, 
but itd been four days and Edaline was getting worse. “I have to be allowed outside 
sometime.” 

“If I tell you to do something, I expect you to do it,” Edaline snapped. 

“But I’m fine. You have to stop acting like everything could kill me!” 

Edaline paled. She looked anywhere but Sophie. “You're right. I’m worrying too 
much.” 

“I promise TIl be careful,” Sophie said, desperate for something that might 
erase the pain in Edaline’s features. “You don’t have to worry.” 

Edaline was quiet fora long time before she shook her head. “Yes. I do.” Then 


she turned and went inside without another word. 


EDALINE DIDN’T JOIN THEM FOR dinner. Sophie tried to ask Grady about 
it—tried to apologize—but he just told her not to worry and stared out the 
window. 

Loud pounding on the front door broke the silence between them. 

Sophie answered the door and an out-of-breath Alden raced in. The smell of 
smoke and fire trailed around him like an aura. 

Grady leaped to his feet. “What happened?” 

“There’s been a development.” Alden glanced at Sophie before turning to 
Grady. “I need your help.” 

Their eyes held for at least a minute before Grady stepped back, recoiling like 
he’d been struck. It took Sophie a second to realize Alden had transmitted a 
message. 

Grady leaned on the table, panting breaths shaking his chest as he ran his 
hands through his hair. “I... can’t,” he whispered. 

“You know I wouldn't ask if it weren't imperative.” 

Grady shook his head. “I’m sorry. Ask the others.” 

“You're the only one I trust.” 

Sophie held her breath, watching Grady. Alden’s face looked desperate, and if 
he was worried, it had to be vital. 

Grady sank into a chair looking thirty years older. He hid his face in his hands. 
“Tm sorry. I can't.” 

Alden closed his eyes. Listening to Grady’s thoughts? Transmitting another 
plea? Not since the cheating incident had Sophie been so tempted to violate the 
ethics of telepathy and find out what was going on. But if Alden somehow caught 
her, Bronte could use it to have her exiled. 

Would he catch her? 

She could probably sneak in without him knowing, but what would she do with 
the information? If she said or did anything about it, he’d know how she found out. 

It wasn’t worth the risk. 

Alden let out a full body sigh. “TIl have to find another way then. Excuse me.” 
He nodded to Sophie as he turned to leave. 

“Wait.” It took her a second to realize the voice was hers. She cleared her throat 
as Alden faced her. “What’s going on?” 

Alden opened his mouth, but Grady cut him off. 

“Go to bed, Sophie!” 

“But—’ 

“Go to bed now!” 


She’d never heard Grady so angry. Even Alden took a step back. She blinked— 


her eyes burning with hurt and humiliation—and fled to her room. 


GRADY AND EDALINE WEREN’T HOME when Sophie came down for 
breakfast. They left a note on the table for her: “Gone out.” 

No “good morning.” No “love, Grady and Edaline.” She tried not to let it bother 
her .. . but it did. 

They were still gone when she got home from school. 

As much as she wanted to practice telepathy with Verdi or Gildie, she stayed 
inside and studied. She was determined to do what she could to cooperate. 

At sunset the gnomes shared some of their dinner and she ate alone in her 
room, wondering if she should worry. When the stars came out, she decided it was 
time to call Alden. Before she could, the front door slammed. 

She raced down the hall, freezing when she heard hushed conversation. She 
peered over the railing, catching a partial view of Grady and Edaline. 

“Tt was the right decision,” Grady told Edaline, sweeping the hair off her face as 
he pulled her closer. Muffled sobs drifted up the stairs. “It’s best for everyone. 
Alden will find someone else.” 

Edaline cried harder and Grady cleared his throat. “Come on, I'll take you 
upstairs.” 

Sophie barely had enough time to sneak back to her room. She crouched by 
Iggy’s cage and rubbed his cheeks through the bars as Grady peeked his head 
through the door. “Oh, you're awake.” 

“I wanted to make sure you got home safe before I went to bed.” 

Guilt twisted his handsome features. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to worry you.” 

“Tt’s okay. Where were you?” 

“On an errand.” 

She stared at her hands. “Did it have something to do with Alden’s visit last 
night?” 

“That’s none of your business. You should go to bed. It’s getting late.” 

She didn’t want to upset him, but she needed to know. “Something bad is 
happening, isn’t it?” 

Grady’s sigh echoed through the silence. “It’s nothing you need to worry about. 
Okay?” 

“Okay,” she agreed. 

But when she crawled into bed, all she did was worry. 


THIRTY-SEVEN 


CAN I TALK TO YOU?” SOPHIE WHISPERED to Fitz on their way into the 


cafeteria the next day. “Somewhere private?” 

His brows shot up at the request, but he shrugged and motioned for her to 
come with him. She could feel Dex’s eyes burning into the back of her head as she 
followed Fitz down the hall. 

“What’s up?” he asked when they were alone. 

“Do you know what your dad’s investigating right now?” 

“Why?” 

She focused on his nose to think a little more clearly. His eyes had a way of 
turning her brain to mush. “He came over a couple nights ago, begging Grady for 
help with something. It seemed like it was important.” 

“I’m sure there’s no reason to worry.” 

She rolled her eyes. He sounded just like his dad. “He looked really stressed, 
Fitz. I’ve never seen him like that. Do you know what he’s working on?” 

He hesitated. “It’s some sort of fire—and I only know that because he comes 
home smelling like smoke. He doesn’t tell me about official matters.” 

“But he sent you to find me, so he must tell you some stuff” 

Fitz glanced over his shoulder, making sure they were still alone. “That was an 
exception. He needed someone close to your age to follow the leads he found— 
someone who would blend in. Otherwise he wouldn't have involved me.” 

She chewed her lip, processing his words. “And you have no idea what he’s 
working on—at all>” 

Something changed in his face. He knew more than he was telling her—she 
was positive. 

You can trust me, she transmitted into his mind. 

He sucked in a breath. “Whoa—I keep forgetting you can do that.” 

Please, she pressed. She may have sworn off investigating things after the 
Quintessence debacle, but this was big—and it was tearing Grady and Edaline 
apart. I need to know. 

His eyes searched hers, then closed. “I shouldn't do this.” 

Please. 

He leaned his head against the wall. “Concentrate.” 


She knew what he meant. He couldn’t transmit into her mind—even Tiergan 
couldn’t—so he wanted her to read his thoughts. She opened her mind and listened. 

I heard him talking to Alvar, he thought. It’s not one fire—it’s hundreds. All in the 
Forbidden Cities. All starting the same day. And the flames are this weird fluorescent yellow 
color. The Council ruled it a human arsonist and refused to investigate, but my dad thinks 
the Black Swan is involved. Alvar thinks he’s crazy. 

Her heart stopped. Hundreds of human fires? Do you know which cities? 

He didn't say. But I know they’re all over the planet. 

Are they near my family? 

I’m sure they’re fine. My dad was assigned to keep an eye on them—in case their 
memories come back. 

Alden never told her that. But it was nice to know someone was watching them. 
Do you know what the Black Swan is up to? 

No idea—I swear. And you can’t tell anyone I told you this. I’m not supposed to know. 

I won't. I promise. 

“Okay? Can we go eat lunch now?” he asked. 

“You can. I need to think.” 

“Don't worry about it, Sophie. I’m sure it’s nota big deal.” 

She forced a smile. “I just want to think.” 

She wandered the halls, letting her mind spin with the new information. 

Why would the Black Swan set fires around humans—and why were they yellow 
this time? Why did Alden need Grady to help? And why did Grady refuse? 

She made her way to the atrium so she could switch her books before everyone 
else got there. She wasn’t in the mood to talk. 

A book was waiting on the center shelf of her locker: An Insider’s Guide to 
Pyrokinesis. It came with a note: “Hope this helps you find what you're looking for.” 

She smiled. Shed forgotten the librarian’s promise to send her anything she 
found on Pyrokinetics. There couldn't be better timing. 


ALCHEMY WAS AN EVEN BIGGER disaster than usual. Sophie was way too 
distracted to concentrate, and after she accidentally turned a part of her own shoe 
to copper, Lady Galvin released her early, before anything could happen to her 
cape. Sophie used the time to head to the Level Six library, to thank the librarian 
for finding the book. 

“Still looking for books on pyrokinesis?” she asked when she saw Sophie. 

“No, the one you gave me is more than enough.” 

“What do you mean?” 


“An Insider’s Guide to Pyrokinesis.” She froze when she caught the look of absolute 
confusion on the librarians face. “Didn’t you send me the book?” 

“Tve never even heard of it—and I thought I knew them all.” 

“Oh. Must’ve been one of the other librarians I talked to. I guess I'll have to 
thank them.” She forced a tiny laugh. 

“Let me know who it was. I'd love to read it when you're done.” 

Sophie nodded, keeping the smile plastered across her lips as she wobbled 
down the hall. 

The other librarians never promised to send a book to her locker. It was 
possible one of them did, but she had a sinking feeling it had nothing to do with 
them. 

She confirmed the suspicion an hour later when she was alone in her bedroom. 
A thick dog-ear marked a chapter toward the end. She flipped there, to a drawing 
of an elf surrounded by bright yellow fire. 

everblaze: the unstoppable flame 

The book slipped from her hands as foreign memories flashed through her 
mind. Half blind from the rush of information, she stumbled to her satchel and 
pulled out her Imparter. 

“Show me Alden.” 


THIRTY-EIGHT 


SOPHIE TOOK A DEEP BREATH TO FIGHT the drowning sensation she 


always felt when surrounded by the aquarium in Alden’s office. She strangled her 
satchel against her chest. 

Alden cleared his throat from the other side of his paper-strewn desk. “What 
was it you wanted to talk about, Sophie ” 

She opened her mouth. No words came out. 

“Ts this about Grady and Edaline’s decision?” he asked quietly. 

She shook her head and swallowed, forcing her voice to work. “No—though I 
am worried about them. They've been acting weird since you came over that night.” 

Alden looked away. “They haven't told you?” 

“About the fires? No. But they don't have to—I know there are hundreds of 
them. I know they’re around humans. And I know you think the Black Swan’s 
involved. So don’t tell me there’s no reason to worry because I know something’s 
going on.” 

“The situation will be under control soon enough. The humans will put the 
fires out and everything will go back to normal.” The words were confident, but she 
could tell from his eyes he didn’t believe them. 

She tugged out an eyelash, knowing the next words she spoke would change 
everything. “Not if it’s Everblaze.” 

Alden was on his feet before she could react. He held her shoulders, forcing her 
to look at him. “How do you know that word?” 

Her voice vanished. She fumbled in her satchel, pulling out the pyrokinesis 
book. 

His mouth fell open. “Where did you get that?” 

“Someone put it in my locker today. The chapter on Everblaze was marked.” 
She pulled out her memory log and flipped to the pages she'd filled after she called 
Alden. “And when I read the word ‘Everblaze,’ I remembered this.” 

His rubbed his temples as he examined the complicated formula she’d 
projected. “Do you know what this is?” 

“Not really. I know it’s called Frissyn.” She pointed to a symbol that looked 
like . . ith an X running through it. “And that stands for Quintessence, but I have 
no idea what it does.” The list of ingredients and instructions was so detailed only 


a master alchemist would be able to decipher it. 


“Frissyn is the only way to extinguish Everblaze. The formula is highly classified 
—T’ve never seen the entire directions before.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Do 
you know what this means?” 

“Someone planted secret information in my brain.” Her voice shook. The 
words were so much more terrifying out loud. She handed him the photo of her 
on the beach with the sand castle. “I found this a few weeks ago.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” His voice wasn’t angry, but guilt made her face hot 
anyway. 

“Tm sorry. I was afraid I would get in trouble. But I also haven’t remembered 
anything else until today. That’s why I called you.” She forced herself to meet his 
eyes. “The fires are Everblaze, aren't they?” 

“Tm afraid they might be—but I’ve been overruled on that opinion.” 

“Overruled?” 

He rose to pace. “The Council doesn’t believe it’s possible. They think it’s much 
more likely the humans have an arsonist who's playing with chemicals on their 
hands, and since they excluded themselves from our help when they broke the 
treaty, it’s not our concern. I can't blame the Council for feeling that way. Things 
like this are supposed to be unheard of. But our world is changing.” He stared into 
the aquarium. “Your existence is proof of that.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Indecision warred across his features before he moved to the desk, closed her 
memory log, and pointed to the silver bird etched into the cover. “Did you know 
that this is a moonlark?” 

A chill ran through her as she shook her head. She’d barely paid attention to the 
cover. 

“Suldreen,” Alden said quietly. “Moonlarks lay their eggs in the ocean and let the 
tide carry them away. The babies hatch alone, and must learn to survive without 
family. That’s what the Black Swan called you. Project Moonlark.” 

She gripped the sides of her chair, needing something to hold on to. 

“Twelve years ago we captured a member of the Black Swan and probed his 
mind.” 

“Prentice,” she interrupted. 

He nodded. “Prentice was a Keeper for the Black Swan, so the Council ordered 
Quinlin to probe his memories. His mind broke in the process, and Quinlin was 
only able to extract two pieces of information. A strand of your unregistered DNA, 
and your code name: Moonlark. You were the egg they cast out into the sea of 


humans, hoping you'd survive.” 


The words stung, like swallowing ice. They matched what Tiergan already told 
her but felt so much worse. She was Project Moonlark? 

“So my parents belong to the Black Swan?” she asked. 

“In a way...” His fingers twisted the fabric of his cape. “The thing is, Sophie, 
I’m not convinced you have parents—not in a conventional sense. I think the Black 
Swan created you, for some purpose I have yet to determine. I’ve done some 
research since I found you. Your human parents had trouble getting pregnant, so 
they saw a fertility doctor. I believe that doctor was a member of the Black Swan— 
posing as a human—and that he implanted your mother with your embryo to keep 
us from knowing about your existence.” 

The room spun as she tried to make sense of what he was telling her. “Why?” 

“You're very special, Sophie. Your DNA has been manipulated. That’s why your 
eyes are brown. Why your telepathic abilities are so outstanding. They even gave 
you a photographic memory, so you can easily learn and retain information—like 
cipher runes, and Council secrets—and an impenetrable mind to keep anyone 
from discovering them. I assume that’s also why you have an allergy. Limbium 
affects the mind, and your mind is different from the rest of ours—not just on a 
talent level. On a genetic level.” 

She shook her head, wanting to shake the information away. “So I’m a mutant.” 

“Not a mutant. An anomaly.” 

“Same thing.” 

“Tt’s not as bad as it sounds.” 

“How? You're saying a group of crazy renegades made me and hid me away, like 
I’m their secret weapon or something” 

“T never said you were a weapon. I don’t know why they made you, or why they 
wanted me to find you.” He smiled sadly when her eyes widened. “It’s safe to 
assume they’re the ones who sent me that article about you. I’m sure they wrote the 
article—I doubt it’s a coincidence the title uses the word ‘prodigy’ They even 
burned their sign around the city where you lived to get our attention.” 

She rubbed her temples. The news was getting worse and worse. “What does 
that mean?” 

“It means you need to be very careful.” He pointed to the pyrokinesis book. 
“Clearly, they’re trying to manipulate you. For what—I don’t know. But they already 
made you illegally collect Quintessence, and the Council may not be so forgiving if 
you break the law again. So I need you to promise me that no matter what 
messages you get, no matter what you hear, or what you remember, you will come 
straight to me—just like you did today—and do nothing else. Will you promise me 
that?” 


The fear was so suffocating she could barely choke out the word: “Yes.” It was 
scary enough having secrets in her brain. The idea that she’d been designed and 
controlled, like someone's puppet, made her whole body shake. 

Not to mention she now had no hope of ever having a normal life. Who would 
be friends with her when they found out she was an anomaly? 

Alden wrapped his arms around her. “It’s going to be okay. We'll figure it out.” 

She buried her face in his cloak and swallowed the sob fighting its way out of 
her chest. She was stronger than this—and she couldn't afford to lose her head. She 
shoved her fears away and focused on the bigger issue. “What if the fires really are 
Everblaze? They're yellow, right—just like in the book?” 

“Many things could cause fire to be that color. rm looking into it. Please trust 
that I can handle this.” 

She soaked up the hug for a few more seconds before she pulled away. “Okay.” 

He handed her the memory log, and she couldn't help staring at the silver bird, 
now that she understood the meaning. “Keep track of everything—and you can’t let 
anyone see what's in there. That formula is top secret, but I want you to have it in 
case it triggers something else. Do you understand?” 

“Don't worry. I haven’t shown anyone—not even Grady and Edaline.” 

He frowned at the names. 

“Are you still mad at Grady for refusing to help?” 

“Tm just... disappointed. But what’s done is done.” He squeezed her hands. 
“Everything will be fine. Remember that—no matter what happens.” 

“Tl try.” She glanced out the window, at the purple twilight sky. “I should get 
home. I don’t want to worry them.” 

Alden nodded. 

He kept the pyrokinesis book to see if it held any clues to where it came from, 
and he made sure the memory log was well hidden in the bottom of her satchel 
before he let her leave. “Do you need the Leapmaster?” 

“Nope. I have my home crystal.” She held the pendant up proudly. 

Alden bit his lip. “Good. And, Sophie? Anytime you need to talk—no matter 
what time it is—call me, okay?” 

“I will,” she promised. 

Then she stepped into the light, willing the warmth to soothe the chills rushing 
down her spine. As the scenery glittered away, she saw Alden’s calm facade crumble, 
and then she was on her way home, hoping shed imagined it. 


ANOTHER NOTE FROM GRADY AND Edaline waited for her on the table: 


“On errands. Be back later” Five words this time—more than double the last note. 


Maybe that was a good sign. 

She missed Grady’s throaty laugh. She missed Edaline’s gentle smile. She wasn’t 
sure what the problem was, but she needed to find a way to fix it—before it drove a 
wedge between them. She couldn't lose another family. 

Edaline had left dinner for her in the kitchen. Sophie didn’t want to be alone, 
so she brought Iggy and some homework with her. She was starting the last 
chapter ofthe firecatching book when the front chimes rang. 

She raced to the door, afraid it was Alden with another emergency—but it was a 
messenger, delivering a scroll from the Council. 

She didn’t hold it up to the light to see if she could read through the paper. She 
didn’t test the seal, to see if she could break it and then reseal it. The curiosity was a 
fierce beast rampaging inside her, but she fought the urge and left it on the table. 
She did stay downstairs though, so she could see Grady’s reaction when he opened 
it. Her willpower had its limits. 

She curled up on the chaise in the main room to finish the last chapter. She 
mostly skimmed—frecatching was so boring—but the word “blaze” caught her 
attention. Sir Conley had taught her to place a copper bead in the bottles to seal in 
the heat of the flame, but the book said copper only worked with luminous flames. 
Nonluminous flames needed silver. And something called a “generated blaze” 
required gold. 

A memory tickled the back of her mind. 

Lumenite. 

She wasn’t sure what it meant, but she dug out her memory log to record it. 

She projected the image in her mind: a squat, round bottle with a glowing, 
golden seal. Did that mean Everblaze needed gold and lumenite to be bottled? 
What was lumenite? And why was the bottle short and round? Sir Conley drilled it 
into her head that fire was caught with long, narrow bottles. The shape was 
essential to hold the heat without cracking the glass. 

She closed her eyes, focusing on the memory to make sure she was seeing it 
right. The image was fuzzy—like something was missing that would clarify things. 
But she was sure the bottle was round. 

A loud rip! shattered her concentration. 

“No, Iggy!” she screamed, racing across the room. She yanked Grady’s scroll 
from his grubby little paws. 

RITITITITTTTITITITITTITP. 

A huge chunk of paper stayed in Iggy’s possession as he skittered away, 
clutching his treasure. 


“Get back here right now or I’m feeding you to the verminion!” 


Five minutes of racing around the room and she was still no closer to retrieving 
the rest of the scroll. 

“Stop!” she screamed. “Stop right now. Stop 

STOP! 


Her mental plea was so desperate it transmitted. 


|? 
. 


Iggy froze and turned to look at her—eyes wide with shock. 

Let go of the paper! 

The paper fluttered to the floor, and she grabbed the tattered page to assess the 
damage. 

“Look at this,” she groaned, laying the pieces on the rug to figure out how to 
glue them together. “What am I going to tell Grady? Do you have any idea how 
much trouble. . .” 

Her voice trailed off when she noticed her name. 

A tiny voice in the back of her mind begged her to stop reading. But her eyes 
had already spotted another word. 

“Adoption.” 

She skimmed the rest of the page, struggling to figure out what the tattered 
document was saying. And then she found it. 

“In accordance with your request, adoption proceedings for Sophie Foster have 


been canceled.” 


THIRTY-NINE 


[HE WORD RANG IN HER EARS, POUNDING with every heartbeat. 
Canceled. Canceled. Canceled. As in started. Then stopped. 


She closed her eyes to stop the room from spinning. It wasn’t until her lungs 
burned that she realized she’d stopped breathing. She hugged her chest as her body 
shuddered. Iggy crawled up her shoulder and snuggled into her neck, like he knew 
she needed a friend. It didn’t help. 

She couldn't think. She couldn't move. She wasn’t sure she would ever be able to 
function again. Then the front door opened and somehow she made it to her feet, 
scrubbing tears away with the back of her hand as Grady and Edaline entered the 
room. 

“What’s wrong?” Grady asked. 

Her chest heaved from a choked-back sob. “A messenger brought this scroll 
from Eternalia, but Iggy ripped it.” 

Grady gasped and rushed for the scroll as Sophie turned and fled upstairs. He 
called her name, but she kept running. 

She slammed her door, dragging a chair in front of it for added security. 

Grady pounded outside, begging her to let him in, but she ignored him. She 
collapsed on the bed and buried her face against Ella to muffle the sobs. 

Eventually the knocking stopped. 

She lowered the shades and sank into darkness, wrapping it around her like a 
blanket of misery. Then she curled into a ball and cried herself to sleep. 


THE NIGHTMARES WERE UNBEARABLE. THIS time the whole world 
burned, leaving her alone. She woke up screaming and couldn't stop shaking. 

Her eyes were red and puffy and her hair was a disaster, but she didn’t have the 
energy to care. Getting out of bed felt like a tremendous accomplishment. The 
only effort she gave her appearance was to tear the Ruewen crest off her uniform. If 
anyone asked, she’d blame Iggy. 

She went straight to the Leapmaster, but Grady and Edaline were waiting under 
the glittering crystals. 

“Foxfire,” she yelled, refusing to acknowledge them. 

“I locked it down,” Grady explained when the crystals didn’t move. Edaline 
stared at the gaping hole in Sophie’s cape, biting her lip. “We really need to talk 


about this.” 

“There's nothing to talk about. You don’t owe me anything. I’m not your 
daughter.” 

Their faces crumbled at her words, but she was too angry to care. 

“Sophie A Grady tried. 

“No, it’s fine. I thought we were a family but I was wrong. I can't replace Jolie 
and I guess you don’t want me.” 

The words left a sour taste on her tongue, but she ignored it. Even when they 
both fell back a step, like the name Jolie was a physical blow. She wanted them to 
hurt—they deserved it. “There. We talked. Can I go now?” 

“I want you to come straight home after school,” Grady ordered, but his voice 
was hollow. “We need to talk, regardless of what you think.” 

She ignored him. 

“Sophie, we're still your guardians. You have to do what we say.” 

Her eyes flashed as they met his. “Fine. If you want to keep up the charade, TIl 
play along. Would you like a hug while we're at it? Should I tell you ‘T love you’ 
again?” 

Edaline covered her mouth to block a sob. 

Grady paled. “No. Just . . . have a good day at school.” He snapped his fingers 
and the crystals spun to life, obeying her earlier command. 

She looked away, but Edaline’s muffled sobs made her stomach churn. Even the 
rushing warmth couldn't erase the cold emptiness as the light swept her away. 


“YOU LOOK LIKE YOU LOST a fight with a yeti,” Jensi said, pointing to the 
hole in her cape. His smile faded when she didn’t return it. “Everything okay?” 

“Fine.” She threw her books into her locker. One ricocheted and landed on her 
foot, and she kicked and muttered a few words she wasn’t supposed to say. 

“Ooooookaaaaaaay then,” he said, slinking away. “Watch out,” he whispered to 
Dex and Marella. 

Sophie slammed her locker and stomped off without acknowledging them. 

She tried hiding in the library during lunch, but Dex tracked her down. 

“How long are you going to give everyone the silent treatment?” he asked, not 
even attempting to use a library-appropriate voice. The librarian glared at him. 

“I don't want to talk about it,” she mumbled. 

“But I might be able to help.” 

“No one can help. But thanks for trying.” 


“You really want me to leave you alone?” 


She nodded. 


He sighed. “Okay. If you change your mind...” 

“Thanks.” 

She watched him go, torn between relief that he was gone and loneliness so 
deep her chest felt ripped apart. 

Dex must have warned everyone to leave her alone, because no one sat with her 
in study hall. Biana dropped a note in her lap when she passed by, though. 

“Let me know if there’s anything I can do.” 

Sophie blinked back tears as she read the note a second and third time. 

She still had her friends—until they found out what a freak she was, at least— 
and they would help her through this. Once she was ready to tell them. 

Bile rose in her throat when the bells rang. She didn’t want to go home. It 
wasn’t home anymore. If they didn’t want her, what was the point of staying? 

Maybe Grady and Edaline felt the same way. 

Maybe they wanted to talk to her about leaving. 

Totally sick, she moved slothlike to her locker to triple-check she had all her 
homework supplies. Then she took the long way to the Leapmaster, her footsteps 
echoing through the empty halls. All too soon she was there. She stared at the 
crystals, unable to give the command. 

“What are you still doing here, Foster?” Keefe asked, coming up behind her. 
“Don't tell me you had to go to the Healing Center again.” 

“Nope. Just lost track of time.” 

He fanned the air. “Phew, those are some pretty strong emotions. Can't tell what 
they are... but they don’t feel good.” 

She looked away, avoiding his close scrutiny. 

“Tm assuming you don’t want to talk about it.” 

She stared at the ground. 

“And I doubt I'll be able to guess, so I’m not sure where that leaves us.” 

“Havenfield,” she commanded, glad her voice held steady. 

She could see him shrug out of the corner of her eye. “Candleshade,” he called. 

Their eyes met as the crystals spun overhead. 

“Well... I hope you have a good night,” he said as he stepped toward his beam 
of light. 


“Dont worry. I won't.” 


GRADY WORKED IN THE PASTURE, clipping Gildie’s claws. Sophie waited 
for him to yell at her for being late, but when he met her eyes all she saw was 
SOTTOW. 


“Do you want to talk now?” She kept her tone cold. 


“Let me finish up here first.” 

She stalked inside, collapsing on her bed. She dug out her iPod, shoved in her 
earbuds, and switched to her “angry” playlist. The screaming was jarring at first— 
itd been so long since she’d heard that kind of music—but after a minute the 
familiar numbness sank in. 

She closed her eyes. This was what she needed. Not to feel. Not to care. She 
would never care about anyone ever again. 

Someone grabbed her hand and she bolted upright. 

Grady’s mouth moved, but she couldnt hear him over the screaming and bass. 
She toyed with the idea of letting him keep talking—he didn’t seem to realize she 
couldn’t hear him—but decided to be mature. 

She pulled out her earbuds. “What did you say?” The loud song continued to 
blast from the tiny speakers. 

Grady frowned. “Is that . . . music?” 

“Really? You want to talk about my taste in bands?” 

He sighed. “No.” 

He sat on the edge of her bed and she scooted to the far corner—the more 
space between them the better. “Where’s Edaline?” 

“She couldn't. . ” He shook his head. “This isn’t easy for us, you know.” 

She bit back the sarcastic comment on the tip of her tongue. She wanted this 
conversation over. “Look, it’s your choice and you made it. No point explaining.” 

“But you understand why we can’t?” 

“T don’t have to. You have your reasons. They're none of my business.” 

Grady bit his lip. “Well... were sorry.” 

“Me too.” 

He stood to leave but turned back. “It’s not your fault—you know that, right?” 

She snorted. “Just let me know when I should start packing.” 

Grady said something else, but she’d already popped her earbuds back in. 

Sophie leaned back and let the angry music tune out the world. When the 
playlist ended, it was dark outside. A tray of food waited for her on the table by her 
bed. She took a couple of bites but her stomach swirled in protest, so she took the 
tray back to the kitchen, hoping she wouldn't run into Grady and Edaline on the 
way. 

She was almost back to the safety of her room when she saw light seeping 
through the cracks around Jolie’s door. Curiosity triumphed over anger, and she 
tiptoed down the hall, pressing her ear against the smooth wood. 

“This is only making it worse,” Grady murmured. “Let’s go to bed. You need 


some rest.” 


“I want to sleep in here,” Edaline insisted. 

“No. We agreed you wouldn't do that anymore.” 

A sigh cut through the silence. 

“Do you think we made the wrong decision?” Edaline whispered. 

“I... don't know.” 

“Me either.” Fabric rustled. “She looks so hurt. Do you think we should—” 

“Do you think she’d actually want to stay with us now?” 

Yes, Sophie wanted to tell them. Yes, if you really want me to. 

“Besides, I thought you said it was too hard having her around,” he added 
quietly. 

“She does remind me of her.” A tiny sob cut through the silence. “How does she 
know about Jolie?” 

“Alden must have told her. Or maybe Dex.” Fabric rustled again. “Edaline, come 
on, you can’t sleep here.” 

“Just for tonight,” she begged. “T need to be in here.” 

Grady sighed. “Just tonight. And I’m staying with you.” 

The bed creaked and the light turned off. 

Sophie stood there listening to the muffled sobs for a long time before padding 
back to her room and crawling into bed. She tried to imagine what it felt like for 
Grady and Edaline. How much they must miss Jolie. How hard it must be to spend 
every day without her. How lonely it must be to live in a world where no one else 
really understood what they'd lost. It was almost enough to make her forgive them. 
Almost... 


For now, it was easier to try to forget them. 


FORTY 


THE NEXT MORNING EDALINE MUST’VE CONJURED her breakfast, 
because the tray appeared on her desk—and Sophie was okay with that. The only 


way to survive her remaining time there was to avoid Grady and Edaline as much 
as possible. 

Dex stood waiting by her locker when she got to Foxfire. He stared at the hole 
in her cape. “How are you doing?” 

“Tm fine.” She brushed past him to open her locker. 

Dex cleared his throat. “Are you mad at me?” 

“Of course not.” 

“Then why won't you tell me what’s going on?” 

“Because I don’t want to talk about it yet.” 

“But I’m your best friend.” 

“I know, Dex. I’m just not ready. I’m sorry.” 

His shoulders sagged. “Maybe I could cheer you up then. We could practice 
alchemy after school—start getting ready for finals. You could come to my house if 
you want, and I won't even get mad if you burn down my room.” 

The idea of a smile twitched around her lips, but it wasn’t strong enough to 
fully form. “Maybe another time.” 

He sighed. “If you change your mind...” 

“Thanks.” 

She leaned against her locker after he left, trying to shove his stricken 
expression out of her mind. She hated hurting Dex’s feelings, but she wasn’t ready 
to be “poor, unwanted Sophie Foster.” She yanked her last book from her locker 
with unnecessary force, knocking an envelope to the ground. 


Inside she found a scrap of newspaper with the headline: FIRESTORM CLAIMS 
FIRST VICTIMS. 

There was also a note written in a hasty black scrawl—“You have to stop this”— 
and a Prattles’ pin. A silver moonlark. 

She stared at the glowing metal bird, and somehow she knew it was made of 
lumenite. 

Her hands shook as she folded up the note. 

“You okay?” Marella asked. “You look really pale.” 

Sophie clutched her chest, taking deep breaths to calm her pounding heart. 


“Fine.” 


Marella laughed. “You might be the worst liar ever. Whoa—is that a moonlark? 
Do you have any idea how rare that pin is? There are less than a hundred of them!” 

“Oh, really?” She shoved it back in the envelope and hid it in her bag. “Well... 
cool.” 

“Cool? You have the Prattles’ moonlark! You should be dancing through the 
halls!” 

Marella’s loud announcement turned several heads. Sophie slammed her locker 
shut. “Sorry, I have to get to session. I'll talk to you later.” 

Marella mumbled something about “waste” as Sophie fled the atrium, trying to 
think clearly over the words pounding through her brain. 

You have to stop this. 

She stumbled through the halls, searching for somewhere isolated to call 
Alden. She finally found a deserted corridor with stark-white walls and dug out her 
Imparter. 

Alden’s face appeared before she could finish saying his name. “Sophie? What 
happened?” 

She glanced over her shoulder to make sure she was alone. “I found another 
note in my locker.” 

His jaw set. “We'd better not talk about it now, but I want you to come to 
Everglen as soon as school is over.” 

She nodded. 

His image flashed away and she sank against the wall. 

“Don't even think about claiming you're not mysterious anymore,” Keefe said, 
and half a scream slipped out before she could stop it. He grinned as he stepped 
out of the shadows. “Surprised to see me?” 

She sucked in huge gulps of air to calm her panic. “What are you doing here?” 

“This is my ditching spot—remember?” 

The white walls did look vaguely familiar. 

“So, you want to tell me why you're sneaking off to talk to Alden about 
mysterious notes?” 

“Tt’s no big deal, Keefe.” 

He cocked an eyebrow. “Nope, sorry, I’m feeling way too much panic to believe 
that.” 

Empaths made lying annoyingly difficult. “I can't tell you Keefe, so don’t ask.” 

“If you don't tell me, I’m going to tell everyone Valin is slipping you love notes.” 

“You—do what you have to do.” 

He laughed. “Wow. This must be important.” When she didn’t say anything, he 
shrugged. “Fine, have it your way. But at the end of finals I want a really awesome 


gift as thanks for my silence.” 

“Deal.” They shook hands and Keefe listed off a few suggestions—but she 
wasn't listening. Thinking about finals gifts reminded her. 

“How did you get into my locker after midterms?” 

“I told you, I have my methods.” 

“Tm serious. How did you do it? It’s supposed to need my DNA.” 

“Please. I never reveal my secrets.” 

“This is important, Keefe. If you don’t tell me, TIl tell Alden and let you deal 
with him.” 

He seemed to weigh her resolve before he sighed. “Tt was already open, okay?” 

“No way. I never leave my locker open.” 

“You must have. All I did was open it the rest of the way and drop my gift off” 

The faint blush on his cheeks implied he was telling the truth—but it didn't 
make sense. “Nothing was missing. And you were the only one who put anything 
in.” 
“Yeah, which you never thanked me for, by the way. The nerve of some people.” 
He was right. She never figured out a way to thank him for his unusual gift. 
“Sorry. Thanks for the candy and the necklace.” 

“Necklace?” 

“Yeah. You really didn’t have to do that.” 

“Good, ‘cause I didn’t.” 

“What?” 

“I gave you an extra large box of mood candy—that’s it. Sounds like someone 
has a secret admirer. Seriously—how many boys do you have chasing you now?” 

“A lot, I guess,” she said, hoping hed accept his own theory. But she had a 
sinking feeling a boy had nothing to do with the necklace. 


FITZ AND BIANA DIDN’T SEEM surprised when she caught up with them on 
their way to the Leapmaster to let them know she was coming home with them. 

“T figured you'd have a lot to talk to my dad about,” Fitz said. He glanced at 
Biana. 

“Yeah, how are you doing?” Biana asked. 

“Tm fine.” Her heart skipped a beat—and for once it had nothing to do with 
meeting Fitz’s eyes. Alden wouldn’t have told them about the Black Swan, would 
he? 

Fitz pulled her to a quiet corner. “Sophie. My dad told us about Grady and 
Edaline. I’m really sorry.” 

“Me too.” Biana reached out and took her hand. “Is there anything we can do?” 


Sophie looked away, blinking to stop the flood of tears she could feel coming. 
“Thanks. I’m fine.” 

One stubborn tear slipped down her cheek, and Biana wrapped her in a hug. 
Fitz draped one arm across her shoulders. 

“It’s going to be okay. Really,” Biana whispered. 

“Sorry.” Her voice was thick enough to cut. She pulled away from the hug and 
wiped her eyes. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

“I know. That’s why I didn’t say anything yesterday,” Biana said. 

“You knew yesterday?” 

Biana nodded. “My dad told us a couple days ago, because he and Mom are 
applying as replacement guardians.” 

Sophie’s head whipped up. “What? Really?” 

“Yep. I mean, the Council still has to approve it, but my dad made it sound like 
it would kinda be a done deal.” 

Warm tingling rushed through Sophie, and it took her a second to realize it was 
hope. It didn’t totally heal the wound from Grady and Edaline’s rejection, but it 
eased some of the fear and uncertainty. “I... don’t know what to say,” she 
whispered. “You guys wouldn’t mind?” 

“Are you kidding? Then I wouldn't be the only girl anymore. You have no idea 
what it’s like having two brothers.” 

Sophie’s eyes darted to Fitz, wondering how he felt about the idea. He grinned. 
“Of course I don’t mind. You're already like my little sister—this would just make it 
official.” 

“Oh. Great.” She knew he meant it as a compliment, but the word “sister” still 
stung. 

Biana hooked an arm through hers and led her toward the Leapmaster. “See? 
Everything will be okay.” 

Sophie wanted to believe her, but she couldn't shake the feeling that things 
were going to geta lot worse before they got better. 


ALDEN SAT QUIET AFTER SOPHIE told him her recent discoveries. Too 
quiet. She'd tugged out so many eyelashes she was afraid there might be a bald 
spot. She dropped her hands to her lap. 

Finally, Alden cleared his throat. “Can I see the necklace they gave you?” 

Her shoulders slumped. “I didn't bring it.” 

“Why not?” 

“I was afraid it might bea bug” 


“An insect?” 


“Oh. Sorry. That’s what humans call tiny recording devices. I didn’t want to 
bring it into your house in case it was a way to spy on us.” 

Alden smiled. “Human technology.” 

Her face burned. “But why would they give me a necklace, then? It’s just a 
crystal pendant—nothing special.” 

“Tt has a crystal?” 

“A blue one.” 

He dug out his black pathfinder from his pocket and pointed to the cobalt 
crystal at the end. “Was it this color?” 

Her eyes widened. “I think it was. Do you think it’s a leaping crystal?” 

“Actually, I think it’s an illegal crystal for leaping to the Forbidden Cities.” He 
rose to pace, shaking his head. “They gave this to you at midterm?” 

She nodded. “I still don’t understand how they could get in my locker.” 

“A skilled Vanisher could sneak into Foxfire undetected, and we already know 
they have your DNA” He crossed the room back and forth four times before he 
spoke again. “TIl have to get that pendant from you—as soon as possible.” 

“TI pick it up on Monday.” 

“Make sure you don't let anyone see it.” 

“I won't.” 

He let out a breath. “Good. You can keep the pin for now—maybe it will trigger 
more memories. I’ve never heard of lumenite being used for firecatching, but I 
suppose it’s possible. Maybe you should read through your textbook again, see if it 
triggers anything else now that you know what lumenite is.” 

She nodded, though she dreaded the idea of reading the boring book again. 
“What about the note and the article?” 

“You can’t do anything about that. Remember your promise.” 

“I know. But are you looking into it?” 

“Tm doing what I can. The Council banned anyone from going near the fires— 
even those of us with licensed pathfinders. So until they lift that restriction, my 
hands are tied.” 

“Why would they do that?” 

“They're trying to stop the conspiracy theories from spreading any more than 
they already have.” 

“What if it’s not a theory? What if it is Everblaze? It could destroy the world.” 

“It would never get that far. As soon as it threatens us or one of the Lost Cities, 
they'll investigate.” 

“But people are dying” She pointed to the scrap of newspaper on Alden’s desk. 


He sighed. “Humans die every day, Sophie. It’s not our job to keep them all 
safe.” 

“It is if an elf started the Everblaze.” 

He studied her face for a second before he answered. “You throw the word 
‘Everblaze’ around without realizing what a serious accusation that is. Have you 
heard the name Fintan?” 

She closed her eyes asa word pricked her consciousness. “Balefire.” 

‘Did I just trigger a memory?” 

“I think so. But I don’t know what it means.” 

He started pacing again. “Balefire was Fintan’s trademark. It’s a blue flame that 
requires no fuel. You’ve seen it in Atlantis—he sealed it inside the crystal spires to 
light the city. That was back when he was one of the Councillors. He retired when 
pyrokinesis was banned—which he fully supported after what happened.” 

“Marella said people died.” 

Alden nodded. “Because of Everblaze. I’ve never really understood the concept, 
but apparently there’s a way to sense cosmic energy in the atmosphere, and if you 
pull enough of the force together, it will spark Everblaze. Fintan called it the ‘fire of 
the sun on the Earth’ He was the only Pyrokinetic who managed to ignite it and 
live. The others who tried were consumed by their own flame.” 

Sophie shuddered. 

“After that, the Council forbade anyone to learn pyrokinesis, and Fintan retired 
from the Council because he couldn’t serve without a special ability. But he’s stayed 
close friends with most of the Councillors, and he’s the only elf alive who can start 
Everblaze, so can you see why the Councillors might have a hard time believing 
he’s capable of this?” 

“Do you think he’s capable on 

Several seconds passed before he answered. “He doesn’t seem like the type. 
Plus, someone’s been setting suspicious fires all year—the white fires I’ve been 
investigating—and while they showed some signs that they might be someone 
trying to spark Everblaze, I never found any conclusive evidence. The Council is 
convinced this is yet another example.” 

“Still, shouldn't they at least investigate the fires, to be sure? Especially since 
these ones are yellow, like Everblaze>” 

“They still see no need. When the first suspicious fires started in San Diego, I 
asked them to put all the Pyrokinetics under secret surveillance—including Fintan. 
There’s been no suspicious behavior, so they’re confident an elf cant be behind 
them.” 

“Why is the Black Swan so convinced that it’s Everblaze then?” 


“Tm not sure they are. Think about it, Sophie. The Black Swan are obviously 
the ones behind whatever’s going on, so why would they go to so much effort to 
tell us what they’re doing? They'd be ruining their own plans.” 

The words crashed into her brain like a stone. “But . . . what are they trying to 
do, then?” 

Alden stared into the depths of the aquarium. “I’m afraid they might be trying 
to get you exiled—and trust me when I say you don’t want to go there. It’s a very 
dark place.” 

“Why would they want that to happen?” she whispered, hugging her chest, like 
the pressure might calm her racing heart. 

“I can’t even begin to guess, but everything they've done has put you at risk. 
They gave you an illegal leaping crystal as a necklace. They made you collect 
Quintessence. Now they're trying to get you to make a very serious charge against a 
former Councillor—without evidence.” 

It wasn’t until Alden squeezed her shoulder that she realized she was shaking. 

“There's no need to be afraid, Sophie. I'll do everything in my power to protect 
you, but do you understand why I don’t want you to act on this? These fires may 
very well be a hoax to trap you—and you can't let that happen.” 

She took a deep breath to steady her nerves. “I won't.” 

“Good girl. I'm so sorry you have to be wrapped up in this, especially 
considering everything else you're dealing with.” He took her hands. “I’m sorry 
about Grady and Edaline. I thought it might help them to have a daughter to raise 
again. Obviously, I was wrong.” 

Her voice failed her, but she managed to nod. 

“Della and I would love to have you live with us. I’m still getting everything 
approved by the Council, but Kenric is confident he can overrule Bronte’s 
objection.” 

“Why does Bronte object?” 

Half a smile crept from the corner of his mouth. “He doesn’t trust me. And he’s 
never trusted you, given your past. So the idea of us living together ye 

“Why doesn't he trust you?” 

“Probably because my father’s always off chasing phantom rebels,” Alvar said 
from the doorway. Sophie and Alden both jumped. “Sorry. Sometimes I forget how 
easy it is to sneak up on people.” He blinked in and out of vision as he crossed the 
room and leaned against the wall. “What are you guys talking about?” 

Alden cleared his throat. “Sophie might be coming to live with us.” 

“Really? Cool, I guess.” His eyes landed on the teal book on Alden’s desk. “Is 
that a memory log?” 


Alden snatched it and held the moonlark side against his chest. “I’m sorry, 
Alvar, you're interrupting an official meeting between an Emissary and a citizen. 
Anything you've seen or heard is confidential.” 

Alvar grinned. “Duly noted.” He gave an elaborate bow and strode toward the 
door. “Forgive me for interrupting.” 

When he was gone, Alden turned to Sophie. “You should probably get home.” 

She cringed, but stood up, digging out her home crystal as he handed her the 
memory log. 

“Keep searching your memories, Sophie. Maybe your next revelation will finally 
lead us to the truth.” 


FORTY-ONE 


SOPHIE WASN’T SURE IF SHE WAS RELIEVED or disappointed when she 


didn’t find a note in her locker on Monday. She’d spent the entire weekend 
attempting to trigger hidden memories but hadn't found anything, and she was 
trying not to feel frustrated. 

She studied in the caves, partly to avoid Grady and Edaline, but mostly because 
the walls at Havenfield pressed in—like there wasn’t enough room for her 
anymore. Grady and Edaline left her alone as long as she came back by dark. 

Nights were the hardest. She imprisoned herself in her room, sorting out the 
things she would take whenever it came time to move. Other than Iggy, she was 
determined to leave everything Grady and Edaline had given her. She didn’t want 
any reminders of the people who'd kicked her out of their family. 

But she'd decided to tell her friends about it. The thought of everyone's pity 
made her feel as if an angry imp were tearing around inside her body—but it was 
time. 

Dex barely looked at her as he opened his locker, and his whole body radiated 
tension. 

She cleared her throat. “Hey, Dex.” 

He didn’t turn, keeping one very cold shoulder pointed in her direction. 

“Tm sorry. I don't blame you for being mad. I know I’ve been a little distant 
lately.” 

He reeled around, his face twisted with so much anger she barely recognized 
him. “You weren't distant with Fitz and Biana on Friday! I saw you hugging them 
in the hall.” 

“Dex, ....” She hadn't realized anyone was around. 

“Why would you tell them before me? I thought we were best friends.” 

“We are.” 

“Then why did you go home with them after you turned me down?” 

“I was going there anyway. And I didn’t tell them—they already knew.” She took 
a deep breath, preparing for the next words. “Grady and Edaline canceled my 
adoption.” 

“Oh.” He stared at his feet. “Are you okay?” 

She choked back a small sob. The words hurt even more to say out loud. “Not 
really,” she admitted. “But that’s why Fitz and Biana knew before you. Alden told 


them when he asked how they would feel about me living with them.” 

“What?” His voice was so loud half the prodigies in the atrium turned to stare. 
“You're going to live with them?” 

She leaned closer so he would keep his voice down. “The Council still has to 
approve it, but I hope so.” 

“You hope so?” He slammed his locker closed. “Well, that’s just great. You'll be a 
Vacker.” He said their last name like it was a bad word. 

“So?” 

“So, Vackers aren't friends with Dizznees.” 

“I would be—and Fitz and Biana would be too if you made some effort with 
them.” 

“Right.” He kicked the ground. “I don't get why you'd want to live there anyway.” 

“For one thing, there aren't exactly people lined up to adopt me.” She cleared 
the bitterness from her voice before saying anything else. “Besides, they’re my 
friends, Dex. I keep waiting for you to get over this—prejudice—against them, but 
it’s like you want to hate them.” 

“I don’t trust them.” 

“Well, I do.” 

“Yeah, because you have a megacrush on Fitz.” 

“I do not!” Blood rushed to her face. He’d said it so loud everyone giggled. 

Dex snorted. “Whatever.” 

“It’s the truth. And why are you being such a jerk? I tell you my guardians are 
kicking me out, and you pick a fight with me and humiliate me in front of 
everyone?” 

“Maybe if you'd talked to me first—instead of running to Wonderboy—I 
could’ve helped. But I guess I should get used to that. Once you're living there, 
you'll ditch me anyway.” 

“Right now I kind of want to.” 

“Good!” 

“Good!” 

Dex kicked the wall and stomped away. 

Sophie leaned against her locker, trying to figure out what to feel. Hurt, regret, 
and anger warred with each other, but anger won. She was in the middle of the 
biggest crisis of her life, and all Dex could think about was his silly competition 
with Fitz. It made her want to throw something. Hard. At his head. 

Instead, she grabbed the illegal necklace from the back of her locker, shoved it 


in her bag, and stomped to elementalism. 


DEX AVOIDED HER LIKE THE plague for the rest of the day—which was fine. 
She wasn’t talking to him until she got a very sincere apology. Maybe with a little 
begging. Anda present. 

She’d planned to stop by Everglen to drop off the necklace, but Biana told her 
Alden and Della were in Eternalia all day meeting with the Council. So she went 
back to the cave at Havenfield and tried to trigger memories until sunset. Once 
again, she found nothing. 

She was up in her room transmitting commands to Iggy—her new, very 
successful method of training him—when Grady knocked on her door. 

“Sophie,” he called. “Can you hear me?” 

“Yes.” It was the first word she’d spoken to him since their talk. 

He cracked the door enough to slip his head through, looking more 
uncomfortable than she felt. “Sorry to interrupt. A package arrived for you.” 

He held out a small parcel wrapped in brown paper. When she didn’t move, he 
set it on the floor. “I guess TIl leave it here. Um... good night.” 

It was easy to hate Grady for what he was doing, but it was also hard. She really 
did love Grady and Edaline, and she’d thought they loved her. Her eyes blurred 
with tears as she tore off the brown paper, unwrapping a silver orb and a note. 

“You must help them.” Followed by three names: “Connor, Kate, and Natalie 
Freeman.” 

Her hands shook as the silver orb came alive at her touch, the word spyball 
glowing across the center. She’d never seen one before, but she'd heard kids talk 
about them. They could show you anyone, anytime, anywhere in the world. You 
had to apply fora special permit to have one. And she had no doubt who'd sent her 
this one. 

Still, she couldn't resist whispering, “Show me Connor, Kate, and Natalie 
Freeman.” 

Light flashed and the Spyball displayed three people huddled together. 

The rest of the world disappeared. 

Her mom's hair was longer, her dad looked a little thinner, and Amy looked 
older, but it was definitely her human family. Three echoes of a life where she 
thought she didn’t belong. But they had loved her—which was more than she had 
here. 

She wanted to reach through the orb and touch them, but she had to settle for 
watching as they huddled on the floor of a crowded room. 

Why were they on the floor? 

Her eyes found the words EVACUEE CENTER and she nearly dropped the ball. 

They'd been evacuated. Which meant the fires were near them. 


You must help them. 

The note’s words rang in her ears and she tried to shake them away—tried to 
remind herself she was being manipulated. But she couldn't take her eyes off the 
three people she’d once loved more than anything—the three people she still loved 
—looking tired and afraid as a deadly, unquenchable fire threatened them. 

You must help them. 

Something inside her clicked into place. 

Her family never would’ve abandoned her. She couldn’t abandon them. She 
didn’t know how, and she didn’t know when, but she would help them. 


For now she would stay with them as a silent supporter, watching from afar. 


FORTY-TWO 


SOPHIE DIDN’T SLEEP. 


She barely blinked. 

The Spyball felt like a magic window that could close anytime, and she didn’t 
want to miss a second of seeing her family. 

Even though she'd tried to forget them. Even though they didn’t know she 
existed anymore. Nothing could erase the love she felt for them. So when the sun 
painted the sky pink and gold, she stashed the Spyball in the bottom one of her 
desk drawers, dug out her Imparter, and called Alden. 

“What happened?” he asked, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. 

“The fires are near my family, aren't they?” 

He hesitated before he answered. “Yes, but everything is under control. Why are 
you asking? Did you get another note?” 

She nodded. “It said, ‘You must help them? I know it meant my family.” She left 
out the names and the Spyball. She wasn’t ready to give up her only connection to 
her family—not after almost eight months without them. 

“I don't doubt that’s what they meant, but you must remember that they’re 
trying to manipulate you. What better way to do that than to use people you love?” 

“They're in danger, Alden. There must be something we can do.” 

“There isn’t. Without evidence, we can’t make an accusation, and until that 
accusation is made—or the fires threaten our cities—the Council wont order an 
investigation. These things take time.” 

“We don’t have time.” 

“Yes, we do. Listen, I know you're upset, but promise me you won't do 
anything.” 

Her jaw set. 

“Promise me, Sophie, so I don't feel like I need to send someone to watch you. 
Come to Everglen this afternoon, and we'll see if we can’t find a solution you're 
more comfortable with.” 

She didn’t want to agree, but she didn’t want a chaperone following her around. 
“Fine.” 

“You promise?” 

“I promise.” 


“Good girl. I'll see you after school.” 


She stared at the Imparter long after Alden’s image disappeared. 

She knew he was right. She was definitely being manipulated. But in all of 
human history there had never been a firestorm like this. Global. Deadly. Clearly 
organized. With bright yellow flames. 

An elf had to be behind it. 

Which meant an elf had to stop it. 

She wasn't going to run to the Council like the Black Swan wanted her to, but 
she couldn't sit back anymore. Someone had to do something. 

Alden said they needed evidence to make the accusation. She would get it. She 
didn’t know how, but she would finda way. 

She threw on her uniform and raced downstairs to get Iggy’s breakfast so she 
could leap to Foxfire early. Her plan was to search the libraries for books on 
evidence laws. 

She never made it past the front door. 

Another package. Another note. Another pin. 

This time the message was slipped inside a bottle. Her hands shook as she 
dumped the contents into her palm. The little golden flareadon pin glinted against 
her skin, and she examined the details, trying to understand its significance. The 
note only made her more confused. 

“Left three, down ten, right two. You have everything you need.” 

Everything she needed for what? 

She examined the bottle—searching for another clue she was missing. It was 
short and round, with a fluted neck and a wide opening. She nearly dropped it 
when she realized shed projected the exact shape into her memory log. 

Firecatching. 

Lumenite and gold—the way to bottle a generated blaze. The way to bottle 
Everblaze. 

The moonlark and flareadon pins supplied the metals, and she had no doubt 
the left, down, right directions told her how to use the necklace to leap where the 
fires were. Paired with the bottle, the gifts gave her everything she'd need to collect 
a sample of the fire. What better evidence could she provide? 

But how was she supposed to get close enough to bottle the flame without 
killing herself—especially without fire-resistant clothing? 

Fire resistant. 

Gildie was fire resistant—probably why they gave her the flareadon pin instead 
ofa piece of j ewelry. They'd probably brought Gildie to Havenfield—she wouldn't 
put anything past them at this point. Was she supposed to guide Gildie with her 
mind to fly through the fire and collect the sample? Was that possible? 


You have everything you need. 

The Black Swan seemed to think so. 

But then, she’d be doing everything they wanted her to—breaking several major 
laws in the process—and she couldn't claim ignorance like in the Quintessence 
debacle. This would be willful. They would punish her. Maybe even with exile. 

A huge part of her wanted to leap to Everglen and tell Alden everything so she 
couldnt be tempted. The other part wouldn’t forget her family huddled on the 
floor, clinging to each other. Or the article the Black Swan gave her: FIRESTORM 
CLAIMS FIRST VICTIMS. 

Whatever consequences she might pay, it was wrong to let people suffer 
without trying to help. Tiergan said she would make the right decision if the time 
ever came—and this was the right decision. She knew it. 

Before she could change her mind, she grabbed her satchel and ran for Gildie’s 
enclosure. The golden pterodactyl flapped her wings as Sophie entered her cage. 

Screech! 

It’s okay, Sophie transmitted, sending images of glowing flames, hoping to calm 
Gildie’s nerves. Gildie settled on Sophie's wrist as Sophie dug the leaping necklace 
out of her satchel. Her arm almost collapsed under the weight, but she held strong. 

Here goes nothing, she told Gildie as she counted the facets the way the note 
instructed. When the crystal locked in place, she took a deep breath, clung to 
Gildie’s feet, and let the cobalt blue light pull her away. 


THE SUDDEN BLAST OF HEAT made her stagger. She could barely see 
through the thick smoke, but she could tell she was on a grassy plain, and the fires 
were in the hills all around her. Gildie screeched and flapped her wings. 

Steady, Sophie told her, transmitting calming images until Gildie settled down. 
Stay. 

She set Gildie on the ground and took off her cape, tying it across her mouth 
and nose to filter the smoke—finally, a use for the thing. She pried the digital 
displays off the back of the pins, dropped them in the bottle, and created an air seal 
the way shed practiced. It took three tries to get it right, and it wasn’t as thick as the 
seals Sir Conley made, but it was the best she could do. 

Hold, she told Gildie, sending her an image of how she wanted Gildie to carry 
the bottle between her talons. Gildie didn’t want to obey, but Sophie repeated the 
command over and over until Gildie flapped her wings, lifted off the ground, and 
snatched the bottle, holding it upside down, the way Sophie instructed. 

She wasn’t sure if she would be able to keep the mental connection once Gildie 
flew away, SO she repeated the instructions until she felt Gildie understood. Then 
she gave hera warning. Danger. Not normal fire. Be fast. She transmitted images that 


might explain the threat and hoped Gildie’s survival instincts would guide her 
through. 

A sharp blast of wind blew smoke in her eyes, and she pointed to the fire. Go, 
Gildie. Remember what I told you—and, hurry! 

Sophie held her breath as Gildie flew toward the fire line. She tried to watch as 
her glinting body disappeared into the flames, but the fire was too bright, burning 
spots of color into Sophie's dry corneas. She closed her eyes, transmitting 
instructions to Gildie over and over. 

Swoop through the thickest part of the flame three times and come back. 

Thick, raspy coughs heaved through her chest and made it impossible to 
concentrate enough to locate Gildie. She didn’t know how long she’d been waiting, 
but the heat of the fire was singeing her skin. 

“Come back, Gildie!” she called. 

The wind carried her words away. 

How long was too long? 

Gildie, please come back! 

The shift in the wind put her in the line of the fire, which meant that if the 
grass kept burning at its current speed, she’d be overcome by the flames in a matter 
of minutes. 

“Gildie,” she screamed. A coughing fit brought her to her knees, making her 
voice useless. If Gildie didn’t return in the next minute or two, shed have to 
abandon her and escape. 

The horrifying realization gave her a burst of adrenaline, and she was suddenly 
aware of the buzzing energy at the back of her mind. Could she channel it as she 
transmitted? 

She closed her eyes and shoved the energy into her mental call. Gildie, come back 
now! 

She scanned the sky. Nothing. 

Then a faint glint of gold sparkled through the smoke. 

“Gildie!” she screamed, waving her arms. “Gildie, over here.” 

The gold flash changed course and disappeared into the smoke and flame. 
Seconds later the shimmering pterodactyl emerged from the inferno, circled once, 
and landed at Sophie's feet. 

Screech! 

Sophie threw her arms around her. “Ouch, you're hot!” she yelped, jumping 
back and thrashing her arms to cool the burn. 

Gildie’s coarse fur looked singed on the edges, and her enormous eyes were 
clouded and watery, but she seemed okay. Her foot still clutched the bottle, which 


was filled with tiny yellow beads of sparks and capped with a glowing golden seal. 

“You did it!” Sophie transmitted images of the treats she would give Gildie as 
she wrapped the bottle in her cape and tucked it under her arm. Then she pulled 
out her home crystal—glad she hadnt given it back to Grady and Edaline—and 
leaped her and Gildie to safety. 


“WHAT WERE YOU THINKING?” GRADY demanded as he paced the living 
room. Edaline stayed outside, treating Gildie’s scorched fur. She couldn't bear to 
look at Sophie’s burns, and Sophie couldn't blame her after Jolie. She was surprised 
Grady could stand it. 

Alden and Elwin were on their way. 

This was the one thing she hadn't thought through. She knew she would have 
to confess what she did, but she’d expected to have some time to practice what she 
would say. Unfortunately, Grady had been in the pasture giving Verdi a bath when 
they arrived. Gildie screeched before she could even think about hiding. 

“Do you have any idea how much trouble you're in?” Grady asked, tearing his 
hands through his already disheveled hair. 

Before she could answer, the front door burst open and Alden and Elwin 
rushed inside. 

“You promised,” Alden said, his voice angrier than she’d ever heard. “Just this 
morning, you promised.” 

“T can explain.” 

“Oh, you'd better—though I’m not sure it will help at this point.” The anger 
faded from his voice, leaving it flat and empty. Hopeless. “Bronte’s calling for a 
tribunal.” 

She knew it was coming, but her stomach still contorted in ways that made her 
very glad shed skipped breakfast. 

Elwin cleared his throat. “Let’s treat those burns, shall we?” 

He squatted next to where she sat, flashing blue light around her arms. “These 
aren't so bad. I won't even have to use the yeti pee balm.” 

“Yeti pee?” She gagged as she remembered the stinky gold slime he’d spread on 
the burn from the stellarscope. 

“Takes the sting out of the most severe burn. You’re welcome.” He spread thick 
purple balm on all the places where Gildie’s scalding fur had touched her skin. 
“Any other burns you need me to treat?” 

She shook her head. 

He plunked two red medicine bottles and a bottle of Youth in front of her. 
“Drink up. This’ll fix any damage the smoke did to your lungs.” 


She swallowed the sticky-sweet serums as Elwin wiped the balm off her arms, 
revealing fresh, healthy skin. “Thanks, Elwin.” 

He gave her a sad smile. “Yeah, well, I would say stay out of trouble, but I think 
it might be too late for that.” 

Her eyes darted to Alden, and her heart sank when she saw his grim expression. 

“That should take care of her, but if you need anything else, you know where to 
find me.” Elwin gave Sophie a look that seemed to say, Hang in there. Then he 
glittered away. 

Sophie stared at her lap, not sure what to Say. 

“What were you thinking?” Alden demanded. 

“You said we needed evidence to make an accusation. So I got us evidence” She 
pointed to her balled-up cape. “Take a look. Its unlike any of the flames I’ve 
bottled in elementalism.” 

It looked like part of him wanted to keep yelling, but he unwrapped the bottle. 
“Incredible,” he breathed when he saw the tiny beads of yellow flame. 

Grady ran his hands through his hair again and turned away. 

“When the Council sees that, they'll have to admit it’s Everblaze,” she said. 

“Tt isn’t that easy, Sophie,” Alden told her. 

“Why? Because Fintan’s their friend?” 

“No, because you broke the law.” 

“People are dying. Losing their homes. My family is camped out in an evacuee 
center right now afraid for their lives.” 

“They're humans, Sophie. Elves don’t get involved in human affairs.” 

She pointed to the bottle. “Obviously, one did. I don’t care that he’s friends with 
the Councillors. I did the right thing.” 

“I hope so. Because there’s no way I can protect you from the Council.” 

“T can,” Grady interrupted, a wild look in his eyes. 

“Grady—” Alden warned. 

“No—it’s not her fault. It’s mine,” Grady shouted. “I mesmerized her into doing 
it.” 

The words rang through the room as everyone stared at him. 

“No, you didn’t,” Sophie argued. “I didn’t even see you this morning.” 

“You did. You just don’t remember because I told you to forget it.” Desperation 
filled his tone, begging her not to protest. 

“Grady, the consequences of that would be even more severe than what Sophie 
is facing,” Alden warned. 

“It’s the truth. I mesmerized her.” 


Edaline gasped from the doorway, and all heads spun to look at her. “What are 
you doing, Grady?” 

Grady looked away. “I’m telling Alden what I did so Sophie won't have to face a 
tribunal. I’m the reason Sophie broke the law. I used my ability to make her do it.” 

“No, you didn’t!” Sophie screamed, launching to her feet. “Stop trying to cover 
for me—I don’t need your help.” 

“Please let me do this, Sophie. It’s the least I can do, after everything” 

A hint of warmth and love was back in his eyes, but she looked away. 

“I—I think you should listen to him, Sophie,” Edaline stammered. Each word 
seemed to steal her strength as she spoke it. “Grady’s right.” 

“No. I’m not going to let you lie to the Council and risk exile because you feel 
guilty about dumping me.” 

“It’s not about guilt,” Grady whispered. 

The tenderness in his voice made her throat catch, but she cleared it away. 
“Oralie will know you're lying” 

“I can bea very convincing liar.” 

“Yeah. I’ve noticed.” 

He sank into a chair. “I’m trying to make things right, Sophie.” 

“This is not the way, Grady,” Alden interrupted. He stared at the bottle of 
yellow sparks. “Maybe when they see this, they'll decide her actions were justified.” 

“You know Bronte will never let that happen,” Grady argued. 

“We'll worry about that once we see how the Council reacts to this new 
evidence. In the meantime, Sophie has been ordered to act as though nothing 
happened. The official story is that you stayed home sick today and they expect you 
back at school tomorrow.” 

Alden sighed and turned to Sophie. “Im not sure how the Black Swan 
convinced you to do this, Sophie, but can you promise me you won't do anything 
else they ask you to do?” 

“I promise.” 

“Tm going to try to believe that.” 

“Tm really sorry, Alden. I won't break another promise.” 

“I hope not.” 

She stared at the floor. “I understand if you want to take back your adoption 
offer.” 

Edaline made a strangled sound. 

“Sophie, we'd be honored to have you live with us.” He looked at Grady and 
Edaline. “Sorry, I’ve been trying to figure out how to tell you.” 


Grady glanced at Edaline, then at the floor. “No—that’s . . . great. I’m glad to 
hear it.” 

Edaline choked out something unintelligible. It might have been her agreeing, 
but it was hard to tell. She turned and fled before anyone could ask her. 

Alden sighed and held up the bottle. “I should bring this to the Council, get 
this process going. We'll worry about adoption concerns if. . ” 

He didn’t finish, but Sophie knew what he meant. 

If she wasn’t exiled. 


FORTY-THREE 


AcTING NORMAL AT SCHOOL THE next day was easier than Sophie 


thought it would be. Dex still wasn’t speaking to her, Marella and Jensi were 
relatively oblivious, and Fitz and Biana already knew. She got a little choked up 
when Biana hugged her and told her things would be okay—and Keefe made a few 
jokes about what he kept calling her “mystery illness”—but other than that, it was 
like any other day. 

Until study hall. 

Sophie was sitting alone with Biana—ignoring the way Dex kept glaring at her 
from the next table over—when Stina plunked her beanpole body in one of their 
empty chairs. 

“I never knew you were such a good actress,” she sneered. 

Sophie froze. “W-what do you mean?” 

“Not you, Foster—you’re not good at anything. I meant Biana. I know your 
secret.” 

Biana glared at her. “Oooh, I’m really scared.” 

“You should be.” 

Something about Stina’s confidence seemed to get to Biana, because she shifted 
in her chair and her eyes darted to Sophie. 

“She doesn’t know anything. She’s just trying to trick you into admitting 
something.” Sophie grabbed her things and stood. “Come on. Let’s sit somewhere 
else.” 

Stina slammed her bony arm across Biana’s books. “Oh, but I do know 
something. See, since you've been ignoring Maruca lately, she and I have become 
quite close—and she’s had some great stories to tell. This morning she told me the 
most interesting thing about the reason you and Sophie became friends.” 

All the color drained from Biana’s face. 

“What is she talking about?” Sophie asked quietly. 

Stina flashed a wicked smile at Biana. “Should I tell her, or do you want to do 
it?” 

“Tell me what?” 

Biana sat pale and lifeless, like a statue. 

Stina giggled. “Tt’s really quite funny. She was forced to be friends with you. Her 
dad wanted to keep a closer watch on the freaky human girl who practically killed 


his son ina splotching match, so he ordered Biana to be your friend so you'd come 
around their house.” 

Sophie saw the panic in Biana’s eyes and felt a little sick. “Is that true?” 

“Of course it’s true,” Stina interrupted. “She hated you before that, remember? 
Did you really think she suddenly wanted to be best friends for no reason?” She 
studied Sophie closely. “Hmm. I guess you did. You’re even dumber than I 
thought.” 

Biana sprang to life and reached for Sophie’s arm. 

Sophie jerked away. “Don’t!” 

Her mind was spinning, making connections she should have made a long 
time ago. Shed wondered if someone put Biana up to it. She’d just never 
considered it might be Alden. 

“Sophie,” Biana pleaded. 

Sophie shook her head as traitorous tears pricked her eyes. The last thing she 
saw was the look of I told you so on Dex’s face as she turned and fled. 

She raced around a corner and plowed straight into someone. 

“Sophie? Are you okay?” Fitz asked. 

Of course she would run into him. And he was with Keefe—perfect. “Tm fine,” 
she muttered, resisting his help as she struggled to regain her balance. 

“Hey.” He grabbed her arms. “What happened? What’s wrong?” 

She shrugged out of his grasp and tried to push by, but he blocked her path. 
“Let me go.” 

“Tell me what’s going on first.” 

“Uh, Fitz.” Keefe tapped him on the shoulder. “I’m feeling some pretty serious 
rage right now. It’s probably nota good idea to annoy her.” 

She glared at Keefe and he took a step away from her, holding out his hands in 
peace. 

“Tell me what happened,” Fitz pleaded. 

The concern in his voice pushed her over the edge. “Ugh,” she screamed, 
shoving away from him. “Just stop already.” 

“Stop what?” 

“Stop pretending like you care. I know your dad put you up to it, okay?” 

“That’s crazy.” Keefe looked at Fitz to back him up. 

Fitz looked away, his whole body rigid. “What did Biana tell you?” 

“Nothing,” she hissed. “Neither of you had the decency to be honest with me. I 
had to hear about it from Stina.” 

Fitz muttered something under his breath. “Sophie, its—’ 


“I don’t want to hear it.” Her voice cracked. 


“Better leave her alone,” Keefe said, pulling Fitz away. He glanced over his 
shoulder as he dragged Fitz down the hall—his eyes asking if she would be okay. 

She shook her head, pulled out her home crystal, and leaped back to 
Havenfield. 


“WHAT HAPPENED?” GRADY CALLED WHEN he spotted her, but she 
didn’t acknowledge him. She threw her satchel on the ground and ran straight for 
the caves. 

“Sophie, wait!” Edaline called. 

Sophie kept going, but Edaline was faster than she looked, and in a minute 
she’d caught up with her. She offered a small furball. “In case you need a friend.” 

Iggy fluttered to her shoulder and Sophie wiped away a tear. “Thanks.” 

Edaline nodded. “Be careful down there. Looks like a storm’s coming.” 

Sophie hadn't noticed the gray sky, but it seemed appropriate given her mood. 
She climbed down the cliff and wandered deep into the cave, reveling in the thick, 
gloomy darkness. She noticed a shard of rock on the ground and hurtled it at the 
wall. The clatter as it shattered into smaller bits was oddly soothing. 

She threw another stone, and another, relishing the clang of each as they were 
pulverized to smithereens. When there were no rocks left, she kicked the edge of 
the nearest boulder until her foot throbbed. Dirty, panting, and in more than a 
little pain, she collapsed to the ground, feeling the tears she’d been holding back 
bubble over. She buried her face in her hands and gave into them, letting the 
violent sobs shake her body. She felt Iggy trembling next to her, frightened by her 
irrational behavior, but she didn’t care. 

Her life had officially fallen apart. 

She had no friends. No family. Facing exile and expulsion. 

She was totally and completely alone. 

It was at that moment—when she thought things couldn’t possibly get any 
worse—that they did. 

A pair of arms pulled her to her feet and smothered her scream with a meaty 
hand. She tried to fight back, but a cloaked figure swooped out of the shadows and 
shoved a cloth over her mouth and nose. Something sickeningly sweet burned her 
throat and nostrils and her head instantly clouded. 

A sedative. 

She held her breath and kicked with all her might, but she couldn't escape the 
iron grasp, and she couldn't hold her breath much longer. 

“Sophie?” Dex called, his voice echoing against the walls. “Are you in here? Fitz 
told me I should come find you.” 


The figure holding her cursed, and Sophie rallied her concentration. 

Run, Dex! she transmitted. 

She was too late. 

She heard the scuffle, but her head was swirling too much from the drug to 
make sense of it. Then the arms holding her jerked away, and she crumpled to the 
ground as someone yelped. A ball of fur scuttled away. 

Iggy! 

He must've bit her captor. 

Go get help! she transmitted, hoping he understood what she meant. He scurried 
out of the cave, SO she took that as a good sign. 

She tried to get up, but she was too weak. One of the figures grabbed her arm, 
squeezing so hard it cut off her circulation. “Let go,” she rasped, surprised at how 
the drug affected her voice. Dex moaned behind her and she turned toward the 
sound. 

A third figure had Dex with a viselike grip, and clearly no amount of struggling 
or fighting would help him escape. She held Dex’s panicked stare as her captor 
pulled her to her feet and covered her mouth with his hand. “Drug them now!” he 
ordered in a deep voice. 

“Both of them?” the figure holding Dex asked. “I thought we only wanted the 
girl?” 

“We can’t leave any evidence!” He turned to the second figure, who was already 
soaking the cloth with a small vial. “You said she only came here alone!” 

“She does!” 

They'd been watching her. 

She watched in horror as the figure covered Dex’s mouth and nose with the 
drugged cloth. His eyes held hers as he struggled against the sedative, but after a 
minute his head lolled and his body fell limp. 

“Get his pendant,” the one holding her ordered. 

There was an ominous snap as Dex’s registry necklace came free in his hand. 
Then he returned to Sophie, holding the cloth over her face. “Lets try this again.” 

Her nose burned and her head spun, and the last thing she felt was a tug on her 
neck as her pendant—her only hope of being tracked down and rescued—was 


ripped off her neck. 


FORTY-FOUR 


SOPHIE DRIFTED IN THE DARKNESS, UNABLE to separate nightmare 
from reality. But the pain pulled her back to consciousness. Cold, thick cords 


sliced into her wrists and ankles. Bonds. 

She was a hostage. 

“They ordered a search and rescue,” a strange voice whispered from far away. 
“They believed the tidal wave.” 

“Staging a suicide would have been better,” someone else hissed. 

“No one would’ve believed they both jumped.” 

“I know. The boy is an unfortunate complication.” 

Two men—or maybe three. She couldn’t tell. She wasn’t even sure she was 
awake. The mental fog felt so thick she could barely think through it. 

“What are you going to do with him?” he asked. 

“Were not here to answer your questions,” a new voice hissed. A ghostly 
whisper. “Just do your job and wash the girl’s recent memories.” 

Please, Sophie thought, scrambling to make her muddled mind concentrate. 
She transmitted as far and wide as she could. My name is Sophie Foster. If anyone can 
hear me, please send help. 

She listened for a reply, but there was only silence as the darkness swallowed 


her again. 


LOUD VOICES YANKED HER OUT of the haze. She wanted to cry, but she 
didn’t have the energy. Her body felt like one giant bruise. At least the pain meant 
she was still alive. 

“Funerals are being arranged.” 

“They didn’t care that there were no bodies?” 

“They found the pendants at the bottom of the ocean. Everyone believed.” 

No! Her brain screamed. We're not dead. Please, someone hear me. We need help! 

“Have they decided what to do with the boy?” 

“They have to get rid of him.” 

Please! she transmitted. Please help us. She pushed the message as far as it could 
go. 

“The girl’s awake. I can hear her transmitting for help.” 

A strong hand squeezed her arm like a vise. “Stop it, Sophie! Do you hear me?” 


“Relax. She can’t reach anyone from here.” 
“I don’t care. Knock her out.” 


Sharp sweetness tickled her nose, and she sank into the dark oblivion. 


TIME LOST ITS MEANING IN the blackness. Each second felt like the next— 
until a burning in her nose jerked her back to reality. She wanted to sneeze and gag 
with every breath. 

“Are you sure this is necessary?” The voice loomed over her. 

“It’s either this or give up.” 

A very loud sigh. 

“I hope you know what you're doing.” 

Her chest constricted, heaving into a cough—but a cloth blocked her mouth, 
keeping the cough in. Her body thrashed in pain. 

“The gag is choking her.” 

“She'll live,” a gruff voice insisted. “I don’t want her talking.” 

“This better work,” someone else added. 

The choking grew worse and she started hyperventilating. 

“Wonderful. Well, go ahead—before she suffocates.” 

It felt like they pulled off her lips when they ripped the gag away. Her throat 
was dry anda sick, sour taste coated her tongue, but the cool air felt wonderful. She 
gulped as much as she could, coughing and hacking until her chest calmed down. 

“Don't even think about screaming, Sophie. No one will hear, and you will not 
like how we'll punish you. Nod if you understand.” 

Her head felt like lead, but she managed a couple weak nods. 

“Good. Now let’s get this over with.” 

Rough hands pressed against her temples, squeezing her already throbbing 
head. 

“Why?” she croaked. She tried to open her eyes, but something covered them. 
“Why are you doing this?” 

“Youve served your purpose,” a ghostly whisper hissed. “Now alter her 
memories so we can relocate her.” 

She held her breath, wondering if she would actually feel her memories being 
stolen—if it would hurt. But she felt nothing. 

“Ts it working?” the gruff voice demanded. 

Silence, followed by an exhausted grunt. 

“No.” 

The single syllable echoed through the room. 


Something heavy hit the wall. Then a sweet cloth pressed over her mouth, and 
the drugs pulled her back to the darkness. 


“WAKE UP, SOPHIE,” SOMEONE CALLED through the swirling mist of her 
mind. Her nose stung again. Then the coughing started. 

She wasn't gagged this time, but her eyes were still covered and she was 
strapped to a chair, bound by her wrists and ankles. “Who are you?” she whispered, 
struggling to pull her mind from the haze of the drugs. 

“That’s not important,” the ghostly whisper informed her. 

Shivers tickled down her spine. “What do you want?” 

“Me? Oh... many things. Would you like me to list them all?” His voice was 
hollow, empty. She wished she could recognize it, but she’d never heard it before. 

“What do you want from me?” 

“Ah, see, that’s much more specific.” He laughed an eerie, breathy laugh—more 
like a wheeze. “I want to know why youre here.” 

“You tell me,” she spat. “You're the one who captured me.” 

“Oh, I didn’t mean here. I meant why you exist at all. Why anyone would go to 
so much trouble to create such a unique little girl? And what are they hiding in 
that impenetrable little brain of yours?” Venom seeped into the last words as hot 
hands brushed across her temples, leaving a trail of warmth everywhere they 
touched. “I don’t suppose you'd be willing to tell me what you're hiding in there?” 

“Get your hands off me.” 

Another breathy laugh. “You've got gumption—I'll give you that. But you leave 
me in quite a predicament.” 

Steady footfalls told her he was pacing. 

“The easiest thing to do would be to kill you and your little friend and be rid of 
you both. But it’s never easy, 1S it? Sure—it is with your friend. He'll be disposed of 
soon enough.” 

“Why? It’s me you want. Why don't you let him go?” 

“And cast suspicion on your disappearance? No, we can’t have that. Don't worry, 
he won't feel a thing. I’m not a monster, after all.” 

“You're worse than a monster!” she screamed. “You kill innocent children and 
don’t even have the guts to show your face.” 

“Innocent? Innocent?” She could feel his hot breath on her face and pressure 
squeezing her arms. “If you're so innocent, how did you know the location of 
Elementine? How do you know about Everblaze>” He released her arms and the 
blood rushed back in a throb of pain. “No, Miss Foster. You may be ignorant, but 


you are certainly not innocent. The Black Swan made sure of that.” 


“Wait. Aren’t you part of the Black Swan?” 

He laughed—louder this time—almost a cackle. Apparently, that was all the 
answer she would get. 

“So what do I do with you?” he asked, mostly to himself. “Do I keep you here so 
I can see what you can really do?” 

“I can't do anything,” she screamed. “I’m not special—I’m just me.” 

“Ah, but that’s where you're wrong. You're their little puppet. So maybe I should 
just get rid of you and take their precious toy away.” 

Panic made her shake despite the bonds. Would he kill her now? 

“You'll never get away with this,” she whispered. “T already gave the Council the 
sample of the Everblaze. They'll come for you.” 

“How will they know it was me?” 

“Because you're the only one who can ignite Everblaze.” 

“Am I? And I suppose you think you know who I am.” 

“You're Fintan.” 

He laughed. “I guess youve got it all figured out, then.” He rushed her, 
gripping her arms again. “Tell me what your mind is hiding and maybe TIl let you 
live.” 

She screamed as the burning increased—like her skin was melting. “Please, 
you're hurting me.” 

His breath was hot on her face. “This is your last chance.” 

Please! She tried to concentrate so she could send out one last desperate call for 
help. She had no idea if she could reach anyone, but it was her only hope. 

Her mind buzzed with a reserve of energy as she pictured Everglen until it was 
all she could see. Fitz, she transmitted, imagining him inside, eating dinner in the 
dining room. It seemed so real she could see his beautiful eyes widen in surprise. 
Please, Fitz. I need your help. If you can follow my voice, please find me. 

But you're dead, he thought, his face twisting with pain. 

I’m not dead—yet. Please, they’re going to kill us. 

“She’s transmitting again,” someone warned. 

The pain in her arms became so unbearable she lost her connection—if it had 
even been a connection. 

“Is that true?” the ghostly voice hissed as his hands squeezed tighter, twisting 
her raw skin. 

“Stop,” she screamed, contorting from the pain. “Stop, please.” 

“Knock her out again. And make the poison—I’m done with both of them.” 

“No, ple—’ The sweet cloth blocked the rest of her plea, and she was jerked 
back to the dark. 


HER MIND SWAM THROUGH A pool of thick, inky black for an eternity. 
Sometimes she could find the clarity to picture Fitz’s face and send another 
desperate plea for help, but most of the time she just drifted, feeling the rise and 
fall of her chest and wondering which breath would be her last. 

At first she didn’t realize she was moving. A rush of air across her face brought 
her to her senses. 

“Don't struggle, Sophie,” someone commanded as she tried to twist her body 
away. “I’m getting you out of here.” 

A rescue? 

She couldn't feel the bonds anymore, and a strong pair of arms was moving her 
somewhere. 

Her overwhelming happiness only lasted a second. “Dex,” she grunted, her 
voice thick and raw. 

“TIl come back for him.” 

“No.” She twisted to break free. They were both getting rescued. 

“I have to get you out of here, Sophie.” 

“No.” She kicked her legs and almost managed to slip out of his grasp. 

His sigh rocked through his body. “You kids are so difficult.” 

Something tugged at her memory, but she didn’t have time to process it. “Dex,” 
she insisted, thrashing harder. 

He made a sound that may have been a growl as he spun her around, jostling 
her more than he probably needed to as he ran. When they stopped, he shifted his 
weight and pulled a body over his other shoulder. Her heart leaped when she felt 
Dex’s warm breath against her cheek. He still seemed drugged, but he was alive— 
and they were being rescued. 

Everything would be okay. 

“Hang on to me,” their rescuer ordered. “If I have to carry two of you, you have 
to pull some of your own weight.” 

Her brain still felt foggy from the drugs and her body was weak, but there was 
no way she was going to risk having him put Dex down. She wrapped her arms 
around his neck and held on with everything she had. 

He moved quick and silent—occasionally stopping to catch his breath. Then 
they entered some sort of elevator, and her stomach lurched from the sudden jump 
in altitude. 

“Who are you?” she whispered. 

“It’s not important.” His voice sounded clipped, giving her nothing distinct she 
could recognize. 


“Why are you helping me?” 


“It’s my job.” 

His job? 

She'd been hoping it was someone who cared, but she wasn’t in a position to 
complain. 

“How long have we been gone?” 

“Tt took us ten days to find you.” 

Ten days in that drugged delirium? Her whole body started to shake. 

The doors opened and a burst of fresh air on her skin helped calm her panic. 
After a few minutes of running he lowered her to the hard ground, laying Dex 
beside her. Rough fingers parted her lips. 

“Swallow,” he ordered, pouring something bitter and salty down her throat. She 
gagged, but he clamped her mouth shut. “Swallow, Sophie.” 

She choked down the sludge. A minute later she heard Dex gag and knew he 
must be getting the same medicine. 

“Okay,” their rescuer grunted, placing something flimsy in her hands. “The 
medicine will take about an hour to work, and then you'll be back on your feet. 
That’s the best I can do. You kids will have to take care of yourselves from here on 
out.” 

“What?” She couldnt even open her eyes—how was she supposed to take care 
of herself? “Don't go,” she begged, fumbling to find him. 

“Tye been here too long as it is. If you don’t make it back in a few days, ril try to 
figure something else out, but I can’t make any promises.” 

‘Tears pricked her eyes. “Please don’t leave me,” she begged, reaching out for 
him and finding only air. 

He was gone. 

Too weak and scared to move, she curled closer to Dex and cried harder than 
she’d ever cried before. 

After a minute she felt a warm tingle in her mind—almost like a caress. 
Suddenly she was five years old again—before her telepathy manifested and her life 
changed forever. When she was justa happy, normal girl. She wrapped her mind 
around the feeling, clinging to the warmth and safety until her weary mind drifted 
off to sleep. 


FORTY-FIVE 


SOPHIE HAD NO IDEA HOW MUCH TIME passed before she forced her 
eyes open, ignoring the searing light. The warm feeling shed fallen asleep to was 


gone, replaced with a heightened awareness of everything around her. 

Maybe it was from being bound and gagged for so long, or the way the drugs 
had limited her abilities, but everything felt like sensory overload. It wasn’t quite as 
bad as waking up in the hospital the first time her telepathy started, but it was 
close. She grabbed her head and moaned, wishing she had the strength to shield 
the barrage of sound. 

They were ina city of some sort—a human one, based on the noise and the 
cigarette butts on the ground—in a deserted alley. The buildings looked like they 
belonged to a different century, and everything was stone, even the street. Dex 
stirred beside her and she squirmed closer, needing to feel his warmth. As long as 
he was alive everything would be okay. 

“Dex,” she whispered. 

His eyes fluttered and he moaned as the light hit him. Then he bolted upright, 
his face wild. “Sophie D” 

Their eyes locked and she held her breath, hoping he didn't hate her for getting 
him into this. 

He threw his arms around her, hugging so tight it knocked the breath out of 
her. “I thought I'd never see you again.” 

She buried her face in his shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Dex. This is all my fault.” 

They clung to each other for a moment before Dex pulled away, wiping his 
eyes. “I’m just glad you're okay. And I’m so sorry for the way I’ve been acting—” 

“Please. It doesn’t matter. Let’s focus on more important things, like staying 
alive.” 

He nodded, surveying their surroundings. “Where are we?” 

“Somewhere human—but I don’t know where.” 

“Why would we be in the Forbidden Cities?” 

“Their hideout must be here. The guy who rescued us didn’t leap, so it can't be 
far,” 

She checked her arms and wrists for wounds, but the skin was smooth and 
fresh. No sign of the burns she'd felt during the interrogation. Her nexus was gone 
too. She wasn’t surprised the kidnappers took it, but why didn’t the rescuer give her 


one? How were they supposed to get home? Unless that was what he slipped into 
her hand before he left. . . . 

“What are you doing?” Dex asked as she scoured the ground, searching for 
anything that looked remotely elvin. 

“He gave me something to help us, and I can’t find it.” 

Dex helped her look, but all they found was a scroll of paper with the words 
“Alexandre, Lantern, Concentrate.” Followed by the word “Hurry.” 

“Well, that’s helpful!” She crumpled the page, ready to scream. Four vague, 
disconnected words? That’s all they were giving her? 

She felt her neck, desperately hoping her home crystal would still be there. But 
the kidnappers stole that too. Even her bottle of allergy medicine was gone. She 
had nothing left but the clothes on her back—and her stupid blue Foxfire uniform 
was only going to make it harder for them to hide among humans. 

“I don’t understand,” Dex said, interrupting her venomous thoughts. “Why 
wouldn't he take us home? Why would he dump us here?” 

“Because this was his job, and he didn’t want anyone to know he was involved.” 
She rose on shaky legs, the buildings spinning as the blood rushed to her head. 
“That’s how the Black Swan operates.” 

“The Black Swan?” 

“TI explain as we walk. We should get moving—in case anyone’s looking for 
us.” 

They wound through narrow, deserted streets, and Sophie finally confessed 
everything shed hidden from him: her telepathy, Prentice, the notes, the Black 
Swan, Fintan, Everblaze, her upcoming tribunal. Dex seemed too stunned to 
process any ofit—and she couldn't blame him. 

The more she thought about it, the more she was sure the Black Swan had 
nothing to do with her kidnapping. Their little puppet, hed called her. Who else 
could he be talking about besides the Black Swan? Plus, the kidnappers didn’t seem 
to know what was hidden in her mind, and the Black Swan would know that. They 
put it there. 

But if it wasn’t the Black Swan, who was it? 

And why? 

Pounding noise interrupted her thoughts. Sophie stumbled back, clutching her 
temples. 

“What’s wrong?” Dex asked, steadying her. 

“Human thoughts.” She closed her eyes, taking deep breaths. “They're getting 
louder. Tiergan taught me how to shield, but I don’t have the energy right now.” 

“I can't believe you're a Telepath,” he mumbled. 


“Does it matter?” 

“No.” He chewed his lip. “But... have you ever listened to my thoughts?” 

“Of course not. I don’t want to know anyone’s secrets. Plus, it’s against the rules. 
The one time I did it I got detention.” 

“That’s what you got detention for?” 

“I stole the midterm from Lady Galvin’s mind.” 

Dex laughed and she couldn't help joining him. It felt wrong—given their 
current situation. But neither of them could seem to stop. They were still laughing 
as they rounded a corner, and Dex plowed into an old man sweeping the sidewalk 
in front of his store. 

“Watch where youre going!” the man shouted as he struggled to regain his 
balance. 

“We're so sorry,” Sophie apologized. 

He waved his broom at them. “You should be more careful. Someone could get 
hurt.” 

“We will.” She pulled Dex away before the man drew more attention to them. 

“What language were you speaking?” Dex asked when they were out of earshot. 
“Tt sounded like you were trying to clear your throat.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“What do you mean, what do I mean?” 

“I mean—wait—what?” 

“Sophie, you do realize you were speaking a different language back there, don’t 
you?” 

“No, I wasn’t.” 

“Yes. You were.” 

“Oh! I was speaking English. Humans don’t speak the Enlightened Language.” 

“I know they don’t speak the Enlightened Language. But I know English, and I 
couldn’t understand a word you said.” 

She only half heard him, because her eyes had spotted part of a tower peeking 
over the roofs. “No way...” 

She took off down a side street. Dex chased after her. 

The street ended in a wide park, and Sophie froze. A hundred yards in front of 
her was a landmark so recognizable she had to blink her eyes a few times to make 
sure she was really seeing clearly. 

“What is that thing?” Dex asked. 

“The Eiffel Tower.” She gaped at the graceful structure she’d seen in hundreds 
of pictures. “We're in Paris. Wait”—she turned to Dex—“we’re in France.” 

“And that means?” 


“You must have heard me speaking ... French.” She wrestled with the idea, but 
it wouldn’t make sense. How could she speak a language she’d never learned? 

“Okay,” Dex said, interrupting her thoughts. “We know where we are. Now 
what?” 

“I have no idea. I guess we keep moving.” 

They followed a crowd of Indian tourists, because their capes looked less out of 
place surrounded by saris. “We're going to need money,” Sophie said as they passed 
a currency exchange. “But unless you feel like robbing a bank, we'll have to figure 
out a way around it.” 

“Doesn't money come out of that machine?” Dex asked, pointing to the ATM. 
“That’s how they show it in the movies my mom watches.” 

“Yeah, but you have to have an account and a code.” 

“Can we fake that?” 

“No. They have all kinds of security measures.” 

He frowned. “Well, I’m going to check it out. Maybe I can make it work.” 

“How could you ‘make it work’?” 

“Tm good with gadgets.” 

She bit her lip. “Fine, but—be careful. They have cameras and stuff” 

He waved her worries away as he gotin line. Sophie fidgeted in the background, 
covering her eyes when he started pressing random buttons like it was a game. She 
kept waiting for police sirens and alarm bells, but a couple minutes later he was at 
her side. 

“Is a thousand enough?” He held out a thick stack of rainbow-colored bills. “It’s 
just paper, so I wasn't sure.” 

She gasped, glancing over her shoulder. “What did you do?” 

“I told it we needed money andit gave me this.” 

“You told it? How?” 

“I dont know. I just knew what buttons I needed to press. Why?” 

“Because that’s not normal, Dex. You just robbed an ATM.” 

“I did?” 

“Yeah.” She shoved the money under her cape so no one could see it. “How 
come you're so good with machines? Is that a special ability or something?” 

He thought for a second before his shoulders fell. “It is. I bet I’m a 
Technopath.” 

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.” 

“It’s about as good as being a Froster. But I guess it’s better than nothing. rll 
have to look into it when we get home. If we get home.” His voice trembled. 

She squeezed his hand. “We'll find a way. I got us into this and I will get us out.” 


“How?” he whispered. 

“I don't know.” She glared at the spot where her nexus should be. “Why 
wouldn't he give us a nexus?” 

“They can track a nexus through the field that holds you together.” 

Sophie tried not to worry about how easily they could be found. “Okay. Then 
the answer must be in this note. We need to do some research.” 

“Research?” 

“Yeah.” She scanned the street and pulled him toward an Internet café she 
spotted a few blocks down. 

Since neither of them had eaten in days, she bought sandwiches—chicken for 
her, cheese for Dex, who was horrified at the idea of eating a once-living creature— 
and bought an hour of Internet time. 

Dex giggled as he stared at the boxy black computers and at the way she 
navigated the web browser. “Technology,” he mumbled, while Sophie Googled 
“Paris, Alexandre, lantern.” 

“That’s it!” she gasped. 

The number-one result was Pont Alexandre III, a famous bridge across the 
Seine. Ornate lanterns lined both sides. It had to be their way home. 

The shopkeeper gave them directions, and after fifteen minutes of walking the 
famous golden statues at the top of the columns came into view. They sped up 
their pace, but their excitement faded when they saw how many lanterns there 
were. 

“Maybe we should split up,” Sophie suggested. 

“What are we even looking for?” 

“No idea. Just look for anything that looks elvin and we'll go from there.” 

“Easier said than done,” Dex grumbled. 

He was right. The lanterns were covered in elaborate carvings and decorations 
—some even with statues. They'd barely covered half the bridge when the sun sank 
below the horizon. They would need to find somewhere to sleep soon. 

She was about to call it a day when she spotted a small, curved line at the base 
of a lantern toward the center of the bridge. An elvin rune—one she could actually 
read. 

“Dex, get over here,” she called. She pressed on it, searching for the edges ofa 
secret compartment, but found nothing. 

“Did you find it?” 

“I found something” She pointed to the rune. “That means Eternalia. This has 
to be what the note wanted us to find.” 

“How does it help us get home?” 


“I have no idea.” Her eyes examined the lantern inch by inch, finally focusing 
on the tip of the highest lamp. “Look, Dex—there’s a crystal. None of the other 
lanterns has that.” 

“You're sure?” 

“Yeah. I know these lanterns by heart now, and this is the only one that has it.” 
She squinted, smiling when she saw the crystal only had a single facet. “It’s a 
leaping crystal—and I bet it leaps straight to Eternalia.” 

“You did it! We can go home.” He threw his arms around her and spun her 
around. A second later he jumped back, blushing from head to toe. “Sorry. I’m just 
happy.” 

She shrugged, hoping her face wasn't as red as it felt. “No problem.” Her smile 
faded. “But we still don’t have nexuses. How are we supposed to get home?” 

“People leap without them all the time.” 

“Yeah, people who don’t need them anymore.” 

“We're close enough—and we'll concentrate extra hard when we do it. We 
might come back a little faded, but that only lasts a few days.” 

Easy for him to Say. His meter had been three quarters full. She wasn’t even to 
the half If simple mathematics applied, that would mean she’d lose more than half 
of herself; which might make her fade away. 

But it was their only option. 

“Well, we can’t do it until sunrise.” She pointed to the angle of the crystal, which 
clearly needed dawn light to create a path. “Maybe we should find somewhere to 
sleep for the night.” 

Dex nodded. “I capt believe there’s a crystal to Eternalia hidden in the 
Forbidden Cities. Do you have any idea how illegal that is?” 

She frowned. “I wonder why it’s here.” 

“So we can come and go as we please,” a gruff voice said behind them. Sophie 
and Dex whipped around to find three figures cloaked in black pointing a silver 
weapon at their heads. 


The kidnappers had found them. 


FORTY-SIX 


| WOULDN’T SCREAM IF I WERE YOU,” THE FIGURE with the weapon 


warned them. “I’m not afraid to use a melder, and you will not enjoy it.” He 
pointed the metal gadget at Sophie's forehead. “A few seconds will only stun you. 
Any more will cause permanent damage. Do you understand?” 

“You wouldn't do that with humans around,” Sophie said, hating her voice for 
shaking. The bridge wasn't crowded, but there were a few people out for evening 
strolls. One of them would notice the three figures in black hooded cloaks 
threatening children and call the police. 

All three figures laughed, and the one with the weapon—who appeared to be 
the leader—moved a step closer. “They have no idea we're here.” He pulled a small 
black orb from his cloak. “This is an Obscurer. It bends light and sound around us 
like a force field. All anyone can see or hear right now is wind and a slight 
distortion in the air, like heat waves radiating off the ground.” 

Sophie reached for Dex’s hand. They were on their own. 

“I don’t know how you escaped,” the leader hissed as he handed a coil of silver 
rope to one of his goons. “But you can rest assured it won't happen again.” 

Sophie bit her lip so she wouldn't cry out as the goon jerked her hands behind 
her back and tied them tight. “How did you find us?” 

“The Black Swan must've thought we wouldn't check our own pathways. Let 
that be a lesson to you. Never underestimate your opponent.” 

“Tf you're not the Black Swan, who are you?” Sophie demanded. 

“Wouldn't you like to know,” the goon sneered as he tied her ankles. The cold 
metal wire cut into her skin, but she barely felt it as she focused all her 
concentration on calling for help. 

Please, Fitz, she transmitted, imagining him in the halls of Everglen. Her brain 
buzzed with energy, and she pushed her mind further than she ever had before. 
We're in Paris—Pont Alexandre III. We need help. Tell your dad and please hurry! 

Maybe adrenaline enhanced her concentration—or maybe it was wishful 
thinking—but the message seemed stronger this time, like she could actually feel it 
swirl inside Fitz’s mind as he struggled to ignore it. 

Please listen to me. I’m not dead—but I might be if you don’t come. Please send help. 

Strong arms shook her shoulders so hard her brain rattled, severing her 


connection. 


“She was transmitting again,” the goon yelled. “Never heard a call that loud 
either. We should get out of here in case anyone heard her.” 

“Agreed—and don’t try that again unless you want to find out what the melder 
would do to your powerful little brain. Understood?” The leader pointed the 
weapon between her eyes. 

She swallowed the bile filling her mouth. “What are you going to do with us?” 

“That’s none of your business. Let’s go.” 

Dex hadn’t said a word since the kidnappers appeared. Sophie figured he was in 
shock, but he must’ve been channeling, because in one rapid burst he ripped apart 
his bonds and jumped free. “Duck, Sophie,” he screamed. 

She dropped to the ground as a beam of energy whizzed past her. 

Another blast from the melder missed Dex as he slammed the leader to the 
ground and knocked the weapon from his hand. 

The other goon grabbed the weapon and blasted Dex in the chest. 

Dex flew backward and collapsed on the ground, his body jerking in a seizure. 

“Maybe I didn’t make myself clear,” the leader growled as he dusted his cloak 
and snatched the melder from his goon. He pointed it at Dex’s chest and delivered 
another blast. 

Dex thrashed and flailed, strange gurgling sounds coming from his throat. 

“Stop,” Sophie begged. “We'll cooperate. Just stop.” 

“Of course you'll cooperate. You have no choice.” He blasted Dex again, and this 
time Dex didn’t move. His blank, lifeless eyes stared into nothing, and Sophie 
squeezed her eyes shut to block the image. 

He'll be fine, she told herself He’s Just unconscious. 

“Get your hands off me,” she screamed as a goon yanked her to her feet. A bony 
white hand squeezed her arm, and she memorized every detail of the pale scar 
between his thumb and forefinger so she could track him down and find him. The 
line was white and crescent shaped, with jagged points—almost like a bite. 

The word triggered a flood of memories—vivid and clear—and this time they 
were her memories. 

“You!” she gasped, jerking her head around to get a better look at him. The 
deep cowl of his cloak hid his face, but she knew who was hiding in the shadows. “I 
know you.” 

“You know nothing,” he growled. But there was a dash of uncertainty to his 
voice. He shoved her forward, laughing when her bound ankles made her stumble. 

“Stop playing around,” the leader yelled at his goon. “Get rid of the boy while I 
take the girl back to the keep.” 

“You can't do that!” Sophie shrieked. 


“How are you going to stop us?” the leader asked as he pointed the melder at 
her forehead. He snorted when she didn’t say anything. “Thats what I thought.” 

Something inside her snapped as she watched the scarred goon heft Dex’s limp 
body over his shoulder to take him away and kill him. 

She'd heard of seeing red, but this wasn’t red. This was fierce, black hate. It 
clouded her mind until it consumed her. 

All sound vanished and her whole body shook with a frenzy she didn’t 
understand. She pushed the anger and darkness out of her mind, needing to be 
free of it. When the last ounce of hatred was gone, her vision cleared and all three 
figures were slumped on the ground, holding their heads and writhing in pain. 

Her bonds snapped like they were made of paper, her muscles strengthened by 
the strange energy still pumping through her. She ran to Dex. 

His body was limp as she pulled him free, but she could feel a weak pulse. If she 
could get him to Elwin, he would be okay. He had to be okay. He couldn’t die 
because of her. 

She fumbled through the heavyset figure’s cloak and grabbed his pathfinder. 
She spun the crystal and locked it into place on the facet it stopped on, hoping it 
wouldn't take her to one of their secret hideouts. She didn’t have any other options, 
so she just had to take the chance. It didn’t matter where they went, just so long as 
there were elves there to help. 

Then she flung Dex over her shoulder—barely noticing the extra weight—took 
a deep breath, and imagined her concentration wrapping around Dex’s body like 
an aura. When she had a hold on him, she held the pathfinder up and stepped into 
the light, letting it pull them away. 

The pain was almost unbearable, but she held on, refusing to let the leap beat 
her. The light was a force, battering her—pulling and pushing in so many different 
directions she couldn't tell if she was being ripped apart or crushed. When she was 
nearing her breaking point, the rushing slowed, the tug-of-war lessened, and the 
scenery glittered in around her. 

She forced the last ounce of her concentration around Dex as the light whisked 
away, not allowing it to take any part of him with it. 

The pain faded, and for one glorious second she thought they might actually be 
okay. 

Then her legs collapsed. 

They hit the ground hard, and Dex groaned from the impact. 

At least she knew he was still alive. 

She tried to turn to see if he was awake, but she couldn’t move her head. She 
couldn't feel her body. It was like her brain wasn’t connected anymore, and she had 


an overwhelming urge to let go, drift with the gentle breeze tugging at her skin and 
follow after the parts of her that the light had dragged away. 

She was fading. She must’ve lost too much of herself in the leap. 

For a moment she surrendered, closing her eyes as the warmth surrounded her. 
But she couldn’t leave Dex. She had to hold on until he was safe. 

She summoned every last bit of concentration and transmitted as far as she 
could. 

It’s Sophie, Fitz. Dex is hurt and I’m too weak to help him. Please come. I can’t hold on 
much longer. Bey 

She could see him with her mind’s eye, in his room this time. It was a place 
she’d never seen—and she couldn’t be sure if she was really seeing it now or if it 
was all in her imagination, but when she called his name, he turned and looked at 
her. 

Please, Fitz. I need your help. 

He turned away and his hands grabbed something. A tiny purple Albertosaurus, 
and the note she’d given him with it. If she could’ve felt her chest, her heart 
would've skipped a beat. 

I went to your funeral, he thought. 

I’m not dead—not yet. I need your help. 

Her mind grew weak from the effort, but she fought against the weariness 
overtaking her and clung to the connection. 

Please, Fitz. You have to come. Before it’s too late. 

Her hazy eyes scanned the scenery, searching for a landmark that might explain 
where she was. She was relieved they were out in the open, with no signs of the 
kidnappers. But that also meant they were on their own, and if Fitz didn’t come... 

There’s a tree here, Fitz. Part of it has green leaves and part of it has flowers and part of 
it has snow. It’s huge. If you know where that is, please hurry. 

She projected the image to him. 

I’m so tired. Please help us. We don't have much time. 

She couldn't see Dex, but she could hear his labored breathing. She wondered 
how much longer he could hold on. Would it be long enough for someone to find 
him? 

The gentle breeze tugged at her and she couldn't resist anymore. 

I’m so sorry, Dex, she transmitted, not sure if he was conscious. I’m sorry I’m not 
strong enough to save you. 

The warmth painted across her mind and she sank into it, to a world of 
blinding rainbow sparkle. No cares or worries. Just rushing air and freedom. 


A faint sound yanked her back to reality. 


Steady pounding, close by. 

Footsteps! 

Someone was coming. 

Somehow she managed to pull her eyes open. The world was blurry, but she 
could see feet approaching her. Three pairs of feet, in dark clothes. 

No! 

She wouldn't let the kidnappers take her again. 

She wouldn't go back to that dark, horrible place. 

I’m sorry I couldn’t wait for you to get here, Fitz. I tried. Then she released her last 
tiny hold on reality and let the blinding light sweep her away. 


FORTY-SEVEN 


SOPHIE DRIETED WITH THE WARMTH. TIME, space, life—they held no 


meaning in the brightness. But she was peaceful, more peaceful than she’d ever 
been. If this was death, it wasn’t so bad. 

A ghost of sound wove through the sparkle and color and heat. She tried to 
ignore it, but the noise persisted, and it sounded familiar. The same word over and 
over. 

Sophie. 

Awareness tugged her away from the light, and she fought against leaving the 
freedom. She didn’t want to go back to the darkness. 

But she couldn’t tune out the voice. 

Sophie. Sophie, can you hear me? Sophie. 

The light turned teal and sparkled like a jewel all around her. The voice was 
soft, but still crisp, like it had an accent she couldn't place. ee 

Fitz! 

The rainbow world lost its appeal. With a surge of newfound strength, she 
pooled every remaining ounce of her concentration and wrapped it around the 
sound of his voice, letting it pull her back to reality. She gasped as pain rocked her 
head so hard it felt like her mind cracked, and a thousand different aches 
splintered through her body. 

She tried to move but only managed a slight shiver. Something strong and 
warm wrapped around her. 

“Sophie,” Fitz said again, clearer now, right next to her. “Sophie, can you hear 
me? Squeeze my hand if you can hear me.” 

She didn’t have the strength to squeeze, but her mind was stronger than her 
body. 

I’m here. 

He laughed—a beautiful sound—and the warmth enveloped her again, tighter 
this time. “Everything is going to be okay,” he whispered. “You're safe now. Just stay 
with me, okay?” 

rll try. 

There was something she needed to remember. Something bad had happened. 
Someone was hurt. An image of a strawberry-blond-haired boy crumpled on the 
ground flashed into her mind. 


Dex! 

“Dex is fine,” Fitz promised. “Keefe leaped him to Everglen, and Biana left to 
get Elwin. We weren't sure if it was safe to move you.” His voice hitched at the end. 

So many questions raced to her mind, but she was afraid to ask any of them. 
Thank you for coming. 

“Tm sorry I didn’t come sooner. I didn’t want to believe you could still be... get 
my hopes up if.. ” He choked on the words. “I finally told Keefe and Biana about 
it, and they convinced me to come. If I’d come sooner, maybe fy 

You're here now. 

“I just hope I’m not too late,” he whispered. 

“Where is she?” Elwin barked, as running footsteps moved closer. He gasped. 
“Fitz, open her mouth.” 

Soft fingers parted her lips, and then a cool liquid slid across her tongue. 

“Try to swallow, Sophie,” Elwin ordered. 

It took every bit of strength she had to push the sweet syrup down. The 
medicine rushed through her body, numbing as it went. 

No! 

She didn’t want to be sedated again. She didn’t want to go back to the darkness. 

“Tt’s okay, Sophie,” Fitz whispered, his voice farther away. 

“Don't fight the medicine,” Elwin added. “Your body isn’t ready to be awake. I 
promise it will be okay.” 

She was scared to sink into the blackness again. She wasn’t sure shed have the 
strength to come back. 

Her panic eased as Fitz’s voice filled her mind. 

You're going to be okay, he promised. Just sleep. 

She clung to his words as the darkness dragged her under. 


COOL TINGLES ACROSS HER forehead pulled her back to reality, and Sophie 
took deep breaths, luxuriating in the rise and fall of her chest. She’d forgotten how 
wonderful it was to breathe. 

“That’s my girl,” someone whispered. She knew the voice, but her foggy mind 
couldn't place it. 

Something touched her lips and she parted them, gulping the cool wetness that 
poured into her mouth. She wanted to drink forever, but the liquid stopped. Her 
face twisted in protest. 

“I know,” the voice said, “but you have to give your stomach a chance to adjust. 


Its been empty fora long time now.” 


She wanted to argue, but her stomach cramped as the cold liquid hit it. Her 
body contorted. 

“Can't you give her anything for the pain?” another voice asked from 
somewhere nearby. 

“T need her to feel right now, so I can check her progress. Then I can numb her 
again.” 

“No,” she begged, horrified at her strangled voice. She’d had enough sedative to 
last a lifetime. “No medicine.” 

“Shhh,” he whispered, rubbing balm into her dry lips. “I won't give you any 
medicine, I promise. Now please, lay still before you wear yourself out.” 

“Okay.” She forced her eyes open, squinting in the light. A round face with dark 
messy hair hovered over her. The iridescent spectacles gave him away. 

“Elwin,” she whispered. 

Tears pooled in his eyes. “I can't tell you how good it is to hear you say that. 
Bullhorn’s been sleeping next to you for two weeks. We were starting to lose hope. 
But yesterday he moved, and now here you are.” 

Someone sniffled behind her. 

“Alden?” she asked, recognizing the other voice she’d heard. 

“Tm here,” he whispered, stepping into her line of sight and taking her hand. 

“You up for a few visitors?” Elwin asked. 

“Sure,” she whispered. Alden propped her up with a pillow, and she realized she 
was at Everglen, in the room she’d stayed in her first night as an elf. Outside she 
could hear some murmured debate over who should see her first, and then Fitz 
rushed to her side. 

She swallowed back tears as she met his eyes. “Thanks for bringing me back.” 

Before he could reply, Biana raced into the room, threw her arms around her, 
and burst into tears. “I’m so SOITY, Sophie. My dad wanted you around more so he 
could keep an eye on you, so he told me to reach out to you—but I really am your 
friend and then you were gone and...” Her voice trailed into sobs. 

“Tt’s okay,” Sophie whispered, and she meant it. If Biana cared enough to rescue 
her—cared enough to cry—that was enough. “Forget about it, okay? We're still 
friends.” 

Biana sniffled and pulled back to meet her eyes. “Really?” 

“Really.” 

“All right, enough girly drama,” Keefe said, shoving his way in. “I was part of the 
rescue too, remember? I’m the one who knew the tree you told Fitz about was the 
Four Seasons Tree, so ifit weren't for me...” He faltered as he seemed to realize he 


was talking about her dying. 


“Thank you, Keefe.” She smiled to show him she didn’t mind. 

He shrugged. “Anytime. And by the way, you're a Telepath? I think that proves 
once and for all that you're definitely the Most. Mysterious. Girl. Ever.” His face 
darkened. “My dad was very smug when he heard you'd been training with Tiergan. 
He always has to be right. And this time he was.” 

Sophie’s eyes darted to Alden. 

“Tt’s okay. You won't have to hide it anymore. In fact, everyone seems to know 
every detail that’s happened these past few months.” He shot a meaningful glance 
at Keefe. 

Great. Everyone knew what a freak she was. 

Though it was kind of a relief. No more hiding. No more lying. Her friends 
would stand by her—and the others? She wasn’t sure she cared. 

“Things are changing,” Alden added. “But we'll talk about that later. Right now 
you should rest.” 

“Not without this,” Fitz said, handing hera bright blue elephant. 

“Ella!” Sophie buried her face between the floppy ears, ignoring Keefe’s 
snickers. Shed been through too much to care about being teased. She met Fitz’s 
eyes, melting when he smiled at her. “Thank you guys for rescuing me.” 

“Just get better, okay?” Keefe ordered. “School wasn’t the same without you. No 
explosions or emergencies. Boring.” 

“TIl try,” she promised. 

And if you need anything, you know how to reach me, Fitz transmitted. 

Sophie gasped. “How?” 

Fitz grinned. I have no idea. I slipped in when you were fading, and now it’s easy. 

Does that mean you can read my mind? she asked, preparing to die of 
embarrassment if he could. 

He shook his head. I can only transmit. Pretty cool though, huh? 

She nodded, trying not to worry about what might've happened to her brain to 
cause that kind of change. 

“Hey—no secret telepathic conversations, you two—or IIl have to assume you 
guys are flirting!” Keefe laughed as they both flushed and looked anywhere but at 
each other. 

“I think Dex is going to explode if I don't let him in,” Elwin interrupted. 

Dex burst through the door, and Sophie’s breath caught in her throat. He 
looked perfect—not a scratch on him. 

We'll see you later, Fitz promised as he pulled Keefe and Biana out with him. 

Dex stomped past them. “Next time you try to rescue me, concentrate a little 


more on yourself, okay? You almost died because of me.” 


“Actually, you almost died because of me. Twice,” she reminded him, her voice 
shaking as she tried not to think about his blank eyes after the melder blasts. 

He bit his lip. “Call it even?” 

“Deal.” 

He leaned forward like he wanted to hug her, then noticed Alden and Elwin 
and backed off. He squeezed her hand, color streaking his cheeks. “You're really 
okay?” 

“Yeah. Just a little tired. How about you? Did the melder do any damage?” Her 
eyes searched for tiny injuries she might’ve missed from far away. 

“Nothing Elwin couldn't fix. And nothing like what happens when you leap 
with all your concentration wrapped around someone else. Do you have any idea 
how dumb that was?” 

“What was I supposed to do? My concentration’s weak as it is, and you were 
injured.” 

“Actually, your concentration isn’t weak at all,” Alden corrected. 

“Dex didn’t lose a single cell in the leap,” Elwin agreed. “Jf you'd kept a little 
more of that concentration for yourself, you wouldn't have faded, and I wouldn't 
have had to spend two weeks trying to bring the color and life back to a half- 
drained body.” 

“Sorry,” she mumbled, cringing at the words “half-drained.” “But... my nexus 
was barely at the half. Dex, you saw it. How could my concentration be strong?” 

“We'll talk later,” Alden said. “Right now you need to rest.” 

He pulled the blankets around her shoulders, and she snuggled Ella, 
wondering why Fitz had her. She’d left Ella at Havenfield. “Did Grady and Edaline 
come to see me?” she whispered, hating herself for hoping they had. 

“They haven't left since Fitz found you. You have no idea what they've been 
going through these past three and a half weeks.” 

“Three and a half weeks?” 

“Youve been gone a long time, Sophie. They're waiting outside, but they 
understand if you don’t want to see them.” 

Emotion caught in her throat and she cleared it away. As much as they'd hurt 
her, as angry as she'd been, she couldn’t shut them out—not after everything shed 
been through. “You can send them in,” she whispered. 

Alden squeezed her shoulder and led Dex toward the door. Dex waved as two 
gaunt figures crept into the room. 

Sophie blinked. “Grady? Edaline>” She barely recognized them. They looked 
like they hadn't eaten or slept or changed clothes in weeks. 


Edaline covered her trembling lips and raced to Sophie, crawling into the bed 
to hold her so tight it was almost hard to breathe. Grady dropped to his knees on 
the floor beside them, squeezing Sophie’s arm. 

“TIl just . . . give you guys a minute,” Elwin said, fleeing the scene as they all 
started crying. 

Grady cleared his throat and wiped his eyes. “Sorry, we don’t want to wear you 
out. It’s just a little overwhelming to get you back. We went to your funeral...” 

Another sob shook Edaline’s shoulders before she released Sophie and pulled 
herself up, squeezing Sophie’s hands. “Losing you was one of the hardest things 
I’ve ever endured,” she whispered, “but the worst part was knowing that you had no 
idea how much you mean to us.” 

Grady squeezed both of their hands. 

“We never wanted to love anyone again after we lost Jolie,” Edaline whispered. 
“But we love you, Sophie. You're just as much our daughter as she was. We need 
you to know that—not because we want you to forgive us, but because you deserve 
to know.” 

“Canceling your adoption was the worst mistake we’ve ever made,” Grady 
added. “You'll always have a home with us at Havenfield, but we understand if you 
want to stay with Alden and Della. We just hope you'll come visit sometime. Let us 
bea tiny part of your life—even if we don’t deserve it.” 

Sophie nodded, too overwhelmed to say anything other than, “Thanks.” But 
when Edaline kissed her cheek and Grady stroked her hair, she added, “I love you 
guys too.” 

They both smiled, and even though they were still thin and tired, they looked 
more like themselves. Edaline kissed her cheek again. 

“Oh, I almost forgot.” Grady pulled a tiny furball out of his pocket. 

“Iggy” 

Iggy flitted to her shoulder, nuzzling her cheek. Sophie gagged. “Ugh, I forgot 
about Iggy breath.” She scratched his fuzzy head, and his crackly purr filled the 
room. “Thanks for your help in the cave, little man.” 

Edaline sniffled. “He did come and find us. Took us a while to figure out what 
he wanted, and by the time we got down to the caves there’d been a huge wave 
and...” Her voice vanished. 

Sophie squeezed her hand. “I’m safe.” She tried to believe the words were true. 

Grady stood up as she yawned. “We'll let you sleep.” 

She didn’t want to sleep after losing so much time, but her body demanded it, 
and by the time Grady pulled the blankets around her and switched off the lights, 
she was already asleep, with Iggy snoring like a chain saw beside her. 


FORTY-EIGHT 


SOPHIE'S DREAMS WERE A HORROR SHOW of ghostly voices and black 


figures and fire. She woke up tangled in covers, only to find an enormous gray 
beast towering over her. She screamed as black fear swirled through her mind and 
her whole body trembled. 

“Stop, Sophie,” Alden warned, shaking her shoulders. “Stop, you're hurting 
him.” 

His voice washed the darkness away and her vision cleared. The gray beast 
twisted in pain on the floor. 

“Sandor won't hurt you,” Alden promised. “The Council assigned you a goblin 
bodyguard to keep you safe. It’s not a good idea to inflict pain on him.” 

Her jaw dropped. “Inflict?” 

Alden nodded. “It seems youre an Inflictor. A melder causes temporary 
paralysis, so Dex was semiconscious during your escape. He told me you made 
everyone collapse in pain. I wondered if that meant you could inflict. You just did 
it to Sandor, so it appears you can.” 

Her eyes widened and she turned to the barely conscious goblin on the floor. 
“Tm sorry—I didn’t mean—” 

“He'll be okay in a minute,” Alden promised. “Goblins are tough.” 

And yet she’d incapacitated him—without even trying. “But... I'm a Telepath. 
How can I have two special abilities?” 

“Tt is possible to have more than one. Rare. But considering how special you 
are, I wouldn't be surprised if you still have more abilities that you haven't 
discovered.” 

“What, I’ll just wake up and suddenly be able to walk through walls?” 

“Not quite. Most abilities stay dormant until they're activated—that’s why we 
have ability detecting. It seems like the trauma of the kidnapping activated some of 
your latent talents. That’s why you can inflict, why your concentration is stronger 
now—and Dex said you're a Polyglot.” 

“A what?” 

“You speak languages instinctively, just by hearing them. It’s a very rare skill. 
You'll be glad you have it as you advance in multispeciesial studies.” 

“I guess.” She wasn’t sure she would ever be excited about having more weird 


talents. 


“We'll run some tests when you're stronger. See if we can find out what else you 
can do.” 

She shivered. She could still hear the ghostly voice of the kidnapper saying 
something similar while he interrogated her. 

What if she didn’t want to find out anything else? 

Sandor heaved himself to his feet and moved back to his post in the shadows. 
“Tm so sorry,” she whispered. 

“Tt’s all right.” Sandor’s soft voice would’ve made more sense coming from a 
bunny than a seven-foot-tall, buffed-out goblin. He turned to Sophie and bowed. 
“It’s nice to know my charge can defend herself if fail her.” 

She shivered. “I take it this means you haven't caught the kidnappers.” 

Alden squeezed her hands. “We won't let them get anywhere near you ever 
again. The nobility is working overtime following the leads we have.” He handed 
her a memory log and flipped to a blank page. “Do you remember anything that 
might help?” 

“I was blindfolded the whole time, and I was too drugged to probe their minds. 
Plus, I was saving my concentration for transmitting. But the leader was a 
Pyrokinetic, so it had to be Fintan.” 

“You're sure he was a Pyrokinetic?” 

She rubbed where his hands had seared her skin. “Positive.” 

A deep pucker formed between his brows. “Then we have an unregistered 
Pyrokinetic. We're still monitoring every move of the other Pyrokinetics, and it 
couldn't be Fintan.” 

“Why not?” 

“The sample you collected proved the fires were Everblaze. Fintan was arrested 
the day you and Dex disappeared, and he’s been held in custody ever since, 
awaiting tribunal.” 

“That actually makes sense. He asked me if I knew who he was, and when I 
guessed Fintan, he laughed. Then he burned me again.” She shuddered. 

“Tm so sorry, Sophie,” Alden whispered, choking up. “When I think about what 


” 


“Don't think about it,” she interrupted, hating to see him upset. “It’s over. I’m 
fine. And it’s not your fault.” 

“In a way it is. I’m the one who declared your deaths and called off the search. If 
I hadn't done that, we might’ve found you sooner.” He shook his head. “When they 
found your pendants in the ocean—and there had clearly been a tidal wave at the 
cave—I couldn't see how it could be anything other than a tragic accident. I never 


considered kidnapping. I never thought the Black Swan would sink so low.” 


“They didn’t. I don’t know who the kidnappers were, but they weren't the Black 
Swan. In fact, I think the Black Swan rescued us.” 

“Thats what Dex said. Are you sure?” 

She nodded, trying to organize her memories—they were a muddled mess 
from the drugs. “I think the Black Swan are working against the kidnappers, and I 
think they sent me the notes and clues because they wanted me to stop the 
Everblaze.” She paused, not sure if she wanted to know the answer to the next 
question. “Do you think the kidnappers are the ones who started the Everblaze?” 

Alden fiddled with his cloak. “It’s possible. Fintan claims innocence. But he also 
won't submit to a probe—so he’s hiding something. And if we have an unregistered 
Pyrokinetic out there, I have no doubt Fintan knows something about it.” 

“Why doesn't the Council just order a memory break?” 

“They want to give their friend a chance to see the error of his ways—and 
perhaps this new information will motivate him to confess. If not, they'll order 
one. They’re just trying to avoid condemning him to a life of madness.” 

“That’s his choice, if he won't confess.” 

“Tt is. But if you'd ever seen a memory break, you would understand their 
reluctance.” His shoulders trembled. “It’s haunting.” 

Her thoughts flashed to Prentice. She didn’t know what he looked like—or even 
who he was—but he let his mind be broken to protect her, maybe from the same 
people who'd taken her and Dex. She wasn’t sure she deserved that sacrifice. 
Especially since it had also destroyed the lives of his family. 

“I’m sure the memory break will be ordered,” Alden said, breaking the silence 
that had settled over them. “The Council is simply giving their friend every chance 
to help himself: Plus, they don’t want to believe he tried to single-handedly wipe 
out the human race. In the meantime, if there’s anything else you can remember 
that might help us find the kidnappers, now’s the time to tell me.” 

There was something else—something big. But the memory was out of reach, 
repressed by the trauma. She stared at Alden’s hands as he fiddled with his cape. 
His pale, white hands. 

She lunged for the memory log. “Tve seen one of them.” 

“What? When?” 

“The man who tried to grab me in the human world the day Fitz brought me 
here. He had a dog bite on his hand. The kidnapper had a crescent-shaped scar in 
the same place.” 

She projected the wound and the scar on a page and handed the memory log to 
Alden. One was fresh and bleeding and the other was a faded scar, but they were 


the same size and shape, and were even jagged in the same places. “See? He really 
was an elf—and he had been there to get me.” 

“Yet another way I’ve failed to protect you.” Alden shook his head. “Do you 
remember what he looks like?” 

She closed her eyes and concentrated on the memory, waiting until she’d 
recalled every detail before she sent it to the paper. 

Her hands shook as she stared at the person who'd tied her up and drugged her 
—who’d been ready to kill Dex. He had short blond hair, piercing blue eyes, 
chiseled features—it seemed wrong for someone so handsome to be so evil. 

Alden’s eyes pored over the image. “I don’t know him. It’s amazing he let you go 
the first time, with only a human to threaten him.” 

“Well, Mr. Forkle could be. . ” 

“Could be what?” Alden asked, when she didn’t continue. 

Her mind was racing in too many directions to answer. She rubbed her 
temples, trying to think through the chaos of memories. She needed to be really 
sure of what she was about to say. 

“Should I call Elwin?” Alden asked, rushing to his feet. 

She grabbed his cape. “It was him.” 

“What was?” 

“Mr. Forkle.” She shook her head as she met Alden’s eyes. “Mr. Forkle rescued 
us.” The sentence was so bizarre it made her want to laugh. But she knew it was 
true. 

“Mr. Forkle,” Alden repeated. 

She nodded. “He started almost every sentence with ‘you kids’ The man who 
rescued us said it too.” 

“That could be a coincidence.” 

“It was him.” She scooted back, like she needed room to fit her huge epiphany. 
“Mr. Forkle is an elf” 

Alden sank down beside her. “You're sure?” 

She wanted to say yes, but... 

She grabbed the memory log and projected Mr. Forkle the way she 
remembered him. Wrinkled. Overweight. There had to be a mistake. 

Alden gasped as he looked over her shoulder. “He is an elf” 

“But he’s old.” 

“That’s exactly what someone looks like when they've eaten ruckleberries. See 
the way the skin looks stretched? The body swells and wrinkles as the berries 
digest.” 


“He did smell like feet,” Sophie remembered. “That could’ve been from the 
berries.” 

Alden swept his hair back and stared into space. “That explains why the 
kidnapper backed down. He could tell your neighbor was more powerful than him. 
I’m sure the Black Swan had their most skilled operative guarding you.” He shook 
his head. “I should’ve guessed they wouldn't leave you alone. They'd want someone 
nearby in case anything went wrong.” 

He was right. Mr. Forkle had always looked out for her. Hed called grx when 
she hit her head. And he was always asking about her headaches. He must have 
known she was a Telepath. “But... why could I hear his thoughts? Shouldn't his 
mind have been silent?” 

“Another part of his disguise. A highly skilled Telepath can broadcast thoughts 
the way humans do. He gave you what you needed to hear to not suspect him. I bet 
that’s how they planted some of the memories in your brain. He certainly had 
enough access to you to broadcast subliminal messages when he needed to.” 

Mr. Forkle? A Telepath? 

She sucked in a breath. “He was there when I fell and hit my head—the 
accident that started my telepathy when I was five. Do you think he did something 
to me?” 

“Tt’s possible. I’m not sure why they'd want to trigger an ability in you at that 
age. But he might have decided to take advantage of you being unconscious. 
Telepathy can be easier to activate that way—not that I’ve ever tried it. In fact, I 
wonder...” 

“What?” she asked, when he didn’t finish. 

“I wonder if he’s the reason you've developed more abilities. He might have 
triggered some after he rescued you. They were exactly the skills you needed to 
survive.” 

She didn’t remember that much of what happened, but she did remember 
feeling five years old again. Was that because he’d done the same thing hed done 
back then? 

She shook her head. It was too much. 

Her whole life she’d been controlled and manipulated—and they were still 
doing it. 

“Why?” she asked, wishing she had something to throw. “Why put me with 
humans? Why all the secrets? What was the point?” 

“I don’t know,” Alden whispered as he rose to pace. “Td always assumed it was 
to hide you from us. But maybe there was more to it than that. Tell me this—why 
did you risk everything to bottle the Everblaze?” 


She was surprised he had to ask. “People were dying” 

“Humans were dying,” he corrected. “And no one cared enough to stop it. 
Except you. I think you can hardly deny your upbringing played a big role in that 
decision. Maybe that’s what the Black Swan wanted all along. If you're right—and 
they’re working against these other rebels, who seem to want to destroy the human 
race—then perhaps they thought it would be wise to have someone who cared 
about humans on their side.” 

“I’m not on their side.” 

“That doesn’t mean they don’t want you to be.” He paused to stare out the 
window. “The only ones who'll know for sure are the Black Swan. It’s time we find 
them and ask them.” 

He made it sound so simple, like he could just look up their address in the 
phone book. “They've been hiding from you for years. What makes you think you 
can find them now?” 

He held up the memory log. “We'll run these images through the registry 
database. Your neighbor might be hard to match, but we'll check every Telepath 
until we find him and force him to lead us to the Black Swan. In the meantime, 
we'll use the other picture to find the identity of the kidnapper. Once we catch him, 
we'll be able to probe his mind to find the others.” 

She curled her knees into her chest, shaking her head. “I told him I recognized 
him. I’m sure he’s in hiding now.” 

“Tt’s not that easy to hide from us.” 

“No offense, but it doesn’t seem like it’s that hard. The Black Swan hid me for 
twelve years—and you only found me when they led you to me. The kidnappers 
hid us somewhere in Paris and you had no idea. They have secret leaping crystals 
hidden among humans that no one knows about—except the other rebels. I think 
it’s easier to hide here than in human cities. At least they have security cameras and 
detectives and police.” 

Alden sighed. “I see why you might feel that way, but you have to understand, 
Sophie. Humans have those measures in place because conspiracies and arson and 
kidnapping are common. Those are unheard of here. Or they used to be.” 

He shook his head. “For thousands of years the Council reigned supreme. They 
were the wisest, most talented members of our society, working together for the 
greater good. No one questioned their authority. But the past few decades have 
changed everything” 

“Why?” 

“Humans. They've developed weapons powerful enough to destroy the planet. 


So about sixty years ago a Measure was brought before the Council to create a new 


Sanctuary specifically for humans, to relocate them for the good of the earth—and 
their own safety. It had a lot of support. Some very influential people have grown 
tired of hiding in the shadows while humans run amok throughout the globe. But 
the Council rejected it, refusing to imprison an intelligent species. For the record, 
I agree with their decision.” 

Sophie nodded. Humans would be devastated if their lives were uprooted that 
way. 

“The supporters of the initiative were angry with the Council. Some called for 
members to resign—especially Bronte, since he was the most outspoken against 
the idea—and there were threats to go ahead with the plan anyway. The Council 
didn’t take the threats seriously, but they forbade human contact of any kind and 
recruited Telepaths like myself to keep our minds open for suspicious activity. All 
talk of rebellion vanished, and the Council was satisfied. Crisis solved.” 

He sighed. “Pd always suspected the rebels moved underground—though I 
never would have guessed there was more than one group. I’m afraid I’ve been 
almost as blind as the Council.” His shoulders sagged as he stared at the ground. 

“Even when I found your DNA, none of the Councillors would believe you 
really existed, or that if you did, that it had anything to do with rebellion. That’s 
why things have been handled so poorly. But they can’t ignore it anymore. 

“An elf tried to burn the Forbidden Cities to the ground with Everblaze. A team 
of alchemists had to spend days making Frissyn to put out fires all over the globe. 
Two children were kidnapped by an unregistered Pyrokinetic and held prisoner 
while we held funerals for them.” His voice cracked, and he paused for a second, 
clearing his throat. “The Council has been forced to admit the rebellion exists, and 
you can rest assured that this threat will be resolved. We have tremendous power at 
our disposal. We just haven't been using it.” 

Sophie reached for Ella, hugging her to her chest to hide her shaking. 

She wanted to believe him, but it was hard. The rebels were smart, and very well 
organized. If they wanted to get to her, she had no doubt that they could. 

But she had a bodyguard now. He would keep her safe—though she wasn’t in 
love with the idea ofa giant gray goblin following her around all the time. 

“I can tell you're still worrying, Sophie, and I don't blame you. But trust me on 
this. The rebellion will be stamped out very quickly now that the Council is willing 
to acknowledge it. Anyone involved will be brought to justice.” 

“I hope so,” she whispered, trying not to think about the ghostly voiced elf who 
was out there somewhere, plotting revenge. “TIl see if I can trigger any memories 


that might help.” 


“No.” Alden sat beside her. “I don’t want you involved. You’ve been a big help, 
and you have incredible powers at your disposal, but you're twelve years old.” 

“Thirteen,” she corrected, realizing her birthday had passed a few months ago. 
Elves didn’t pay attention to birthdays—given their indefinite life spans—so she’d 
forgotten. 

“Fine. Thirteen. That’s still too young to be wrapped up in a conspiracy. I want 
you to make me a new promise.” He waited until she met his eyes. “I want you to 
promise you will just be a normal, happy, thirteen-year-old girl. Go to school. 
Make friends. Get crushes on boys. Have fun. No more worrying about secret 
messages Or plots or rebellions. Leave that to boring grown-ups like me.” 

“But I’m not a normal thirteen-year-old girl. I have abilities no one understands 
—and secrets stored in my brain that people are willing to kill me for.” 

“That may be true, but being special doesn’t mean you can’t have a normal life. 
You only get seven years to bea teenager. Enjoy them. Promise me you'll try.” 

A normal life. It sounded too good to be true. 

It was too good to be true. 

After everything shed been through, shed accepted that she would never fully 
belong. It was time to stop pretending that she could. 

“TIl try,” she agreed, “only if you'll promise me that if something big happens 
and you need me, you'll come to me—even if I’m only thirteen.” 

He held her gaze, like he was waiting for her to blink. She didn't. 

“You drive a hard bargain,” he relented. “But deal.” 

“Okay, then. I promise.” 

“The Council will be happy to hear that. It will help at your tribunal.” 

“Tribunal?” 

His eyes dropped to the floor. “Bronte’s still insisting a tribunal be held for the 
laws you broke to collect the Everblaze. Plus, the Council has to decide your future 
at Foxfire.” 

She tugged out an eyelash. She'd forgotten how uncertain her future still was. 
“When will it be?” 

“Not right away. They've agreed to wait until you're strong enough.” 

“Tm strong enough.” 

“Three days ago you had a banshee sleeping at your side, and we were terrified 
we would have to hold a real funeral for you.” 

“Please don’t make me wait. I can’t stand not knowing” 

Alden studied her face for a long time before responding. “Tf that’s what you 
really want, I'll arrange everything for tomorrow.” 


She nodded. “It is.” 


FORTY-NINE 


SOPHIE SAT NEXT TO ALDEN ON A PEDESTAL facing the twelve 


Councillors in Tribunal Hall—and this time it was a packed house. Friends, 
Mentors, strangers. Even enemies. Stina sneered at her as Bronte rose to read the 
charges. 

Between the laws and the bylaws and the sub-bylaws, she’d committed five 
major transgressions and eleven minor transgressions—a new record. At least half 
of them carried the possibility of exile. 

And yet, Sophie wasn't afraid. 

She’d been drugged and interrogated, watched her best friend tortured for 
trying to escape, and had to fight her way back from fading away. No matter what 
the Council decided, it could never be worse than what she'd already survived. 

So her legs didn’t shake as she walked forward to speak her defense, and she 
didn’t tremble under Bronte’s glare. Her curtsy was as ungraceful as ever—she 
heard Stina snicker as she lost her balance at the end—but she held her head high 
as she faced the Council in all their regal glory. 

“Miss Foster,” Emery said, his voice warm. “On behalf of the entire Council rd 
like to express our relief that you made it home safely. We'd also like to assure you 
that we will find whoever was responsible for your kidnapping and make them see 
justice for their actions.” 

“Thank you,” she said, proud of the strength in her voice. 

“That being said, you stand before us today accused of very serious charges. 
What have you to say in your defense?” 

She’d spent all night drafting the perfect apology for her actions, but she’d 
thrown it away before leaving Everglen. She wasn’t sorry for what shed done, and 
she wouldn't pretend otherwise. Oralie would know she was lying, anyway. 

Sophie cleared her throat and addressed the entire Council—even Bronte. “I 
never wanted to break the law, and I don't plan on doing it again. But people were 
losing their houses. People were dying. I know they were humans, but I couldn't sit 
back and let it happen. I’m sorry if that’s a crime. I won't argue if you punish me 
for my choice, but I firmly believe it was the right decision. I’d rather be punished 
for making the right decision than live with the guilt of making the wrong one for 
the rest of my life.” 


Murmurs and whispers filled the room until Emery cleared his throat. Silence 
fell as he closed his eyes and placed his hands over his temples. 

Most of the Councillors ignored her as they debated, but Terik glanced her way, 
shooting the tiniest wink when their eyes met. She hoped it was a good sign, but 
she couldn't be sure. Emery held out his hands to silence the arguments raging in 
his head. His eyes locked with Sophie's, his face unreadable. 

“Thank you for your honesty, Miss Foster. While some of us”—he glanced at 
Bronte—“feel that your attitude is disrespectful and rebellious, none of us can 
deny that your actions uncovered a problem and conspiracy we ourselves had 
overlooked, and for that we owe you our gratitude. We can’t, however, simply ignore 
the fact that laws were broken.” 

She sucked in a breath, preparing for the worst as the whispers and murmurs 
buzzed in her ears like static. 

“There was much debate on what proper punishment would be,” Emery 
continued, with another sidelong glance at Bronte, “but a decision has been 
reached—and it is unanimous.” He cleared his throat. “Considering the fact that 
we, as your rulers, failed to protect you from recent unfortunate experiences, we 
feel that it would be inappropriate to assign any further punishment. Your 
transgressions will go on your permanent record, but your punishment will be 
marked as ‘already served’ and that will be the end of the matter. Is that 
understood?” 

It took a second for the words to sink in—and another after that for her racing 
mind to realize he expected a response. “Yes,” Sophie practically sang, as the 
murmurs turned into chatter around her. 

Punishment already served. Could that really be it? Could it really be over? 

“Which brings us to the matter of your Foxfire admission,” Emery shouted over 
the din, his words like a giant pin bursting the bubble she’d been floating in. 

The room fell silent. Sophie’s heart thundered in her chest. 

“Miss Foster, you were admitted to Foxfire on a provisional basis, and the 
matter was to be revisited once we'd seen your performance in your sessions. Due, 
however, to the aforementioned unfortunate experiences, you missed all of your 
final exams and are currently failing all of your sessions. And in order to preserve 
the integrity of our testing process, we cannot allow the exams to be made up at 
this time. So we're at a bit ofa loss as far as how to proceed.” 

Bronte opened his mouth and Emery cut him off. “Your suggestion has been 
noted, Councillor Bronte. We are, however, hoping to hear a few other suggestions 
before we decide. I open this up to Miss Foster’s Mentors. Can any of you see a 


solution to her grade issues?” 


Whispers hissed through the auditorium as all of her Mentors rose from their 
front row seats and bowed their respect. 

“IfI may offer a suggestion,” Tiergan said, smoothing his intricate blue cape as 
he stood and bowed. He’d dressed up for the occasion—it looked fancier than Lady 
Galvin’s. 

“Ah, Sir Tiergan,” Emery said, his voice with a harder edge. “Its been a long 
time since you've stood before us.” 

“Yes. And I hope this time my appeal will be more successful,” he murmured. 

Emery waved his hand, signaling that the floor was his. 

Tiergan shuffled his feet. “Sophie is the most talented Telepath I’ve ever 
worked with, and I cannot imagine failing her for any reason. If you need proof 
that her skills hold up under test, well, I can’t think of any better proof than the 
fact that she managed to transmit halfway across the world to Fitz and send a 
mental image to guide him to her location—all while her body was fading away. 
For that alone I’d give her one hundred percent, ifthe Council would accept it.” 

Sophie resisted the urge to run across the room and hug him. 

There was a moment of silence before Emery nodded. “We would. But if she 
were to continue her studies at Foxfire, she would require a Mentor, and our 
records indicate you aren't planning to return.” 

“I would be willing to extend my stay as Mentor, provided Sophie could remain 
as my prodigy,” Tiergan agreed, looking only at Sophie. 

She nodded, hoping he knew she appreciated his sacrifice. She knew how much 
he despised being part of the nobility. 

“Excellent.” Emery turned to the other Mentors. “Anyone else have anything to 
add?” 

Lady Anwen stepped forward. “Sophie knows more about the human species 
than any prodigy I’ve had, so I'll gladly give her one hundred percent in 
multispeciesial studies. She was already passing with flying colors.” 

Several of the Councillors nodded their agreement. Bronte scowled. 

“The fact that she was able to pull herself back from fading away settles the 
mind over matter debate quite nicely,” Sir Faxon added. “And should definitely 
count for one hundred percent in metaphysics.” He bowed, and stepped aside to 
let Lady Dara forward. 

She dipped an elaborate curtsy. “Sophie didn’t just learn history, she made 
history. Textbooks will be written about her someday, and TIl not have them saying 
she received anything less that one hundred percent in my session.” 

Hope flared in Sophie’s heart, but she tried to squash it. She still had her 
toughest Mentors left. She held her breath as Lady Alexine stepped forward. 


“I think the fact that Miss Foster was able to leap an injured friend without a 
nexus and both of them survived to tell the tale is more than enough to earn her 
one hundred percent on her physical education exam.” 

“And she found an unmapped star,” Sir Astin added. “Not to mention she has the 
stars memorized. She definitely deserves one hundred percent in the Universe.” 

All the Councillors were smiling at this point—except Bronte. He turned his 
murderous glare on Sir Conley as he bowed and cleared his throat. 

“Sophie successfully bottled a sample of Everblaze—something I doubt even I 
could’ve done. It would be absurd to give her anything less than one hundred 
percent in elementalism.” 

The room seemed to hold its breath as all eyes turned to Lady Galvin. 

She stood behind the others, fingering the jewels on her dark purple cape. 

“Anything you would like to add?” Emery asked when she didn’t say anything. 

Lady Galvin cleared her throat. “This will not be a popular decision, but Miss 
Foster barely passed her midterm and has struggled with my session all year. 
There’s no way I can justifiably pass her.” 

Silence throbbed through the room as Emery frowned. “Nothing will change 
your mind?” 

She turned to Sophie as she shook her head. “I’m sorry.” She sounded like she 
meant it. 

The crowd buzzed with murmurs of displeasure, but Sophie could hear Stina’s 
cackle rise above it all. Right then she would’ve given anything to be a Vanisher and 
disappear. 

“That is most unfortunate,” Emery said through a sigh. He glanced at the other 
Councillors, who were shaking their heads—except Bronte, who was smirking like 
a spider with a trapped fly. “It appears our hands are tied. We cannot allow Miss 
Foster to advance if she does not qualify for eight subjects. Perhaps we can agree to 
let her retake the year?” He turned to the other Councillors. 

The room swam around her and Sophie wobbled on her feet. Being held back 
was better than Exillium—for sure. But it would still mean being left behind by all 
her friends. 

“IfI may propose an alternative solution?” Alden interrupted, rising with an 
elegant bow. 

Sophie held her breath as Emery gestured for him to proceed. 

“The rules state that she must qualify for eight sessions to advance. Not that she 
must pass eight sessions. And recent events have revealed that Sophie has 
developed a second special ability.” Alden paused for the murmurs in the crowd to 


quiet. “Obviously, that would qualify her for a session training her in her new 


ability. Therefore, it would seem not only practical, but prudent, to replace her 
alchemy session—which she obviously has no future career prospects in’—he 
flashed Sophie a smile—‘“with a session studying inflicting.” 

The rumble of the audience shifting in their seats mirrored Sophie's internal 
unease. She had mixed feelings about being able to inflict pain on others at will— 
and she wasn’t sure she wanted to train in it. But if it got her into the next level at 
Foxfire, it would be worth it. 

Emery stroked his chin. “That would be logical.” 

“Absolutely not,” Bronte barked, a vein throbbing in his forehead. “I refuse.” 

“That’s not your decision to make,” Emery informed him with a smile. “An 
ability as volatile as inflicting qualifies fora majority vote decision and”—he closed 
his eyes—“we have it. Eleven to one in favor. That settles it. Miss Foster will 
continue her studies at Foxfire, and an inflicting session will replace her alchemy 
session.” 

Someone cheered—Dex or Keefe, Sophie wasn’t sure—and the whole audience 
followed their lead, erupting into applause and chanting her name. 

“So I passed?” Sophie asked Alden, shouting over the chaos. “I can stay?” 

She wanted to smile when he nodded, but the glare Bronte was directing at her 
was so hateful it nearly knocked her over. 

He cleared his throat, silencing the room. “You can force me to Mentor her in 
my ability, but her final grade will be up to me, and I can guarantee she will not 
pass.” 

Angry murmurs rose as Sophie turned to Alden. “Bronte’s going to be my 
Mentor?” 

She waited for him to tell her it was a mistake, but Alden nodded. “Bronte’s the 
only registered Inflictor—besides you. It’s a very rare ability.” 

Her mind reeled with horror. Bronte made Lady Galvin seem cuddly. “But... 
he’s planning to fail me.” 

“We'll deal with that when the time comes. For now, just be glad you've earned 
another year at Foxfire.” 

She knew he was right, but it was hard to be excited about a year of one-on-one 
sessions with Bronte—learning how to inflict pain. She didn’t even want to 
imagine how he’d teach something like that. Next year was going to be very 
interesting. 

“There’s one more matter we must address before we close,” Emery announced, 
calling the room back to order. “It’s a delicate matter, however, and one I think best 
left only to immediate friends and family. Everyone else, please see yourselves out.” 
He waited until the crowd left, then turned to Sophie. “Tt appears we have two 


adoption requests for you, Miss Foster. One from Alden and Della Vacker, and the 
other from Grady and Edaline Ruewen. The Council feels it should be your choice, 
so were leaving the decision up to you.” 

Sophie spun around, her eyes finding Grady and Edaline. 

Grady gave her a small smile. “It’s your call, Sophie. Whatever you decide, we'll 
still love you.” 

Edaline nodded her agreement. Her eyes looked misty. 

Alden squeezed Sophie's hand and she jumped. She’d forgotten he was still next 
to her. “Della and I want you to be happy. Wherever you decide to live won't change 
anything.” 

Sophie nodded and swallowed the tangle of emotions, trying to sort them out. 

She turned back to Grady and Edaline, taking in Edaline’s tearstained cheeks 
and dark circles, and Grady’s puffy eyes and rigid jaw. 

She knew what she needed to do. What she wanted to do. 

“Do you need some time to decide?” Emery asked her. 

“No. I’ve made up my mind.” She took a deep breath and cleared the emotion 
out of her voice as she turned to face the Council. “I want to stay with Grady and 
Edaline Ruewen.” 

She wasn’t sure who cheered louder, Grady and Edaline—or Dex. 

Then she dipped another curtsy as Emery concluded the tribunal, and the 
Councillors glittered away. 

Alden wrapped Sophie up in a big bear hug. “Tm so proud of you,” he 
whispered. “And I think you made the right decision.” 

“I think so too,” she said, glad he understood. 

Living with Alden and Della would've been awesome, but Grady and Edaline 
needed her. And she needed them too. She could never be Jolie, and they could 
never be the mom and dad she’d lost. But they could still be there for each other. 

Alden led her outside, where all her friends had gathered under one of the 
Pures. Grady lifted her, twirling her twice before setting her down so Edaline could 
strangle her with a hug. 

“You won't regret that decision,” Edaline whispered, kissing her cheek. “I 
promise.” 

“I know I won't,” Sophie whispered back. “I love you guys.” 

“We love you too.” Grady crushed her with a hug, and when he pulled away his 
eyes were wet with tears. 

Sophie scrubbed her own tears away with the back of her hand. 

“For the record, I’m really glad they didn’t exile you,” Dex said as he gave her an 
awkward hug. “And I’m really glad you aren't going to be a Vacker,” he whispered in 


her ear. 

Sophie rolled her eyes, but her lips still twisted into a smile. Some things never 
change—and she wasn't sure that was a bad thing. 

“So you don’t want to live with us?” Fitz teased, nudging her arm. “I see how it 
is.” 

“I know,” Keefe agreed. “You save a girl’s life one day and the next day she 
trades you away like a Prattles’ pin.” 

Biana shoved her way between them. “She probably couldn't stand the thought 
of having you guys around all the time—and I can’t say I blame her.” 

Sophie giggled. “You guys don’t mind?” 

“Nah. One little sister is more than I can handle already,” Fitz said as he 
sidestepped Biana’s shove. “I guess TIl have to settle for being your friend.” 

“Friend sounds good,” Sophie agreed. Her heart fluttered when their eyes 
connected, and she backed a step away before Keefe noticed the change in her 
mood. Friend was way better than little sister. 

“You still staying with us tonight?” Biana asked. 

“Actually, I think I want to sleep in my room—if that’s okay.” She glanced at 
Grady and Edaline. They smiled and nodded. 

Della pulled Sophie in fora hug. “Just make sure you visit us sometimes.” 

“T will” 

“You'd better. Oh, and we got you something” Della handed Sophie a small teal 
box. “To congratulate you for surviving another tribunal.” 

Keefe snorted. “Leave it to Foster to face multiple tribunals in nine months.” 

Sophie ignored him as she pulled a black nexus from the box. It was almost 
identical to the one the kidnappers stole from her, except it had tiny swirls of 
diamonds set into the sides instead of the runes. “Thank you,” she said, fingering 
the glittering teal jewel in the center. 

“I know you liked your other one, so I tried to find one close to that, but a little 
bit more feminine. I hope it’s okay,” Della said. 

“Tt’s perfect.” 

“Your concentration is strong enough to not need one, but Elwin doesn’t want 
you leaping alone until you've given your body some time to recover,” Alden 
explained as he locked the nexus on her wrist. “This one will only unlatch when 
Elwin decides you're ready, and uses a special key. And these just came from the 
registry.” He handed her and Dex new registry pendants. They were fancier than 
their old pendants. Small copper beads framed each side of the crystal—which was 
nowa triangle with three facets on each side—and extra cords had been woven into 


the chain, making it triply thick. 


“Added security measures,” Alden explained as Edaline swept Sophie's hair back 
and clasped the choker snug around her neck. 

Sophie squeezed the pendant, feeling more like herself again. She would always 
be slightly different, but in her own way, she finally belonged. And with the extra 
protection she could almost let go of her worries about the kidnappers. 

Almost. 

She reached for Grady’s and Edaline’s hands, feeling safer with someone to 
hold on to. Not just someone. Her family. 

“You ready to go?” Edaline asked, squeezing her hand tighter. 

“Yeah. I think I am.” She took another look at the smiling faces of all her 
friends. They were safe. She was safe. Everything was going to be okay. 

Grady tightened his grip on her hand as he held the pathfinder up to the light. 
“Well, come on then. Let’s go home.” 

She nodded, letting his words sink into her heart. 

They stepped into the path, and a comforting warmth that had nothing to do 
with the rushing light overwhelmed Sophie. 

It had been a long and difficult journey, but she finally knew where she 
belonged. 


Sophie Foster was going home. 
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PREFACE 


SOPHIE’S HANDS SHOOK AS SHE lifted the tiny green bottle. 

One swallow held life and death—and not just for her. 

For Prentice. 

For Alden. 

Her eyes focused on the clear, sloshy liquid as she removed the crystal 
stopper and pressed the bottle to her lips. All she had to do was tip the 
poison down her throat. 

But could she? 

Could she give up everything to set things right? 

Could she live with the guilt, otherwise? 

The choice was hers this time. 

No more notes. 

No more clues. 

She’d followed them to this point, and now it came down to her. 

She wasn’t the Black Swan’s puppet anymore. 

She was broken. 

All she had left was trust. 


ONE 


I STILL CAN’T BELIEVE WE’RE tracking Bigfoot,” Sophie whispered 
as she stared at the giant footprint in the muddy soil. Each massive toe was 
as wide as her arm, and the print formed a deep, mucky puddle. 

Dex laughed, flashing two perfect dimples as he stood on his tiptoes to 
examine a scuff in the bark of a nearby tree. “Do humans really think 
there’s a giant hairy ape-man running around trying to eat them?” 

Sophie turned away, pulling her blond hair around her face to hide her 
flushing cheeks. “Pretty crazy, right?” 

Almost a year had passed since she’d found out she was an elf and 
moved to the Lost Cities, but she still slipped sometimes and sounded like a 
human. She knew sasquatch were really just tall green shaggy creatures 
with beady eyes and beaklike noses—she’d even worked with them in the 
pastures at Havenfield, the enormous estate and animal preserve she now 
called home. But a lifetime of human teaching was difficult to forget. 
Especially with a photographic memory. 

Thunder cracked overhead and Sophie jumped. 

“I don’t like this place,” Dex mumbled, his periwinkle eyes scanning the 
tree line as he moved closer to Sophie. The damp, heavy air made his light 
blue tunic stick to his skinny arms, and his gray pants were caked with mud. 
“Let’s find this thing and get out of here.” 

Sophie agreed. The murky forest was so dense and wild. It felt like a 
place time had forgotten. 

The thick ferns in front of them rustled and a brawny gray arm grabbed 
Sophie from behind. Her feet dangled above the ground, and she got a face 
full of musky goblin sweat as her bare-chested bodyguard shoved Dex 
behind him, drew his curved sword from the scabbard at his side, and 
pointed it at the tall blond elf in a dark green tunic who stumbled out of the 
wall of leaves. 

“Easy there, Sandor,” Grady said, backing away from the glinting point 
of the black blade. “Tt’s just me.” 


“Sorry.” Sandor’s high-pitched voice always reminded Sophie of a 
chipmunk. He dipped a slight bow as he lowered his weapon. “I didn’t 
recognize your scent.” 

“That’s probably because I just spent twenty minutes crawling around a 
sasquatch den.” Grady sniffed his sleeve and coughed. “Whew—Edaline is 
not going to be happy with me when I get home.” 

Dex laughed, but Sophie was too busy trying to wriggle free from 
Sandor’s viselike hold. 

“You can put me down now!” As soon as her feet touched the ground 
she huffed away, glaring at Sandor and struggling to remove the giant 
wedgie he’d given her. “Any sign of the sasquatch?” 

“The den’s been empty for a while. And I’m guessing you guys haven’t 
had much luck picking up the trail?” 

Dex pointed to the scratch he’d been examining in the bark. “Looks like 
it climbed this tree and traveled in the branches from here on out. No way 
to tell which way it went.” 

Sandor sniffed the air with his wide, flat nose. “I should take Miss Foster 
home. She’s been in the open for far too long.” 

“T’m fine! We’re in the middle of a forest and no one besides the Council 
knows we’re here. You didn’t even have to come.” 

“I go where you go,” Sandor said firmly, sheathing his sword and 
running his hands down the pockets lining his black military-style pants to 
check his other weapons. “I take my charge very seriously.” 

“Obviously,” Sophie grumbled. She knew Sandor was only trying to 
protect her, but she hated having him around. He was a seven-foot-tall 
constant reminder that the kidnappers she and Dex had narrowly escaped 
were still out there somewhere, waiting for the right time to make their next 
move.... 

Plus, it was humiliating being followed by an ultraparanoid goblin all the 
time. She’d been hoping she’d be done with the bodyguard thing by the 
time school started again. But with less than two weeks left on her vacation 
and the Council hitting dead ends on all their leads, it looked like her burly, 
slightly alien-looking shadow was coming with her to Foxfire. 

She’d tried convincing Alden he could just keep track of her with the 
crystal registry pendant latched around her neck, but he’d reminded her that 
the kidnappers had no problem tearing it off the last time. And even though 
this one had extra cords woven into the choker and a few other added 


security measures, he refused to put her life in the hands of an inanimate 
accessory. 

She repressed a sigh. 

“We need Sophie here with us,” Grady told Sandor as he pulled Sophie 
into a quick, reassuring hug. “Are you picking up anything?” he asked her. 

“Not nearby. But I can try widening my range.” She moved away from 
him and closed her eyes, placing her hands over her temples to focus her 
concentration. 

Sophie was the only Telepath who could track thoughts to their exact 
location—and the only one who could read the minds of animals. If she 
could feel the sasquatch’s thoughts, she would be able to follow them 
Straight to wherever it was hiding. All she had to do was listen. 

Her concentration spread like an invisible veil across the scenery, and the 
chirping and creaking sounds of the forest faded to a low hum as the 
“voices” filled her mind. The melodic thoughts of the birds in the trees. The 
hushed thoughts of the rodents in the ground. Farther away in a small 
meadow were the calm thoughts of a doe and her fawn. And farther still, in 
the thicker parts of the underbrush, were the stealthy thoughts of a large 
cougar, stalking its prey. 

But no trace of the heavy, thundering thoughts of a sasquatch. 

She pushed her focus toward the snowcapped mountains. The stretch 
was longer than most Telepaths could handle, but she’d reached much 
farther when she was calling for rescue from her captors—and she’d been 
half-drugged at the time. So she was surprised when her body started to 
shake from the strain. 

“Its okay, Sophie,” Grady told her, squeezing her shoulder. “We’ll find it 
another way.” 

No. 

This was why Grady had brought her along for this rescue, despite 
Sandor’s numerous concerns for her safety. He’d already tried three other 
times to capture the beast, and came home empty-handed. He was counting 
on her. 

She tugged out a loose eyelash—her nervous habit—as she pushed her 
mind as far as she could go. Spots of light flashed across her vision, each 
one paired with a stab of pain that ripped her breath away. But the misery 
was worth it when she caught the vaguest whisper of a thought. A fuzzy 
image of river with mossy green rocks and white, trickling water. It felt 


softer than the sasquatch thoughts she’d touched when she practiced at 
Havenfield, but the thought was definitely too complex to belong to any of 
the normal forest animals. 

“Tt’s that way,” Sophie said, pointing north before she took off through 
the trees. She was glad she’d worn lightweight boots instead of the flat, 
dressy shoes she was usually supposed to wear, even with her plain tan 
tunic and brown pants. 

Dex sprinted to catch up with her, and his messy strawberry blond hair 
bounced as he matched her pace. “I still don’t understand how you do that.” 

“You’re not a Telepath. I have no idea how you do any of the things 
Technopaths do.” 

“Shhhhh, they’ ll hear you!” 

Dex had made her promise not to tell anyone about his newly discovered 
talent. Dame Alina—Foxfire’s principal—wouldn’t allow him to take 
ability detecting if she knew he’d already manifested, and Dex kept hoping 
he’d trigger a “better” talent, even though it was incredibly rare to have 
more than one ability. 

“You’re being dumb,” Sophie told him. “Technopathy is cool.” 

“Easy for you to say. It’s not fair you get to be a Telepath and an 
Inflictor.” 

Sophie cringed at the last word. 

If it were up to her, she’d drop the dangerous ability in a heartbeat. But 
talents couldn’t be switched off once they’d been triggered. She’d checked. 
A lot. 

Sophie’s muscles burned as the ground became steeper and the cold 
drizzly air stung her lungs—but it felt good to run. Ever since the 
kidnapping everyone kept her closed in, trying to keep her away from 
danger. All it really meant was that she was the one being held prisoner 
while the bad guys ran free. 

The thought spurred her legs faster, like if she just pushed herself harder, 
she could get far enough from her problems to make them disappear. Or at 
least far enough from Sandor—though the goblin was surprisingly agile for 
his bulky size. She’d never been able to ditch him, and she’d tried many 
times over the last few weeks. 

The path grew narrower as they moved toward the mountains, and after 
several more minutes of climbing, it curved west and ended in a gurgling 


stream. White puffs of mist hovered above the rocks, giving the water a 
ghostly feel as it snaked up the rocky foothills. 

Sophie paused to catch her breath, and Dex bent to stretch his legs. 
Grady and Sandor caught up as she was checking on the sasquatch’s 
location. 

“You’re supposed to stay by my side,” Sandor complained. 

Sophie ignored him, pointing toward the snowcapped mountains. “It’s up 
there.” 

The thoughts felt sharper now, filling her mind with a shockingly vivid 
scene. Every tiny leaf on the lacy ferns was crystal clear, and she could 
almost feel the cool water splashing against her skin and the breeze tickling 
her cheeks. But the really strange part was the warm calm that wrapped 
around her consciousness. She’d never experienced a thought as such a pure 
emotion before—especially from a creature so far away. 

“No more separating,” Grady ordered as they started to follow the stream 
higher up the mountain. “I’m not familiar with this part of the forest.” 

Sophie wasn’t surprised. The trees and ferns were so thick she was sure 
no one—human or elf—had set foot there in a very long time. 

Squishy green moss coated the ground, muffling their footsteps. It was 
also slick, and the third time Sophie slipped, Dex grabbed her arm and 
didn’t let go. The warmth of his hand sank through the fabric of her sleeve 
and she felt like she should pull away. But he was steadying her balance, 
which made it easier for her to concentrate on what the sasquatch was 
thinking. 

The beast must have been eating, because a satisfied feeling settled into 
the pit of Sophie’s stomach, like she’d just had an extra helping of 
mallowmelt. 

She hurried forward—afraid it would move on now that it was full—and 
accidentally stepped on a fallen branch. 

Craaaaaaaaaaaaaaack! 

Goose bumps erupted all over her body, and even though she knew the 
emotion wasn’t hers, Sophie couldn’t ignore the shivering terror. She had 
no idea what that meant—but she didn’t have time to think about it. From 
the images flashing through her head she could tell the sasquatch had 
started to flee. 

She jerked her arm out of Dex’s grip and took off after it. 


The beast ran so fast its thoughts turned to a blur. Sophie concentrated on 
channeling energy from her core into her legs, but even with the extra 
strength she could still feel the sasquatch pulling farther ahead. It was going 
to get away—unless she found a way to boost her speed. 

A brain push. 

She hadn’t been thrilled when she’d learned that she could perform the 
incredibly rare telepathy skill. But as she shoved the warm energy humming 
in the back of her mind into her legs and felt her muscles surge with a 
tremendous burst of power, she was suddenly grateful for the strange ways 
her brain worked—even if it did make her headache worse. Her feet barely 
touched the ground as she raced over the soggy soil, leaving Dex, Sandor, 
and Grady far behind. 

The sasquatch’s thoughts turned clearer again. 

She was catching up. 

The extra energy didn’t last as long as she’d expected, though, and as her 
strength drained she found herself barely able to stumble forward. 

It’s okay, she transmitted, desperately shoving the words into the 
creature’s mind. I’m not going to hurt you. 

The sasquatch froze. 

Its thoughts were a jumbled mix of emotions, and Sophie couldn’t make 
sense out of any of them. But she took advantage of its momentary stillness, 
rallying the last of her energy to fumble toward a narrow opening in the 
thick wall of foliage. She could feel the sasquatch on the other side of the 
trees. 

Waiting for the others would be the safer thing to do—but who knew 
how much longer the creature would wait around? And the creature felt 
calm at the moment. Curious. 

Three deep breaths spurred her courage. Then Sophie padded into the 
clearing. 


TWO 


SOPHIE’S GASP ECHOED OFF THE circle of trees, and she blinked to 
make sure her eyes were working. 

A few feet in front of her stood a shimmering pale horse with 
outstretched feathered wings. It wasn’t a pegasus—she knew from the 
books she’d studied at Havenfield that those were smaller and huskier, with 
deep blue spots and midnight blue manes. This horse had wavy silver hair 
that trailed up its neck and parted around a horn of swirled white and silver 
that jutted from its forehead like a unicorn. But the unicorns she’d seen 
didn’t have wings. 

“What are you?” Sophie whispered as she stared into the horse’s deep 
brown eyes. Usually she thought brown eyes were flat and boring— 
especially her own—but these had glinting flecks of gold, and gazed back at 
her so intently she couldn’t look away. 

The horse whinnied. 

“Its okay. I won’t hurt you.” She transmitted images of herself caring 
for other animals. 

The horse stamped its hooves and nickered, but stayed put, eyeing 
Sophie warily. 

Sophie focused on its thoughts, searching for anything she could use to 
make it trust her. The complexity of its mind was shocking. She could feel 
rapid observations and quick calculations, just like when she was reading an 
elvin mind. And the emotions were so intense. Now she knew how Empaths 
must feel—and she was glad she wasn’t one of them. It was hard to know 
which feelings were hers. 

“There you are!” Dex said, stomping into the clearing. His jaw fell open 
as the horse whinnied and took to the sky. 

“Its okay,” Sophie called. “He’s a friend.” 

Friend. 

As soon as she transmitted the word, the horse froze, hovering above 
them. Dozens of images flashed through Sophie’s head. Then a new 


emotion nearly choked her. Her eyes burned and her heart ached, and it took 
her a second to translate the feeling. 

“You’re lonely?” Sophie whispered. 

“That’s not a sasquatch,” Dex mumbled. 

“Yeah, I caught that,” Sophie told him. “Do you know what it is?” 

“An alicorn,’ Grady murmured behind her, triggering a new wave of 
panic from the flying horse. 

Another friend, Sophie transmitted as it soared higher into the clouds. 

Grady was actually more than a friend. He was her adopted father. But 
for some reason she had a hard time calling him that—even with her 
adoption being final now. 

It’s okay, she promised the alicorn. No one is going to hurt you. 

The alicorn whinnied, its mind focused on Sandor—and the weapon at 
Sandor’s side. 

“Sandor, you’re scaring it. You need to get back.” 

Sandor didn’t budge. 

“Please,” Grady told him. “We cant lose this creature. You know how 
essential it is to our world.” 

Sandor sighed and stomped out of the clearing, grumbling about it being 
impossible to do his job. 

“This horse is really that important?” Sophie asked, squinting at the sky. 

“Uh, yeah.” Dex’s voice was annoyingly smug. “They’ve only found one 
—ever. The Council’s been searching for another for centuries.” 

“Millennia,” Grady corrected. “Throughout our time on this planet 
we’ve worked to discover all of its secrets. And then by accident, really, a 
magnificent alicorn stumbled into our lives, proving the earth still had a few 
tricks up its sleeves. We’ve been trying to find another ever since. We can’t 
let it slip away. Can you call it down to us, Sophie?” 

The pressure of his request sat heavy on her shoulders as she promised to 
try. 

Safe, she transmitted to the terrified creature, adding images of her 
caring for other animals to try and reinforce the word. Then she sent a 
picture of the alicorn standing next to her in the clearing. Come down. 

When the alicorn didn’t respond she added an image of how she would 
look if she were stroking the alicorn’s shimmering mane. 

A rush of loneliness poured over her again—stronger this time. An 
ancient-feeling ache. Then the alicorn circled once more and landed just out 


of Sophie’s reach. 

“Incredible,” Grady breathed. 

“Good girl,” Sophie whispered. 

“Girl?” Dex asked. 

Sophie nodded, wondering how she knew that. It almost felt like the 
alicorn had told her... . 

“The alicorn at the Sanctuary is male!” Grady said, snapping her out of 
her musings. “This is the find of a lifetime, Sophie!” 

Sophie grinned, imagining the look on Councillor Bronte’s face when he 
heard the news. He despised her human upbringing and her connection to 
the Black Swan—a secret group of rebels who seemed to be behind every 
mystery in Sophie’s past—and was always trying to prove she didn’t belong 
in their world. 

“Um ... not to kill everyone’s excitement here,” Dex interrupted, “but 
how are we going to get her home?” 

Grady’s smile faded. “That’s a good question. The sasquatch harness 
won’t fit—and even if I dashed home, it’s not like we have an alicom 
restraint.” 

“Maybe we don’t need one.” Sophie stared into the alicorn’s unblinking 
eyes and transmitted friend again. Then she reached out her hand and took a 
slow step forward. 

“Careful,” Grady warned when the alicorn whinnied. 

“Easy, girl,’ Sophie whispered, not breaking eye contact as she took 
another step. 

Calm. 

She sent a flood of images of her petting different animals, trying to 
communicate what she was about to do. 

The alicorn processed each scene, focusing on Sophie. She nickered. 

Sophie hoped that meant “Go ahead.” She held her breath and closed the 
last space between them. 

Her fingers brushed the smooth, cool fur on the bridge of the alicorn’s 
nose. The shimmering horse snorted, but didn’t back away. 

“Good girl,” Sophie said, tracing her fingers up toward the horn. She 
fingered the strands of silvery mane, surprised at how cold they were, like 
threads of ice. 

The alicorn released what sounded like a soft sigh. Then she nuzzled 
Sophie’s shoulder. Sophie giggled as the wet nostrils tickled her neck. 


“She likes you,” Grady whispered. 

“Is that true, girl? Do you like me?” 

A shiver streaked down Sophie’s spine as something tickled her 
consciousness. The longer it bounced around her mind, the more it took 
shape, until it formed a single word. 

Friend. 

“What’s wrong?” Grady asked as Sophie took a step away, shaking her 
head. 

“Sorry—I’m just not used to how powerful her mind is.” She stroked the 
horse’s gleaming cheek, trying to make sense of what just happened. 

Had the alicorn learned a word from her? Was that possible? 

“Think she’ll let me touch her?” Grady asked, taking a cautious step 
forward. 

The alicorn reared and flapped her wings. 

Grady backed off. “That’s going to be a problem.” 

In order to light leap with the alicorn, someone would need to keep 
physical contact with her to form a connection between them. 

“I can leap her—” Sophie offered. 

“Absolutely not!” Grady’s shout made the alicorn whinny, and he 
lowered his tone to a whisper before he added, “That’s far too dangerous.” 

“I can handle it,” Sophie insisted. All the excitement had erased both her 
headache and her weariness from the brain push. 

“Um, remember what happened last time?” Dex interrupted. 

Sophie glared at him, stunned he was siding with Grady on this. 

“Hey, don’t look at me like that. You almost faded away.” 

His voice caught as he said the last part, and Sophie couldn’t help 
wondering how much Dex had seen that day. She’d thought he was 
unconscious when she made the nearly fatal leap to escape the kidnappers. 
But apparently he’d watched the light pull her away—or at least that’s what 
Elwin had told her. She and Dex had never talked about what happened. All 
Sophie remembered was warmth and flashing colors and a pull so 
irresistible she’d been ready to follow it anywhere—and very nearly had. 

She’d never forget the agony of drawing herself back together. And now 
whenever she leaped, she felt slightly dizzy. But the dizziness only lasted a 
few seconds, and in all the times Elwin had tested her since she’d 
recovered, he’d never found anything wrong. Plus, all of that happened 
before she knew how to use her enhanced concentration. Before she even 


knew her concentration had been enhanced. Not to mention, the kidnappers 
had taken her nexus. 

She cupped the sleek black cuff on her wrist, fingering the sparkly teal 
jewel set into the center, surrounded by swirling lines of diamonds. The 
nexus put a force field around her, making it impossible for her to lose even 
a single particle of herself during a leap. Which meant she could use her 
concentration to protect the alicorn and leap them both home safely. 

It made sense in her head—but she couldn’t fight off a tiny quiver at the 
idea of another risky leap. 

“We don’t have any other options,” Sophie said, as much for herself as to 
convince Grady and Dex. “Unless there’s something I’m missing?” 

When no one had any other suggestions, she took a deep breath and 
imagined her concentration covering the glittering horse like a protective 
seal. Her headache returned and she had to channel the last of her core 
energy to cover such a large creature, but she scraped together enough 
strength to feel a firm grip. 

She could do this. 

Before she could change her mind, she placed one hand on the alicorn’s 
cheek and used the other to grab the pendant hanging from a long chain 
around her neck. She held the crystal up, and light hit the single facet cut 
into the stone, refracting toward the ground. 

“Sophie, don’t you—” Grady started to say, but he was too late. 

She stepped into the light, letting the warmth swell under her skin like 
thousands of tickling feathers as the simmering rush swept her and the 
alicorn away. 


THREE 


THE LUSH PASTURES OF HAVENFIELD glittered into focus as 
Sophie’s body re-formed on the wide, flower-lined path that cut through the 
main grounds. Her legs held strong beneath her, but the dizziness was 
almost overwhelming, and rainbow flecks of light obscured her vision, like 
she was seeing the world through a kaleidoscope. She wobbled, wishing she 
had something to hold on to as the alicorn screamed with terror and took off 
into the sunset-streaked sky. 

Sophie stumbled after her, but she’d only made it a few steps before 
strong hands grabbed her by the shoulders and spun her around. 

“What were you thinking?” Grady’s arms shook as he held her tight, but 
Sophie was more worried about the blurry gray blob looming behind him. 
Even through the swirling colors she could make out Sandor’s furious glare. 

“I’m fine, I promise,” she said, gulping down air and willing the words 
to be true. 

The winged horse whinnied and the wave of panic helped Sophie focus. 
“T have to calm her down before she flies away.” 

Grady’s grip on her shoulders tightened for a second. Then he shook his 
head and released her. “We’ll continue this conversation later.” 

She was sure they would, and she didn’t have time to worry about it. Her 
head was finally clearing—and just in time. Verdi, their resident T. rex— 
who still hadn’t adapted to her vegetarian diet—was roaring, like she was 
craving a glittering-horsey snack. 

The alicorn veered away from the neon-green-feathered dinosaur, 
heading toward the Grove, a lush orchard of bulbous, twisted trees. Several 
squat brown gnomes streamed from the arched green doors in the trunks, 
their huge gray eyes staring at the alicorn as she circled overhead. 

“Help—I need something to lure her down,” Sophie called as she raced 
past them, though several gnomes had already taken off toward the row of 
golden silos that lined the farthest cliffs. The gnomes weren’t servants— 
they lived with the elves by choice—and they were masters when it came to 


plants and animals. Hopefully, they knew some treat an alicorn wouldn’t be 
able to resist. 

“Boy, are you in trouble,” Dex said as he caught up with Sophie. “You’|l 
be lucky if Grady and Edaline let you out of the house before you turn two 
hundred and fifty.” 

“Not helping, Dex.” 

Please come back, she transmitted when the horse flitted even higher. 
Friend. 

“Try these,” Grady said behind her, holding out a handful of twisted, 
pale blue stalks. 

A spicy, cinnamonlike scent tickled Sophie’s nose as she took them and 
held them toward the sky. “Come down, girl,” she called, sending images of 
the alicorn feasting on the slender twigs. I have treats. 

Curiosity wove through Sophie’s emotions. 

Treats! Sophie repeated. 

The alicorn whinnied and circled lower, but didn’t land. Sophie kept 
repeating her promise of treats and waving them in the air until finally, after 
three more rotations, the alicorn slowly touched down a few feet away, 
prodding the ground with her gleaming hooves. 

Sophie smiled and held out the stalks. “Here, girl.” 

The winged horse studied Sophie with her enormous brown eyes. Then 
she lunged forward, and her wet, square-toothed snout chomped the tops of 
the treats straight from Sophie’s hand. Sophie barely had time to get her 
fingers out of the way before the alicorn gobbled the rest. 

“Ew,” Dex complained, plugging his nose. “Who knew sparkly horses 
had such bad breath?” 

“It’s nothing on Iggy breath,” Sophie reminded him. Her pet imp might 
only be a palm-size furball, but every time he opened his mouth it was like 
standing near a mountain of rotting eggs and dirty diapers. “I think we’re 
going to need more of these,” she added when the alicorn’s rough purple 
tongue started licking her palm. 

“Already on its way.” Grady pointed to a gnome stumbling toward them 
with a bundle of the blue stalks almost as tall as he was. 

Gnomes looked more like plants than animals, with rough, earthy skin 
and bright green thumbs. Sophie still got a little startled when she saw their 
strange features, so she wasn’t surprised when the alicorn whinnied and 
reared back. But the gnome wasn’t fazed, flashing a green-toothed grin as 


he spread the treats in a thin trail leading to an aviary they usually used for 
pterodactyls. The nervous horse eyed the stalks suspiciously, but after a 
minute she lowered her head and began munching her way toward the 
enclosure. She was still feasting on the last of the treats when Grady closed 
the gate, locking her inside the small dome of interwoven green bamboo 
stalks. 

Panic bloomed inside Sophie’s mind as the alicorn tried and failed to 
spread her wings in her enclosure. 

“Its only for a few hours,” Grady explained when he caught Sophie’s 
frown. “The gnomes are already working to enclose the Cliffside pasture.” 

“Wow, really?” Grady and Edaline had vacated the Cliffside pasture not 
long after Sophie had disappeared, not wanting to go anywhere near the 
caves where she’d supposedly drowned. After she’d been rescued they’d 
added a high metal fence all along the cliffs’ edges to block anyone from 
using the path that led to the beach below. Sophie wasn’t sure if the 
complex padlock was meant to keep her in or keep others out, but either 
way she had no problem staying away from those caves. She never wanted 
to see them again. 

The pasture was a perfect expanse of soft grassy knolls to house a flying 
horse, though, so she could see why Grady was willing to use it. But 
enclosing it would be a massive undertaking. Good thing the gnomes were 
amazingly industrious creatures. They absorbed energy from the sun and 
needed almost no sleep, so they were always looking for ways to stay busy. 
If anyone could work such a miracle, it was them. 

“Can we at least give her more treats to cheer her up?” The alicorn was 
staring at her with sad, watery eyes. 

“The gnomes are getting her more right now. It’s a good thing they 
harvested a bunch of swizzlespice today.” 

See, you’ll be okay, Sophie told her. I promise. 

The alicorn looked away. 

“She hates me now.” 

“She’ll forgive you.” Grady rested his hand on her shoulder and it gave 
Sophie the courage to turn and face him. 

“What about you?” she asked quietly. “Still hate me for leaping her 
here?” 

Grady closed his eyes. “Sophie, nothing you do will ever make me hate 
you. But what you did was very dangerous. If something had happened to 


you, Pd...” 

Sophie stared at her feet. “I’m sorry. I really do try to be careful.” 

“I know. But you can never be careful enough, okay?” 

She nodded and he strangled her with a hug. 

She caught a whiff of the sasquatch funk in his tunic and pulled away, 
coughing. “So, what’s my punishment?” 

“I want Elwin to check you out in the morning, make sure you really are 
okay.” 

Sadly, that wasn’t a surprise. She’d pretty much set the record for most 
physician house calls ever—ironic considering how much she hated 
doctors. 

“And you get to bathe the verminion for the next month,” Grady added. 

Sophie groaned. She swore the giant mutant-hamster-thing had been 
plotting to destroy her since she’d helped trap it when it arrived at 
Havenfield. “That’s just mean.” 

“No, that’s awesome,” Dex corrected. 

“Glad you think so, Dex,” Grady told him, “’Cause you get to help her.” 

“Hey—I didn’t do anything wrong!” 

“I never said you did. But do you really think Sophie will let you just 
stand there and watch her work?” 

He was right. She was totally going to rope Dex into helping her—and 
he came over almost every day. They were best friends, after all. 

But something about the way Grady was smiling at them made Sophie’s 
cheeks feel hot. Dex must’ve noticed it too, because his face was bright red 
as he mumbled some excuse about his parents worrying if he wasn’t home 
soon, and quickly leaped out of there. 

Grady took Sophie’s hand, his smile fading. “I don’t think we should tell 
Edaline about your little adventure, what with tomorrow . . .” 

“I’m sorry I scared you.” 

He gave her a sad smile. “Just don’t do it again. Now come on, let’s go 
wash off the sasquatch grime and tell Edaline what we found.” 


BY THE TIME SOPHIE HAD showered and changed and fed Iggy his 
dinner so he wouldn’t trash her room—imps could be very troublesome 
creatures if they were discontent—the sun had set and the gnomes had 
finished preparing the pasture. Goose bumps prickled Sophie’s skin as she 
made her way to the new enclosure, and even though she tried not to look, 


her eyes still wandered toward the cliffs, where moonlight glinted off the 
edge of the iron gate. 

She forced herself to look away, focusing on the thick stalks that looked 
like purple bamboo bent into wide arches, creating a weblike dome over the 
mile-wide space. More arched stalks had been lined up like dominoes, 
creating a covered pathway to securely transport the alicorn from one 
enclosure to another. But the alicorn was nowhere to be seen. 

“She’s too panicked,” Grady explained when Sophie found him at the 
pterodactyl pen. “The gnomes are afraid to move her right now. She might 
hurt herself trying to escape.” 

“You don’t have to be afraid, pretty girl,” Edaline whispered as she 
approached the bars, holding swizzlespice. “We’re trying to help you.” 

The alicom whinnied and bucked. 

Edaline backed away, brushing her wavy, amber-colored hair out of her 
face. “I’m not sure what else to try.” 

“Think you can calm her down, Sophie?” Grady asked. 

“Maybe.” Sophie stepped closer, and as soon as the alicorn spotted her 
she stopped thrashing. The moonlight had turned her opalescent fur to 
gleaming silver, and her dark eyes glittered like stars. 

Friend? Sophie transmitted. 

Friend! the alicorn transmitted back, lowering her snout so Sophie could 
reach through the bars and scratch her cheeks. 

“Amazing,” Edaline breathed as she smiled for the first time in at least a 
week. The dark shadows under her turquoise eyes faded, too. “Can you get 
her to walk to her new pen?” 

“PIL try.” Sophie transmitted images of the Cliffside enclosure, 
repeating, Your new home. When that didn’t seem to help she added a 
picture of the alicorn grazing inside. 

The alicorn processed the image, then replied with one of her own: a 
dark, starry sky with a glittering silver horse flying free. 

“I don’t think she wants to stay here,” Sophie whispered. 

“Well, she has to. She’s far too important,” Grady reminded her. “Plus, 
this is the only way to keep her safe. Think about what would happen if 
humans got their hands on her.” 

An image of the alicorn strapped to a million creepy medical machines 
flashed through Sophie’s mind, and she shuddered as she transmitted, It’s 
safe here. 


Safe, the alicorn repeated, but it didn’t feel like she really understood the 
word. Or maybe she didn’t care. 

Sophie tried a different tactic. You won t be lonely anymore. 

The alicorn processed that, and after several seconds transmitted back a 
tentative, Friend? 

Friend, Sophie told her, sending the image of the enclosure again. Safe. 
Let’s move you to your new home. 

This time the alicorn didn’t argue and Sophie nodded to Grady. He gave 
the gnomes the signal to open the gates between the pastures. 

Calm, Sophie transmitted as the alicorn tensed, but she still felt a surge 
of panic as the gates slid apart and the alicorn galloped forward, racing 
through the tunnel at full speed. Sophie jogged after her with Grady and 
Edaline right behind, and they all sucked in a breath when the shimmering 
horse reached her new pasture and spread her wings, flying to the highest 
part of her dome. 

“Well done, Sophie,” Grady said, squeezing her shoulders. “What would 
we do without you?” 

She blushed from the praise. “Have you told anyone we found her?” 

“I tried to reach Alden, but he was out of range. Pll try him in the 
morning.” 

Sophie shivered, even though she wasn’t cold. There were only a few 
places an Imparter—a small silver square that worked a bit like a video 
phone—would be out of range, and they were all dark, forbidden places. 
She hated to think Alden was out there, risking his life trying to find her 
kidnappers. 

The alicorn whinnied and landed, snapping her back to the present. 

Sophie reached through the purple bars, and after a second the horse 
trotted close enough for Sophie to stroke her shimmering neck. I wish I 
knew what to call you. 

It seemed wrong to call such a breathtaking creature something as boring 
as “the alicorn.” Do you have a name, pretty girl? 

She didn’t actually expect an answer, but a thought prickled her mind 
anyway. It felt strangely warm and soft, and when she concentrated, it 
twisted and flipped into a word. 

“Silveny?” Sophie whispered. 

The alicorn nickered. 

“What did you say?” Edaline asked. 


Sophie shook her head to clear it. “I think her name is Silveny.” 

Silveny nickered again. 

“Wait—you can speak to her with words?” Grady asked. 

“Sometimes she repeats the words I transmit—but this didn’t feel like 
that. This was more like she spoke to me in her own language and I 
translated it.” 

For a second they both just stared at her. Then Grady laughed. “The 
wonders of your talents never cease.” 

Sophie tried to smile, but her stomach turned sour. 

Being a Polyglot—able to understand any and all languages—was 
another talent that had been triggered during her kidnapping. A third special 
ability. She should probably be proud to have so many skills, but she 
couldn’t help worrying about what her abilities meant. And what she’d be 
expected to do with them. 

A haunting voice whispered from her memories: You’re their little 
puppet. 

“You okay, Sophie?” Edaline asked, a thin worry line between her 
brows. 

“Yeah, just tired.” As the words left her mouth she realized they were 
true. Every part of her ached, and remnants of her headache still pulsed 
behind her eyes. “I think I’m going to bed.” 

She could tell Grady and Edaline weren’t convinced, but they didn’t 
press the issue. She stroked Silveny’s silky nose, promised to see her in the 
morning, and headed to her bedroom, which took up the entire third floor of 
Havenfield. 

Her room was dark—lit only by the moonlight streaming through the 
walls of windows. She lingered in the doorway, snapping her fingers and 
waiting for the crystal stars that dangled from the ceiling to flood the room 
with light before she went any farther. 

Sandor had already done his nightly sweep of her room to check for 
intruders—but she still scanned every nook and shadow, searching for any 
sign that someone had been there besides her. Other than a badly chewed 
shoe—Iggy’s handiwork—everything was in its place. Not even a single 
petal on the flowers woven into her carpet had been touched. 

Satisfied, she closed her door, changed into her pajamas, and sank into 
her enormous canopy bed, stretching her weary muscles as she did. She 
snuggled her face against Ella, the bright blue stuffed elephant she couldn’t 


sleep without, and snapped her fingers again, switching off the lights. Iggy 
took his place on her pillow, curling his tiny gray body into a ball and 
within seconds he was snoring like a chain saw. Sophie scratched his fuzzy 
tummy, wishing she could fall asleep so easily, and clapped her hands to 
lower the thick shades across her windows. 

She’d hoped to close her eyes and dream of sparkly winged horses flying 
through a bright blue sky. Instead, black-cloaked figures haunted her mind, 
snatching her from the shadows and dragging her away in a drugged haze. 
Sharp bonds sliced her wrists and ankles as someone shouted questions she 
didn’t know the answers to. Then fiery hands seared her skin and ghostly 
whispers swirled through the blackness. 

They would find her. 

She would never escape them again. 


FOUR 


IT WAS ONLY A DREAM, Sophie tried to tell herself as she wiped the cold 
sweat off her forehead. But her skin throbbed from the memory of the pain, 
and she could still smell the noxiously sweet sedatives that had burned her 
nose. And that voice... 

She would never forget that voice. 

She shivered as she crawled out of bed, tiptoeing across the carpet and 
pressing her ear against her smooth wooden door. Her racing heart slowed 
when she heard Sandor’s steady breathing on the other side. Deep down she 
really was grateful for his protection. She just wished she didn’t need him. 

Dex didn’t have a bodyguard. He’d simply been in the wrong place at 
the wrong time, and Sophie still felt horrible about that. She was the one 
they’d been after, because they’d wanted to see what she could do. 

But... what did they think she could do? 

The question haunted her more than the nightmares, and she padded to 
her desk to retrieve the only thing she knew would calm her down. 

The silk-wrapped bundle had been tucked safely at the back of the 
bottom drawer and she didn’t remove the cloth until she’d hidden herself 
under her covers. The cool silver sphere turned warm at her touch, and the 
word SPYBALL glowed in golden letters, casting a dim light in her little cave 
of bed sheets. 

Sophie closed her eyes, needing a second before saying the names she’d 
carefully memorized—the names the Council had forbidden her to know. 

“Show me Connor, Kate, and Natalie Freeman,” she whispered, opening 
her eyes as the Spyball flashed and three figures came into focus in the 
center of the orb. 

Her mom looked thinner, her sister looked taller, and there were streaks 
of gray in her dad’s hair that Sophie didn’t remember him having—but it 
was them. Sitting around a dinner table in some faraway part of the world, 
eating fettuccini like the perfect happy family. With no idea she even 
existed. 


It was what she’d wanted for them—what she’d begged for. To be 
erased, so they wouldn’t have to miss her in their new lives. But it wasn’t 
easy being forgotten. Especially since she couldn’t forget them. 

She watched until her eyes blurred with tears. Then she smeared them 
away and whispered, “Show me Mr. Forkle.” 

The Spyball turned black and flashed the word she was getting very tired 
of: 

UNKNOWN. 

Her grip tightened on the sphere, trying to squeeze it into submission. 
She knew it wasn’t his real name, but part of her kept hoping the Spyball 
would somehow figure out his real identity. He was her only link to the 
Black Swan. The one who’d rescued her and Dex when they’d been taken. 
The one who’d triggered all of her new abilities. He’d even posed as her 
next-door neighbor when she lived with her human family, and was 
probably the one who planted the secrets in her head. 

He had all the answers she needed. 

But he didn’t want to be found. 

She wrapped the Spyball back in the cloth and returned it to its hiding 
place. The drawer above it held a thick teal book, which she removed next, 
along with another silk bundle. She sank to the floor, leaning against the 
side of her desk as she unwrapped the bottle of moonlight. The pale glow 
made it just bright enough to see, without letting Sandor know she was 
awake. 

Her fingers traced the etched lines of the silver bird on the cover. A 
moonlark. 

Seeing it gave her chills every time. 

Alden had given her the memory log as a way to chronicle her dreams 
and keep track of any memories that weren’t hers. But since the kidnapping 
she’d been using it to conduct her own investigation into the Black Swan. 
She kept hoping they’d left clues in her memories that would tell her how to 
find them. 

The problem was, she had no idea how to access any of the secret 
information they’d planted. All the times she’d had “flashes,” there’d been 
something to spark the hidden memory—usually a note or gift the Black 
Swan had given her. Without anything to trigger the flashback, she was 
stuck wading through thirteen years of memories—and thanks to her 


photographic memory she had a lot of memories to sort through. But she’d 
been focusing on two incidents that felt like they had to be key. 

The first was when she was five. She’d woken up in the Emergency 
Room, and the doctors told her she’d fallen and hit her head and her 
neighbor had called 911. From that moment on she’d been able to read 
minds. She knew now that Mr. Forkle had triggered her telepathic abilities 
that day. What she didn’t know was why. Five was incredibly young to 
manifest a special ability, and the talent had made it much harder for her to 
blend in with humans. So why trigger it then? And why couldn’t she 
remember what happened? 

The second incident was when she was nine. Again she’d ended up in 
the hospital, this time for a severe allergic reaction. The human doctors 
never figured out what caused it, but a few months ago she’d found out the 
hard way that she was deathly allergic to limbium, a special compound that 
affected certain areas of the brain. She even had to wear a vial of an 
antidote Elwin had created in case she accidentally consumed any. Only 
elves knew how to make limbium, but she knew now that she’d had contact 
with at least one elf back then without realizing it—and the symptoms of 
both reactions had been the same. So someone must have given her 
limbium. But who? And why? 

Two blurry spots in her past. Both times when the elves had clearly 
interfered with her life. That couldn’t be a coincidence. 

The kidnappers hadn’t been able to wipe away her memories—but the 
Black Swan made her. And they’d had no problem planting secret 
information in her head. So couldn’t they take some away? 

She needed those memories back. Deep in her subconscious there had to 
be something left, a clue that could trigger some tiny piece they missed. She 
just had to find it. 

Iggy flitted over to her leg, curling up on the top of her knee as she 
turned to the first blank page in the memory log. 

Come on, brain. Give me something useful this time. 


“STILL HAVING TROUBLE SLEEPING?” ELWIN asked, squinting 
through thick iridescent spectacles as he squatted in front of her. The 
morning sun streamed through the glass walls of the living room, where 
Sophie sat on the sleek white couch. “Those dark circles are starting to look 
like bruises.” 


“I have a lot on my mind.” 

He lowered his glasses to study her. “Anything you want to talk about?” 

Her mind flashed to her dizzy spell the day before, but she looked away 
and shrugged. She was tired of being tested and watched and fussed over. 
Besides, if something were wrong with her, Elwin would’ve found it by 
now. His glasses could see right down to her cells. 

Elwin heaved a sigh as he stood, looking incredibly out of place with his 
lime green, gremlin-covered tunic in the elegant, pristine room. Havenfield 
usually had a few books and gadgets strewn about, leaving splashes of 
color. But Edaline had been on a cleaning rampage, trying to keep herself 
distracted. 

“Look up,” Elwin instructed, slipping on his glasses again. 

Sophie obeyed, and her eyes caught the light from the cascading crystals 
of the chandelier in the center of the room. It felt like the colored flash 
seeped into her brain, making her head throb. 

“You all right?” Elwin asked, as she flinched. 

“Why? Do you see something?” 

Elwin frowned and leaned closer, squinting at her forehead. “No, 
everything looks normal.” 

She released a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. 

Everything looked normal. 

Everything was normal. 

She was just tired from the sleepless night. 

“You really need to rest,” Elwin said, echoing her thoughts. “Maybe you 
should try some slumberberry tea before bed.” 

“No sedatives.” 

“Tt’s just tea—” 

“No sedatives.” She’d lost weeks of her life to a drugged haze while she 
was held hostage. She never wanted to feel that way again. 

Elwin sank next to her on the plush couch. “Fine. We can let the 
insomnia go for now. But if you don’t start sleeping, we are going to have 
to come up with a plan. Understood?” 

He waited for her to nod. 

“Good. And I want to check on you in a couple of weeks. School will 
have started by then, so just come by my office. PII have your usual bed 
ready.” 


Sophie glared at the ground. Of course she had to visit the Healing 
Center during the first week of school. Her friends would tease her 
relentlessly about it—especially Keefe. 

“Glad you’re excited to see me again.” Elwin winked as he stood and 
pulled out his pathfinder. 

She opened her mouth to apologize, but a swell of panic surged into her 
mind and knocked her words away. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“I... I don’t know. I think something’s wrong with Silveny.” She 
stumbled to her feet and raced toward the arched, golden door of 
Havenfield’s main entrance. 

Sandor jumped in front of her. “You must stay inside if there’s trouble.” 

A fresh surge of terror poured into her mind, cold and sharp. “But 
Silveny needs me.” 

When he didn’t budge, she bolted for the back door. Sandor growled, 
sounding so much like an angry bunny rabbit Sophie couldn’t help smiling 
as she slipped outside and took off through the pastures. 

Sandor chased after her, shouting for her to come back as she ran past 
pens filled with triceratops and wooly mammoths, and one with some sort 
of enormous beetle-looking creature that must have arrived in the night. 
The intensity of Silveny’s panic increased with every step, and when Sophie 
crested the final hill, her heart felt like it dropped into the pit of her 
stomach. 

A thick black harness bound the gleaming horse’s wings, and three 
figures in dark hooded capes stood inside her enclosure, dragging Silveny 
away. 


FIVE 


STOP!” SOPHIE SCREAMED AS HER whole body started to shake. 
Her vision dimmed and blackness clouded her mind—but Sandor grabbed 
her arm and yanked her behind him, and the jarring motion pulled her out of 
the frenzy. 

“Who goes there?” Sandor demanded. 

“I don’t answer to you, Goblin,” the taller figure called in a dry, snooty 
voice. 

Sandor drew a handful of star-shaped blades from his pockets, a bit like 
ninja stars, but with longer points and spiraled edges. “You have three 
seconds to identify yourselves or I will use these—and I assure you my aim 
is flawless.” 

“What’s going on here?” Grady shouted as he rushed up behind them. 
He put one hand protectively on Sophie’s shoulder as he squinted at the 
figures. “Vika? Timkin? Is that you?” 

One of the figures tossed her hood back, sweeping her wavy brown hair 
out of her eyes. “Who else would it be?” 

The last of the dark fog cleared from Sophie’s mind, leaving traces of a 
headache. 

It wasn’t them. 

Though the Hekses were almost as bad. Especially since Sophie knew 
who the third figure was even before she swept back her hood, revealing a 
scowling face and a mass of frizzy brown curls. 

“Stina,” Sophie grumbled, glaring at the girl who went out of her way to 
make her life miserable at school. “What are you doing here?” 

Stina tugged on Silveny’s harness. “We’re here to collect the alicorn so it 
can be properly rehabilitated.” 

Calm, Sophie transmitted as Silveny’s panic flooded her mind. I won t let 
her take you. 

She was amazed Silveny had even let them get close enough to attach 
the reins. Clearly she needed to teach the glittering horse how to recognize 


pure evil. 

“I wasn’t aware that had been decided,” Grady said, tightening his grip 
on Sophie’s shoulder as she tried to step forward. 

“Please, you didn’t think they’d have you rehabilitate the alicorn, did 
you?” Timkin asked as he jerked Silveny’s reins toward him. “A noble 
creature deserves a noble trainer.” 

“Last I heard, your wife was the only one appointed to the nobility,” 
Grady corrected. “And only as a Regent, not an Emissary.” 

“Give it time,” Timkin growled, yanking Silveny’s reins so hard he 
wrenched the frightened horse’s neck. 

Regent, Emissary, noble—Sophie didn’t care. “You’re hurting her!” she 
screamed as she lunged toward the enclosure. 

Sandor blocked her. 

“We’re doing nothing of the sort,” Vika snapped back 

“T can feel her pain,” Sophie insisted. 

Stina laughed her high, wheezy snicker. “Last I checked, empathy wasn’t 
an ability your creators gave you.” 

“Last I checked, you hadn’t manifested any abilities at all,” Sophie spit 
through gritted teeth. “And I don’t have to be an Empath. I can feel her 
emotions with my mind.” 

Timkin snorted. “That’s impossible.” 

“If it were coming from anyone else, I’d agree with you,” a voice with 
an unmistakably crisp accent announced. “But you’re forgetting how 
remarkable Sophie is.” 

Sophie spun around, relieved when she found four figures still glittering 
from their leap into the pasture. Alden, tall and regal in his dark blue cape, 
stood beside a beautiful girl Sophie’s age with long dark hair. On his other 
side were two teenage boys, one with dark hair and impossibly teal eyes, 
and one with carefully disheveled blond hair and his trademark smirk. 

Biana and Fitz stared in wonder at Silveny. 

Keefe grinned at Sophie. “Yeah, Foster’s always doing crazy things no 
one can understand. It’s how she keeps her sense of mystery.” 

“Lord Alden,” Timkin said, lowering his hood and shaking his black hair 
as he dipped an exaggerated bow. “An honor, as always.” 

“No need for ceremony, Timkin.” Alden turned to Grady. “I’m sorry to 
be late. Pd hoped to get here before the Hekses arrived. But Fitz, Keefe, 


and Biana insisted on seeing the long-lost alicorn, and someone needed 
time to fix their hair.” 

“Hey, a guy’s gotta look his best for the ladies.” Keefe patted the back of 
his head. “Right, Foster?” 

Sophie ignored him—though she could feel her cheeks blushing. She 
turned to Alden. “Please, you can’t let them take Silveny.” 

“He doesn’t answer to you,” Stina announced. “He answers to the 
Council, and I’m sure they’ve told him to give her to us.” 

“That was their plan,’ Alden admitted. “The Heks family has had 
tremendous success rehabilitating unicorns using their empathic abilities, 
and it was Vika’s grandmother who rehabilitated the alicorn in the 
Sanctuary. So it seems only logical to let them prepare Silveny.” 

“But she hates them!” 

Silveny whinnied, like she agreed. 

“Can you really feel what she’s feeling?” Alden asked. 

“Yes. Right now she’s scared and angry and wants to get away from 
them.” 

“She’s making that up.” Vika dragged Silveny close enough to put her 
hand on her shimmery neck. “I feel nothing of the sort—and I actually am 
an Empath.” 

An image flashed into Sophie’s mind, and she couldn’t help grinning. 
“Silveny wants to bite your hand.” 

“You can’t possibly know that.” But Vika whipped her hand away 
awfully fast for someone who didn’t believe. 

Silveny took advantage of her distraction, jerking her harness so hard she 
knocked Vika and Timkin to the muddy ground of her enclosure. They 
dropped their reins as they fell, and Silveny galloped toward the opposite 
end of her pasture, dragging Stina through the mud until she finally let go. 

Sophie raced to the purple bars and had just enough time to reach 
through and unhook the buckle on Silveny’s harness before the others 
caught up. The grateful horse spread her wings and flew to the highest part 
of her barred dome. 

Vika snatched Sophie’s wrist with a mud-streaked hand. “You wretched 
girl! Call her down right now.” 

“Why do you need my help? Aren’t you the expert?” 

Keefe snickered. “Ooh, good one, Foster!” 

“Shut up,” Vika hissed, tightening her grip. 


“Unhand her,” Sandor growled, and Sophie heard a scrape of metal, like 
he’d unsheathed his sword. 

Vika glared at him for a second, then shoved Sophie back, sending her 
tumbling into Fitz’s arms. 

“You okay?” he asked, flashing his movie-star-worthy smile as he 
steadied her. 

She was fairly certain her face was on fire as she pulled away and 
mumbled, “Yeah. Thanks.” 

“How exactly are you communicating with the alicorn?” Alden asked 
her. 

“T’m not sure. Sometimes it’s just a bunch of images flashing through 
my mind. Sometimes it feels like she’s filling my head with her emotions, 
making me feel them too. Sometimes it’s a word. But it’s—” 

“A word?” Alden interrupted. 

Timkin’s laugh was a sharp, ugly bark of sound. “You expect us to 
believe that?” 

“How else would I know her name’s Silveny?” 

Silveny nickered. 

“That could just be a coincidence,” Stina argued. “I bet she’d respond to 
anything. Silvery. Filveny. Zilveny.” 

Silveny didn’t so much as glance at her. 

“Silveny,” Timkin whispered. 

Not only did Silveny nicker, she dive-bombed all three of them, making 
them drop to the mud to avoid being knocked over. 

Alden smiled. “I think that settles that.” 

Vika tried to wipe the dirt off her face but only succeeded in smearing it 
more as she stumbled to her feet. “I don’t see why this matters. I’m sure the 
Council’s already given the order for us to take her, Alden.” 

“Doesn’t Silveny get any say?” Sophie asked him. 

“Of course she doesn’t!” Timkin shouted. “Animals live where we tell 
them to live. They’re not intelligent creatures.” 

“Surely I must have misheard you, Timkin,” Alden said quietly. “None 
of us would ever imply a lack of respect for a living being. Especially 
someone with noble aspirations.” 

Timkin’s features bent into thin, angry lines, but he said nothing more 
than, “Indeed.” 


Alden nodded. “Then I’m sure you would also agree that if Silveny can 
communicate her wishes, we should respect them. The question is: What 
does she want?” 

“She wants to stay here,” Sophie announced. 

Stina rolled her eyes. “Please. She’s just making that up so she can keep 
the alicorn for herself.” 

“I think the mud streaking your clothes makes it pretty clear how Silveny 
feels about you,” Grady pointed out. 

“But we rehabilitated the other alicorn,” Vika argued. 

“Not you, personally. And that was before we had Sophie,” Alden 
reminded her. “Her unique abilities make her better equipped.” 

“You can’t be serious—” 

“T am, I’m afraid. The Council wants Silveny to receive the best care, 
and since Sophie has a means of communicating with her far beyond your 
capabilities, Havenfield is the better choice.” 

Vika’s eyes narrowed and she stalked as close to Alden as the bars of the 
enclosure would allow. “You can bet the Council will be hearing about 
this.” 

“Of course they will. PI be sending them a full report as soon as I get 
home. That’s part of my job as an Emissary. As is rendering final decisions 
in matters such as this.” 

“Unbelievable,” Timkin muttered as he fished a pathfinder from his 
muddy cape and held the slender silver wand up to the sunlight. “Trusting 
that freak of a child. No wonder I’m hearing whispers of the Council’s 
incompetence.” 

The Hekses leaped away before anyone could respond. 

Alden released a long, heavy sigh. 

Sophie stared at the ground, wishing there were a hole she could crawl in 
to hide. Instead, she called Silveny down and stroked her gleaming mane. 
Calm. They’re gone. 

“Is the unrest getting worse?” Grady asked Alden. 

Sophie tugged out an eyelash as Alden hesitated to answer. 

Crimes like kidnapping were supposed to be unheard of in the elvin 
world—as were rebellions and underground groups and conspiracies to 
burn down the human world. Her and Dex’s dramatic escape had been the 
rude awakening no one wanted, and as the weeks passed with no sign of the 


culprits, more and more people had begun questioning the Council as 
leaders. 

“We’re doing our best to keep it under control,” Alden finally replied. 
“Though if we had another Emissary . . .” 

“You know I can’t.” 

“I know. And the alicorn will help tremendously. She could solve 
everything.” 

Silveny snorted, and Sophie couldn’t help wondering how such a stinky 
creature could be so important. 

“I do have some information for you about that other matter,” Alden 
added, leading Grady out of earshot—not that Sophie couldn’t have guessed 
what they were talking about. It always had something to do with her. 

“You okay?” Biana asked, coming to stand beside her. “You’re not a fr— 
you’re not what they called you. You know that, right?” 

Sophie shrugged, not looking at her. She’d been called a freak her whole 
life. And she couldn’t care less what Stina said. But ever since the 
kidnapping, she’d been hearing it from other people too. Everyone knew 
about her strange abilities now—and her mysterious connection to the 
Black Swan—and no one seemed to know what to do with that information. 

“Biana’s right,” Fitz said, dragging her out of her gloomy thoughts. 
“Don’t let what they said get to you.” 

We all think your talents are awesome. 

Sophie was proud of herself for not jumping as Fitz’s deep, accented 
voice filled her head. 

Fitz had helped her pull herself back from the light when she was fading, 
and ever since, he’d become the only Telepath who could transmit thoughts 
into her mind. He still couldn’t hear what she was thinking—something she 
was eternally grateful for—and she could block him if she wanted to. But 
she didn’t want to. 

Though . . . his thoughts did feel strangely wrong. Too loud and too 
warm, like his transmissions were mixed with a hair dryer whirring in her 
head. But he probably had to make his thoughts stronger to get past her 
blocking, and she’d gladly take the slight headache to keep their secret 
conversations. 

Thanks, she transmitted back. You really don’t think it’s weird that I can 
talk to Silveny? 

Are you kidding? I wish you could teach me how to do it. 


Sophie smiled. I can try. 

“Hey—what did I tell you two about secret Telepath conversations?” 
Keefe asked as he shoved his way between them. “Unless you’re talking 
about me, keep it out loud.” 

Fitz laughed. “Keefe just wishes he could swap secret messages with 
you.” 

“Please, I don’t need your little mind tricks. I can feel Foster’s secrets”— 
he fanned the air around her—‘“and I feel some pretty intense emotions 
right now.” 

“Probably because I’m wondering if I should strangle you or beat you 
with my shoe!” 

“The shoe would be funnier,” Fitz jumped in. 

Sophie smiled. “Might be a bad idea to do it in front of a member of the 
nobility, though.” 

“Nah—my dad would understand. I’m pretty sure he dreams about doing 
the same thing.” 

Keefe smirked at both of them. “Bring it on.” 

“Pd be careful if I were you, Keefe,” Biana warned. “Remember, 
Sophie’s an Inflictor.” 

Biana said it with a smile, but it still made Sophie want to hide. If she 
lost her temper, she could seriously hurt somebody—and she had no idea 
how to control it. She’d almost done it to the Hekses when they were trying 
to take Silveny. And she’d accidentally incapacitated Sandor the first time 
she saw him. She’d never forget the way his muscled body collapsed to the 
floor, writhing in pain. 

No one should have the ability to do that to someone. .. . 

A strangely soothing warmth filled Sophie’s mind, almost like Silveny 
was trying to comfort her. But a horse couldn’t do that—could she? 

Sophie stepped closer to the bars, stroking Silveny’s velvet nose. 

Calm, Silveny transmitted. 

Sophie’s eyes widened. 

“Oh—TI almost forgot to show you,” Biana said, holding out her wrist 
and breaking whatever connection Sophie and Silveny had. “Notice 
anything different?” 

“You got your nexus off?” 

Biana nodded proudly. “It unlatched yesterday, after I leaped home from 
shopping with my mom. That’s five weeks earlier than Fitz.” 


“And she won’t let me forget it.” 

Fitz had set some sort of record when his nexus unlatched when he was 
thirteen. Most kids were fifteen or sixteen before their concentration levels 
were strong enough to let them safely light leap on their own. 

“At least I still beat Keefe,” Fitz said, grinning at his friend. “He’ll 
probably be the only one in our grade level still wearing one.” 

“Hey—only because I’m a year ahead!” Keefe argued. 

“Still, don’t you turn fifteen soon?” Fitz asked him. 

Keefe rolled his eyes. “Not that soon. Besides, let’s not forget that Foster 
beat us all. Her level’s been full since we latched her new nexus on.” 

“Yeah, but she doesn’t count because Elwin’s making her wear it 
anyway,” Biana retorted. “No offense,” she added, looking at Sophie. 

Sophie shrugged and stared at the full meter on the underside of her 
nexus. Much as she hated it, Biana was right. After she faded, Elwin had 
tweaked her latch so that it would only unlock when he decided she was 
ready, and not a second sooner. 

Keefe nudged her. “So, you gonna fly us around on your new pet, or 
what?” 

“You think she’d let me do that?” 

Sophie’s mind filled with an image of her being whisked through the sky 
on Silveny’s back. Fly? she transmitted, sending Silveny the same scene. 

Fly! Silveny transmitted back. Fly! Fly! Fly! 

“Only one way to find out,” Keefe added. 

“Not a chance,” Grady said as he and Alden rejoined them. “We don’t 
need to add ‘falling from the sky’ to Sophie’s list of injuries.” 

Sophie glared at everyone as they laughed. 

“You’re really lucky, Sophie,” Biana added, her eyes stretching wide as 
Silveny flapped her wings. “She’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” 

“She is, isn’t she?” 

Keefe groaned. “What is it with girls and sparkles?” 

“Sparkles make everything better,” Biana informed him, and Sophie had 
to agree. 

“You don’t think she’s amazing?” Sophie asked him. 

“Eh, give me something that shoots fire any day.” 

“Or stinky gas,” Fitz added, elbowing him. “A gulon maybe?” 

“T am definitely a fan of gulons.” 


Legend had it that Keefe had been the mastermind behind something 
called The Great Gulon Incident, but Sophie still had no clue what had 
actually transpired. 

“Yes, well, we can discuss your delinquency another time, Keefe,” Alden 
said, reaching into the pocket of his cape and retrieving his pathfinder. 
“Sophie and Grady have an important day ahead of them.” 

“Ooh, are you guys going to Atlantis for the eurypterid races? I hear they 
sometimes claw their way into the stands and . . .” Keefe’s voice trailed off 
when he noticed the warning look Alden was shooting him. “Oh. Right.” 

Everyone became very interested in their feet. 

Sixteen years ago to the day, Grady and Edaline had lost their only 
daughter in a tragic fire. And every year on the anniversary of the loss, they 
went to visit her grave. 

“Tm so sorry, my friend,” Alden said, moving close enough to squeeze 
Grady’s shoulder. 

“Me too,” Fitz added quietly, echoed by Biana and Keefe. 

Grady looked away, wiping his eyes, but Sophie glanced at her friends, 
surprised to see how sad they seemed. Death was such a rare occurrence for 
elves that most of them didn’t understand it, or feel the right amount of 
sympathy. She was about to wonder what brought on the change when a 
blurry memory flashed through her mind: 

A devastated Fitz, holding the small Albertosaurus she’d given him 
during midterms and telling her he’d been to her funeral. 

She’d been so heavily drugged by her kidnappers that she had no idea 
how much of that was real and how much of it was a delusion she’d created 
as she desperately tried to call for help. But she did know that for about two 
weeks, everyone thought she and Dex were dead. 

It was strange to imagine her friends mourning for her. 

She buried the morbid thought as Biana asked, “Do you want to come 
over tomorrow?” 

“Pm... not sure. Pll let you know, okay?” 

Biana nodded. 

Fitz waved, and Keefe told her to have fun with her sparkly horse as 
Alden held his pathfinder to the light. “Pll be thinking of you, my friend,” 
Alden told Grady. “And, Sophie? We’ll talk soon.” 

The light pulled them away before she could ask why. 


Grady stood there, staring into space, like he wasn’t sure where to go 
now. Or maybe he wasn’t ready. 

“You don’t have to come today,” he told Sophie after a second. “It’s not 
an easy thing to do—” 

“I know.” She wrapped her arms around him, wishing she could squeeze 
away the sadness in his voice. “But I want to come.” 

Grady sank into the hug, and an extra second passed before he pulled 
away, his eyes blinking back tears. He cleared his throat and took her hands. 
“Well, then, we’d better get ready.” 


SIX 


SOPHIE FIDGETED WITH THE SATIN sash of her emerald green 
dress and wondered for the tenth time if she should change. It felt wrong to 
visit a cemetery in something other than black, but Edaline had told her the 
tradition was to wear green—the color of life. 

“You look beautiful,” Grady said as he peeked his head around the door 
to her bedroom. 

She smiled. “You don’t look too bad yourself.” 

“Thanks. But I truly hate these things.” He tugged at his green velvet 
cloak as he stepped into her room. “Whoever decided we should wear capes 
was an idiot.” 

He didn’t have to tell her. She’d hated the capes from the moment she’d 
seen her ridiculous school uniform with its stupid elbow-length monstrosity. 
But capes were the mark of the nobility, and even though Grady and 
Edaline had tried to separate themselves from that life, the Council would 
never let Grady fully resign. His ability as a Mesmer was too rare and 
important. 

“Need help with yours?” Grady offered. 

Sophie nodded and he grabbed the silky green cape from where she’d 
left it on her bed. Grady draped it across her shoulders and gathered the 
ends at the base of her neck. She reached for the blue halcyon clasp she 
used for school, but Grady stopped her, holding out a yellow-diamond- 
encrusted eagle soaring with a ruby rose in its talons—identical to the 
broach securing his own cape. 

“The Ruewen crest,” Sophie whispered as he pinned it through the thin 
fabric. 

Her Foxfire uniform bore the same seal over her heart, identifying her as 
part of Grady and Edaline’s family—but having him give her the clasp, 
especially considering the day, made her feel choked up. 

Grady cleared his throat. “Are you sure you want to—” 


“I’m sure.” They’d been doing this for sixteen years. She wasn’t going to 
let them do it alone anymore. 

Unless... 

“Do you not want me to go?” 

“We always want you with us, Sophie. I’m just afraid you don’t realize 
how hard this will be.” 

She reached for his hand, twining their fingers together. “I know. But 
we’re family now, right?” 

“We definitely are.” He pulled her in for a hug, stroking her hair as he 
whispered, “I love you.” 

“I love you, too.” She thought about adding “Dad” at the end, but the 
word stuck to her tongue. 

“T guess we should probably get going. I’ve already informed Sandor 
that he’s not coming with us—” 

“He’s not?” 

“Only elves are allowed near the Wanderlings. Even the Councillors 
leave their bodyguards behind. So he’s agreed to entrust you to our care for 
the next few hours.” 

“Whoa—I can’t believe you got him to agree to that.” 

“He protested. A lot. But I reminded him of what I can do.” The 
seriousness of his tone gave Sophie chills. 

She rarely thought about what being a Mesmer really meant for Grady. 
But total mind control was definitely a powerful thing. 

“And, I agreed to carry this, in case I lose my focus,” he added quietly, 
removing a small silver weapon from an inner pocket of his cloak. 

Sophie felt all the blood drain from her face. “Where did you get a 
melder?” 

She’d never forget the way Dex had collapsed to the ground, paralyzed 
and seizing up after the kidnappers blasted him with one. Looking at the 
palm-size gadget now, it was hard to imagine so much evil coming from a 
sleek, curved handle connected to a triangle of silver with a single button in 
the center. She hated seeing it in Grady’s hand. 

Grady shoved it back into his cloak. “The Council insisted I keep one in 
the house as a last resort. Don’t worry, I have no plans to use it.” 

She hoped not. 

Then again, no one ever planned to be attacked. 


“Where’s Edaline?” she asked, changing the subject before she could 
relive any more nightmares. 

Shadows seeped into his features, and he closed his eyes a second longer 
than a blink. 

“Oh. Pll get her,” Sophie offered. 

Grady didn’t protest as she moved past him and headed down the curved 
Staircase to the second floor. Even with the sunlight streaming through the 
crystal walls, the hallway leading left seemed to be shrouded in gloom. 
Sophie hurried to the end, where there were three narrow doors. Doors that 
were always closed. 

The center door was slightly ajar. 

“Edaline?” Sophie whispered, not wanting to startle her as she tiptoed 
into the quiet bedroom. 

Sophie had only been in this room once in all the months she’d lived 
there—and only by accident. But it looked exactly the same. She suspected 
it had been exactly the same for the last sixteen years, though the room felt 
dim and dusty—like someone desperately needed to flick on the crystal 
chandeliers or pull back the faded lacy curtains and let in some light. 

Edaline didn’t say a word as Sophie crossed the soft carpet and sat next 
to her on the edge of the canopied bed. 

“Grady and I are ready whenever you are.” Sophie’s voice echoed 
through the silent room. 

Edaline swallowed as she nodded, then turned to face Sophie. She 
sucked in a breath when she spotted the broach. 

“T don’t have to wear it if—” 

“No.” Edaline stopped her from unfastening it. “You should wear it. I’m 
sorry. It just surprised me because it makes you look even more like her.” 

The words were strange, prickly things, and Sophie never knew what to 
do when Edaline said them. She knew Edaline meant them as a 
compliment, but Sophie couldn’t help wishing that she didn’t have to be the 
shadow of someone else. Or worrying that the similarity had anything to do 
with why they adopted her. 

She followed Edaline’s gaze to the framed photo on the desk across the 
room. 

A carefree Grady and Edaline stood with their arms around a slender 
blond girl—Jolie, when she was about Sophie’s age. 


Jolie had Grady’s light hair and Edaline’s bright turquoise eyes. She was 
striking and graceful and smiling, with rosy cheeks and gleaming white 
teeth. 

Sophie walked over to the floor-length dressing mirror in the corner and 
tried to see the resemblance. 

“My goodness you have strange eyes,” a high-pitched voice announced. 

Sophie whipped around. “Who’s that?” 

“Vertina.” Edaline gave a sad smile and made her way over to Sophie. “I 
guess you’ve never seen a spectral mirror before?” 

Sophie turned back to the mirror, gasping when she noticed a tiny face in 
the upper left side. A girl with shiny black hair, pale skin, and sapphire blue 
eyes. She looked like she was about fifteen, and she had that snotty I am 
older and cooler than you glare that Sophie had seen a lot of back in the 
human world when she was stuck as the twelve-year-old high school senior. 

“What is it?” Sophie whispered. 

“Tt?” the tiny girl snapped, her pretty face twisting into a scowl. “Who 
are you calling ‘it’? You’re the one with the freaky eyes.” 

“Hey!” Sophie still wasn’t totally comfortable being the-only-elf-with- 
brown-eyes, but she wasn’t about to let some mirror-girl insult her. 

“Now, now, Vertina,” Edaline said, placing a hand on Sophie’s shoulder. 
“That was out of line.” 

“Sorry.” She didn’t sound like she meant it, though. 

Sophie reached up and touched Vertina’s face, half expecting it to feel 
like warm skin. All she felt was smooth, cold glass. 

“Get your smudgy fingers away from me!” Vertina huffed, ducking 
under Sophie’s hand. “It’s bad enough I’m up here alone all the time, 
gathering dust like some common piece of furniture.” She turned her tiny 
face away, her glassy eyes staring somewhere beyond them as she 
whispered, “I miss Jolie.” 

“Me too,” Edaline said, tears streaming down her cheeks. 

Sophie pulled Edaline back, and when they were far enough from the 
glass for their reflections to disappear, Vertina vanished. 

“What was that thing?” 

It took Edaline a second to answer. “Spectral mirrors help you get 
dressed or style your hair.” 

“Ts it alive?” 


“Just a clever bit of programming. A novelty that never caught on 
because people realized they didn’t want their mirror to tell them they 
looked tired or out of fashion. Jolie loved hers, though. They became 
friends. She even used to come back to visit Vertina on her rest weekends 
from the elite towers. They were that close.” Her voice broke again. 

“Come on,” Sophie said, leading her toward the door. “Grady’s waiting 
for us.” 

Edaline wiped her eyes, casting one last glance over her shoulder at the 
now silent mirror before she followed Sophie out to the hall. 

They climbed the stairs to the fourth floor at a crawl. Edaline seemed in 
no hurry to get where they were going, and scaling the stairs was always a 
challenge for Sophie, especially in the low heels she’d decided to try. She 
was thirteen now—seemed like the time to switch to more mature footwear. 
If only she had the balance to pull them off. She tripped so badly on the last 
step that she would have fallen if it weren’t for Grady’s quick reflexes. 

“Still getting the hang of walking, huh?” he teased as he caught her with 
his free arm. His other hand held a red satchel, which he handed to Edaline. 

“Hey, I can’t be perfect at everything,” Sophie retorted with a smile. 

“True enough.” Grady held her hand as she climbed onto the platform 
under the glittering chandelier in the center of the cupola. Five hundred 
intricately faceted crystals hung individually from silver cords, forming a 
sparkling sphere. The Leapmaster 500. 

Edaline fidgeted with the satchel she’d slung over her shoulder and 
Grady stared at the ceiling, neither seeming ready to give the command. 

Sophie cleared her throat. “Where exactly are we going?” 

A few seconds passed before Grady whispered, “The Wanderling 
Woods.” 

The Leapmaster sprang to life, twisting until a single crystal lowered 
enough to catch the sunlight streaming through the windows. 

Nobody moved toward the beam that refracted to the ground. 

Sophie could imagine them standing like this every year—too sad to step 
forward. But this year she was there to help them. 

Slowly, gently, she pulled them into the light. 


SEVEN 


SOPHIE HAD BEEN IN QUIET places before, but she’d never 
experienced anything like the silence of the Wanderling Woods. There was 
no chirping or tweeting. No branches creaking or rustling. It was like all 
sound—all life—had been sucked out of the scenery, leaving nothing but a 
thick, almost tangible emptiness. 

Even the silver pebbles didn’t crunch under her feet as she followed 
Grady and Edaline down a winding path, which seemed to glow as she 
moved, shining the way to the narrow gateway ahead. A vine with white 
star-shaped flowers trailed up two gilded columns to an arched golden sign 
with looping, intricate letters that spelled out: 


Those who wander are not lost. 


“I’ve heard that before,” Sophie said, mostly to herself. 

She racked her brain, needing to be sure it was her own memory, not 
something someone put there. An image of a short poem flashed in her 
mind and she stopped walking. “That’s from The Lord of the Rings. Well— 
not exactly. But it’s close.” 

“The Lord of the Rings?” Edaline repeated. 

“Tt’s a series of human books. And it has elves in it.” Elves that had 
some similarities to what elves really were, now that she thought about it. 

“Are the books older?” Grady asked. 

“I think Tolkien wrote them during the Nineteen Thirties or Forties.” 

“That’s back before the Human Assistance Program was banned.” Grady 
smiled when her eyebrows shot up. “We used to send members of the 
nobility in disguise to try to teach humans our ways. The treaties had fallen 
apart, but we still hoped to guide them, bring them out of the darkness and 
into a new age of light. In fact, most of the great human innovations of the 


last few centuries happened under elvin tutelage. Electricity. Penicillin. 
Chocolate cake. But too many of our gifts backfired, and a few decades ago 
the problems escalated to a point where the Council had no choice but to 
terminate the program and ban all human contact.” 

“What does that have to do with The Lord of the Rings?” 

“Let’s just say there were some who couldn’t resist manipulating the 
legends about elves a bit.” 

“So... you’re saying J. R. R. Tolkien met an elf, and that’s where he 
came up with some of the story?” 

“I wouldn’t be surprised. Though I’m sure he was only told bits and 
pieces. Do the books talk about the Wanderlings at all?” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“Then he didn’t know what the statement meant.” Grady motioned for 
her to follow him. Edaline trailed silently behind as they crossed under the 
arch and entered the woods. “These are the Wanderlings,” Grady whispered. 

It was unlike any forest Sophie had ever seen. The glowing path wound 
through a sea of carefully arranged trees, each one surrounded by 
meticulously groomed shrubs. No two trees were alike. Some were short 
and broad. Others tall and slender. Some had graceful branches that swayed 
in the silent breeze. Others looked stout and strong. There were leaves in 
every shape, size, and color. Some had flowers. One even had thorns. And 
at the base of each tree was a round white stone with a name carved in plain 
black letters. 

Grady led Sophie to the nearest tree, which reminded her of a weeping 
willow—if weeping willows had red leaves and bloomed with thousands of 
tiny purple flowers. 

“Each Wanderling’s seed is coiled with a single hair from the one who’s 
been lost,” he explained. “When it sprouts, it absorbs their DNA, taking on 
some of the attributes of the life they now share. Letting the lost live on.” 

Those who wander are not lost. 

“Cyrah had straight auburn hair,” Edaline whispered, running her hand 
through the swaying red leaves. “And flecks of violet in her eyes.” 

Soft purple petals showered them, and Sophie caught as many as she 
could, hating that they would wither on the ground. “Did you know her?” 

Grady brushed the bits of flower off his cape. “Not well. She was 
Prentice’s wife.” 

The petals slipped through Sophie’s fingers. 


Prentice had been a Keeper for the Black Swan, back before everyone 
knew they were working against the real rebels. Now he lived in Exile, his 
mind shattered by the memory break that the Council had ordered so they 
could find out what he was hiding. And the secret he’d refused to tell them 
was her. 

Where they hid her. 

Why they’d made her. 

Who she was. 

His wife died not long after his mind was shattered. Lost her 
concentration during a light leap somehow and faded away before anyone 
could save her. Leaving Wylie, their only son, orphaned. Sophie had never 
met him—he was in the elite levels at Foxfire and lived in the secluded elite 
towers—but she sometimes wondered if he knew she existed. And how he 
felt about her if he did. 

She looked up and a ray of sunlight caught her eyes, sinking into her 
brain and pulsing with that same headache she kept getting. 

“You okay?” Grady asked as she rubbed her temples. 

“Sure.” She focused on the forest, surprised to realize how many trees 
there were. There had to be at least a hundred, spread among the 
meandering hills and carefully manicured bushes. It seemed like a lot, 
but . . . the Wanderling Woods was the elves’ only graveyard. Could they 
really have only lost a hundred elves in all the centuries they’d been alive? 

She reached for Grady’s and Edaline’s hands. 

They held on tight and moved slowly down the path, their glassy eyes 
staring straight ahead. The path twisted through the quiet forest, leading 
them through patches of shadow and light until they rounded a large bend 
and entered a small sunlit clearing. 

A lump formed in Sophie’s throat. 

Elevated on a small hill and silhouetted against the sky was a fragile- 
looking tree with pale bark, dark green leaves, and slender limbs that 
fanned out toward the sun. Soft yellow leaves draped off the end of each 
bough like Spanish moss, making the tree elegant and wispy. And large 
blossoms the exact same blue as Edaline’s eyes blanketed the branches, 
filling the air with a scent like honey and berries and sugar. 

The graceful tree blocked the early afternoon sun as they approached. 
Sophie couldn’t take her eyes off the inscription on the white stone marking 
the grave. 


Jolie Lucine Ruewen 


Without a word, Edaline opened the satchel she’d been carrying and 
removed a clear fluted bottle filled with a deep purple liquid. 

“A special tonic the gnomes make,” Grady explained. 

Edaline popped the cork and drizzled the thick syrup along the base of 
the tree. When the last of the liquid had drained, she smacked the bottle 
against the tree’s trunk. The glass shattered into a million tiny flecks, 
sprinkling the wet grass. And as the sparkle-coated syrup sank into the 
ground, a bright green vine sprang from the dark soil and slowly coiled its 
way up the bark of Jolie’s tree. Ruffled purple flowers bloomed along the 
stem, and every inch of the vine gleamed, like it had been covered in glitter. 

Grady wiped his eyes as he took Edaline’s hand. “The vine only lasts a 
few weeks, but it’s the best gift we can give her.” 

“Plus this.” Edaline’s voice was barely audible as she gently pulled one 
of the branches down, revealing a silver charm bracelet tucked between the 
blossoms. She removed a tiny crystal star from her pocket and added it to 
the already full chain. “We gave her this bracelet when she started Foxfire, 
and we bought her a new charm every year on the first day of school. She 
used to wear it every day, but we found it when they gave us her things 
from the elite towers, so we brought it here, and give her a new charm every 
time we come.” 

Sophie bit her lip, wondering if she should say something. 

But what? 

“I’m so sorry,” was all she could come up with. 

“Its not your fault,” Grady told her, squeezing her shoulder. But 
something in his tone had darkened. 

Edaline started to shake with sobs and Grady pulled her against him, 
letting her cry on his shoulder. 

“Pll give you guys a minute,” Sophie whispered, backing away. She’d 
thought she could help by being there—but nothing would ever make it less 
painful. And Jolie’s loss was theirs. 

She didn’t belong. 

She slipped quietly down the path, trying to remember which way would 
take her to the entrance. She’d wound through the trees for several minutes 
before she realized she didn’t recognize any of them. Turning back didn’t 


help, and as she turned around yet again and still didn’t recognize anything, 
she was forced to admit that she was lost. 

And she was alone. 

She’d been wishing for solitude since the kidnapping—but standing 
there by herself in the eerie silence felt wrong. Like the woods were holding 
their breath, waiting for something to happen. 

She wasn’t about to stick around and find out what it was. 

Running now—and cursing herself for wearing the stupid heels—she 
raced up the nearest hill, hoping she’d be high enough to get her bearings. 
But two small trees planted side by side at the crest distracted her. 

Saplings. 

Her blood turned to ice when she read the names carved into the white 
stone markers. 


Sophie Elizabeth Foster 


and 


Dexter Alvin Dizznee 


EIGHT 


PAIN SHOT UP HER ARM as Sophie pinched her wrist, and she released 
the breath she’d been holding. 

She wasn’t dead. 

She wasn’t dreaming either—though this had all the makings of a 
nightmare. 

Her eyes studied the trees, focusing on the one that was just slightly 
taller than the other. The pale trunk was scrawny and weak, but the tree still 
stood on its own. Golden, star-shaped leaves covered the skinny branches, 
with deep brown seedpods peppered among them. No flowers. No color. 
Just a plain, basic tree. 

Her tree. 

She couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed with it—especially 
compared to Dex’s, which had a twisted trunk, spiky, strawberry red leaves, 
and periwinkle berries. There was something so inherently Dex about it. 
Even without the marker, she could’ve guessed it was his grave. 

She had a grave. 

A glint of silver at the base of the thickest bough caught her eye and she 
reached out with shaky hands to unclasp a silver charm bracelet with two 
charms: an elephant covered in blue diamonds, and some sort of locket 
etched with intricate swirls. 

The scenery blurred as the world started to spin too fast, and she sank to 
the ground, burying her face between her knees. She counted each breath, 
trying not to throw up her breakfast all over the grass. Sixty-three breaths 
had passed before Grady’s hushed voice shattered the silence. 

“They kept the trees.” 

Her head snapped up, but her eyes couldn’t focus on the two people 
standing over her. She thought it was the sudden bright light, but then 
something wet streaked down her cheek. 

Grady and Edaline dropped to the ground beside her, strangling her with 
a hug. Sophie’s tears soaked Grady’s cape as Edaline rubbed her back. 


“We should’ve warned you,” he said through a sigh. “I just didn’t want 
to upset you if they weren’t even here.” 

Sophie tried to make her mouth ask any of the questions swelling inside 
her brain, but all she could choke out was, “How did they... ?” 

Edaline must’ve known what she meant because she whispered, “We 
gave them a hair from the silver brush in your room.” She swept a strand 
away from Sophie’s cheek. “And we planted the seed at your funeral.” 

Sophie closed her eyes, but it didn’t stop her from imagining them 
standing on that hill, crying as they placed her seed in the ground. Clinging 
to each other as they fastened her charm bracelet around the branch, 
planning to add to it each year. 

Was Dex’s family there too? 

Who else came? 

Her mind ran through a list of names and she shook the upsetting 
thought away. She forced herself to sit up, wiping her runny nose on the 
back of her hand. “But you know we’re alive now. Why are they still here?” 

Grady touched the slender trunk of her tree. “Probably because the 
Wanderlings are living things. Would it be right to kill them, simply 
because we planted them by mistake?” 

“I guess not,” she mumbled. 

It wasn’t the tree’s fault the kidnappers tossed her registry pendant into 
the ocean and tricked everyone into believing she’d drowned. But it still 
gave her the creeps knowing she had a grave. And not any grave—a tree 
mixed with her DNA, absorbing tiny parts of her as it grew and changed. 
Almost like a part of her had been stolen, somehow. 

Edaline held Sophie tighter as she shivered and whispered, “I’m so 
sorry.” 

They were the same words Sophie had said to them at Jolie’s grave. And 
they helped about as much. But if Grady and Edaline could be strong, so 
could she. 

Her hands curled into fists and something metal cut into her palm. “Oh, I 
found this.” She held out the charm bracelet. “Is it okay if I keep it?” 

Edaline covered her mouth and looked away. 

Grady cleared his throat. “Of course. We wanted you to have it. In fact, 
this is good. Just in time for when you start your first full year at Foxfire. 
We’ll have to get you a new charm.” 


Sophie examined the charms they’d picked, smiling at the tiny blue 
diamond elephant, which must’ve been inspired by Ella. The locket turned 
out to be a small compass rimmed with tiny diamonds. Loopy letters had 
been engraved on the inside. 

““Let the past be your guide,’” Sophie read aloud. 

“What’s that?” Edaline asked. 

“The inscription on the compass.” 

“Compass?” Edaline turned pale as Sophie held out the charm. “We 
didn’t add that charm.” 

Sophie felt her jaw drop as Grady snatched the bracelet and squinted at 
the inscription. “All I see is a jumble of old runes. You’re sure you see a 
message?” 

He handed the bracelet back, and Sophie had to remind herself to breathe 
as she checked the inscription, which still read the same way. When she 
closed the locket and looked closer at the etchings, she understood why. 
Mixed in with the intricate swirls was a black curl with a pointed end, like 
the curve of a bird’s neck, ending in a beak. 

The sign of the swan. 


NINE 


IT’S ABOUT TIME,” SOPHIE WHISPERED, even though her hands 
were shaking. 

She’d been waiting for the Black Swan to make contact ever since they’d 
revealed themselves with her rescue. Maybe they were finally going to 
explain why they’d made her and what they wanted her to do. 

It did feel strange knowing they were still watching her, though—still 
planting messages and clues in the shadows, waiting for her to find them. 

She glanced over her shoulder, half expecting to see a face peeking 
through the trees. But the woods were as silent and empty as ever. 

Sophie studied the inscription again, which must’ve been written in their 
special cipher runes—the only runes she could read, thanks to the way the 
Black Swan trained her brain. 

“I thought you knew the Black Swan’s code?” She’d seen Grady looking 
through scrolls with cipher runes tucked in the margins. 

“Only a few scattered phrases.” His voice had turned dark. Angry, 
almost. “What does it say again?” 

“Let the past be your guide.” She moved the compass in every direction 
and the arrow always pointed north, just like it was supposed to. So the clue 
had to be the message itself. 

Couldn’t they just say, Meet us here and we’ll explain everything? Was 
that really so much to ask? 

“Put the charm down, Sophie,” Grady ordered, so loud it made her jump. 

“What? Why?” 

“You’re not taking another thing from them. If they want your help, they 
need to turn themselves in to the Council, face up to their actions—” 

“What actions?” Grady had been strange about the Black Swan—always 
getting angry or changing the subject whenever she brought them up or 
asked about the Council’s search to find them. “You’re acting like they’re 
the bad guys.” 


“Grady,” Edaline said, stopping him before he could reply. “Today is not 
the day for this.” 

Grady sighed, and the pain in his eyes hurt Sophie’s heart. 

Edaline was right. They were there to mourn their daughter, not talk 
about the hunt for the Black Swan. 

But... 

“I’m keeping the charm,” she mumbled, not looking at Grady. 

“Tt’s not safe—” 

“It’s just a charm, Grady,” Edaline interrupted. “What are they going to 
do, track her with it? They already know where we live.” 

Sophie risked a glance at Grady, who looked like he wanted to argue. 
Instead he held out his hand. “Let me see it again.” 

Sophie hesitated, wondering if he would give it back. She couldn’t 
imagine Grady being unfair like that, though, so she handed it over and 
Grady held it to the light, squinting at the bracelet from every possible 
angle. 

“I suppose Edaline’s right,” he said through a sigh. “The charm’s not 
dangerous, but the message is. You can do what you want with the compass, 
but don’t you dare let them lead you around with the clue. You’re not their 
puppet.” 

“I know. But they also rescued me,” she reminded him for what felt like 
the hundredth time. “They’re trying to help. So whatever this message 
means, I think we should figure it out.” 

Grady pinched the bridge of his nose like the conversation was giving 
him a headache. Several seconds of silence passed before Edaline spoke for 
him. 

“I think we should show it to Alden. See what he thinks we should do.” 

“Works for me.” Sophie stood, dusting the grass off her wrinkled dress 
and pulling out her Imparter. “Should I hail him and let him know we’re 
coming to Everglen?” 

“We can’t go right now,” Edaline said quietly. “We still have to visit 
Brant. But maybe it’s better if you don’t—” 

“No, I’m coming with you.” All the information overload had made her 
forget there was another part to Grady and Edaline’s annual mourning 
tradition. 

Visiting Jolie’s fiancé. 


Grady and Edaline shared a look before Edaline reached for Sophie’s 
hand. “Are you sure? Seeing Brant is the most upsetting part of this whole 
process.” 

More upsetting than visiting their daughter’s grave? 

“Brant’s not himself anymore,” Grady said, like he knew what she was 
thinking. “It’s not easy to see him so . . . broken.” 

His face was as haunted as his tone, and Edaline looked just as pale. 

“I go where you go,” she told them, sounding like Sandor—minus the 
squeaky voice. She hadn’t been much help to them at Jolie’s grave, but she 
wasn’t letting them do this alone. Not anymore. 

Not ever again. 


“AN ELF LIVES HERE?” SOPHIE couldn’t help asking as the scenery 
came into focus. 

Everything she’d seen in the elvin world was enormous and made of 
jewels or crystal or glass, with elaborate architecture and gold or silver 
accents. 

The square, windowless stone structure in front of them looked more like 
it belonged to a human. A poor, reclusive human, with ugly taste in houses. 

Edaline fidgeted with the velvet satchel clutched in her white-knuckled 
hands. “We had to move Brant somewhere he felt safe.” 

The house didn’t look “safe.” It looked cold and bleak. Even the land 
around it was nothing but jagged rocks and dark, dusty soil. 

“Brant’s afraid of fire now, as I’m sure you can understand,” Grady said 
quietly. “He couldn’t sleep until we found him somewhere that wouldn’t 
burn. All his furnishings are fireproof—we even have his clothes specially 
made.” 

“What about his family? Don’t they help you guys take care of him?” 

Grady shifted uncomfortably, and Edaline’s eyes dropped to the ground. 

“Its . . . dangerous for them—not that Brant’s dangerous. He barely 
moves. Just stares at the wall, mumbling to himself. But the guilt . . .” 
Edaline’s voice cracked, and she cleared her throat before she whispered, 
“The guilt could break them apart.” 

Grady took Edaline’s hand. “There’s a reason violence and cruelty are 
unheard of in our world, Sophie. Our minds aren’t capable of processing the 
guilt that comes with such atrocities—or they aren’t supposed to be, at least. 
It’s why no one suspected kidnapping when you and Dex vanished. Why no 


one wanted to believe that the Everblaze was burning. Because if one of us 
were to do something like that, the guilt would splinter our minds and let 
the darkness seep through the cracks.” 

“But why would Brant’s parents feel guilty?” Alden had told her the fire 
was an accident. 

“They shouldn't. But guilt is an insidious thing—especially mixed with 
severe grief. It slips inside, casting doubt, making you wonder if there was 
anything you could have done, anything that would have changed . . .” 
Grady stared into the distance, and Sophie wondered if Brant’s parents 
weren't the only ones wrestling with guilt. 

“Tt wasn’t your fault,” she said quietly. 

“I know.” The anger in his tone was unmistakable, and he didn’t look at 
her as he walked away. But he’d only gone a few steps when he spun back 
to face her. “Before we go inside, you have to promise that you will not— 
under any circumstances—try to read Brant’s mind.” 

“T know the rules of telepathy.” Telepaths had their own code of ethics to 
follow, rule number one of which was Never read a mind without 
permission. 

“Tt’s more than that. Brant’s sanity cracked during the fire. Watching the 
house burn, knowing Jolie was inside, knowing he couldn’t save her—it 
was too much.” Grady’s voice vanished for a second and he had to swallow 
to bring it back. “The trauma and guilt broke part of him. He’s not 
completely catatonic, like someone whose sanity is shattered. But reading 
Brant’s mind is extremely dangerous. Promise me you will not open your 
mind to his thoughts.” 

“I promise.” 

He stared her down, like he was searching for the truth in her words. 
Then he nodded, turned back toward the gray stone house, and climbed the 
steps to the thick metal door. Icy wind stung Sophie’s cheeks as she and 
Edaline followed. When they’d joined his side, Grady pulled the chain that 
hung above them, and a low chime rumbled through the house. Followed by 
an endless silence. 

They stood there so long Sophie started to wonder if Brant was actually 
home. 

Then a deep voice called, “Come in.” 


TEN 


DON’T STARE AT HIS SCARS. 

Sophie repeated the command over and over, ordering herself to obey. 
She tried to focus on the gray walls with the glowing blue crystals set 
among the stones, or the four metal chairs—the only furniture in the room 
—that were bolted to the ground by large silver springs. But her eyes 
always returned to the warped, puckered dents on Brant’s chin, or the red 
splotches and thin white lines that twisted and tangled their way up half of 
his cheek. 

He hacked a wheezing cough, covering his ruined mouth with a hand 
that was red and raw. “You brought a new person,” he rasped when his 
throat had cleared. 

Grady wrapped an arm across her shoulders and Sophie was surprised to 
feel that he was trembling. “Yes, this is Sophie. She lives with us at 
Havenfield, now.” 

Brant smiled, making his lip fold into the mottled lumps of flesh around 
it. Sophie dropped her eyes to the yellow-orange shirt he wore, with long 
floppy sleeves and a tie around the middle. It looked a bit like a bathrobe. 

Brant coughed again. “How very . . . unexpected.” Before anyone could 
reply, he pointed to the satchel Edaline clutched against her stomach. “Is 
that for me?” 

Edaline crossed the room to where Brant sat and placed the satchel in his 
lap. “You know I never forget.” 

The fabric shredded as he tore into the sack the way a small child might 
rip open a present, revealing a round silver box. “Custard bursts!” 

Edaline smiled. “Chocolate, butterscotch, and lushberry. I made them 
this morning.” 

Brant pried open the lid, pulled out a square purple puff that looked a bit 
like a colored marshmallow and took a bite. Pink juice dribbled down the 
scar on his chin as he smacked his lips and stuffed the rest in his mouth. 


“Aren’t custard bursts the best thing you’ve ever tasted?” he asked Sophie, 
spitting bits of crumbs. 

Sophie had never heard of them, but she didn’t want to admit it so she 
just said, “Yeah.” 

His smile faded to a frown. “You’ve never tried one, have you?” 

“No—I—’” Sophie started, but Edaline cut her off. 

“I only make them once a year.” 

Brant didn’t say anything—and he definitely didn’t offer her one—as he 
closed the tin and tucked it back in the shreds of the bag. Sophie stared at 
her feet, counting the blisters peeking around the edges of her shoes. Seven 
separate welts had already formed—and she was sure there were more to 
come. But they stung less than knowing Edaline had a special treat she’d 
never shared with her. 

Brant hacked another wheezing cough, shattering the silence. 

“Are you sick?” Edaline asked. 

“Don’t!” He shouted as she reached out like she wanted to check his 
forehead for fever. He curled his knees into his chest and wrapped his arms 
around his legs, forming an impenetrable ball. “I’m fine.” 

His voice sounded hoarse, though. 

“Sit,” he ordered, motioning to the three empty chairs. “Tell me what’s 
happened over the last year. Clearly, there have been some changes.” 

Sophie sank into a springy chair, surprised to discover it was actually 
comfortable. The metal was soft somehow, molding to her body like a 
cushion would—but it was cold. Or maybe the chill had more to do with the 
way Brant’s pale eyes had focused on her again. They were more of a gray 
than a blue, and they were framed with thick lashes the same jet black as his 
hair. She realized then that Brant should have been good-looking. But the 
fire had ruined him. 

Don’t stare at his scars. 

“I’ve seen you before,” he murmured, still studying Sophie. 

“You have?” 

He nodded as his eyes traced every inch of her face, finally settling on 
her neck. 

His metal tin of custard bursts clanged against the ground as he lunged 
for her. 

Sophie shrieked and tried to block him, but he pinned her shoulders to 
her chair with one arm while his other hand tore at her cape. 


“That’s mine!” he shouted as Grady yanked him away and tossed him to 
the far side of the room. 

“What’s gotten into you?” Grady yelled as Brant cowered in the corner, 
murmuring, “Mine,” to his fist. 

Edaline rushed to Sophie, checking her for injuries. “Are you all right?” 

Sophie nodded, not quite able to speak yet. She kept one eye on Brant as 
she adjusted her clothes, frowning when she noticed something missing. 
“He stole my family crest.” 

Brant kissed his fisted palm, and Sophie noticed the tiniest speck of 
yellow sparkle peeking between his fingers. “Mine,” he said, laughing this 
time. 

“I... guess he recognized Jolie’s pin,” Edaline mumbled, her eyes 
turning watery. 

“Brant, give it back,” Grady ordered, stalking toward him. 

“It’s okay, he can keep it,” Sophie told Grady as he grabbed Brant’s hand 
and Brant screamed and tried to shove him away. She seemed to be making 
everything worse by being there—and she didn’t want that. Besides, Brant 
had known and loved Jolie in a way she never could. Jolie’s pin belonged to 
him much more than it ever would to her. 

“Mine!” Brant shouted, laughing and kissing the jeweled bird before he 
slipped it into the pocket of his long cloak. His whole body relaxed when 
his treasure was safely tucked away and his face twisted into an ugly smile. 

Edaline straightened up. “Maybe we should go—” 

“No!” Brant shouted, coughing and shaking his head. When he met 
Sophie’s eyes he seemed calm again. “Stay.” 

“Really, I’m fine,” Sophie promised, and after hesitating a second, Grady 
helped Brant settle back into his chair and handed him his tin of custard 
bursts. 

Edaline stayed next to Sophie, playing bodyguard. 

Brant coughed again, dry and hoarse. 

“Want me to conjure you some tea?” Edaline offered. 

“Nothing hot!” He dragged out the last word into a desperate wail. Then 
the wail turned into a crackling laugh and he rocked back and forth, rubbing 
his ruined chin. 

Grady launched into a long update on everything that had happened over 
the last year, but Sophie couldn’t tell if Brant was actually listening. Mostly 


he stared at her with his damaged face, which made her want to look 
anywhere but at him, and yet he held her gaze like a tractor beam. 

Edaline finally broke their awkward staring contest when she mentioned 
Silveny. 

Brant’s tin of custard bursts crashed to the ground again, and Sophie 
braced for another attack as Edaline jumped in front of her. But he simply 
stood, his eyes darting between the three of them. “You found another 
alicorn? A female?” 

Grady moved to Sophie’s side, taking her hand. “Sophie was the one 
who picked up Silveny’s thoughts in the forest and helped us bring her 
home. She’ll be the one rehabilitating her too.” 

Brant walked toward the wall, gazing at the smooth stones like someone 
might gaze out the window. “So the timeline will be reset.” He spun back 
toward them, his gray eyes sparkling as they met Sophie’s. “It’s a turning 
point. In our ever-changing world.” 

“Uh... sure.” 

The room fell into silence and Sophie started to squirm, wondering how 
much longer they’d have to sit there in the cold, unsettling room with the 
cold, unsettling elf. 

Fortunately, Brant made it easy on them. 

“I’m tired now,” he mumbled, dropping to the hard floor and curling up 
like a baby. “I need to rest.” 

Sophie expected Grady and Edaline to help him to his bed. Instead they 
got up and crouched beside him, squeezing his shoulder and telling him to 
sleep well. 

“See you next year,” Brant murmured through a yawn. He patted Jolie’s 
pin in his pocket, like he needed to make sure it was there before he closed 
his eyes. 

By the time they made it to the door, Brant was already snoring. 


“YOU SURE YOU’RE OKAY?” GRADY asked for the third time as 
they climbed the steps to their bedrooms at Havenfield. 

Sophie forced a smile, hating that she’d gone to support them, and 
somehow ended up worrying them more. “It was hard, like you said it 
would be. But I’m fine, I promise. I just want to go to bed.” 

“You’re not going up there to try and figure out the Black Swan’s clue, 
are you?” Grady folded his arms across his chest. 


The sun was barely setting, and none of them had eaten dinner, but 
Sophie was ready for the emotional day to be over. “They waited more than 
three weeks to contact me—they can wait another night.” 

She leaned in to hug them good night, but Edaline pulled away. She 
closed her eyes and snapped her fingers and a small plate filled with four 
pink puffy squares appeared in her hand. Sophie jumped back a step—she 
wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to Edaline’s ability to pull things out of thin 
air—as Edaline held out the plate to her. 

“I made these chocolate-cherry custard bursts for you. I guess I 
should’ve given them to you earlier. . . .” 

“Thank you,” Sophie said, filling the silence when Edaline’s voice 
trailed off. 

She picked up a piece, surprised when it felt smooth like a hard candy. 
But it was like biting into a sweet, sticky cloud filled with a fudgy chocolate 
cream and cherry goo. She had to slurp so it wouldn’t run down her chin. 

She’d thought nothing could ever taste better than mallowmelt—but now 
she wasn’t sure. 

Grady and Edaline laughed as she stuffed the rest of it into her mouth, 
puffing out her cheeks. 

“They were Jolie’s favorite too,” Edaline whispered. “I guess that’s why 
I don’t like to make them—but if you like them, I can do it more often.” 

Sophie could’ve eaten a thousand of them, and she was sure she’d crave 
them every day. But... 

She held up the plate to show the three she had left. “These are enough.” 

Edaline wrapped her arms around her. “We’ll see.” 

They kissed her good night and Sophie climbed the last flight of stairs, 
nodding to Sandor when she reached her bedroom door. 

“All is well,” he assured her as his eyes lingered on her shoulder, like he 
could somehow see the bruise that was forming from where Brant 
restrained her. She swore goblins had a sixth sense for injuries. But he 
didn’t ask. Just stepped aside to let her pass. 

As soon as she set foot in her room, low music started playing. Human 
music. An old song she’d listened to hundreds of times growing up. 

“Dex stopped by,” Sandor explained behind her. “He left something to 
cheer you up.” 

“Oh.” 


Part of her had hoped the Black Swan was making contact again. But 
when she spotted Iggy’s cage—which had been moved from its small table 
against the wall of windows to the center of her bed—she forgot her 
disappointment. 

Iggy—or she assumed it was Iggy—was now a puff of pink frizzy curls. 
Dex must’ve fed the tiny imp one of his special hair-growing elixirs, which 
Iggy didn’t seem to mind at all. He was having a lot of fun chasing his pink 
ringlets around and around. Her iPod had been propped against the cage, 
and when the song ended, Dex’s face filled the screen. 

“Hey, Sophie,” he said, flashing his dimpled grin. “I thought you might 
need a laugh after today, since I’m sure it wasn’t easy.” He looked down, 
biting his lip before he added, “My mom told me this morning that we 
might have trees there. Did you see them? That’s . . . kind of weird, don’t 
you think? I mean—well, never mind. I guess yov’ll tell me about it if you 
saw them. And here’s hoping mine captured my stunning good looks.” He 
smiled again, though it looked a little sad. “Anyway, since school is starting 
soon, my mom wants me to stay home a little more—and my dad needs me 
to help him at the store—so I guess you’re on your own with the verminion 
for the next few days. Try not to let it eat you!” 

He gave a goofy wave before the screen went black and Sophie picked 
up the iPod, trying to figure out how he’d pulled off the trick. Dex was 
crazy for thinking technopathy wasn’t cool. 

She set her custard bursts on her desk to finish later, changed into her 
pajamas, and pulled her puffy pink imp out of his cage, placing him on her 
pillow before she settled into bed. His fur felt softer than normal, and when 
she rumpled it he started making his squeaky sound that reminded her of a 
purr. 

Iggy curled into a ball as she lowered the drapes, and within a few 
seconds he was asleep. But it wasn’t his motorboat snoring that filled her 
mind as she closed her eyes. 

It was Brant’s raspy, haunting voice repeating over and over. 

I’ve seen you before. 

He never told her where. 


ELEVEN 


COME. FRIEND. 

The strange whisper dragged Sophie back to consciousness, and she was 
grateful for it. Brant’s scarred, twisted face had joined her nightmares, and 
she could practically feel him pinning her against the chair—but instead of 
taking her pin he took her hand as he laughed and screamed, “Mine!” 

At least she’d figured out why he said he’d seen her before. She must’ve 
reminded him of Jolie, which felt . . . strange. 

Come. Friend. 

Sophie shook her head, realizing where the whispers were coming from. 
Silveny? 

Friend! the alicorn replied, louder this time and mixed with a rush of 
excitement. 

Sophie stumbled to her feet, knocking Iggy to the floor with a startled 
squeak. 

“Sorry,” she whispered as he shook his paws at her, making his pink 
curls bounce. Sophie grabbed the first pants and tunic she found and threw 
them on, but couldn’t tie the shirt’s sash. Her hands were shaking too hard. 

How could she hear Silveny if she wasn’t listening for her? 

The day before, she’d assumed Silveny’s emotions had been so intense 
that it had made her subconsciously open up her mind. But now each 
repetition pounded into her brain like a stone, and when she tried to shield, 
all it did was muffle the noise. 

Come! Friend! Come! Friend! Come! Friend! Come! Friend! Come! 
Friend! 

“What’s wrong, Miss Foster?” Sandor asked as she hopped out her 
bedroom door, still putting on her other boot. 

“I don’t know,” she admitted, beelining for the stairs. 

Edaline sat at the table in the dimly lit kitchen, her shadowed eyes 
looking like she hadn’t slept at all. She jumped when Sophie rushed toward 
the door, nearly spilling her tea. “Are you okay?” 


“I think so.” Sophie slipped outside, racing toward Silveny’s pasture. 

Sandor caught up with her, grabbing her arm to stop her. “You really 
love to make my job difficult, don’t you?” he asked as he scanned the 
scenery. 

“Sorry, I’m just trying to check on Silveny.” 

Sandor sighed and drew his weapon. “Stay behind me.” 

He moved slow and soldierlike as he led her forward, trying to keep his 
eyes on everything at once. But when Silveny’s enclosure came into view, 
the glittering horse was alone, circling the highest part of her dome, still 
transmitting Come! Friend! over and over. As soon as she spotted Sophie, 
she swooped down and trotted to the bars, shoving her nose through and 
snuffling. 

Sophie gagged. Alicorn morning breath almost rivaled Iggy breath. 

“What’s wrong, girl?” Sophie asked as Sandor put his weapon away. 

Cold emptiness rushed through her mind, sinking into her heart. You’re 
lonely? she asked. 

Lonely, Silveny repeated. Friend. 

“Everything okay?” Grady called, jogging up behind them. His hair was 
tousled and he was wearing something that looked part bathrobe, part 
trench coat, which made Sophie realize how early it was. The sun was just 
beginning to streak the purple sky with hints of orange and pink. “Did 
something happen?” he asked. 

“No, everything’s fine. Silveny was just calling me. She can transmit 
straight into my brain somehow—and I can’t block her. How is that 
possible?” 

“T have no idea.” He yawned, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. “I guess 
you’ll have to ask Tiergan about it when Foxfire starts.” 

Sophie nodded, trying to stay as calm as Grady. But she didn’t like 
feeling other voices in her head. It was worrying enough that Fitz could do 
it. Now Silveny could too? 

Wasn’t her mind designed to be impenetrable? 

How are you doing this? she transmitted, stroking Silveny’s velvety 
nose. 

Friend! Lonely! was the only reply. 

Sophie sighed. “Do you think we should move her to the Sanctuary so 
she can be with the other alicorn? She’s already on a vegetarian diet.” 


“Readying a creature for relocation takes much more than changing what 
they eat. They need to be so well adjusted to captivity that they no longer 
have any desire to leave. Plus, the Sanctuary is a very delicate ecosystem. 
Introducing an animal too early could destroy the careful balance we work 
so hard to maintain. We need to test her to make sure she’s not carrying any 
diseases, and we need to make sure she isn’t aggressive with other animals. 
And, most important, she needs to be willing to trust people other than 
you.” 

Grady stepped closer and Silveny reared back. 

Sophie frowned. Silveny had let the Hekses get close to her—though that 
had probably made it worse, since they’d restrained her in that terrible 
harness. 

“Sorry, girl,” Sophie said, rubbing Silveny’s cheek. “You’ll have to stay 
with me for a little while longer.” 

A new feeling poured through Sophie’s mind, one that made her feet itch 
to run. 

“T think she’s restless. Maybe we need to let her out of her enclosure.” 

Silveny whinnied, like she agreed. 

Grady shook his head. “We can’t risk that she’ll fly away.” 

“I don’t think she will.” 

“We still can’t chance it. The Council has trusted you—trusted us—with 
a tremendous responsibility by leaving Silveny in our care. She’s incredibly 
important to our world.” 

Sophie stroked Silveny’s chin. “I just hate seeing her locked up.” 

Almost as much as she hated Silveny’s incessant transmissions. 

Silveny, please. Quiet. She tried to think of an image to explain silence— 
but how did a picture convey the absence of sound? 

It didn’t matter. Silveny was insistent, stamping her hooves and 
transmitting her commands. 

“We have to do something to calm her down. She’s giving me a 
migraine.” 

“Why don’t you go in the enclosure with her?” 

Sophie doubted it would be enough, but it was better than nothing. 

Treat? she asked Silveny as she grabbed a fistful of swizzlespice from 
the nearby pile. 

She threw the stalks as far as she could, and when Silveny trotted after 
them, Grady unlocked the gate and she rushed inside. By the time the 


distracted horse realized what happened, the gate was safely latched again. 

“Now what?” Sophie whispered as Silveny eyed her, sniffing the air for 
more treats. 

“You’re the one who has the special connection to her.” 

Yes, but having a connection didn’t mean she knew how to entertain a 
large glittery horse. She couldn’t exactly play fetch. 

She settled for calling Silveny to her side and rubbing her shimmering 
fur until her mood mellowed. 

“It’s so strange that you can use your telepathy on her,” Grady 
murmured. “I just tried mesmerizing her and it had no effect at all. I wonder 
what they did to your mind to make it work that way.” 

Sophie cringed. 

“Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.” 

“Tt’s okay. I know I’m a freak.” 

“You’re not a freak, Sophie.” 

“Come on, everyone thinks it.” 

“Not me.” 

“Right. Sure.” She pulled her hair around her face, wishing she could 
hide. 

“I know it’s hard—” 

“Do you?” 

Silveny whinnied at the shouted question, and Sophie reached for her. 
Sorry. Calm. 

Calm, Silveny repeated, filling Sophie’s mind with warmth again. 

“I do,” Grady said quietly, and the sadness in his tone made Sophie turn 
to look at him. “It’s not exactly easy being a Mesmer.” 

Now he had her attention. When she’d first met Grady, he went out of 
his way to avoid telling her what his ability was. But she’d thought that was 
because the Council was always pressuring him about it—not because he 
didn’t like it. 

“Kids at school didn’t trust me after I manifested. Told me they didn’t 
want me messing with their minds. Others would lie to get out of detention 
and say I made them do whatever they got caught doing. And when I got 
awards or praise, they’d claim I used my ability to cheat. Even Edaline’s 
parents teased me when we got engaged. Said they should find a way to 
make sure I hadn’t mesmerized her into marrying me. They meant it as a 
joke, but...” 


Sophie felt the same way when people teased her about being an Inflictor 
—even when they were just having fun. 

“Being powerful worries people, Sophie. It’s unfair and it hurts, but can’t 
you understand why it happens?” 

She kicked the ground. She could, but that didn’t mean she liked it. 

“You’ve had a huge burden dumped on you. Trust me—no one 
understands that better than me. I wish I could make it easier, but I can’t. 
Except to tell you the same thing my parents told me when I would get so 
angry I wanted to throw stuff. They’d say, ‘Someday your ability will do 
big things, and the world will be grateful we have you.’” 

The words should’ ve been comforting—and they were. Except... 

What if she really was someone’s puppet? Could she be programmed to 
do certain things? 

Bad things? 

“So, do you think Silveny will let you sit on her back?” Grady asked. 

“Huh?” 

“If you’re going to be working with her, you’re going to need to learn 
how to ride her.” 

Sophie had a feeling he was just trying to distract her and cheer her up— 
but it would be fun to ride an alicorn. 

Then again, she was suddenly realizing how very large Silveny was, and 
how very high off the ground her back was. “How do I even get up there?” 

“Can you get her to kneel down?” 

“Maybe.” 

Kneel, she transmitted, sending Silveny an image of the position she 
meant. She had to repeat it three times before Silveny lowered her head and 
bent her front legs. 

“Amazing! Now just make sure she’s calm, and climb on.” 

Sophie stared at the crouched horse. “What if I fall?” 

“We have Elwin on standby.” 

“Very funny.” 

“Come on, aren’t you always saying we worry too much and never let 
you take any risks? Well, here’s your risk.” 

It was strange to have Grady so relaxed about her safety. Though, he did 
regularly ride around on mammoths and dinosaurs, so this wasn’t exactly 
out of the ordinary. But he never had her do those things. 


Of course, Silveny was a glittering winged horse, not a Tyrannosaurus 
rex. So she sucked in a breath for extra courage, sent Silveny images of 
what she was about to do, and slowly stretched one leg over the horse’s 
neck. Silveny raised her head as she straightened, sliding Sophie down to 
the dip in her back just behind her wings. 

Fly? Silveny asked—and before Sophie could respond, the excited horse 
flapped her enormous wings and launched into the sky. 

Sophie screamed as the whipping wind made her eyes water. 

Grady shouted things like “squeeze your legs” and “wrap your arms 
around Silveny’s neck”—but those required moving. 

Moving was so not going to be possible. 

After what felt like an hour, but was probably only a few seconds, 
Sophie managed to get a white-knuckled grip on Silveny’s mane, coiling 
the ends around her wrists for extra support. With her panic at a slightly 
more manageable level, she realized they were circling the top of the domed 
enclosure. Silveny was flying low enough to avoid the thick purple bars, but 
Sophie ducked anyway. 

“Here, Silveny,” Grady called, running into the enclosure and holding 
out a handful of swizzlespice. “Come down for a treat.” 

Silveny ignored him. Apparently, terrifying her only friend was better 
than snacks. 

“Order her to land,” Sandor called. 

“Working on it!” Sophie shouted back. 

She took a deep breath, forcing her mind to relax as she transmitted 
images of them standing on the ground. Down. 

Silveny nickered. Fly. 

Down. 

Fly. 

Down! 

Fly! 

DOWN! 

FLY! 

Silveny’s mood turned giddy over this new game and Sophie wondered 
just how much trouble she’d be in if she strangled the obnoxious horse once 
they were back on solid ground. 

Silveny veered to the left, sending Sophie flailing right. Grady and 
Sandor gasped, but before Sophie lost her balance Silveny’s wing tipped her 


back into place. When the same thing happened three more times, Sophie 
realized what Silveny was trying to tell her. 

You want me to trust you? 

Trust, Silveny repeated, though Sophie wondered if she really grasped 
the concept. Especially since she started flying faster, with more twists and 
turns than any roller coaster would ever—could ever—have. 

Easy! she ordered, sending images of straight, slow flying. 

“Don’t panic, Sophie.” Grady called. “I’m going to get you down!” 

Sophie glanced below, where a group of gnomes had entered the 
enclosure and were helping him uncoil a thick silver lasso. 

“Don’t!” she screamed, imagining Silveny turning bucking bronco in the 
air. 

“Its okay, I know what I’m doing.” 

Somehow she doubted that. “I can get her to come down on my own.” 

“You’ve got one more minute!” he shouted back. “Then I’m dragging 
you down.” 

Being hog-tied to a terrified alicorn and yanked from the sky was 
definitely not on Sophie’s Things I Want To Do list. 

Silveny, please. Take. Me. Down! 

She transmitted more images of her standing on the ground, all of which 
Silveny ignored. 

Scared, Sophie said, trying a different tactic. But Silveny didn’t seem to 
understand the concept, flipping them in a series of loops. 

“Hang on,” Grady called, and Sophie heard the unmistakable swish of a 
rope slicing through the air. 

Take us down! The transmission mixed with so much fear and panic it 
felt like a cold blast when it left her mind. 

Silveny screeched, tucked her wings, and dropped from the sky like a 
missile. 

Sophie squealed and braced for impact. But at the last possible second 
Silveny leveled off and touched down, stopping so abruptly it sent Sophie 
tumbling forward. 

By some miracle she managed to land on her feet, but her legs were 
shaking and her head was spinning so fast, she stumbled and collapsed. 

Right into a pile of alicom manure. 


TWELVE 


THIS IS WHO WE’RE TRUSTING with the most important creature on 
our planet?” a sharp voice barked as Sophie flailed in the stinky waste— 
which was surprisingly glittery. Apparently, she’d found the one thing 
sparkles didn’t make better. 

And if she weren’t already nauseous from the wild flight and the gagging 
smell of manure, the sound of that voice would’ve done it. 

Sophie wiped the shimmering poop off her cheek as she stood to face not 
just Bronte—a smallish elf with cropped brown hair and features as sharp 
as his voice—but the entire elvin Council in full regal garb, standing just 
outside the enclosure. 

Sophie dipped an ungraceful curtsy and stared at their circlets, each 
encrusted with different-colored jewels to match their elegant capes. She 
tried to remember their names, but it was hard when they weren’t in front of 
their conveniently labeled thrones in Tribunal Hall. She could only 
recognize five of them. 

Two goblin bodyguards flanked the group on each side, and next to the 
closest one stood Alden, his lips twitching with the smile he was fighting 
back. 

“Yes, Bronte,” Alden said, offering Sophie a silky handkerchief from a 
pocket in his navy blue cape. “And Sophie is more than worthy of the task. 
Though clearly we’ve caught her in the middle of some excitement.” 

Sophie’s face burned as she moved closer and reached through the 
purple bars to accept the handkerchief. The stench followed her with every 
step, and all the silky cloth did was smear the filth more. 

“So, you can fly with Silveny?” Alden asked, a hint of awe in his voice. 

“Apparently,” Grady answered for her as he exited the enclosure and 
approached the Councillors. He inclined his head in a slight bow. “To what 
do we owe this honor?” 

“I know we come unannounced,” Councillor Emery—the spokesman for 
the Council—said in his deep, booming voice. His eyes were the same 


shade as the sapphires covering his circlet and his shoulder-length hair was 
almost as dark as his skin. “We were eager to see this remarkable discovery 
for ourselves.” 

The others murmured in agreement, their eyes glued to Silveny, who was 
preening the feathers on her glistening wings, looking gleaming and 
majestic and without a single fleck of poop on her anywhere. Sophie started 
plotting revenge. 

“Can you really communicate with her?” Kenric asked. With his vivid 
red hair and wide shoulders he was the easiest to recognize—and one of 
Sophie’s favorite members of the Council, thanks to his warm smile. 

“Not only can they communicate,” Grady answered for her, “but Sophie 
discovered this morning that Silveny can transmit to her—even when she’s 
trying to block her.” 

Several Councillors gasped. 

Alden frowned. “Most curious.” 

“Indeed,” Councillor Terik said, sweeping back his wavy brown hair. 
Sophie remembered him from their private consultation a few months back. 
He was a Descryer—able to sense and interpret potential—and the Council 
had ordered him to take a reading of her. Unfortunately, all he’d felt was 
“something strong” and hadn’t been able to translate what it meant. 

“How did you find her?” he asked, his cobalt blue eyes focused so 
intently on Sophie she felt like he was trying to take another reading. 

“Tt was kind of an accident,” she admitted. She explained how she’d 
followed Silveny’s thoughts, assuming they came from the sasquatch. 

Silveny trotted to her side as she spoke, and Sophie pretended not to see 
her, not ready to forgive her for the manure situation. 

“Incredible,” Councillor Terik breathed as Silveny nudged Sophie, 
refusing to be ignored. “Our long-lost elf, and the most searched-for 
creature on the planet, stumbling across each other in the middle of a forest 
in the Forbidden Cities. It’s almost impossible to believe there were no 
other forces at play. Especially when you consider the unique connection 
the two appear to have. It seems unlikely that it happened purely by 
chance.” 

Councillor Emery cleared his throat. “Are you implying that someone 
intended for Sophie to find the alicorn>?” 

His words seemed to swell in Sophie’s mind. 


She stared into Silveny’s watery brown eyes. Eyes that were almost the 
same color as hers. Eyes that stared back at her with an intensity and 
intelligence like no other animal she’d ever encountered. Eyes that 
belonged to an animal who could break through her mental blocking in 
ways even elves couldn’t. 

Had she been led by the Black Swan specifically to find her? 

“Its impossible,” Oralie’s fragile voice announced, shattering the silence 
everyone had fallen into. The blond beauty in a cape and circlet the same 
soft pink as her rosy cheeks shook her head as she stepped forward and 
added, “No one could orchestrate such a feat. Not even the Black Swan.” 

“Oralie’s right,” Kenric agreed. “We’ve been searching for another 
alicorn for decades.” 

“Centuries,” Alden corrected. “Without even the slightest hint that 
another might exist. Are you suggesting the Black Swan has been hiding 
Silveny all this time, risking that the other alicorn would expire before they 
could reproduce?” 

“When you put it that way, it does sound rather absurd,” Councillor 
Terik admitted. “But surely you can agree that it’s a stunning coincidence. 
Especially considering that this completely resets the timeline.” 

“What does that mean?” Sophie asked, squirming as all eyes turned back 
to her. 

“Hasn’t anyone educated this child in the fundamental principles of our 
world?” Bronte shook his head so dramatically that his Ancient ears 
wiggled. 

Elvin ears turned pointy as they aged, which meant prominent points like 
Bronte’s were a sign of wisdom and experience. But to Sophie they looked 
far too much like the cheap costume ears she used to see humans wear 
when they pretended to be elves. Usually paired with tights and shoes with 
bells on the toes. 

“Councillor Terik was referring to the Timeline to Extinction,” Alden 
said, reminding Sophie that there were more important things to think about 
than pointy ears. “With only one alicorn in our care, and no guarantee that 
we’d ever find another, we’ve been facing the very real possibility that this 
majestic species would someday go extinct.” 

He whispered the last word, like it was too horrible to say at full volume. 
The elves believed that every creature on earth existed for a reason, and to 
let one die off would cause irreversible damage to the planet’s delicate 


balance. That was why they’d built the Sanctuary and worked so hard to 
protect and conserve the creatures humans thought were either myths or 
lost. 

“But now all of that has changed,” Councillor Terik added quietly. 
“Everything has changed.” 

“Indeed it has,” Councillor Emery agreed. “And it couldn’t have 
happened at a better time. This is exactly the kind of discovery that will 
restore calm and order to our world. The symbol of hope and stability 
we ve been waiting for.” 

Silveny nudged Sophie again, filling the air with her rancid breath. 
Sophie couldn’t believe such a stinky, stubborn creature was so important. 

“All the more reason why the alicorn’s care should be entrusted to 
experts. Look at her!” 

Sophie’s cheeks flamed as Bronte pointed a bony finger at her sparkly 
poop-covered clothes. 

“We are looking,” Councillor Emery replied. “The alicorn trusts her 
completely.” 

“And Edaline and I are here to help her,” Grady added. “We have years 
of experience.” 

Bronte snorted. “Two of our world’s most scandalous misfits—oh yes, I 
feel much better. Need I remind you that mere months ago the Ruewen 
name was uttered only with ridicule and scorn? How many years have you 
isolated yourself at this estate—letting the rumors spread of your madness 
without bothering to deny them?” He turned to face the Councillors. “And 
how can we forget the day he stood before us and dared to accuse us of 
neglectful rulership before renouncing his title as Emissary? What right 
does he have to demand our trust—especially now, when our every decision 
is being scrutinized by a disconcerted public?” 

Sophie fidgeted in the deafening silence that followed. 

She’d known that most of the elves had thought Grady and Edaline were 
weird—she’d heard plenty of gossip when she was first assigned to live 
with them. But they’d pulled away from everyone because they’d lost their 
only daughter—and had to care for Brant—in a world where almost no one 
knew how to relate to their grief. 

Couldn’t the Council understand that? 

“Things have changed, Bronte,” Alden said quietly. “We’ve all seen the 
transformation in Grady and Edaline since Sophie came to live with them. 


And with—” 

“Oh, we have, have we?” Bronte interrupted. “Granted, they leave the 
house a bit more—though several of those times were merely to attend Miss 
Foster’s Tribunals.” 

Sophie cringed at the word. 

“But they still avoid participating in regular society. And hasn’t Grady 
repeatedly turned down our request that he return to his position as 
Emissary—a position that would greatly aid in our efforts to stop the 
organization that seeks to harm a member of his own family?” 

Another moment of awkward silence passed, and this time Councillor 
Emery rubbed his temples, probably moderating telepathic discussions 
between the Councillors. Sophie had a feeling she knew what questions 
they must be asking. The same ones she’d been trying not to ask herself 
these last few weeks. 

Why wouldnt Grady become an Emissary again? 

Didn’t he want to help them catch her kidnappers? 

“Bronte does raise an interesting point, Grady,” Councillor Emery finally 
said. “It would do much to instill public confidence in our decision to let 
Sophie rehabilitate the alicorn if you reclaim your title as Emissary. Would 
you be willing to accept the appointment?” 

Say yes, Sophie thought, wishing she could transmit the words but not 
daring to interfere. Please say yes. 

Maybe if Grady had looked in her eyes, he would’ve seen the hope she 
was hiding. But he didn’t look at her—or anyone—as he folded his arms 
and said the word that felt like a slap to Sophie’s heart. 

“No.” 


THIRTEEN 


WHY NOT?” 

It took Sophie a second to realize the question had come from her, and 
another after that to decide she wasn’t sorry for asking. 

Grady shook his head, his eyes pleading with her to drop it. But she 
wasn’t letting him off that easy. 

“Why don’t you want to help the Council?” 

“Its not that I don’t want to help them, Sophie. It’s just . 
complicated.” 

“Doesn’t seem complicated to me,” she grumbled. 

Bronte laughed—a harsh, crackly sound. “For once Miss Foster and I are 
in agreement. I would very much like to understand what’s so complicated 
about using your talents to serve our world. Isn’t that the obligation of those 
gifted with special abilities? To use them to aid the greater good?” 

“Grady does a tremendous service for us here at Havenfield,” Alden 
said, when Grady didn’t respond. “Need I remind you of how many 
creatures he and Edaline have successfully rehabilitated?” 

Bronte rolled his eyes. “Please—that’s a job even someone Talentless 
could do.” 

“And yet, not five minutes ago you were arguing that the complexities of 
caring for Silveny required special expertise, were you not? So which is it?” 
Alden’s voice was calm, but thin lines had crept across his face, betraying 
his frustration. 

Or was it worry? 

“Successfully rehabilitating the rarest creature in our world is quite 
different from training a T. rex to eat salad. Not only that, it’s an honor and 
a privilege that should be given to someone worthy. I’m sure Timkin Heks 
wouldn’t hesitate to enlist as an Emissary if we called upon him to do so.” 

“No, I rather suspect that’s his entire motivation for offering his services 
in the first place,” Alden said with a rueful smile. “His quest for 
prominence is hardly a secret.” 


“His motivation for volunteering is no more selfish than Grady’s refusal 
to be reinstated,” Bronte snapped back. 

“Selfish? You dare to claim my reasoning is selfish?” 

Silveny whinnied at Grady’s outburst, and Sophie rushed to her side to 
calm her. 

Grady stalked toward Bronte, standing so close their noses practically 
touched. “You know full well why I resigned—and given recent events, you 
should understand my objections even more. Havenfield is the best place to 
house Silveny, and Sophie is the most capable person for the job. If you’re 
too afraid of public scorn to accept that decision, then you deserve every bit 
of the criticism you’re receiving. Transfer the alicorn to the Hekses if you 
wish—but I will not let you bully me into submission.” 

“Grady, please,” Alden called as Grady stormed away, leaving Sophie 
behind with the twelve stunned Councillors. 

“Insolent fool,’ Bronte grumbled. “I vote we relocate the alicorn 
immediately.” 

Several of the Councillors murmured their agreement and Sophie’s heart 
sank. Silveny may be driving her crazy, but the stubborn horse didn’t 
deserve to be at the mercy of the Hekses. She could remember all too well 
the feel of Silveny’s terror as they jerked her around in that miserable 
harness. 

She reached up and rubbed Silveny’s nose, right where the straps had cut 
in. 

“Let’s not be hasty,” Councillor Emery said, waiting for everyone to 
quiet before he continued. “Can we really discount Miss Foster’s 
connection to this creature?” 

Sophie tried to stand tall as twelve pairs of eyes turned to scrutinize her. 
Sure, she was young, and new to their world, and still learning how to 
control her abilities, and currently covered in shimmering manure. But 
Grady and Alden were right—she could do this. Way better than the Hekses 
could. 

Oralie’s quiet voice broke the silence. “I think we should let Sophie try. I 
can feel her determination from here—as well as the bond between her and 
Silveny. Those advantages are far superior to what little experience the 
Heks family may have.” 

“I agree with Oralie,” Kenric chimed in. 

Bronte snorted. “Of course you do.” 


To be fair, Kenric did seem to favor the pretty blond Councillor over the 
others. 

“Pm inclined to agree as well,” Councillor Emery announced, 
motivating three of the Councillors whom Sophie didn’t know to vote in her 
favor as well. Which made the vote six to six. Unless someone else changed 
their mind. 

Sophie glanced at Councillor Terik. He was studying her with his 
intense, almost probing stare, and after what felt like an eternity he said, “I 
vote that we see what Sophie can do with this creature. If her progress isn’t 
what it should be, we can always reassess.” 

“So, we have a majority then!” Alden sounded more relieved than 
pleased. 

“For now.” Bronte turned to glare at Sophie. “We need the alicorn 
moved to the Sanctuary as soon as possible. If you don’t make rapid 
progress, we’ll have no choice but to turn her over to the Hekses.” 

“I can handle it,’ Sophie promised. 

“We’ll see. And be sure to tell your father we’ll be monitoring your 
progress closely.” 

“He’s not my father.” 

A father wouldn’t refuse to help find her kidnappers. And she didn’t 
want to be the daughter of anyone who would let Silveny suffer at the hands 
of the Hekses just to avoid working for the Council. 

But . . . Grady wasn’t callous—especially when it came to animals. 
There had to be something he wasn’t telling her. Something big. 

“Yes, well, I’m glad that’s settled,” Alden said, forcing a smile. “The 
Councillors had been hoping for a demonstration of how you interact with 
Silveny, Sophie, but I think it would be better to do that another time. 
Perhaps when there are a few less feces.” 

Sophie scowled, but several of the Councillors smiled as they reached 
for their pathfinders, and the tension that had been tangled around them 
seemed to ease. Even Sandor snickered. 

I need to talk to you, she transmitted to Alden, not wanting to tell the 
entire Council about the charm. It’s about the Black Swan. 

Alden didn’t react to her transmissions, but he told the Council, “I’m 
leaving right now for my next assignment, and will be away for a few days. 
Perhaps we can regroup then?” A tiny wink at the end told her he meant the 
last part for her. 


Part of her was relieved. Sophie wasn’t sure if Alden would make her 
turn over the charm, and she needed to figure out the clue first. 

So she dipped another ungraceful curtsy and watched Alden and the 
Councillors glitter away. Then she ran for her room, stripped off her soiled 
outfit, and jumped into a scalding shower. When all trace of sparkles and 
manure had been scrubbed away, she changed into fresh work clothes and 
rushed downstairs, vowing to make it very clear to Silveny that there would 
be no more headache-inducing demands, unexpected flights, or poop-filled 
landings. 

Sophie froze when she spotted Grady sitting with Edaline at the kitchen 
table. 

“Is something wrong, Miss Foster?” Sandor asked as he swerved to 
avoid crashing into her. 

She was trying to decide if she wanted to talk to Grady. But all she said 
was, “Just checking on Silveny. She’s finally quieted down.” 

“Well, that’s good news.” Edaline motioned for Sophie to take her usual 
seat. 

Grady hid behind the official-looking scroll he was reading as Sophie sat 
in the chair across from him. 

Edaline snapped her fingers, and a golden muffin with purple splotches 
appeared on the table. “I made blitzenberry muffins. They were another of 
Jolie’s favorites.” 

Sophie squeezed Edaline’s hand as she reached for the muffin and took a 
bite. The tart berries fizzed and popped on her tongue, and the cake was 
smooth like melted butter. “They’re amazing. Thank you.” 

“Of course.” Edaline turned away to wipe her eyes. 

Grady still hadn’t said a word—and Sophie decided she was done letting 
him off the hook. “Are you ready to tell me why you won’t help the 
Council?” 

He made a sound that was more of a groan than a sigh and set his scroll 
on the table. “I won’t help them,” he said, rubbing his temples, “because 
they don’t want to find the kidnappers, Sophie. They want me to help them 
find the Black Swan.” 

“And you don’t want to find them.” 

It wasn’t a question—but that didn’t mean she understood it. 

“Not the way the Council wants to, no. They want to reach out as allies. 
But if the Black Swan were our allies, we wouldn’t have to find them. If 


they were on our side, they wouldn’t be hiding. They wouldn’t be leaving 
secret messages on charm bracelets in the middle of the Wanderling Woods, 
using a young, innocent girl like their pup—” 

“Grady!” Edaline warned. 

“I’m sure they have a good reason for wanting to stay secret,” Sophie 
argued, when Grady stayed quiet. She looked to Edaline to back her up, but 
Edaline was staring at her cup of tea like it was the most fascinating thing in 
the entire universe. 

Grady crunched the edge of the scroll in his fisted hand. “Oh, Pm sure 
they have a reason, Sophie—and it’s anything but good. They’re not to be 
trusted.” 

“You keep saying that, but I don’t understand. They’re the ones who—” 

“Rescued you. Yes, I know. You keep saying that. And completely 
forgetting that they left you unconscious on the streets of a Forbidden City 
with only a few clues to help you find your way back. Why didn’t they 
bring you and Dex safely back to our world?” 

“He said he couldn’t risk being discovered.” 

“What do they have to hide? And how did they know where you were?” 

“I don’t know,” she mumbled, squishing a piece of her muffin into a 
sticky blob. The tiny berries stained her fingers purple. “I don’t know 
anything about them. No one tells me anything.” 

“You know everything you need to know.” 

“Obviously not! There has to be a reason why you’re so convinced the 
Black Swan is evil. If you want me to believe you, you need to tell me.” 

“You don’t want to know,” he said as he stood to leave. 

Sophie grabbed his arm. “Actually, I do.” 

The room seemed to hold its breath as he stared at her fingers on his 
skin, and his mouth formed three different words before he said, “Fine.” 

“Grady!” Edaline knocked her teacup as she stood, sending it crashing to 
the floor. 

“She deserves to know.” 

Edaline shook her head, but she didn’t argue as she stepped over the 
mess and faced the wall of windows. 

Grady bent and picked up one of the larger shards of glass, staring at the 
jagged edges. 

“I know we can’t trust the Black Swan,” he whispered, “because the 
Black Swan murdered Jolie.” 


FOURTEEN 


BUT ...IT WAS AN ACCIDENT,” Sophie mumbled, surprised to realize 
she was suddenly standing. 

A terrible accident—that’s what Alden had called it. She could still 
remember the sadness in his voice, the way Della had turned away, trying 
not to cry. Neither of them had shown any sign that they suspected murder. 

“Tt was no accident.” Grady’s voice was dark and hard. 

“How do you—what did they—have you—” There were too many 
words and questions crashing around inside her head. She didn’t know 
which one to go with. 

Or maybe she did. 

“Why?” 

“Why what?” 

“Why would they do that?” 

The Black Swan were elusive and secretive—but they’d also stationed 
someone to keep constant watch over her when she was living with humans. 
They went to great lengths to make sure she had everything she needed to 
stop the Everblaze from killing any more innocent people. And they were 
the only ones who didn’t believe that she and Dex were dead, coming to 
their rescue in the nick of time. 

Murderers didn’t do things like that. 

Edaline gazed blankly into the pastures as she whispered, “I know this is 
hard to hear, Sophie. It’s hard for us, too.” 

“Tt just .. . doesn’t make sense.” 

“You think I’m lying?” Grady snapped. 

“Of course not. But could there be a misunderstanding?” 

“Trust me—there was no mistake.” 

“Then why? Why would they kill. . .” 

She couldn’t even say it. 

“To punish me. Or scare me into submission. I’m still not sure which.” 
Grady stalked to the windows, but he didn’t stand near Edaline, and she 


didn’t step closer to him. “They’d been trying to recruit me for months. 
Slipping me notes to convince me to join their forces.” 

“Why would they—” 

“Because I’m a Mesmer, Sophie. Think of how much easier it would be 
if they had my power in their arsenal. I could make anyone do anything 
they needed. I could mesmerize the entire Council if I wanted to, make 
them sign any law into effect. I could make them all jump off a cliff if I felt 
like it.” 

Sophie couldn’t hide her shudder. 

She’d thought inflicting was a terrifying ability, but the things Grady 
could do were a whole other realm of horrifying. She was amazed the 
Council didn’t forbid him from using his power. But they only did that after 
something went wrong, like when they forbade pyrokinesis after several 
elves died trying to spark Everblaze. 

“The Black Swan would’ve done anything to get me on their side. And 
when I made it very clear that there was nothing they could say to convince 
me, they sent me one final message. Slipped it into the pocket of my cape— 
like they wanted me to know they could get to me anywhere. ‘You don’t 
know who you’re dealing with.’ If Pd known what they meant I...” 

Grady’s voice cracked and Edaline moved to his side. 

“Tt wasn’t your fault,” she whispered, wrapping her arms around his 
shoulders. 

Grady jerked away. “I know. It was their fault. Three days after I got that 
note, Jolie died in a fire. A fire that no one ever found the cause of. The 
Council ruled it an accident, but I knew. The Black Swan was showing me 
who I was dealing with. What lengths they’d go to.” 

He slammed his fist against the window so hard it cracked the glass. 

Sophie jumped as Sandor grabbed her shoulders, like he was afraid 
Grady had become a threat. But Grady just stood there watching the hairline 
fissures spread through the glass. 

Sophie watched them too, trying to make her brain connect the pieces 
Grady just gave her with the things she already knew. How could the same 
people that made her, protected her—even at the cost of their own sanity— 
kill an innocent girl, just to punish Grady or scare him into changing his 
mind? But how else could she explain what Grady was telling her? Could 
all of those things really be a coincidence? 

“Does the Council know about this?” she asked. 


“Of course. I told them everything—but it was back when they were still 
deluding themselves into believing that the Black Swan didn’t exist. And 
murder wasn’t something that happened in our world. Alden did what he 
could to help me investigate, but the Black Swan had covered their tracks 
well—they’re good at skulking in the shadows like cowards! And without 
proof, the Council treated me like I was some raving madman, broken by 
the loss of my daughter. Told me to ‘let the lost stay at peace.’ To ‘look 
forward, not back.’ To ‘focus on what matters.” My daughter matters!” 

He swung to punch the window again, but Edaline grabbed his arm. 
“Please, Grady,” she whispered. “Enough.” 

His arms shook as he fought for control. Then he unclenched his fists 
and his whole body seemed to droop. 

“So that’s why you left your job with the Council,’ Sophie said as 
Edaline led him back to the table. 

Grady sank into a chair and Edaline crouched beside him, examining his 
knuckles. “If they wouldn’t help me, why should I help them? Besides, I 
wanted no part of such a blind, incompetent organization—and I want even 
less to do with them now. I want nothing to do with anyone connected to 
the Black Swan.” 

“Grady,” Edaline warned as Sophie clutched her stomach like she’d been 
punched. 

She would always be connected to the Black Swan. 

Always. 

“Sophie,” Grady called as she turned and ran. But she couldn’t stop, 
couldn’t speak, couldn’t do anything except race upstairs, shut herself in her 
bedroom, and collapse on the bed. 

If Grady was right—if the Black Swan did what he’d said... . 

She heard Edaline’s quiet knock, but she couldn’t make herself answer. 

Edaline came in anyway and wrapped her in a hug. “Grady didn’t mean 
you, Sophie.” She rubbed Sophie’s back, tracing slow, gentle circles. “He 
loses himself sometimes. Lets the anger take control. I used to try to make 
him put those feelings behind him, just like he’d try to help me stop holding 
on to some part of her like it could bring her back. But it’s different from 
that. He has to stay angry. If he doesn’t blame them, he might start to blame 
himself, and if he did...” 

She didn’t finish, but Sophie knew. She remembered what Grady had 
told her about Brant’s parents. 


About guilt. 

“So you don’t think Grady’s right?” Sophie whispered. 

She couldn’t breathe as she waited for Edaline’s answer, and her lungs 
were burning by the time Edaline squeezed her hand and said, “I don’t 
know what to believe. But I do know it has nothing to do with you.” 

“But the Black Swan made me.” 

“Who they are has nothing to do with who you are. Grady and I have 
known that from the moment Alden asked us to take you in. Don’t you ever 
let anything make you think otherwise.” 

Sophie wanted to believe that—more than anything. And maybe it would 
be true if she were normal. 

But she wasn’t normal. 

She was the Black Swan’s “creation.” They’d twisted and tweaked her 
DNA, designing her specifically for something. 

And if the Black Swan were murderers . . . 

“Please try to let this go, Sophie. Grady’s just having a hard day. In fact, 
why don’t you go do something fun to take your mind off things? Where’s 
Dex today?” 

“He has to help his dad at the store.” 

“Well, then why don’t you go visit him there? I’m sure Kesler would let 
him take a break. Or you could stay there and put your fabulous alchemy 
skills to use. Maybe you’|I be the one to finally burn down that ugly store.” 

Sophie couldn’t help smiling—though sadly, given her general 
patheticness when it came to alchemy, there was a very good chance she 
really would start a fire. She’d almost burned down Foxfire several times. 

And Edaline did have a good idea about visiting Dex—but not for the 
reason she was saying. Sophie couldn’t let this go. She needed to know the 
truth about the Black Swan. And Dex was the only other person who’d met 
one of them. 

It was time for her and Dex to have the conversation they’d been 
carefully avoiding. Whether they were ready for it or not. 


FIFTEEN 


YOU’D THINK THEY’D NEVER SEEN a goblin before,” Sophie 
muttered to Sandor as the crowds of pedestrians gawked at them. 

Mysterium was a working-class city, packed with elves in simple tunics 
and pants making their way down the narrow sidewalks to the vendor carts 
or to plain, identical buildings. Sandor—with his giant body and giant 
muscles and giant sword—might as well have been wrapped in neon lights. 

“I hate to break it to you, Miss Foster, but they’re not staring at me.” 

Sophie opened her mouth to argue, but stopped when she realized 
Sandor was right. 

She was used to getting stares and whispers. In fact, the first time she’d 
come to Mysterium, she and Edaline had created quite the spectacle, 
between their noble gowns and Edaline’s antisocial reputation. 

But this time there was fear in their eyes. 

“That’s the girl who was taken,” someone whispered. 

Words like “trouble” and “menace” quickly followed. 

A mother even grabbed her children’s arms, like she feared being near 
Sophie might somehow get them taken too. 

Sophie wanted to be annoyed, but . . . that was what happened to Dex. 

Sandor moved in front of her as Sophie ducked her head and picked up 
her pace, and they didn’t stop until they’d reached Slurps and Burps, the 
only unique building in the entire city with its topsy-turvy structure and 
rainbow paint job. The door belched as they entered, and a plume of purple 
smoke greeted them with the stench of old pickled cabbage. 

“T told you not to add the savoyola until the flame turned blue!” 

“No, you said red!” 

“Red heat makes it curdle and combust!” 

“I know.” 

“Then why did you add it?” 

“Because you told me to!” 


Despite the gag-inducing stench, Sophie smiled as she and Sandor wove 
through the maze of shelves filled with tiny vials and bottles. When they 
finally reached the back laboratory, the scene was even more chaotic than 
she’d imagined. 

Thick pink slime covered everything—the lab table, the ceiling, and 
especially the tall slender man who looked even more like his son with the 
vibrant goo coating both of their faces. 

“You look like when I smacked you with that splotcher,” Sophie told 
Dex, grinning as he tried to smear away the pink sludge from his cheeks. 
Splotching was a type of telekinesis duel, and she had easily defeated him 
and left him splattered with hot pink splotcher slime. 

Kesler swatted at the tiny flames that had caught on the bottom of his 
white lab coat. “Sorry, we didn’t hear you come in. How can I help you, 
Sophie?” 

“I needed to talk to Dex, but maybe I should come back later. . . .” 

“No—don’t go,” Dex blurted. “I mean, um, I could use a break. Let me 
just clean up real quick.” 

He raced toward the storage room, nearly slipping in a pink puddle as he 
ran. 

Kesler shook his head. “I think your alchemy skills are rubbing off on 
him, Sophie.” 

“Tt wasn’t my fault!” Dex shouted from the other side of the wall. 

Kesler mouthed, Yes it was, before he said, “Well, I’d better get this mess 
taken care of. Feel free to wander around. I’m sure we have at least a few 
elixirs Edaline isn’t keeping on hand in case you have another one of your 
incidents.” 

Sophie wasn’t so sure. She’d seen Edaline’s medicine collection. It was 
getting out of control. 

Still, the Dizznees made a lot of elixirs, most with names like Buff Stuff 
and Curley-Dew and Fuzzy Fizz. Kesler liked to keep things as ridiculous 
as possible—his small way of rebelling against the stuffy nobles who 
frequented his store. But that didn’t mean his concoctions weren’t seriously 
powerful. Slurps and Burps had an elixir or balm for almost every problem 
or ailment anyone could ever have. Which was why the store was so 
cluttered with shelves. Sandor was struggling to maneuver his bulky frame 
through the aisles without knocking things over. 

A blue bottle caught Sophie’s eye as she browsed. 


“What’s Fade Fuel?” she asked, picking up the delicate flask. Clear 
liquid sloshed inside, and the glass felt warm to the touch. 

“Helps you regenerate faster if you fade during a leap,” Kesler called. 

Her grip tightened on the vial. Maybe it could ease the strange headaches 
and dizziness she kept getting. 

“Better put that away,” Kesler said behind her, startling her so much she 
nearly dropped the bottle. He took it from her, holding it up to the light until 
the bottle glowed. “This would’ve made Elwin’s job a lot easier when he 
was trying to bring you back. But it has limbium in it.” 

Just the word made her skin itch and her stomach heave. 

Kesler frowned as he set the bottle back on the shelf. “I helped him make 
a version without the limbium, but it was hardly the same. Good thing 
you’re such a fighter.” 

“Yeah,” Sophie mumbled, not quite sure what to say. “What exactly does 
limbium do?” 

“Many things, depending on what you mix it with. Mainly it affects the 
limbic system.” 

A diagram from one of her old human science books filled Sophie’s 
memory. “That’s the emotional center of the brain, isn’t it?” 

“And the center of behavior, long-term memory, and motivation. It’s also 
the root point of any special ability. Not something to be tampered with 
lightly. Which is why we put it in very few elixirs—and only use a drop. 
Though in your case that’s still a fatal amount... .” 

She rubbed her arms, remembering the burning hives she’d gotten within 
moments of drinking the elixir Dex had given her. Had it really only had a 
drop? 

“Why were you asking?” Kesler asked. “Are you still feeling side effects 
from the leap?” 

Sophie hoped he didn’t notice her slight hesitation before she said, “How 
could I be? Grady and Edaline make Elwin check me like once a week.” 

“That’s not actually an answer,” he pointed out. 

She had to fight the urge to tug out an eyelash. “I’m fine.” 

And she was fine. 

Once again she reminded herself of how very many times Elwin had 
checked her. She probably just needed more sleep. 

Kesler didn’t look convinced, though, so she added, “I’ve just been 
having a lot of nightmares. But there’s no elixir for that.” 


“Not unless you want a sedative,” Kesler agreed. 

“Thanks, P1 pass.” 

“Yeah, I’m with you on that,” Dex said as he joined them. He’d changed 
to a blue tunic and washed away most of the pink slime, but there was still a 
small patch near his left ear. “I’ve had enough sedatives to last five 
lifetimes.” 

Kesler coughed—but it sounded more like a choke. He cleared his throat 
after a second and whispered, “I’d better get back to cleaning up. Dex, why 
don’t you take Sophie up to your lab?” 

“You have a lab?” 

“Yes—and he uses it to make all kinds of elixirs he shouldnt.” 

Sophie smiled. She’d seen one of Dex’s special elixirs in action last year 
when he’d turned Stina bald. She’d just never pictured him with a lab. 
She’d still never seen his room. He always came over to Havenfield. 

“Ies this way,” Dex said, leading her to a door labeled SUPPLIES. 

Sandor tried to follow them inside, but the cramped aisles of glass 
shelves in the storeroom were definitely not spaced far enough apart to fit a 
bulky goblin. After a few steps he sighed and scanned the room. “I suppose 
I can keep watch from here.” 

Sophie’s smile widened. She’d been trying to figure out how to get some 
alone time with Dex. Now she just had to figure out how to bring up the 
subject they’d both been oh-so-carefully avoiding for the last few 
weeks. ... 

Dex led her up an iron stairway, clapping his hands when they reached 
the top. A string of dangling spheres lit up, illuminating a small room under 
a nook in the store’s crooked roof. The only furniture was a lab table and 
chair surrounded by a curved wall of shelves, all of which were surprisingly 
organized. Sophie had expected all sorts or crazy bubbling beakers and 
flasks, but all of Dex’s alchemy equipment had been shoved to the corner of 
the table, replaced with tiny circuits and wires and pieces of gadgets. 

“Practicing with your ability?” she asked, glad to see that he wasn’t 
letting his talent completely go to waste. 

“Just until I manifest something else.” 

“You’re so weird.” 

“That’s why you like me.” He grinned and motioned for her to take the 
room’s only chair. Then he leaned against the table, grabbing a piece of 


gadget and fiddling with the wires as he asked, “So, what’s up—and don’t 
say ‘nothing.’ I know you better than that.” 

All useful words seemed to vanish from her mind. “I, um... I was just 
wondering—hey, is that the card I gave you?” She pointed to a blue 
notecard standing up in the center of his desk. 

Dex’s cheeks flushed as he snatched the card and set it on the highest 
shelf he could reach. “Stop stalling.” 

Sophie pulled at the sleeves of her gray-striped tunic. “Okay. Fine. I... 
need to know what you remember.” 

She didn’t say any more, but she didn’t need to. Dex scooted away, 
folding his arms across his chest. Seconds stretched into minutes—though 
they felt like hours—before he finally mumbled, “Why? Did something 
happen?” 

“Sort of. Grady told me something and I’m trying to figure out if it’s 
true. I’d tell you more, but it’s not my secret,” she added when Dex’s eyes 
narrowed. “Grady barely agreed to tell me.” 

Part of her wished he hadn’t. 

Dex twisted the wires on the gadget tighter. “You can trust me, you 
know.” 

“T do trust you, Dex. That’s why I need to know what you remember—if 
you even remember anything.” 

“Oh, I remember.” 

The shudder in his voice made her mouth taste sour. 

“You really want to know?” he asked. 

No. 

Not really. 

But she nodded anyway. 

Dex nodded too. Then he sank to the floor, making all the vials rattle as 
he leaned against the shelves. “I only remember pieces. Hearing you scream 
when we were in the cave. The rotten candy smell of the drugs. Your face as 
you watched them take me. I remember that part really clearly because you 
didn’t look scared.” 

“T didn’t?” 

“No. You looked angry—and I knew it meant you were going to fight. 
So I told myself I had to fight too. As hard as I could. Then everything was 
black and I couldn’t tell if I was asleep or awake. But the pain felt real so 
I’m guessing the whispers were real.” 


Sophie hugged herself, trying not to tremble as her own memories 
rushed back. “Whispers?” 

“Jumbled sounds, mostly. But sometimes it sounded like they were 
saying, ‘He’s useless.’ ” 

He twisted the piece of gadget so tight the wires snapped. 

Sophie got up and sat beside him. “You’re not useless, Dex.” 

“I was to them.” 

“That’s a good thing.” 

“T guess.” He pulled at the broken bits of wire. “The hardest parts were 
the times the drugs faded. Lying there, not knowing where you were. I tried 
to get up once, but they had my feet tied. And they did this .. .” 

He leaned over, lifting the side of his tunic and revealing a faint red oval, 
about the size of a fingerprint, just below his ribs. 

“Is that . . .”—Sophie leaned closer, squinting at the mark—“They 
burned you?” 

She’d thought they’d only done that to her, but there was the proof, right 
on Dex’s skin. She didn’t realize she’d reached out to touch it until Dex 
jumped. 

“Sorry,” she mumbled, whipping her finger away. But not before she’d 
felt the coarse puckers of the scar. 

He cleared his throat. “They told me they’d do it to you if I moved again. 
So I didn’t move. I barely let myself breathe.” 

His words felt heavy. 

Or maybe that was her guilt. 

“Dex, I 1” 

“Don’t. It wasn’t your fault, okay?” 

He glared at her until she nodded, but her eyes still burned with the tears 
she was fighting. 

“Its okay, Sophie. They did it—not you. And you had it way worse than 
I did.” 

She rubbed her wrists, wondering how red and blistered they’d been 
after her interrogation. She’d been blindfolded, and after she was rescued 
there was no trace of the burns. If she didn’t remember the pain, it would be 
like it never happened. But Dex... 

“Elwin couldn’t heal the wound?” she whispered. 

“He said the burn had been there for too many days. He offered to try 
yeti pee to see if it would help, but I told him thanks, Pll pass. Save it for 


the next time Sophie tries to blow up the school.” 

Sophie forced herself to smile at his joke, but inside she felt like she was 
breaking. 

Dex had a permanent scar. 

Just like Brant. 

Brant’s haunted face filled her mind and she remembered Edaline’s 
warning about guilt. 

She buried her own feelings as deep as they would go. She couldn’t let 
herself end up like him. 

“Anyway, that’s all I remember,” Dex said quietly. “Well, until we were 
rescued, and all I remember about that is realizing I was being carried and 
being too scared to move in case it was the kidnappers. But it turned out to 
be the good guys.” 

“The good guys,” Sophie repeated. She could taste the words on her 
tongue, but she couldn’t tell if they were true. “You really think the Black 
Swan are good?” 

“They rescued us, didn’t they?” 

“Yeah, and left us on the street with no nexus, no protection, and no way 
home except a note with a vague clue.” The bitterness in her voice surprised 
her. Maybe she agreed with Grady more than she wanted to admit. 

Dex shrugged. “He knew you’d figure it out.” 

“Maybe the clue. But how could he know that I’d figure out how to use 
my new abilities to get us home safely? I barely did.” 

“I guess he believed in you.” 

Sophie snorted. 

“What? I’m serious. I mean, it’s all kind of a blur, but I do remember 
that after he made me choke down that awful sludge, he set my head back 
on the ground, and then I heard him mumble, ‘You can do this, Sophie.’ 
Said it over and over.” 

“I don’t remember that.” 

“Maybe you were already out. I don’t know. But I know he said it. It was 
what helped me calm down as the drugs pulled me under. Because I knew 
he was right.” 

Dex blushed as he said the last part, but Sophie was more focused on the 
image filling her mind. 

Mr. Forkle—grumpy, bloated Mr. Forkle—whispering, “You can do this, 
Sophie,” over and over. 


It was a tiny thing, really. Just a small bit of encouragement. 
But it meant something. 
It meant everything. 


SIXTEEN 


MR. FORKLE CARED. 

He may have left them alone and unconscious on the streets of a 
Forbidden City, but he truly believed Sophie would be able to get them 
home safe. And that’s exactly what she’d done—even if things hadn’t gone 
quite according to plan. 

“Does that answer your question?” Dex asked, breaking the silence. 

“Yeah. It actually does.” 

Grady was wrong about the Black Swan. 

Whatever reasons they had for staying secret, it couldn’t be because they 
were murderers. 

Murderers didn’t care. 

She had a feeling Grady would need more proof to believe her, though. 
Something he could see for himself. Too bad she had no clue where to find 
it. 

Unless... 

Was that what the clue in the compass was for? To have her clear the 
Black Swan’s name? 

Was that why they were still hiding? 

Let the past be your guide. 

But whose past would guide her? 

Grady’s? 

“You’re doing it again,” Dex said, nudging her with his elbow. “That 
thing where you stare into space, totally oblivious to everything around you. 
Usually means you’re planning some secret thing that'll end in an 
emergency Elwin call.” 

“Pm not planning anything.” 

Planning would mean she’d at least have some idea what to do. 

“Yeah, well, whatever you’re ‘not planning’—just . . . if you need me, 
I’m here, okay?” 


“I know, Dex.” But she’d put him through enough already. More than 
she’d realized. 

She picked up the broken piece of gadget he’d been playing with. “So 
what is this thing?” 

“Right now it’s a pile of junk, but I’m hoping I can turn it into a gadget 
that’ ll transmit my thoughts as telepathic signals.” 

Sophie smiled. “There are much cooler things you could do with your 
talent.” 

Dex shrugged and snatched the piece away from her. He twisted the 
broken wires together, reconnecting them to other pieces of the metal. 

“You know, if you took technopathy training, you’d—” 

“Not gonna happen. Just a little more than a week and I start ability 
detecting again, and I’m going to work as hard as I can to make sure they 
trigger something.” 

“School starts in a little more than a week?” 

She’d known it was coming up, but that suddenly felt very, very soon. 

“Yep. The Opening Ceremonies are next Friday and school starts the 
following Monday. Didn’t you get your Foxfire uniforms yesterday?” 

“Not that I know of.” 

She told herself to stay calm—that everything had been settled at her 
final Tribunal. But the Council couldn’t have changed their minds about 
letting her return to Foxfire, could they? 

“I should go home and look for them,” she said, getting up and pulling 
out her home crystal. 

“Yeah, you’ll want to make sure your costume fits.” 

She was so distracted by her worries that she didn’t catch what Dex said 
until the warm light was already pulling her away. 

Costume? 


“PLEASE TELL ME THIS IS a joke,” Sophie begged as she trudged 
down the stairs into Havenfield’s living room in a tight bodysuit covered in 
a shaggy brown fur. 

It had sewn-in feet. 

Feet! 

Apparently her Foxfire uniforms, along with the monstrosity they called 
an “Opening Ceremonies costume,” had arrived the day before. But Sandor 
—who had given her a twenty-minute lecture on how dangerous it was for 


her to leave Slurps and Burps without telling him—had insisted on 
inspecting the package before delivering it to her. 

What was next? Was he going to start searching her laundry before the 
gnomes delivered it to her room? Worried the kidnappers might attack her 
with deadly socks? 

“You forgot your headpiece,” Edaline said, picking up a folded piece of 
brown fabric from the pile on the couch. She slipped the band of fur around 
Sophie’s forehead, adjusting the narrow strip of cloth attached so that it 
hung down the center of Sophie’s face and ended just below her waist. 
“There. Now you’re a mastodon.” 

There were many, many questions racing through Sophie’s mind as she 
scratched her neck where the furry collar was tickling it. But the most 
important one was probably, “Why am I dressed like a shaggy elephant?” 

“Mastodons are the Level Three mascot.” 

Right, but... 

Edaline fanned out the elbow-length crescents of fabric that draped off 
the sides of the headband like droopy ears. “It’s part of the Opening 
Ceremonies.” 

“You’re going to love them,” Grady added as he came in from the front 
pastures. Neon feathers stuck out of his hair, which made him look more 
like himself again. “Everything okay?” 

The nervous lines creasing his face told her he wasn’t referring to the 
elephant-costume-of-doom. 

“Yeah. Everything’s good.” She’d find a way to prove to him that he was 
wrong about the Black Swan. And in the meantime, she was happy to settle 
on a truce. 

If only she could find such an easy solution to her furry-bodysuit 
problem. 

“I seriously have to wear this?” 

“Don’t worry, all the other Level Threes will be too,” Edaline promised. 
“And you’ll see how fun it all is when you’re at rehearsal on Monday.” 

Somehow she doubted that. 

“Wait—rehearsal? What am I rehearsing?” 

Grady smiled. “The choreography.” 


EXCITEMENT AND NERVES TANGLED IN Sophie’s stomach as she 
and Dex arrived at Foxfire on Monday moming. The grounds buzzed with 


strange activity, but it was still the same familiar campus, and walking the 
paths with Dex safely at her side felt healing, somehow. Like she’d taken 
another piece of her life back—even if she was currently being trailed by a 
seven-foot goblin and everyone was staring at her because of it. 

At least they weren’t whispering about “the girl who was taken.” 

Plus, it was nice to have a morning off from bathing the verminion— 
especially since she was also dealing with a restless alicorn and a jealous 
imp. Silveny hated to be alone, but she still wouldn’t let anyone except 
Sophie near her. And Iggy had started hiding sludgers—the giant slimy 
worms he ate—in Sophie’s shoes and pillows to punish her for spending so 
much time outside. Grady and Edaline thought it was hilarious, but Sophie 
kept worrying about Silveny’s slow progress. If she didn’t find a way to 
make the stubborn alicorn start trusting people, Bronte would have Silveny 
shipped off to the Hekses for sure. 

Dex knew a shortcut through the fields of purple grass, but they had to 
weave around gnomes poking the ground with thin metal rods. More 
gnomes were balanced on the roof of the U-shaped main building, draping 
the crystal walls with garlands of dark green leaves. Each of the six colored 
towers now bore a banner with a jeweled mosaic of the mascot for that 
grade level: an onyx gremlin for the Level Ones, a sapphire halcyon for the 
Level Twos, an amber mastodon for the Level Threes, an emerald dragon 
for the Level Fours, a ruby saber-toothed tiger for the Level Fives, and a 
diamond yeti for the Level Sixes. 

Sophie couldn’t decide which costume would be more embarrassing. 

Then again, mastodons were the only ones with a trunk. 

“What are they doing?” Sophie asked, pointing to another group of 
gnomes struggling to brush the outside of the five-story glass pyramid in 
the center of campus with teetering copper poles. 

“Decorating for the Ceremonies.” 

As they got closer Sophie could see that the gnomes were actually 
painting a snotlike slime over the pyramid’s walls. She gagged when she 
caught the musty smell. 

Hadn’t the elves heard of streamers and balloons? 

The Opening Ceremonies would be in Foxfire’s main auditorium, and 
rehearsal was held there as well. The huge stadium had a gleaming golden 
dome and thousands of empty seats inside. Mentors in bright orange capes 


separated the prodigies by grade level, and Sophie felt a little smug as she 
passed the Level Twos to join the Level Threes. 

Sir Harding—a broad-shouldered elf with warm brown skin and 
shoulder-length black hair woven into a simple braid—introduced himself 
as their physical education Mentor and called for everyone to gather around 
him so he could demonstrate their choreography. Sophie ordered Sandor to 
try to hide as she lined up with her classmates. 

When Sir Harding finally had their attention, he tossed his cape to the 
side, held out his hands, and launched into the most complicated dance 
Sophie had ever seen, stomping and spinning and jumping. He ran through 
the full routine three times—none of which made any sense to Sophie—and 
then told everyone to split into small practice teams so they could get a feel 
for how the choreography worked as a group. 

“T still don’t see what this has to do with school,” Sophie grumbled as 
she followed Dex and Biana to a patch of empty floor space. Jensi rushed 
up beside Biana, and for a second Sophie didn’t recognize him. His usually 
messy brown hair had been slicked with too much gel, making his round 
face look even rounder. 

“Not everything at Foxfire is about learning,” Biana informed them. 
“The Opening Ceremonies are about celebrating promise. This is our 
chance to show the older generations what we can do.” 

“By dancing like elephants?” 

Dex laughed. “It’s weird, but it’s fun.” 

“Yeah, and we get showered with candy at the end—this really cool kind 
that falls from the ceiling like snow—and it lasts for months and months 
and months if you take some home,” Jensi said in his usual I had too much 
sugar this morning way. 

“That’s not the point of the Ceremonies,” Biana corrected, making Jensi 
blush before she perfectly recreated the stomp-stomp-spin-step-twirl move 
Sir Harding had shown them. “The mascot dance represents the qualities 
we’ ll be developing this year. Mastodons are fast learners that rely on each 
other as a team. The choreography is designed to showcase that.” 

“Uh-huh,” Sophie mumbled as Biana dipped the final curtsy with a 
natural grace that made Sophie kind of wish she’d slip and fall. Especially 
since her own feet refused to cooperate. It didn’t help that someone kept 
testing different colored spotlights and dimming parts of the room, making 
it hard to see. 


“You’re forgetting the middle part,” Jensi told her. He bent until his 
hands touched the floor and spun in a series of tight circles. “See?” 

Sophie tried to copy him but the turns made her dizzy, and as she 
glanced up to clear her head, one of the spotlights flashed in her eyes. 

A headache flared, blinding her from the pain. She started to topple, but 
a pair of arms caught her before she hit the ground. 

“Whoa—you okay?” Dex asked from what sounded like very far away. 

Her ears were ringing and the world was a blur of too-bright colors. But 
as Sophie sucked in slow, steady breaths, the room faded back into focus 
and she realized Dex was holding her, expecting her to answer his question. 

“Yeah,” she said, hating how shaky her voice sounded. “Sorry. Guess I 
spun a little too fast.” 

Dex helped her straighten up, and she wobbled as the blood rushed to her 
head. 

“Are you sure that’s all it is?” he asked. “Maybe we should see if 
Elwin’s here.” 

“Can’t you do anything without needing a physician?” 

Sophie sighed as she turned around, almost crashing into Stina’s 
beanpole body. “Why do you care?” 

“I don’t. But clearly my dad’s right about the Council. Choosing you 
over us? Guess that’s the perk of having the Vackers protect you all the 
time.” 

Biana rolled her eyes. “My family isn’t protecting her, you sasquatch.” 

“Still pretending to be Sophie’s BFF, are we?” Stina asked her. 

“Tm not pretending—” 

Sophie grabbed Biana’s arm. “Don’t let her get to you,” she whispered. 

Biana may have originally become friends with her because her dad told 
her to, but they’d been through enough that Sophie knew their friendship 
was real now. 

“Aw, aren’t you guys cute?” Stina sneered. “Better watch out, Biana. It’s 
only a matter of time before she drags your whole family down to her 
level.” 

“That’s still way higher than your family,” Sophie snapped back. 

Stina grabbed Sophie’s tunic. “Whatever you think you know about my 
family—” 

“Unhand her!” Sandor growled—though coming from him, it sounded 
more like a squeak—as he bolted out of the shadows and yanked Stina 


away. 

Sophie laughed as Stina squealed. Maybe having a bodyguard wouldn’t 
be so bad after all. 

“Are you okay, Miss Foster?” Sandor asked. 

“T’m fine, thank you.” 

“Good.” He turned back to Stina, patting the weapon at his side. “I have 
my eye on you.” 

“You look scared,” Dex told Stina as she watched Sandor melt back into 
the shadows. “Did you pee your pants?” 

“I don’t talk to trash.” 

Stina stalked away, but Dex called after her. “Better be nice to me. Pd 
hate you to have exploding farts at the Opening Ceremonies.” 

“If you even think about slipping me one of your stupid elixirs, I will 
have you booted to Exillium so fast you won’t know what hit you.” 

“Kinda like what happened to your dad?” Marella asked, joining their 
group just in time to block Stina’s path. She tossed her blond hair and stood 
on her tiptoes to get in Stina’s face. “That’s right. I know all of the Heks 
family secrets.” 

“You wish, Redek,” Stina grumbled. But she looked nervous as she 
shoved the tiny girl aside and made her way back to her two giggly 
minions. 

Marella grinned. “I’m a few minutes late and I miss all the fun.” 

“Don’t worry, I’m sure Stina will pick plenty more fights with me before 
the year is over,” Sophie told her. 

“Looking forward to it.” 

Sophie had no doubt she was. The only thing Marella liked more than 
causing trouble was gossip—which was why she seemed to know 
everything. 

Biana and Jensi showed Marella the choreography, which Marella 
perfected on her first try. Sophie tried not to sulk as she asked, “So what did 
you mean about Stina’s dad?” 

Marella glanced over her shoulder and motioned for everyone to come 
closer. “Stina’s dad never manifested a special ability, but he tries to hide it. 
He even tried to fake one when he was younger so he could still take the 
elite levels and join the nobility. But of course he got caught, because, dude 
—you can’t fake a special ability. They expelled him and he had to finish 
his education at Exillium.” 


The name always made Sophie ill. She didn’t know much about it, just 
that it was where they sent prodigies who were ruled “hopeless cases.” 

“I also heard that the only reason Stina’s parents weren’t ruled a bad 
match was because her dad’s sister is married to someone who works at the 
Matchmaking Office and they rigged the results,” Marella added quietly. 
“Of course there’s no way to prove that, but come on. How else would 
someone without a special ability end up matched to an Empath?” 

Dex’s hands curled into fists. “If that’s truae—” 

“Of course it’s true,” Marella interrupted. “Why do you think her dad 
took her mom’s name? And he keeps using the Hekses’ gift with unicorns 
to elevate his own status. My mom thinks it’s only a matter of time before 
the Council makes him an Emissary. He’d be the first Talentless to do it.” 

That explained why Timkin had been so insistent on taking Silveny, and 
there was no way Sophie was letting him anywhere near her again. 

“What’s up with him?” Marella asked as Dex wandered away from their 
group. 

Dex’s parents had been ruled a bad match when they got married, 
because his dad never manifested an ability either. Dex had been teased his 
whole life because of it. 

Sophie moved to his side. “Hey,” she said, nudging him until he looked 
at her. “Think you can help me master these dance moves before the 
Ceremonies next week?” 

A small grin spread across his lips. “I don’t know. I can’t exactly work 
miracles.” 

“Hey, I’m not that bad.” 

He grabbed her hands as she tried to shove him, and his face turned 
serious. “You’re not bad at all. You’re awesome.” 

He blushed after he said it, and Sophie dropped her eyes to the ground. 

Sir Harding saved them from the crushing awkwardness when he 
clapped his hands and announced, “That should be enough rehearsing for 
everyone. I’ll see you all at the Ceremonies. And don’t forget to collect 
your schedules from your lockers before you leave.” 

The rest of the prodigies cheered, but Sophie had to force herself to 
smile. 

She’d been dreading her schedule since the Council approved her for 
another year at Foxfire. Her admission came with a condition. . . . 


She trudged a few steps behind her friends as they made their way to the 
main campus building. Biana showed them how she’d gotten her nexus off 
early, and they were all so busy telling her how cool that was—especially 
Jensi, who seemed glued to Biana’s side—that they didn’t even notice. Not 
that Sophie minded. Biana deserved a few moments of fame after so many 
years in Fitz’s shadow. 

It did make Sophie wish she knew when she’d be allowed to remove her 
own stupid nexus, though. 

The halls changed from black to blue and then to the weird, amber 
brown color of the Level Three wing. They went straight to the atrium, the 
huge central quad filled with crystal trees and an enormous mastodon statue 
that was sleek and smooth, like it’d been carved from a gigantic piece of 
amber. A Mentor whom Sophie didn’t recognize handed her a tiny square of 
paper with her name and a rune, and she made her way to the walls lined 
with narrow doors, searching for the one labeled with the matching rune. 
She found it in the darkest corner—or maybe it just felt that way as she 
licked the thin silver strip, which thankfully tasted citrusy, and pulled open 
the locker door. 

Inside she found a neat stack of textbooks, a few rakes and shovels, and 
a small scroll on the top shelf. 

She needed several deep breaths before she reached for the scroll and 
unrolled it. 

Elvin history, PE, elementalism, and multispeciesial studies—nothing to 
worry about there. She’d had the same subjects as a Level Two, and even 
though she had new Mentors, she knew she could handle them. Linguistics 
and agriculture didn’t sound too bad either—and explained why they’d 
given her gardening supplies. 

The second-to-last session was the one that made her palms sweat. 

Inflicting. 

With Councillor Bronte. 

Who’d already sworn to fail her. 

Alden had told her not to worry, but that was a very worrisome thing. 

Though seeing the session officially listed wasn’t what made her heart 
pick up speed. An unexpected note underneath her telepathy session 
triggered that. 

Fitz Vacker will also attend this session. 


SEVENTEEN 


SO WHAT’D YOU GET?” DEX asked, snatching Sophie’s schedule. 

He frowned as he read the list, and she knew he had to be thinking the 
same thing she was. 

Why was Fitz in her telepathy session? 

Except for PE—where they needed teams—all Foxfire sessions were 
taught one-on-one between Mentor and prodigy, so the curriculum could be 
customized. 

“Aw, are you guys sad that your lockers aren’t next to each other?” 
Marella asked, nudging her way between them. “Because I might be willing 
to trade mine for a few rare Prattles’ pins.” She pointed to a locker a few 
doors down from Sophie’s. 

“Maybe later,” Dex mumbled, still glaring at Sophie’s schedule. 

Marella read over shoulder. “Whoa—you have a session with Fitz 
Vacker?” 

“T guess.” 

“Fitz Vacker,” Marella repeated. “You get to spend four hours a week 
alone with Fitz. Vacker?” 

“Not alone,” Sophie whispered, wishing Marella would keep her voice 
down. Several heads had turned their way, and Dex was turning redder by 
the second. “Sir Tiergan will be there too.” 

“Still.” Marella’s eyes turned dreamy. “You’re the luckiest girl alive.” 

“Oh, please,” Dex muttered. 

“Man—why can’t I be a Telepath?” Marella said, ignoring him. “I’d 
better manifest a special ability this year—and it better be something good, 
like Vanishing. Though Pll probably be a Guster like my dad. Controlling 
the wind—whoop-de-freaking-do.” She let out a dramatic sigh. “Meanwhile 
Sophie gets three ability training sessions.” 

“Only two,” Sophie corrected. 

“Uh-uh. Linguistics is an elite subject, so the only reason you’re in it is 
because you’re a Polyglot.” 


“Wait—an elite subject? Like, the elite levels?” Sophie asked. 

Marella nodded. “Level Eight, I think. No point in learning to speak 
Ogre if you aren’t going to be nobility, ya know?” 

She’d be learning to speak Ogre? 

“Whoa, it says your session is in the Silver Tower,” Dex said, holding 
out her schedule to show her. 

“Wait—you get to go inside the Silver Tower?” Jensi asked as he and 
Biana joined the group. “Do you realize how insanely cool that is—no one’s 
allowed in the elite towers except elite prodigies—you have to tell us what 
it’s like!” 

“Pl try,” Sophie said, struggling to wrap her head around this huge new 
information. 

How did she go back to being the super-young-prodigy-with-all-the- 
Older-kids? She’d done that already as the twelve-year-old high school 
senior—and it hadn’t exactly gone well. Not to mention she’d be totally lost 
in the new building, and it wasn’t like she knew anyone there who could 
help show her around. 

Well . . . she did know one person, or know of him anyway—but that 
was actually worse. 

She’d always been relieved that she didn’t have to worry about running 
into Prentice’s son, Wylie. He had his part of the school, and she had hers, 
and they never had to meet. 

What if they did now? 

What would she say? 

What would he say? 

“You’re still coming over today, right?” Biana asked, interrupting her 
mounting panic. 

Sophie shook her head to clear it. “Sorry. Yep. I just need to run home to 
change first and then I’ll head over.” Alden was back from wherever the 
Council had sent him and she was planning to finally show him the clue. 

“Oh, good, you’re spending more time with Wonderboy,” Dex muttered 
under his breath, earning himself a glare from Sophie. 

Marella laughed. 

“What?” Dex snapped. 

“Oh, nothing.” She tossed her hair and grinned at Sophie. “I just have a 
feeling this is going to be a very interesting year.” 

As much as Sophie hated to admit it, she had a feeling Marella was right. 


THE TOWERING FENCE AROUND EVERGLEN glowed so brightly 
Sophie had to shield her eyes as the gates parted to let her inside. The 
gleaming metal absorbed incoming light, blocking anyone from being able 
to leap directly inside the grounds without permission—a rare security 
measure Alden had installed, though Sophie sometimes wondered why he’d 
felt the need, since crime was supposedly so unheard of. 

Sandor had insisted on accompanying her to the gate, but he didn’t 
follow her inside. Everglen was one of the few places Sophie was allowed 
to go without him. 

Biana pushed the button to lock them safely inside the grounds. “I 
thought you were going to change.” 

“I did.” Sophie smoothed the embroidered hem on her loose gold tunic, 
which was—admittedly—very similar to the loose gold tunic she’d been 
wearing during rehearsal. But this one had longer sleeves and a black sash 
instead of brown. 

Biana, on the other hand, looked like she was ready to have her picture 
taken. Her fitted teal tunic—the exact same shade as her eyes—had intricate 
pink embroidery that matched her perfectly glossed lips. She’d also swept 
her dark wavy hair back with jeweled combs, which sparkled with every 
step as she led Sophie along the winding path lined with rainbow-colored 
trees toward the main house. 

The expansive grounds of Everglen made the pastures of Havenfield 
seem like a shoebox—and the estate itself was more like a castle than a 
house, complete with crystal towers and golden accents and humongous 
glittering rooms. All elves were given a birth fund with more money than 
they could ever spend in their lifetime. But somehow the Vackers seemed to 
have more. Maybe it came from having so many generations of their family 
in the nobility. 

“Bout time you got here,” Keefe called as they crested a hill and entered 
a grassy meadow peppered with tiny blue flowers. “I was getting tired of 
stomping Fitz to a pulp in bramble.” 

“Only because you cheat!” Fitz shouted, tossing a red tri-pointed ball at 
Keefe. 

Keefe caught it and whipped it back so fast Fitz had to dive to avoid 
being smacked in the face. Then the strange ball curved back like a 
boomerang and Keefe caught it one-handed. “Only losers play fair. Which 
is why I call Foster for my team today.” 


“Hey—why do you get her?” Fitz asked, dusting grass off his dark pants 
as he picked himself up off the ground. “I think the Telepaths should be 
together.” 

“Yeah, because that’s fair,” Biana argued. “Sophie’s with me and we’re 
playing boys against girls.” 

“Wait—what are we playing?” Sophie asked. 

“Base quest. And you’re with me. Together we shall be unstoppable!” 
Keefe pumped his fist at the sky. 

Now she knew why they all wanted her on their team. Base quest was a 
strategy game, a bit like capture the flag meets hide-and-seek. And thanks 
to her ability to track thoughts telepathically, Sophie was undefeated. 

“How about we play without special abilities?” she suggested. “That'll 
make it fair for everyone.” 

Fitz shrugged. “I’m up for the challenge if you are.” 

“Lame. I vote for The Unstoppable Team Keefe! Or Team Foster-Keefe 
if you’re one of those egomaniacs who needs your name in there. I can 
share some credit.” 

“Whatever you guys want,” Biana said through a sigh. She may have 
gotten her nexus off early, but she hadn’t manifested a special ability. And 
she was several months older than Fitz had been when he became a 
Telepath. 

Sophie suspected Biana’s frustration had more to do with the fact that 
Keefe didn’t want to be on her team, though. “Looks like ‘no abilities’ 
wins. So why don’t you team up with Biana, Keefe?” she tried. 

“No way,” Keefe said. “If abilities aren’t allowed then I’m with Fitz. 
He’ll let me cheat.” 

“He better not. And you guys have to quest first.” Biana pointed to a 
nearby tree with lavender leaves that swirled up the trunk like stripes on a 
candy cane. “That’s our base. You have five minutes to hide and then we’re 
coming for you.” 

“Sounds good,” Fitz agreed. 

And you’re going to regret the no special abilities rule, he transmitted to 
Sophie. 

She jumped this time, surprised that his mental voice felt louder than 
usual. His words were still echoing when she transmitted back, Hey, I had 
to give you guys a fighting chance for once. 

He grinned. 


Keefe looked back and forth between them and rolled his eyes. Then he 
grabbed Fitz’s arm and pulled him into the woods. 

When the five minutes were up, Biana took off after them. Sophie went 
the opposite way, in case they’d split up or doubled back. Usually she stood 
guard at the base and transmitted Fitz and Keefe’s location to Biana. But if 
she couldn’t track the guys’ thoughts, they both needed to go hunting. 

She ran up the nearest hill, hoping to catch a glimpse of the boys from 
above. But there was no sign of them anywhere. She stopped to catch her 
breath, trying to decide which way to run next when a bird startled out of a 
bush at the bottom of the hill. 

Fitz and Keefe burst from the leaves and took off running. 

Sophie raced after them, channeling all of her core energy to her legs to 
speed her downhill sprint. Somehow the guys managed to stay ahead of her, 
though, and as they drew dangerously close to the base, she focused on the 
warm hum in her mind, trying another brain push. The rare skill wasn’t 
technically cheating, since she was just channeling a different energy that 
most people couldn’t feel. But as her mental energy mixed with her burning 
muscles, she felt a strange sort of pull. 

Her vision narrowed to a singular point—a speck of light in the distance 
—and as she rushed toward it she felt her feet leave the ground without 
realizing she’d decided to jump. 

Wind whipped against her cheeks as she soared so high and fast she felt 
like she was flying. Then she started to drop and her vision cleared and she 
realized the purple branches of her base tree were far, far too close. 

This was going to hurt. 


EIGHTEEN 


SOPHIE FLAILED AND TWISTED AND barely managed to grab on to 
a branch that stuck out a little farther than the others. Pain shot through her 
arms as she fought to hold on, but she gritted her teeth and... 

Found herself stuck twenty feet above the ground with sharp bark slicing 
into her palms and her strength quickly fading. 

But she was alive! 

“What the... ?” Keefe shouted as Fitz transmitted, Are you okay? 

I’m fine, she told him, searching for a way to get down. She really didn’t 
want to have to admit she was stuck like a treed cat. I just overestimated my 
strength, I guess. 

PIl say. 

She kicked her legs, hoping that if she could swing to a more steady 
position, she’d be able to climb down. 

Craaaaaaaaaack! 

Before she could even scream, Fitz shouted, “I got her!” and two arms 
wrapped around her waist. The momentum from his jump pushed them 
sideways and somehow he managed to flip them before they crashed, 
sending them tumbling across the soft grass. 

“Are you guys okay?” Keefe asked, rushing to where they’d landed. 

“I think so.” Sophie wasn’t sure which was hurt more, her bruised body 
or her pride. 

She wiped a giant splotch of mud off her cheek, trying not to think about 
how soggy and dirty her shirt felt as she pulled bits of leaves from her hair. 
At least her pants looked pretty normal. The black fabric hid the grass 
stains. 

“Dude—Fitz—you should’ve seen how high you jumped to catch her— 
and the way you guys curved through the air and flipped across the ground? 
Awesome.” 

Fitz laughed and rubbed his shoulder as he sat up. 

“Are you really okay?” Sophie asked him. 


“Yep. I’m just glad I caught you.” 

He smiled as he said it and Sophie thought her heart might explode from 
the flutters. “Me too.” 

“And you,” Keefe said, shoving between them. “What was up with the 
whole Amazing Flying Foster routine?” 

She bit her lip, wondering if she should confess to the brain push. The 
only time they’d seen her do one was during a splotching match against 
Fitz, and they’d all been pretty weirded out by it. “I guess I’m still learning 
how to channel.” 

“Uh—it was a little more than that. When did you learn how to blink?” 

“Blink?” 

“When you let the light pass through you and disappear. It’s like what 
Vanishers do, but it only lasts for a second,” Fitz explained. “Remember, I 
did it the day I found you—when you wouldn’t believe you were an elf?” 

“That’s right, Pd forgotten about that. You almost gave me a heart 
attack.” 

Fitz laughed. “I felt the same way when I realized you were one of us.” 

“Okay, you guys are seriously bumming me out with all this sappy 
reminiscing. Not to mention, uh, hello—Foster just flew. And blinked in and 
out while she was doing it. You aren’t developing another special ability are 
you? ’Cause seriously—save some for the rest of us.” 

“Actually, I think she just wanted to distract you boys so we could win,” 
Biana said, tagging Fitz and Keefe from behind. 

Keefe groaned. “If that really was your plan, you guys are evil 
geniuses,” 

“Tt wasn’t our plan,” Sophie admitted. 

“But the win still counts,” Biana added. 

“No way—I’m calling shenanigans. You shouldn’t be able to—” 

“You’re bleeding,” Fitz interrupted, lifting Sophie’s hand and examining 
her palm. Thin streams of red dripped down her skin. “These look bad, 
Sophie. You should get them treated.” 

“Tm fine,” she said, trying not to think about the blood, or the fact that 
Fitz was technically holding her hand, since both things made her head spin 
way too fast. “Really. It’s not a big deal. We don’t need to call Elwin.” 

Fitz grinned. “Actually, I was thinking we could just ask my mom. She 
always keeps some basic first aid in the house just to be safe.” 

“Oh,” she mumbled, feeling her face flame. 


Keefe snorted. “Only Foster has a physician on standby.” 


“THIS MIGHT TINGLE A BIT,” Della told Sophie as she smeared a 
bright orange salve along both of her palms. 

Sophie tried not to flinch as the cream sank into her skin, zinging like 
tiny jolts of electricity. Fitz, Keefe, and Biana were watching her, and she 
didn’t want them seeing how squeamish she still was about medical things. 
Especially since elvin medicine didn’t use things like needles or machines 
like humans did. 

“That should do it.” Della wiped the sticky orange goo away, revealing 
soft, scrape-free skin. “And I have something that will help with the 
bruising, too.” 

She tossed her chocolate brown hair and stood, her aquamarine gown 
shimmering with the movement. No matter how many times Sophie had 
seen her, she couldn’t help staring at Della. There was something unreal 
about the beauty of her wide, cobalt blue eyes and heart-shaped lips. 
Though it might’ve also had something to do with the way Della 
disappeared and reappeared with every step she took. She didn’t realize she 
did it—Vanishers rarely did—but even after almost a year it still made 
Sophie wonder if her eyes were playing tricks on her. 

Was that what she’d looked like as she was blinking? 

The crystal walls of Everglen were cut like prisms, shooting streaks of 
color in every direction as Della crossed the room. She removed two round 
green vials from the drawer of a small apothecary cabinet and handed one 
to Sophie and one to Fitz when she returned. “This will ease any aches from 
the fall.” 

The label said ACHEY BREAK and it had the Slurps and Burps logo. 

Sophie swallowed the bitter serum, and it rushed through her like warm 
bubbles floating into all the places she’d felt sore. 

“Drink this, too,” Della said, handing her a clear fluted bottle labeled 
YOUTH. The water had a special enzyme that helped keep everyone healthy. 
“And why don’t you change into something of Biana’s? I can ask the 
gnomes to clean your tunic before we send you home. That way Grady and 
Edaline won’t know about your little ‘accident.’ ” 

“Eh, I’m sure they’re used to Foster’s catastrophes by now,” Keefe said, 
clapping her on the back. “She has one every other week.” 

Sophie sighed as everyone laughed, hating that he was right. 


“Are you staying for dinner?” Della asked. 

“You have to,” Biana told her. “We’re having an aurenflare to celebrate 
school starting.” 

“Um, great.” She still needed to talk to Alden anyway. 

Keefe smirked. “You have no idea what that is, do you?” 

“It’s...” 

It’s a special kind of bonfire, Fitz transmitted. 

It was hard not to smile—and Sophie was careful not to look at Fitz as 
she folded her arms and told Keefe, “It’s a bonfire.” 

Keefe glanced at Fitz, then back to her. “Telepaths,” he grumbled. 

Fitz grinned at her, and this time everything inside Sophie turned 
fluttery. Thanks. 

Anytime. 


BIANA GAVE HER A RED tunic with a white silk sash and tiny white 
roses embroidered along the V-neck collar. It was too bright and too fancy 
and too fitted—but Biana had insisted and told her to clean up and meet her 
downstairs. 

Biana’s bathroom was like a shrine to all things girl, complete with hair- 
curling elixirs and rosy-cheek powder. For about half a second Sophie 
thought about trying some. Then she washed her face, brushed as much of 
the mud out of her hair as she could, pulled the parts that were still crunchy 
back with one of Biana’s jeweled barrettes, gathered up her dirty tunic, and 
headed back downstairs to rejoin the others. 

“Well, if it isn’t Sophie Foster.” 

Sophie backed up to find Alden sitting at his huge black desk in his 
round office. Half the wall was a curved window overlooking the lake 
behind the mansion. The other half was a floor-to-ceiling aquarium, filled 
with all kinds of strange floating creatures. 

He motioned for her to come inside. “I almost didn’t recognize you. I 
take it Della and Biana have been playing dress up?” 

“Well, they sort of had to.” She held out her muddy tunic and explained 
what happened. She even admitted she’d used a brain push. 

“How far did you fly?” he asked, standing to look out the window. 

She moved to his side and pointed to the hill she’d climbed, explaining 
that she’d jumped from about midway down and flown to the tree with the 
lavender leaves. 


“Thats an incredible distance,” Alden said after a second. “An 
impossible distance. And you blinked as you were doing it?” 

“I guess. I wasn’t trying to.” 

“Fascinating,” Alden whispered. 

“So... how weird is that, compared to, like, normal people?” 

“You are normal, Sophie. That doesn’t mean you can’t also be 
exceptional.” 

“You realize those two things are opposites, right?” 

“Actually, someday you’ ll find that when you stop equating normal with 
acceptance, the two are far more similar than you think.” 

“I have no idea what that means.” 

Alden laughed. “Give it time.” 

Sophie glared out the window. She hated when adults said things like 
that. 

Glints of silver caught her attention, and she focused on two graceful 
birds floating on the lake. Their necks were hooked like swans and their 
heads were crested with wispy feathers. Long silver tails like peacocks 
trailed behind them as they glided along the reeds. 

“Are those...” 

“Moonlarks.” Alden finished. “I borrowed them from the Sanctuary. 
Thought it might be good to study their behavior—see if it gave me any 
insights.” 

The Black Swan had dubbed Sophie’s creation Project Moonlark 
because moonlarks lay their eggs in the ocean and let the tide carry them 
away, forcing the babies to survive on their own. In Sophie’s case they’d 
hidden her in a sea of humans, though they’d at least left her help—even if 
Mr. Forkle had been grumpy and smelled weird and used to drive her crazy. 

Mr. Forkle cared. 

“Did you learn anything interesting?” she asked quietly. 

“Yes. They’re fascinating creatures. Which reminds me. I seem to 
remember you needing to tell me something when I was last at Havenfield. 
I’m sorry I haven’t followed up. I’ve been a bit . . . overwhelmed.” 

He sank back into his thronelike chair, and Sophie noticed how tired he 
looked. Faint shadows made his bright eyes look sunken, and there was a 
tight crease between his brows. 

“Anything I need to know about?” she asked, expecting him to say his 
standard, No reason to worry. 


Instead he frowned and murmured, “Our world is changing, Sophie.” 

He stared into space for so long she thought he must be done. But then 
he added, “What happened to you and Dex frightened people. Shattered 
their sense of safety and confidence in the Council—not that anyone blames 
you, of course.” 

Some of the people in Mysterium seemed to. .. . 

“But we’ll have it under control soon,” he promised. “Silveny is a 
wonderful symbol of hope, and the Council is planning a huge celebration 
for when we move her to the Sanctuary. The sooner you have her ready, the 
better.” 

Great, like she needed more pressure. 

And wouldn’t catching her kidnappers be a much better way to restore 
people’s sense of safety? 

“So what was it you needed to tell me?” 

She bent and reached into her ankle pocket. “I found this on my tree in 
the Wanderling Woods. Notice anything strange about the locket charm?” 

She handed him the bracelet. 

“The sign of the swan,” he whispered as he opened the compass. “I’m 
guessing the inscription is in code?” 

She was surprised he couldn’t read it. “It says ‘Let the past be your 
guide.’” 

The crease between his brows deepened. “It specifically says ‘guide’?” 

“Yeah. Is that important?” 

She waited for him to answer, but he just watched the strange creatures 
floating in his aquarium as the sunset turned the sky orange and pink. 

“Tt certainly gives us a lot to think about,” he finally said, handing her 
back the bracelet. 

“That’s it? Come on, I’m not stupid. I know there’s something you’re not 
telling me.” 

“I would never think you’re stupid, Sophie. I simply need more time to 
consider this from every angle. Give me a few days to go through my files 
and see if a compass holds any specific significance to the Black Swan 
before we discuss anything. And you should search your memories, see if 
you can trigger anything. But not tonight. Tonight”—he stood, offering her 
his hand—“we have an aurenflare!” 

She really wasn’t in the mood for a fancy bonfire thing, but she stuffed 
the silver bracelet back into her pocket, glad he at least wasn’t keeping the 


charm. Before she took his hand, though, she had one more thing she 
needed to ask. 

The words stuck in her throat and she almost lost her nerve. But if she 
was ever going to figure this out, she needed to know what he thought. 

“Do you think the Black Swan murdered Jolie?” 


NINETEEN 


ALDEN FROZE, AND THE PANIC in his eyes made Sophie worry she’d 
gone too far. But he blinked it away and whispered, “I hope not.” 

That . . . wasn’t the answer she was looking for, but it was better than 
yes. 
“Why do you ask?” 

“Because I don’t think they did.” It felt good to say it out loud. Made it 
feel real. “And I think the clue might have something to do with that. 
Something in the past they want me to find that would help clear their 
name.” 

“I suppose it’s possible,” Alden said slowly. “But whose past? Yours?” 

Sophie shook her head. She didn’t know her past—not her real one 
anyway. She didn’t even know who her real parents were. All Alden had 
learned from Prentice was her DNA. 

She gasped. “What if it’s Prentice?” 

“Prentice?” Alden repeated, turning pale. 

“Yeah. He’s the one who led you to me, right? So he probably knows 
everything about me. Maybe if you brought him to me I could—” 

He grabbed her shoulders. “Stop right there, Sophie. I know what you’re 
going to say and you do not realize the danger. A broken mind cannot be 
probed. The Black Swan knows that. Everyone knows that. Prentice is not 
the answer. Prentice is nothing. Believe me, I can’t tell you how much I 
wish it weren’t so.” 

His voice cracked on the last part and he looked away. When he turned 
back to her he looked fifty years older. 

“Yo, Foster!” Keefe shouted from somewhere down the hall, “What’s 
taking so long? You have another medical emergency?” 

“Ignore him, Sophie,” Della called. “Beauty should never be rushed!” 

Something passed across Alden’s face, lightening some of the shadows 
and erasing the hard lines. He released her shoulders. “We should go. 
People are waiting for us. People who need us.” 


Sophie nodded. She wasn’t ready to drop the Prentice idea yet, but Alden 
was Clearly done with the conversation. Maybe he’d change his mind after 
he did more research. Otherwise she had no idea how she’d ever get to 
Prentice on her own. Exile wasn’t a place she could just drop by for a visit 
—not that she’d ever be crazy enough to go there. 

She followed Alden to the back of the mansion, resisting the urge to 
duck as colored streams of water shot over their heads in graceful arcs all 
through the hallway. An arched golden door led outside to a wide stone 
patio overlooking the glassy lake where everyone had gathered. 

“Oh, Sophie,” Della gasped when she saw her. “You really should wear 
that color more often. Makes your eyes even more striking. Especially with 
your hair that way.” 

“Mom, you’re embarrassing her,” Biana said, pushing past Della and 
Alden and dragging Sophie over to an ornate silver bench. “She is right, 
though,” she whispered. “Red is definitely your color.” 

“Thanks,” Sophie mumbled. 

She slouched, feeling like she was back in her first day at Foxfire when 
Dame Alina flashed a giant spotlight right at her. 

“What?” she asked, when she caught Fitz and Keefe staring at her. 

“Nothing,” they both mumbled. 

Three gnomes broke the uncomfortable silence as they dragged a bundle 
of enormous black fan-shaped leaves to the footed silver basin in the center 
of the benches. They carefully formed the leaves into a tower, and Alden lit 
the top with a long copper match. Flames in every color of the spectrum 
raced down the stems, growing into an enormous teardrop-shaped bonfire 
that filled the air with a sweet, sticky aroma, like melting sugar. 

Della passed out skewers with green brattails speared on the ends, and 
they roasted them in the flames. When the sausage-flavored tubers turned 
an ashy brown, they wrapped them in a soft yellow bread that tasted like 
melted cheese. Sophie felt ready to explode after devouring three, but Della 
insisted she still try a ripplenut and handed her a skewer lined with round 
yellow nuts. The shells turned orange as they roasted, and Biana showed 
her how to crack them open and suck out the juice inside. Sophie’s eyes 
watered as the warm goo coated her tongue, but it was worth the heat. It 
tasted like butter and vanilla and honey melted together with a hint of 
cinnamon and caramel. 


When Keefe finished his, he used his skewer to poke the flames, 
showering Sophie and Biana with rainbow-colored sparks that felt like cool 
splashes of water. Biana giggled, but Sophie had to force herself not to 
flinch as every spark flew, and her skin tingled with the memory of her 
burns. 

I guess a bonfire wasn’t the best thing to invite you to, huh? Fitz 
transmitted as she rubbed her wrists 

She winced. 

What’s wrong? 

Sorry, you just transmit really loud sometimes. 

I do? 

Yep. It’s like you’re screaming in my head. 

His cheeks flushed. Or maybe it was the light of the aurenflare. Why 
didn’t you tell me? Is this any better ? 

Not really. 

How about now? 

A little. 

You’re just saying that, aren’t you? 

It’s not bad, really. It just takes a second to get used to. 

He frowned. Do you want me to stop? 

Of course not! It’s not a big deal. 

Well, maybe Sir Tiergan can help me figure out what I’m doing wrong. 
You know about that, right? 

Just saw it on my schedule today. 

I guess it was my dad’s idea. He wants to see if Sir Tiergan can figure out 
why I can do this now. I keep telling him it’s because I’m super talented—he 
grinned—but my dad wants to make sure. 

Make sure of what? 

“Dude—will you guys quit it?” Keefe interrupted. “Normal people talk 
out loud.” 

“Yeah, but this is Sophie,” Biana reminded him. “She never does 
anything the normal way.” 

Everyone laughed—and not in a mean way—and Sophie did her best to 
smile. But paired with what Fitz had just said, she’d found a new reason to 
WoOITy. 

“Oh, this is the best part,” Biana said as the fire made a tiny pop! The 
tower of burning branches collapsed and a stream of rainbow flames 


erupted into the sky. 

The fire split into flecks of light as it hit the atmosphere, spreading like 
fireworks. But they didn’t flash away—they lingered above them, surging 
brighter each second until they finally exploded with a blast of white light 
that burned Sophie’s eyes and triggered a headache so sharp she could 
barely breathe. 

Are you okay? Fitz asked, and she had to fight not to cringe. 

It’s just a headache. It’Il go away in a minute. 

Does that happen a lot? 

Sometimes, she admitted. 

Have you told Elwin? 

Not yet—but I’m sure it’s not a big deal. 

I think you should tell him. What if something’s wrong? 

I’m fine, she promised. And she tried to believe it. 

But when she crawled into bed that night and closed her eyes, a thin halo 
glowed in her vision, like the light from the aurenflare had burned into her 
eyelids. And in the last restless moments between wake and sleep, with her 
head still pounding and her mind replaying all the strange events of the day, 
she found herself asking the same question Fitz had. 

What if something’s wrong? 


TWENTY 


A BURST OF SHARP, COLD terror ripped Sophie from her nightmares, 
like her brain had just been stabbed with an icicle. She stumbled out of bed 
and ran to her door as Silveny filled her head with an image that made 
Sophie’s chest so tight she thought she might choke. 

Figures in black cloaks, looming outside the enclosure, trying to get in. 

This time Sophie didn’t argue when Sandor insisted she wait inside 
while he searched the pastures for any sign of intruders, and Grady and 
Edaline sat with her as she watched the door, tugging out loose eyelashes 
and trying not to imagine the kidnappers storming the house. 

She jumped when the door slammed open, but it was only Sandor 
returning. His weapon was sheathed and he looked much more calm than 
Sophie had expected as he loomed in the doorway. 

“Well?” Grady asked him. 

“The alicorn is terrified and screeching whenever anything comes near 
her pen, but I could detect no unfamiliar scents or signs of intruders. The 
yard is clear. The Cliffside gate is locked. All seems normal.” 

“But Silveny saw them!” Sophie could hear the hysteria in her voice, but 
she couldn’t stop it. “She sent me an image of black-cloaked figures.” 

Edaline rubbed Sophie’s back. “Maybe Silveny had a nightmare. Weren’t 
the Hekses wearing dark clothes when they came for her?” 

“Yes,” Sophie admitted. 

“Well, then maybe she relived that in a dream tonight and it scared her.” 

That did sort of make sense, but... “It seemed so real.” 

“Nightmares always do.” 

“You said you didn’t detect any unfamiliar scents,’ Grady said to 
Sandor. “Can you still detect the Hekses?” 

Sandor turned his head and sniffed the outside air. “Hints of them, yes.” 

Sophie jumped to her feet. “Do you think they tried to take Silveny 
again?” 

“Why would they do that?” Grady asked. 


“Timkin wants to be in the nobility. Wouldn’t training Silveny help make 
that happen?” 

“If the Council sanctioned it, yes. But stealing her in the middle of the 
night would merit a Tribunal—and how else would they explain why they 
have her? Unless . . .” Grady started to pace, and he’d passed Sophie three 
times before he added, “I suppose they could’ve been trying to help Silveny 
escape so they could rescue her and use that to prove our incompetency.” 

Sophie could definitely see them doing something like that. “Can we do 
anything to stop them?” she asked. 

“PII talk to the gnomes tomorrow about adding some extra security 
measures around her pen,” Grady decided. 

“I should check on Silveny.” 

“Absolutely not,” Sandor said, blocking her. “Not until I’ve done a more 
thorough sweep. Pll patrol the grounds tonight. No one can get past me.” 


SOPHIE TRIED TO GO BACK to sleep, but Silveny kept filling her 
mind with waves of panic and pleas for Sophie to let her go free—plus 
several words Sophie’s mind couldn’t translate. And no matter how many 
times she tried to convince Silveny that she was safer in her enclosure, the 
stubborn horse wouldn’t believe her. 

She survived the long hours by rumpling Iggy’s pink curls, and when the 
first rays of dawn finally erased the night, she stumbled out of bed, threw 
on some work clothes, and made her way downstairs to try and calm 
Silveny. 

Grady was already awake, sipping tea at the kitchen table. 

“Good, you’re up,” he said, offering her his last slice of some sort of 
brown stringy fruit that reminded Sophie way too much of sludgers. “The 
gnomes and I tried to get started on Silveny’s pasture, but every time we get 
close to the bars she whinnies and flies around. Think after breakfast you 
can help keep her calm while we work?” 

Sophie nudged the icky fruit away. It smelled even worse than it looked. 
“Actually, I can go now.” 

Grady laughed. “You’re missing out. Squirmigs are delicious.” 

Somehow she doubted that. 

She wanted to gag as Grady shoved the rest in his mouth and motioned 
for her to follow him outside. 


“Looks like she’s still doing that weird diving thing,” he said as 
Silveny’s enclosure came into view. 

Weird was right. 

The glittering horse kept tucking her wings and nose-diving from the 
highest part of her enclosure. At the last possible second she’d pull up and 
circle back to the top to repeat the process. Over. And over. And over. 

Calm, Sophie transmitted, repeating the command until the alicorn broke 
her pattern and landed. She stamped her hooves as Sophie approached the 
bars. 

Sophie held out a handful of swizzlespice. Friend. 

Fly! Silveny replied, sending Sophie another image of her flying free in 
the starry sky. 

It’s safer here, Sophie promised. But as she stared into Silveny’s sad, 
pleading eyes she couldn’t help wondering if that was really true. Silveny 
had survived on her own for who knew how long without the elves 
interfering. Couldn’t she take care of herself? 

“Are you sure we shouldn’t let her go?” Sophie asked as she stepped 
closer and reached through the bars to call Silveny over. Silveny stayed out 
of reach. 

“Why would we ever do that?” 

“She seems so sad in her cage.” 

“She’s had a rough night. Once she calms down she’ || be okay.” 

“But I don’t think she wants to be here.” 

Grady sighed. “None of the animals want to be here at first, Sophie. 
That’s part of their rehabilitation.” 

“Then why do we do it to them?” 

“You of all people should know how dangerous it is for animals in the 
wild. Predators. Pollution. Not to mention what would happen to a creature 
like Silveny if she were ever spotted by humans. And there are other threats 
too. Ogres do not value animal life the way we do. The trolls aren’t so great 
either. The only way we can guarantee a creature’s protection is to move 
them to our Sanctuary—and once they’re there, they love it. But we can’t 
bring them until we know they’re ready. That’s why you’ve been assigned 
to help Silveny adjust.” 

“But how?” It had been almost a week and she’d made no progress at all. 

“Patience, for one thing. Lots and lots of treats help too,” Grady added as 
Silveny finally caved and moved close enough to chomp down the 


swizzlespice Sophie was offering. “But really, it’s about figuring out what 
she needs.” 

“She’s told me that already. She needs to be free.” 

“No—that’s what she wants. What she needs isn’t the same thing. I 
doubt Silveny even knows it herself.” 

Sophie sighed. Why couldn’t anything ever be easy? 

“Think she’s calm enough for us to work on her enclosure now? I need 
to add a padlock to the gate, and the gnomes are going to add some extra 
poles to make the gaps between bars more narrow.” 

“That’s all you’re doing?” 

“What more do we need?” 

Sophie wasn’t sure. But stopping anyone from getting to Silveny was 
way different than stopping an intruder from setting foot at Havenfield in 
the first place. Part of her wished their house could be more like Everglen, 
with its massive gates that absorbed all the light. It probably got annoying 
that they were never able to leap directly home, but it had to be nice 
knowing no one could get to them. 

She couldn’t tell Grady and Edaline that, though. 

Alden and Della had offered to let her live with them when Grady and 
Edaline cancelled her adoption, and if she told them now that she wished 
their house was like Everglen, they might think she regretted her choice— 
and she didn’t. 

But it would be nice to feel safer. 

Silveny must’ve agreed because she twitched or whinnied every time 
Grady or the gnomes made a sound, and she kept filling Sophie’s mind with 
images of the black-cloaked figures. 

Safe, Sophie kept repeating. I promise you’ll be safe here. 

She intended to keep that promise. 

Silveny was trapped there because of her—because she’d heard 
Silveny’s thoughts and followed them and leaped her to Havenfield and 
coaxed her into the enclosure. And the only reason she wasn’t undoing all 
of that and letting Silveny fly away was because she believed Grady. It was 
a dangerous world for a sparkly flying horse. 

But if she was going to take away Silveny’s freedom, then she was going 
to make sure the alicorn truly was better off. So when Grady and the 
gnomes were done with Silveny’s enclosure, Sophie wandered the grounds, 


searching for some clue that Sandor might have missed that would tell her if 
Silveny had been right about the intruders. 

After several hours of finding nothing, Sophie was ready to concede that 
it really had been a nightmare. 

But then she found a pair of footprints in the tree line. 


TWENTY-ONE 


THESE PRINTS HAVE NO SCENT,” Sandor repeated for probably the 
twentieth time. He was down on his knees, nose to the mud, inhaling every 
inch. “If they were not shaped like feet, I would think they were made by 
boulders.” 

They’d already compared everyone’s footprints—including the 
gnomes’—and found no match. The prints had to be from an intruder— 
though everyone kept using the word “visitor,” like that somehow made it 
less scary. 

Grady ran his hands through his hair as he paced back and forth. 
“Couldn’t they be old prints? Wouldn’t the scent have faded over time?” 

“These prints are too fresh.” 

“I don’t understand,” Edaline whispered as her grip tightened on 
Sophie’s hand. She’d latched on the second she saw the two impressions in 
the mud, and it seemed like she had no intention of letting go. “How could 
the prints not have a scent?” 

Everyone looked at Sandor, who seemed to debate with himself before 
he answered. 

“There ...is a way to trick our senses.” 

“What?” Grady and Edaline asked at the same time. 

“Its knowledge we guard very closely so that it cannot compromise our 
strength as bodyguards—and it’s an extremely complicated feat to achieve. 
But if someone knew what they were doing, it’s possible they could hide 
from me.” 

“I thought you said no one could get past you,” Sophie snapped. “I 
trusted you!” 

“And you can still trust me,” Sandor replied calmly. “Only a select few 
have this information. But this is why I’m always telling you to stay by my 
side, in case something somehow sneaks up, so I can be ready.” 

“Who knows about this?” Grady asked after a second, and the strain in 
his voice suggested he felt just as betrayed as Sophie. 


“The Councillors, and a few select members of the nobility. No others.” 

Grady mumbled to himself, listing off names Sophie didn’t recognize, 
like he was trying to guess who might know. 

He stopped pacing. “Vika Heks has many family members in the 
nobility. Do any of them know?” 

“It’s possible. I do not know the full specifics.” 

Grady nodded, and the lines on his forehead seemed to fade. “It has to be 
them. They’re the only ones that make sense.” 

“Not the only ones,” Edaline said, squeezing Sophie’s hand so hard it cut 
off her circulation. 

Grady went back to pacing, and he’d worn a small groove in the mud 
before he said, “I know what you’re worrying about, Eda—I’m worrying 
about it too. But we both need to remember: They weren’t here for Sophie. 
Look where the prints are—nowhere near the house. Silveny’s the one they 
were interested in.” 

Edaline’s death grip slackened. “I suppose.” 

Sophie wished she could relax as easily. She had a hard time imagining 
the Hekses being skilled enough to trick Sandor’s senses. She doubted Stina 
was skilled enough to walk and chew gum at the same time. 

Maybe it was the Black Swan—but why would they care more about a 
sparkly winged horse than her? 

Though, what would the kidnappers want Silveny for? 

Sophie’s brain hurt trying to figure it out, and she realized only one thing 
really mattered: If Silveny was the one they wanted, she needed to work 
extra hard to get Silveny ready for the Sanctuary so she could finally be 
somewhere safe. 


“THAT’S A LOT OF BODYGUARDS,” Dex said as he stood next to 
Sophie at Silveny’s pasture, watching a goblin who made Sandor look puny 
give orders to four others before they all raced away in opposite directions 
to resume their patrol. “Anything I should know about?” 

“They’re not for me, and I’m not allowed to say more than that.” 

The Council had ordered extreme silence when it came to what they had 
dubbed “the suspicious incident.” No one was allowed to know of the 
possible threat to Silveny. The last thing they wanted was more paranoia 
spreading. 

Dex sighed. 


Sophie felt like doing the same. 

She offered Silveny a handful of swizzlespice through the bars, but 
Silveny simply sniffed the air and stared at Dex. 

Scared. 

“Scared” was Silveny’s new favorite word. She’d been transmitting it 
constantly for the last few days—when Sophie left her alone, when 
someone so much as breathed too close to her enclosure, when she wanted 
anything at all. And despite Sophie’s renewed efforts to get Silveny to 
respond to someone besides her, the traumatized horse refused to get 
anywhere near anyone Sophie brought over. 

Silveny even panicked around other animals. Especially Iggy—though it 
hadn’t helped that the mischievous imp decided to launch one of his toxic 
Iggy-farts into Silveny’s face when Sophie introduced them. Silveny had 
gagged for about ten minutes, and Sophie couldn’t blame her. 

At least it had been all quiet on the alicorn front since the extra goblins 
arrived. Not so much as a bent blade of grass had been found on the 
grounds for the last three days. 

“Sorry I haven’t been around this week,” Dex mumbled, fidgeting with 
the silver band on his wrist. It was the Disneyland watch Sophie had given 
him at the end of midterms last year. “My parents needed me to help out at 
the store.” 

“You don’t have to be sorry,” Sophie said, feeling bad that she hadn’t 
noticed. Thanks to Silveny and her nightmares Sophie had barely slept, and 
the exhaustion was starting to get to her. She’d even started to consider 
asking Elwin for an extremely mild sedative, but she was afraid he might 
want to examine her. And after her talk with Fitz she was afraid of what he 
might find. 

It was easier not to know—at least for right now when she had so much 
to deal with. She hadn’t had a headache since the aurenflare, so whatever 
the problem was, it couldn’t be that big of a deal. She’d look into it later. 

“But I like coming here,” Dex said, interrupting her thoughts. His ears 
turned red and he added quickly, “It’s nice to get a break from my parents. 
They’ve been a lot more annoying, ever since...” 

He glanced toward the Cliffside gate. Sophie felt a knot form in her 
throat. 

“I knew I’d find you hard at work on your assignment,” Alden said as he 
appeared behind them. “Sorry, I know I come unannounced. I have sort of a 


last-minute...” 

His voice trailed off as Silveny flapped her wings and took off to circle 
her enclosure. “Such an incredible creature,” Alden breathed. 

Incredibly annoying was more like it. 

“Sort of a last-minute . . . ?” Sophie prompted. 

“Yes, right. Sorry. A last-minute assignment.” He glanced at Dex. “I’m 
sorry, Dex, I need to discuss something classified with Sophie.” 

“Oh.” He turned to Sophie. “Should I go?” 

She nodded and Dex reached for the home crystal hanging from his 
neck. “Wait—is this about the kidnappers? Because I think I deserve to 
know what’s going on with that too.” 

Alden smiled—though it was a sad smile. “You definitely do, Dex, and 
I’m hoping Pll have some new information for both of you soon. But this is 
a special assignment from the Council that I need Sophie’s help with.” 

There was a Strained tone in his voice that made Sophie tug out an 
eyelash. Dex must’ve noticed too because he asked, “Is it dangerous?” 

“Dangerous isn’t the right word.” 

“What is the right word?” Sophie asked. 

Alden didn’t look at either of them as he said, “Difficult.” 

The word felt like ice. But when Dex asked Sophie if she would be okay, 
she nodded. Alden would never let anything bad happen to her. 

“I guess I’ll see you at the Opening Ceremonies tomorrow, then?” Dex 
asked. 

“Of course you will,” Alden answered for her. “And thank you, Dex. I 
trust you’ ll keep the fact that I was here to yourself?” 

“Yeah. Sure.” He hesitated as he held up his crystal, but Sophie smiled 
and mouthed that she’d be okay. He nodded and stepped into the light, 
leaving her alone with Alden. 

“So... what’s the assignment?” 

Alden kicked a pebble, sending it skipping across the grass. Several 
endless seconds passed before he whispered, “You’re still so young, and 
you’ve already been through so much. I hate that I have to ask this of you.” 

She waited for him to continue, but he just stared at the grass like he’d 
forgotten she was there. 

“Ask me what?” 

He glanced over his shoulder, where Sandor stood in the shadow of a 
tree. “I can’t say here. No one is allowed to know where we’re going.” 


“Sandor’s not going to like that.” 
“T’ll take care of him. Go put on your best walking shoes. We have a 
long journey ahead.” 


WHEREVER THEY WERE GOING, THEY used a black crystal to leap 
there. 

Clear crystals leaped to the elvin world. Blue crystals leaped to the 
Forbidden Cities—and were restricted to only certain members of the 
nobility. 

Sophie had never seen a black crystal. 

The shiny black stone was long and thin and had only one facet. It was 
set on a thick silver chain Alden wore around his neck, and when he’d held 
it to the sun, the beam it cast looked more like a shadow. The light felt cold 
as they stepped into it, like billions of snowflakes were fluttering under 
Sophie’s skin, until an icy wind blasted them away, sending her scattering 
in a million directions. She had just started to panic when the chilly blast 
vanished and the scenery blurred back into focus. 

A scorching, empty desert. 

Arid dunes stretched in every direction. No plants, no rocks, no signs 
that anyone had ever set foot where they stood. Waves of heat radiated off 
the blinding sand, making Sophie squint. 

“Where are we?” She had to shout over the dry desert wind. 

“According to my instructions, this is the Gateway to Exile.” 

Sophie shivered despite the searing sun. Exile was the one place she’d 
promised herself she’d never go. 

Though maybe this was the chance she’d been waiting for. 

Prentice was in Exile. 

Alden shaded his eyes as he took her hand and led her through the dunes. 
“T think this is the right way. Their directions were rather vague.” 

“You haven’t been here?” 

“Generally only the Councillors are allowed to come. But they made an 
exception for us.” 

“Why?” 

“PII explain in a moment. First we must get somewhere more private.” 

Sophie looked around at the empty, barren land surrounding them. 
Where was more private than this? 


“I’m sorry, I know I’m being vague. But this assignment is at the 
absolute highest level of confidentiality. I can’t reveal anything further until 
I’m certain we’re somewhere no one can overhear.” He glanced over his 
shoulder, like he expected someone to burst out of the mounds of scorching 
sand. But the desert stayed as empty as ever. 

Alden counted his paces as they walked, mumbling something about 
“following the rivers of sand.” Sophie tried to shield her face from the sun, 
wishing she’d worn a hooded cape. For once it would’ve been useful. 

“This has to be it,” Alden said, pausing at a circle of sand surrounded by 
low dunes. “I’ve been told the next part of our journey is going to be rather 
unpleasant. All I know is that we need to ignore our instincts and trust the 
trap.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“Just don’t fight against the pull—and make sure you hold your breath 
and keep your eyes closed. You ready?” 

“Not really.” 

He smiled. “I know what you mean.” 

He sucked in a huge breath and she copied him, filling her lungs with as 
much air as they would hold. 

Her legs shook as he led her into the circle. The ground sank with each 
step, and within seconds she was up to her knees. 

Quicksand. 

She tried to break free but that only made her sink faster, the hot sand 
now up to her waist. 

Alden’s instructions echoed through her thoughts as his grip tightened on 
her hand and his eyes met hers. He nodded, like he was telling her it was 
okay as they sank up to their shoulders. 

Her last thought was, Trust the trap. 

Then the sand swallowed them whole. 


TWENTY-TWO 


SOPHIE’S LUNGS SCREAMED FOR AJR and her brain screamed for 
help and it took everything in her not to actually scream as the scratchy 
darkness pulled them downward. 

Trust the trap. Trustthetrap. TRUSTTHETRAP! 

She clung to Alden’s hand, her only connection to any sort of reality, as 
they sank deeper into the darkness. 

Sooner or later she would need to breathe. 

They sank farther still, and panic overwhelmed her. But as she thrashed 
and kicked, the darkness turned thinner and her body turned lighter and the 
air turned smoother. 

Air? 

She gasped for breath, wanting to cry when the burning in her lungs 
faded. She opened her eyes and found they were free-falling through 
darkness, dropping so fast she didn’t have time to scream before they 
collided with the ground. 

A sand dune cushioned their fall. She knew she should be grateful for the 
soft landing, but at the moment she never wanted to feel sand again. 

She coughed, feeling grains and grit between her teeth. Alden pounded 
on her back as he wheezed and hacked as well. 

“Most unpleasant,” he rasped. 

A pale blue light cut through the darkness. When Sophie’s eyes adjusted, 
she realized they were in a small round cavern. The walls were smooth and 
the ceiling was sand, and she wondered if this was what it felt like to be 
trapped in an hourglass. Any second she expected the grains to fall and bury 
them alive. 

The light flickered as Alden dusted sand off his clothes, and she noticed 
the glow was coming from a small blue crystal strung around his neck. She 
stood and tried to shake the sand out of her hair, but she had a feeling she’d 
be finding it in unpleasant places for weeks. 

“Some water?” a deep, gravelly voice asked from the shadows. 


Sophie ducked behind Alden as he pointed the light toward the far wall. 
A brown, hairy creature with a pointed snout, bulbous nose, and squinty 
eyes pulled itself the rest of the way out of the ground and held up a flask 
that looked to be made from the same black crystal as the stone that had 
leaped them there. 

Alden bowed. “Thank you.” He took the flask and handed it to Sophie as 
the creature nose-dived back into the ground, its hairy hands tunneling 
effortlessly into the soft sand. 

“What was that?” she asked as she took a tentative sip from the flask. 
The water was ice-cold and even sweeter than the bottles of Youth they 
drank every day. She had to stop herself from guzzling the whole thing. 

“A dwarf.” 

“As in Snow White and the Seven... ?” 

Alden smiled as she handed the flask back to him, and he took a long 
drink before he answered. “Most likely, no. Dwarves are one of the five 
intelligent creatures we’ve made treaties with. They’re rarely seen above 
ground—the light is far too bright for them. But their tunneling skills are 
unmatchable. We’ve relied on their help many times throughout the 
centuries, when we needed to build something secret—or hard to reach. 
Like this place.” 

Hard to reach was a bit of an understatement. 

“And this is . . . Exile?” Somehow she’d expected it to be bigger. With 
dungeons and chains and screaming prisoners or something. 

“No, this is the Entrance to Exile.” 

“I thought that’s where we were when we were above ground?” 

“That was the Gateway to Exile. It’s confusing, I know—which is 
intentional. Exile was designed so that you have to know exactly where to 
go and what to look for—and be willing to endure some discomfort—if you 
want to reach it. We’re now one of about twenty people who know where it 
is—besides those exiled of course. Has it triggered any memories?” 

“No, none of this feels familiar.” 

Alden frowned. 

“Did you think this was where the Black Swan was telling us to go with 
the charm?” 

“I still believe it is.” Alden handed her back the flask and Sophie was 
surprised to see it was full again. 

“Tt collects moisture in the air,” he explained. 


“Crystal can do that?” 

“Not crystal. Magsidian. An exceedingly rare mineral the dwarves mine 
from the deepest recesses of the earth. It has an inherent field that draws 
things to it, and you can change what it draws by how you carve it.” He 
pointed to the irregular shape of the flask’s mouthpiece. “These careful cuts 
make this flask draw water from the air. Whereas this”—he dug under his 
tunic and pulled out the black crystal pendant, holding it up so she could get 
a better look at it—“was cut to draw certain types of light, which will be 
important when it’s time to leave.” 

Up close the stone was a much more specific shape than Sophie had 
realized, with seven sides of seven different lengths, all etched around the 
edges. 

“Its another security measure,” Alden explained. “Regular light isn’t 
strong enough to push someone up and out from this deep underground. 
Which may be why the Black Swan was unable to plant any memories of 
this place in your mind. Perhaps they’ve never been. If anyone came here 
uninvited, they’d be trapped.” 

The walls felt like they were closing in and Sophie sucked in a breath, 
reminding herself that they weren’t trapped. At least, she hoped they 
werent. 

“Magsidian is also how the dwarves know we’re here,” Alden added, 
“and why they knew we weren’t a threat when we arrived. They can sense 
its presence. We only have twelve magsidian stones in our possession, one 
for each member of the Council. They were gifts from the dwarves when 
we signed the treaty. If someone were to set foot here without carrying any, 
the dwarves would assume they’re here without the Council’s permission 
and restrain them. For us, they could feel the magsidian from Councillor 
Terik’s pendant, so they sent someone to refresh us for the next leg of our 
journey. Which we should probably get started on. Are you ready?” 

She wasn’t. Not even a little bit. But she’d come this far. 

Alden approached the wall, tracing his fingers across the smooth surface 
until he found a narrow slit hidden by shadows. He slipped the magsidian 
pendant into it and twisted like it was a key. Air hissed and stone scraped 
and the ground rumbled as the heavy wall spun clockwise, scattering clouds 
of dust as it slowly revealed a narrow doorway leading into darkness 
beyond. 


Alden handed her a clear crystal on a slender gold chain. “Breathe on it,” 
he told her as she slipped it around her neck. “The warmth reignites the 
balefire.” 

She did, and tiny blue sparks flickered to life inside the crystal. “Did 
Fintan make these?” 

His name felt wrong on her tongue. 

Fintan. The elf she’d accused of sparking the Everblaze. 

The elf who claimed he was innocent—though he was clearly hiding 
something. 

Balefire had been his trademark, before pyrokinesis had been forbidden. 
It was a special flame that required no fuel and could be contained in 
crystal. 

Alden took a closer look at his pendant. “These were probably made by 
one of his apprentices. But it’s still rather ironic, I suppose, that we’re using 
them to light our way, given that we’re coming to see him.” 

“So... he’s been exiled?” Last she’d heard, the Councillors were giving 
him a chance to confess before they took such a drastic measure. 

“They moved him here earlier in the week. Pll admit, I was surprised. 
Normally, they wait until after...” 

“After what?” 

He shook his head and gestured toward the doorway, signaling for her to 
go first. “TIl tell you in a minute.” 

Her legs felt heavy as she moved forward, especially when she spotted 
the narrow, winding staircase that descended into the darkness. Even with 
the blue light of the balefire pendant she couldn’t see where it ended. 

Words couldn’t explain how much she didn’t want to go down the scary- 
stairway-of-doom—but as she hovered in the doorway, she reminded 
herself that this was the chance she’d been waiting for. 

Somewhere at the bottom, behind however many locked doors, was 
Prentice. 

Her past. 

Maybe the answer to the Black Swan’s clue. 

Every step forward brought her closer to the truth. 


TWENTY-THREE 


DOWN. 

Down. 

Down, they climbed. 

One step at a time. 

One foot in front of the other. 

No light, except from the balefire crystals around their necks. No sound 
except their feet slapping against stone. 

Stomp. 

Stomp. 
Stomp. 

For a while Sophie tried to count the stairs, but she gave up once they’d 
passed a thousand. Her legs burned and her feet ached and the air grew 
hotter and stuffier the farther they went, until her hair was plastered to her 
head with sweat. 

“Where is this place?” she asked. “The center of the earth?” 

“Exactly.” 

“You’re serious?” 

“Pm guessing humans taught you the earth’s core was either a big pool 
of magma or a solid ball as hot as the sun.” 

That was what she’d been taught—but she wasn’t about to admit it. 
“But . . . how is this possible?” 

“The dwarves can tunnel anywhere, and we can make anything 
habitable. Combine that with the fact that Exile needed to be impossible to 
reach, and this was really the only logical option.” 

“Only elves would call tunneling to the center of the earth ‘logical.’” 

“And only a girl raised by humans would think otherwise.” 

She couldn’t decide if he meant that as a good or a bad thing. 

“So, can you tell me what we’re doing here yet? Or are you still worried 
about eavesdroppers.” 

“No, I think this is sufficiently secluded.” 


She’d taken at least ten more steps before he added, “The Council has 
ordered me to perform the memory break on Fintan.” 

“Oh.” 

She tried to say more but the words lodged in her throat, making it hard 
to breathe. 

“He still refuses to reveal what he’s hiding, and we’re positive he knows 
something important about the Everblaze.” Alden’s voice was hushed, but it 
echoed through the suffocating silence of the dark stairway. “I’ve been 
ordered to give him one last opportunity to confess. If he remains silent, I’m 
to probe his memories—by any means necessary.” 

“Have you ever done a memory break before?” Sophie whispered. She 
didn’t know much about them—only that they shattered the person’s sanity. 

“Not personally. They’re quite rare. Quinlin performed the last one, 
since he’s a stronger probe than me—” 

“You mean the one on Prentice?” Sophie interrupted. 

“Unfortunately, yes.” 

The sadness in his tone made the question she’d been afraid to ask slip 
out before she could stop it. “Do you think breaking Prentice’s mind 
was... ?” 

“A mistake?” Alden finished, when she didn’t. 

She nodded. 

If the Black Swan really were the good guys, then Prentice had 
technically been innocent. He did hide something from the Council—but he 
was hiding her. Probably trying to protect her from the real bad guys. 

“I try very hard not to think about it,” Alden said quietly. 

Sophie had been trying to do the same thing. 

“So why did you bring me here?” she asked after several steps of silence. 

Hopefully, he didn’t need her to officially accuse Fintan. She firmly 
believed that Fintan had been involved with the Everblaze somehow. But 
she wasn’t sure if she could stare into his eyes and condemn him to 
madness. 

Alden cleared his throat. “A memory break should never be performed 
alone. You must send your consciousness so deeply into the victim’s that 
it’s possible you could get lost in the mental chaos and never return. The 
only way to protect yourself is to have someone there to guide you back.” 

She stopped so abruptly Alden crashed into her back. “Please tell me you 
aren’t expecting me to be your guide.” 


“T understand your hesitation, Sophie. I’ve wrestled with the idea myself, 
ever since you showed me that charm.” 

She whipped around to face him. “That’s what you think the clue means? 

“I do. The Black Swan would never use the word ‘guide’ by 
coincidence, especially mere days before the Council ordered a memory 
break—the first one ever ordered on an Ancient mind. So I can only assume 
that they’re telling us to have you guide me, probably to make sure we’re 
able to unearth whatever he’s hiding before he shatters. That’ll be much 
more difficult with thousands of years’ worth of memories to wade 
through.” 

“But . . . that doesn’t make sense. If I’m the ‘guide,’ then what do they 
mean about ‘the past’?” 

“Pm guessing that’s referring to the fact that Fintan is one of the 
Ancients, and therefore the very essence of our past. Or perhaps they’re 
hinting that the memory we need is deep in Fintan’s past.” 

“But—” 

“T realize it’s not a perfect match, Sophie—and believe me, I’ve done 
everything I could to reject this theory. I’ve researched ‘guide,’ and 
compasses, and spent every waking hour trying to find some other meaning. 
This is the only idea that makes sense.” 

“What about Prentice?” 

Alden looked away, shaking his head as he ran a hand through his hair. 
“How many times do I have to tell you, Sophie—Prentice is useless.” 

The emotion in his voice knocked her back a step—but she couldn’t tell 
what it was. Sorrow? Anger? 

“I’m sorry,” he said after a second, rubbing his temples. “I just . . . I wish 
I could change... But I can’t.” 

He sounded so incredibly weary. 

Before Sophie could think of anything to say he took a shaky breath and 
added, “I’m not going to force this on you, Sophie. I had to bring you down 
here because I couldn’t tell you the plan until we were completely alone— 
but if you don’t want to do this, we will leave right now. No questions. No 
problems. Certainly no hard feelings. I’ll come back with someone else as 
my guide. The choice is completely yours.” He held out the magsidian 
crystal. “Say the word and Pll take you home.” 

Her reflection looked fractured in the dark facets. Sophie felt just as torn. 


“What if something happens to you?” she whispered, wishing she could 
block the horrifying thoughts racing through her head. 

Alden, staring at her with wild eyes, like Brant. Curled up on the floor of 
a cold, empty house, rocking back and forth. 

“Nothing’s going to go wrong,” Alden promised. 

“How can you know that? You wouldn’t need a guide unless there was a 
really good chance something could go wrong during a break, right? And 
what if I’m not strong enough to help you?” 

Alden stepped closer and squeezed her shoulders. “I have no doubt that 
you’re strong enough, Sophie. Think of all the amazing things your mind 
can do. You’re impenetrable to other thoughts and transmissions—” 

“Not Fitz’s.” 

“Okay, one person can get past you—” 

“Silveny, too.” 

A smile peeked from the corners of his lips. “Fine. One person and an 
alicorn—that’s still far superior to our strongest Keeper, who’s had dozens 
of Telepaths slip through. And when you pair that with your incredible 
concentration levels and consider the fact that no one can block you, it’s 
almost like the Black Swan made you for this task.” 

Sophie cringed. She didn’t want to be made for anything. 

“I know how frightening this is. And trust me, this is the last thing I 
would ever ask of you—not because I’m worried for me. I know I'll be 
fine. But I want you to be fine. If you don’t want to, say the word.” 

“Its not that I don’t want to. It’s just . . . if something happened and it 
was my fault—” 

“Nothing is going to happen, I promise. But even if it does, it wouldn’t 
be your fault. No—don’t shake your head. Listen to me. You are—by far— 
the strongest Telepath in our world. If you can’t guide me back, no one can. 
No one.” 

She could tell from his eyes that he meant every word. 

And if he believed in her that much... 

She swallowed, barely able to find enough of her voice to whisper, 
“Okay.” 

His smile was sad as he pulled her in for a hug. “Thank you, Sophie. I’m 
so sorry you have to go through this. I’ll try to make it as easy as possible.” 

She was too stunned by what she’d just agreed to do to think of anything 
to say to that, so she turned back around and continued their descent. 


The rest of the walk was a blur as she tried to remember everything 
Tiergan had ever taught her in their telepathy sessions. It all seemed so trite 
and useless now. What did it matter that she could project her thoughts on 
paper or read the minds of animals or transmit miles and miles away? How 
would any of that pull Alden back if he started to lose himself? 

She was so absorbed in her own worries that she didn’t notice they’d 
reached the bottom until she tripped, her feet expecting another stair and 
finding sandy floor instead. 

The room they’d entered was small, square, and empty. The only distinct 
feature was a huge metal door with a small black slit in the center. 

“They call this place ‘the Room Where Chances are Lost,’” Alden 
whispered. 

The sand rustled in front of them, and Sophie barely managed not to 
squeal as another dwarf twisted out of the ground. 

“Permission has been granted for you to enter,” the strange creature 
murmured in a dry, cracked voice as he shook the loose grains from his 
shaggy fur and squinted at them with his dark, beady eyes. “I am Krikor. I 
shall be your attendant.” 

Alden gave a slight bow and Sophie fumbled to copy him. 

“Are you ready?” Krikor asked, moving toward the metal door. 

Alden reached for Sophie’s hand—probably to reassure her, but he was 
trembling so much it was hard to feel comforted. 

“As ready as we’ll ever be,” Alden whispered. Then he pulled Sophie 
forward and inserted his magsidian pendant into the keyhole in the center of 
the door. 

Metal latches clicked, but nothing happened until Krikor slipped a 
rounded disk of magsidian into a thin slot hidden in the shadows at the edge 
of the door, like putting a coin in a soda machine. 

A thunderous Boom! reverberated through the chamber and a seal broke 
along the edges, letting bright orange light seep through the cracks. 

“Focus on the floor as you walk,” Krikor advised as he pushed open the 
door. “It will spare you from seeing the madness.” 

The first thing Sophie noticed was the smell. 

It wasn’t rot or decay or waste like she would expect from a prison. Nor 
was it sulphur or magma, like the center of the earth should smell. The only 
word she could think to describe it was “bleak.” If hopelessness had an 
odor, it would smell like Exile. Sharp and stale and bitter. 


Also noticeable was the sound. It wasn’t loud or angry. No screaming or 
raging. Just constant muffled moans. Cries of misery. Or insanity. 

“How big is this place?” Sophie asked, her voice echoing off the 
cavernous walls. The metal hallway was lined with porthole-size windows 
and seamless doors, and it curved up ahead, disappearing into the gloomy 
light. 

“Not as big as you think,” Alden told her as they made their way down 
the hall. “The structure is a spiral, curling in on itself.” 

Still—there were a lot of doors. “I thought crime was supposed to be 
rare.” 

“Exile is the prison for all the worlds. That’s why we have to keep its 
location so secret. Not all species are as peaceful as ours.” 

Almost on cue, some sort of creature screeched and crashed against the 
walls of its cell. Sophie moved closer to Alden. 

Despite her fears she ignored Krikor’s warning, scanning the doors and 
hoping to spot Prentice’s name in the glowing labels above them. But then a 
face appeared in one of the windows—moss green skin and slits for a nose 
and brown fangs peeking through its flat lips. Sophie looked away, but she 
could feel it staring at her with its bulging milky eyes as they passed. 

After that she focused on the smooth, sterile floor, watching her 
reflection warp and skew as she tried not to imagine what other monsters 
hid behind the metal walls. On and on they walked until Sophie felt dizzy 
from winding round and round and round. And yet it still felt too soon when 
they stopped, and Krikor announced, “The prisoner you seek is in here.” 


TWENTY-FOUR 


IS IT SAFE?” SOPHIE ASKED as Alden slipped the magsidian key into 
the plain silver door labeled FINTAN. 

It felt wrong to enter a prison cell with only a short, hairy dwarf to 
protect them—where was Sandor with his bulging muscles and giant 
weapon when she actually wanted him? 

“The prisoner is in controlled confinement, and we have restrained him,” 
Krikor answered. 

“But stand behind me just in case,” Alden warned. 

He started to twist the key, but Krikor blocked him. “Your pendants,” he 
said, holding out his furry hands. 

“I can’t believe I missed that.” Alden removed his balefire crystal and 
handed it over. 

Sophie copied him. Her wrists tingled with the memory of her burns as 
Alden explained that Fintan would’ve been able to call sparks back to a 
flame, and she hoped this would be the last Pyrokinetic she’d ever face. 

Krikor stepped out of the way, and Sophie hid behind Alden as he turned 
the key. 

Moist, frigid air blasted them when he pushed the door open, and a raspy 
voice said, “I guess this means the Council has decided to make good on 
their threats.” 

“Unless you’d like to make this easier on everyone,” Alden told him. 
“Tt’s not too late.” 

“Oh, it’s far too late. Far too late.” 

The resignation in Fintan’s voice pricked at Sophie’s heart. Even if he’d 
brought this on himself, what must it be like knowing you were about to 
turn into one of the mindless drones filling the hallway with their lifeless 
wails? 

“Pll admit, I didn’t think they’d send you,” Fintan added quietly. “I 
guess I should see it as a compliment. They sent their star.” 


Alden sighed and took a few steps forward. “Fintan. I implore you to see 
reason—” 

“Ah, you’re not alone. I’d wondered,” Fintan interrupted. “You—hiding 
back there. No need to be afraid. They’ve gone to great lengths to make 
sure I’m perfectly harmless.” 

Sophie peeked around Alden’s side. 

Fintan was thinner than she’d expected. Almost fragile-looking, with sky 
blue eyes and slender features. Not someone she would ever suspect of 
being wrapped up in a conspiracy to massacre the human race. He wore 
bright red clothes and was bound to a plain metal chair in the empty, icy 
room. 

“Amazing,” he whispered, staring into her eyes. “You’re the girl who 
bottled the Everblaze, aren’t you?” 

Sophie nodded, focusing on his ears. The tops curled into more 
prominent points than Bronte’s, sticking out of his messy blond hair. 

His dry lips stretched into a grin. “Wasn’t it magnificent? The 
Everblaze,” he clarified when she frowned. “It’s been ages since I’ve seen 
it. But it was a remarkable thing to behold.” He stared into space, like he 
was reliving the memory. “Couldn’t you just feel the way the fire breathed 
with power and energy and life?” 

Fluorescent yellow flames danced through Sophie’s mind, and she could 
almost feel the searing heat and the choking smoke as the fires closed in 
around her. “Mostly I just wanted to get out of there alive and stop it from 
killing any more innocent people.” 

His smile toppled to a scowl. “I suppose only a Pyrokinetic can truly 
appreciate the majesty of an unstoppable flame. The fire of the sun on the 
earth. I would’ve loved to see it again, before...” 

He closed his eyes. 

“If you’d tell us what you know, there wouldn’t be a ‘before,’” Alden 
reminded him. 

“We both know I’m never leaving this cold, empty room with no 
warmth, no kindling—nothing but solid metal and fireproof clothes. A life 
with no heat—no fire—isn’t worth living.” 

He shivered. 

“Besides,” he added, shifting as much as his bonds would allow. “Some 
secrets are worth protecting.” 

“So you admit, you are hiding something,” Alden asked him. 


Fintan’s hands curled around the metal arms of his chair, turning his 
knuckles white. “Our world is broken, Alden—and all the Council does 
about it is condemn anyone brave enough to acknowledge that we have a 
problem. Break our minds, lock us deep in the earth, convince themselves 
that we are the criminals. But who are the ones ruining lives? Destroying 
families? Forbidding people from using their abilities, relegating them to 
working class—” 

“Pyrokinesis was forbidden because your insatiable craving for power 
killed five people. You supported the decision when you resigned from the 
Council.” 

“That was a regrettable mistake,” Fintan whispered. “And I understood 
the need for change. But then I lived the life they’d relegated me to. Treated 
like the Talentless—with no way to satisfy my craving for flame. It’s a daily 
struggle not to let my sanity slip away.” 

“I’m not so certain you’ve succeeded.” 

Alden’s voice was cold, but Sophie couldn’t help feeling a tiny stab of 
sympathy for Fintan. Having a special ability meant everything in their 
world. She could imagine how frustrating it would be to have one and have 
to deny it. And if his body actually craved it... 

“And that’s only a small problem,” Fintan added, his voice building 
steam. “Left to their own devices the Council will let everything we’ve built 
crumble to dust. Someone had to stand up and fight for what matters—and 
while I’m not the one who cast the first sparks, I am willing to help keep the 
flames alive.” 

“The flames have been extinguished!” Alden shouted. 

Fintan snorted a laugh. “That’s the funny thing about rebellions. You 
can’t stop them until they’ve consumed everything that fuels them. And 
from where I sit I see plenty of kindling.” His eyes locked with Sophie’s. 
“She’s as much a part of it as I am—never forget that.” 

“She’s not a part of anything.” 

“If that were true, then why is she here?” He stared at Sophie again, the 
kind of stare that made her want to squirm or hide because it was like he 
was looking through her instead of at her. “You’re choosing the wrong side, 
Alden. If anyone’s mind should be broken, it’s hers. She’s hiding more 
secrets than anyone.” 

Alden grabbed his shoulders. “That’s enough!” 


Sophie forced air into her lungs and tried to shove his horrible words out 
of her mind, but they’d already rooted themselves to her fears. 

“Enough,” Alden repeated. He took a deep breath and turned to face 
Sophie. “Are you ready for this?” 

She gave a shaky nod. 

“Doing this brings me no joy, Fintan,” Alden told him quietly. “But this 
group—this rebellion you’re protecting—will be stopped. Ill do whatever it 
takes to protect what matters.” 

Fintan’s glare screamed a million snide insults. But all he said was, 
“Well, then I guess you’d better get started, shouldn’t you?” 

“Yes, I believe I should.” Alden stepped back, smoothing his hair and 
rubbing his temples. “Last chance.” 

All the color had drained from Fintan’s face, but he still gritted his teeth 
and said, “I’m not the first to sacrifice myself for the cause—and I won’t be 
the last.” 

“And your sacrifice will be for nothing. Pl find whatever you’re hiding 
in the break.” 

“You’ll never find it in time. I know how to protect my secrets. And if I 
can, Pll drag you down with me.” 

“You’ll only hurt yourself if you try.” Alden turned to Sophie. “PI need 
you to keep physical contact with me.” 

Sophie stumbled over to him, her palm slick with sweat as she curled her 
fingers around his wrist. “What am I—how do I—I don’t know—” 

“Relax, Sophie. Your job is incredibly easy. All you have to do is open 
your mind to mine and stay connected. If you feel my thoughts start to slip 
away, simply call for me to guide me back. Think you can handle that?” 

“But he said he can drag you down.” 

“He’s just trying to scare you. The worst he can do is block me from 
finding what he’s hiding before his mind shatters. Just keep your eyes 
closed and try not to pay attention to anything you see. Pll work as fast as I 
can.” 

“How long will it take?” she whispered. 

“No more than a few minutes.” 

Fintan laughed, cold and sharp. “That’s what you think.” 

Alden ignored him, placing his hands on Fintan’s temples. “Go ahead 
and connect to my thoughts, Sophie. Let me know when you’re ready.” 


She felt too overwhelmed to think. But she closed her eyes and tried to 
stretch out her mind and... 

. . . thought she might be sick all over the floor. 

She took a deep breath and tried to tell herself that this was no different 
than trying a new skill in her telepathy session. It didn’t help as much as 
she’d wanted, but when she tried again she was able to spread out her 
consciousness enough to reach Alden’s mind. 

Alden’s thoughts filled her head, rippling like a soft breeze 

There’s no reason to worry, Sophie. I trust you. 

Telling her not to worry was like telling her not to breathe. But all she 
said was, Be careful. 

You too. 

She counted each passing breath, wondering how she would know when 
the memory break started. Would something change? Would it feel 
suddenly different? 

Then Alden’s mind dimmed and turned cold—and Fintan started to 
scream. 


TWENTY-FIVE 


SOPHIE TIGHTENED HER GRIP ON Alden’s wrist, forcing herself to 
stay connected as a flood of images poured through his mind. She tried not 
to focus on them, tried to let them all wash through her consciousness and 
fade away. 

But the Everblaze burned too brightly to be ignored. 

She watched through Fintan’s eyes as he and five other elves in deep 
orange capes stretched their arms toward the night sky. She felt his head 
throb as he concentrated on the tiny pricks of heat radiating from the 
twinkling stars, but he focused through the pain and counted to three. 
Together as one, the six of them called the warmth down to earth. 

For a second the heat ignored them. Then six lines of neon yellow flame 
streaked toward the elves, gaining speed with every second. The others 
gasped and backed away, but Fintan held his ground, opening his palms and 
ordering the fire to bend to his will. The flames twisted and coiled into an 
elephant-size fireball that hovered above him. 

Tears pricked his eyes as he soaked up the power of a purer, richer, more 
magnificent fire than had ever graced the earth before. But the blaze refused 
to stay contained and the fireball erupted, raining bits of scattered flame. 

Fintan shielded his face with his cape, but the falling sparks attached to 
the fireproof fabric and ignited. He tossed the garment to the hungry flames 
and jumped through the fire line, tumbling across a patch of cool grass that 
hadn’t yet succumbed to the blaze. 

Coughs racked his chest, and his skin was red and raw and throbbed with 
a pain he didn’t understand, like being stabbed by hundreds of scalding 
needles. 

His first burns. 

But he was alive. 

And he was alone. 

Flashes of orange thrashed among the yellow flames, and Fintan 
stumbled to his feet, realizing they were the figures of his friends. He 


shouted at the heat to subside, but the blaze swelled higher, crackling like it 
was laughing at him. All he could do was watch their agonized faces as the 
fire attacked. Then he dropped to his knees and vomited. 

Sophie felt like doing the same. 

She tried to shove the horror out of her mind, but it was like the memory 
was seared behind her eyes. She could only watch helplessly as Fintan 
fumbled for his pathfinder, hating himself for ignoring the bone-chilling 
cries of his friends as he held it up to the light. 

Before he glittered away, the memory shattered. 

Sophie yanked her consciousness back as the scene splintered to a 
million glinting shards that were swallowed by the darkness of Fintan’s 
mind. 

Alden groaned. 

Are you okay? she asked, squeezing his wrist. 

He’s destroying the things he doesn’t want me to see. I have to work 
faster. Brace yourself. 

The shower of images turned into an icy downpour. Then to a raging 
flood. But the memories kept warping and twisting, and when Alden tried 
to focus them they vaporized to a thick fog that clouded everything. 

His Ancient mind is too strong, Alden told her. If I’m going to salvage 
any memories, I need you to boost me with your concentration. 

How do I do that? 

Send some of your energy into his mind. It’s like transmitting, but with 
force instead of words. Can you do that? 

Pil try. 

Sophie shoved any other thoughts out of her head and pulled all of the 
energy stored in her inner core into her mind. It tingled and hummed as she 
wrapped her consciousness around it, and when she had a firm hold, she 
shoved it into Fintan’s head, filling it with warmth. 

The thick fog thinned, but didn’t melt away. 

Ill have to find another way, Alden told her—but his mental voice 
sounded weary. 

Wait—let me try something. 

Mental energy seemed to be more powerful than core energy—maybe a 
brain push was what they needed. 

She focused on the energy buzzing at the edge of her consciousness, 
letting it surge and swell until her head felt ready to explode from the 


pressure. 

Ready? she transmitted, not wanting to catch Alden off guard. 

On three, he replied. 

One. 

Two. 

Three! 

She pushed the mental energy out of her head in a rush of heat. 

It wasn’t until the force collided against the other energy that she 
remembered her disastrous splotching match against Fitz—the first time 
she’d performed a brain push. Mental energy and core energy couldn’t mix, 
and with the two trapped inside one mind they twisted and swirled around 
each other, forming a cyclone of heat that made Fintan scream. 

Sophie panicked, trying to draw the energy back—but Alden ordered her 
to wait. She held her breath as the vortex of energy wound tighter and 
tighter. Finally, the pressure was too much and it collapsed and imploded, 
melting away the mental fog and revealing a memory hidden underneath. 

An elf in long red robes. The features of his face were a murky blur of 
shadow and color, but Sophie watched through Fintan’s eyes as he helped 
the elf stretch out his arm and curl his fingers into some sort of very specific 
fist and point it at the sky. Then Fintan jumped back as the elf flicked his 
wrist and a small ball of neon yellow flame sprang to life, hovering above 
his palm. 

Everblaze. 

Alden tried to force the memory into focus, but before he could, Fintan 
shouted and a wave of heat shot up Alden’s arm, burning Sophie’s hand. 

The scene shattered. 

The entire stream of memories cracked and splintered, crumbling into 
tiny, unrecognizable shards. Sophie pulled her concentration back before 
she was sucked into the chaos, but she felt Alden’s consciousness slip away, 
leaving her suddenly cold. 

She ripped her eyes open as his wrist slipped from her grasp and his 
body hit the floor with a thump. Her head throbbed and her hand ached, but 
she ignored the pain as the room came into focus. 

Fintan sat slumped in his chair, muttering incoherently. 

Alden lay unconscious, a large gash on his forehead streaking his face 
with red. 


Her stomach heaved at the sight, and she tried not to look at the blood as 
she dropped to her knees and grabbed him by the shoulders. 

“What happened?” Krikor asked, rushing into the room as Sophie 
shouted Alden’s name and tried to shake him awake. 

“T don’t know—he must’ve hit his head when he fell.” 

She shook Alden again but it made no difference. Neither did Krikor’s 
slapping Alden’s cheeks. 

Krikor wiped the blood away with the fur of his arm and examined the 
wound. Then he pried Alden’s eyelids open, frowning at the blank whites. 
“I do not think the problem is physical.” 

Sophie glanced at Fintan, who was rocking back and forth. His cracked 
lips were turned up at the ends in a twisted smile. 

Could he have dragged Alden down with him? 

Tears turned everything to a blur, but Sophie blinked them back. Now 
was not the time for crying. Now was the time to be a guide. 

She placed her shaky fingers against Alden’s temples, transmitting his 
name over and over as she pushed her consciousness into his mind. His 
head felt cold and dark and was hauntingly quiet. No whisper of thoughts. 
No trace of memories. It was like Alden was gone and she was wading 
through an empty shell. 

You promised nothing would go wrong, her mind screamed as she fanned 
out her thoughts, trying to feel in every direction at once. The cold pounded 
against her brain, and a tiny trickle felt like it was seeping in. But as she 
waded through the darkness she found something warmer. Clearer, 
somehow. She followed the feeling until she reached what felt like a small 
space. A warm nook. 

But it was empty too. 

Come back, she ordered him. We need you. 

She filled the space with memories of Fitz and Della and Biana, the 
people who loved Alden and needed him and would never be the same if he 
left them. 

You have to come back for them. 

A tiny speck of light flashed through the darkness. Sophie wrapped her 
consciousness around it, like cupping her hands around a fledgling flame, 
shielding it so the shadows couldn’t snuff it out. She fed it more images of 
Alden’s family and friends and pulled it into the nook. A safe place to let it 
STOW. 


Brightness and warmth seeped around her, flooding the space with 
memories—happy scenes of family and friends. She stared at her own face, 
surprised to find herself in the mix. 

Then Alden’s mind whispered, I’m here. 


TWENTY-SIX 


SOPHIE WASN’T SURE IF SHE wanted to collapse or cry as she threw 
her arms around Alden and squeezed as hard as she could. His heartbeat 
rang in her ears and his chest rose and fell with slow, steady breaths, 
promising that he was alive. 

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered, his voice weak and shaky. 

She leaned back to take a better look at him. His beautiful teal eyes 
looked dull and tired, and his hair was matted against his forehead from the 
blood still streaming down his face. 

She gagged. 

Alden wiped his cheek, frowning when he saw the red on his hand. “It’s 
just a cut,” he told her as he pressed his palm against the wound. “No 
reason to worry.” 

“Here,” Krikor said, handing him a magsidian flask shaped like a star. 
Inside was a thick gray sludge and Alden smeared some onto his forehead. 
It hardened like cement, stopping the bleeding. 

“Thank you, my friend,” he said as he gave the flask back. 

Krikor nodded. 

“Are you really okay?” Sophie asked. 

“I’m perfect. Well, other than this burn.” 

He showed her his blistered hand. 

Sophie’s palm looked about the same, and Krikor offered no remedy. She 
pressed the tender skin against the metal floor, letting the chill soothe the 
burn as she asked, “What happened?” 

“Fintan drew the warmth from my body and used it to burn me—us,” he 
corrected, pointing to her hand. “Are you okay?” 

“I’ve had worse.” 

“Yes, I suppose you have.” He turned to where Fintan sat slumped 
against his chair, babbling and staring at nothing. “You fool! Was this really 
worth it?” 

Fintan didn’t answer. 


“Did you learn anything from him?” Sophie asked quietly. 

“Unfortunately, no. He did a very good job burying anything he didn’t 
want us to see. The extra energy you sent was able to sweep away his 
defenses, but the burn broke my concentration before I could focus the 
images, and when I fought my way back in, his mind shattered and dragged 
me under. Now he’s too far gone for us to risk any further searching.” 

Alden punched the ground with his good hand, uttering a word Sophie 
had never heard before. She assumed it wasn’t a good one. 

“Do you think we should try probing his mind again?” she asked quietly. 
“Maybe there’s something—” 

“It’s far too dangerous, Sophie. A broken mind is like quicksand. It pulls 
your consciousness down, trapping you inside.” His eyes dropped to his 
hands as he gently bent his singed fingers. “If you hadn’t pulled me back, I 
would’ve been lost there forever. How did you find me?” 

“T have no idea. I just tried everything I could think of. I wasn’t going to 
lose you.” 

Alden pulled her in for another hug and Sophie sank into it, letting his 
steady heartbeat reassure her that he was okay. 

He asked her for specifics, and she told him about wading through the 
icy darkness and following the trail of warmth to the small nook in his 
mind. 

“A nook?” 

“Yeah. It felt like it was a safe spot, somehow. It was easier to 
concentrate in there, so I tried calling you to me. You didn’t respond at first, 
but then I filled the nook with images of your family, and after a few 
minutes, you found me.” 

“I remember that. Sort of.” He let her go and wiped his eyes. 

“What else do you remember?” she whispered, hoping it was okay to 
ask. 

“Not much. I had no idea who I was anymore—but I did feel like there 
was something missing. Something I needed to know that was just out of 
my reach. I kept fighting my way toward it, but I wasn’t getting anywhere 
until I felt a trickle of warmth and followed it. There were suddenly images 
all around me, people who felt familiar even though I couldn’t remember 
who they were. Not until I saw your face in the mix and heard your voice— 
then everything snapped into place, and I realized I had to fight for the 
people I care about. That gave me the strength to pull myself free.” 


Fresh tears streamed down his cheeks. Sophie had to wipe away a few of 
her own. 
“I am so incredibly sorry for what you’ve had to endure today, Sophie. 


But PIl confess . . . Pm glad you were here. I never would’ve made it 
through this if you hadn’t been my guide.” 
“But I lost you—” 


“No—I lost myself. And trust me, no one could’ve saved me like you 
did. In all my years, I’ve never heard of anything like this ‘nook’ you 
found. I suspect the uniqueness of your mind makes you the only one who 
can reach it.” 

She straightened. “Do you think that means I could save Fint—” 

“Fintan is broken, Sophie, not lost. Those are two very different things.” 
He turned to Fintan, who now had a thin string of drool running down his 
chin. “There’s nothing more that can be done here. We should get home.” 

Alden stood, wobbling so much Krikor had to steady him. “I’m fine,” he 
promised when he noticed Sophie’s frown. “Just weak from the headache.” 
He pointed to his wound, which had swelled to a giant red mound around 
the crusty cement. 

“Will Elwin be able to fix it?” she asked as she followed him out of the 
cell. 

“I have yet to encounter an ailment that Elwin can’t heal—though 
you’ve seemed determined to stump him these last few months.” 

Sophie forced a smile. She could’ve done without the reminder about her 
latest medical problem. She was still hoping it would go away on its own. 

Krikor closed the door, muffling Fintan’s moans. He handed them their 
balefire pendants and pointed to the left. “I trust you can find your way to 
the exit? I need to tend to the prisoner.” 

“Of course.” Alden gave him back the magsidian water flask and bowed 
his head, wincing slightly. “We cannot thank you enough for your 
assistance.” 

Krikor nodded, shoved the flask somewhere in his shaggy fur, and 
returned to Fintan’s room. Fintan’s faint, broken laughter filled the hall 
before the door closed, and Sophie had a horrible feeling the sound would 
haunt her nightmares for months to come. 

She kept her head down as she turned to follow Alden through the 
curved hallway, but a nagging thought kept repeating with every step. 

They were leaving with nothing. 


They’d gone all that way. Risked Alden’s sanity. Broken Fintan’s mind. 

For what? 

Nothing. Nothing. Nothing. 

The tiny pieces they’d learned couldn’t have been what the Black Swan 
wanted. Their clues always led somewhere, gave her something new to go 
on. 

Alden had to have been wrong. The clue had to mean— 

Sophie’s head snapped up, her eyes searching the glowing red letters 
over the doors, hoping she hadn’t already passed the most important one. 
She read name after name—most so long and foreign she couldn’t begin to 
pronounce them—and just when she was starting to give up, she spotted the 
one she needed. 

Prentice Endal. 

She knew Prentice’s mind was supposed to be useless—but Prentice had 
been a Keeper. He knew how to tuck secrets away in unreachable places. 
Maybe the Black Swan had even trained him to do that, and that’s why they 
sent her the clue. 

“What’s wrong?” Alden asked as she stopped walking. “Are you...” 

His voice trailed off as his eyes found the name over the door. 

Sophie braced for another lecture. But Alden just stared at the glowing 
letters, turning paler by the second. 

They stepped toward the porthole without a word, almost like it was 
drawing them to it. Sophie had to work up the courage to peer through. 

The room was small and dim, with padded walls. A hunched figure in 
some sort of tangled-looking straitjacket sat on a narrow bed, swaying 
lightly from side to side. His dark skin was slicked with sweat and his 
glazed eyes twitched as he muttered to himself. 

“He didn’t deserve this,” Alden whispered after a minute. “I shouldn’t 
have let...” 

His voice cracked. 

Sophie thought he was going to cry, but instead he shouted, “Why didn’t 
you tell me the truth? I would’ve understood!” 

Prentice didn’t respond. He didn’t even blink. Just kept swaying and 
muttering and twitching, like he really was as useless as Alden claimed. 

But he had to be the answer. 

Had. To. Be. 


Nothing else fit the clue—and when would she have another chance to 
probe the mind of someone from the Black Swan? 

Her brain was so tired from everything she’d put it through, but Sophie 
rallied any extra energy she could, pressed her palms against the glass, and 
imagined that she was touching the skin around Prentice’s temples. 

“What are you doing?” Alden asked as she closed her eyes. 

Sophie didn’t answer. 

The last thing she heard was Alden shouting, “Don’t!” Then the rest of 
the world faded away and she pushed her thoughts into Prentice’s mind. 


TWENTY-SEVEN 


AT FIRST ALL SOPHIE FELT was thick, scratchy black, poking and 
prodding and pressing against her mental barriers. She tried to fight back, 
but the shadows were relentless, and the coldest ones found a way to seep 
through. 

Images followed—as sharp and clear as normal memories. But they were 
wrong. Every color felt off. Every sound felt distorted. It felt like reality had 
been stripped and smashed and reassembled into something else. Something 
terrifying. 

Trees rained from gray-green clouds, their dark branches reaching for 
her like clawed hands as they fell. Beasts sprang from a ground lit with 
stars, bared their fangs, and chased her across the sky-covered hills. 
Glowing eyes peeked through bushes covered in blue ears, and butterflies 
with bright red lips whispered sounds like mush. Sophie searched for some 
clue, some key to translate what she was seeing, but there seemed to be no 
rhyme or reason for anything. 

Just the twisted thoughts of a twisted mind. 

The images tangled, coiling around her, pulling her deeper. She whipped 
through more darkness and fell into the streets of a ruined city. The clouded 
and cracked crystal buildings were a hodgepodge of structures Sophie had 
seen throughout the Lost Cities: the swirling castles from Eternalia 
sandwiched among the silver-tipped spires from Atlantis mixed with 
gleaming mansions that wrapped around the pyramid of Foxfire. There was 
a fountain in the center of it all, two golden figures standing in a round 
pool, holding hands as colored streams of water showered them from every 
direction. A shadow of a girl appeared between them and took off through 
the buildings, shattering everything she touched before she dove into a sea 
of shards. 

Sophie plunged after her. 

Down down down she sank, feeling Prentice’s mind turn colder—thicker 
—as she landed in a blank space, void of any sound or color. A bubble of 


nothing. She pressed against the sides, but a force slammed her back. Then 
a face appeared in front of her, pale and featureless except for two teal 
jewels for eyes. The more she stared into them, the more her head spun 
until she couldn’t tell which way was up or down or where she’d come from 
or how to get back. 

“No reason to worry,” the face whispered as laughter erupted around her. 
The sound was young and childish at first. Then deep and dark as the face 
shattered to a million tiny flecks that surrounded her, stinging like needles. 
Some part of her mind knew she wasn’t actually being touched—but that 
didn’t make the pain any less real. She wanted to scream or cry or call for 
help—but she had no mouth. No voice. She was just a blip of 
consciousness. 

A bodiless mind. 

The needles of light turned electric, zapping with tiny shocks over and 
over and over until the only reality she knew was their pricks and pain. She 
was trapped. Stuck in this nightmare world where shadows tricked and light 
attacked and she was nothing. No one. 

No. 

She was someone. 

But who was she? 

It was a question she used to know, but the answer felt like it had been 
erased by the panic and pain, shoved out of her reach—beyond the burning 
lights. 

She had to find it. Even if it was hard. Even if it hurt. 

She pushed through the shards of light, letting them scrape and singe and 
strip more of her consciousness away. And then she was falling again. 
Down down down, with no end in sight. Dropping so far she knew she’d 
never pull herself up. 

But without the tormenting stings, she found the answer to her question. 

I am Sophie Foster. 

She transmitted the words to make them more real and a thin strand of 
white light cut through the black. She wrapped her mind around it, clinging 
to the lifeline and hovering in the dark with no idea where to go or what to 
do. The cord of light flickered. Then a whisper of warmth trickled around 
her, building to a hum as the shadows bent and twisted into a shape. A dark 
bird. 

A black swan. 


It spread its wings and dove. Sophie watched it fall, wondering if she 
could trust it. 

Let the past be your guide. 

She released her hold on the strand of light, falling falling falling so fast, 
so hard, she caught up with the swan. She grabbed its wings and held on 
tight as it swooped and swept and swerved, finally crashing into a world of 
sunlight and blue sky and green grassy hills. But the world was too bright, 
too shimmering. Almost blinding. 

The swan—now a real bird—tumbled with Sophie across soft ground 
until they collided with the legs of a woman, knocking her down. Her 
musical laugh rang through the air as she fell into their tangled heap. Then 
she pulled herself free, cradling the flapping swan in her arms and 
whispering for it to be calm. 

She looked about twenty, with long blond hair that hung in soft waves 
and a violet gown. Sophie had never seen her before, but something felt 
familiar about her, especially when she smiled. The smile made her 
turquoise blue eyes sparkle the exact way Edaline’s eyes did in the rare 
moments when she broke free from her grief. 

Jolie. 

Can you see me? Sophie transmitted, knowing it was crazy. 

Jolie didn’t respond. Instead she looked back to the swan waddling at her 
feet and reached to stroke its black feathers. 

I don’t understand, Sophie transmitted, wishing she could scream when 
silence was the only response. What does this mean? 

Jolie laughed. “It’ll be okay.” 

Her voice was so similar to Edaline’s, Sophie felt chills. Jolie turned 
toward her then, and the clarity in her stare felt different than the other 
visions—like it wasn’t a dream or a memory this time. 

“We have to trust,” she told Sophie, her smile fading. 

Trust what? Trust who? 

Jolie didn’t say. She just glanced at the sky and said, “You have to go.” 

How? And what are you doing here? What does this mean? 

Jolie swept up the swan with long, graceful arms and tossed it to the 
bright white clouds. “Follow the pretty bird across the sky.” 

The swan spread her wide black wings and flapped as the scene 
splintered to dust. But the shadows that rushed in pushed Sophie up instead 
of down. Shards of memories tried to grab her as she rose but she was 


moving too fast, blurring through the darkness until it turned gray and then 
white, and then she was back in her body, gasping and heaving and 
thrashing inside two strong arms that held her in a viselike grip. 

“Don’t you ever do that again!” Alden shouted. 


TWENTY-EIGHT 


SOPHIE WAS NO STRANGER TO headaches, but she’d never 
experienced anything like the thunderbolt that crashed into her brain when 
she opened her eyes—pounding and tearing and smashing and searing. 

“Just breathe,” Alden whispered, squeezing her hand. “It will pass.” 

She did as he said, trying to count her breaths to distract from the pain. 
But she couldn’t concentrate and had to keep starting over. The third or 
fourth time she passed one hundred, the headache retreated, crawling back 
to whatever dark place it had come from. 

She opened her eyes slowly, giving her brain time to adjust. 

The faint blue glow from Alden’s balefire pendant provided the only 
light, and the room they were in had a sandy floor and a massive metal 
door. Alden must’ve carried her to the Room Where Chances Are Lost at 
some point—though she had no idea when. Had she blacked out? 

Alden helped her sit up, leaning her against his shoulder. 

“Thanks,” she croaked, wincing when she heard her broken voice. “So, I 
guess that was a pretty bad idea, huh?” 

Alden didn’t respond. 

“I know you’re angry—” 

“You think I’m angry?” His shout echoed off the walls—which sure 
made it seem like he was angry. “I thought I’d lost you, Sophie.” 

“But I’m here. I’m fine.” She forced herself to sit up on her own and 
tried not to sway too much as the blood rushed to her head, turning 
everything fuzzy. “I just . . . I thought Prentice might’ve hidden something 
important for me to find.” 

“His mind is ruined!” Alden wiped his eyes, taking several deep breaths 
before speaking again. “All he has left are shattered memories that have 
smashed together—a maze of madness so convoluted it sucks you in and 
never lets you escape.” 

“I know. But I thought that since he was a Keeper, there might be a 
memory he’d tucked away, waiting for me to find.” 


Alden sighed. The epic kind of sigh that sounded weary and frustrated 
and hopeless all at the same time. “Was there?” 

“T don’t know,” she admitted. 

She closed her eyes, picturing the swans she’d seen among the chaos. 
The shadow swan had only formed after she’d transmitted her name, almost 
like it had been sent for her. And it led her straight to that warm, safe place 
with Jolie and the real swan, which didn’t feel like a memory so much 
as... 

“Do you think Prentice could’ve communicated with me?” she asked 
quietly. 

“Why?” Alden leaned forward, his eyes stretched almost too wide as he 
took her by the shoulders. “Did you see something?” 

“I saw a black swan with... a woman.” 

She thought about telling him who. But if she told Alden she’d seen Jolie 
communicating with a black swan, she knew he’d think the same thing she 
was. The same thing it felt like Prentice had been trying to tell her. 

Could Jolie have been part of the Black Swan? 

What would Grady think if he knew? 

“Did you see the woman’s face?” Alden asked. 

“T’d never seen her before.” It wasn’t totally a lie. She’d never seen Jolie 
in person—and she’d never seen pictures of her that age. “But she was 
talking to the swan. And then . .. it felt like she talked to me. She told me to 
‘follow the pretty bird across the sky.’ Does that mean anything?” 

“I...” Alden let her go and buried his face in his hands. 

“Are you okay?” 

“My head . . . I’m just”—he pressed his palms against his forehead like 
he was trying to squeeze the headache out—“I’m sorry. It’s been a long day. 
And I know you think this is what the Black Swan meant for you to find, 
but Prentice isn’t capable of having rational, coherent thoughts anymore.” 

“Couldn’t part of him still be there somewhere? Locked deep away?” 

“Let’s hope not, Sophie. Let’s hope for Prentice’s sake that he’s not even 
aware he’s still alive. To be trapped forever in constant madness would be a 
far worse fate. Far, far worse.” He shuddered. 

She knew Alden was right. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that some 
tiny piece of Prentice had tried to tell her something. Something so 
important he’d clung to that last bit of his sanity all this time. 


Alden rubbed his temples, wincing with each press of his fingers. “Did 
you see anything else?” 

“Nothing that made sense. It was all such a jumble of images. The only 
other thing I really recognized was you.” 

“Me?” 

“Well, I’m pretty sure it was you. I saw a face with teal jewels for eyes. 
It leaned in to stare at me, and then it whispered, ‘no reason to worry.’ ” 

Even in the dim light of the balefire Sophie could see Alden turn pale. 
“Th—that was the last thing I said to him. Before the break. He begged me 
to make sure his family stayed safe and I promised he’d have no. . .” His 
voice faded and his whole body shook. “He remembers. I can’t believe—I 
never thought he—I—” 

He clutched his head in his hands and moaned. 

“What’s wrong?” Sophie asked as he toppled forward. 

“My head,” he managed to groan. Then his body went limp. 

She rolled him to face her, calling his name and shaking his shoulders. 
The gray cement over his wound had cracked, releasing fresh streams of 
blood. “Alden, please, you’re scaring me.” 

He didn’t respond. 

Sophie looked around for Krikor, wishing he’d pop out of the sand. But 
it was just her and Alden in an empty room in the center of the earth. And 
she had no idea what to do. 

She fumbled for the magsidian pendant, holding it to the blue balefire— 
but the light was too dim to cast a beam. There had to be a trick she didn’t 
know—and there was no way she could carry him up all those stairs. 

“Please, Alden—wake up,” she begged as she dug out her Imparter and 
shouted Elwin’s name. 

The silver square stayed blank—and it wouldn’t respond to Grady’s or 
Edaline’s name either. 

She shook Alden harder. “How do I get us home?” 

Still no answer. 

Fitz, she transmitted, forcing herself to concentrate through her panic. 
She pictured Everglen in her mind, trying to remember what she’d done 
when she’d been hostage and called for Fitz from halfway across the world. 
Fitz, please, tell me you can hear me. 

Silence. 


Tears pricked her eyes, and she struggled to think of anything else she 
could try. 

Fitz, please. I don’t know what to do. 

Sophie? Can you hear me? 

Fitz! Now she was crying. Fitz—you have to help me, he’s hurt and he 
won t respond and I can’t leap us out of here— 

Whoa, whoa—slow down. Who’s hurt? Where are you? 

I... m not allowed to tell you... . 

Sophie, come on—if you need help, you have to tell me where you are. 

She glanced at Alden. His wound had opened wider, soaking the sand 
with red. 

Pm in Exile. 

EXILE??? 

Yes—with your dad—and he hurt his head. He’s bleeding. A lot. 

Leap him here. I’Il have Elwin meet you at the gate. 

I can’t. We have to use this magsidian pendant thing and I don’t know 
how to make it work. Do you know anything about it? 

I’ve never heard of magsidian. Can’t you ask someone ? 

There’s no one else here—and I can’t get your dad to wake up. 

But... maybe she didn’t need to. 

The information was in Alden’s memory somewhere. If she probed his 
mind, she would surely find the answer. 

She took a deep breath, rallying her concentration. 

Sophie, are you there? Fitz transmitted. What’s happening? What should 
I do? 

Hang on—I’m trying something. 

Before Fitz could argue, she blocked his transmissions and pushed her 
consciousness into Alden’s mind. 

It felt different than she expected. Cramped and dim. 

And sharp. 

His thoughts had edges—rough bits that scraped and scuffed as she 
waded through, transmitting Alden’s name over and over. At least his mind 
wasn’t empty. There were memories to cling to, but they were tangled and 
twisted into an icy jumble and she didn’t know how to make sense of them. 

Streams of cold trickled into her consciousness, but she ignored the 
chills and focused on the thin threads of warmth she could feel scattered 
around Alden’s mind. She gathered them together as she begged him to 


come back, telling him how scared she and Fitz were, how much she 
needed his help. 

For several terrifying seconds nothing happened. Then Alden gasped and 
opened his eyes. 

His chest heaved and he cradled his head as he hacked and wheezed. 
“What happened?” he asked between coughs. 

“I don’t know—you just collapsed and you wouldn’t wake up.” A small 
sob slipped out as she said it and Alden looked at her, his eyes suddenly 
clearer. 

He’s awake, she transmitted, hoping Fitz could hear her. We’ll be there 
soon. 

“Oh, Sophie, I’m so sorry. I thought . . . I don’t even know.” His shaky 
hands fumbled for the magsidian and he held it next to his balefire pendant. 
“Let me get us out of here.” 

He spun the balefire crystal until he found the facet he wanted and 
touched the point of the magsidian to the edge. The black stone turned 
iridescent, flashing an almost blinding beam of light toward the ground. 

Alden couldn’t stand as he grabbed Sophie’s arm and told her to 
concentrate. But he rolled them into the icy light, blasting them out of 
Exile. 


THE SUDDEN SUNLIGHT NEARLY BLINDED Sophie as she tumbled 
across the sand—but the scorching heat was a relief after the arctic chill of 
the leap. She felt like she’d been swallowed by an avalanche and launched 
through a blizzard. 

A dusty breeze swept across the desert, closing off her throat. Alden 
sputtered and coughed as he slowly sat up beside her. 

“Tm sorry,” he mumbled when his breathing calmed. “I’m so sorry for 
collapsing down there. This head injury must be worse than I thought.” 

Sophie tried not to look at the wound. “We need to get you to Elwin. Are 
you up for another leap?” 

“T think so.” He squinted at the sand where tiny spots of red speckled the 
bright white. “My eyes are a bit blurry, though, so I might need your help 
with the pathfinder.” 

He fumbled to pull the slender wand from the pocket in his sleeve and 
gave her instructions for how to twist the crystal to the right facet. Sophie 
locked it into place and reached for his hand. 


“I know this day has been quite the adventure—but there’s no reason to 
worry now, Sophie. Everything’s going to be okay.” 

She wrapped most of her concentration around him anyway. Her head 
ached from the extra strain, but she wasn’t taking any chances during the 
leap. 

She was bringing Alden home safe. 


“IT’S ABOUT TIME!” FITZ SHOUTED as the glowing gates of 
Everglen came into focus. He sprinted to their side with Elwin right behind 
him. 

“T’m sorry.” Sophie tried to stand, but was hit by a wave of dizziness. “I 
got us here as fast as I could.” 

She noticed Alden’s confusion and explained about transmitting to Fitz 
for help. 

Elwin picked at the cement on Alden’s wound. “What is this stuff?” 

“A dwarven remedy.” Alden took Fitz’s hand and Fitz pulled him to his 
feet—but he couldn’t stand on his own. Fitz threw Alden’s arm around his 
shoulders and steadied most of his dad’s weight. 

Elwin whistled. “Well, you’re a mess all right—but we’ll get you fixed 
up properly in no time. And what about you?” He squatted down to 
examine Sophie, snapping his fingers and forming a blue orb around her. 

The light flashed in Sophie’s eyes, triggering another headache. 

“You’re a mess too,” Elwin told her as she winced. “I’m starting to think 
your accident-prone ways are contagious.” 

Alden gave a weary laugh. “This one was my doing, Elwin. And I was 
very lucky to have Sophie along.” He squeezed his son tighter. “Very, very 
lucky.” 

“Why were you in Exile?” Fitz demanded. 

“Its classified, Fitz. You weren’t even supposed to know we were 
there.” 

“Sorry,” Sophie mumbled. 

“You have nothing to apologize for, Sophie. You were in an impossible 
situation. The fault is mine. As it is for so many things .. .” 

He tightened his grip on Fitz again, but this time it looked like he was 
clinging to him. 

“Well, come on,” Elwin said, lifting Sophie over his shoulder. 

“T can walk on my own!” 


“Maybe, but I’m not taking any chances.” 
“Alden’s the one who collapsed—not me.” 
“True enough. But you’re the one who’s faded.” 


TWENTY-NINE 


I DON’T UNDERSTAND,” SOPHIE SAID as Elwin set her down her on 
a giant canopied bed in one of Everglen’s enormous upstairs guest rooms. It 
was the same bed she’d woken up in when she’d nearly faded away. “How 
can I be faded? I’m wearing a nexus.” 

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” He grabbed her wrist, squinting at 
the meter on the underside. “Did you do anything differently during the 
leap?” 

“I wrapped some of my concentration around Alden to make sure I 
brought him home safe. But my nexus is supposed to keep me together no 
matter how much I concentrate, right?” 

“That’s what it’s designed for.” 

She looked away as Elwin flashed orange around her wrist, not wanting 
to trigger another headache. 

“The nexus is working,” Elwin said after a second. 

“Then there has to be some mistake.” 

“Oh, there’s no mistake. See for yourself.” He handed her a silver mirror 
from the dressing table. 

Sophie’s eyes widened. 

All her color had been washed away, leaving her lips and cheeks the 
same pale white as her skin. Even her eyes looked more gray than brown. 

“Don’t worry—it looks worse than it is. When it’s serious your skin 
starts to turn translucent. And when it’s deadly you’re practically clear. 
There were parts of you I could barely see when Fitz found you last time.” 

Sophie shuddered. “You can fix it, right?” 

“Yeah, I just have to make up some of that limbium-free Fade Fuel that 
Kesler came up with. And in the meantime, I want you to drink this”—he 
handed her a bottle of Youth—“and try to rest.” 

He smeared purple balm on her burn and wrapped her hand in a damp 
silk cloth. “I have to go take care of Alden. Will you be all right?” 

Sophie nodded. “Is he going to be okay? 


“Of course. He’s a little beat up, but it’s nothing I can’t handle. Just try 
to relax. Pll be back in a few.” 

She downed the bottle of Youth, trying not to stare at her pale hand as 
she set the bottle on the bedside table. 

She was going to be fine. 

She didn’t even feel different. Just tired and sore. 

She closed her eyes and leaned back against the pillow, hoping to get 
some much needed sleep. But the nightmares refused to let her rest. 

Fire and chaos from Fintan’s memories. Madness and mayhem from 
Prentice. All the horrors she’d seen during her probes, mixed with her own 
fears and sandwiched together into the ultimate horror show in her mind. 

But the worst was a memory she didn’t remember seeing. 

Prentice, strapped to a chair in a round room with projections on the 
walls. Sophie had been there once, when Alden brought her to Quinlin’s 
office in Atlantis. But this time all the screens projected the same image. 

The sign of the swan. 

Prentice stared quietly at his lap as Quinlin circled him, shouting 
questions. Finally Quinlin wrung his hands and reached for Prentice’s 
temples. Prentice didn’t struggle—didn’t resist—didn’t do anything except 
stare at the person whose eyes Sophie was seeing the memory through. 

Alden. 

Sophie could feel Alden’s anger and sadness as Prentice thrashed and 
screamed, and she jolted awake, hoping to bury the devastating memory so 
deeply in her mind that it would never resurface. But she had a feeling it 
would haunt her the same way it must be haunting Alden. 

“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,” Fitz said, making her jump. 

“No, it wasn’t you,” Sophie said when she could breathe normally again. 
“I just had a bad dream.” 

He sat next to her on the bed. “Sorry.” 

Sophie shrugged. “How’s your dad?” 

“Sedated. Elwin needed to do some deep tissue repair to his head wound, 
so he put him under.” 

“But he’s going to be okay?” 

“According to Elwin. And Bullhorn’s not freaking out either, so I guess 
he’s right.” 

Banshees only screamed when someone was in mortal danger—though it 
was worse when they lay down next to someone. That meant death was far 


too close. 

“What happened down there?” Fitz asked quietly. 

“Pretty much one disaster after another.” 

“Pll say.” He held up a small blue vial with an atomizer. “Elwin made 
this for you. Breathe in.” 

He spritzed near her nose and Sophie inhaled the medicine, coughing as 
the tingly moisture hit her sinuses. 

“Just like old times,” Fitz said sadly. “I used to sit right here, giving you 
a dose every hour, watching the bits of color slowly return to your face and 
hoping you’d wake up.” 

“You did?” 

He nodded. 

If she could’ve blushed, she would have. 

“Then of course you woke up during one of the few times my mom 
forced me to get some rest.” He grinned, but there was still sadness in his 
eyes. 

“I’m so sorry, Fitz.” 

“Tt’s not your fault—though you really know how to give me a heart 
attack. When your transmissions cut away today I almost leaped to 
Eternalia and banged on the Councillors’ doors until they took me to you 
guys.” 

“I’m glad you didn’t do that.” 

“Me too. I guess. Though it looks like you could’ve used some help.” 

Sophie stared at her hands, relieved to see a hint of pink returning to her 
fingertips. “Elwin said it’s not a big deal this time.” 

“Yeah, that’s what he told me, too. But he also said I have to make you 
wear this.” Before she could react he grabbed her left arm and clamped 
something teal and sparkly around her wrist. “It’s Biana’s old nexus. Elwin 
wants to be extra careful.” 

Sophie scowled as he twisted the jeweled cuff until it clicked, leaving 
her wrist covered in pink and purple flowers. 

Great, now she had two nexuses. 

“How long will I have to wear it for?” 

“Until he can figure out why you faded.” 

“Tt had to be the stress.” 

“Maybe.” 


He fidgeted with the bottle of medicine. You really cant tell me what 
happened? Or what you were doing in Exile? 

His transmission felt like a hot poker stabbing her brain. 

Still too loud? he asked when she winced. 

Sophie nodded. 

“Sorry. Hopefully Sir Tiergan can figure out what’s wrong.” 

“Yeah,” Sophie told him, hoping the same thing. 

She was hoping even harder that the problem wasn’t with her. 


“I NEVER SHOULD HAVE LET you go with Alden,” Grady practically 
growled as he and Edaline helped Sophie up the stairs at Havenfield. 
Sandor trailed behind, grumbling about how nothing would’ve happened if 
he’d been allowed to do his job. 

Edaline squeezed Sophie’s hand. “Elwin said she’s going to be fine. And 
he’ll check her again in the morning to be safe. Maybe we should just have 
him move in.” 

Sophie felt her jaw drop slightly as Edaline smiled at her joke. 

Since when was Edaline the calm one? 

The good news had been that Elwin didn’t find anything wrong with her 
—and he’d tested her every imaginable way. The bad news was he had no 
idea why she’d faded, or why she kept getting headaches or any of the other 
weird things that she’d finally told him about. All he could do was insist on 
weekly checkups until he either figured it out or the problems went away. 

“Besides, I don’t think we really had a choice,” Edaline added quietly. 
“Alden was on assignment from the Council.” 

“Yes, and I suspect there were other forces involved too.” Grady gave 
Sophie a look and she became very interested in her feet. 

She didn’t have the energy for another debate about the Black Swan. 
Especially since there was a chance now that Jolie had been involved with 
them. Could her death have had something to do with the Black Swan after 
all? Even if it wasn’t murder? 

Sophie would have to find out, though she had no idea where to start. 

They left her alone to shower and change, and Sophie hoped the subject 
was dropped. But when Grady and Edaline came back to tuck her in, Grady 
kissed her good night and whispered, “Please be careful, Sophie. I just don’t 
think you realize who you’re dealing with.” 


“4 


“I’m not going to say anything else. Just rest.” 

He left without another word. 

Edaline handed her Ella and brushed a few strands of hair off of her 
forehead. “You really do need to sleep, Sophie. Are you sure I can’t make 
you some slumberberry tea?” 

The last thing Sophie wanted was to close her eyes and relive any more 
nightmares—but fading again had renewed her resolve. “No sedatives.” 

Edaline frowned, but didn’t argue as she kissed Sophie’s cheek. 

Iggy settled on Sophie’s pillow, and Edaline turned off the lights and left 
them alone. But when the sound of Edaline’s footsteps had disappeared, 
Sophie crept out of bed and recorded all of the crazy things she’d seen in 
Fintan’s and Prentice’s minds into her memory log. The images were even 
more terrifying on paper, and she shoved the book out of sight, grabbing her 
Spyball before burying herself under her covers. 

“Show me Mr. Forkle,” she whispered, not surprised when it flashed 
UNKNOWN. She wasn’t really in the mood to see him anyway. She needed 
something that didn’t involve broken minds or the Black Swan or exiled 
prisoners or fire and doom. 

“Show me Connor, Kate, and Natalie Freeman,” she whispered. 

The silver orb flashed, revealing her dad, mom, and sister snuggled 
together on the couch eating popcorn and store-bought cookies. Movie 
night was a Foster family tradition, and Sophie soaked up the normal scene, 
hoping it would fill her dreams. Then something caught her eye. A floppy- 
eared beagle puppy curled in her sister’s lap. 

One of the few requests Sophie had made when Alden left to relocate her 
family was to get them a house with a yard big enough for them to finally 
get the dog they’d always wanted. 

She was happy to see they finally had it. 

But it hurt, too—so much more than she ever thought it would. 

Tears burned her eyes and she grabbed Iggy and nuzzled his fuzzy nose, 
trying not to feel so alone and afraid, and wishing she could go back to a 
time when she didn’t have to worry about things like fading and kidnappers 
and memory breaks. 

It helped a little, but what finally helped her regain control was Silveny’s 
quiet voice filling her mind. 

Calm. 

Friend. 


Silveny repeated the words, transmitting a strangely soft warmth, and 
Sophie sank into the feeling, letting it wrap around her consciousness like a 
blanket. 

For the first time in a long time, she drifted off into a dreamless sleep. 


THIRTY 


YOU’RE REALLY STILL GOING TO make me dance?” Sophie whined 
as Edaline handed her the stupid Opening Ceremonies costume to change 
into. 

Why, why did she let Elwin tell everyone she was one hundred percent 
recovered when he checked her that morning? She should have asked him 
for a Get Out of Dressing Like an Elephant Free card. 

“Being part of the mascot dance at the Foxfire Opening Ceremonies is a 
tremendous honor, Sophie,” Edaline told her. “Tonight will be a night you’ ll 
remember for the rest of your life.” 

Oh, she had no doubt about that. She just had a feeling it would go down 
in history as The Night Sophie Foster Tripped on Her Trunk and Fell on Her 
Face In Front of the Entire Elvin World. 

But Edaline looked so proud and excited—and it would be nice to do 
something fun with her family for a change. Plus, she’d get to see Alden 
again. Elwin had assured her that he was completely healed, and Fitz had 
told her the same thing when she’d tried reaching him with her Imparter 
that morning. But she needed to see him for herself, with no more gash on 
his forehead or burn on his skin. Then she’d really know he was okay. 

So she didn’t argue—too much—as Edaline left her to get ready. 

She tried pulling back part of her hair and even put on one of the lip 
glosses Biana had given her, but Iggy still made a snickering sound when 
she put on her costume. Sophie was glad her mirror wasn’t a spectral 
mirror. Vertina would’ve had quite a lot to say if she could’ve seen her in all 
her floppy-eared glory. 

Her furry feet made it even harder to walk as she climbed the stairs to 
the Leapmaster, and she slipped on the smooth floor, landing on her butt 
with a thud. At least the costume had some extra padding to cushion the 
fall. 

“You’re going to love this,” Grady told her as he rushed to help her up. 


Somehow she doubted “love” was ever going to be a word to describe 
this process. But it was nice to see a smile on Grady’s face again. He looked 
almost regal with his amber-brown cape clasped at the base of his neck with 
the Ruewen crest. Edaline stood beside him, looking like a Disney princess 
in her long amber-encrusted gown and silky cape. 

It really wasn’t fair that they got to look stylish and elegant and she had 
to look like a shaggy elephant. Even Sandor had changed into amber brown 
pants. 

“Does he really have to come?” Sophie whined. “Thousands of people 
are going to be there—there’s no way the kidnappers are going to try 
anything.” 

“One can never be sure of such things,” Sandor corrected. “It is just as 
possible that they could decide the chaos of a crowd is the perfect 
opportunity to make their move—and I’m not going to allow that risk. 
You’re not leaving my side again. Except for your performance, of course.” 

“Are you sure that’s safe? Maybe I should sit with you on the 
sidelines. . . .” 

Grady laughed. “Nice try, kiddo. You’re dancing.” 

Sophie glowered at the ground. 

Sandor handed her a flat golden disk, about the size of a human penny. “I 
assume you have a pocket hidden somewhere in that fur? Keep that inside 
it.” 

There were dozens of pockets running down each of her legs—which 
Sophie thought was strange—but she hesitated before slipping the disk into 
one. “What is it?” 

“A tracking device. I’ve had them sewn into all of your permanent 
clothes, but not your costume, since you’ ll be returning it.” 

He’d put trackers in her clothes? 

How many different ways was she being watched? 

She was tempted to fling the tracker back at him—and insist they be 
removed from the rest of her things—but it wasn’t worth the fight. 

At least not that night. 


“WHOA,” SOPHIE WHISPERED AS THE Foxfire buildings glittered 
into focus. 

A vibrant orange F glowed across the glass pyramid, casting a fiery haze 
over the entire campus. Thin blue strands of light hung like luminous icicles 


in all the trees and dangled from the garlands that were draped across the 
main building. But the most striking effect was the glowing green 
mushrooms blanketing every inch of the grassy fields. 

Sophie smiled, remembering how much she’d teased Fitz about 
attending a school named after glowing fungus. Now they were decorating 
with it. 

The mushrooms were as big as her feet and Sophie crouched to get a 
closer look. “I thought bioluminescent plants only grew in caves?” 

“They usually do,” Grady said as he crouched beside her. “But these are 
a special type of mushroom the gnomes cultivate just for this event.” 

Sophie stood, squinting at the F on the pyramid, which seemed to shift 
between orange and yellow. “Is that fungus too?” 

“Tt’s actually a kind of mold. And the blue lights are a rare type of 
glowworm.” 

“What?” 

“Don’t worry, they’re far too busy eating the mandible leaves they’re 
dangling from,” Edaline promised. “And they’re harmless anyway.” 

“But... why are they here?” 

The glowing fungus she understood—sort of. But worms? 

Grady laughed. “Bioluminescent light is the only natural light in the 
deepest, darkest places on this earth. And Foxfire Academy is all about 
training our future generations to shine just as boldly. What better way to 
mark the start of a new school year than by lighting our path with their 
special kind of glow?” 

Sophie was tempted to point out that worms and fungus didn’t seem all 
that special. But then she took another look. The campus really was 
breathtaking. Even if it did make her skin crawl. 

She kept toward the center of the path as they wound their way past the 
outbuildings to the main auditorium, and Sandor placed his meaty hand on 
her shoulder as they walked. For once she didn’t mind. The black capes the 
Level One parents were wearing made it all too easy to imagine the 
kidnappers wandering among them. 

The crowd gathered along the edge of the round courtyard in front of the 
auditorium’s entrance. All the bushes that lined the circle had been twisted 
and trimmed into the six Levels’ mascots and lit with more glowworms. 
The mastodon was by far the largest, and Sophie couldn’t help feeling a bit 
proud to be a Level Three. Especially when she saw how ridiculous all the 


other costumes were too. The gremlins had black noses and furry gloves, 
and the halcyons had blue feathered arms and red beaks, and the dragons 
had leathery green bodysuits with spikes running down their backs, and the 
saber-toothed tigers had long red-orange striped tails and pointed white 
fangs hanging from their hoods, right next to their eyes. But the worst was 
the yetis in their head-to-toe bushy white fur. 

Sophie tried to find her friends, but with the shadows and the costumes it 
was impossible to tell who was who. Maybe that was the point. No one was 
popular or unpopular, important or unimportant. They were all just Foxfire 
prodigies, waiting to start the next year. 

The chimes rang with the same fanfare Sophie remembered hearing in 
Eternalia, and as everyone fell silent, the twelve Councillors appeared in all 
their finery in the center of the courtyard. The crowd erupted with applause 
—though Sophie noticed that several of the adults around her didn’t clap. 
And each Councillor was flanked by two bodyguards. 

“Welcome to the beginning of another year at Foxfire!” Councillor 
Emery announced, raising his arms. “We fully expect this year will be the 
greatest year the Academy has ever seen—and we look forward to watching 
all of the greatness unfold.” 

“Maybe they should spend less time watching and more time actually 
doing something for a change,” someone near Sophie whispered, and 
someone else snorted in agreement. “Maybe then we wouldn’t have to 
worry about our children being taken.” 

“We understand things have been a bit . . . uncertain in recent weeks,” 
Councillor Emery continued, almost like he’d heard the murmurings. “And 
we want to assure you that we are working tirelessly to restore the peace 
and order we’ve enjoyed for millennia. Our world has changed—but change 
is not always a bad thing. When we resolve this situation—and it will be 
resolved—our world will be stronger, smarter, more prepared for whatever 
else time may throw our way. Make no mistake that we will endure this 
unrest, and bring an end to these rebellions.” 

There was a smattering of applause, but Sophie suspected it wasn’t the 
resounding celebration the Council was hoping for. She could see Bronte’s 
scowl deepen, even in the dim light. 

“We also have some other news, which we suspect you will find most 
encouraging,” Councillor Emery added, his voice booming even louder. 
“Some of you may have already heard the rumors about the timeline being 


reset, and we are happy to confirm tonight that the rumors are indeed true. 
A second alicorn has been discovered—a healthy, magnificent female!” 

The collective gasps made Sophie smile. If they only knew how stinky 
and annoying Silveny could be. 

Though she was extremely grateful for the peaceful night of sleep 
Silveny had given her. 

“The remarkable creature is currently in the process of being 
rehabilitated, but we are confident she will be moved to the Sanctuary 
soon,” Councillor Emery continued. “And we will prepare her to bring forth 
not just a new life for her species, but a new hope for our world. A promise 
of restoration. A promise of survival.” 

This time the cheering and applause was so loud it hurt Sophie’s ears. 
Maybe she was imagining it, but the Councillors’ smiles looked relieved as 
Councillor Emery promised an update soon and welcomed them once again 
to the Opening Ceremonies. “And now,” he added, stepping back in line 
with the other Councillors, “let us celebrate our future.” 

The Councillors flashed away amid more applause. Then another chime 
sounded and the intricate golden doors to the main auditorium slowly 
parted, bathing the crowd in the yellow glow from inside. 

Dame Alina stepped onto the landing and smiled at the crowd as she 
smoothed the silky fabric of her elaborate orange cape and gown. She 
tossed her dark wavy hair and raised her hands to quiet everyone. 

“Lords and Ladies. Sirs and Madams. Parents and prodigies. As 
Foxfire’s principal it is my great honor to welcome all of you to tonight’s 
festivities. Let the Foxfire Opening Ceremonies begin!” 


THIRTY-ONE 


A MENTOR AT THE DOOR directed Grady and Edaline to their seats in 
the stadium and sent Sophie down to the floor level with the other 
performers. Sandor tried to follow, but the Mentor insisted the rehearsal 
area was for prodigies and faculty only. 

“PII keep an eye on her,” a familiar voice volunteered. 

Sophie grinned as she spun to face a tall Mentor with olive skin and light 
blond hair. “Sir Tiergan!” 

“Just Tiergan,” he corrected—true to form. “You seem surprised to see 
me. Have you been hoping they’d find you a Mentor who could actually 
match your incredible abilities?” 

“Actually, I already have that.” 

“You’re very kind. But we both know I can never match you.” 

Sandor protested as Tiergan led Sophie away, but Tiergan reminded him 
that only Mentors and prodigies were allowed where Sophie was going, and 
that he’d be much more useful to her by keeping an eye on the audience, 
where any real threat would be hiding. Sandor didn’t look happy about it, 
but he stalked off to catch up with Grady and Edaline. 

“I take it you’ve seen the change with your telepathy session this year,” 
Tiergan said as he brought Sophie down the stairs to the cold silver room 
that served as the preparation area. Costumed prodigies shouted over each 
other and groups of Mentors struggled to line them up by grade level. “I 
hope you don’t mind having Fitz in there with you.” 

“No, I like Fitz—I mean, I don’t like him—we’re friends, not 
anything .. . It’s fine,” she finished, feeling her face burn. 

“Well, it wasn’t my first choice,” Tiergan mumbled, fidgeting with the 
topaz-encrusted F pinning his bright orange cloak. “But if he can get past 
your blocking, I suppose it’ll be worth investigating. Even if he isa...” 

He didn’t finish the sentence, but Sophie had a feeling she knew what he 
meant. Tiergan might’ve been the only elf—besides Dex—who didn’t 
admire the Vackers. Especially Alden. Tiergan had been close friends with 


Prentice and had pleaded for mercy on his friend’s behalf after he’d been 
arrested. But Alden had gone forward with the Tribunal and the memory 
break anyway, and Tiergan had never forgiven him. 

It had to be even harder for him now that the Council was working to 
join forces with the Black Swan. Especially since Tiergan had adopted 
Prentice’s son and personally lived with the devastation of Alden and the 
Council’s decision. But now that she thought about it, she couldn’t help 
wondering what had made him so sure of Prentice’s innocence. 

Did he know something about the Black Swan? 

The question was on the tip of her tongue when Tiergan told her, “I need 
to take my place for the Ceremonies. Will you be okay if I leave you here?” 
He pointed to the line of Level Threes. 

“Of course.” 

“See you Tuesday, then.” He’d vanished into the crowd before Sophie 
realized she’d forgotten to tell him about Silveny’s transmitting. She’d have 
to wait for their first session. 

She tried to imagine how it would be having her, Fitz, and Tiergan alone 
in a small, plain telepathy room, working so closely together. Just the 
thought made her heart feel fluttery. She scanned the crowd to distract 
herself, shouting for Dex when she finally spotted him among the chaos. He 
shoved his way toward her, dragging three Level Ones with him. Two boys 
and a girl, all with wild strawberry blond hair sticking out around their 
gremlin ears. 

“Hey,” Dex said, tugging on Sophie’s mastodon trunk and making a 
trumpeting sound. “Been looking everywhere for you.” 

“I know—it’s crazy here. I thought I’d never find you. Are these the 
triplets?” 

“Yep. Rex, Bex, and Lex. My dad thinks he’s hilarious,” he added when 
Sophie laughed at the rhyme. 

“Ooh, you’re Sophie?” the girl—who Sophie assumed was Bex—asked. 
“My brother talks about you all the time.” 

“No I don’t—and get back here, Lex!” Dex grabbed one of the boys by 
his furry collar and jerked him back to his side. 

“Yes he does,” the other boy—who had to be Rex—corrected, flashing a 
huge grin with a big black space where one of his front teeth was missing. 


“T do not!” 


“Yes you do!” 

Sophie stared at her furry feet as all three kids made kissing noises and 
Dex threatened to destroy everything they owned and dragged them away. 

“Sorry,” he said when he returned, gremlin free. “My parents made me 
watch them.” 

“I didn’t realize they were going to be Level Ones this year.” 

Dex never talked about his siblings—they were kind of a sore subject. 
Multiple births were incredibly rare in the elvin world, and quite a few 
people thought the triplets existed because Dex’s parents had been a bad 
match. 

“Yeah. I’m not happy about it.” He fidgeted with his left mastodon ear, 
unraveling a thread at the end. “I’m sorry they said that, by the way.” 

“Huh?” 

“When they said that thing, about me—” 

“Tt’s fine! They’re just giving you a hard time.” 

Her sister had been a master tormenter when she was growing up— 
though she actually missed it now, crazy as that sounded. 

“Yeah,” he mumbled, and they both stared at their feet until Marella and 
Jensi joined them in line. Marella’s “ears” hung crooked on her head—and 
she’d managed to get her furry bodysuit wrinkled. 

“Where’s Biana?” Jensi asked, scratching at the collar of his costume, 
which hung loose on his skinny frame. 

Marella snorted. “Ten lusters says she’s hiding in the bathroom, not 
wanting anyone to see her in her trunk.” 

Sure enough, Biana joined them at the last possible second—though she 
still looked ten times better than everyone else. She got in line behind 
Sophie right as the Mentors called for silence. They gave instructions that 
didn’t make any sense—probably because as a Level Three, Sophie was 
supposed to know that stuff by now. She was glad she had Dex in front of 
her and could follow his lead. 

Dame Alina introduced each grade level as they marched into the 
stadium, and when all six levels were in position, the spotlights focused on 
the Level Ones. Dame Alina gave a quick speech about the qualities the 
prodigies would be learning that year, and then the music started—a raspy 
tune that sounded like it was made of muffled growls—and the Level Ones 
skulked and somersaulted, moving uncannily like the gremlins Sophie had 
seen at Havenfield. The audience cheered when they made their final bow, 


and then it was the Level Twos’ turn. Sophie tried to pay attention as the 
halcyons flapped and fluttered to a melody of high-pitched chirps, but she 
couldn’t stop thinking, We’re next. 

“Just follow me,” Dex whispered as the halcyons filed away and Dame 
Alina started her speech about teamwork and cleverness. Then their 
pounding, trumpeting song started and all Sophie could think was dont trip 
don’t trip and why why why do we have to do this? as she filed out to the 
center of the stage. Blinding spotlights flashed in her eyes and Sophie 
braced for a migraine. But all she felt was a dull buzzing as Dex squeezed 
her arm to cue her. 

Maybe Elwin had fixed the problem! 

She couldn’t tell for sure, but her head felt clear as she squinted at Dex 
to copy his movements. Her feet kept stumbling and her leg muscles 
burned, but she was surprised to realize she was smiling behind her stupid 
elephant trunk. She made the final series of twirls, nearly losing her footing 
but managing to stay upright, then dipped an ungraceful curtsy. 

She did it! 

She didn’t do it well. But she made it through a major school event 
without falling on her face, needing medical attention, or almost burning 
down the building. And even though she couldn’t see them in the crowd, 
she knew Grady and Edaline were cheering for her like crazy. 

The rest of the dances passed in a blur, and then Dame Alina stepped up 
for the closing remarks. Sophie leaned on Dex, not really listening to the 
speech, but something Dame Alina said caught her attention. 

“Foxfire is about more than just a top-notch education. It’s about helping 
our youth find their place in this world. Discovering where they belong. 
And it is our goal that by the time they complete their studies, they’re not 
only ready to handle whatever life throws at them—but to truly know who 
they are.” 

Sophie gulped down the words like they were cold water in the 
scorching desert. 

She had the exact same goal. 

And for the first time in a few weeks, the future was feeling bright. 


THIRTY-TWO 


GET READY,” DEX SAID WHEN Dame Alina thanked the audience. 

A bell chimed as she dipped an exaggerated curtsy, and everyone leaned 
back and opened their mouths to catch the white confetti that started raining 
over the auditorium. Sophie copied them, surprised that the confetti felt 
warm on her tongue and tasted like coconut and strawberries and other 
sweet fruits she couldn’t name. 

“Grab as much as you can!” Dex shouted, stuffing handfuls of the candy 
anywhere he could store it. Now Sophie understood why the costumes had 
so many pockets. 

She filled everything but the pocket with the tracker, and by the time she 
was done, the confetti shower had stopped and the Mentors were herding 
the prodigies outside to the lawn with the mascot-shaped bushes. Dex left to 
round up the triplets, and Sophie wondered how she was ever going to track 
down Grady and Edaline in the chaos. But then she spotted Sandor’s flat- 
nosed face towering over the crowd at the far end of the courtyard. 

She tried to make her way through the mass of parents and prodigies, but 
kept getting bumped and rerouted away. She was about to turn back and try 
a different path when she heard a familiar voice behind her. 

“So I wagged my tail when I was supposed to flick it—what’s the big 
deal?” 

Keefe. 

And the voice that responded was a voice Sophie had been hoping to 
avoid hearing again. 

“The ‘big deal’ is that this was your chance to impress the faculty—and 
instead you’ve shown them you’re just as ridiculous as ever. When are you 
going to start taking your education seriously?” 

Lord Cassius—Keefe’s arrogant and overbearing father. 

“Hey, I’m a year ahead—what more do you want from me?” Keefe 
asked him. 

“T want you to live up to even a fraction of your potential.” 


“No, you want me to be like you.” 

“And what would be wrong with that?” 

Sophie knew she shouldn’t listen, but she’d been curious about the 
relationship between Keefe and his dad ever since she’d run into them after 
midterms and seen the way Keefe seemed to wilt in his father’s presence. 
Not that she could blame him. She’d probably done the same thing the 
moment she’d looked into Lord Cassius’s far-too-intense eyes. 

“This is why I didn’t want to leave you,” Sandor squeaked, shoving his 
way to her side. “How can I protect you in all this commotion?” 

Before Sophie could answer she heard someone near her whisper, 
“That’s the girl who was taken.” Several others mumbled something about 
“unsafe” and suddenly the crowd around them had scooted away, leaving a 
wide bubble of space. 

Sophie’s face flamed. 

“You sure know how to clear a path, Foster,” Keefe said behind her, 
making her cheeks feel even hotter. He smirked when she turned to face 
him. “Nice trunk.” 

“Nice fangs.” It was hard to recognize him with the hood covering his 
messy hair and the white fabric pieces dangling on each side of his face. 

“We seem to have a habit of running into each other, don’t we, Miss 
Foster?” Keefe’s dad asked, forcing her to finally look at him. He smoothed 
his immaculate blond hair and treated her to one of his tight smiles, which 
never quite reached his eyes. 

“Only twice now, Lord Cassius.” And she would do everything she 
could to make sure there wasn’t a third. She hated the way he stared at her. 
Like any second he expected her to sprout an extra brain and use it to take 
over the world. 

“How goes your progress with the alicorn?” he asked. “I hear you’ve had 
some trouble.” 

The way he emphasized the last word made her wonder if he’d heard 
about their suspicious intruder. But she wasn’t supposed to talk about that, 
so she just shrugged and said, “Silveny’s really stubborn, which makes 
things a little harder.” 

“Well, that I can definitely understand.” He glared at his son. 

Sophie waited for Keefe to snap back with a joke, but he just stared at 
his feet like he hadn’t heard. 

She kind of hoped he hadn’t. 


“Well, I should get back to Grady and Edaline,” she said, slipping away 
before Lord Cassius could stop her. “I’ll see you on Monday, Keefe.” 

“Let the Foster Adventures begin,” Keefe called after her. 

Sophie could hear them return to arguing as Sandor led her to where 
Grady and Edaline were. But she stopped paying attention when she spotted 
Alden and Della. 

Alden laughed as Sophie ran to his side and strangled him with a hug. 
“It’s good to see you, too, Sophie.” 

She dried her tears on his orange cape. It felt so good to hear him sound 
like Alden again. She knew Elwin and Fitz had promised her that Alden was 
fine, but she still pulled back from the hug to examine him herself. He 
looked much better, but there was a line on his forehead where the gash had 
been. 

Alden touched the scar. “It’ll be gone in a couple of days. Some wounds 
need a little more time. But there’s no reason to worry. How about you? 
You look a little different since the last time I saw you.” 

He tugged on her floppy ears. 

Sophie smiled. “Can I take this stupid thing off yet?” 

“I wish,” Biana grumbled as she and Fitz—who somehow managed to 
look good as a saber-toothed tiger—joined them. “We still have to do the 
elite dedication.” 

“That’s my favorite part,” Della said, reaching for Alden’s hand. 

Sophie followed their gaze to the two twisted towers that stood on their 
own in the distance, one made of pure silver, the other of gold. 

“I still can’t believe you have a session in the Silver Tower,” Biana said 
as the spotlights around the towers dimmed. 

“Seriously?” Fitz asked. His eyes widened when Sophie nodded. 
“Well . . . wow. That’s crazy.” 

He smiled as he said it, but Sophie could hear a hint of envy in his voice. 
If he only knew how much she was dreading it. Now that she’d seen 
Prentice, it would be even harder to face Wylie if she ran into him. 

“How many prodigies live in the towers?” she asked, hoping it was a lot. 

A loud chime drowned out Fitz’s answer and the crowd fell silent as the 
arched doors on each building parted. Two streams of prodigies in silver 
and gold cloaks filed out and lined up around their towers, facing the 
crowd. Sophie tried to guess which one could be Wylie, but it was hard to 


tell in the dim light. Before she could spot him, they turned away and raised 
their hands toward the stars. 

A flash of purple gleamed from the roofs, bathing everything in an 
unearthly glow. 

“The splendors just bloomed,” Fitz explained as everyone applauded. 
“They’re a rare plant that only flowers once a year, and every elite prodigy 
has to cultivate one to have it bloom at the Opening Ceremonies. It’s their 
gift for future generations.” 

“Why does it smell like feet?” she asked, gagging. 

Biana plugged her nose. “It is pretty gross. But it draws the 
flickerwings.” 

She pointed to the sky, where thousands of twinkling sparks were 
Sweeping in from every direction. At first Sophie thought they were 
fireflies, but when they got closer she realized they were some sort of 
glowing moth or butterfly. They landed on the towers, coating the gleaming 
buildings in iridescent flecks as a slow, lilting melody began to play, and the 
elite prodigies started to dip and twirl and spin. 

The dance was supposed to be calm and peaceful, but Sophie felt the 
opposite when she spotted a dark-skinned elf who looked uncannily like his 
father. 

“That’s Wylie, isn’t it?” Sophie whispered to Alden. 

Alden tensed at the name, and his voice cracked as he looked where 
she’d pointed and said, “Yes, I believe it is.” 

She watched Wylie leap and sway to the music and wondered if he was 
wishing the same thing she was. 

That his dad could be there to see him. 

“Do you think he blames me for what happened to his father?” Sophie 
asked, barely able to find her voice. 

Several seconds passed and she wondered if Alden had heard her. But 
then he murmured, “No, Sophie. He blames me.” 

The sorrow in his tone made her wish she could tell him that wasn’t true. 
But if Tiergan blamed Alden, it was pretty safe to assume Wylie did too. 

It probably didn’t matter. No one could change anything that had 
happened. If Wylie did blame her, all she could do was avoid him and hope 
he didn’t cause a scene if they somehow ran into each other. 

The music faded to silence, and the audience erupted into applause as the 
boys bowed and the girls curtsied and the tower chime sounded again, 


sending the flitterwings scattering. By the time the last flitterwing had 
fluttered away, the elite prodigies had formed two perfect lines and were 
filing back into their gleaming towers as the purple glow faded. Dame 
Alina’s voice cut through the darkness, thanking everyone for coming to 
support the future generations. Then the chimes in all the towers began 
chiming an intricate melody as the crowd applauded and turned to disperse. 

“What’s wrong?” Della asked, sounding suddenly worried. 

Sophie glanced at Alden, surprised to see how pale he looked. And he 
was shaking. 

He reached up, pressing his forehead, where the wound had been. “My 
head...” 

His words trailed into a moan. 

“What’s wrong, Dad?” Fitz asked, shoving past Sophie to steady Alden 
as he started to sway. 

“I—I can’t—” Alden tried, but a groan swallowed the thought and he 
collapsed into Fitz’s arms. 

For a moment everyone just stood there as Alden trembled. 

Then Grady took charge. “We need to get him home. I’Il hail Elwin and 
tell him to meet us there.” 

He held up a pathfinder and helped shoulder Alden’s weight as he and 
Fitz leaped away. Edaline took Della and Biana with her, ordering Sandor to 
take Sophie back to Havenfield. They vanished into the light before Sophie 
could protest. 

She stared at the empty space where they’d all been. 

No one around her seemed to notice the Vackers’ sudden departure, too 
busy laughing and eating candy and gathering their children to head to their 
own homes. 

“I should’ve gone with them,” Sophie said, ripping her stupid headpiece 
off and flinging it on the grass. 

“Lady Ruewen instructed me to take you to Havenfield,” Sandor said as 
he retrieved the stupid piece of costume. “I’m sure they’ ll be joining us as 
soon as Elwin arrives to tend to Lord Vacker.” 

“But I should be there!” 

Why didn’t they take her with them? 

Sandor placed a hand on her shoulder. “You should be where your family 
instructed.” 


She stalked away, looking for someone—anyone—who could take her to 
Everglen. But everyone was avoiding “the girl who was taken,” like they’d 
rather pretend she didn’t exist. 

“Whoa—what’s going on, Foster?” Keefe asked as he rushed over from 
shadows. “I can feel your panic from, like, halfway across the courtyard.” 

“I... I don’t know.” She tried not to cry as she explained, but a few 
tears still leaked down her cheeks. 

“Hey—it’s okay,” Keefe said, raising his arms like he might hug her and 
then dropping them back to his sides. He pushed back his hood, rumpling 
his messy hair before he said, “Alden’s going to be fine. Remember— 
Elwin’s a genius. Look at how many times he’s brought you back from the 
dead.” 

He meant it as a joke, but Sophie couldn’t get past the word “dead.” 

“If you’d seen how pale Alden looked... ,” she whispered. 

“Yeah, I’m sure it was pretty scary. But trust me, Sophie—nothing was 
scarier than the way you looked when you were fading away. I really didn’t 
think . . .” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, my point is, Elwin got you back 
to normal. If he could do that, he can do anything.” 

Sophie tried to nod, but her mind was too distracted by memories of the 
vivid streaks of blood that had streamed down Alden’s face in Exile. 

Could Alden have permanent brain damage? 

No—Keefe was right. Elwin always had a cure. He must’ve missed 
something the first time. 

But how could he miss something? 

“Hey,” Keefe said, stepping closer. “Don’t worry, okay? Am I ever 
wrong?” 

“Yes.” 

“That hurts, Foster. And I’m right about this. Elwin will fix everything, I 
promise.” 

“Come on, Miss Foster,” Sandor said quietly. “I need to get you back to 
Havenfield. Your parents might already be waiting for you.” 

“He’s right,” Keefe told her. “Go home. And plan on me giving you a 
great big ‘I told you so’ tomorrow.” 

She wanted to resist—but what choice did she have? 

She pulled out her home crystal and held it up to the light. 

Keefe reached for her hand like he was going to grab it, but at the last 
second he pulled back and gave her a small salute instead, promising that 


he’d check on the Vackers the next day. 

Sophie wished she could feel as confident as he did. But as the rushing 
warmth pulled her away, she had a horrible feeling everything was about to 
fall apart. 


THIRTY-THREE 


BIANA DIDN’T SMILE AS SHE opened the gleaming gates to let Sophie 
into Everglen the next morning. Her pale green tunic was wrinkled and tied 
with a sloppy knot, and her hair was pulled back in a boring ponytail. With 
hair bumps. 

“Is it that bad?” Sophie asked, feeling her already knotted insides twist 
even tighter. 

When Grady and Edaline had come home the night before, all they could 
tell her was that Elwin was working on Alden and they were sure he’d be 
fine. And when Sophie had tried hailing Alden with her Imparter first thing 
in the morning, Della had simply told her to come right over. 

“My mom keeps saying he’ll be okay,” Biana said, her gloss-free lips 
trembling slightly. “But, I don’t know... .” 

They rushed down the winding path, and Biana explained how Elwin 
had been there all night trying different balms and medicines, but so far the 
only thing that helped were sedatives—and even those didn’t work the right 
way. By the time they reached the mansion, Sophie felt like she couldn’t 
breathe. 

Alden had to be okay. 

“Oh, Sophie,” Della said, appearing out of thin air in the hallway. 
“Thank you for coming.” 

Della wore a pale pink strapless gown with a full skirt of wispy tulle that 
swished as she moved, and her lips were painted with sparkly pink gloss. It 
seemed strange that she would be so dressy, but Sophie wondered if Della 
was trying to prove that nothing was wrong. Her human mom used to do 
that sometimes when she didn’t want her or her sister to worry. 

It only made her worry more. 

“Can I see him?” Sophie whispered as Della wrapped her in a hug, 
Squeezing a bit too tight. 

“Of course.” Her hands shook as she let Sophie go, and she took a deep 
breath and smoothed the feathery layers of her skirt before she turned and 


motioned for Sophie to follow. 

A few steps in, Sophie realized Biana wasn’t with her. She turned back 
and Biana shook her head, sinking into the nearest chair and wrapping her 
arms around herself. 

“She’s having a hard time,” Della whispered. “Best to just give her some 
space.” 

“Is Alden—” 

“He’s going to be fine.” 

Della led her up the twisting silver stairway to the third floor, and every 
step they took seemed to thunder off the crystal walls. Della blinked in and 
out of sight in the prismlike hallway, finally stopping at two arched doors 
that led to one of the mansion’s many crystal towers. A jeweled mosaic had 
been carefully assembled across the gleaming metal—yellow birds with 
scarlet beaks soaring through a cloudless sky. Della knocked quietly, 
waiting for Elwin to call “Come in” before pulling open the door. 

Sophie’s mouth went dry as she entered the wide round room. Thin 
columns of white silk cascaded from the peaked crystal roof and draped 
around a silver-posted bed. A vine with bell-shaped flowers trailed down 
each swath, anchoring the fragile fabric to the ground—which was 
blanketed in white petals. The room should’ve been bright and 
breathtaking, but a strange sort of gloom hung over everything. Even the 
yetis on Elwin’s tunic seemed dull and sedate. 

Glittering hallways branched off the sides of the room, leading to other 
private spaces, but Sophie forced herself to finally look at the pale figure in 
the bed with his eyes closed. 

“How is he?” she asked, relieved when she noticed his chest moving. 
Breathing was a good sign. 

Elwin flashed a purple orb around Alden’s head and adjusted his 
iridescent spectacles. “I have no idea. His wound healed perfectly. His cells 
are clean, no signs of any toxins. I’ve checked his nerves, his veins, his 
muscles, not to mention I searched him head to toe for some other injury I 
missed. There’s nothing wrong with him—and Bullhorn agrees.” He 
pointed to the slinky gray creature curled up in the corner, watching them 
with his beady purple eyes. 

“But clearly I’m missing something,” Elwin said, pointing to Alden’s 
unconscious form. 

“He’s sleeping, though—that’s good, right?” 


“That’s just the sedative. And they’re wearing off unnaturally fast. He’ ll 
need more in a few minutes.” 

Della turned toward the curved windows that were draped in silky white 
curtains, and her figure slowly faded until she was completely invisible. 
Sophie had seen her vanish many times, but this time it looked more like 
the sunlight swallowed her—like Della was too weak to fight against it— 
and she could hear whispers of sobs coming from where Della hid. 

“Here we go again,” Elwin said as Alden’s eyes ripped open and he 
screamed and clutched his head. 

Della rushed to Alden’s side as his whole body started shaking. 

“Same thing happens every time the sedatives wear off,” Elwin 
mumbled, rummaging through the brown satchel strung across his chest and 
pulling out vials in every shape and color. 

“What are you giving him?” Sophie asked. 

“Not sure yet. We’re at the trial-and-error stage here.” 

Alden wheezed and Della wiped the beads of sweat off his brow. 
Watching them made the lump in Sophie’s throat so thick she thought it 
might choke her. Elwin finally settled on a small vial filled with a thick 
silver sludge, and Della pulled Alden’s lips open so Elwin could pour the 
elixir down Alden’s throat. 

“Until I find the problem, all I can do is guess and keep him sedated so 
he’s not in pain. But I will figure this out,’ Elwin promised, squeezing 
Della’s hand. 

Alden’s thrashing calmed to a weak tremble as the drug settled into his 
system. Della stroked his cheek and buried her face in his neck, whispering 
something only he could hear—though Sophie wasn’t sure if he was 
listening. 

“Why don’t you give us a few minutes?” Elwin suggested when he saw 
the tears streaming down Sophie’s cheeks. “We’ll come get you when he’s 
calm again.” 

Sophie stumbled out of the room, sinking to the floor as soon as the 
doors were closed. She leaned her forehead against her knees. 

“Tt’s hard to watch, isn’t it?” 

Sophie jumped. She hadn’t noticed Fitz standing across from her—and 
she almost didn’t recognize him with his messy hair and red puffy eyes. 

He sat beside her, so close their arms touched. Her heart pounded so loud 
she almost didn’t hear him as he whispered, “It seems much worse this 


time.” 

“I know.” 

“What happened on that assignment, Sophie? And don’t tell me it’s 
classified.” 

“But it is classified.” 

“Who cares? My dad is sick.” 

“Fitz is right.” 

Sophie sucked in a breath as Alvar stepped out of thin air. He blinked in 
and out of sight as he approached, crouching in front of them and 
smoothing his slicked, dark hair. “We need to know what happened in 
Exile.” 

Fitz glared at his older brother. “Mom said you weren’t coming.” 

“No, Mom told me I didn’t need to come, because she’s trying to pretend 
this isn’t a big deal. But we all know it is. So if there’s something you know 
that might help,” he added, turning back to Sophie, “please. Tell us what it 
is.” 

Sophie chewed her lip. 

“Just tell us what you know!” Fitz shouted. “Don’t you want to help 
him?” 

“Of course I do! How can you even.. .” 

She took a deep breath to calm down. She knew Fitz was just scared and 
angry—she felt the same way, and Alden wasn’t her father. 

And maybe what she knew would help. 

What do you want to know? she transmitted, making Fitz flinch as her 
voice filled his mind. 

Everything. Anything. His transmissions were louder than ever. What 
were you guys doing down there? 

Sophie sighed, hoping she wasn’t breaking a major law. We went there to 
perform the memory break on Fintan. 

WHAT? He ran his hands down his face as he processed that. Please tell 
me you weren t his guide. 

I tried to talk him out of it. But Alden said it had to be me. 

Fitz shook his head. It always has to be you. 

What does that mean? 

Nothing. 

She considered telling him about the charm and the clue—but had a 
feeling that would only make things worse. 


Something happened during the break, didn’t it? he asked. 

She rubbed her hand, remembering the blisters. 

Fintan burned us when we got near the memory he was protecting. It 
broke our concentration and I was barely able to pull free. But Alden got 
lost— 

“He what?” Fitz shouted, jumping to his feet. 

“Oh good, so you are going to include me in your secret conversation,” 
Alvar said as Sophie stood too. “Care to catch me up?” 

“Sophie lost Dad’s consciousness during a memory break,” Fitz said, his 
voice as cold as his glare. “How could you not tell us that?” 

“Because I brought him back!” 

“You can’t bring someone back if you lost them!” 

“Then why was he fine yesterday?” 

“T don’t know, but he’s not fine anymore!” 

“That’s not my fault!” 

She said the words with as much conviction as she could. But part of her 
was secretly wondering if they were true. 

“Okay—whoa, slow down,” Alvar said, stepping between them. “I’m 
not a Telepath so I don’t know as much about this stuff as you guys do. But 
I thought lost meant lost.” 

“Tt does,” Fitz snapped. 

“Then how could Dad have come home afterward? I talked to him 
yesterday and he was totally normal.” 

“T don’t know,” Fitz admitted, pinching the bridge of his nose. “But you 
can’t tell me you don’t think it has something to do with why Dad is 
unconscious in there right now.” 

“No, I can’t.” Alvar glanced at Sophie. “We should tell Elwin, see if it 
changes his treatment.” 

“Way ahead of you,” Fitz said as he rushed into the bedroom without 
knocking. 

Sophie and Alvar were right behind him, and all three of them froze 
when they saw Alden thrashing on the bed in a seizure. 

“Clearly the last elixir I gave him wasn’t the right one,” Elwin explained, 
pinning Alden’s shoulders and holding him steady as Della held his legs 
down. 

Alden started to moan and Sophie covered her ears—but it couldn’t stop 
the sound from crawling under her skin. 


He sounded just like the prisoners in.. . 

She smothered the thought as Fitz pushed past Elwin, reaching for 
Alden’s face. 

“What are you doing?” Della and Elwin asked at the same time. 

“Searching his mind.” 

“What for?” Elwin asked. 

“Something went wrong during the memory break Sophie did with him a 
couple of days ago, so I’m checking to see if the problem’s in his head.” 

“I think Sophie should do it,” Alvar said as Fitz placed his hands over 
Alden’s temples. 

“She’s done enough.” 

The fury in Fitz’s voice knocked Sophie back a step, but Alvar pulled her 
forward with him. 

“Seriously.” Alvar grabbed Fitz’s shoulder and yanked him back. “I 
know you want to help—but Sophie’s mind is stronger than yours.” 

Fitz shoved him away. “Please, she’s just a kid.” 

Sophie stared at the ground, hoping no one could see the tears that had 
slipped out before she could fight them back. 

“Fitz,” Elwin said after a second of painful silence. “I know you’re upset 
about your father—” 

“Then let me help him!” 

“Maybe I should go,” Sophie whispered. 

Alvar blocked her as she turned to leave. “We may need you.” 

“No, we won't!” Fitz snapped back. 

“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Elwin started to say, but Fitz was 
already pressing two fingers against Alden’s temples and closing his eyes. 

Alden’s head twitched and a tiny moan rattled from his chest. 

Then Fitz started to scream. 

Elwin yanked him away and Fitz collapsed to the floor in an unconscious 
heap. 

Alden didn’t move. 

“Idiot,” Alvar muttered as Elwin dropped to Fitz’s side, shaking his 
shoulders and smacking his face. 

No response. 

“I think we’re going to need that help now, Sophie,” Alvar said, 
dragging her out of her stupor and nudging her forward. 


Sophie tried to force away her panic as she sank to her knees. She placed 
her shaky hands on Fitz’s forehead, transmitting his name over and over. 
When he didn’t respond, she pushed into his mind. 

His head felt cold. 

And empty. 

She refused to think about what that meant as she transmitted Fitz’s 
name, screaming for him to come back. Icy cold trickled into her 
consciousness as she searched, but she ignored the shivers, shoving deeper 
into his mind until she finally found a thread of warmth. She followed it to 
the nook, calling for Fitz over and over and filling the space with images of 
his friends and family until the warmth surged all around her, and Fitz’s 
mental voice whispered, Sophie. 

She pulled her mind free and Fitz’s eyes popped open, wild and wide and 
darting all over the room. He shook so hard his teeth chattered. 

Elwin fumbled through his vials of medicine as Della dropped to the 
floor next to Fitz, her huge skirt fanning out with a swoosh of air. She 
cradled him in her arms and brushed his sweaty hair back from his forehead 
with gentle fingers. “What happened?” she asked Sophie. “I don’t 
understand.” 

Sophie didn’t answer as she stumbled away, needing space to breathe. 

She could only think of one possible explanation—but it couldn’t be 
that. 

Please, don’t let it be that. 

Fitz wrapped his arms around his mom, still shivering. “Dad’s mind was 
cold and dark and everything felt . . . wrong. I couldn’t get back out.” 

“No,” Sophie whispered, grabbing the nearest thing to steady herself. It 
turned out to be Alvar’s arm. 

“What does that mean?” Alvar asked as she leaned her full weight on 
him. 

Sophie closed her eyes, unable to look at anyone as she forced the words 
out of her mouth—the words that would change everything. 

“I think it means Alden’s mind is broken.” 


THIRTY-FOUR 


NO!” DELLA SHOUTED AS SHE ran to Alden’s side and shook him. 
“He’s still here. He’s not some mindless, broken .. .” 

Alden started twitching and groaning, silencing her argument. 

“Maybe I should try prob—” 

“No,” Elwin snapped, blocking Sophie as she tried to get to Alden. 

“But what if I can help him? I helped Fitz.” 

“You didn’t help me,” Fitz said, trying to sit up and only managing to 
flail. 

“You'd be lost if it weren’t for her, Fitz,” Alvar said quietly. “But lost is 
different than broken, Sophie. You’re sure my dad is .. .” 

“That’s the only reason why Fitz would get pulled under. And why 
everything in Alden’s mind would look wrong. But maybe I should check.” 

“No! No one is going to try anything else,” Elwin yelled. He shook his 
head as he gave Alden another dose of sedative. “I don’t need any more 
bodies piling up.” 

“Bodies?” Della whispered. She glanced from her moaning husband to 
her trembling son and... 

Collapsed. 

Elwin sighed as he bent to check her, flashing an orange orb around her 
face. “I think it’s time for Della to rest.” 

He looked to Alvar, who blinked, like he was coming out of a daze. 
“Yes, whatever you think is best.” 

Elwin turned Della’s chin toward him and poured a sedative down her 
throat. 

“We should move her,” he said as he lifted her limp body and passed her 
to Alvar. 

Alvar stared at his unconscious mother, his eyes turning glassy. “I—I 
guess Ill put her in one of the guest rooms tonight, so she won’t wake up 
and see...” 

“Good idea,” Elwin told him, squeezing his arm. 


Alvar stood there for a few more seconds, like he hadn’t quite figured 
out how to make his legs work. Then he made his way to the door, and for 
once he didn’t blink in and out of sight as he carried Della away. 

Elwin handed Fitz a vial of sedative. “Your turn.” 

“I’m fine.” Fitz tried to sit up again, but was still too weak. “I need to 
talk to Biana.” 

Sophie stepped forward. “I can talk to—” 

“You’ve done enough!” Fitz yelled. 

Sophie was too stunned to move—to think. She barely remembered to 
breathe as she watched tears stream down Fitz’s face. 

“This is not Sophie’s fault,” Elwin said, glancing at Sophie as he 
crouched next to Fitz. “It isn’t.” 

Fitz snorted. 

Elwin sighed. “Look—I understand you’re angry and in shock, Fitz, but 
you don’t want to say things you’re going to regret later.” 

“I won’t regret them.” 

“How about this, then?” Elwin grabbed Fitz’s arms. “If you don’t take 
that sedative right now, I’m going to pour it down your throat.” 

Fitz glared at him, but he must’ve realized Elwin was serious, because he 
uncorked the vial and swallowed the contents, his shaky hands spilling part 
of it as he did. 

Sophie looked away as his head lolled back, reminding herself that Fitz 
would wake up again. 

He’d probably still hate her—but he’d be awake. 

Unlike Alden... 

She glanced at the bed, relieved that Alden had calmed. If she didn’t 
know better, she would think he was just asleep. 

“We can’t give up,” she decided, digging her Imparter from her pocket 
with shaky hands. She could think of one person who might know how to 
bring Alden back. 

People had thought she was dead when she was still alive. 

Maybe there was still a chance. 


ALVAR DECIDED HE SHOULD BE the one to tell Biana—and Elwin 
needed to stay nearby in case she needed to be sedated. Which left Sophie 
to go open the gates of Everglen. Alone. 


The midday sun warmed her shoulders as she walked the familiar path, 
but it couldn’t erase the chill that had settled into her heart. The grounds felt 
darker, emptier without the promise of Alden’s smile and deep, accented 
voice to greet her when she got back. She couldn’t imagine a lifetime 
without him. There had to be something someone could do. 

Had to. 

It took her a minute to find the small button hidden on a sundial next to a 
blue-leafed tree, but when she pressed it, the gates swung open, revealing a 
figure in a black tunic and pants, nervously shuffling his feet. 

“Tiergan!” She ran to his side and threw her arms around him. He tensed 
in her embrace, but she needed something to hold on to. “Thank you for 
coming.” 

“Of course.” Tiergan patted her back awkwardly. “What’s going on? You 
said Alden’s sick?” 

She nodded against his chest and then forced herself to let go, wiping her 
eyes and clearing her throat so she could explain the situation, in all its 
devastating detail. 

“That’s . . . impossible,” Tiergan said, squinting at the sky. “I—I have to 
see him.” 

He hurried down the path. Sophie had to run to keep up with him, and 
they didn’t stop until they’d reached Alden’s room. Sophie was sure Tiergan 
could hear her heart pounding as he pulled open the heavy doors. 

He sucked in a breath. Sophie did the same. 

More color had drained away from Alden’s skin, turning him pale. 

Lifeless. 

Tiergan made his way to Alden’s side, lifting Alden’s arm and letting it 
fall limply. “Is he sedated?” he asked Elwin. 

“For the moment. When he’s awake he gets tremors and babbles to 
himself. But the sedatives don’t last.” Elwin wiped his eyes, and his voice 
was thick as he asked, “Is there anything you can do?” 

“Tt depends.” 

Tiergan’s fingers grazed Alden’s forehead, settling on his temples. He 
took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and... 

Jumped back, furiously shaking his head and gripping one of the silver 
bedposts. 

“I can’t,” he whispered, swallowing several times as he rubbed his 
forehead. “I’m sorry. His mind is too much chaos.” 


Every tiny hope Sophie had been clinging to slowly unraveled. “So he’s 
really broken?” 

Tiergan met her eyes as he nodded. 

Only once, but it was enough. 

The room turned to a blur as Sophie’s knees collapsed—but something 
stopped her from crashing onto the floor. Someone’s arms maybe? She 
couldn’t think through the panic and grief swelling inside, clawing up her 
throat, choking her. Someone shouted something she couldn’t understand, 
and then something cold pressed against her lips. 

“No!” she screamed, twisting away. 

“It’s not a sedative,” Elwin promised, pressing the vial against her lips 
again. “It’s just to help clear your head. Please, Sophie, trust me.” 

She stopped struggling and let him pour the cool, salty medicine down 
her throat. She gagged, but the liquid stayed down, and as it rushed through 
her body, the spinning slowed and the blurry blobs morphed back into faces 
she could recognize. But the room didn’t just become clearer—it became 
brighter. Lighter. Things weren’t so bad, really. How could they be when 
there was this cool rush racing through her, filling her with life and energy 
and lifting her higher... 

“Whoa—what did you give me?” she asked, fighting back a giggle that 
wanted to burst from her lips as she pulled away, ready to stand on her own 
again. 

“Something to help your mood.” 

This was more than help. This was weird, unnatural giddiness. Her heart 
was still broken but her head was floating and flying, making it impossible 
to be sad. 

“Its strong,” she said, covering her mouth with her hand to hide the 
smile that had forced its way across her lips. 

Elwin ran his hands down his face as he leaned against the bed, staring 
sadly at Alden. “At least one thing’s working right. He’s really beyond any 
repair?” 

“I can’t believe it either.” Tiergan twisted his fingers so tightly it looked 
painful. “His mind was one of the strongest I’ve ever seen.” 

Was. 

Not is. 

“And you’re sure you can’t... ?” Sophie meant to whisper, but her 
voice came out loud and clear. 


“Positive.” 

“Maybe we should call Quinlin. See if he can—” 

“There’s nothing that can be done for a broken mind, Sophie,” Tiergan 
interrupted. “Trust me. I’ve spent the last thirteen years trying.” 

He turned away, walking to the windows and staring out at the sky. 
Sophie knew he must be thinking about Prentice. 

Broken, ruined Prentice. 

Was that Alden’s future? A straitjacket and a cell in Exile? 

“So that’s it?” she asked, hating her cheery tone. “We just give up?” 

Tiergan nodded sadly. “There’s nothing else to do, except help the 
family.” 

A sob bubbled up Sophie’s chest as she tried to imagine the Vackers 
without Alden, but by the time it slipped from her lips it came out like a 
squeaky hiccup. She kicked the carpet, scattering flower petals everywhere. 
Part of her wanted to kick something harder, louder, something that would 
break into pieces. The other part wanted to giggle and roll in the silky 
flowers. 

Stupid confusing elixir. 

“Tt just . . . It just doesn’t make sense,” she decided. “He was fine before 
he got the headache. How does someone go from fine to broken in five 
minutes?” 

She could still hear him laughing as she’d tackled him with a hug. 

“Something must have happened to set it off,” Tiergan said quietly. 

“But nothing did. He was just standing there, watching the elite 
prodigies present their stinky flowers and dance and . . .” 

Her voice trailed off as a memory flashed back. 

Wylie, spinning gracefully in a silver robe. 

She’d been so worried about seeing him at school that she’d leaned over 
and asked Alden if he thought... 

And he said... 

“No,” she whispered as her hands darted to her mouth. “No. No. No. No. 
No. No. No.” 

““No’ what, Sophie? What’s wrong?” 

She shook her head, feeling her eyes burn. Either Elwin’s happy-elixir 
was wearing off, or the truth was so real and painful it cut through the fake 
haze. 

“Fitz is right,” she whispered. “It is my fault.” 


THIRTY-FIVE 


IT’S NOT YOUR FAULT,” ELWIN and Tiergan both said in unison. 

“Tt is.” 

Sophie looked at Alden. 

Kind, wonderful, broken Alden. “It was guilt.” 

“Guilt,” Tiergan repeated. 

“But, what could Alden possibly be guilty of?” Elwin asked. 

Tiergan knew, even before Sophie said the name. 

“Prentice.” 

“That’s crazy,” Elwin argued. “The Council ordered that break—not 
him.” 

“Alden was the accuser, though,” Tiergan said as he slowly crossed the 
room to where Alden lay. “And he was wrong.” 

He wiped a tear from his cheek and grabbed Alden by the shoulders. 
“Why didn’t you just listen to me when I told you he was innocent? Was 
this worth it?” 

Sophie choked back a sob. She’d seen the sadness in Alden’s eyes as 
he’d watched Prentice in Exile, and the hurt in his features when she told 
him Prentice remembered him, and his sorrow and regret as he watched 
Wylie dance—but she’d been so caught up in her own plans and worries she 
never thought... 

“If Pd paid closer attention, I could’ve gotten him help or—I don’t 
know. Maybe he wouldn’t be—” The room dimmed and her legs turned to 
rubber. 

“Don’t you dare!” Tiergan shouted, grabbing her arms and holding her 
up. “This was not your fault. It was his guilt that did this and it would’ve 
caught up with him eventually. You can’t run from the truth.” 

“But maybe he—” 

“Don’t. Do not let any guilt cloud your mind—I mean it, Sophie. Not 
unless you want to end up like him.” 

The fear in his eyes was enough to clear her head. 


“Good girl,” he said, releasing her. “If any thoughts like that start to rear 
up, you must shove them away—immediately, do you hear me? Guilt is a 
treacherous thing. It creeps in slowly, breaking you down bit by bit. Pd 
wager Alden’s been on the verge of a break since he learned the Black 
Swan were on our side.” 

“That was my fault too,” she whispered. 

Technically the whole thing was her fault. Prentice had been hiding her. 

“If we’re playing the blame game, it’s just as much my fault,” Elwin 
mumbled. “I should’ve noticed what was happening and stopped this.” 

Tiergan shook his head. “Mental breaks aren’t physical things. There’s 
nothing you could’ve done. And I need both of you to listen to me. The only 
one who could’ve stopped this was Alden. He let it fester. Which is why 
both of you must shove any guilt away—do you understand me?” 

They both nodded, but Sophie was only half listening, too busy 
replaying her memories from when she was in the Room Where Chances 
Are Lost. 

The headache Alden had when they were down there—had that been a 
break too? 

They’d been talking about Prentice at the time it happened, just like how 
they’d been talking about Wylie at the Ceremonies. And yet he’d pulled 
through that and came back to normal. 

Why did seeing Prentice’s son affect him so much more? 

Or did it? 

Did he make it through because she somehow helped him? 

And if she had, could she do it again? 

She pulled away from Tiergan and went to Alden’s side, trying to seem 
like she was just saying goodbye as she focused her concentration. She 
knew what Tiergan would say, but she had to know, had to risk it, had to try. 
She owed it to Alden, after everything he’d done for her. 

When her mind was as clear as it could be, she pressed her fingers 
against Alden’s temples and pushed into his mind. 

The fractured memories were even sharper this time. Daggers and 
needles and icicles swirling in a dark vortex—tiny splinters of faces and 
places that were already smashing together into a nightmare world like 
Prentice’s mind. She tried to shove her way through, but the further she 
pressed the more she could feel the blackness latching around her like cold 
hands, squeezing and straining and dragging her under. 


She fought back, transmitting Alden’s name over and over as she 
searched the mayhem for something—anything. A thread of warmth. A 
fleck of light. Something she could hold on to and draw Alden back. But 
there was nothing but freezing shards, and as she started to sink deeper, she 
realized that if she didn’t break free, she’d be swallowed into the madness 
like she had with Prentice, and who knew if she’d ever be able to escape. 

She rallied her strength and yanked her mind free, collapsing backward 
into someone’s arms. 

“That was hands down the most foolish thing you’ve ever done!” 
Tiergan shouted, and Sophie was surprised to realize he was the one 
hugging her. “What were you thinking?” 

“T’m sorry.” Her words were muffled by the fabric of his tunic. “I had to 
make sure I couldn’t help him. If there was any chance I could...” 

Tiergan sighed and let her go—and she was immediately grabbed by 
Elwin. He spun her around and flashed a blue orb around her face. 

Sophie cringed as the light hit her eyes, feeling a headache flare. 

“You look okay,” Elwin said, flashing orbs in other colors. “But 
evidently I can’t see mental damage or distress, so who knows?” 

“Only Sophie,” Tiergan said quietly. “How do you feel?” 

Devastated, exhausted, angry, scared. Pick an emotion—she was feeling 
it. 

But all she said was, “Fine.” 

“Then you’re a very lucky girl. I barely managed to pull myself free and 
I was only in his mind for a second.” 

“How long was I in there for?” 

“At least a minute. I really wasn’t sure you’d come back.” 

“Well . . . I did.” 

“And you will not try that again, understood? I need your word on that, 
Sophie.” 

“It didn’t work anyway.” 

“I still need your word.” 

“I really thought it would work.” 

“Sophie!” 

“Fine! You have my word. I just—I don’t understand. Why can I bring 
back someone lost but not someone broken?” 

“Because lost and broken are two very different—” 


“Yeah, I know.” If she had to hear that one more time, she was going to 
lose it. “I guess . . . I just thought it might be possible. I can do so many 
other impossible things. Why not this?” 

The only one that mattered. 

Tears pricked her eyes and she fought back her guilt, remembering 
Tiergan’s warning. 

Which made her wonder . . . 

“Can guilt be reversed? Like, if we could make Alden not feel guilty for 
what happened to Prentice—convince him it wasn’t his fault or something 
—would it heal him?” 

Tiergan sighed. “He’s not capable of coherent reasoning anymore.” 

“But what if we could get through somehow?” 

“You saw for yourself how ruined his mind is.” 

But it wasn’t empty. There was still something there. And she’d seen 
even more in Prentice’s mind. He could still think and communicate. 

If Prentice could still function—after all that time—then maybe Alden 
could... 

A new spark of hope caught inside her, kindling in her heart and 
pumping through her veins. 

Maybe Alden could still heal himself. 

If she could find a way to show him that he had nothing to feel guilty for, 
maybe whatever small part was left would find the strength to fight his way 
back. 

She didn’t know if it was possible, but she had to try. 

And she could think of one thing that could definitely erase Alden’s 
guilt. 

If Grady was right about the Black Swan. 


THIRTY-SIX 


SOPHIE NEVER THOUGHT SHE’D WANT to be the creation of a band 
of murderers—but now she wished for it more than anything else she’d ever 
wished for. 

So what if Mr. Forkle had cared? 

That didn’t mean the rest of the Black Swan did. Grady was convinced 
they were evil, and she needed him to be right. She’d worry about what that 
meant for her life later. 

All that mattered was bringing Alden back. 

For that she’d need proof. Something she could show Alden to call him 
out of the darkness, seal the cracks in his mind, make him him again. 

“Someone will need to alert the Council,” Alvar announced, appearing 
from nowhere. 

Sophie clutched her chest, wondering how long he’d been standing there. 

“I can go,” he offered, noticeably not looking at his father. “I believe the 
Councillors are in their offices right now.” 

Tiergan held up his hand. “I think we should wait. We need to prepare a 
place in the house where Alden can comfortably stay. Otherwise they’ll 
want to move him to Exile.” 

Sophie tried to block the image of Alden locked up in one of those cold, 
tiny rooms from her mind, but it wormed its way in anyway. 

“But if they find out we kept this from them—” Alvar argued. 

“They won’t. And even if they do, we can explain that we were giving it 
time to make sure nothing changed. I’m sure they’ll be especially 
accommodating in your father’s case. He was one of their best Emissaries.” 

“But—” 

“We’re going to wait a day!” Tiergan insisted. “Pll take full 
responsibility if they’re unhappy.” 

Alvar stepped into Tiergan’s personal space. “Since when have you had 
even the slightest concern for anyone in my family? In fact, shouldn’t you 
be celebrating right now?” 


“I may have disagreed with your father on certain things—but I have 
never wished ill on him, or anyone else in your family. I am simply trying 
my best to help, and as the most senior official in this room, what I say will 
be what goes.” 

Alvar’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t argue. “I guess I'll go check on my 
sister, then,” he said as he stalked out of the room. 

Tiergan rubbed his temples. “I’m probably not the best person to be 
assisting with this situation.” 

“They’re going to need all the help they can get,” Elwin said sadly. 
Alden started to thrash again and Elwin forced more sedative down his 
throat. “It’s wearing off quicker and quicker.” 

“Soon it won’t work at all. You can’t alter consciousness when there’s no 
consciousness to alter.” 

“So there’s still some consciousness left?” Sophie asked, unable to hide 
the hope in her voice. 

“Not the way you’re thinking, Sophie. When your sanity breaks, it 
continues to break, splintering into smaller and smaller pieces. In the 
beginning the shards are big enough to still react to certain things. But as 
they shatter further they’ ll become completely unresponsive.” 

“How long will that take?” 

“Tt’s different with every person. With Prentice it was slow, because his 
mind was so strong.” 

Alden’s mind was strong too—supposedly one of the strongest in their 
world. Hopefully that meant she had more time. 

“You really think they should keep him here?” Elwin asked as he wiped 
the sweat off Alden’s forehead. “Won’t it be too hard?” 

“Its better than locking him away in Exile. I’ve been there, it’s... 
Tiergan looked away. 

“He’s right,” Sophie agreed—though she had another reason for not 
wanting Alden moved. Once she’d figured out how to fix him, the last thing 
she wanted was another trip to that horrible place. 

Elwin sighed. “I guess I’d better talk to the gnomes. We’ll need to set 
him up somewhere he can’t hurt himself if he thrashes.” 

“And somewhere they won’t be able to hear his wails.” Tiergan’s voice 
shook as he said it. 

“I should probably go home,” Sophie mumbled. She was dreading telling 
Grady and Edaline the sad news, but she needed to start looking for the 


33 


proof to save him. 

“PII go with you,” Tiergan offered. “I should talk to Grady anyway.” 

He didn’t say about what, and Sophie decided not to ask. She had 
enough to worry about. 

She refused to look at Alden’s pale, unconscious form as she dug out her 
home crystal and reached for Tiergan’s hand. 

This was only temporary. The next time she saw Alden she’d be bringing 
him the news to pull him back from the darkness. 


FRIEND? SILVENY CALLED AS SHE spotted Sophie across the 
pastures. Friend! Come! Fly! Trust! Fly! Fly! Fly! 

Silveny, not now—please, Sophie transmitted, rubbing her temples. 

“What’s wrong? You’re not getting a headache, are you?” Tiergan asked. 

“No. Silveny’s just calling for me, and it’s hard to concentrate because I 
can’t block her.” 

His eyes widened and she realized she’d never told him about her 
unusual connection to the alicorn. “What do you think that means?” she 
asked when she was done explaining. 

“I can’t even begin to guess. I’d long suspected the alicorn we had in the 
Sanctuary had a mind far superior to any creature we’d ever encountered 
before. But I never thought—” 

“Tiergan? Is that you?” Grady called from the back door. “And, Sophie, 
you’re back from Everglen already? How’s Alden doing? I haven’t been 
able to get ahold of Della.” 

Sophie tried to figure out how to respond, but she couldn’t find the right 
words. 

“Why don’t you wait out here while I answer their questions?” Tiergan 
said quietly. 

Sophie couldn’t begin to express how much she wanted to take him up 
on that offer. But she knew Grady and Edaline would need her. “No, it’s 
okay. Pll tell them.” 

Tiergan smiled sadly and offered her his hand. They’d walked several 
steps before Sophie realized how natural the gesture felt. Tiergan’s usual 
awkwardness around her seemed almost forgotten. Like he’d stepped into 
Alden’s role without even realizing it. 

She was grateful for it. But it made her sad, too. 


“What’s going on?” Grady asked as he got a closer look at their 
expressions. “Is Alden’s injury serious?” 

“We have much to discuss,” Tiergan told him. “But I think we should be 
sitting down.” 


GRADY WASN’T SAD. HE WAS furious—shouting hateful things about 
the Council, the Black Swan, memory breaks, even Alden. Edaline wasn’t 
sad either. She was worried—trying to force a dozen elixirs down Sophie’s 
throat, no matter how many times Sophie assured her she was fine. Tiergan 
ordered them both to drink a mild sedative and they finally calmed, sinking 
into their chairs. 

“T’ll have to talk to Grady about the other matters tomorrow,” Tiergan 
said as they stared blankly into space. “Hopefully he’ll have accepted the 
news by then.” 

Sophie hoped so. 

“Maybe I should stay. I’d hate to have you here alone.” 

“PII be okay. I have Sandor here with me.” 

Tiergan nodded. “I must say, you’re handling this very bravely. Alden 
would be proud.” 

Would he? 

Or would he think she cared less than the others who kept falling apart? 

“T suspect your upbringing helps you process grief better than the rest of 
us,” he added, like he knew what she’d been thinking. “Death and loss are 
so much more common for humans.” 

“Then how come you’re not more affected?” 

Tiergan fiddled with the edges of his sleeves. “I’ve known more loss 
than anyone. Anyway, if you’ll really be okay, then I should go. There is 
much to do before I go to the Council tomorrow. Pll be back here in the 
morning.” 

Sophie nodded. 

Tiergan made her promise to hail him if she needed anything. Then he 
vanished into the light, leaving behind a silence so thick Sophie wondered if 
it would smother her. 

Sandor helped her lead Grady and Edaline upstairs, and by the time they 
were settled into their enormous canopied bed, Sophie could barely stand. 
She turned to head to her room, but her body felt ready to collapse. Or 


maybe she did collapse, because the next thing she knew, Sandor was 
setting her gently down on her bed. 

“Pm worried today’s events will give you nightmares, Miss Foster. 
Perhaps you should try some of that tea Elwin has suggested. 
Slumberberry?” 

“No sedatives.” 

Sandor sighed—a wheezy, squeaky sound that would’ve made her giggle 
any other time—but didn’t push her. Instead he untangled Ella from the 
blankets and handed her the familiar bright blue elephant. 

“Thanks,” she mumbled, burying her face between Ella’s ears. 

“If you need me, I’m right outside.” He clapped his hands, closing the 
drapes along her walls and leaving her in darkness. 

Sophie closed her eyes, waiting for the exhaustion to pull her weary 
mind into unconsciousness. But sleep wouldn’t come. 

Iggy’s wood chipper snore echoed through the silent room, which felt 
cold and empty. Sophie was tempted to ask Sandor to station himself inside 
for the night, but she pulled the blankets over her head, squeezed her eyes 
shut, and curled up as tight as she could. 

The coldness was inside her, though. Shards of ice slicing her apart. 

The shivers turned to heaving sobs that shook her so hard she wondered 
if she’d be bruised the next day, and cold tears soaked her pillow, mixed 
with snot and drool. 

Friend? 

Silveny’s soft call echoed through her mind, but Sophie was too lost in 
the grief to respond. 

Friend! Silveny called again—more urgent this time. 

When she still didn’t reply, a warm buzz filled Sophie’s mind, soft and 
sweet, like the crunch of fresh grass between her teeth or the rush of the 
wind on her feathered wings or the gentle touch of a slender blond girl, 
brushing her fingers through her mane. 

Sophie’s eyes popped open. 

Silveny must have opened some sort of channel between them and was 
filling her head with feelings and memories that weren’t hers. Panic and 
instinct told Sophie to shove the foreign thoughts away—but there was 
something so calming about the pure simplicity of the sensations. No grief. 
No worry. Just the easy pleasure of running at top speed through a dew- 
covered meadow, or soaring through a cloudless sky with the crisp breeze 


blowing in her face. But stronger than anything else were the images of her. 
Silveny shared memories of smiles and laughs that Sophie had felt rather 
than seen, and she could feel the downy fur of her nose being tickled by soft 
fingers. The gentle strokes sent tingles rippling all the way to the tips of her 
hooves—filling her heart with a warm burst of joy. Lightening a darkness 
and emptiness so deep inside that Sophie had never noticed she felt it—but 
she realized that was because it wasn’t hers. 

It was Silveny’s. 

Hundreds of years of running, flying, hiding anytime anyone came close. 
Until one day a soft voice entered her mind as she fled, and convinced her 
to stay. 

Friend? Sophie transmitted, feeling the word circle and buzz in 
Silveny’s mind, sweeping away even more of the loneliness. 

Friend, Silveny repeated. Calm. 

The word carried authority, like Silveny was ordering her to relax, and 
Sophie couldn’t help smiling at the thought of being mothered by a glittery 
winged horse. 

But Silveny took her job seriously. She filled Sophie’s mind with 
memories of vivid desert sunsets and moonlit beaches with silver-tipped 
waves and rich green meadows with flowers in every color of the rainbow. 
Cities and forests and islands and icy tundra. Empty, isolated places that felt 
like the world had forgotten them, and crowded, cluttered places where 
voices smiled and laughed as Silveny hid in the shadows, listening. 

It was two or three lifetimes’ worth of memories, and Sophie’s last 
thought was to wonder how a single alicorn could possibly have been and 
seen and known so many places. Then her mind finally drifted off to sleep. 


THIRTY-SEVEN 


SORRY, DIDN’T MEAN TO WAKE you,” Grady said when her bedroom 
door creaked, jolting Sophie from her strange, alicorny dreams. “I just 
wanted to check on you.” 

Sophie sat up, rubbing the sleep from her eyes as Grady crossed the 
room and sat on the edge of her bed. “I also wanted you to know how sorry 
Edaline and I are that we got so upset yesterday. We should’ve been 
comforting you—not the other way around.” 

“Tt’s okay. It was hard news.” 

He cleared the thickness from his throat. “I still can’t believe it. But I 
went to Everglen this morning and saw for myself how... .” 

He didn’t finish, and Sophie was grateful. 

“Wait—what time is it?” She capped her hands to open her drapes. The 
sun blazed high in the sky, like it was almost midday. “How long did I 
sleep?” 

“We didn’t want to wake you. Dex stopped by, but we told him we were 
letting you rest and you’d see him tomorrow. You’ve been through so 
much.” 

She had. But still—how many hours had she lost? 

“Edaline’s over at Everglen, trying to help Della figure everything out. 
Will you be okay if I leave you alone here?” 

“Of course. Where are you going?” 

His hand moved to the Ruewen crest clasping his jewel lined cape, and 
Sophie realized he was dressed in an embroidered tunic and fine linen 
pants, with his hair immaculately combed. He looked almost regal as he 
sighed and said, “I’m going with Tiergan to speak to the Council. Someone 
will need to take over Alden’s duties.” 

Sophie frowned. “You’re agreeing to be an Emissary?” She was glad 
he’d finally come around, but . . . why was he willing to do it for Alden and 
not her? 


“Alden did so much for us,” he said, reaching out and stroking Sophie’s 
cheek. “It’s the least I can do.” 

His eyes brimmed with the tears, and Sophie felt her own well up too. 
She blinked back the sadness. She wasn’t going to cry for Alden—she was 
going to fix him. And if Grady and Edaline weren’t going to be home, she 
knew exactly where to start. 

She hugged Grady goodbye and waited for the house to fall silent. Then 
she threw her covers off and ran for her bedroom door and... 

Slammed into a wall of rock-hard goblin muscle. 

“Ow, Sandor!” She rubbed her forehead. “What are you doing?” 

“I could ask you the same question.” 

She tried to move past him, but he blocked her with his beefy arms. 

“Will you relax?” she asked. “I’m not going anywhere.” 

“If you’re not going anywhere, then why won’t you tell me what you’re 
doing?” 

“Aren’t I allowed to have any secrets?” 

“Secrets hinder my ability to protect you.” 

“I don’t need your protection for this.” 

“You always need my protection.” 

His stubbornness made her want to tear out her hair. She settled for 
tugging out an eyelash. 

“Fine,” she said after several deep breaths. “I need to look around a 
room that Grady and Edaline don’t like me to go into, and since your job is 
to report everything I do—” 

“That’s not my job,” Sandor interrupted. “If it were, I would’ve told 
them how you sneak out of bed to read by the light of the moon jars you 
keep in your desk.” 

Her jaw fell slightly. 

His thin lips twisted into what she assumed was a smile. “You didn’t 
really think I couldn’t hear you, did you? My senses detect everything.” 

Everything except the mysterious “visitor” who tried to take Silveny. 

“My job is to protect you, Miss Foster,” he continued. “If you’re awake, 
so am I. But I’m not here to chaperone you. If something you do isn’t 
dangerous, there’s no reason for me to report on your behavior. So it would 
be easier for both of us if you would stop trying to hide things from me.” 

Sophie studied his face, trying to decide if she could trust him—though 
she didn’t really have a choice, thanks to his super-goblin-hearing. 


“Fine—if you must know, I need to look around Jolie’s room.” 

“You’re trying to find out if she was murdered.” It wasn’t a question, so 
Sophie didn’t answer, and it proved once again how closely Sandor was 
paying attention. 

“So will you let me by, or not?” she asked. 

“On one condition. If this quest you’re on takes you beyond these walls, 
I will be coming with you—and you will not try to stop me.” 

Sophie sighed. Having an enormous weapon-toting bodyguard on her tail 
was going to make the whole “stealth” part of investigating pretty 
impossible. But she doubted she’d really be able to sneak away. “As long as 
you don’t tell anyone what we’re doing until I’m ready.” 

His eyes narrowed as he considered that. Then he extended his hand and 
they shook, cementing the deal. 

He stepped aside to let her pass, but shadowed her down the stairs and 
through the quiet second floor hallway, stationing himself outside Jolie’s 
door. 

“PII keep lookout, in case your family comes home,” he explained. 

“I... Thanks.” 

Maybe having Sandor on her side wouldn’t be such a bad thing. 
Especially since she had a feeling she was going to need all the help she 
could get. 


SOPHIE TRIED NOT TO THINK as she rummaged through Jolie’s 
things. Then she didn’t have to feel bad about disturbing the careful peace 
of a dead girl’s bedroom. She was just a mindless force with a single 
purpose: find something. 

Something to tell her... well . . . something. 

It wasn’t much to go on, but it was all she had. 

She checked all the obvious places first: under the bed, between the 
mattresses, in the desk. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary—though it was 
strange how much Grady and Edaline had kept everything the same. Books 
were still marked to the page Jolie had been reading, tiny pots of lip color— 
long since dried up—were still carefully arranged on her dressing table, 
even a half-finished bottle of Youth still waited on the small table next to 
the bed. 

Sophie moved on to the closet, which was filled with fancy gowns 
covered in frills and lace. Most of them were in shades of purple—another 





detail about the vision Prentice had shown her that seemed far too accurate 
to be coincidence. But it still didn’t give her any clue what the scene meant. 

On the highest shelf Sophie spotted two small silver chests that were 
stacked on top of each other. She pulled them down, coughing as a shower 
of dust rained around her. The bigger chest was filled with small trinkets, 
most of which Sophie couldn’t identify—tokens that must’ve meant 
something for Jolie to keep them, but told Sophie nothing. But the second 
chest was filled with folded slips of pink-toned paper, bound with a red 
satin ribbon. Sophie stepped out of the closet, peeling back the lace curtains 
on the nearest window so she’d have enough light to see the words written 
in faded black ink. 

The pages were all signed, Yours always, Brant. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” a high-pitched voice shouted, 
startling Sophie so much she dropped the stack of letters. 

Papers fluttered everywhere, and Sophie glared at Vertina’s face in the 
mirror. “Don’t worry about it.” 

Vertina’s eyes narrowed. “Listen, girlie, I’ve lived here a lot longer than 
you—so if you think I’m going to just sit here and let you raid Jolie’s things 
you’re—” 

“Lady Ruewen just leaped back on the property,” Sandor called from the 
hallway. 

“—_seriously delusional.” Vertina finished. “You can’t just—” 

Sophie scrambled to the floor, ignoring Vertina’s ongoing tirade as she 
tried to gather all of the scattered letters. 

She knew she wouldn’t have enough time to put the letters back in the 
closet—and she hadn’t had a chance to look through them anyway—but she 
wasn’t sure how to sneak them out. She wished the Black Swan had made 
her a Conjurer as she stuffed them behind her back in the waistband of her 
pants, hoping she’d be able to slip up to her room without Edaline noticing 
the rectangular bulge under her tunic. 

She ran for the door and ducked into the hallway right as Edaline came 
up the stairs. 

“Sophie?” she asked, frowning as she glanced from her to Sandor, to 
Jolie’s room. “What are you doing?” 

“Sorry,” Sophie mumbled, trying to think of an explanation that 
wouldn’t seem suspicious. “I know I’m not supposed to go in there. I 


just . . . I was worried about Vertina. She seemed so lonely the last time I 
was here, I thought maybe I should come visit her occasionally.” 

She held her breath and tried not to move when she felt Sandor reach 
behind her and grab the letters from their horrible hiding place. If he ratted 
her out, she was going to strangle him—but he slipped them behind his 
back as Edaline sighed and shook her head. 

“You have no reason to apologize, Sophie. This house is your home. I’m 
sorry if you felt like there were places you weren’t supposed to go.” 

“You don’t have to say that. I know this room is special.” 

Edaline smiled. But it wasn’t a happy smile. “No, this room was special. 
Now it’s just a room. And I think . . .” She hesitated for a second, then 
stepped forward and threw open Jolie’s door, letting her eyes wander over 
the space before she said, “I think it’s time to let go.” 

“I—wow—teally?” 

“I don’t know . . . I watched Della today, clinging to every tiny thing 
Alden had ever touched like it could somehow bring him back, and I could 
see how much worse it made everything. This stuff isn’t going to change 
anything. So maybe .. .” Her voice faded away. 

Sophie struggled to think of something to say. 

“We can’t live in the past,” Edaline added, her voice louder. Resolved. 
“We have to let the hard things go—what happened to Alden proves it. I’m 
going to ask the gnomes to pack all of this up, and we can make this room 
into whatever you want.” 

“Maybe you should—um—check with Grady first.” Sophie knew 
Edaline was right about moving on, but she needed more time to search 
Jolie’s things before they packed them all away. 

“I guess,” Edaline agreed, letting Sophie lead her toward the door. “But 
you’re right about Vertina. We shouldn’t leave her alone in this dim room 
anymore. Would you like me to ask the gnomes to move her up to your 
room?” 

It was hard not to groan. 

Then again, the obnoxious girl did know Jolie. Maybe she knew 
something that would help. “Sure . . . but make sure they put her in a 
corner.” 

Edaline smiled. “I don’t blame you for that. And then I think we should 
do something fun today. You start your first full year at Foxfire tomorrow— 
we should celebrate. Start some new traditions. No more living in the past.” 


Sophie tried to smile back—but it felt wrong to celebrate and start a new 
year at Foxfire when Alden hadn’t been healed yet. 

But Edaline was right, too. Life did have to go on. So she went upstairs, 
stashed Brant’s letters in the bottom of her desk drawer, changed out of her 
dusty pajamas, and spent the rest of the afternoon with Edaline, feasting on 
freshly made mallowmelt and custard bursts and playing with Iggy, who 
soaked up the attention. Grady came home in time for dinner, and even 
though he looked weary, he jumped right on board with the starting new 
traditions plan. He even promised they’d bring her to Atlantis whenever she 
wanted, so she could pick a new charm for her bracelet. It was one of the 
best nights she’d had in a long time. 

After they’d tucked her in, though, Sophie snuck out of bed and retrieved 
Brant’s letters and her memory log. She started to grab a moon jar, but then 
she realized there was no point sneaking around. She snapped her fingers, 
flooding her room with light as she crawled back under the covers. Iggy 
curled up next to her, and she rumpled his still-pink fur as she unfolded the 
first letter. 

My Dearest Jolie, the message started, followed by what might have 
been the sappiest love letter ever written. Sophie mostly skimmed—it felt 
strange reading something so personal—and moved on to the next, which 
might have been even sappier. Same with the one after that. Brant seemed 
to really miss his girlfriend while she was sequestered away in the elite 
towers—which was strange that he wasn’t there with her. Was he older than 
Jolie? 

The next letter was some sort of gooey love poem, and Sophie was about 
to give up on the whole pile. But the next letter felt heavier than the others, 
and as she unfolded it, a small photo slipped into her lap. 

She sucked in a breath as she stared at the happy couple before the fire 
destroyed them. Jolie looked exactly like she had in the vision Prentice 
showed her—which meant he must have known her in real life. And 
without the scar, Brant looked like a rock star, right down to the tousled hair 
and crooked smile. 

Jolie had a silver cape with a unicom pin clasping it across her 
shoulders, so the photo had to have been taken when she was a Level Eight, 
the last year of the elite levels. Unicorns were the final mascot. 

Which meant it was only a few months before she died. Maybe even 
weeks. 


Brant wore a green tunic with a black stripe across the chest and a crest 
over his heart: a red triangle crisscrossed by two gray lines set against a 
background of blue. Something felt familiar about the symbol—but Sophie 
couldn’t place what it was. 

She closed her eyes, focusing on the blurry image forming in her mind. 
A blue sleeve with a similar symbol—though the colors were different. She 
couldn’t remember anything else, and it was only a quick flash. Like the 
rest of the memory had been lost. 

Or taken. 

She dropped the photo and scrambled for her memory log, projecting the 
blurry image before it slipped away. As she stared at it, another foggy 
image resurfaced in her mind. 

Curled, squiggly lines stretched along the edge of a hot pink page. 

She recognized the paper from an old journal she’d used to write in 
when she was younger—until she got bored with it. She only remembered 
using it to complain about the annoying things her sister did. But had she 
written something else? 

She poked at the memory, tried to force it into focus before she projected 
it onto a fresh page. The image was dim and fuzzy, but she could see the 
sparkly edge of the pink book and the faintly curved squiggles written in the 
margin. She didn’t remember writing them, and they were too blurry to read 
what they said. But she could tell one crucial detail. 

They were elvin runes. 


THIRTY-EIGHT 


HER MEMORY LOG CRASHED TO the floor as Sophie raced for her 
bookshelf, whispering, “Please please please.” She scanned the rows but 
found no sign of any sparkly pink journal. 

She ran to her desk, tearing through the drawers. 

“What’s going on?” Sandor asked as he burst into her room—but she 
was too busy sprinting to her closet to answer. 

She flung aside her shoes and unearthed a small pile of wrinkled jeans 
and T-shirts she’d long since forgotten. But what she needed was the purple 
canvas backpack underneath. It felt empty when she picked it up, but she 
still checked each zippered section. All she found were a few crumpled 
candy wrappers and a broken pencil. 

She sank to the floor, rubbing her temples as she tried to think. She 
remembered rushing up the stairs in her parents’ cramped house, stumbling 
down the hall and shutting herself in her room to pack. She’d only taken a 
single backpack, feeling like most of her things didn’t belong to the new life 
she was starting. 

“Please,” Sophie whispered again as she ran through a mental checklist 
of the items she’d thrown in the bag. Shirts, pants, socks, and underwear to 
last a few days. A scrapbook she’d made with her mom, full of old family 
pictures. Her iPod. And... 

That was it. 

Fitz had gone back and grabbed Ella for her a few minutes later. But she 
left the long forgotten journal in the same place she’d shoved it years ago— 
the bottom of her old desk drawer, buried under a pile of schoolbooks. 

“Miss Foster,” Sandor said, pulling her out of her spinning thoughts. 
“Are you okay?” 

“Yeah,” she mumbled, trying to keep the frustration out of her voice. 
“Tm fine.” 

But she wasn’t. Not even close. 


She’d left behind what was probably the most important clue to the 
Black Swan—the most important clue to who she was. 
She had to find a way to get it back. 


“THAT COLOR ACTUALLY LOOKS GOOD on you,” Vertina told her 
as Sophie adjusted the mastodon pin on the stupid half-cape of her Foxfire 
uniform. 

She frowned at her reflection. “Really? You don’t think I look like a 
rotten orange?” 

“No, you do. But at least it almost matches your freaky eyes.” 

Sophie stepped out of Vertina’s range, wishing she could throw a blanket 
over the obnoxious mirror. Too bad she was trying to be nice and get 
Vertina to trust her. So far Vertina had answered all of her questions about 
Jolie by shaking her tiny head and telling her it was “none of her business,” 
and Sophie had no idea how to bribe a mirror into talking. 

She grabbed her Foxfire satchel, ignoring Silveny’s demands that she 
come play as she climbed the stairs to the Leapmaster. The muffin she’d 
eaten for breakfast churned in her stomach, but it wasn’t the usual first-day- 
of-school jitters. Worrying, Who will I sit with at lunch? or What if my 
Mentors dont like me? or even Will people make fun of my monstrous 
goblin bodyguard? seemed pointless in the wake of Alden’s loss. 

Grady and Edaline were waiting for her under the crystals. 

“You look so grown-up,” Edaline whispered, wiping her eyes. 

Grady looked choked up too, but Sophie was more affected by his dark 
blue cape. It looked just like the one Alden usually wore. 

“Try not to be nervous about today,” Grady said as he wrapped Sophie in 
a hug. “One thing that should make it easier is that the Council has decided 
to keep what’s happened to Alden quiet until they figure out how best to 
proceed. The news will come as quite a blow to many, and they want to 
make sure they figure out how best to deliver it.” 

“Can they really keep it secret?” 

“They can for a few days.” 

It seemed strange to hide something like that from everyone, but .. . if 
Sophie was honest, a tiny part of her was relieved, too. One less thing to 
worry about—for a few days at least. 

Though it didn’t solve the biggest problems on her mind. 

What would she say to Fitz and Biana? 


Or worse. 
What if they still blamed her for what happened? 


“THERE YOU ARE!” DEX SAID, rushing to the corner Sophie was 
hiding in on the bottom floor of the glass pyramid. “I’ve been looking all 
over for you.” 

“Sorry, I didn’t want Sandor to freak anyone out.” 

She’d made him stand against the wall and squat down to be more 
discreet—though really, she’d been hiding from Fitz and Biana. So far 
she’d seen no sign of them, and she was hoping to keep it that way as long 
as possible. 

Plus, it felt weird being surrounded by so much excitement and laughter. 
All the prodigies around her were talking, sharing schedules, trading 
Prattles’ pins, like there was nothing wrong in the world. She wondered 
how Fitz and Biana were handling it. It had to be hard pretending like 
everything was normal when their dad was... 

Sophie refused to finish the thought. As far as she was concerned, Alden 
was just sleeping. She’d find a way to wake him up soon enough. 

“Were you listening to anything I just said?” Dex asked, dragging her 
back to reality. 

“Um...” 

“Ugh. Never mind. The drama getting the triplets ready for school this 
morning wasn’t that interesting anyway.” 

“I’m sorry. It’s just been a hectic few days.” 

“Yeah. How was that assignment thing that I’m not supposed to know 
about?” 

“I’m... not allowed to say.” 

Dex heaved a sigh as Marella joined them and asked, “Not allowed to 
say what?” 

Sophie was saved from an interrogation by Dame Alina’s projection 
flashing across the far wall. She gave her most dazzling smile, welcomed 
them to a new year at Foxfire, and launched into a string of announcements 
that Sophie couldn’t make herself pay attention to because she was too busy 
imagining how Dame Alina would take the news about Alden. It was a 
well-known fact that she’d pined for Alden for years—even tried to steal 
him away from Della on his wedding day. 


“She’s tuning us out again,” Dex said, and it took Sophie a second to 
realize he meant her. 

“Sorry.” 

Marella shrugged, but Sophie could tell Dex was annoyed, so she did her 
best to pay attention as they walked to the atrium and Dex and Marella 
argued over what would be a fair trade for Marella’s locker, finally settling 
on two of Dex’s rarest Prattles’ pins. She also forced herself to listen when 
Jensi walked her to her first session, even though he was mostly wondering 
why he hadn’t seen Biana, and every time he said her name it gave Sophie a 
nervous stomachache. She even tried to listen to Sir Beckett—her new elvin 
history Mentor—when he launched into a mind-numbing lecture on the 
establishment of the dwarven treaty. But his dry, toneless voice was almost 
hypnotic, and the only thing that stopped her from dozing off was the high- 
pitched wheeze of Sandor’s snoring. 

Sophie would never forget the way his eyes bulged when Sir Beckett 
shook him awake, and she was tempted to ask for recordings of his lectures. 
Finally, she’d found Sandor’s weakness. 

Her smile faded as she made her way to the cafeteria for lunch. Fitz and 
Biana usually sat at her table, and she had no idea what she’d say to them if 
they did. 

She had no idea what she’d say if they didn t sit with her either. 

But in the end it didn’t matter. 

The Vackers weren’t there. 

Marella and Jensi were speculating about where they could be when 
Sophie sat down, but she was able to distract them by pointing out that 
Keefe wasn’t sitting with them either. Jensi told them he’d heard that Keefe 
had already gotten detention, and Marella had all kinds of wild theories 
about what he could have done. Sophie spent the hour playing with her 
brown mushroom sludge, glad she wasn’t actually hungry. 

Apparently, another Foxfire tradition was to make the mushrooms grown 
for the Ceremonies into some sort of stew that was supposed to make 
everyone smarter. Mostly it tasted like dirty dishwater, and Sophie was too 
afraid that the glowworms might also be part of the recipe to eat more than 
a bite. She hoped the food would be back to normal the next day. 

“Are you nervous about your next session?” Dex asked, and it took 
Sophie a second to remember what her next session even was. 


“That’s right—you’re going to the Silver Tower!” Jensi said, scooting 
closer. “You have to tell us all about it—you’ll be allowed to, right?” 

“I think so.” Sophie honestly didn’t know. She was still trying to figure 
out why she had to take linguistics in the first place. Didn’t being a Polyglot 
make that unnecessary? 

She pretended to be excited as the bells rang and she left her friends to 
head to the elite towers. But as she made the long, lonely walk across the 
purple fields to the twisted gold and silver towers, she was tempted to flee 
back to Dame Alina’s office and request a different session. Or at least an 
explanation. 

The only thing that kept her moving forward was knowing the 
Councillors were the ones who’d chosen her schedule. She doubted even 
Dame Alina had the power to make any changes. 

The gleaming elite towers were so tall they blocked out the sun, and as 
Sophie climbed the shadowed steps to the Silver Tower’s door, she couldn’t 
help feeling like an Oompa Loompa in her ugly orange-and-white uniform. 

The arched door wouldn’t open, so she knocked, and the thick metal 
seemed to swallow the sound. Seconds later a tall elf with far too much 
shiny gel in his jet black hair opened the door just far enough to lean out 
and tell her, “You kids don’t seem to realize that interrupting elite study 
time merits a week’s detention.” 

“I’m sorry. The door was locked, and I’ve been assigned a session in 
here.” 

His skepticism was obvious as she handed over her schedule, but his lips 
twisted into a smile when he read the tiny scroll. “You’re the prodigy Lady 
Cadence was forced to return for?” 

Forced? 

That didn’t sound like a good sign. 

Neither did his sigh as he pulled the door open with a clank of metal on 
metal and said, “Well, this is going to be interesting. I’m Master Leto—the 
Beacon for the Silver Tower. Welcome to the elite, Miss Foster. We’ve been 
waiting for you.” 


THIRTY-NINE 


PM IN CHARGE OF ENFORCING the rules,” Master Leto explained, 
pointing to an official-looking badge pinned to his silver cape. “I’m happy 
to let you in today, but in the future you should access the tower by 
submitting your DNA here.” He pointed to a silver strip set into the door 
about a foot over her head. “Oh, you’re too short to lick it. Hmm. I suppose 
that means Pll have to open the door for you twice a week.” 

Great—because that wasn’t going to be embarrassing. 

Then again, the idea of a shared DNA access strip made Sophie want to 
gag. She still got grossed out licking the one on her locker, and she was the 
only one who used it. 

“Wait—twice a week?” she asked, checking her schedule again. Sure 
enough, her inflicting session with Bronte was also in the Silver Tower. 

Awesome. 

Master Leto motioned for her to come in, but blocked them as Sandor 
started to follow. “Only approved prodigies may enter.” 

“I’ve been charged by the Council to protect Miss Foster wherever she 
goes.” 

“And I’ve been charged by Dame Alina to only admit approved 
prodigies.” 

Sandor reached for his weapon, but Sophie grabbed his arm. The last 
thing she needed was to be the Girl Whose Bodyguard Threatened the 
Beacon. Even if she had no idea what a Beacon was—and thought it was 
stupid that she had to call him “Master.” 

“Ts this the only way in or out of the towers?” she asked Master Leto. 

“Tt is.” 

“Then if you station yourself out here,” she told Sandor, “you’ll still be 
protecting me from everything. Right?” 

Sandor looked like he wanted to argue, but Sophie pleaded with her eyes 
until he nodded and stepped back. Master Leto moved aside to let her pass. 


“A goblin escort,” he mumbled as they entered a cramped, low-ceilinged 
room. Blue balefire sconces provided dim lighting, and the only decoration 
was a Statue of the Level Eight mascot, a silver unicorn staring at them with 
glittering black eyes. Master Leto placed his palm against the wall next to 
the door, which made a loud click, like the door had just latched. “Is that the 
popular new accessory these days?” 

He laughed like his joke was the funniest thing he’d ever heard, and it 
pretty much cemented for Sophie that she wasn’t going to like Master Leto. 

“Actually he’s there to make sure no one tries to kill me again.” 

“Yes, I realize. And it’s a good thing you left your problems at the door. 
The elite towers are a place for study and private contemplation. Everything 
else must be set aside. It’s why we’re sequestered away from all distractions 
and worries. To clear the mind for true enlightenment.” He crossed to the 
far wall and placed his badge against a small black sensor, opening a 
compartment filled with silver cloaks. He handed one to Sophie. “No one 
may progress farther without wearing the noble color.” 

Sophie tied the cape over her shoulders, scowling when at least a foot of 
it dragged along the ground. 

“I suppose we aren’t properly prepared to havea...” He made a strange 
series of crackly sounds, and it took Sophie a second to realize he’d called 
her a “wonder child.” 

She blushed. 

“So you can understand my dwarven,” he muttered, mostly to himself. 
“Then clearly the problem’s not there.” 

“Problem?” 

“Yes. We’ve all been trying to guess why Lady Cadence would need to 
be forced back to Mentor you. Most were assuming there’s some problem 
with your education that needs to be fixed. You were raised by humans, 
weren’t you?” 

He walked away before she could answer—not that she had anything she 
wanted to say to that. 

The room had no doors except the one they’d entered through. But when 
Master Leto pressed his palm against the left wall, a panel hissed open, 
creating a doorway. 

He motioned for her to go first. “Your session is this way.” 

She forced her shaky legs to work, entering a round stadium-size sitting 
room. Silver chandeliers dangled from the ceiling, and chrome bookshelves 


packed with books thicker than Sophie’s head covered the curved walls. 
The massive space was broken up with plush silver armchairs grouped 
around crystal tables filled with balefire, which reflected off the silver floor 
and painted the room with soft blue light. Everything looked sleek and 
modern and immaculate. A place where the best of the best went to mingle 
among other greatness. But at the moment it was empty, save for a few 
silver-cloaked prodigies who rushed past without so much as glancing at 
Sophie. 

“Tardiness is a serious offense,” Master Leto said, leading her to a spiral 
Staircase that wound its way up from the center of the room. He explained 
that everything in the tower went vertical, not horizontal, and as they passed 
floor after floor after floor, Sophie wished the tower had an elevator. 
Especially since the staircase bent sideways and slantways and upside down 
—leave it to the elves to defy gravity—as the tower itself twisted around 
the Gold Tower. 

They had just passed floor number seven when Master Leto paused. He 
turned around and gestured for her to do the same. 

“This is the Hall of Illumination,” he announced as he led her into a 
round room lined with mirrors. At least twenty Sophies stared back at her— 
but each reflection was slightly different, kind of like funhouse mirrors, 
though instead of making her look stretched or warped, the changes were 
much more subtle. Some had different shadows, or parts of her were 
blurred, or places were blasted out by light. 

“Each reflection is designed to teach us something about ourselves,” 
Master Leto explained, “and one of the requirements for commencement is 
to learn what all of them mean.” He pointed to a mirror directly across from 
them. “That’s the one everyone always solves first. Any guesses?” 

Sophie stepped closer, hating to admit she didn’t see anything different 
about it. But maybe that was the lesson. “To be true to yourself?” 

He frowned and moved to her side. “This is a human mirror. Their 
mirrors invert and reverse everything as they reflect it back. Look at the F 
on my badge.” 

She wanted to roll her eyes and tell him she was familiar with how 
human mirrors worked. But .. . how had she not noticed that elvin mirrors 
were different? 

“So what’s the real lesson?” she asked. 


“That’s for you to figure out. Master them all, and you’ve achieved true 
wisdom. In the meantime, we’d better move along.” 

She turned to follow him back to the stairs, but light reflecting off one of 
the mirrors flashed straight into her eyes. She braced for a headache, but 
instead she felt a strange pull, and a hum of energy started to build under 
her skin—a warm simmer that grew hotter by the second, until she felt like 
her insides were on fire. 

“Are you all right?” 

Sophie blinked, and it took tremendous effort to step back. Once she 
had, her head cleared. But the hum of the warmth lingered, buzzing in her 
mind like a swarm of bees—not that she wanted Master Leto knowing that. 

She plastered on her best smile and said, “Of course.” 

Master Leto opened his mouth to say something, but a tinkling chime, 
like the clinking of hundreds of water glasses, reverberated through the 
tower. 

“That’s the warning bell. It means you have two minutes to get to session 
or you’ ll be late. Lady Cadence will be most unpleased.” 

“What’s she like?” Sophie asked as she followed him up the stairs. 

“Tremendously talented.” 

Not exactly the information she’d been hoping for, but it was all he said 
as they climbed past several more floors. Between the humming in her head 
and the topsy-turvy staircases, Sophie was incredibly dizzy when they 
finally stopped at a narrow platform that sloped at a strange angle. Two 
silver unicorns stared at her with deep black eyes from the center of a room 
lined with doors. 

Master Leto pointed to one marked with a rune she couldn’t read. “That 
one’s you.” 

When she didn’t move, he nudged her forward, and she tripped on her 
too-long cape and slammed against the door, which swung open and sent 
her toppling into the room. 

She could hear Master Leto snickering as a Mentor with raven black hair 
and midnight blue eyes leaned over her and said, “This is going to be far 
worse than I imagined.” 


“HOW WAS YOUR FIRST DAY?” Grady asked after Sophie leaped into 
the Havenfield pastures. He was up to his armpits in dinosaur fluff, giving 
Verdi her weekly bath. 


“T lived.” 

Grady smiled. “That bad, huh?” 

Sophie shrugged. Her topple-through-the-door had turned out to be the 
high point of her linguistics session, which basically consisted of Lady 
Cadence pummeling her with phrases in other languages and muttering “so 
pointless” when Sophie translated them correctly. It was the first time she’d 
gotten in trouble for being good at something. 

It hadn’t helped that the strange humming in her head had lingered the 
entire session. She’d almost considered having Elwin check her—but she 
knew Keefe would tease her mercilessly if she went to the Healing Center 
on her first day. Plus, the sound was fading. Only a hint of it remained now 
that she was home, and she was sure the rest would be gone by morning. 

Verdi thrashed, spraying them both with soggy feathers that smelled like 
dirty lizard. But Sophie didn’t mind. She actually liked seeing Grady back 
to his regular job. It felt like things were still normal. 

“The Councillors are easing me into my new position,” Grady said, like 
he knew what she’d been thinking. 

“Ts it as bad as you thought it would be?” 

“Its different. But right now everyone is still so shocked by what 
happened that we’re all scrambling a bit.” He glanced over his shoulder, to 
where Silveny was trotting back and forth along her fence. “Which is 
actually something I need to talk to you about. The Council is hoping to be 
able to move up the celebration they’ve been planning for Silveny’s 
introduction into the Sanctuary. Significantly.” 

“How soon?” 

“Soon. I realize it’s going to be challenging for you, but I agree with 
their reasoning. Our world is going to desperately need something happy 
once the news of Alden’s tragedy breaks.” 

“Have they decided when they’re planning to tell people?” 

“This Saturday.” 

If hearts could sink, Sophie’s would have. 

“There’ll be an announcement sent to all residences in the morning,” 
Grady said quietly. “And the afternoon will have a planting in the 
Wanderling Woods.” 

“But Alden’s not dead!” 

Grady swiped the feathers off his tunic and wrapped an arm around her. 
“I know it’s hard to let him go, but we have to. That’s why the Council 


decided to treat it like he’s passed away. We all need to grieve, and then 
move on.” 

The others could move on if they liked. She wasn’t giving up on him. 

“But that’s why they want to move Silveny to the Sanctuary on the 
coming total eclipse.” 

“The eclipse in three weeks?” She couldn’t imagine how she would get 
Silveny ready so soon. “Can’t they give me at least a month?” 

“No, it has to be that night. Every time there’s a total eclipse, Orem 
Vacker—one of the Ancient members of the Vacker family—uses his 
incredible talent as a Flasher to put on a spectacular light show called the 
Celestial Festival. It’s one of our world’s grandest traditions, but Alden’s 
loss will surely put a damper on the occasion—and that’s the last thing the 
Council needs. They need everyone to feel calm and happy, assured that our 
world is safe and stable—” 

“But it isn’t,” Sophie interrupted. “It won’t be until they catch the 
kidnappers.” And she doubted they expected to catch the kidnappers in the 
next three weeks. 

“The Council realizes that, Sophie. And they are working on it. But in 
the meantime they have to try something else to calm the unrest. Unrest 
leads to rebellion, and rebellion leads to tragedy.” He kicked the ground, 
and she knew he was thinking of the Black Swan—but all he added was, 
“We need to make people feel comfortable again. And what better way to 
do that than by celebrating the creature that will reset the timeline—and the 
girl who discovered her? The girl everyone has wondered about.” 

Sophie snorted. What Grady should’ve said was, the girl everyone is 
afraid of. 

“Our world needs this, Sophie. More than you realize. I’ll do everything 
I can to help, but we need to make this happen. If you don’t think you can 
handle it, the Council would be willing to reassign Silveny to the Hek—” 

“No,” Sophie interrupted again. No way was she letting that happen. 
“What do I need to do?” 

“Better go inside and change. You and Silveny need to practice flying.” 


FORTY 


SOPHIE HAD HOPED THAT—THANKS to her enhanced 
concentration—maybe this would be the year she finally wouldn’t be a 
disaster in PE. But after hours of flying with Silveny and using muscles she 
hadn’t known existed, even walking felt like a tremendous effort. 

At least she’d figured out how to steer Silveny by teaching her simple 
commands like left and right and if you dump me into another pile of 
sparkly manure, I will clobber you. But the Council expected her to whisk 
into the Sanctuary on Silveny’s back, circle the crowd a few times, and then 
land in the center of the Councillors. And Silveny still bucked and thrashed 
whenever anyone besides Sophie got too close to her. 

Between the bruises from getting thrown from the back of a terrified 
alicorn and an entire morning of stumbling and falling because her tired 
muscles couldn’t keep up with the other prodigies, Sophie finally 
swallowed her pride. She skipped the cafeteria and used her lunch break to 
visit the Healing Center. 

“What is that?” she asked, pointing at the picture of her hanging above 
the bed she was currently sitting on. Or, more accurately, the picture of her 
in her humiliating mastodon costume in the middle of an awkward dance 
step at the Opening Ceremonies. 

Elwin snort-laughed. “Figured this year I should pay you proper tribute. 
Just be glad I didn’t take Keefe’s suggestion and rename this place the 
Foster Center.” 

Sandor laughed from his spot in the corner and Sophie glared at both of 
them. But it was hard to stay mad after Elwin handed her a vial of Achey- 
Break, and the cooling serum rushed through her muscles and made the 
pain go away. 

She’d just have to steal that photo later. 

“You seem like you’re sleeping better,” Elwin said, studying her face. 
“Glad to see that. I was afraid you might be worse, what with. . .” 

Sophie stared at her hands. 


She shouldn't be sleeping so soundly—she should be working round the 
clock trying to find another clue to get to the truth about the Black Swan. 
But she couldn’t block Silveny’s transmissions, and the alicorn’s emotions 
were So irresistibly soothing. No matter how hard she fought to stay awake, 
sleep always pulled her under. And it was such a relief to have sweet, happy 
dreams after so many weeks of nightmares. 

But she was letting Alden down. 

Every second she wasted was a second she left him trapped in the 
darkness. 

“Hey,” Elwin said, jostling her shoulder. “You’re not giving in to any 
guilt, right?” 

She shook her head, trying not to shiver at the reminder. 

“Good. Keep it that way. But still.” He snapped his fingers, flashing a 
bright yellow orb around her face. 

The bright light hit her eyes and pain exploded in her mind. 

“What’s wrong?” Elwin asked, but all she could do was curl up in a ball 
and focus on breathing. Something wet touched her lips and she readily 
swallowed the sweet serum—not even caring if it was a sedative. She just 
wanted the pain to stop. 

Fortunately it did. 

She took several more breaths before she chanced opening her eyes. 

“Thank goodness,” Elwin said as he wiped the sweat off her brow. “Do 
you have any idea what you just put me through?” 

“Sorry. That migraine came out of nowhere.” 

“It was more than a migraine,” Tiergan said, and Sophie turned her head, 
surprised to see him there. “Elwin sent Sandor to get me when you wouldn’t 
wake up. Do you remember anything about the last hour?” 

“Hour?” She had no idea the pain lasted that long. 

“Do you really not remember me calling your name or shaking your 
shoulders or trying to get you to swallow different elixirs?” 

“I guess I blacked out.” But she didn’t remember blacking out. She 
thought she’d been awake. 

Elwin ran his hands through his already mussed hair. “Do you see any 
problems, Tiergan? Because I can’t find anything physically wrong.” 

Tiergan squinted at Sophie and shook his head. “I can’t get past her 
blocking—but I assume that’s a good sign.” 


“A good sign for what?” Sophie asked, not sure if she wanted to know 
the answer. 

“If your mind were”—Tiergan shook his head like he couldn’t say it 
—“T’d think I’d be able to slip through the cracks. But your thoughts are as 
silent as ever.” 

Sophie pulled herself up, moving her head different ways, checking for 
any remnant of the pain. “I feel fine now. I think it’s just all the stress—it’s 
been a rough few days.” 

No one could argue with that, and she was relieved, even though her 
stomach was churning and her heart was racing and her brain kept 
remembering all the times the light had affected her weirdly. She’d gotten 
better for a few days, but it seemed worse than ever now. 

But if Elwin and Tiergan didn’t see anything wrong, she had to believe 
that she was fine. She couldn’t worry about one more thing. 

“I think you should go home and rest,” Sandor suggested. 

“If I go home early, Grady and Edaline will worry—and they’re dealing 
with enough right now. I’m fine, really.” Sophie stood up to prove it. “How 
hard is it to sit through an hour of study hall?” 

Sandor’s glare didn’t falter, but Elwin nodded. “I guess you can rest here 
until the end of the session—but you’re going to rest. And I’m going to 
check a few more things as you do.” 

“Deal.” 

“I don’t like this,” Sandor grumbled. Everyone ignored him. 

Tiergan excused himself, promising to see Sophie on Thursday and 
ordering her to hail him if she needed anything. She nodded as she lay back 
down on the cot and closed her eyes, ignoring the sound of Elwin’s fingers 
snapping. She used the time to try and think of a plan for helping Alden. 
Her only possible lead was her old journal—but she had no idea what 
happened to it. The elves wouldn’t have left any trace of her existence for 
humans to find. Would they have destroyed the things she left? Or brought 
them back to the Lost Cities? 

She really hoped it was the latter, but she wasn’t sure how to find out. 
Usually she went to Alden with those kind of questions. Who else would 
know? 

The Councillors would—but she couldn’t exactly hail them on her 
Imparter and ask for a favor, could she? 


She still hadn’t come up with an answer when the bells chimed the end 
of session. Sandor tried one last time to convince her to go home, but 
Sophie thanked Elwin—promised she would call him if she felt even the 
slightest headache—and headed to study hall in the glass pyramid. Dex 
waved her over to the table he’d saved. 

Sophie grinned as she took the chair across from him and got a better 
look at his hair. It looked like he’d stuck his head out a car window going 
ninety miles an hour down the freeway. “How was ability detecting?” 

“So annoying. They were testing to see if we were Gusters, so we 
basically spent two hours in a wind tunnel.” 

That explained the hair. She glanced over her shoulder, then leaned in 
and whispered, “You could be taking technopathy instead.” 

“Yeah, and be studying the stupidest ability ever,” he whispered back. 

“Tt’s not stupid—it’s awesome. Have you at least told your parents?” 

“No. My dad would tell everyone, trying to prove that his son’s not 
Talentless like he is.” 

“Or maybe because he’d be proud of you. It’s an amazing ability.” 

“Yeah, right. I can play with gadgets—who cares?” 

“I do. That iPod trick you set up for me was so cool. I never thanked you 
for that, by the way.” 

Dex’s cheeks turned bright pink. 

“Ooh, are we making Dex blush?” Marella asked as she grabbed the seat 
next to Dex. “That’s one of my favorite games.” 

“Mine too,” Keefe said, snatching the seat on the other side of Sophie. 
“Though it’s also fun making Foster blush.” 

Sophie felt her face get hot and he smirked at her. 

“See?” 

“Mr. Sencen!” Sir Rosings—the Mentor monitoring study hall—called, 
slamming his skinny arm on his desk. “Would you like me to extend your 
detention?” 

“Tempting. But I think I’ll pass.” 

The room erupted with giggles as Sir Rosings glared at Keefe—or 
Sophie assumed he was glaring. It was hard to tell. He had the kind of face 
that looked like he’d just licked a lemon. 

“Shouldn’t you be sitting with the Level Fives?” Dex hissed as Jensi 
dragged over a chair. 


“Nah, somebody had to keep Foster company.” Keefe scooted his chair 
closer to Sophie’s—earning himself an eyeroll from Dex—and pulled out 
one of his textbooks, flipping through the pages so quickly Sophie doubted 
he was reading them. He may have had a photographic memory, but even 
she couldn’t learn that fast. 

“Hey,” Keefe whispered, nudging Sophie with his arm but keeping his 
eyes glued to his book. “Do you know what’s going on with Alden?” 

“T...um... have you talked to Fitz?” 

“He isn’t answering his Imparter.” 

“Oh. Yeah. He’s .. . got a lot going on.” 

“Aw, come on, Foster, don’t hold out on me. Every time anything weird 
happens, you’re always involved.” 

Sophie knew he was joking, but there was a touch of truth to his words. 
Keefe must’ve felt her mood shift because he turned toward her. 
“Everything’s okay, right?” 

Sophie bit her lip. “I think Fitz should be the one to tell you.” 

“That’s another day of detention, Mr. Sencen,” Sir Rosings shouted. 
“And one for you, Miss Foster!” 

“Ooh, we can be detention buddies again!” Keefe said as Sophie shot 
him a death glare and went back to her homework. 

But she couldn’t stop thinking about Fitz. 

He was home mourning his father. And she hadn’t even checked on him 
—or Biana. 

She felt queasy just thinking about it—but she was their friend, and she 
couldn’t keep avoiding them just because she was afraid of what they might 
Say. 

They needed her now more than ever. 


FORTY-ONE 


SOPHIE SHIELDED HER EYES AS she approached the glowing gates, 
afraid of what might happen if she focused too intently on the light. Her 
light leap home from school had made her head fuzzy, and leaping to 
Everglen had made it even worse. 

Or maybe it was the nerves. 

All the hairs on her arms were sticking straight up, and her knees 
knocked together as the gates swung open. Edaline—who’d been spending 
most days there—gave her a sad smile as she held out her hand. Sophie 
took it, leaning on her as they made the long trek to the house. 

“Sophie Foster returns,” Alvar said, appearing out of thin air from his 
spot on the steps outside the mansion. “Welcome to the most miserable 
place on earth.” 

She couldn’t argue with that. Especially with the raspy, eerie song 
ringing in the background. “What’s that sound?” 

“My mom. Today she’s singing.” 

“Singing?” 

Alvar sighed. “My mom studied music with the dwarves. She thinks it’ll 
bring my dad back. Just like making his favorite foods should’ve done 
yesterday and showing him every picture we’ve ever taken the day before.” 

“It’s hard to let go,” Edaline whispered, wiping a tear. “I’d better go 
check on her. Will you be okay?” she asked Sophie, and Sophie nodded, 
even though she felt anything but okay. 

“You came to see Fitz and Biana?” Alvar asked, motioning for her to 
take the seat next to him. 

“Yeah—if they’ll see me.” 

He shrugged. “Everyone handles this stuff differently. My mom’s trying 
to ‘fix’ it. Biana’s hiding and not talking to anyone. And Fitz is trying to 
figure out who’s to blame.” 

“Me,” she whispered, feeling tears burn her eyes when Alvar nodded. 

“And Prentice. And the Council. He’s basically mad at the world.” 


Sophie watched Alvar shoo away a fly that was buzzing around his face. 
She felt about as small and unwanted. 

“Should I not go in, then?” 

“No, you’re here. You should see them. Maybe it’ll help. Something has 
to.” 

That left her no choice but to get up and head inside. But before she 

opened the door, she turned back to Alvar. “How are you doing?” 

He smoothed his hair and gave her a weak smile. “It’s one day at a 


time.” 


SOPHIE HAD HOPED FITZ AND Biana would be separate, so she 
could talk to them each alone. But she could hear them both in Everglen’s 
gigantic kitchen and had no choice but to head there and face the firing 
squad. 

Biana froze when she saw her, turning into a Biana statue that didn’t 
move, didn’t blink, and barely breathed. That was way better than Fitz, 
though. He slammed his bottle of lushberry juice on the table as he stood 
and snapped, “What are you doing here?” 

“I... just wanted to check on you guys and see if there’s anything I can 
do.” 

“No—you’ve done enough, thanks.” 

The words stung, but she’d heard them before. And she’d been expecting 
them. She’d thought about telling them she might have found a way to fix 
Alden, but it wasn’t right to get their hopes up until she knew for sure. So 
she went with the answer she’d practiced, reminding herself that she was 
there to help them. “If you want to blame me, go ahead—” 

“Wow, I didn’t realize I needed your permission,” Fitz interrupted. 

Sophie ignored him, sticking to the script she’d rehearsed the whole 
walk there. “I just want you to know that I know you’re going through a lot 
and . . . if blaming me makes that easier for you—do it. You don’t have to 
feel bad later or apologize. I understand.” 

“Oh, you understand?” He laughed and glanced at Biana, but she was 
still in stunned statue mode. “So you really get why I’m mad, then?” 

She didn’t, but her best guess was, “Because I went to Exile with him 
instead of you, and you think that would’ve changed something.” 

“No. Because you went with him even though you were hiding the fact 
that your brain has problems!” 


“What?” 

He stalked closer. “You told me that day—when you did that weird thing 
with the blinking. You told me you were getting headaches. And you told 
me you were going to talk to Elwin. But I asked Elwin. He had no idea. Not 
until you came back faded. And I’m guessing my dad didn’t know either— 
did he?” 

“No,” Sophie mumbled, trying to sort through the questions and 
memories and horrifying possibilities that were crashing around her head. 

Was he right? Did that make it worse? 

“That’s what I thought,” Fitz growled. “So you let him bring you, let him 
trust you with his life, and you never warned him something might be 
wrong.” 

“I told him I didn’t want to do it but he said it had to be me!” 

“Yeah, well, maybe he wouldn’t have said that if he’d known you were 
damaged!” 

The word felt like a slap in the face. 

Damaged. 

Was that what she was? 

“I think that’s enough, little brother,” Alvar said, appearing in the room. 
Sophie’s head was spinning too much for her to wonder how long he’d been 
there. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered if she was damaged. 

Fitz rolled his eyes and mumbled something about his brother being 
clueless as he grabbed Biana’s hand and dragged her out of the room. 

“You okay?” Alvar asked as Sophie fought back her tears. She tried to 
nod, but she was afraid if she moved, she might crumple to the floor in a 
heap. 

Alvar moved closer and grabbed her shoulders. “Hey. Don’t let what he 
said get to you. Even if he’s right—which I doubt he is—it was guilt that 
broke my dad. Guilt for something that happened a long, long time ago— 
before you were even born.” 

But she was the reason behind that too. 

Alvar sighed. “Look, I don’t know how to make you believe me but 
just . . . remember, if you fall apart, then all of this was a waste. Breaking 
Prentice led us to you—and my dad always believed you were the key to 
everything. It’s why he worked so hard to find you. So if you let the guilt 
break you, then everything he did was for nothing. Do you want that?” 


“No,” Sophie whispered, repeating his words until they cleared the fog 
from her head. “You’re right—I won’t let this break me.” 

“Good,” he whispered back. 

He seemed to realize he was still holding her shoulders and let her go, 
dropping his arms to his sides. “You should probably head home. Before 
my idiot brother starts any more drama.” 

She nodded, but not because she was afraid of seeing Fitz. She needed to 
get home and come up with a plan—a real one this time. 

Alden gave up everything to save her. It was time she did the same for 
him. 


FORTY-TWO 


AM I INTERRUPTING SOMETHING?” Grady asked, peeking through 
her doorway. 

Sophie scrambled to close her notebook as he made his way into her 
room. “Nope. Just . . . doing homework.” 

She’d actually been listing the pros and cons of all the Councillors, 
trying to figure out who was the best one to ask for help finding her journal. 
Something the Black Swan didn’t want her to know was in there. Maybe it 
would tell her what they were really about. 

Grady sat on the edge of her bed. “Edaline said things got a bit tense at 
Everglen today—or that was what Alvar told her.” 

Sophie looked away. “It’s fine. I was expecting it.” 

She figured he was going to give her some long lecture on patience and 
forgiveness, but all he said was, “I’m sorry.” 

“Me too.” 

He tugged at the collar of his cape. “I really hate wearing these 
ridiculous clothes.” 

He unfastened the pin securing the two ends around his neck and let it 
Slide off his shoulders to the floor. Then he undid the laces on his jerkin, 
and the top button of the collared shirt underneath. “We all have to do 
things that are unpleasant sometimes. Which is what I wanted to talk to you 
about.” His eyes dropped to his hands. “Bronte’s planning something very 
difficult for your session tomorrow. Something the Councillors and I... 
well . . . He says it’s necessary. And there’s a chance it won’t even work, 
but I want you to take this with you tomorrow in case you need it.” He 
handed her a small vial filled with a milky white liquid. 

“Dex and Kesler made it just for you. They said this one was especially 
hard to do without the limbium, but they found a way. It won’t be quite as 
effective, but it should help you clear away any darkness.” 

“Darkness?” Sophie could hear the tremble in her voice. 


He didn’t clarify. Just squeezed her shoulder and told her that Elwin was 
there for her if she needed him. Which only made her more nervous. What 
was Bronte going to do to her? 

“Get some sleep,” he told her as he grabbed his cape and left her alone in 
her room. 

She stared at the tiny white bottle in her hands. 

Yeah—like she was ever going to be able to sleep now. 


HER INFLICTING SESSION WAS AT the very top floor of the Silver 
Tower—so high that Sophie lost count as she followed Master Leto. The 
room was bare except for a gleaming silver throne, which Bronte didn’t 
even bother getting up from as she entered. 

“Isn’t it customary to curtsy when approaching a Councillor?” he asked 
as Sophie tried to figure out where to stand. 

“Sorry, Sir—Councillor Bronte.” Sophie dipped an awkward curtsy as 
Bronte shook his pointy-eared head. 

Bronte turned to Master Leto. “No matter what you hear, you would be 
wise not to investigate unless I call for you. Otherwise I will not be 
responsible for your pain.” 

“Understood.” Master Leto gave a quick bow before he turned to leave, 
and Sophie tried to convince herself she’d imagined the look of pity in his 
eyes. 

She dropped her satchel in the corner and leaned against the cold metal 
wall opposite Bronte, crossing her arms and giving him her best, you don't 
scare me look. She had a feeling it wasn’t very convincing. Especially when 
he smiled. 

He folded his hands in his lap and leaned back in his throne. “Let’s be 
honest, Miss Foster. You’re here because your creators—in their infinite 
absurdity—decided to give an insolent, uneducated girl the ability to inflict 
pain. And I’m here to make sure you don’t abuse your power.” 

A dozen angry retorts pressed against her lips, but Sophie bit them back. 
She knew Bronte was pushing her, trying to get her to slip up so he’d have a 
reason to expel her. 

He scowled, probably annoyed she hadn’t fallen for his trick. “I hear 
you’re not a fan of this ability. Is that true?” 

“Yes,” she admitted. 

“And why is that?” 


Because it’s scary. And cruel. But all she said was, “Because I don’t like 
hurting people.” 

“And I suppose you’d rather make everyone feel happy and loved.” 

“Is that possible?” 

“Once again your ignorance astounds me. Only negative emotions can 
be inflicted, Sophie. Fear and pain and hopelessness work best. Though 
anger works too.” He crossed his arms. “Well, go ahead, then.” 

“Go ahead, what?” 

“What do you think?” 

“You want me to inflict on . . . you?” 

“Do you see anyone else here?” 

“No.” 

His eyes narrowed. “I won’t ask you again, Sophie.” 

Not sure what else to do, she closed her eyes and tried to muster up the 
right amount of rage. It was hard with no impetus. 

Bronte’s sigh was so loud she was surprised it didn’t shake the walls. 
“That’s what I figured.” 

“I don’t know—” 

“Oh, no need for explanation. I’d expected nothing less. You have no 
knowledge or appreciation for your talent, because it doesn’t occur 
naturally. They just twisted your genes, giving you any powers they wanted 
with no rhyme or reason. And now the Council wants you to harness a 
power that your mind doesn’t understand. Which is why I’ve had to come 
up with a way to help you learn how to interpret it.” 

Maybe she was imagining it, but she swore there was glee in his eyes as 
he lunged for her, pinning her against the wall. 

“What are you doing?” she asked, trying—and failing—to squirm away. 

“Something several of the Councillors think I won’t be able to do.” 

He closed his eyes and his hands started to shake. 

“You’re going to inflict on me?” 

He didn’t reply—but the icy darkness that seeped into her head told her 
she was right. She shivered as the cold gnashed at her mind with sharp 
teeth, pressing and scraping and thrashing. But the pain wasn’t unbearable. 
It didn’t leave her doubled over on the floor, flailing and writhing, like the 
other people she’d inflicted on. 

Bronte gasped for breath and the force changed, turning bright and hot. It 
melted the darkness, consuming everything it touched like fire. The harder 


Sophie tried to fight the heat, the hotter it burned. And just when she 
thought it couldn’t get any worse, a trickle of the fire pushed deeper. 

Sophie screamed and felt her body collapse as the searing heat raged 
through her mind like an inferno. She thought about resisting, but she’d lost 
the will. What could she do? She was just a worthless, broken girl with no 
actual power. She should curl into a ball and give up. 

“I knew you weren’t as strong as everyone thought!” 

She gritted her teeth. She wasn’t going to let him win. 

With the last of her strength she dragged her shaking body to her satchel, 
forcing her eyes to focus as she fumbled for the vial Grady had given her. 
She spilled a few drops as she tore out the cork, but she managed to choke 
down the rest of the creamy liquid. 

Ice rushed through her veins and white clouds filled her head, lifting her 
up and away from everything. She couldn’t feel, couldn’t think, just lay 
there and soaked up the freedom of being so light, so calm, so completely 
unburdened. 

She had no way to know how much time passed before the clouds 
melted like fog in the sunlight, but eventually her head cleared and she 
rolled to her side, noticing for the first time a figure leaning over her. His 
bright white teeth were all she could focus on as Bronte bent down and said, 
“I was right about you. And now everyone will know.” 


“TOLD YA YOU SHOULD’VE NAMED this place the Foster Center,” 
Keefe announced as Elwin handed Sophie a bottle of Youth to drink. 

Master Leto had insisted on helping Sophie down the tower stairs—even 
though she’d told him she felt fine after she’d taken the elixir. He kept 
mumbling that she was far worse than she realized, and when he brought 
her to Sandor, he demanded that Sandor rush her to the Healing Center. Not 
that Sandor needed an order to freak out and become overprotective about 
her safety. 

At least it got her out of lunch detention—though she’d have to make it 
up the next day. 

And it gave her something else to think about besides Bronte’s words, 
which were still swimming around in her head, making her queasy every 
time she tried to process them. 

What was he going to tell the Council? 


“I think I should start a pool to see who can guess how many times 
you’ll end up here this year,” Keefe said, leaning back in his bed. “I could 
make a fortune.” 

“Hey, you’re a patient too,” Sophie reminded him, pointing to his cloth- 
wrapped hand. 

Keefe shrugged. “It was easier than ditching.” 

Elwin handed Sophie a small vial filled with a teal elixir. “The serum 
you took seems like it did its job, but I want to be extra cautious, given 
what happened yesterday. Inflicting takes a pretty heavy toll.” 

He didn’t have to tell her. She’d never forget the pain—though the all- 
encompassing hopelessness that had swallowed her was worse. 

“So what’d you do?” she asked Keefe, to stop herself from thinking 
about it. 

Keefe smirked. “You’re not the only one who can be mysterious.” 

“He shattered the bottle he was using to catch a tornado and cut his hand 
on the glass,” Elwin answered for him. 

“Whoa—way to kill all the fun,” Keefe complained as he unwrapped his 
hand and flexed his fingers. “And it was more like a scratch.” 

“A scratch that needed three coats of Wound Wipe to seal it.” 

“And you get on me for being bad at elementalism,” Sophie teased. 

“Hey, Miss I’ve-Almost-Exploded-the-School—I am awesome at 
elementalism, I just . . . couldn’t concentrate today.” 

Elwin turned to look at him. “Everything okay?” 

Keefe glanced at Sophie. “You tell me. I tried to stop by Everglen after 
dinner yesterday and the gnomes wouldn’t let me in. Said the family 
‘wasn’t accepting visitors.’ And Fitz still won’t answer my hails.” 

Sophie became very interested in the edges of her cape. 

“Come on, Fitz is my best friend.” When she still didn’t say anything, he 
added a quiet, “Please.” 

She studied him, noticing a tiny dent between his brows. It was the 
closest Keefe came to actually looking stressed. 

Elwin must’ve noticed it too, because he said, “Maybe we should tell 
him. The news will be public in a few days anyway.” 

“Are we really allowed to tell people?” Sophie half hoped they weren’t. 
She didn’t feel like reliving all the sadness again. Plus, what if Keefe 
blamed her just as much as Fitz did? 


“Come on, Foster—how would you feel if your best friend had 
something major going on and no one would tell you what it was?” 

“I know,” she mumbled. He was right. He deserved to know, no matter 
what. “But . . . it’s not good news.” 

“That’s why I want to know.” 

She sighed. Then she opened her mouth and tried to force the words out. 
But her voice had left her. 

“Alden’s mind is broken,” Elwin said when she couldn’t. 


Keefe blinked. “You mean like . . . he has a wound from when he 
cracked his skull, right?” He turned back to Sophie. “That’s what he means, 
right?” 


Sophie shook her head, fighting back tears as Elwin explained what little 
he could about the Council’s mission and Alden’s guilt about Prentice. 
Every new word made Keefe turn paler. 

“Are you okay?” Elwin asked, grabbing Keefe’s shoulder as he started to 
sway. He helped him lean down and put his head between his knees. 

After a series of deep breaths Keefe sat back up, wiping sweat off his 
brow. “I just—I can’t—I mean, it’s Alden. He’s always been like... .” 

He didn’t finish, but Sophie knew what he meant. 

Alden felt like a father to her, too. 

Keefe sniffed and smudged away a tear. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I just... 
I never thought”—his voice cracked and he cleared his throat—“And 
there’s nothing anyone can do?” 

Elwin sat next to him on the edge of the bed. “Apparently not. All of the 
Telepaths who’ve checked him have said it can’t be undone.” 

“Ts that true?” Keefe asked Sophie. 

It took her a second to remember to nod. 

She might be clinging to a weak hope with both fists locked tight, but 
that was her secret. 

Keefe’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t say anything else as Elwin checked 
his hand and gave him a blue serum to drink. When the chimes announced 
the end of lunch, Sophie slipped away before he could ask her any more 
difficult questions. Or decide that it was her fault. 

She tried to pay attention in multispeciesial studies—Lady Evera was 
even lecturing on goblins, and she wouldn’t have minded learning a few 
more Sandor facts. But her mind kept flashing back to Keefe, pale and 
doubled over as he tried to process the news. 


If he’d taken it that hard, how much worse would it be when the whole 
school knew? 

“Hey, earth to Foster,” Keefe said, grabbing her arm as she made her 
way to study hall. “Whoa, calm down, Gigantor,” he added as Sandor 
moved to shove him away. “I just need to talk to her for a second.” 

“PII be watching closely,” Sandor warned him. 

Sophie tried to stay calm as Keefe pulled her to the side, but she had a 
feeling he was about to freak out on her just as much as Fitz had. “What’s 
up?” 

“I was going to ask you the same question. I know you too well, Foster 
—you obviously know something about Alden that you’re not telling me, 
something that’s helping you stay so calm about this.” 

“Pm not—” 

“T won’t tell anyone, if that’s what you’re worried about. But whatever 
you’re planning, I want in. I want to fix Alden just as much as you do, and 
if we work together, it’ll happen twice as fast. Actually, three times, since 
clearly I count for double.” 

“Keefe, there’s nothing anyone can do to fix a broken mind.” 

“Pm not talking about anyone. I’m talking about you. And I know you’re 
up to something. I can feel it.” He grabbed her hand, sucking in a slow 
breath as the crease between his brows relaxed. “I can feel your hope. It’s 
not much—but it’s there. And there has to be a reason for it. Besides— 
you’re going to need my help. Who knows the Vackers better than me?” 

He did make a valid point. But . . . trusting Keefe? 

“Please, Sophie,” he whispered. “I need to do something or I’m going to 
go crazy.” 

Sophie sighed, looking at all the prodigies around them, many of whom 
were clearly eavesdropping. “We can’t talk about it here.” 

“Look at you, wanting to ditch study hall. Some people might say I’m 
rubbing off on you—which is an awesome compliment, by the way.” 

“I didn’t mean now. But... come to Havenfield after school.” 

She walked away before she could change her mind. 

“Its a date, Foster!” Keefe shouted, turning every head in the corridor 
and making her grit her teeth so hard her jaw hurt. “Looking forward to it.” 

That made one of them. 


FORTY-THREE 


SO, THIS IS WHERE THE great Sophie Foster lives,” Keefe said as he 
plopped down on her bed and grabbed Ella from among the pillows. “Wow 
—you really sleep with this thing? I thought Fitz was kidding when he gave 
it to you when you were recovering.” 

Sophie snatched Ella away and placed her on the desk chair, wondering 
why she’d thought it was a good idea to bring Keefe up to her room. The 
first time she’d had Dex up there had been embarrassing enough. 

At least Iggy was happy. He curled up in Keefe’s lap, squeak-purring 
like crazy as Keefe tickled his belly. 

“Only you would have a pet imp—and dye it hot pink.” 

“Actually, the pink is Dex’s fault.” 

“Ah yes, I forgot about Dex. He comes over a lot, doesn’t he?” 

“We are best friends. And I’ve been thinking—” 

“Oh good, at least one of us should.” 

“I’m serious, Keefe. Before I tell you anything, I need you to agree to 
three conditions.” 

“And those conditions would be?” 

“Okay, number one: Anything I tell you can never be repeated, to anyone 
—ever. Not even Fitz.” 

“Ooh, I get to solve all the Foster mysteries—awesome!” 

She sighed. “Two, I’m the one who makes the decisions—and you don’t 
get to argue with them.” 

“T don’t see how that’s fair.” 

“T didn’t say it was fair. You either agree or you’re out.” 

He grinned. “Fine, Foster’s the queen of the universe—agreed. What’s 
the last one?” 

She stared at her hands, trying not to think about the fury she’d seen in 
Fitz’s eyes the day before. “That no matter what you learn . . . you won’t 
hate me.” 

“Why would I hate you?” 


“Just promise, okay?” 

“Uh, that one’s a no-brainer. Still not so sure on the whole letting-you- 
boss-me-around thing. But the last one’s easy.” 

She nodded, still not looking at him. 

“So... that’s it, right? We have a deal?” 

“Actually there’s one more thing,” Sandor announced, marching into the 
room. “Whatever you guys are planning, I’m in too.” 

“That might not always—” 

“I go where you go,” Sandor insisted, cutting Sophie off. “Or I head 
downstairs and tell Edaline everything I just heard—and more.” 

Sophie glared at him, but she had no doubt he would make good on his 
threat. 

“Okay, so Gigantor’s on the team,” Keefe decided. 

“And let’s get one thing straight, Mr. Sencen,” Sandor said, leaning 
down in Keefe’s face. “I am here to keep Miss Foster safe, so you will do 
what I say or I will leave you behind. Is that clear?” 

“Is he always this cuddly?” 

Sophie couldn’t help smiling. 

“All right, so I think everything’s settled,” Keefe announced. “Team 
Foster-Keefe—and our goblin mascot—is official. Where do we get 
started?” 

That was a very good question. 


“THIS ISN’T NEARLY AS EXCITING as I thought it would be,” Keefe 
complained as Sophie finished explaining her theory about removing 
Alden’s guilt and how she was trying to track down her own journal. 
“When do we get to, like, fly into the line of fire or sneak away to the 
Forbidden Cities?” 

“Hopefully we won’t have to do any of that.” She scanned her notes on 
the Councillors. She’d narrowed it down to Emery or Kenric—either of 
whom she’d probably be okay with approaching. But the problem was 
figuring out how to ask them. She doubted she could just leap to Eternalia 
and knock on their doors. And she’d tried her Imparter and been told those 
names were “restricted.” 

“Ugh, this is so booooooooooo0o0oring,” Keefe whined as he got up to 
wander. He’d circled her room several times before he said, “You know, 
you have way less girlie stuff than other girls. Actually, you just have less 


stuff. I see maybe ten things in this whole room that say ‘Sophie lives here.’ 
What’s up with that?” 

“I don’t know,” she said, surprised to realize he was right. “I guess I 
haven’t bought that much since I moved here. I’ve been a little busy with 
school and friends and—” 

“Almost dying three times? Or is it four? I can’t keep count anymore.” 

“Yeah. And that.” 

“But still, I was expecting all kinds of cool human stuff.” 

“I didn’t take much when I left.” 

Maybe if she had, she’d have her journal—though she doubted it. She’d 
forgotten all about it. 

“Do you ever think about them?” Keefe asked quietly. 

“Who?” 

“Your old family. It’s gotta be kinda weird knowing they’re still out 
there... .” 

“Tt is,” she admitted. “But it’s better this way.” 

“Of course it is. You belong with us. And you got some pretty cool 
guardians to live with. Be glad the Council didn’t stick you with my family 
—TI’m sure my dad would’ve volunteered. He finds you ‘fascinating.’ ” 

Sophie tried not to cringe. “Your dad seems . . . intense.” 

“That’s putting it mildly. Do you know we have an entire room at our 
house dedicated to the Wonder That Is Him? He’s covered the walls in 
portraits and awards and has a life-size statue of himself in the center— 
carved out of Lumenite, so it glows. I used to have nightmares about it 
coming to life and trying to eat me. And when I started Foxfire he cleared 
out the room next to it, saying we’d fill it with all my honors. So far, all it 
has is a pile of detention slips.” 

He laughed as he said it, but it sounded slightly bitter. 

Sophie tried to imagine living with that kind of expectation. Even with 
her human family, she’d never been pressured to succeed. If anything, they 
were always trying to slow her down, let her enjoy being a kid. It used to 
drive her crazy, but maybe she didn’t realize how lucky she’d been. 

“What about your mom?” she asked, realizing that in all the months 
she’d known Keefe, she’d never once heard him mention her. 

“She’s a perfect match for my dad.” 

“Pm sorry.” 


“Eh, it’s fine. Disappointing them is actually pretty fun. And they gave 
me my stunning good looks, so that makes up for it.” He ran his hands 
through his hair, disheveling it even more—which somehow made him look 
even better. 

Sophie looked away before Keefe could realize she’d noticed. 

Grady knocked as he peeked his head through the doorway. His brows 
shot up when he noticed Keefe. “Oh. I thought you were up here with Dex.” 

“Nope. Keefe’s helping me with .. . something.” 

“I’m teaching Sophie some tricks for using her photographic memory,” 
Keefe jumped in. “Figured it can’t be too early to help her get ready for 
midterms, given what happened last year.” 

“Hey—I passed all of my midterms!” 

“Barely.” 

Grady smiled, but he didn’t look convinced by Keefe’s story. “Well, 
either way, I need you to come downstairs.” 

“Is something wrong?” 

“Not necessarily.” He sighed. “Bronte was a bit concerned after what 
happened during your session today, and he’s demanded a demonstration to 
see how Silveny’s progress is coming along. I tried to stall them until the 
weekend, but I was overruled. The entire Council is waiting for you 
outside.” 

Grady looked nervous, but Keefe cracked up. “Only Foster gets the 
Councillors to make house calls.” 


FORTY-FOUR 


GRADY PULLED SOPHIE ASIDE AS she and Keefe followed him and 
Sandor downstairs. 

“You’re okay, right? The session—Bronte didn’t... ? 

“Pm fine,” she promised, wishing there hadn’t been a tremble in her 
voice as she said it. “The elixir fixed everything, and Sandor brought me to 
Elwin just in case.” 

Grady’s hands curled into fists. “I’m so sorry you had to go through 
that.” 

Sophie stared at the floor. “Why is the Council concerned about what 
happened? Why does it matter if Bronte can inflict on me?” 

“They’re just a little concerned that your mind . . . isn’t as strong as they 
thought it was.” 

She swallowed as she processed that. “Why would that affect Silveny?” 

Grady sighed. “If Bronte’s theory is right, it would affect everything— 
but it’s not right. And that’s what you’re going to show them right now.” 

“What’s Bronte’s theory?” 

“Tt’s not important.” 

“Kinda sounds like it is,’ Keefe jumped in, grinning as Grady spun to 
face him. “Forgot I was standing here, didn’t you?” 

“No—I—what are you doing here, Keefe?” 

“Foster invited me.” He reached out and brushed Grady’s arm. “Whoa— 
that is some serious tension radiating off of you. Is it that bad?” 

“Is it?” Sophie asked as her pulse picked up speed. 

“Empaths,” Grady grumbled as he turned back to Sophie. “There’s very 
little chance that Bronte’s right, Sophie.” 

Very little chance. 

That was way different than no chance. 

“I need to know,” she whispered. “What is he saying about me?” 

“Tt’s not worth repeating, Sophie—it’s just going to upset you.” 

“Please. I have to know.” 


33 


When she didn’t back down, he shook his head. “Fine, if you really want 
me to tell you, I will—but I completely disagree with him.” He ran a hand 
down his face, closing his eyes as he said, “Bronte thinks that you’re.. . 
malfunctioning.” 

Malfunctioning. 

“He thinks that the new abilities the Black Swan triggered aren’t 
working right—and that it’s affecting your other abilities. Why Fitz can 
transmit to you now and why you can’t block Silveny’s transmissions and 
why he was able to inflict on you today.” 

“Because I’m . . . malfunctioning.” Sophie wasn’t sure if she should be 
angry or embarrassed or really really scared. 

Fitz said she was damaged—but malfunctioning felt worse, somehow. 
More fundamental. 

“He’s wrong, Sophie. Bronte’s been wrong about many things—and this 
is another clear example.” 

“Of course he’s wrong,” Keefe agreed. “If anyone’s malfunctioning, it’s 
him—I heard him try to laugh one time and he sounded like a freaked-out 
banshee.” 

“Exactly. It doesn’t mean anything,” Grady promised. 

Sophie knew they wouldn’t stop trying to console her until she agreed, 
so she gave them her best there’s nothing to worry about smile and said, “I 
guess I need to prove him wrong,” as she headed for the door. 

She tried to stay calm as they walked toward Silveny’s enclosure. But 
the word “malfunctioning” had taken root in her head, branching out 
through her brain, weaving together connections she’d never considered 
before. 

She’d already known she was an anomaly. The way the Black Swan had 
tweaked her genes was something no one had ever seen or done before. 

What if the Black Swan had miscalculated something? 

That would explain why she had brown eyes—and an allergy. 

“Hey, ease up with the walking panic attack, Foster,” Keefe whispered. 
“Remember, Bronte’s just trying to get in your head. If you let him, he 
wins.” 

He was right—Bronte had been trying to rattle her from the moment 
he’d met her. But if Keefe knew all the things she knew .. . 

She glanced at the sun, feeling the now all-too-familiar ache in her skull 
as the light seeped in. Was that another symptom? 


Friend! Silveny transmitted when she spotted Sophie approaching. 
Friend! Friend! Friend! 

Silveny’s eager transmissions only made her panic worse. Were they 
more proof that her abilities were slowly unraveling? 

“Ah, Miss Foster, thank you for agreeing to this demonstration,” 
Councillor Emery said as she dipped an especially shaky curtsy. “We’re 
very excited to see what you can do.” 

The twelve regal elves stood a safe distance from Silveny’s pasture, 
giving the jittery alicorn her space. Sophie couldn’t help trying to guess 
which ones were siding with Bronte. She hoped it was the Councillors 
who’d never spoken to her. 

“What do you want her to do?” Grady asked, squeezing Sophie’s 
shoulder. 

“How about a flying demonstration?” Emery suggested. 

“One that doesn’t involve feces,” Bronte added. 

“Especially glittery feces,” Kenric joked, flashing Sophie a wide smile. 

“Whoa—what’s this about sparkly poop?” Keefe asked. 

“What is the Sencen boy doing here?” Bronte snapped. 

“Pm Foster’s personal bodyguard now. Gigantor wasn’t cutting it.” 

“Keefe was helping Sophie get an early start preparing for midterms,” 
Grady jumped in. “She has some difficult sessions this year’—he glared at 
Bronte—“but back to the reason we’re here. Sophie, do you think you can 
control Silveny enough to fly her outside her pasture?” 

The plea in his eyes made it pretty clear what her answer should be. 

Things must be really desperate for him to want her to take such a risk. 

“Just give me a minute to explain to her what we’re about to do.” 

“Of course,” Councillor Emery agreed. 

Sophie made her way to the purple bars of Silveny’s enclosure, stroking 
the horse’s iridescent snout. Fly? 

Fly! Fly! Fly! Silveny repeated, whinnying and nuzzling Sophie’s arm. 

It’s going to be different this time. We’re going to fly free. She could feel 
that Silveny didn’t understand the difference, so she sent her an image of 
Silveny streaking through a bright, cloudy sky. Fly free! 

The winged horse’s enthusiasm quadrupled and she stamped her hooves. 
Fly free! Fly free! Fly free! 

“I think she’s ready,” Sophie told them as she made her way to the gate, 
hoping she’d be able to explain to Silveny that they had to come back. 


Stay, she transmitted as Grady undid the lock and let Sophie inside. She 
could see Silveny twitching like she wanted to take off running, but she 
stayed put, bowing her head to let Sophie climb on. 

“Don’t fly too far,” Grady ordered as Silveny slowly trotted to the gate. 
“And remember, you’re the one in charge.” 

Ready? Sophie asked Silveny. 

Fly free! 

Sophie barely had time to tighten her grip before Silveny spread her 
wings and launched them into the sky. The crisp ocean breeze made her 
shiver, and Sophie gasped when she glanced down and saw how high 
they’d already flown. 

Easy, she transmitted. We have to stay close. 

The giddy horse ignored her, swooping past the cliffs and taking them 
over the shimmering ocean. Sophie refused to think about how very far 
down the water was. 

Silveny curved farther away from Havenfield. 

Not too far. 

FREE! Silveny responded. 

I know. But we have to stay safe. 

She tried transmitting images to help Silveny understand, but Silveny 
just kept saying Free! and flying even farther away. 

Sophie glanced behind her and could see Grady—or the tiny speck she 
assumed was Grady—waving his arms like he was trying to call her back. 

Left, she told Silveny, repeating the command over and over until the 
stubborn alicorn reluctantly obeyed, making a wide loop through the puffy 
white clouds and heading back toward the house. But she filled Sophie’s 
mind with scenes of forests and meadows and wide-open spaces. 

Free, Silveny transmitted again. Come, friend! 

Sophie hated to admit how tempting the invitation was. Maybe it was 
Silveny’s emotions surging through her veins, or the horrifying fear 
swimming around her mind, but part of her wanted to let the glittering horse 
pick a direction and keep flying until they were far away from anyone and 
everyone who knew what she was. 

Havenfield grew closer, and as Sophie stared at the caped figures 
silhouetted by the sunlight, her insides twisted so tight she wasn’t sure if 
she wanted to groan from the pain or throw up. 


Calm, Silveny transmitted, sending a rush of warmth. But Sophie 
couldn’t calm down. 

She couldn’t face the Council—couldn’t face their questioning, 
condemning stares. Couldn’t face what they thought she was. Or the 
possibility that it was true. 

She didn’t want to go back. 

Not yet at least. She wasn’t ready to face that reality. 

Free? Silveny transmitted. 

Yes. 

Sophie didn’t transmit the thought, but Silveny seemed to hear it 
anyway. Her glimmering body surged with a new rush of energy as she 
tucked her wings and dove. 

FREE! 

Down down down they went, flying faster faster faster as the ground 
rushed toward them. 

Fly! Sophie transmitted, but she wasn’t sure the alicorn could hear her. 
Silveny’s mind hummed with a strange new energy, one that seemed to 
swell and spread through both of them as the seconds passed, until Sophie’s 
head was filled with so many tingles she thought she might burst. 

Trust, Silveny told her as the energy exploded with a thunderous clap 
and a crack opened in space. 

Sophie’s scream echoed in her ears as they rocketed into the oblivion 
beyond. 


FORTY-FIVE 


THE FORCE OF THE VOID was so strong Sophie felt like her body was 
being pulled and stretched and twisted. It didn’t hurt. She honestly couldn’t 
feel anything except a tugging and twirling as she whipped through the cold 
emptiness. 

Silveny filled her mind with a crisp image: a lush meadow surrounded 
by snow-capped mountains. Then white light flashed and thunder cracked 
and everything squished back together, leaving her in the middle of a valley, 
staring at the same mountains she’d seen in Silveny’s thoughts. 

“Whoa,” she breathed as Silveny touched down on the grassy floor, right 
next to the misty river. If she hadn’t been able to feel tiny drips of the cold 
water splashing her skin, Sophie might’ve thought she was hallucinating. 

She clung to Silveny’s neck with all the strength she could muster, afraid 
that if she let go, Silveny would fly away and leave her there—wherever 
there was. “What was that?” she screamed, hearing her voice echo off the 
valley walls. “Did we just...” 

She didn’t even have a word for what just happened. One second they’d 
been at Havenfield, and then the sky tore open and now they were 
somewhere else—and it definitely hadn’t been a light leap. 

Free! Silveny told her, leaning down to take a drink. Sophie tumbled 
forward, and only her death grip on the alicorn’s neck saved her from 
toppling headfirst into the rushing river. But she still drenched her legs as 
she landed on her feet in the shallows. 

What did you do? she transmitted as she waded back to dry land. Her 
soggy shoes squished with every step. 

A sound echoed through her head, and it took a second for her brain to 
translate the word. 

“We teleported?” 

Silveny whinnied. 

Sophie didn’t even know that was possible—though she supposed it 
explained how Silveny had visited so many places. And why alicorns were 


so elusive. It was hard to catch something that could rip an opening in the 
sky and vanish into it. 

A wave of panic hit her as she considered what that must’ve looked like 
to the Council—or what they must be thinking now that she’d disappeared. 

You have to take me back! 

Silveny munched on the long stalks of grass. Free. 

Sophie looked around for some clue to tell her where they were, but all 
she could see was that they were in the middle of nowhere—and that it was 
breathtakingly beautiful. She could understand why Silveny didn’t want to 
go back to Havenfield and be caged again. Something about the pen must 
keep her trapped—maybe there wasn’t enough space for her to get up to 
speed to teleport. That would explain why she’d seen Silveny dipping and 
diving sometimes. Trying to get away. 

But they had to go home. 

Grady was probably having a heart attack. 

How could she convince the stubborn horse to take her home? She 
couldn’t exactly teleport them back on her own. 

Or maybe she didn’t need to. There was more than one way to leap 
around the world. 

She grabbed her home crystal and held it up to the sunlight, imagining 
her consciousness wrapping around Silveny’s glimmering body. Before 
Silveny figured out what she was doing, she pressed her palm against the 
horse’s neck and stepped into the light, letting the rushing warmth whisk 
them both away. 


TO SAY SOPHIE ARRIVED BACK at Havenfield to pandemonium 
would have been understating things. Greatly. 

Bronte was screaming at Grady, Grady was screaming at Sandor, the 
Councillors were screaming at each other—the only one not freaking out 
was Keefe, who was also the first one to spot her. He gave her a thumbs-up 
and she tried to smile, but everything was spinning and blurring and her 
ears were ringing and her head was throbbing and her body felt too heavy 
for her weary legs. 

Silveny whinnied and the screaming quadrupled as everyone noticed 
them and shouted something like 
“Wherehaveyoubeenareyoucrazywhathappened?” 


But Sophie couldn’t answer. She didn’t remember falling but she did feel 
the pain as she hit the muddy ground. 

“Somebody call Elwin,” Grady ordered, and she was surprised to realize 
he was cradling her in his arms. “I’m taking her up to her room.” 

“I’m fine,” she promised—but she didn’t feel fine. And she knew what 
Grady was going to say even before he said it. She could tell from the 
worried look everyone was giving her. Especially Keefe. 

“You’re not fine, Sophie. You’ve faded again.” 


“LOOKS LIKE YOU GET A new accessory,” Elwin told her as he 
handed her the blue vial of the special limbium-free Fade Fuel strung to a 
cord. He squeezed the atomizer on the end and she inhaled the medicine 
before he tied it around her neck. “How you can fade with two nexuses is 
beyond me. But at least you got your color back quickly this time. I want 
you to inhale a dose of this every time you leap, just to be safe.” 

“T’m sure the fading only happened because of the teleporting,” she said, 
trying to convince Elwin as much as herself. 

“Maybe,” Elwin agreed. “Though I have to say, teleporting? Will you 
ever stop being full of surprises?” 

“That was Silveny, not me.” She climbed out of her bed and checked her 
reflection in the mirror. 

“Whoa, what happened to you?” Vertina asked, and Sophie jumped back 
to get out of range. Clearly her color wasn’t all the way back. 

Grady opened the door a crack and peeked through. “You’re up.” 

“Can’t keep that girl down,” Elwin said as Grady ran across the room 
and strangled Sophie with a hug. 

“You can’t disappear on me like that,” he told her. “Never again.” 

“I won't,” she promised. 

He cleared his throat and let her go, wiping his eyes on his cape. “Are 
you up to facing the Council? They obviously have some questions.” 

She nodded, though she had no idea what she was going to say. “Did this 
make it worse?” she whispered. 

“Tt definitely didn’t help. But once you talk to them, hopefully . . .” 

He left the thought unfinished, and Sophie had no choice but to follow 
him down the stairs and back outside where twelve very serious-looking 
Councillors—and a smirking Keefe—were waiting for her. 


“Are you all right, Miss Foster?” Councillor Emery asked, and the crease 
between his brows made Sophie wonder if he’d switched to the Sophie- 
must-be-malfunctioning camp. 

“Yes,” she said, glad her voice sounded strong. “Teleporting just takes a 
lot out of you.” 

The word unleashed an explosion of questions, most of which she didn’t 
know the answer to. She gave them what little information she could and 
they switched to arguing among themselves again. 

Friend? Silveny transmitted, and Sophie tensed, realizing she’d 
forgotten all about the finicky alicorn. She spun around, relieved to see 
Silveny safely cantering around her enclosure. 

“How did you...” 

“Keefe calmed her down and lured her to her pen,” Grady answered. 
“Clearly she responds well to Empaths.” 

“Or maybe Silveny just has good taste,” Keefe said, stepping close 
enough to lean in and whisper, “Just so you know, you’re pretty much my 
hero now. It takes serious talent to freak out the entire Council. I may need 
you to give me some pointers!” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. 

“Though I gotta say, you look much better with color, Foster. The faded 
look, it just’—his smile vanished—“well, don’t do it again, is all I’m 
saying.” 

Sophie squeezed the vial hanging from her neck. “I won’t.” 

“Its quite remarkable, isn’t it?” Councillor Terik interrupted, making 
everyone turn to face him. “All these centuries we’ve had an alicorn in our 
custody and we never knew its secrets. But now, thanks to an uncannily 
talented thirteen-year-old girl, we’ve discovered the first animal with a 
special ability—a special ability none of us have ever developed. Our world 
will never be the same.” 

Everyone murmured their agreement. 

“What did teleporting feel like?” Kenric asked, before Sophie could 
figure out how to respond to that. “Did it hurt?” 

“Not really. It was kind of like I was a rubber band being stretched as 
thin as I could go before I snapped back into form once we got there—and 
if you’re going to ask, I don’t know where we went. Some valley in the 
middle of nowhere.” 


They pummeled her with more questions until Grady finally stepped in 
and reminded them that she’d had a very exhausting day and they could 
continue this conversation later. 

Sophie knew she should be relieved—but the glare Bronte gave her as he 
leaped away told her she had not satisfied his doubts in her abilities. And 
she couldn’t even blame him. She was starting to doubt them herself. 

The rest of the Councillors slowly glittered away, and Keefe elbowed 
Sophie. “I guess that’s my cue to leave too.” He dipped an exaggerated bow 
and held his crystal up to the light, saying, “Pll see you tomorrow, Foster,” 
as he leaped home. 

Grady rubbed his temples. “So .. . Keefe Sencen?” 

“What about him?” 

“What about Dex?” 

“What about Dex?” 

Grady held out his hands. “Never mind. We should head back inside. 
Elwin said he wanted to check you again before he leaves.” 

Someone cleared their throat behind them, making Sophie and Grady 
turn. 

“Councillor Terik?” Grady sounded as surprised as Sophie felt. “I 
thought you’d left.” 

“T had. But I realized I’d forgotten to say one thing to Sophie.” 

When he didn’t continue, Grady said, “I guess II] wait in the house.” 

Sophie watched him walk away, trying to guess what Councillor Terik 
could possibly want. She hoped not another descrying session. 

“Can I see your Imparter?” he asked, when Grady had closed the door. 

Sophie dug it out of her pocket and handed the silver square to him. 

He flipped it over to the dull side and pressed his finger in the center of 
the square, holding it there until the Imparter flashed with a deep green 
light. “Permission granted,” he said, and the light turned blue. “There—now 
you’ll be able to reach me. Just say my name and if I’m within range, it’ll 
hail me.” 

“Um... thank you.” 

“I know that you used to rely on Alden when you needed advice, so I 
want you to know that you are welcome to come to me any time. Don’t let 
that the fact that Pm a Councillor make you feel like you shouldn’t bother 
me. I am always here for you, Sophie.” 


She nodded, feeling dazed as he pulled out his pathfinder and leaped 
away. 

“What did he want?” Grady asked as soon as she set foot in the living 
room. 

“Tm not sure. I think he just wanted to help me.” 

“Help you?” 

“He said he wanted me go to him with the kind of things I used to go to 
Alden with. He even adjusted my Imparter so I can call him whenever I 
need.” 

“You can come to me, too, you know,” Grady said quietly. “I know you 
and Alden had a different kind of relationship than you and I do. But... 
I’m here if you need me. For anything.” 

“Even if it’s about the Black Swan?” 

She bit her lip as his eyes narrowed, wondering if she’d pushed too far. 
But when he answered he said, “Yes, Sophie. I still don’t trust them—but 
that doesn’t mean you can’t come to me. I promise I will try to be objective. 
Okay?” 

“Okay.” 

She was halfway up the stairs before he added, “I would be careful, 
Sophie. I’m sure Councillor Terik means well, but that won’t change the 
fact that as a Councillor he is bound by our laws at all times. If you ever 
asked him about something that turned out to be illegal, you could end up in 
a mess of trouble.” 

A lump formed in her throat as she imagined another Tribunal .. . 

“TIl be careful,” she promised—and she would. 

But as she made her way to her room, she realized that she finally had a 
way to track her old journal down. So as soon as Elwin left, she pulled out 
her Imparter, needing a second for courage before she gave the command. 

“Show me Councillor Terik.” 


FORTY-SIX 


COUNCILLOR TERIK HAD SEEMED surprised to hear from her so 
soon—and even more surprised by her request. Apparently the elves had 
packed up all of her old human things after she’d left them behind and 
brought them to Eternalia to be inspected. But they’d found nothing 
significant, and he had no idea if they’d since been discarded. 

“Can I ask what you’re looking for?” 

“Pd rather not say.” Sophie held her breath, hoping she hadn’t just 
committed some sort of treason or perjury or other Exile-able crime. 

Councillor Terik laughed. “I’ve always admired your gumption, Miss 
Foster. PII do my best to find out what I can, and I’ll be in touch 
tomorrow.” 

His image clicked away. 

Sophie stared at the blank screen of her Imparter. 

She was used to seeing Alden’s face there—his bright teal eyes crinkling 
around the corners as he smiled. 

What if she never saw him do that again? 

She blinked back the tears and forced the fear to the same corner of her 
mind where she’d shoved all the other worries she couldn’t let herself think 
about. She only had energy for the things she could control. Finding her 
journal. Figuring out what memory had been stolen. Learning the truth 
about the Black Swan. Terik promised her answers “tomorrow.” In the 
meantime, she just had to wait. 


“WHAT’S GOING ON WITH YOU and Keefe?” 

Sophie nearly dropped her satchel as she turned to face a scowling Dex. 
The glass pyramid felt especially crowded that morning during orientation 
—though maybe that had something to do with the heavy glare Dex was 
directing at her. 

“Nothing. Why?” 

“T heard he went over to your house after school yesterday.” 


“I heard that too,” Marella said as she squeezed in beside them. “Dedra 
told me after she heard it from Maruca.” 

“Yeah, and I heard that from Huxley who heard it from Audric,” Dex 
added. 

“Okay—who are those people? I’ve never heard of most of them.” 

“So he didn’t come over, then?” Marella asked. 

“Well . . . okay, he did—but it wasn’t a big deal. He was just helping me 
with something.” She couldn’t believe they were even talking about this— 
especially when there were so many bigger, more important problems to 
deal with. 

Dex was clearly sulking about it, though, so she made sure to be his 
partner during channeling practice in PE, and that helped him get over it. Or 
it did until Keefe hooked his arm through hers on the way to lunch. 

“Better get moving, Foster. You and I have a date with detention— 
remember?” 

Sophie groaned. She’d forgotten all about that. 

She mouthed Sorry to Dex as Keefe led her toward the glass pyramid, up 
to the cramped floor just below the apex. Sophie hadn’t been sent there 
since the time she stole the midterm information from Lady Galvin—a 
mistake she’d paid for with almost a week of torture—and she’d hoped to 
never return. Especially since the punishment changed every day, 
depending on the Mentor in charge. 

She really hoped there’d be no screeching sirens or humiliating dancing 
this time. 

“Who’s monitoring us today?” Sophie asked Keefe when she noticed the 
Mentor’s desk was empty. 

“No idea, but let’s hope it’s not Sir Donwell. On Monday he made us 
listen to him read classic dwarven poetry. I’m pretty sure I’ll be traumatized 
by anything that rhymes from now on.” 

The door opened and Sophie made a silent wish for it to be anyone but 
Bronte. But it was almost worse. 

“Oh good, the queen of the alicorns is here,” Stina grumbled as she 
stalked across the room. “I’m surprised you’re not covered in glittery poop, 
Sophie. I hear that’s your favorite perfume these days.” 

“She still smells better than you,” Keefe called back, before leaning in 
and whispering, “Dude—you have to give me some of this magical 
substance. I can think of several uses. I bet Dame Alina—” 


The door opened again and Keefe fell silent as the monitoring Mentor 
strode into the room. 

“Wow—I thought I knew all the Mentors,” Keefe mumbled as he stared 
at the dark-haired woman in the gleaming silver cape. 

Sophie slouched, hoping to hide from her horrible linguistics Mentor. 
But Lady Cadence noticed her right away. 

“Miss Foster. How unencouraging it is to see my alleged star prodigy in 
detention the first week of school.” Her words felt like they’d been 
sharpened into knives. “Though I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised given 
what I’ve read about you in your file.” 

Stina snickered, but Keefe held up his hand like he wanted her to give 
him a high five. Sophie ignored them both, staring at the grains of wood in 
her desk, wishing she could crawl underneath it. 

“Anyway, I’m incredibly behind on my research, thanks to my being 
moved to teach here, so I’ve volunteered to cover as many available 
detentions as possible. Those of you who are repeat offenders will get to 
spend lots of time with me—though you may decide after today that 
whatever mischief you like to cause is simply not worth the price.” 

She snapped her fingers, and piles of round brown vegetables appeared 
in the center of everyone’s desks. They looked a bit like potatoes, but they 
most definitely were not potatoes. If millions of skunks sprayed a mountain 
of poop, Sophie would’ve chosen to roll around in that. Even living around 
Silveny breath and Iggy-farts, Sophie had never smelled anything as vile. 

“These are curdleroots,” Lady Cadence explained. “The ogres use them 
to make an incredibly toxic poison that I’m trying to make an antidote for. I 
need them all peeled and juiced before lunch is over, so I suggest you get to 
work. And in case you’re wondering, yes, the smell will wear off. In a few 
days.” 

She smiled as they all whined. 

Sophie reached for a curdleroot, trying not to gag when she discovered it 
was squishy like a rotten tomato. 

And moist. 

The thick peel reminded her of an orange, and she tore it with her 
fingers, removing it in long, slimy strips. 

“So that’s your Mentor, huh?” Keefe asked, coughing as he peeled his 
own curdleroot. “Congratulations, I think you found someone worse than 
Lady Galvin.” 


“You should try inflicting with Councillor Bronte.” 

“Yeah, Dame Alina was clearly out to get you when she gave you that 
schedule.” 

More like the Council. 

“So, did you make any progress on our little project after I left?” 

“Actually, I did.” Sophie glanced over her shoulder to where Stina was 
glaring at them. “Pll tell you later.” 

“I never said you were allowed to talk, Miss Foster,’ Lady Cadence 
snapped from her desk, where she had surrounded herself with tiny candles, 
probably to block the smell. 

“You never said we weren’t allowed to either,” Keefe reminded her. 

“That’s just the kind of sass to earn yourself another detention,” Lady 
Cadence retorted. “Another for you, too, Sophie. And if you think today’s 
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punishment is unpleasant, just wait until tomorrow’s. 


“WOW, THAT IS QUITE AN aroma,” Tiergan said, coughing as Sophie 
sank into the chair across from him. 

The extra chair that had been added for Fitz was noticeably empty, and 
Sophie tried not to look at it as she said, “Yeah, Lady Cadence is evil.” 

“T don’t know if ‘evil’ is the right word.” 

“Have you met her?” 

“A few times—but it was a while ago. She’s been living with the ogres 
for decades. In fact, I was quite surprised when the Council brought her 
back to Mentor you.” 

“So was she,” Sophie grumbled. “Do you know why?” 

“I have a few suspicions. But I wanted to talk to you about something 
else.” He sighed, fidgeting with the ends of his cape. “I know you’ve heard 
Bronte’s theory.” 

She slouched in her chair, wishing she could shrink away from this 
conversation. “You mean the one about me being defective?” 

“I believe ‘malfunctioning’ was the word he used but .. . yes. Are you 
okay?” 

She kicked the back of her shoe. “I don’t know, do you think I’m 
malfunctioning?” 

He was quiet for a long time, twisting the edge of his cape so tightly she 
was surprised it didn’t rip. “I . . . I think sometimes we forget that you—like 


all of us—have limitations. Just because the Black Swan tweaked your 
genes to refine your abilities doesn’t mean you’ re perfect.” 

“But what if I was supposed to be?” 

“Then the Black Swan had impossible expectations.” 

“Maybe,” she mumbled. “How much do you know about them?” 

“Not as much as Pd like.” 

“Do you realize that you never actually answer any of my questions?” 

A hint of a smile peeked from the corners of his mouth. “I’m sorry. I 
wish I could tell you what you want to hear. The only thing I know for sure 
is that they control what they want you to know. I have no doubt that 
someday the Black Swan will give you the answers you seek. But it will be 
when they decide the time is right. Not a second sooner.” 

Sophie scowled. She was really getting tired of sitting back and waiting 
on them. Especially since they’d done nothing since they gave her that 
charm. No notes. No clues. 

Unless Prentice had tried to give her one. 

“Does, ‘Follow the pretty bird across the sky’ mean anything to you?” 

His brow creased as he nodded. “I believe it’s part of an old dwarven 
poem. It’s been ages since I’ve heard it, but I think it goes: 


“Sing swan, Spring swan, 

Then let’s fly. 

Follow the pretty bird across the sky. 

Call Swan, Fall Swan, 

Then let’s rest. 

Tucked in the branches of your quiet nest.” 


“Its about swans?” 

“Yes,” he said carefully, like he knew where her mind was already 
headed, “but it’s an old dwarven poem. Centuries and centuries. Long 
before the Black Swan was even a whiff of an idea. Not to mention very 
few of us pay any attention to dwarven poems. My mother happened to 
have an affinity for them, which is the only reason I know it.” 

That explained why Alden hadn’t heard of it. “But maybe they’ve 
decided to use it for something. Some sort of code word or password or... 
I don’t know.” 


“I suppose anything is possible, Sophie. But it’s like holding a key but 
no lock. If you don’t know where to use it, the key is meaningless.” 

She sighed, hating that he was right. 

But she was right too—she could feel it. It couldnt be a coincidence that 
the poem was about swans. Which meant Prentice told her that line for a 
reason. And if she could figure out what it was, maybe it would lead her to 
the Black Swan—or at least to another clue. 


MOST OF THE PRODIGIES KEPT a wide berth from Sophie—and the 
other stinky detention survivors—during study hall. But Dex still sat in the 
chair next to her. 

“T deal with funky-smelling stuff all the time at the store.” 

“Gee, thanks.” 

He grinned. But his smile faded when Keefe plopped into a chair across 
the table and whispered, “So, Foster, what time am I coming over—and I’m 
hoping it’ll be after you shower.” 

She fanned his stink away. “Uh, I hope you’re planning on showering 
too.” 

“He’s coming over again?” Dex whined, turning several heads. 

“We’re working on something,” Sophie whispered. 

“Can I help?” 

“Miss Foster, Mr. Dizznee, and Mr. Sencen—one more peep and I’m 
giving all three of you detention,” Sir Rosings called. 

Keefe rolled his eyes. “Someone is begging for a desk full of sparkly 
poop.” 

“That’s it—one day of detention each.” 

Sophie glared at Keefe as she took out her notebook. She started to 
review her history notes, but Dex pulled the thin book away and wrote 
something in the margin. Then he scratched it out and wrote something else. 
Scratched that out and wrote something else, staring at it for several 
seconds before he finally nudged it back, not looking at her as he did. 

I never see you anymore. 

Sophie felt her lips stretch into a smile. 

I miss you too, she wrote, and slid the notebook back to him, just as her 
Imparter beeped in her pocket. She pulled it out, surprised to find a brief 
message in glowing orange letters. 


Found what you were looking for. Meet me at my office. —CT 


Sophie’s heart sputtered into overdrive. 

“T take it that’s good news,” Keefe whispered, raising one eyebrow. 

“PII tell you later—I have to do an errand after school.” 

“Can I come?” 

“Me too!” Dex added, but Sophie shook her head at both of them. 

This was something she wanted to do alone. 

Keefe teased her about being mysterious as Dex grumbled something 
about “worse than Wonderboy,” but Sophie was too excited to care. 

The pieces were finally coming together. 


FORTY-SEVEN 


SOPHIE SQUINTED AS THE SHIMMERING city of Etemalia 
glittered into view. In the distance the jeweled buildings glinted in the 
sunshine, and members of the nobility trolled the streets in all their finery. 
But Sophie inhaled a blast of Fade Fuel and turned the other way, crossing 
the glassy river lined with Pures—special trees with fan-shaped leaves that 
filtered the air—and heading toward the row of twelve identical crystal 
castles with twisted, swirling spires. 

The offices of the Councillors. 

The low heels she’d worn cut into the sides of her toes, but Sophie was 
so relieved to be in clothes that didn’t smell like curdleroots that she didn’t 
mind dressing noble. She’d had to shower three times to get the stench out 
of her hair. 

“You haven’t explained what we’re doing here,” Sandor said, his hand 
poised over his weapon as he scanned the path ahead. 

“Technically, you never said I had to tell you everything. Just that I 
would let you come.” 

Sandor scowled, but didn’t argue. 

She made her way to the farthest castle on the end, and the front door 
swung open before they reached the top step. 

Councillor Terik stepped onto the shimmering landing, his face stretched 
with a wide smile as he said, “Always a pleasure to see you, Miss Foster. 
And I forgot about the bodyguard.” 

“Is that going to be a problem?” 

“Not at all. Though I must admit, it’s been a long time since I’ve done an 
assignment with so little information upfront.” 

“Oh—I, um—” 

“It’s okay, Sophie. I understand that you don’t know me well enough to 
open up to me like you did Alden—yet. I’m happy to earn that trust, for 
now.” He held his pathfinder up to the sunlight and offered Sophie his hand. 
“You ready?” 


She willed her palms not to be clammy as Sandor took her other hand 
and she asked, “Where are we going?” 
Councillor Terik smiled. “You’ll see.” 


“MYSTERIUM?” SOPHIE ASKED AS THEY reappeared on the 
familiar narrow streets lined with identical buildings. 

“What better place to keep our storage?” 

Councillor Terik’s tone implied no insult, but the snobby words still 
made Sophie cringe. 

At least she wasn’t the only one getting stares and whispers as they made 
their way down the street—though the reaction seemed to be verging on 
panic this time. 

Why is a Councillor here? 

Is there something they haven't told us? 

Is it safe? 

Councillor Terik frowned as the majority of the crowd ducked out of 
their way and rushed inside. Only a few stragglers remained, watching them 
with wary eyes. 

“I hadn’t realized the fear had spread this far,” he mumbled. “I rarely 
walk among the masses like Bronte and Kenric do. This must be why 
they’re pushing so hard for the alicorn’s relocation.” 

Sophie watched a mother drag her two children into the nearest building. 
“Do you really think a sparkly flying horse is going to help?” 

“You’d be surprised at how powerful hope can be, Sophie.” 

Actually, she knew that firsthand. 

“Please let it be there,” she whispered as they turned down a narrow 
alley and stopped at a building no different from any of the others, with a 
rune on the plain gray door that Sophie couldn’t read. 

Councillor Terik placed his palm against a small black panel next to the 
rune and the door clicked open. “I haven’t inspected any of this myself. But 
I’ve been assured that everything brought out of the Forbidden Cities was 
moved here.” 

Sophie nodded, her mouth suddenly dry as she stepped into the dimly lit 
room. 

It felt like stepping backward in time. 

She walked a few steps forward, past her old couch and coffee table, and 
the old TV that didn’t get very many channels but that her dad refused to 


get rid of as long as it was working. Ahead was the hallway that led to the 
kitchen and to the right were the stairs that led to the bedrooms. It was like 
the elves had carved out the inside to her old house and moved it there, 
right down to the carpet and paint. But they couldn’t do that—could they? 

“I didn’t realize they took everything,” she whispered. 

“Of course they did. We had no way of knowing if anything was 
important. Though, as far as we could tell, there’s nothing significant in 
here.” 

Sophie hoped that wasn’t the case as she climbed the stairs and made her 
way down the hall to her old bedroom. She half expected to see Marty—her 
parents’ fluffy gray cat—curled up outside her door. But the place was 
empty and dusty, and had clearly not been visited in a very long time— 
which made her sadder than she wanted to admit. 

She reached for the handle of her door, hesitating before turning the 
knob. 

“Everything okay?” Councillor Terik asked. 

“Yeah... it’s just... Can I have a few minutes alone?” 

As the words left her mouth, she realized she’d basically just asked a 
member of the Council to go away. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean—” 

“Its okay,” Councillor Terik told her with a smile. “Take all the time you 
need.” 

Sandor looked like he wanted to stay, but Councillor Terik placed a hand 
on his shoulder and Sandor sighed, saying, “Pll be right downstairs.” 

“Thanks,” she whispered as they walked away. 

Their heavy footsteps echoed through the quiet space, and Sophie 
couldn’t help smiling when she heard the couch springs creak, trying to 
imagine a goblin and elvin royalty lounging in her old living room. Then 
she squared her shoulders, turned the doorknob, and stumbled inside, not 
daring to look until the door was safely closed behind her. 

Her jaw dropped slightly. 

Every tiny detail of her room had been precisely recreated, right down to 
the way she used to arrange her stuffed animals by height—though there 
was a gap where Ella should’ve been. She sank onto the bed, running her 
hands over the tattered blue-and-yellow quilt her mom had made for her. 
The fabric felt coarser than the elvin fabrics she was used to now, and she 





could see the stain from the time she’d spilled orange juice as a kid, but she 
still wanted to curl up in a ball and bury her face in it. 

She hadn’t realized how much she’d left behind. 

Textbooks and notebooks and trophies and ribbons from her days in 
human schools. Tacky knickknacks and figurines her parents had given her 
over the years. Silly crafts she’d made with her mom and sister. Books 
she’d read so many times the bindings were creased and frayed—though 
they looked a bit ridiculous now with their wizards and dragons and 
demigods on the covers. 

In fact, everything looked ridiculous. Dull and dusty and completely 
useless—at least in her new world of power and light. 

It was hard not to feel just as useless. 

She clutched her registry pendant—proof that despite her differences, 
this world was where she belonged. Then she stood, smoothing the wrinkles 
she’d left on the bed and focusing on the reason she was there. 

She pulled open the bottom drawer of her desk, coughing as bits of dust 
and cat hair erupted in a plume. It was stuffed with notebooks and old 
school projects and cell phone chargers, and she was starting to worry it 
wasn’t there when her fingers brushed against the scratchy edge of 
something covered in glitter. 

She couldn’t help smiling when she saw the hot pink cover with sparkly 
unicorns staring at her. Their purple eyes and rainbow manes and tails were 
almost as absurd as the rainbow walkways they were posed on or the 
floating hearts in the sky. She wanted to pore over it page by page, but she 
wasn’t sure how long she could keep Councillor Terik waiting. 

As she turned to leave, a small part of her wanted to take more, keep a 
few more memories and things that were her. 

But was this her? 

Or was this just her past? 

She glanced around again. Then left everything behind. 

“Ts that what you were looking for?” Councillor Terik asked as she came 
down the stairs. He pointed to the journal she’d been hugging to her chest, 
and she nodded. 

“Can I see it?” 

Sophie froze. 

“Its okay,” he promised. “I just want to satisfy my own curiosity, 
nothing more. In fact”——he reached up and removed his circlet, and held it 


out to her—“let’s trade. For the next few minutes, consider me a citizen.” 

Her grip tightened on the journal and her head screamed for her to keep 
it secret. But he’d trusted her enough to bring her there without question. 
Couldn’t she do the same? Besides, any runes she’d written would be the 
Black Swan’s cipher. She doubted he’d be able to translate. 

Still, her hands shook as she took his circlet and gave him the journal. 
She stared at her warped reflection in the enormous emeralds as he flipped 
through the pages. 

And then flipped through them again. 

And again. 

He finally laughed. “Well, as far as I can tell, other than being a rather 
humorous glimpse of how much your younger sister drove you crazy, 
there’s nothing significant in here. Though there are a few pages missing 
toward the end.” 

He held out the journal, pointing to scraps of torn paper running along 
the inner spine. She had no memory of tearing those out. 

Tears burned her eyes—but not sad tears. 

Angry tears. 

“I’m guessing you don’t want to tell me what you were hoping to find,” 
Councillor Terik asked quietly. “Remember—the crown’s still off.” 

“Tt doesn’t matter. It’s not there.” 

She tried not to imagine Mr. Forkle’s chubby, wrinkled body skulking 
around her house when she wasn’t home, tearing out the pages. 

Or maybe she had been home. 

An image of him looming over her while she slept filled her mind. When 
else would he erase her memories? 

“Are you okay, Miss Foster?” Sandor asked as she started to sway. 

Mr. Forkle may have cared that day in Paris, but he’d also messed with 
her life in so many creepy, unimaginable ways. 

She had to get out of there. 

“Thank you for bringing me here,” she said as she handed Councillor 
Terik his circlet and fumbled for her home crystal. 

“Anytime, Sophie. And don’t forget this.” He held out her old journal. 

Sophie couldn’t make herself take it. 

Sandor grabbed it for her, and Sophie tried to act normal as she held her 
crystal to the light. But inside she was panicking. 


The Black Swan had stolen more than her memories when they tore out 
those pages. 
They’d stolen her only lead to save Alden. 


FORTY-EIGHT 


THERE YOU ARE!” KEEFE CALLED from outside the pterodactyl 
enclosure. 

Grady was brushing the teeth of a bright orange male and Keefe was 
leaning against the bars watching. His gray tunic was streaked with mud, 
and tufts of purple fur were stuck in his especially messy hair. 

“Grady’s been keeping me busy while you were gone,” Keefe explained. 

“I can see that. Sorry. I told you I’d be home later.” 

“Yeah, well, my dad started into one of his lectures on the importance of 
me living up to my potential. Anything’s better than that. Plus, it gave me a 
chance to play with Glitter Butt.” 

“Glitter Butt?” 

“Way better name than Silveny, right?” 

“Wait—you’ve been playing with Silveny?” 

“Its bizarre,” Grady answered for him. “I had him help me feed her, 
since she responded to him last time. Next thing I knew she was nuzzling 
his neck, just like she does with you.” 

“What can I say? Glitter Butt loves me.” 

“Her name is not Glitter Butt.” 

“Tt should be. She likes it better.” 

“She does not.” 

“Wanna bet?” 

“I wouldn’t do it, Sophie,’ Grady warned her. “She really likes Keefe. 
Which is great for us. She’s finally accepting another person.” 

But . . . did it have to be Keefe? 

Sophie rushed to Silveny’s enclosure, and as soon as the gleaming horse 
spotted her, the transmissions began. Friend! Fly! Trust! Fly! 

But there was a new word in the mix. 

Keefe! 

“See? I told you she likes me.” 

“You don’t know that.” 


“Actually, I do. I can feel her emotions without touching her—just like I 
can with yours. I didn’t notice it the last time I was around her because I 
assumed what I was feeling came from you. But now I can tell the 
difference.” 

Keefe! 

“Hey, Glitter Butt—did you miss me?” 

Keefe! Keefe! Keefe! 

Do you realize he’s calling you Glitter Butt? Sophie transmitted. She sent 
a picture of a large, sparkly horse hind to illustrate. 

Glitter Butt, Silveny repeated. Keefe! 

Sophie rolled her eyes. 

“If you’re jealous because you don’t have a cool nickname, we can start 
calling you Sparkle Fanny,” Keefe offered. 

“Thanks, Pl pass.” 

“Suit yourself. Personally, I insist that you call me Shimmer Booty from 
now on.” 

Keefe! Silveny added. Keefe! Fly! Keefe! Glitter Butt! 

Sophie rubbed her temples. Just when she thought the transmissions 
couldn’t get any more annoying. 

“So where were you anyway?” Keefe asked. 

“Yeah, I’ve been wondering the same thing,” Grady said behind them. 

When Sophie didn’t answer, everyone looked at Sandor. 

“She was perfectly safe,” he assured them. 

“I went to see Councillor Terik,” Sophie said, before Grady could grill 
Sandor further. “I’d asked him to help me find my old human things so I 
could pick up something.” 

“Ts that a diary?” Keefe asked as Sandor handed her the sparkly journal. 

He tried to snatch it, but Sophie yanked it away just in time. “I wrote it 
when I was five. All the entries are like three sentences long and they were 
just me plotting to annoy my sister.” 

“Um, who doesn t want to know more ways to annoy people?” 

“Trust me, you already know them all.” 

She caught Grady frowning at her. “It was fine,” she promised. “There’s 
nothing in the journal that could get me exiled—and Councillor Terik’s not 
like that anyway. He even took off his crown before he checked through the 
journal.” 


“His circlet is merely a representation of his power. With or without it 
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“I know. [Il be careful.” 

“Don’t worry, [ll keep an eye on her for the rest of the day,” Keefe said, 
offering a cheesy salute as he hooked an arm through Sophie’s. 

Somehow Grady didn’t look comforted as Keefe led her away. 


“DON’T YOU DARE,” SOPHIE SAID, blocking Keefe as he tried to 
flop on her bed. “You smell like a wet rat. You can sit on the floor.” 

He laughed and scooped up Iggy, scratching his fuzzy head. “Bet she 
treats you this way too, huh? Like it’s your fault your breath smells like 
something died inside you.” 

Iggy squeaked and nuzzled Keefe’s hand. Sophie had to give him credit 
—he had a way with animals. 

“So now that we’re alone, are you going to tell me what’s really in the 
rainbow-unicorn-diary thing? And by the way—that’s the kind of awesome 
human stuff Pd been hoping for. Please, feel free to go get more so I can 
make fun of it.” 

Sophie sank to her bed with a sigh. “I’d hoped it had a clue in it. I can 
remember writing something in the margin—but of course the pages I 
needed have been torn out.” She flipped to the section with the jagged 
scraps of paper. 

“Torn out by who? And aren’t you supposed to have a photographic 
memory?” 

Sophie explained about Mr. Forkle and the strange gaps in her memory. 
“Clearly, there’s something they don’t want me to find.” 

“Okay, that’s just .. . whoa. I mean, how do you deal with that and, like, 
go to school and hang with your friends and act so calm? I’d be running to 
Elwin screaming ‘someone stole my memories—get them back!” 

“Elwin can’t help,” she said, dropping the useless journal on the floor 
and kicking it away. “No one can.” 

“Actually, that’s where you’re wrong. I knew you were going to need 
me. You got a pencil around here?” 

She pointed to her school satchel, and he rifled through and pulled out 
her silver pencils. Then he snatched the journal and started to plop down 
next to her. 

“Nope—stinky boys sit on the floor.” 


“Sheesh, ungrateful much?” he asked as he sank to the flowery carpet. 

He tilted the book a number of angles, then grabbed a pencil and started 
to shade the margin with the side of the point. “If you pressed hard enough 
as you wrote, we’ll still see the impression in the next page. Trust me, this 
trick has come in handy many times.” 

Sophie had no doubt of that as she squinted at the faint white curves and 
squiggles Keefe had traced. Her heart stuttered as the marks twisted into 
words. 

“I’m guessing this is a good sign,” Keefe said as she scrambled for a 
notebook to write the message down. 


A boy who disappeared. 


“Should’ve figured it would have something to do with a boy.” 

“I was five, Keefe.” 

“What, and cute boys didn’t exist when you were five? Well, it’s true 
you hadn’t met me yet, but...” 

Sophie tuned him out as an image resurfaced in her mind. The same 
vague symbol she’d seen before, similar to the one on Brant’s shirt—but 
she could see more of the scene now. It was like her mind had zoomed out 
and she could tell that it was a crest on the shoulder of someone leaning 
against a tree. 

She ran to her desk, grabbed her memory log, and projected the blurry 
scene before it slipped away. 

“Ts that a bramble jersey?” Keefe asked, peeking over her shoulder. 

“A what? Wait, is that the game you and Fitz were playing?” 

“Sorta. We were playing the one-on-one version. There’s a team version 
too, and every three years we have a championship match. They print 
special jerseys, and everyone who’s into the game buys like ten of them and 
wears them all the time. That one was from—” 

“Eight years ago?” Sophie guessed. 

“Yeah, I think it was. But wait—is this your memory?” 

“T think so.” She sank to the floor as the room started spinning. 

“But eight years ago you were still living with humans.” 

“I know.” 

She was living with humans and had no idea elves existed. Her telepathy 
hadn’t even manifested. 


And yet, if her blurry memories were right, she’d somehow seen a boy in 
a blue bramble jersey. 
A boy who disappeared. 


FORTY-NINE 


YOU OKAY?” DEX ASKED AS she leaned on him during orientation. 

Sophie yawned and straightened up. “Sorry. I’m just tired.” 

She’d stayed up late trying to force more of the memory back, and when 
she finally gave up and went to sleep, she had weird dreams about 
mysterious boys jumping out from behind trees. It didn’t help that Silveny 
had added Keefe to her nighttime projections. He kept weaving through the 
nightmares calling her Glitter Butt, and it made her want to whinny and run 
in circles. 

If it happened again, Sophie was definitely revising her policy on 
sedatives. 

She tried to focus during elementalism, but managed to crack three 
bottles trying to catch a small storm cloud. Lady Veda, a wispy woman with 
waist-length braided black hair, did not look impressed. 

Her afternoon session was even worse. Agriculture was held with all the 
Level Threes in a garden tucked behind the main building, filled with trees, 
vines, and bushes that grew up and down and sideways and diagonally. A 
group of gnomes explained that they would be learning how to cultivate the 
food served in the cafeteria during lunch so they could properly appreciate 
the work and energy that went into it. But Sophie discovered that it would 
be another subject where her human upbringing interfered. By the end of 
the session she’d been corrected for digging, planting, and raking in ways 
that apparently destroyed the soil/plants/seeds/entire universe, or might as 
well have, given the way Barth—the ultra-short, green-haired gnome who’d 
been assigned to work with her—had panicked. 

Add to that another stinky lunch detention with Lady Cadence, and 
Sophie thought the day couldn’t get any worse. Then Dame Alina’s 
projection appeared on the walls of study hall. 

“Attention, prodigies. I’ve just gotten word from the Council that a 
special announcement will be made tomorrow morning. Your parents are 
being contacted as we speak, but make sure they know to look for an 


official scroll to be delivered to your homes tomorrow morning with 
specific instructions for when to read.” 

She blinked away without any additional explanation, leaving the 
prodigies to whisper and speculate about what might be happening. 

Sophie already knew. 

She tried not to cry, tried to remind herself that it didn’t change anything. 

But all she could think was, Tomorrow it will be real. 


THE LETTER FROM THE COUNCIL was delivered the next morning 
by a courier in a bright green cape, and came with the instruction to open it 
at precisely 10:00 a.m. The hour-and-seventeen-minute wait was agony— 
and even though Sophie knew what the message would say, she still burst 
into tears when she read the precise black script. 

It is with our deepest regrets that we inform you that Alden Vacker has 
been lost to us all. A seed will be planted in the Wanderling Woods at 
midday for any who would like to pay their respects. 

“You don’t have to go,” Grady told Sophie as she wiped her eyes. 

She shook her head. She didn’t want to go—and she was not going to 
say goodbye. But of course she was going to be there. 

Grady and Edaline didn’t argue, and Sophie excused herself to go to her 
room. She tried to figure out what she was feeling as she rifled through her 
clothes—clothes Della had personally picked for her after Fitz brought her 
to the Lost Cities—but it was a mix of too many emotions. 

Calm! Silveny told her, filling her mind with a rush of warmth. Sophie 
used it to fuel her as she showered and changed into the emerald green 
gown she’d chosen. Tiny diamonds dotted the bodice, and the full skirt had 
so many layers of tulle she was guaranteed to trip at least a dozen times. 
She felt completely ridiculous as she fastened a jeweled velvet cape across 
her shoulders, tied part of her hair back with a green satin ribbon, and 
brushed gloss on her lips. But she knew Della would want everyone to dress 
their best. 

“You look ... wow,” Vertina said as Sophie checked her reflection in the 
full-length mirror. “What’s the occasion?” 

“You don’t want to know.” 

Something in her tone must’ve convinced Vertina, because she didn’t 
press further. A quiet knock interrupted the awkward silence that followed. 


Grady cleared his throat as he entered, looking more regal than she’d 
ever seen. “Feels like we keep doing this, doesn’t it?” He smiled sadly, and 
reached into his pocket. “I’m sorry to keep giving you these on such somber 
occasions, but I thought you might want to wear this.” 

He handed her a Ruewen crest pin, identical to the one Brant stole. 

“Where did you—?” 

“T’ve been in Atlantis a lot lately, so I had the jeweler make it for you.” 

“Thank you,” she whispered as he helped her pin it through her cape. 

He looked like he wanted to say something else, but instead he took her 
hand and they walked to the Leapmaster where Edaline and Sandor were 
waiting. Edaline’s gown was covered in lace and jewels, and even Sandor 
had changed into silky green pants. No one said anything as they gathered 
under the crystals, and Grady gave the command for the Wanderling 
Woods. But Sophie could’ve sworn she heard Edaline whisper, “Here we go 
again,” as the light swept them away. 


FIFTY 


SOPHIE WAS FAIRLY CERTAIN THE entire elvin world had packed 
themselves into the Wanderling Woods—but even the massive crowd 
couldn’t break the unnatural silence of the solemn trees. There wasn’t a dry 
eye in the group, and the grief was so thick it felt almost tangible, like if 
Sophie breathed too deeply it might choke her. 

Grady and Edaline were needed up front with the Vackers, but Sophie 
hung back with Sandor, hiding on the fringes and hoping no one would 
notice her. The last thing she needed was for people to start whispering 
about “the girl who was taken.” Especially since goblins weren’t supposed 
to be in the Wanderling Woods. But Sandor had insisted. 

There was no fanfare as the Councillors appeared on the crest of one of 
the taller hills, and Sophie was surprised to see they’d brought their 
bodyguards too. She listened for grumblings about the Council letting 
goblins near the Wanderlings, but all she saw were stunned stares, and no 
one said a word as Councillor Emery called for Della to step forward. 

Sophie was too far back to see what happened next—but that was better. 
She didn’t want to watch the seed planted, and she reminded herself once 
again that it didn’t mean Alden was gone. Her own “grave” was proof 
enough of that. 

A chime sounded and the silent crowd somehow managed to get quieter. 
Sophie closed her eyes and tried to think of something happy, but she could 
still hear the ping of shattering glass that rang through the air, and it felt like 
everything inside her split open. 

That was when the sniffling started. Followed by quiet sobs. 

Sophie opened her eyes, feeling them burn with tears when she saw the 
red, weeping faces all around her. She’d never been surrounded by so much 
sadness, and it made her chest so tight she couldn’t breathe. She backed 
away, shoving through the crowd until she found a pocket of space near a 
Wanderling. She sank to the ground, resting her head on her knees and 
sucking in deep breaths. 


“I should take you home, Miss Foster,” Sandor said, his high-pitched 
voice sounding way too perky with all the mournful moans. 

“No.” She couldn’t leave without paying her respects to the family. “PI 
be fine in a minute.” 

“Sophie?” 

Sophie looked up and found Tiergan frowning at her. 

“Are you okay?” 

“Yeah. It’s just . . . sad,” she said as she forced herself back to her feet. 

“These always are.” He turned to stare at the forest. “Hard to believe 
only a few short weeks ago I was here for yours.” 

Had it really only been a few weeks? 

“Wait—you were at my funeral?” 

“Of course I was. Did you think I wouldn’t be?” 

“T don’t know. I try not to think about it, honestly. It’s kind of weird.” 

“Yes, I suppose it is.” He fell silent for a second. “You would’ve been 
pleased by how many people came. Almost as many as today.” 

She couldn’t help turning back toward the enormous crowd, which was 
slowly forming into a receiving line. “Wow, really?” 

“Of course, Sophie. Your loss was deeply felt. By all of us.” 

“I... guess it’s a good thing I’m still alive, then.” 

He smiled. But when he spoke again his voice was a bit thick. “Yes. It 
definitely is.” 

And that’s how it will be for Alden, she told herself. This was a mistake. 
She was going to bring him back. 

“I should probably go,” Tiergan said, grabbing his pathfinder from his 
pocket. 

“You’re leaving? You haven’t—” 

“The Vackers don’t want to see me, Sophie—and this day is hard enough 
for them. I don’t want to do anything to make it any harder.” 

Sophie stared at her hands. The Vackers didn’t want to see her, either. 
Would she be making it harder for them by staying? 

Tiergan tilted her chin up. “You should stay, Sophie. Trust me on that, 
okay?” 

She nodded. 

He told her he’d see her in session on Tuesday, then stepped into the 
light. 

Sophie stood there, staring at the space where he’d been. 


“Grady and Edaline are nearing the front of the line,” Sandor said, 
forcing her to snap out of it. 

She turned to make her way back toward her family, but as she wove 
through the crowd she found herself smack in the center of the Hekses. 
Sophie locked eyes with Stina and braced for some sort of insult or drama. 
But Stina just wiped her tearstained cheek and stepped aside to let Sophie 
pass. Sophie could still hear her crying as she joined Grady and Edaline. 

“Excuse me, did someone give you permission to cut?” Keefe asked. He 
tried to sell the joke with a weak smile, but his eyes were too red and 
swollen. 

“Pm sorry,” an elegant woman with blond hair woven into an intricate 
braid said. “Just ignore my son if he’s bothering you.” 

“He’s not bothering me.” Sophie glared at Keefe’s mother and leaned 
closer to ask Keefe, “You okay?” 

He cleared his throat and looked away. “I’ve been better.” 

Grady wrapped his arm around Sophie. “What about you? How you 
holding up?” 

“Okay, I guess. How about you?” 

“Tt’s strange this time. I’ve only been to two of these ceremonies before 
—and both times I was the one standing at the front of the receiving line, 
accepting everyone’s condolences.” 

Grady’s voice trailed off and Sophie hugged him tighter, trying to 
Squeeze away his sadness. “I’m still here,” she whispered. 

“I know,” he whispered back. “Let’s keep it that way.” 

Sophie nodded as the line advanced, bringing them close enough to 
finally see the small sapling that she didn’t want to look at but couldn’t look 
away from either. The teal flowers dotting every branch were unmistakable, 
but the tree seemed frail and thin and not at all like the real Alden. Sophie 
wanted to rip it from the ground and hurl it away. 

They moved forward again and Sophie got her first glimpse of the 
family. Alvar was his usual immaculate self in an embroidered green jerkin 
and cape—though his eyes were bloodshot and he seemed especially pale as 
he held his mom’s hand. Della was stunning as ever, but her green gown 
hung off her suddenly bony shoulders, and Biana’s gown looked equally 
loose. And Fitz... 

Sophie couldn’t look at Fitz. 


The Councillors were lined up behind them—all twelve in plain green 
capes and simple silver-and-emerald circlets. Their faces were blank, and 
they seemed to stare at nothing as elf after elf greeted the family. 

“We are going to fix him, right?” Keefe leaned forward and whispered in 
her ear. “I really need to believe that today.” 

“I know,” she whispered back. “I hope we can.” 

“Hope isn’t good enough, Sophie. Give me a job at least. Something. 
Anything.” 

“T’m still trying to figure out what to do.” 

“Why don’t you let me look through the journal? Maybe Pll find 
something else.” 

“We’ll talk about this later,” she told him, hating the way Keefe’s dad 
was so obviously listening to them. Plus, they were moving forward again. 

Her chest tightened when she realized she was next to see the Vackers, 
and she could barely breathe as she took the final steps. 

Biana and Fitz were mid “thank you for coming” when they realized 
who they were speaking to. Biana’s voice trailed away, and Fitz’s jaw 
clenched so tight it looked like he might crack a tooth. 

“T’m so sorry,” Sophie whispered, forcing herself to meet Fitz’s gaze. 

He didn’t nod. Didn’t say anything. Just stared at her. 

Sophie hung her head. She thought about walking away, but she 
couldn’t. Not without saying the one thing that needed to be said. 

I miss him. 

“Don’t!” Fitz snapped. “You don’t get to—” 

“Whoa, chill, man,” Keefe said, stepping between them. “This is 
Sophie.” 

“Keefe, it’s fine.” Sophie looked at Della, who’d come out of her daze to 
notice what was happening beside her. “I guess I shouldn’t have come.” 

“No, you shouldn’t have,” Fitz agreed. 

Biana just glared at her. 

There were dozens of things Sophie wanted to say, but she knew none of 
them would help. So she gave Della the tightest hug she could, curtsied to 
the Councillors, and hurried away, with Sandor right behind. 

“Hey, wait up,” Keefe called, running after her. 

“T don’t want to talk, Keefe.” 

“I know—I can definitely feel that. But I thought you should know that I 
could tell what Fitz is feeling, and he’s not angry at you.” 


She gave him a look. 

“Okay, he’s a little mad at you. But mostly his dad. And the world. He’s 
freaking out—which I get, but . . . he has no right to take it out on you.” 

“Yes, he does.” 

“No, he doesn’t.” 

Sophie rubbed her temples. She knew Keefe meant well—and in some 
ways what he was saying did help. But not enough. 

“Pm sorry, I just want to be alone,” she told him, jogging away. 

“I guess Pll see you on Monday, then,” he called behind her. 

She didn’t look back until she’d crested the first hill. Keefe was on his 
way to the Vackers. 

“Are you ready to go home, now?” Sandor asked. 

“Not yet.” 

The last time she’d been to the Wanderling Woods the Black Swan had 
left her a message at her grave. And as she wound through the forest, 
searching for her tree, she couldn’t help hoping that they might do it again. 
She was starting to think she was heading the wrong way, but then she 
rounded a bend and two narrow saplings appeared on a hill ahead. 

A lone figure stood between them. 

“Dex?” Sophie asked when she got closer. 

He sniffled and scrubbed at his eyes. “Sorry,” he mumbled, hiding his 
flushed face. “It’s stupid to get upset, right? I mean, it’s just a tree.” 

“I cried when I saw them too.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah.” Her tree still didn’t have any fruits or color, and it looked like it 
hadn’t grown at all. Dex’s was twice as tall and covered with tiny 
periwinkle flowers. She tried not to read anything into that, but she couldn’t 
help worrying her malfunctioning DNA might have something to do with it. 

She saved the worry for later, scanning her scrawny sapling and looking 
for any sign of a clue. It was nothing more than a tree. 

Dex reached out, plucking a flower from his tree and sniffing it. “Wow, 
this really is me. It smells just like I do when I don’t shower for a few 
days.” 

Only Dex would have a tree with stinky flowers. 

“I hate that they’re still out there,” he whispered. 

“Who?” 

“The ones who tried to...” 


“Oh. Them.” 

“Sometimes PII think I see them or hear them,” he added quietly, 
glancing over his shoulder. 

“We’re safe, Dex.” 

“No—you’re safe. You have the Council and the whole world trying to 
protect you.” 

“The world doesn’t want to protect me, Dex. They see me with Sandor 
and freak out, like being near me will get them taken too. Just like what 
happened to you.” 

She didn’t mean to say the last part, but it slipped out anyway. 

“Yeah, well, they’re dumb. The only time I feel safe is around you.” His 
cheeks flamed and he quickly added, “You have the bodyguard, after all.” 

“Yeah,” Sophie mumbled, staring at Sandor. She never realized Dex was 
wishing for a goblin of his own. 

Dex dropped his eyes to his feet. “I guess I know what you mean, 
though. My parents worry now. A lot. I have to fight them to go places 
even to see you. Not that I’ve had to do that much lately.” He kicked the 
ground, but then his head snapped up. “Oh! This is what you’ve been busy 
with, huh?” 

Sophie nodded. 

“You could’ve told me.” 

“I wasn’t supposed to talk about it.” 

“But you told Keefe?” 

“Fitz is his best friend, and the Vackers are like his family. He needed to 
know.” 

“So now that the news is out, though—you guys won’t be hanging out so 
much, right?” 

“We might be. We’re still working on something.” 

She thought about telling him what, but Dex had always chosen to stay 
away from the Vackers. He’d never wanted to know them—any of them. 

Dex sighed and dropped the flower he’d picked, crushing it with his 
shoe. “I thought things would be different after we got back home,” he 
mumbled. 

“Different how?” 

“I don’t know. I mean, we went through this huge thing. And then I came 
back and everyone just expected me to go back to normal and act like it 





never happened. But it happened.” He pointed to his tree. “I was there too. I 
almost died too. It’s like no one cares except my family.” 

“Lots of people care, Dex.” She hesitated a second and then took his 
hand, waiting for him to look at her. “I care.” 

“Really? Then how come ever since school started, it’s like I don’t exist? 
Before that, actually—ever since that day when Alden. . .” 

When he spoke again, it was almost a whisper. “Is that when it 
happened? To Alden?” 

She could barely manage to nod. “It got really bad the next day.” 

He tightened his grip on her hand. “It wasn’t your fault, if that’s what 
you’re thinking.” 

“You can’t say that. You don’t even know what happened.” She tried to 
pull away, but he held tight. 

“I know you. And I know you would never let anything bad happen to 
anyone if you could help it.” 

Tears burned her eyes. “Thanks, Dex. I hope you’re right.” 

“T am. And see—when you tell me stuff, I can help. I bet if you told me 
what you and Keefe are working on, I could help with that, too.” 

“Maybe.” 

“Maybe I’m right or maybe you’ |! tell me?” 

“Maybe I don’t know.” She turned back to their trees, their small, weak 
little trees that were growing stronger by the day. “Come on, we should 
probably get back to our families.” 

Dex kept hold of one of her hands as they walked, and Sophie couldn’t 
decide how she felt about that. But she didn’t try to pull away, even when 
they made it back to Alden’s grave. Most of the crowd had left—as had the 
Councillors—but the Vackers remained. Grady and Edaline seemed to be 
trying to get them to go home, but Della didn’t want to leave the tree. 

Dex went to join his parents and Grady caught Sophie’s eye. 

I'll be waiting at the entrance, she transmitted, hurrying away as fast as 
she could without actually breaking into a run. She couldn’t face Fitz and 
Biana again, and they wouldn’t want her to. At least they knew she came to 
the ceremony. That would have to be enough. 

The entrance to the Woods was as empty as it had been that first day 
Sophie had been there, and she leaned against the pillar of the arched 
entrance, trying to clear her head. But she caught a slight movement in her 
peripheral vision. 


Up the path, a dark-skinned figure paced in the shade of a nearby tree. A 
bright red tree with tiny purple flowers—the same tree Grady and Edaline 
had shown her. 

He wiped his eyes as he bent to run his hands over the stone marking the 
grave. 

His mother’s grave. 

“Wylie.” 

Sophie didn’t realize she’d said it out loud until he turned toward the 
sound. He squinted at her. Then his eyes widened and he backed a step 
away, like he knew exactly who she was. 

“Sophie?” Dex asked, running to catch up with her. “You okay?” 

“Yeah, I...” Sophie took a step toward Wylie. Just one—just to see how 
he’d react. 

He didn’t move. 

“I need a second,” she told Dex. He looked like he wanted to say 
something, but he held it back. Sandor didn’t follow either. 

Wylie’s skin was lighter than his dad’s, and his features were more 
pinched. But his eyes. 

His eyes were Prentice’s eyes—only full of life and a million conflicting 
emotions. He looked about twenty—which she should’ve figured, but it’d 
been easier to imagine him closer to her age and growing up never knowing 
his real dad. If he was twenty, he would’ve known him and loved him for 
seven or eight years before he died. He would’ve felt every heartbreaking 
second of his loss. 

Because of her. 

“Tt was you, wasn’t it?” Wylie asked when she got closer. “You’re the 
one.” 

Sophie forced herself to nod. 

Wylie nodded too. 

She waited for him to yell, scream, fling random things, something— 
anything. Instead he stared at her long enough to make her squirm and then 
whispered, “What are you waiting for?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You’re supposed to make it right. He said you would make it right.” 

“Who did? Your dad?” 

“Who else would it be?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t know what you’re talking about!” 


Wylie’s hands clenched into fists and Sandor was instantly at Sophie’s 
side. 

Wylie backed away. “He told me before it happened—f it ever happened 
—that I wouldn’t have to worry. That you would make it right. So what are 
you waiting for?” 

“I... don’t understand.” 

Did he think she could fix his father? She wasn’t even sure if she could 
fix Alden—and the only reason she still had hope was because his mind 
was Shattered by guilt, not a memory break. 

She’d seen Prentice’s mind. A tiny part of him was still there—maybe. 
But the rest of him had clearly slipped into madness. How was she 
supposed to fix that? 

Unless that’s what he’d been trying to tell her. The clue from the poem— 
could he have been telling her how to fix him? 

But how could following a bird fix a broken mind? 

“You were supposed to make it right,” Wylie repeated. 

She didn’t know if that was true, but she supposed it didn’t matter 
because there was one truth that overpowered it. “I’m sorry. I don’t know 
how.” 

Wylie sighed. A thick sort of sigh that was part snort and part sneer and 
heavy on the disgust. Then he turned and stalked away without another 
word. 

Sandor placed a meaty hand on Sophie’s shoulder. “Do not let what the 
troubled boy says affect you.” 

She wanted to agree, but... 

What if that was why the Black Swan sent her to Exile? Not for Fintan, 
like Alden thought. For Prentice. 

But not to probe his mind. 

To fix him. 

It would explain why Prentice submitted to the break. Why he was 
willing to sacrifice himself and leave his family and give up everything. 

What if he thought he would get it all back—that she would “make it 
right”—and he’d been waiting all this time for her to come and fix what 
happened? 

Which led to the bigger, scarier question. 

If that had been the Black Swan’s plan, why didn’t it work when she 
probed Prentice’s mind? 


“What if I really am malfunctioning?” Sophie whispered. 

She’d hoped saying it out loud would make it seem wrong and 
impossible and shake the possibility away. 

Instead it felt . . . right. 

“Miss Foster?” Sandor asked as a tear streaked down her cheek. “Do you 
need me to find Elwin?” 

She shook her head. This was something Elwin couldn’t help with. 

If Wylie was right, the problem went deeper than her skin or her cells. 

It was in her genes. 


FIFTY-ONE 


YOU’VE BEEN STARING AT YOUR reflection so long I’ve counted all 
of your eyelashes,” Vertina announced, making Sophie blink. “Did you 
know you have one hundred and twenty-seven on your left eye, and only 
one hundred and nineteen on your right?” 

“No,” Sophie mumbled, tugging out a loose one from the left side. 

“I didn’t say you had to even it out!” 

Sophie flicked the eyelash away and went back to searching for some 
sign that Wylie was wrong—some proof that she was perfectly healthy and 
normal and all of her talents were working the exact way they should be. 

But all she could see were her eyes. 

Freaky, brown eyes—eyes that made her stand out from everyone else. 
The Black Swan couldn’t have given her those intentionally, could they? 
Why would they do that? And what about her allergy? Surely they wouldn’t 
have chosen for her to have that. And if those things weren’t planned, what 
other fun surprises did her genetic manipulation have? 

She stared at the vial of Fade Fuel hanging around her neck as she 
replayed Wylie’s words for what felt like the ten-zillionth time. They still 
made her queasy and shaky—but they held a tiny hint of hope, too. If he 
was right—and if she was malfunctioning—then it meant there definitely 
was a way to fix Alden. And Prentice. And who knew who else. 

She just had to figure out how to fix herself first. 

But how? It was too late to change her genetic code. And she didn’t even 
know where the problem began, or how deep it went. 

Or maybe she did... 

She moved toward her wall of windows and stared directly at the sun. 

The light swelled in her mind, making her brain throb and the room tilt 
sideways and somehow she was on the floor, even though she didn’t 
remember falling. 

She blinked and rubbed her temples, taking deep breaths until the pain 
faded and she could sit up again. 


Maybe Bronte and Wylie were right. 

Maybe the light wasn’t bothering her because she almost faded away. 

Maybe she’d almost faded away because her newly “enhanced” 
concentration didn’t work right. That would explain why she kept fading— 
even with two nexuses. 

What if her brain was doing something fundamentally wrong? 

She had no idea if that was something Elwin could fix, but he’d need to 
know what her brain was doing in order to try. And clearly it wasn’t 
something he could see with his special glasses. 

Which meant she’d have to find a safe way to test herself for symptoms. 
Something that didn’t involve leaping or fading or anything that could land 
her in the Healing Center for way longer than she could afford to be—or 
worse. 

She ran through all of her recent “incidents,” trying to find a pattern, and 
the more she thought about it, the more one stood out. The mirror in the 
Hall of Illumination, and the strange heat that had bloomed inside her mind. 
All the other incidents had involved headaches. But that one had felt like a 
fire in her brain. 

Maybe if she figured out what that mirror did, she would be able to 
figure out what was wrong with her. 


“DID YOU HEAR THE NEWS?” Dex mumbled as Sophie licked open 
her locker, which tasted like lushberries. 

“Which news?” She’d tuned out most of Dame Alina’s heartbroken Ode 
to Alden speech during orientation—though she’d caught the part where 
Dame Alina announced that the Council had moved the Celestial Festival to 
outside the Sanctuary, and that there would be a special finale involving the 
prized alicorn. Like she needed more pressure. 

“Fitz and Biana are back at school today.” 

The two bites she’d taken of her breakfast turned into a rock in her 
stomach. “Oh.” 

“Isn’t that a good thing?” 

“Tt is. It’s just also going to be weird, I guess, because I . . . don’t think 
we're friends anymore.” 

She’d expected him to whoop and celebrate that he was finally free of 
the Vackers. Instead Dex sighed and said, “I’m sure they’ll come around. I 
mean... Pm still not in the Wonderboy fan club. But—I bet he’s a mess 


right now. The triplets said my family was pretty much chaos after you and 
I were taken.” 

Sophie bit her lip. “I’m so sorry they had to—” 

“Stop apologizing. It wasn’t your fault. None of this is.” 

She wished she could believe him, but if Wylie was right. . . 

She’d know in a few hours. She had one boring session to get through 
first. 

She reached for her history book, but as she pulled it off the shelf a small 
roll of paper dropped to her feet. 

Her heart pounded in her ears as she bent to retrieve the scroll, skipping 
several beats when she saw the black seal. 

The sign of the swan. 

“Is that what I think it is?” Dex whispered as she unrolled it with shaky 
hands. 

The message was only two words written in bold black ink. 


Patience 
Trust 


But when she flipped it over, she found a tiny scrap of hot pink paper 
attached next to another message. 


Stop searching for things you are not ready to understand 
Wait for us to give your next command 


She read the note again—and then again—getting angrier each time. 

Were they warning her? 

The scrap of pink paper had a tiny unicorn on it, and she recognized the 
design from her old journal. Which meant the Black Swan still had the 
pages they’d taken—and instead of giving them back, they’d sent her a 
warning telling her to back off and wait for them. 

Who did they think she was? 

Their little puppet. 

She crumpled the note, wishing she could fling it across the room but too 
afraid there might be some crucial clue she was missing. 

“Is it bad?” Dex asked quietly. 

Oh, it was bad—but not the way he was thinking. 


The Black Swan thought they could control her, and maybe that’s what 
she’d let them do before. 

Not anymore. 

If they didn’t want her getting that memory back, then she’d work even 
harder to make sure she did. She was done with their games and their 
riddles and their clues. She was going to figure out the truth about them on 
her own, and there was nothing they could do to stop her. 


“YOU’RE HERE EARLY,” MASTER LETO said as he opened the door 
to admit her to the Silver Tower. 

“Yeah.” Sophie could tell he was waiting for an explanation, so she 
squeezed under his arm before he could close her out. 

He muttered something under his breath as he crossed to the wall with 
the cloak panel and handed her a silver cape. Sophie clasped it over her 
uniform, glad to see it had been tailored to her height. 

Master Leto opened the doorway to the tower, and Sophie felt her mouth 
go dry when she saw how full the great room was. Prodigies in gleaming 
silver cloaks were clustered around every table, though their conversations 
were hushed whispers, and no one seemed close to smiling. Sophie wasn’t 
sure if that’s how it always was or if that was because of Alden, but she 
didn’t stick around to find out. She tried to keep her head down as she 
slipped through the crowd, but she still caught a quick glimpse of Wylie as 
she started up the stairs. He sat alone in the corner, and when their eyes met, 
he grabbed his things and stalked away. 

Part of her wanted to run after him and ask more questions—see if his 
dad had told him anything else that might help her figure out what was 
wrong. The other part didn’t have time for another emotional scene. And 
there were far too many curious prodigies in the room, so she made her way 
silently up, not realizing Master Leto was following her until she made the 
first curve in the staircase. 

“Oh, I know where I’m going,” she told him. 

“I have no doubt you do.” He said nothing else, but continued to shadow 
her. 

Sophie did her best to ignore him as she counted the floors, turning off at 
number seven. 

“The Hall of Illumination?” Master Leto asked. “You realize the mirror 
assignment doesn’t apply to you.” 


“I’m just curious.” She turned her back on him, hoping he’d take the 
hint. 

He didn’t. 

Which left her no choice but to stare at the first mirror in front of her, 
waiting for him to get bored and leave her alone. The reflection was sharp 
everywhere except her face, where it turned slightly fuzzy. 

“Any guesses?” Master Leto asked. 

He sounded genuinely curious, so she decided to answer. “The face is 
blurred, so maybe, ‘what you look like doesn’t matter’?” 

He stepped closer to the mirror. “Your face is blurred?” 

“Yeah.” She squinted to double-check. “Isn’t that how it’s supposed to 
be?” 

He didn’t answer. Just stared so intently at her reflection it made her 
want to squirm. 

She turned away, realizing she was wasting valuable time. Only one 
mirror mattered. She wasn’t exactly sure which one it was, but she knew the 
general area, and as she stepped closer the blinding light reflected in her 
eyes. 

The pull was so much stronger this time—like the mirror had sprouted 
hundreds of tiny hands, tugging and dragging and drawing her closer. She 
tried to back away, but the hands grew claws, digging deep into her skin 
with tiny stabs of heat that sank deep beneath the surface. The pain swelled 
with each spark until she couldn’t think beyond it—couldn’t move, couldn’t 
do anything except stand there and let the inferno consume her. 

She heard a deep voice say something, but she couldn’t concentrate 
enough to make out the words. It was just white noise, mixed with searing 
heat. And the light— 

“Sophie!” the deep voice shouted as two strong hands yanked her 
backward. She gasped when the tiny needles ripped away, letting cold and 
darkness rush into the empty places left behind. 

Her knees gave way and her eyes focused, and she stared into the face of 
Master Leto, who strained to keep her upright. “What’s happening?” he 
asked, shaking her as she felt her head start to cloud over. “What are you 
feeling?” 

Her voice didn’t want to work, but somehow she managed to croak, 
“The light.” Then everything went dark. 


THE BLACKNESS TURNED GREEN. THEN blue. Then purple. Then 
red. 

Sophie’s eyes snapped open and she jerked upright, bursting the spheres 
of color that Elwin had formed around her. She waved her arms, trying to 
fan away the last wisps of glow as Elwin struggled to restrain her. “No more 
light.” 

“Easy, Sophie. It’s okay. You’re okay.” 

Sophie shook her head, feeling her tears mix with the sticky sweat on her 
face as his words settled in. She couldn’t believe them anymore. 

She leaned back, curling her knees into her chest and let the huge, ugly, 
choking sobs that she’d been fighting so long finally break free. She kept 
waiting for Elwin to try and pour a sedative down her throat, but he just sat 
beside her, rubbing her back, and with each stroke of his hand, she felt her 
breathing slow until the fit had passed and the sobs had turned to hiccups. 

“You should drink one of these,” Elwin said, handing her a bottle of 
Youth. He helped her sit up enough to swallow a few sips of the sweet 
water, but her stomach was too knotted to fit anything more. 

He raised his arm, his fingers poised to snap, but she grabbed his wrist. 
“No more light.” 

“What do you mean by light?” a different voice asked, and it took a 
second for Sophie to recognize that it was Master Leto. She followed the 
sound to where he stood in the shadowy corner, watching her through 
narrowed eyes. 

“He carried you here after you blacked out,” Elwin explained. 

“I was perfectly capable of carrying her myself,” Sandor snapped from 
somewhere behind her. 

“When a prodigy collapses in my tower, I take it upon myself to find out 
what’s going on. You said something about light, Sophie?” 

Sophie nodded—though the shudder that rocked her body probably 
made it hard to tell. “I keep trying to tell myself it’s my body needing more 
time to heal from when I faded. But it’s bigger than that.” 

She glanced at Master Leto, wishing he would leave but knowing that he 
wouldn’t. She supposed it didn’t matter. If she was right, then she’d 
probably be removed from her elite sessions. Maybe she’d even be sent to 
Exillium. Foxfire was no place for a “malfunctioning experiment.” 

She closed her eyes and forced the rest of the confession out before she 
changed her mind: all the incidents. Bronte’s and Wylie’s theories. How the 





mirror seemed to amplify everything. 

Elwin turned to Master Leto. “Which mirror?” 

“The Lodestar.” 

The skin on Elwin’s forehead creased. 

“What’s the Lodestar?” Sophie asked. 

“A mirror that reflects pure light.” Master Leto stepped closer, squinting 
at her. 

“But I’ve checked her—many times,” Elwin argued. “I would’ve seen if 
there was something wrong.” 

“Only if the problem is physical,” Master Leto corrected, like he was 
suddenly the expert on everything. “If it’s mental—” 

“It’s not that either,” Sophie interrupted. “There’s something in my genes 
or my programming or whatever. Something the Black Swan messed up.” 

Elwin shook his head. “I don’t think you realize how carefully I’ve 
checked you. When you were fading, I personally inspected every single 
cell to make sure I didn’t miss something. I’m happy to check again if it 
would make you feel better.” He snapped his fingers and a purple orb 
spread around her torso. 

She waited for the pain, but nothing happened. 

Elwin slipped on his glasses. “See?” 

“Try flashing the light right into her eyes,” Master Leto suggested. 

“Why are you still here?” Sophie shouted. “Don’t you need to get back 
to the tower and do—whatever it is Beacons do.” 

His lips twitched—almost like he wanted to smile. “It’s just a 
suggestion. That’s how the mirror works.” 

She glared at him as Elwin held his fist in front of her face—but then he 
snapped his fingers and she couldn’t think anymore because the light was 
pulling and twisting and wriggling inside her head. She swatted the glowing 
orb away, but even when it was gone the ringing in her ears wouldn’t fade. 

“What did you feel?” Master Leto asked. 

“Tt felt like it was boring into my brain.” 

“I don’t understand,” Elwin whispered. 

“Tt really is the light,” Master Leto said, staring at Sophie so intently it 
felt like his eyes were peering inside her head. 

She looked away as Elwin turned to pace, muttering under his breath 
things Sophie mostly couldn’t hear, though she picked up tiny snippets like 
“physiologically impossible” and “getting worse” and “Lodestar.” Each 


word made the question she was too afraid to ask swell on her tongue until 
it’d grown so big she couldn’t keep it in anymore. 

“Can you fix it?” she whispered. 

Elwin ran his hands through his hair, mussing it more than usual. “I 
don’t know.” 


FIFTY-TWO 


SO... PVE GOT GOOD NEWS and bad news,” Keefe said as Silveny 
nuzzled his shoulder through the bars. Keefe hadn’t come over the day 
before, and the high-maintenance alicorn had clearly missed him. “Which 
do you want first?” 

Sophie rubbed her temples. “Might as well start with the bad and get it 
over with.” 

She doubted it could be worse than what she was already dealing with. 
Elwin had spent hours making her drink different elixirs and then flashing 
light in her eyes to see if they helped. When she’d felt like the headaches 
were going to break her brain, he’d finally had to admit defeat. And even 
though he’d promised he would figure it out, she wasn’t holding her breath. 

The only relief was that he’d agreed to let her wait to tell Grady and 
Edaline until he had more information. No reason to tell anyone. Yet. 

“Well?” she prompted, when Keefe still hadn’t said anything. 

“I... sorta had to tell my dad what we’re doing—” 

“What?” 

“but before you freak out, don’t worry, I didn’t tell him anything 
important.” 

“Why did you have to tell him anything? I thought you were the king of 
lying to adults.” 

“I am. But there’s only so much you can hide when you’re dealing with 
an Empath—trust me, I would know—so I had to give him enough truth to 
hide the lies. Apparently he heard us talking while we were in line to see 
the Vackers, and he cornered me about it, wanting to know what we were 
up to.” 

Sophie was too tired and frustrated to do anything other than sigh. 

“Sheesh, will you relax? All I told him is that I was helping you with 
Silveny because you were having a hard time and needed an Empath’s 
skills. Then I loaded it up with all kinds of stuff about how much Glitter 


Butt loves me, and how much you love having me around, and all that truth 
sold him.” 

“Truth,” she grumbled, rolling her eyes. “So if it’s not a big deal, why 
are you telling me?” 

“Well, you’re cute when you’re panicking for one thing—but also, he 
was super excited about this. I mean, I’m sure it’s because Silveny is such a 
big deal and he’s imagining me getting special mention from the Council 
once Silveny is ready to be moved or something. But later that night he 
gave me this.” 

He pointed to the pin clasping his cape around his shoulders—a circle 
with two hands holding a candle with an emerald flame. She’d seen the 
crest before on his Foxfire uniform. 

“Wow,” she said, hoping he couldn’t feel her surprise. 

“What?” 

“Nothing.” 

Keefe laughed. “Clearly you have no idea how to lie to an Empath. 
What?” 

Sophie bit her lip. “It’s nothing. I guess I just didn’t realize you didn’t 
have a Sencen crest pin.” 

“Uh, you’ve met my father—you’ve seen what he’s like. He’s always 
told me I have to earn my place in the family. And I guess now I have.” 

Sophie smiled. She’d been wondering why he was wearing a cape 
instead of his usual tunic and pants, and she couldn’t blame him. She knew 
how much it had meant when Grady had given her the Ruewen crest—and 
she hadn’t had to spend a lifetime earning it. “So was that the good news?” 

“Part of it. But the real good news is he told me I can spend as much 
time here as I want—so we can see even more of each other!” 

“Oh. Great.” 

“Wow, try not to be too enthusiastic there, Foster.” He rumpled Silveny’s 
mane. “At least you’re excited, aren’t you, Glitter Butt?” 

Keefe! 

“Its just . . . I don’t even know where we’re supposed to go from here. 
The only leads we have are a line in an old dwarven song about swans and a 
tiny piece of an erased memory that the Black Swan has specifically warned 
me not to investigate.” 

“Whoa—back the T. rex up. The Black Swan contacted you again and 
you didn’t tell me?” 


“Sorry. I guess I forgot.” She explained about the warning note and the 
piece of her old journal attached to it. 

“Okay, first—I definitely want to know their trick for breaking into 
lockers. And second, uh, that’s not a warning. That’s a dare. Now we know 
they still have the pages. So we just have to figure out a way to steal them 
back.” 

“Tt’s not that easy, Keefe.” 

“Sure it is. We just have to think one step ahead of them.” 

“More like five steps. Or ten. Think about it, Keefe—how do they even 
know I have the journal? They have to be watching me. They’re probably 
watching us right now, making notes on any plan we come up with so they 
can thwart it.” 

Keefe glanced over his shoulder. “You really think they’re watching us?” 

“How else would they know?” 

“T guess. But aren’t there a ton of goblins trolling these grounds? I swear 
I’ve seen two or three skulking in the shadows.” 

“Goblin senses can be fooled.” 

“They can?” Keefe asked as Sandor shot her a death look. 

“Yeah, but it’s a secret.” Not a very well-kept one, in Sophie’s opinion. 
“Anyway, my point is, how are we supposed to sneak up on someone who 
knows everything we’re thinking about doing?” 

“Please—you’re talking to a master mischief maker. Pll find a way.” 

“You do that. In the meantime, I need to practice flying with Silveny.” 

She was only allowed to fly inside the pasture now, and the Council was 
redesigning their plans for Silveny’s appearance at the festival to make sure 
there were no more teleporting debacles. Silveny was not happy about it, 
and gave the most pathetic sad eyes ever as Sophie made her way to the 
gate and reached for the cube-shaped padlock to press her thumb against the 
sensor. 

The sides of the cube parted to release the lock and a tiny velvet sack 
fluttered to her feet. 

A black velvet sack, marked with a now all-too-familiar symbol. 

“What’s that?” Keefe asked as she bent to pick it up. 

“Proof that we’re not alone.” 

Sandor drew his weapon and scanned their surroundings as Sophie 
untied the beaded threads knotting the bag and dumped two items into her 
palm. A tiny silver alicorn pin with orange topaz eyes and outstretched 


wings, and a note. The Black Swan had given her pins as clues before, and 
this one, like the others, looked like it was a Prattles’ pin. When she flipped 
it over, she found a tiny digital readout that said: #1 OF 2. 

So not only had they snuck into Havenfield, tricked the goblin’s senses 
to avoid getting caught, opened the lock that needed her DNA to open, but 
they’d also managed to get their hands on the rarest Prattles’ pin of them 
all. All so they could lead her around like the perfect little puppet. 

Well, they could forget it. She was done being controlled. Especially 
when she saw the message on the note: 


Face your fears. 


She started to crumple the paper, but Keefe grabbed her wrist and pried 
it out of her fingers before she could destroy it. 

He grinned as he read the note. “Bring it on.” 

“No way, Keefe. I’m not playing their game anymore.” 

She was tired of being asked to blindly trust a group who had been 
manipulating her life for years. A group who probably messed something 
up in her DNA and made her defective. A group who may have murdered 
Jolie. 

“You hear that?” she shouted, looking around for some clue as to where 
they were hiding. She had no doubt that they were there. “I’m done with the 
secrets! You want to order me around, you can come out and do it face-to- 
face.” 

She held her breath, waiting to see if they would respond. 

All she heard was the crunching sound of Silveny gobbling down 
swizzlespice, and the chirping of a few crickets. 

Her hands clenched into fists and her body started to shake as the anger 
swelled inside her, dimming her vision. 

“Whoa—easy now,” Keefe said, jerking her shoulder. 

Calm! Silveny added, sending a rush of warmth that melted away the 
fog. 

“Sorry,” she mumbled, staring at her feet. She really needed to get better 
control of her anger. 

“Keep an eye on her,” Sandor told Keefe, “I’m going to order the others 
to do a full sweep of the property.” 


He ran for the trees, and Sophie wanted to tell him not to bother—the 
Black Swan were way too smart to ever let themselves get caught. And hey, 
maybe this was good news. It probably meant their mysterious “visitor” had 
been from the Black Swan and not the kidnappers. 

“Hey, Captain Mood Swing,” Keefe said, gently grabbing her arm. He 
sighed when she didn’t smile. “Look, I get what you’re feeling. Shoot, I can 
feel what you’re feeling—and I don’t blame you. At all. But remember what 
we’re trying to do here. We want to fix Alden, right?” 

The last of her anger cooled as she nodded. Shame swelled in its place. 

“Hey—no feeling guilty either. You have a right to be seriously ticked. 
And as soon as this is done, you and I are going to put our heads together 
and figure out how to send the Black Swan a few secret messages of our 
own—preferably covered in glittery poop. But in the meantime I think we 
need to do what they say.” 

“Yeah,” she mumbled, unclenching her fists and staring at the red dent 
where the alicorn pin she’d been squeezing had cut into her palm. 

“So... you’re the pro at figuring out their clues. Any theories?” Keefe 
asked. 

“I’m assuming this has something to do with Silveny,” she said, holding 
up the pin. “Especially since they left the clue at her enclosure.” 

“And the note?” 

She sighed. “No idea.” 

They had to mean her fear, since the message said, “Face your fears.” 
But what did they think she was afraid of—besides a lifetime of being a 
useless, malfunctioning creation? She was already facing that. 

She didn’t like doctors—but she faced that fear all the time too. 

What else was she afraid of? 

Her stomach turned sour as an idea hit her. 

“You figured it out, didn’t you?” 

She nodded miserably and dug out her Imparter. 

“Who are you calling?” 

“We’re going to need extra help for this part,” she said, hating that she 
had to ask this favor. But she had no other choice, so she squared her 
shoulders and commanded, “Show me Dex.” 


FIFTY-THREE 


DOES HE REALLY NEED TO be here?” Dex asked, glaring at Keefe. 

Keefe smirked. “I was just thinking the same thing about you.” 

Sophie rubbed her temples. She had bigger problems than two stubborn 
boys. One big, gray, muscly one in particular. 

“We can handle this, Sandor,” she told him for the tenth time. 

“You’re trying to break into a place your parents have not only forbidden 
you to go, but have built a special locked gate specifically to keep you away 
from. Be glad I haven’t barricaded you in your room.” 

“Whoa, Gigantor’s hardcore. And why are Grady and Edaline so... 
Keefe’s voice trailed off and his smile faded. “This is where it happened, 
isn’t it? Where you guys were...” 

Sophie cleared her throat. “Yeah.” 

The Cliffside gate was in plain sight of the clue the Black Swan had 
planted—and they’d hidden it inside a lock. That had to mean they wanted 
her to pick the lock on the gate and go back to the one place she’d vowed 
never to go again. The cave where it all went wrong. 

Face your fears. 

“Ts that why you needed Dex here?” Keefe asked quietly. 

Actually, having Dex there made it worse. He was just as terrified as she 
was—and she hated putting him through it again. “He’s the only one who 
can open the lock. He’s—” 

She glanced at Dex. 

Dex sighed. “Might as well tell him—he seems to know everything 
else.” 

“Oh, more secrets. I love secrets!” Keefe added. 

“Dex is a Technopath.” 

Dex cringed at the word, but Keefe’s eyes widened. “Seriously? That is 
awesome! Why is that a secret?” 

Dex stared at the lock—a small silver orb that dangled from a chain 
between the two gates—as he shrugged, his cheeks tinged with pink. 
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“So you can just, like, make a gadget do whatever you want?” 

“Sorta.” Dex traced his finger over the metal, making it flash with a rush 
of runes. “It’s more like I understand them. I ask them how to do what I 
want and they tell me.” 

“That is the coolest thing I’ve ever heard—and, dude, we need to team 
up. Think of all the chaos we could cause!” 

Dex’s face was tomato red by that point—but he was also grinning from 
ear to ear. It made Sophie want to hug them both, but then the silver lock 
flashed green in Dex’s hands and clicked open, letting the chain slip free. 

“Step aside,” Sandor ordered, pushing past them as he drew his curved 
black sword. “Everyone stay behind me.” 

He threw open the gate and started down the narrow zigzagging stairway 
that cut a path down the steep cliff to the sandy cove below. It was a path 
Sophie had walked dozens and dozens of times—but her legs still didn’t 
want to cooperate. 

Dex’s didn’t seem to be working either. 

“Come on, guys,” Keefe said, nudging his way between them and 
hooking his arms through theirs. “Gigantor’s got us covered.” 

Sophie tried to believe him as they made the long, slow descent, but her 
insides had still tangled into knots on top of knots, and by the time they 
reached the white sandy beach, she was pretty sure she was going to throw 
up. Especially when she turned to face the largest cave. 

The wide gap in the weathered rocks held good memories and bad 
memories and the worst memory of them all, the moment where everything 
got flipped inside out and upside down and ripped apart. When three dark- 
cloaked figures jumped out of the shadows and took her and Dex away. 

Sandor thoroughly inspected each of the caves before giving them the all 
clear. 

“So, we going in?” Keefe asked when everyone hesitated. 

Dex dropped Keefe’s arm and backed up. “I’m sorry—I can’t. I...” 

“Hey,” Sophie said, waiting for him to look at her. “It’s okay. You don’t 
have to. Just wait here.” 

She knew exactly how he felt. But she had to face her fears. 

“This is for Alden,” she whispered as she took a step forward. Then 
another. Sandor and Keefe started to follow but she held out her arms. “I’d 
rather do this one alone, if that’s okay? I’Il call if I need you.” 


She didn’t know what was waiting for her in there, but she wanted to 
face it on her own. She was tired of being afraid. 

Her heart pounded so loudly it drowned out the roar of the ocean as she 
took the last few steps and entered the dimly lit cave. Shadows danced 
along the walls and across the packed sand floor, and her eyes were drawn 
to the spot where she’d collapsed to cry. Right before the arms had reached 
out and— 

She counted her breaths and forced the memory out of her mind. She had 
one job to do, and she wasn’t going to let anything get in the way. 

A tiny pile on the floor in the back of the cave caught her attention, and 
as she made her way over, her breath caught in her throat. 

Freshly churned sand. 

She spun around, checking for any sign that she wasn’t alone. But 
whoever had stirred up the ground was gone. They’d left something, 
though. A small clump of twigs and branches on a nook in the rocks. 

A nest. 

Tucked in the center was a small, mirrored trinket box with a familiar 
black curve worked into the latch. She closed her eyes and made a silent 
wish that this would be the answer she needed, then plucked the tiny cube 
from the twigs. 

Inside she found another scrap of paper and a tiny black swan. Not a pin 
this time—a charm. Carved much more crudely, with jagged cuts and very 
little detail, which seemed strange. But she was sure there was a reason. She 
hoped the clue would make it clearer. 

There were two lines of text on the note when she unfolded it, but her 
eyes only saw the first. A small sob slipped through her lips as she read the 
four words that changed everything. 


We can fix you. 


FIFTY-FOUR 


YOU OKAY IN THERE?” KEEFE called, startling Sophie so much she 
almost dropped the note. 

“Yeah. I’m fine. Pll be out in a second.” 

She sank to the nearest rock, taking deep breaths to stop the shaking. 

They could fix her. 

They didn’t say how—this was the Black Swan, after all. But she was 
willing to forgive them for the lies and the secrets and the ways they’d 
messed with her life. Even if they were the bad guys—she would trust them 
if it could make her right again. 

All she needed was to figure out the clue. 

The note had another sentence. One that was just as vague and unhelpful 
as the other times she’d heard it: 


Follow the pretty bird across the sky. 


She studied the crude black swan charm again. It hardly qualified as a 
“pretty bird.” 

Although... 

She glanced back at the nest, where the sand was freshly dredged. There 
were no other footprints, almost like someone had popped out of the ground 
and then tunneled back in. 

Dwarves. 

Maybe that’s how the Black Swan were keeping tabs on her. And if they 
had dwarves on their side, maybe— 

“One more minute or I’m coming in there,” Sandor called. 

“Pll be right out.” Sophie tucked the charm back in its pouch, along with 
the note, and shoved both in her shoe. Yes, she’d promised Keefe and 
Sandor she’d keep them in the loop, but this was about her. She hadn’t even 
told Keefe she needed to be fixed—and she intended to keep it that way. 


But they’d never believe she didn’t find anything, so she grabbed some 
of the twigs from the nest and snapped off the ends until they fit inside the 
box. She checked her pockets, wishing she were more like Dex, always 
carrying interesting things. Then she remembered the trackers. 

She felt along the edge of her cape, relieved when her fingers touched 
the outline of a penny-size disk near the front corner. She didn’t have 
scissors—or time—so she tore the fabric with her teeth, grabbing the 
copper circle and slipping it in the box just as two silhouetted figures 
appeared in the cave’s entrance. 

“I said I’d be right out,” she yelled as she ran to meet them, tripping a 
few times on the rocks. 

Keefe smirked. “Don’t even try to pretend you didn’t find anything.” 

“I wasn’t going to.” She handed him the mirrored box, and he dumped 
the contents into his palm. 

“Twigs and a piece of scrap metal? Can’t they just say, ‘go here, do this, 
and have a nice life’? Seems like it would save a lot of time.” 

“Its not scrap metal,” Sandor corrected. “It’s a tracker.” He glanced at 
Sophie and she looked away. 

“A tracker? Like, to lead us to them?” Keefe asked. 

“I think it would only tell them where we are,” Sophie mumbled, 
heading out of the cave. 

Keefe caught up with her. “So what’s the plan, then—and don’t lie to 
me, Foster, I can feel you hiding something.” 

“Tt’s just a theory right now—I need to think it through.” 

“You mean we,” Keefe said, hooking his arm through hers. “We need to 
think it through. Team Foster-Keefe!” 

“Uh, now it’s team Foster-Dex-and-Keefe,” Dex said, marching over and 
taking her other arm. 

Keefe shook his head. “That doesn’t have the same ring. Though it could 
be handy having a Technopath around.” 

“Look, guys, I really appreciate the help, but . . . I’m kind of tired, and 
there’s a lot of stuff floating around in my brain. Can we talk about this 
tomorrow?” 

“Depends,” Keefe said, narrowing his eyes. “Are you trying to get rid of 
us SO you can go on secret adventures by yourself?” 

Sophie willed herself to feel calm as she said, “I just want some time to 
think.” 


“Uh-huh. Fine, you can have the night to think—but we will be revisiting 
this tomorrow. Come on, Dex, let’s go mess with some gadgets before 
dinner. I know the perfect place!” 

Sophie tuned them out as Keefe plotted and schemed the whole way up 
the stairs. Dex secured the lock on the gate and asked her if she’d really be 
okay. She promised him she would, and the boys leaped away to cause who 
knew what kind of trouble. 

Sandor stayed silent as she greeted Silveny, promised her she’d spend 
time with her later, and made her way inside. But as Sophie closed the door 
to her bedroom, he held out his hand. “TIl need to ask the gnomes to resew 
that tracker into your cape before you go to school tomorrow.” 

“Oh. You caught that, huh?” Why did he have to be so obnoxiously good 
at his job? 

“What was really in the box?” 

She stared at her feet. “Another charm. And a note.” 

“T thought you weren’t going to hide things from me.” 

“I had to this time—you’re not going to let me go and I have to. They 
say they can fix me, Sandor—and if anyone can, it’s them.” 

“I thought you didn’t trust them?” 

“I don’t know what to think about them. I just know I have to try. It 
might be the only way.” 

His frown sank so deep it looked like his face was cracking. “I’m 
coming with you.” 

“You can’t—” 

“We made a deal. I’m coming with you or I go to your parents.” 

“You can’t come with me, Sandor. Not if I’m right about the clue.” She 
stalked to her desk, digging out the other pieces they’d given her. 

One pin, two charms, and two vague notes. Not a lot to go on, but if she 
put it all together... 

“See this?” she said, holding up the newest note. “It says the same thing 
Prentice told me. ‘Follow the pretty bird across the sky.’ And I think it 
means this.” 

She held up the black swan charm. 

If a dwarf had delivered the charm, then maybe it was made of 
magsidian—and maybe the rough, crude cuts affected the pull of the stone, 
just like the flask that drew water and the pendant that drew light. 


She held her breath as she picked up the charm bracelet and hooked the 
tiny swan next to the compass. Then she opened the locket and held the 
compass flat in her palm, watching the needle spin and come to a stop 
on... 

Somewhere between north and west. 

“T knew it! The magsidian is changing where the compass points. So if I 
follow this direction, it should lead me straight to where the Black Swan 
needs me to go.” 

“That can’t be right. It could be an impossibly long journey.” 

“On foot, maybe. But the note says, ‘across the sky’—and they gave me 
an alicorn pin.” 

Sandor’s eyes widened. “Absolutely not. You know that unstable 
creature won’t let me near her and I cannot allow you to fly off alone— 
especially without even knowing where you’re going.” 

“But I have to. If they can fix me, then maybe I can fix Alden and—and 
maybe even Prentice.” 

“That’s not worth risking your life for. You could be flying into a trap.” 

“Pm risking my life anyway. You’ve seen what the light keeps doing to 
me. If I don’t take this chance, who knows...” 

“I can’t Sophie. Maybe if your parents agree—” 

“I can’t tell them about this.” 

“Why not?” Grady asked, pushing his way through the door with Edaline 
right behind him. He glanced at the notes, and his face turned so red it 
looked almost purple. 

“You have a lot of explaining to do, Sophie. Starting right now.” 


SOPHIE HAD NO CHOICE BUT to come clean about everything: the 
clues, her plan to fix Alden, her journal, the way the light was affecting her, 
Wylie’s theory. Elwin not knowing how to help... 

“How could you not tell us about this?” Edaline asked as she reread the 
notes from the Black Swan. 

“I don’t know,” Sophie mumbled. 

Grady ran his hands through his hair, making it stick out. “Sophie, if 
your health is in danger, you have to tell us. We could get you help and 
treatment and—” 

“Elwin already tried everything. If it’s really in my genes, then the only 
ones who can fix me are the ones who made me.” 


Edaline sighed. “I can’t believe you told Elwin before us.” 

“I didn’t. I blacked out at school. And Elwin agreed that we should wait 
to tell you guys until we knew more. You have enough to worry about 
already.” 

“We do have a lot to worry about,” Grady said, gazing out the windows 
as the sunset streaked the sky with red. “But we still always want to know 
what’s going on with you. Honestly, Sophie, I know you’ve had to keep a 
lot of secrets in your life, but you have to stop hiding things. We’re here to 
help.” 

“I know.” Sophie sat on the edge of her bed and twisted the ripped end of 
her cape. “I guess I was just . . . embarrassed.” 

Edaline sat beside her, taking her hand. “You have nothing to be 
embarrassed about.” 

“Of course I do—I’m the Town Freak. Have you noticed how people 
react when they see me? And how would you feel if you had people tell you 
that you were malfunctioning—especially if it were true?” 

Grady took the notes from Edaline, squinting at them as he sat on 
Sophie’s other side. Several seconds passed before he asked, “So this is 
why you keep fading?” 

“Tt has to be. How else could I fade with two nexuses?” 

She held out both of her wrists, and her heart ached when she realized 
both were gifts from the Vackers. 

Grady squeezed the Ruewen crest pin on his cape. “And you really 
believe they can fix you?” 

“I believe they’re my best chance. My only chance.” 

Grady got up to pace. He’d worn a small rut in the petal-covered carpet 
before Edaline stood and said, “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think 
we should let Sophie go.” 

“What?” Sophie, Sandor, and Grady asked at the same time. 

“They made her. So if there’s something wrong—and Elwin doesn’t 
know what it is—I think we have to let them try to fix it. Otherwise what do 
we do? Let her keep blacking out and fading? How many times can that 
happen before she doesn’t recover?” 

“So we send her blindly into a den of murderers?” Grady snapped back. 

“We don’t know that for sure,” Edaline said quietly. “But we do know 
that clearly the Black Swan can get to Sophie any time they want”—she 
pointed to the notes in Grady’s hand—“so if they wanted to hurt her, they 


could’ve easily done it by now. And they haven’t. Maybe Sophie’s special 
because they made her. Or maybe it’s because we’re wrong about them. 
Either way, I just can’t believe that they mean Sophie any harm. And if they 
can fix her...” 

Grady shook his head. “I don’t trust them.” 

“I know,” Edaline whispered, wrapping her arms around him. “But I 
think this time we have to try. For Sophie’s sake.” 

“This isn’t just about me,” Sophie reminded them when Grady didn’t say 
anything. “If they fix me, I might be able to fix Alden, too. Don’t you want 
that?” 

“Of course.” Grady pulled away from Edaline. “I miss my friend terribly. 
But... do you know why I agreed to become an Emissary again, Sophie?” 

“You said it was because Alden had done so much for you.” 

“It was.” Grady wiped away a tear. “And what I wanted to pay Alden 
back for was you. Bringing you into our lives.” 

Sophie felt her eyes burn. “I’m glad he brought me into your lives too.” 

Grady strangled her with a hug. “I would give almost anything to have 
him back,” he whispered. “But I won’t give up you.” 

“You won’t have to, ” Sophie promised. “They want to fix me, Grady. I 
need to believe that. I don’t want to be broken anymore.” 

Grady sighed as he let her go, and he flipped through the Black Swan’s 
notes again as he sat next to her on the bed. 

He stopped on the one that had made Sophie the angriest. 


Patience 
Trust 


Grady stared at it for so long Sophie started counting the seconds. 
Eighty-one had passed before he mumbled, “Okay.” 

It took a moment for the word to sink in. “So . . . you’re going to let me 
get on Silveny and fly wherever the compass leads?” 

“Yes.” 

She glanced at Sandor. He was scowling—and his hands were clenched 
into fists—but he didn’t argue. 

“You know I’ll have to go alone? Silveny won’t let anyone else come.” 

“Actually, that’s where you’re wrong,” Grady said. “There is one other 
person Silveny trusts, and even though he’s not my first choice as an escort 


for you, he’s better than no one.” 
Sophie couldn’t quite hide her groan. “You realize you’re putting my life 
in the hands of Keefe Sencen, right?” 


“SO, LET ME GET THIS straight,” Keefe said when Sophie was done 
explaining the new plan. “We don’t know where we’re going, or how long 
it’s going to take us to get there, and we’re flying to meet the Black Swan— 
who may or may not be evil murderers—and this whole thing could be a 
trap?” 

“Pretty much,” Sophie agreed, tugging on her heavy velvet cloak. 
Edaline had insisted she dress warm, and it looked like Keefe had the same 
idea. He wore a thick gray cloak pinned with the Sencen crest, and dark 
boots and gloves. He almost looked responsible. 

“Awesome! ’Bout time this project got a bit more exciting.” He glanced 
at Sandor. “Don’t worry, Gigantor, I’ll keep her safe.” 

Sandor cracked his knuckles. “You’d better.” 

It had taken a lot of convincing to make the overprotective goblin 
remove the trackers from her clothes. Sophie was afraid the Black Swan 
would be able to tell they were being monitored and would keep themselves 
hidden. Plus, she’d reminded Sandor that he wouldn’t be able to follow her 
anyway. 

“And your parents didn’t have any concerns with you going?” Grady 
asked Keefe. “You did tell them, right?” 

“Of course I told them. Sheesh—you act like I’m some sort of 
troublemaker.” He winked. “Seriously though, they were fine with it. Well, 
once my dad was done asking me ten thousand questions to make sure I 
wasn’t heading off to recreate the Great Gulon Incident or something.” 

Sophie’s stomach tightened. “You told your dad about—” 

“Relax. I only told him that you had to fly with Silveny somewhere and 
your parents didn’t want you to go alone. I got your back, Foster.” 

“Thank you,” she whispered. 

“So, we ready to do this? What do you think, Glitter Butt?” He walked 
over to Silveny’s enclosure, letting her nuzzle his hands through the bars. 
“You ready for a Foster-Keefe adventure?” 

Silveny nickered. Keefe! Keefe! Keefe! 

She’d been giddily chanting that since Sophie told her what was going to 
happen. 


“Are you sure you shouldn’t wait till morning?” Grady asked. The last 
wisps of purple twilight were just fading into the starry night. 

“The sooner we go, the sooner we’re back,” Sophie reminded him, 
checking for the fiftieth time that the charm bracelet was on her wrist with 
both charms attached. 

Grady didn’t nod, and she could see the doubt blooming in his eyes. 

“This is the only way to make me better,” she whispered. “And maybe if 
they do, I can heal Alden and Prentice and—” 

“They’re not the ones who matter, Sophie,” Grady said, wrapping his 
arms around her. “I’m doing this for you. You have to come back. Stronger 
and healthier than ever.” 

“T will,” she promised, trying to convince herself as much as him. 

“Don’t let them do anything except fix you. And if there’s anything 
strange or scary, you run—make Silveny teleport you away if you need to. 
Just come home safe. If you don’t, I. . .” 

“Pl be home soon.” 

She pulled back to look at him, but he strangled her tighter, whispering, 
“T love you so much,” before he finally let her go. 

“T love you too.” She almost called him “Dad,” but it still felt too soon. It 
was much closer than it had been a few weeks ago, though. Maybe it came 
down to trust. 

Grady was giving her a lot of it right now. 

So was Edaline, as she handed Sophie an overstuffed satchel. “Snacks 
and drinks, in case it’s a long flight. And you have your Imparter?” 

Sophie nodded. 

“You hail us the first second you can.” 

“Of course.” 

Edaline’s chin quivered as she pulled Sophie in for a hug, kissing her 
cheek and whispering that she had to be safe. Then she slowly let Sophie 
go, tucking a strand of Sophie’s hair behind her ear as she whispered, “PH 
miss you every second you’re gone.” 

“Pll miss you too.” 

“Whoa, you guys are hardcore with your goodbyes,” Keefe said, 
shattering the moment. “My mom just told me ‘See you, son’ and my dad 
only asked if I’d checked how tight the pin on my cloak was so I wouldn’t 
lose a family heirloom.” 


Grady frowned, and Edaline reached for Keefe’s hand, giving it a quick 
squeeze. 

A bit of pink flushed across his cheeks. Then he cleared his throat and 
offered Sophie his arm. “So, you ready?” 

“Probably as much as I’ ll ever be.” 

Grady opened the gate and Silveny trotted out, stretching her wings as 
she knelt to let them climb on her back. 

Sophie’s palms turned clammy as she wrapped her arms around 
Silveny’s neck. And when Keefe wrapped his arms around her waist, a big 
part of her was tempted to jump off and forget the whole plan. But she 
remembered what the vision of Jolie had told her. 

We have to trust. 

This was for Prentice. 

For Alden. 

For her. 

“Better hold on tight,” she warned Keefe as she gave Silveny the order to 
fly. Silveny stood, flapping her shimmering wings as she galloped forward 
and took off, slicing through the chilly night air as they went up and up and 
then up some more. 

Sophie’s eyes burned as she glanced down to see Grady and Edaline 
waving—but she blinked back the tears. She would see them again—and 
things would be right this time. Really right. Fixed. 

She held out the compass, waiting for the needle to spin. 

Time to follow the pretty bird across the sky. 


FIFTY-FIVE 


ARE WE THERE YET?” 

Keefe had already shouted that question over the whipping wind at least 
fourteen times. If he repeated it a fifteenth, Sophie was going to shove him 
into the dark waves below. 

“No—for the millionth time. You’ll know when we are because we’ll 
stop flying.” 

“Okay, that’s how I’ll know when we’re there. But how are you going to 
know? Because it’s been a whole lot of stars. And ocean. And oh hey— 
look! There’s some stars! And ocean! And I’m kinda starting to wonder if 
that’s all we’re ever going to see.” 

Sophie held the compass to the moonlight and told Silveny to fly a bit 
more to the left. “PI know it when I see it.” 

She really hoped that was true. 

Keefe fidgeted behind her, nearly knocking them off balance. 

“Careful!” Sophie shouted as Silveny tipped up her wing to catch them. 

“Sorry. I’m just trying to stay warm.” He fidgeted again. “Can we play a 
game or something? Oh—how about truth or dare? I can think of some 
awesome dares.” 

“I kind of need to concentrate here.” 

He sighed so dramatically Sophie could hear it over the wind’s roar. 

“Tm guessing a tickle war is out of the question,” he asked. “Because 
you’re pretty vulnerable right now.” 

“Try it and see what happens.” 

“You do realize that just makes me want to do it more, right?” 

“T’m serious, Keefe.” 

“I know—that’s the problem.” He shifted his weight. “How about you, 
Glitter Butt—you as bored as me?” 

Keefe! Keefe! Keefe! 

“What’s she saying?” 

“That you’re annoying and she wants to dump you in the ocean.” 


“Well, I know that’s not true. Glitter Butt loves me. Don’t you, Glitter 
Butt?” 

Silveny whinnied as he patted her side. 

Sophie rolled her eyes. 

Keefe shifted again. “Gotta say, Glitter Butt, you are not as comfortable 
as I’d like you to be. We need to fatten you up next time so you’re softer.” 

“Hopefully there won’t be a next time.” 

“Aw, what, you don’t want to make this a regular thing?” 

Sophie shook her head “It’s a little different for me, Keefe. There’s kinda 
a lot riding on this.” 

“Like your health and your future and Alden’s health and stuff?” 

“Which I thought you cared about—Alden at least.” 

He was quiet for a few seconds, and Sophie thought he was going to 
ignore her. But then he leaned closer—close enough that she could feel his 
breath on her cheek as he said, “I know I crack a lot of jokes, Sophie, 
but . . . that’s just because it’s easier, you know? It’s how I deal. But that 
doesn’t mean I don’t care. I do. A lot.” 

She was suddenly very aware of how close he was, and the way his arms 
were around her. She felt her cheeks flame and hoped he couldn’t feel the 
change in her mood. 

“Are you scared?” he asked quietly. 

She shrugged, not trusting her voice. 

“You don’t have to be. I meant what I told Sandor. I’m not going to let 
anything happen to you.” 

She wanted to tell him he didn’t have that kind of power. Instead she 
cleared her throat and said, “Thank you.” 

He leaned back, taking his warmth with him. But at least she felt like she 
could breathe again. 

“So tell me about the Black Swan,” he said. “What are we up against?” 

“I wish I knew. It’s not like they tell me anything.” 

“Yeah, they do seem to like keeping their sense of mystery. Reminds me 
of someone else I know.” He poked her side. 

She smiled at the joke, but it also hit a nerve. “Do you think I hide too 
much?” 

Her voice had barely been louder than the wind, but Keefe still asked, 
“What do you mean?” 

“Grady and Edaline think I keep too many secrets.” 


“You do,” he agreed. “But I’m guessing you’ve sorta had to, right? I 
mean, look at the kind of things you deal with. I don’t really know how you 
do it.” 

Sometimes she didn’t either. 

She checked the compass again, steering Silveny back to the right. 

“You can trust Grady and Edaline, though,” he added after a second. 
“You got good parents there.” 

Parents. 

Not guardians. 

They were slowly starting to feel like that. 

“Things have been a little better with your parents too, haven’t they?” 
she asked, hoping she wasn’t intruding. 

“Yeah. I guess. I don’t know. They only like when I do things they want 
me to do. Like this. My dad loves that I’m helping you—probably because 
everything you do seems to, like, change the course of history and 
whatever. But it’d be nice if they could be proud of something I like to do.” 

“Maybe it would help if the stuff you liked to do didn’t involve gulons or 
glittery poop.” 

“Probably. But that’s way less fun.” 

“Maybe you could just try...” 

Her voice trailed off as a dark shape appeared on the horizon, silhouetted 
by the moonlight. Tall, rocky cliffs jutting out over the ocean. And when 
she checked the compass, the needle pointed straight to them. 

“Ts that... ?” Keefe asked. 

“T think it might be.” 

She nudged Silveny to fly faster, keeping her eyes trained on the 
compass as the cliffs drew closer. The silver-white slopes of the rocky 
ledges came into focus, bright and gleaming in the pale moonlight, and 
Sophie felt goose bumps prickle her skin as she noticed a dark smudge 
toward the top of one of them. 

A cave. 

“That’s it,” Sophie whispered as a memory prickled her mind. 

The dark cavern had a distinct curved shape, and she could see a perfect 
image of it in her memory. Which meant they’d always meant for her to 
find them someday. 

She instructed Silveny to land on the ledge outside the entrance. Keefe 
tightened his grip on her waist as they swooped to a stop, and he helped 


Sophie slide down Silveny’s neck to the rocky ground. 

“Okay, the legs are not happy,” Keefe complained as he took a few 
wobbly steps. “Remind me never to take up horseback riding.” 

Sophie’s legs were throbbing too—but she was too distracted by the 
pitch-black entrance to the cave. 

“So... Pm guessing we have to go into the scary black cavern of 
doom?” Keefe asked, sighing when Sophie nodded. “Yeah, I was afraid of 
that. I love that neither of us thought to bring a light, either.” 

“You don’t need one,” a gravelly voice said from the shadows, making 
both Keefe and Sophie scream. 

“Dude—that was not cool,” Keefe said as a hairy brown dwarf skulked 
out into the moonlight. 

The dwarf laughed—a clunky sound like a spoon caught in a garbage 
disposal. “We need to get out of sight. Can you lead your horse inside?” 

“I—I think so,” Sophie stammered, wishing Silveny could send her some 
of her calm. But the jittery alicorn was more terrified than she was. 

Trust, Sophie told her. Come. 

She followed the dwarf toward the cave, and after a few steps Keefe and 
Silveny followed. As soon as they were inside, the dwarf flipped a switch, 
and blue-flamed torches sprang to life all along the rocky walls that curved 
around them. The cave was much shallower than she’d expected. 

“Won’t someone see the light?” Sophie asked. 

“The cloaking is back up. I took it down when I felt you draw close, so 
you could find us.” 

“You felt us?” Keefe whispered. 

Sophie pointed to the magsidian swan on her bracelet. 

“Whoa—dwarves are freaky.” 

“I was not told there would be two,” the dwarf grumbled. “Only a girl 
and a horse.” 

“My parents wouldn’t let me come alone.” 

The dwarf made some sort of sound—a bit like a growl. 

“T think he likes me,” Keefe whispered, earning himself another growl. 

Sophie looked around. As far as she could tell, it was just a normal cave 
—smaller than the one at Havenfield, even. “Is this... it?” 

“Until you eat this.” The dwarf handed her a plate with what looked like 
a cookie on it. A black swan. Written in some sort of icing were the words 
“THEN LET’S REST.” 


“Tucked in the branches of your quiet nest,” Sophie finished, 
remembering the final line of the poem. “So... this is a sedative?” 

“You cannot see where I take you.” 

“Come on, isn’t this whole mystery thing a bit overkill?” Keefe asked. 

“Don’t worry. There’s no cookie for you. You can stay with the horse.” 

“What?” 

“But he’s with—” 

The dwarf held up his hand, silencing them both. “Only you.” 

Keefe glanced at Sophie. “He’s like three feet tall and all fur. I think we 
can take him.” 

“That would not be wise.” The dwarf stomped his foot and a crack split 
the ground, stopping just before Keefe’s toes. Another inch and he 
would’ve been swallowed by the gap. 

Sophie cleared her throat and took a deep breath for courage. “It’ll be 
fine, Keefe. In fact, maybe it’ll be better. I don’t think Silveny would do 
well here all alone. Keep her company.” 

“But—” 

“There’s only one cookie,” she told him, picking up the tiny swan. 

Keefe stared at the crack in the ground, then back at her. “You’re sure?” 

She wasn’t. But she’d come this far. 

Her head screamed at her to toss the horrible, revolting sedative away, 
but she shoved the cookie in her mouth before she could change her mind. 
As soon as the sweet, fruity flavor hit her tongue, her head clouded and she 
could barely swallow the bite. 

“PII be right here when you—” Keefe called, but the darkness stole the 
rest of his words, leaving her alone in the black. 


FIFTY-SIX 


WAKE UP SOPHIE,” A DEEP, raspy voice called, and the déja vu ripped 
Sophie out of the thick mental fog. 

“Relax,” the voice ordered as she thrashed on the soft cushion she was 
lying on—half expecting to feel bonds restraining her. But her limbs moved 
freely. 

“We’re on your side—remember.” 

My side, she told herself as she forced her eyes open—though she had no 
idea what her side was. The light from a single crystal hanging over her 
head burned her corneas, and it took several seconds to adjust. 

How long had she been out? 

She sat up slowly, letting her head clear before she turned to examine her 
surroundings. There wasn’t much to see. She rested on a small cushioned 
cot—almost identical to the cots in the Healing Center. The rest of the space 
was an empty void of darkness. 

“Where are you?” she called, surprised as her voice echoed off walls that 
were much farther away than she would’ve guessed. 

A heavyset figure stepped into the light. “You kids and your screaming.” 

Sophie felt her jaw fall open. “Mr. Forkle?” 

“That’s one of my names, yes.” 

“Want to tell me the real one?” 

A tiny smile played across the wrinkles of his bloated face. “When the 
time is right.” 

That wasn’t good enough. She’d flown who knew how far and been 
drugged and dragged to who knew where—she didn’t go through all of that 
to not get answers. She closed her eyes and pushed her mind into his 
and... 

Hit a wall of silence. 

Mr. Forkle laughed—though it sounded more like a wheeze. “You’re not 
the only one with an impenetrable mind. That’s why we’re alone right now. 
Can’t have you searching for things you’re not yet ready to understand.” 


Sophie glared at him. “I deserve to know what you’re hiding from me. 
And I want my memories back—and my journal pages!” 

“It’s not a matter of deserving, Sophie. Knowledge is a dangerous thing. 
Trust me when I say that it’s better for you not to know.” 

“All I ever do is trust you!” 

“I know, Sophie. And we appreciate it.” 

“Then trust me. Give me some answers!” 

He fell silent, and Sophie wondered if she’d gone too far. But then he 
said, “All right.” 

“All right, what?” 

“T’ll give you one answer. One.” 

“T...okay...” 

“Choose your question wisely, Sophie. I won’t give you another.” 

She nodded, trying to make sense of the tornado of questions swirling 
inside her head. There were so many things she wanted to know. But what 
did she need to know? What single piece of information would change 
everything? 

“Okay,” she said, straightening up. “I have my question—and you have 
to promise to answer honestly.” 

“You have my word.” 

She nodded, taking a deep breath before she met his gaze and asked, 
“Did the Black Swan murder Jolie?” 

The question knocked him back a step. “Is that what Grady thinks?” 

“Yes. The fire happened right after someone slipped him a note that said, 
“You don’t know who you’re dealing with.’” 

“That . . . is not what that message meant,” he said quietly. 

“So that’s a no, then?” she asked after several seconds of silence. 

“Yes, Sophie, that is most definitely a no. Though it explains many 
things.” 

Relief poured through her in warm waves—though she was tempted to 
point out that if they were clearer with their messages, they wouldn’t have 
these problems. And she couldn’t help wondering, “What does it explain?” 

His lips formed a word, then switched to a smile. “I said one question. 
And we have wasted enough time as it is. We have a bigger problem to 
address. You.” 

The warmth faded as quickly as it came. 


Mr. Forkle moved closer, and the smell of dirty feet made Sophie gag. It 
was the ruckleberries he ate to disguise his identity. They made the skin 
swell and wrinkle, like an overweight, elderly human. “I’m afraid your 
mind is broken.” 

The room tilted sideways—or it might as well have. “Broken like 
Alden... ?” 

He shook his head, running a pudgy hand down his face. “No, not like 
Alden. And if we’d known you were damaged, we never would’ve sent you 
down there. It was a miscalculation on our part. I should’ve expected that 
something happened when you faded—especially since I did think it was 
strange that the Vacker boy could transmit to you after that. But I wrongly 
assumed he’d found the way through.” 

“Wait.” She rubbed the temples of her still foggy head. “There’s a way 
through my blocking?” 

How else do you think I gave you your memories? he transmitted. 

His mental voice didn’t sound screamy like Fitz’s, but hearing it in her 
head made her want to claw the words back out. 

“Tt’s a secret way only I’m supposed to know,” he said out loud, “but 
he’s a talented boy and I thought maybe he’d figured it out when your mind 
was weakened by the leap. But that was my mistake. If I’d checked, I 
would’ve realized there are two gaps in your barriers now. And the new gap 
has absolutely no defenses. It’s like a chink in your armor. A weak spot 
where things you should be able to block push through—some easier than 
others. Like Fitz’s transmissions. Or Bronte’s inflicting. Or the dark shards 
of the broken minds you were meant to heal.” 

She shuddered at the memory. “So, you did want me to fix Prentice. That 
was what your first clue meant?” 

“In part. We needed Alden to take you down there in order for you to 
have access to Prentice, so the message was also meant to convince him 
that you should be his guide. But yes. We knew when we started Project 
Moonlark that we could very well endure some casualties—especially with 
our Keepers—so we gave you the ability to heal broken minds. That way 
you could recover anyone who was lost.” 

“But everyone told me that healing minds is impossible.” 

“As are most of the things I’ve enabled you to do, Sophie. I’ve done 
extensive research, and I discovered a safe place inside the mind. A nook 
where things can be hidden. We trained our Keepers to hide a part of their 


consciousness there during a memory break, so that we could rescue them 
later.” 

The words triggered such a mix of relief and terror Sophie didn’t know 
what to do with them. 

She could fix Prentice—finally set that right! 

But what if she couldn’t fix Alden? 

He hadn’t been trained to retreat to the nook—and she hadn’t felt his 
presence the way she’d felt Prentice’s when she tried the probe. 

What if there was nothing left to rescue? 

“How does it work?” she asked, hoping there was still a chance. “How 
do I rescue them?” 

“The rescue is the easy part. The hard part is getting there. That’s why 
we designed you the way we did. We needed a powerful Telepath with an 
impenetrable mind to probe past the madness without getting lost. Then 
once you’re there, all you have to do is inflict powerful, positive emotions 
to build their strength back.” 

“But I can’t inflict positive emotions.” 

He gave her a knowing look. 

“T can?” 

“Only in theory—though it’s looking much more likely now that I’ve 
seen the connection between you and Silveny. I modeled many of your 
genetic manipulations on alicorn DNA.” 

“What?” She was on her feet without deciding to stand. “Are you saying 
I’m part horse?” 

A horrifying image of her as some sort of mutant-Sophie-centaur flashed 
through her head, and she wanted to reach inside her brain and tear it out. 

“Of course not, Sophie. I just needed something to base my research on, 
and Silla Heks had noted all kinds of interesting observations about the way 
her alicorn had affected her emotions. I suspected it meant that alicorns 
have a way of inflicting their feelings on others—both bad and good—so I 
decided to model some of my tweaks on their DNA. But you’re still one 
hundred percent elf.” 

Sophie sank back down, too overwhelmed to even begin to process that. 
Especially when he added, “I have often wondered if that’s how you ended 
up with brown eyes, though.” 

Sophie buried her head in her hands. How was she ever going to look in 
the mirror and see anything but a horse face now? 


“Don’t be so dramatic,” Mr. Forkle grumbled. “This is not the tragedy 
you’re making it out to be—” 

“Really? So you wouldn’t care if someone played Dr. Frankenstein with 
your genes?” 

“Are you any different right now than you were five minutes ago, before 
you knew?” 

“I don’t know,” she mumbled miserably. “It feels like it.” 

“Well, you’re not.” 

She rolled her eyes. Her stupid, freaky, horse eyes. 

Mr. Forkle started to pace, stepping in and out of the shadows as he 
moved. “We’ve gotten off track. What’s important is that all my careful 
plans hinged on your mind being impenetrable. And it was, until you nearly 
faded away. Then your guard cracked, leaving an opening that light—and 
somehow Fitz—knows how to get through. I’m guessing you bonded with 
the light as you were fading, let it become a small part of you. And that 
bond has turned into a weak point where light—or darkness—can push 
through. That doesn’t explain Fitz, but maybe you pulled him through as 
you dragged yourself back, and his mind learned the way. Regardless, you 
made a special pathway straight into your brain, and things have been 
pushing through or slipping away because of it.” 

That made almost zero sense—but Sophie supposed it didn’t matter. All 
that mattered was, “You can fix it, right?” 

“In... theory.” 

“No—that’s not what you said.” She fumbled in her pocket for the note 
and shoved it at him. “See—right there. We. Can. Fix. You.” 

“We can fix you, Sophie.” He held up a tiny bottle made of glittering 
green crystal. “Drinking this will reset everything that’s been undone. But 
you need to understand the risk first.” He stared at the bottle instead of her 
as he said, “The only thing that will fix you is limbium.” 

She scratched at her arms thinking of the hives. “You know I’m 
allergic.” 

“I do. And believe me, I’ve tried to find another way. But alternatives 
like this’—he reached for the vial of Fade Fuel dangling from her neck 
—‘“simply aren’t strong enough. They’ve helped with the symptoms, which 
tells me I’m right about the cure. But the only true remedy is real limbium. 
A very strong dose.” 


A slightly hysterical laugh slipped through her lips. “So, the only way to 
fix me is to give me something that will kill me.” 

“No. The only way to fix you is to give you something that will almost 
kill you—and then give you the antidote I’ve carefully crafted and hope it 
stops the reaction.” Mr. Forkle sighed and sat beside her. His bulky body 
sank into the cushions, making her lean toward him more than she wanted. 
“The cure will work. Limbium affects the center of our special abilities, and 
this strong of a dose will serve as a reset, undoing any changes that have 
occurred since your abilities developed. But . . . there’s still a tremendous 
risk. Your allergy is a complete mystery to us. We’ve never encountered 
anything like it—and it’s already almost killed you twice.” 

“So it was limbium that caused my first allergy? The one you erased 
from my memory because you don’t want me knowing what happened?” 

He shifted his weight, making the cot creak. “Someday you will 
understand why that memory was taken. But yes, I gave you a small amount 
of limbium—not realizing it would trigger such a violent reaction. If the 
human doctors hadn’t stepped in, I’m not sure what would’ve happened. 
Which is why I’ve made this.” 

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the biggest syringe with the 
biggest needle Sophie had ever seen. 

Spots danced across her eyes and she jumped to her feet, backing away 
from him into the shadows where he couldn’t see her. “Uh-uh—no 
needles.” 

“It’s the only way.” 

“No, I have this now.” She stepped back into the light, holding up the 
black vial Elwin gave her to wear around her neck. 

“That won’t be strong enough.” 

“Tt worked last time.” 

“Yes, because the amount of limbium in that mild serum Dex gave you 
was less than a drop.” He held up the green vial again. “This is an ounce of 
pure limbium, and you must swallow every bit. It will take a lot to jolt your 
mind to reset—and a tiny bottle of Elwin’s medicine is not going to 
counteract that. This is the only way.” He stared at the needle and even his 
hands shook. “Though even then, I can’t guarantee it will be able to stop the 
reaction. This is human medicine I collected and then altered and enhanced. 
It’s completely untested. And the limbium will have to stay in your system 


for several minutes to allow it time to work, so the reaction will be full 
fledged by the time I treat you. Which is why this has to be your choice.” 

She snorted. “Right.” 

“I mean it, Sophie. Despite what you may think, you are not our puppet. 
We may give you suggestions and guidance, but in the end the final 
decision is always up to you. You can leave right now and remain just the 
way you are.” 

“Oh, you mean broken.” She made no effort to hide the bitterness in her 
voice. “How nice of you to let me stay damaged and malfunctioning.” 

“You’re only a little broken. You can still live a perfectly normal life, so 
long as you take your medicine to help with the fading.” 

“But I won’t be able to fix Prentice, or Alden, right?” 

“No. Your mind will never be impenetrable again. Not without this.” 

“Well, then, it’s not really a choice is it?” 

“Tt is, Sophie. You can choose to protect yourself.” 

She stared at the bottle in his hands, trying not to think about the burning 
hives or the heaving pain of her last allergy attack. And the needle... 

She couldn’t look at it. 

And what about her family? Would Grady and Edaline want her risking 
her life for this? 

But could she live with herself if she left Alden trapped in the nightmare 
of his insanity and Prentice drooling in his dim cell in Exile? 

“Give me the vial.” 

A sad smile creased Mr. Forkle’s bloated lips. “Your courage never 
ceases to amaze me.” 

He stood, motioning for her to lie back down on the cot, and she didn’t 
bother arguing. He handed her the vial when she was settled. 

“Pll do everything I can to guide you through this. But you’re going to 
have to fight hard.” 

“I always do.” 

She stared at the crystal vial, watching the liquid slosh in her shaking 
hands. It wasn’t too late to change her mind. 

Or maybe it was. 

She pulled back the crystal stopper and poured the salty, metallic liquid 
down her throat. 


FIFTY-SEVEN 


THE SECOND THE LIMBIUM HIT her tongue it started to swell, and 
Sophie barely managed to choke the liquid down before she started to gag. 
Breathing became impossible, and the more seconds ticked by, the more her 
lungs screamed for air. 

The room dimmed and the sounds dropped to a hum—but her 
consciousness didn’t fade away. She felt every second as the liquid burned 
through her like she’d swallowed something hotter than fire. Like she’d 
swallowed the sun. Her stomach heaved and her limbs flailed and she tried 
to think through the pain, count the moments passing, search for some sign 
that relief was on the way. But the agony was too all-consuming. 

She wasn’t afraid of the needle anymore. She wanted it—needed it. 
Where was it? She couldn’t hold on much longer. Still the fire burned, 
rushing into her head and searing so hot she was sure her brain would melt 
in the inferno. Maybe it did. White light burst behind her eyelids, and for a 
second she felt the pressure ease. 

Was that it? Was she fixed? 

She couldn’t tell—the relief was too fleeting. And the darkness that 
rushed in to replace it was so much worse. Cold and thick and empty, and 
she could feel herself sinking into it, following it somewhere much deeper 
and blacker than unconsciousness, and she knew with every fiber of her 
being that she’d never come back. She was shutting down. Slipping away. 

Then something stabbed her hand and the new pain dragged her free. 
Her body thrashed and her insides wanted to explode from the pressure as a 
soft gray mist swelled inside her mind. She latched on to it, using it to float 
above the shadows as her insides heaved again, and the pressure in her 
chest grew so unbearable she wanted to scream. But as she opened her 
mouth, a rush of air filled her body. 

Her first breath. 

Followed by another. 

And another. 


She wanted to count them—cling to them—celebrate each one. But the 
fog in her head was growing thicker, and she couldn’t fight the clouds any 
longer. She set her hopes and trust upon them and felt them carry her away. 


“I LET YOU OUT OF my sight for a few minutes and you go and almost 
die again,” Keefe said, his words like a hammer pounding on her brain. 

Sophie forced her eyes open—and immediately closed them as the light 
burned too bright. She tried to speak, but all she could do was cough and 
hack, which made her realize her body ached in about a million places. 

“Hey, easy. I’m not joking about the almost dying thing. Some wrinkly 
dude brought you here and said he’d almost lost you—twice—but he thinks 
you’re okay now. Well, other than a truckload of pain, which he said he 
can’t help you with because your mind needs to stay ‘unaffected’ by any 
medicines for at least twenty-four hours. Any of that sound familiar?” 

“Bits and pieces,” she managed to rasp between coughs. 

“Good. Then maybe you can translate for me, because he kind of lost me 
at she almost died. Pretty sure Grady’s going to kill me when I bring you 
home like this.” 

“Tm fine.” 

“Uh... you can’t see what I see. You’ve got this whole sweaty, slightly 
green thing going on—not to mention this wicked bluish-purplish splotch 
on your hand.” 

Sophie ripped her eyes open again, and when they’d focused, she stared 
at the huge bruise from the needle. Add it to her list of reasons why she 
never wanted to see a syringe again. 

“Tm fine. They had to give me limbium to fix me, and then a shot of 
some human medicine to stop the allergy.” 

“Sounds... fun.” 

“Yeah, it’s awesome to be me.” 

She tried not to think about the other things Mr. Forkle had told her 
about her genetics, but it was hard to do with Silveny transmitting, Friend! 
Sophie! Friend! 

“You’re really fixed, though? Like, you think you’ll be able to 
help... 2” 

He didn’t say the name, and Sophie didn’t want him to. Not until she 
knew for sure. “I don’t think P1 know until I try and see what happens. Did 
Mr. Forkle give you any other instructions when he brought me here?” 


“He gave me a tiny, sealed scroll—said it was for Grady or Elwin. Who 
was that guy, by the way?” 

“The guy who posed as my old next-door neighbor to keep tabs on me 
around humans. And apparently he’s the guy who made me.” 

“Made you? So, like . . . he’s your father?” 

“I—I don’t think so.” She’d never considered that. 

Could he be? 

He was a Telepath. An impenetrable Telepath. 

And he created her. 

And he cared. 

She shivered so hard her teeth rattled. 

She refused to believe it. A father would never play with his daughter’s 
genes the way Mr. Forkle had. And a father would never be able to leave 
her half-drugged and alone on the streets of Paris—even if he did believe 
she’d be okay. Nor would he drop her off on the hard ground of a cold cave 
with nothing more than her friend, a flying horse, and a scroll, after she’d 
almost died—again. 

Unless he was the worst father in the world. 

Then again, Grady and Edaline had let her risk everything to find the 
Black Swan.... 

“Hey, you okay?” Keefe asked as she curled into a ball. 

She didn’t want to know any more horrible things about her past or who 
she was. It just kept getting worse and worse. 

One sob slipped through her lips, and once the floodgates were open, 
there was no stopping it. She waited for Keefe to tease her, but he just 
scooted closer, lifting her head so it rested on his knee instead of the rocky 
ground. 

“Sorry,” she mumbled when the crying fit finally passed. 

“For what?” 

“I should be braver than this.” 

“Um, I don’t know if you realize this, but you’re the bravest person I 
know—by far. Freak out all you want. If anyone deserves to, it’s you.” 

“Thanks.” She concentrated on taking slow, deep breaths to calm down, 
but each one only made her more aware of how sore she was. She could 
definitely feel that they’d almost killed her this time. Every part of her 
ached. A deep kind of pain, like a sharp pin in every cell. 

“I want to go home,” she whispered. 


“I know. But do you really think you’re up for that? I mean, it’s a long 
flight. And the old dude said we shouldn’t light leap. He doesn’t think your 
concentration can handle it.” 

“T’m hoping Silveny can teleport us back to Havenfield. We know where 
we’re going this time, so we can take a shortcut.” 

“Ohhhhhhh, teleporting sounds fun. But do you need to rest a little 
longer?” 

She shook her head and slowly sat up. The pain of the simple movement 
knocked her breath away and she clutched her chest. 

“Whoa—that is intense,” Keefe said, his voice strained. 

“You can feel my pain? I’m sorry—I didn’t—” 

“Its fine.” He stopped her from scooting away. “I only feel a tiny 
glimmer. Nothing on what you’re feeling, which must be unbearable. 
Seriously, how are you dealing with that?” 

“I don’t have a choice.” He helped her to her feet, and she was relieved 
when her legs held steady, even if it felt like her muscles were tearing. He 
pulled her arm behind his shoulders and they hobbled to Silveny, who knelt 
as they drew close. 

Keefe lifted her onto Silveny’s back, and she grabbed the alicorn’s 
gleaming neck, really really hoping she’d be able to order Silveny to 
teleport. Otherwise she had no idea how she’d survive the flight back. Her 
weary legs might actually drop off her body. 

“Sorry, am I holding too tight?” Keefe asked as he wrapped his arms 
around her. 

“No—it’s fine. I’m just sore. How do we get out of here?” She looked 
around, realizing the opening to the cave had vanished. 

“You ask us to remove the cloaking,” a dwarf said as he popped out of 
the ground. 

“Dude—it’s evil the way they just pop out of nowhere like that.” 

The dwarf glared at Keefe as he flicked a switch and the cloaking 
vanished, revealing the opening to the cave and the dark starry sky beyond. 

Sophie urged Silveny to step out onto the ledge, and the fresh air felt 
good on her weary muscles. Ready to go home, girl? 

Silveny’s fur bristled and Sophie nearly choked on the horse’s unease. 

Relax, Sophie told her. There’s nothing to be afraid of. 

The thought had barely left her mind when a series of loud clangs 
shattered the silent night and some sort of strange, black net dropped from 


the cliff above and covered them. 

Silveny reared back, but gleaming metal orbs on the edges of the net 
weighed it down, pinning them to the ground as five black-cloaked figures 
repelled from above, surrounding them. 


FIFTY-EIGHT 


NOT AGAIN. 

It was Sophie’s only thought as the black-cloaked figures grabbed the 
net, pulling it tighter around them. Keefe shouted something she didn’t hear 
as she closed her eyes, waiting to feel the fear and rage swell inside her 
head. But all she could muster was a shudder. 

She must be too weak to inflict. 

A flash of light shot past her, hitting one of the figures and making him 
collapse in a trembling heap. 

“They have a melder!” another figure shouted as Silveny reared in the 
loosened net. 

“Where did you get that?” Sophie yelled as Keefe raised the silver 
weapon and fired another shot. 

“Grady insisted I take it, but he didn’t want me to tell you in case it 
freaked you out.” He fired again, but his aim was wrecked by Silveny’s 
thrashing. 

The four remaining figures closed off their circle and one of them 
reached for a melder of his own. 

“Don’t hit the alicorn!” one of the others shouted at him. 

“Isn’t this the point where you develop some new, impossible ability and 
get us out of here?” Keefe yelled as they ducked a melder blast aimed at 
them. 

“I wish.” Sophie squeezed her eyes shut and tried to rally her 
concentration. “Nothing’s working right now.” 

Even her arms and legs were too weak and slow. All she could do was 
cling to Silveny’s neck with what little strength she had and hope Keefe 
could either take out the attackers or that the Black Swan would send help. 

Keefe aimed at the figure who was armed, but before he fired, one of the 
other figures nailed Keefe in the head with a rock. The melder slipped from 
his hand. 


“Oh, so that’s how it is?” Keefe shouted, whipping one of Sandor’s 
weird throwing stars at him. The silver blades clipped the figure’s shoulder, 
tearing his cloak and making him drop his end of the net. 

“Don’t let the alicorn get away!” the attacker shouted, flailing to regrab 
the ropes. 

Keefe flung another pointed star, but he missed. “These things are hard 
to aim!” 

“How many weapons do you have?” Sophie asked him. 

“Hopefully enough.” Keefe tossed a third throwing star, missing again. 

“Try cutting the ropes!” Sophie shouted. 

Before Keefe could try, Silveny bucked again, rearing back so hard she 
pulled partially free of the net—enough to spread her wings. 

A powerful flap had them airborne, but they’d only moved a few feet off 
the ground before a black lasso swung around Silveny’s neck and jerked her 
down so hard her legs collapsed. 

Silveny’s right wing bent backward as she toppled to her side. The 
majestic horse screeched in pain, and Sophie and Keefe tumbled off her 
back, rolling across the rocky ground until they crashed into the side of the 
cave. 

“What have you done?” one of the figures shouted as the remaining four 
of them rushed for Silveny. 

Sophie struggled to pull free from the tangle of rope, surprised that none 
of them seemed concerned with capturing her. Before she could decide 
what that meant, there was a blinding flash of light and the ground shook, 
cracking around their attackers and sending them sprawling. Through the 
thick dust Sophie caught a glimpse of Mr. Forkle and a cluster of dwarves 
running toward them. 

“Get out of here,” Mr. Forkle screamed as the hooded figures advanced 
on him and the dwarves. “Leap Sophie home, Keefe!” 

But Sophie wasn’t leaving Silveny. Keefe must’ve been thinking the 
same thing because he pulled himself up and jumped over the fissure to 
where Silveny lay thrashing on her side. 

“Come on, Foster!” he shouted, holding out his arms to catch her. Sophie 
pulled herself upright, summoning as much strength as she could as she ran 
for the opening, jumping at the last possible second. Only one foot caught 
the ground on the other side, but Keefe grabbed her arms and dragged her 


over. He wiped her cheek, and when he pulled his hand away it was 
smeared with red. 

Sophie wasn’t surprised. He had a huge gash over his eyebrow. She was 
sure she was just as scraped. 

Get up, Silveny, she transmitted, and the injured alicorn struggled to her 
feet. 

Keefe lifted Sophie onto Silveny’s back and crawled on behind her. As 
soon as his hands locked around her waist, Sophie transmitted, Fly! 

Silveny ran toward the edge of the cliff and leaped off. She flapped her 
shimmering wings, but the right one was crooked and bleeding and when 
the wind hit the feathers, it bent backward, sending them dropping like a 
stone toward the ocean below. 

Fly! Sophie’s mind screamed, but no matter how hard Silveny flapped 
and flailed, her wing wouldn’t work. 

“Now what?” Keefe shouted. 

Teleport! 

Sophie repeated the command over and over, but Silveny’s mind was too 
clouded by fear and pain to respond. 

Teleport now or we’re going to die! 

“Uh ... Sophie?” Keefe screamed as several precious seconds slipped 
by. 

Silveny, you have to get us out of here! 

Help! the terrified horse transmitted. 

I don’t know how! 

But Silveny just kept repeating Help! over and over. And as Sophie 
imagined them splattering over the rocky shore, something inside her 
clicked. 

She wasn’t sure if it was instincts or pure desperation, but it felt like her 
brain switched into autopilot, feeding off her adrenaline to generate warmth 
and energy and swirling the two forces together until it felt like an 
explosion rocketed from her mind. The blast tore an opening in space, and a 
split second later they crashed through it, into the void. 

The gray space felt different now that Sophie was the one in control, and 
she realized they could go anywhere—everywhere—all she had to do was 
think it and it would be. 

There was only one place she wanted to go. 


Before she could fully think the word, the grayness split with a flash of 
light and they dropped through it, landing in a crumpled heap in the soft 
grass of Haventfield. 


FIFTY-NINE 


I THINK PM MAXED OUT on adventure for a while,” Keefe said as 
Elwin flashed a red orb around his chest. Thick scratches covered his arms, 
and his chin had a gash almost as deep as the one over his eyebrow. “Now I 
know why you need a physician on standby, Foster.” 

“Are you really okay?” Sophie asked, feeling a bit dizzy every time she 
looked at the red streaks on his skin. She hoped they didn’t hurt as much as 
the deep cut across her right cheek. 

Grady and Edaline had rushed outside the second they’d heard Silveny’s 
agonized screeching. They’d helped Keefe and Sophie pull themselves 
away from the thrashing, wounded horse, and they’d hailed Elwin and 
sedated Silveny before she could hurt herself further. But Sophie and Keefe 
had both insisted on being treated outside, in case Silveny woke up. 

Sophie winced as she tried to shift to a more comfortable position on the 
grassy ground. The instructions Mr. Forkle had sent explicitly forbade 
elixirs, serums, or sedatives of any kind. All Elwin had been able to do was 
clean her wounds—which he was not happy about. She wasn’t a fan either. 
It would’ve been nice to at least use a numbing balm, but they couldn’t 
chance it. 

“I knew I should’ve gone with you,” Sandor grumbled, slashing his 
sword at the air like he was slaying imaginary attackers. 

Grady nodded as he paced back and forth across the pasture, wearing a 
groove in the soft ground. Every few seconds he pummeled them with more 
questions about what happened, most of which Sophie didn’t know the 
answers to. Or didn’t want to answer... 

She didn’t know if she’d teleported—or how she’d done it if she had— 
but she didn’t want anyone to know either way. Then she’d have to explain 
about her crazy alicorn-inspired DNA, and everyone would probably run 
screaming away from “the girl who was part horse.” 

Another secret. 

But some things she just couldn’t share. 


“I’m so glad you’re okay,” Grady said, crouching and wrapping his arms 
around her. The hug was gentle, but tight, too—like he never wanted to let 
go. 

Sophie didn’t want him to. “Thank you for trusting me,” she told him. 

“Thank you for coming back.” 

She heard Edaline sniffle and glanced over to where she was busy 
tending to Silveny. When their eyes met, Edaline whispered, “I love you.” 

“I love you too,” Sophie whispered back. 

“I haven’t been able to reach your parents,” Grady told Keefe. “I tried 
hailing your father, but he hasn’t responded yet.” 

“Yeah, and it’s not like you’d expect him to be waiting up all night for 
me to come home safe or anything.” 

Sophie tried to think of something to say, but Grady changed the subject. 
“I guess this means you were right about the Black Swan, Sophie. I... 
need to let my suspicions go.” 

“You really do.” She tightened her grip around him as she added, “I 
asked them about Jolie.” 

His back went rigid. “You what?” 

“He let me ask one question, and I asked about Jolie. He said that was 
not what the message meant, and that they had nothing to do with the fire.” 

Grady wobbled and leaned back to bury his face in his hands. When he 
looked up, tears had pooled in his eyes and his arms were shaking. “So it 
wasn’t my fault?” he whispered. 

The question made Sophie’s heart swell. Now he could let go of his 
anger and his guilt—all the burdens he’d been carrying and battling for so 
long. 

Now he could just be Grady again. 

“Did he know anything about the fire?” Grady asked, drying his eyes on 
his sleeve. 

Sophie frowned. “It almost seemed like he’d never considered it a 
murder, because he said, ‘it explains many things.” But when I asked him 
what that meant, he told me I’d already used up my question.” 

Grady heaved a heavy sigh, and Sophie couldn’t blame him. Then he 
strangled her with another hug. “Thank you for asking, Sophie. I’m sure 
there were lots of other things you wanted to know.” 

“There were,” she admitted. “But that was the most important.” 


And not just for Grady. She may be an anomaly and a freak and created 
for things she didn’t understand, and her real father may or may not be 
some mysterious elf who kept abandoning her when she needed him most. 
But she wasn’t made by murderers. She wasn’t bad. 

“Explain to me more about these attackers,” Sandor interrupted. “I 
would like to better understand my enemy.” 

Sophie shivered as the five black-cloaked figures filled her mind. “There 
were more of them this time, but I didn’t recognize any of their voices.” 

“They had a patch on their sleeve,” Keefe added as Elwin flashed more 
light around his face. “A white circle with an eye in the center, like it was 
Staring at you. Totally creepy.” 

“Can you project the symbol?” Grady asked Sophie, but she shook her 
head. 

“I didn’t see it. I wish I had.” 

“T’ll try to draw it,’ Keefe offered. “I got a good look as I was aiming 
those star-blade things. And I sliced one of their shoulders pretty deep. 
Maybe it’ll leave a scar we can recognize.” 

“Good boy,” Sandor told him. 

“Yeah, well, who knows what would’ve happened if the Black Swan 
hadn’t shown up with their dwarves. Things were getting pretty bleak.” 

“I wonder if they really would’ve taken us, though,” Sophie mumbled, 
almost to herself. “I think they were after Silveny. She was the only one 
they shouted at each other about. It was like Keefe and I were just grabbed 
by default.” 

Grady turned pale as he processed that. “We’d better warn the guards to 
be on high alert.” 

Sandor nodded. 

“I don’t understand why they’d want her,” Sophie admitted. 

“Power.” Grady went back to wearing a groove in the soil with his 
pacing. “Silveny is the only one who can reset the timeline. Whoever 
controls her has the Council at their mercy—to some extent. Which means 
Pd better alert them immediately.” 

He pulled out his Imparter and moved far enough away that they 
couldn’t listen to what he said. Which was just as well. Sophie didn’t want 
to hear how Bronte reacted when he found out Silveny had been injured. 

“Is she going to be okay?” she asked as Edaline rubbed a thick black 
balm into the part of Silveny’s wing where bits of bone poked through the 


skin. 

“It’s hard to tell. She’ll definitely live. But . . . she may never fly again. 
This is a pretty bad break.” 

Sophie looked away as Edaline set the bone. The crunching sound made 
her stomach turn—but not as much as the idea of Silveny being grounded 
for the rest of life. She knew better than anyone how hard that would be for 
the flight-happy alicorn. 

“Speaking of breaks,” Elwin interrupted, “congratulations, Keefe, 
you’ve cracked four of your ribs. First time I’ve ever seen that around 
here.” 

Keefe gave a weak smile. “I’m sure Pll be proud in a few days—but for 
now the whole stabbing pain in my chest is killing the triumph.” 

Elwin handed him four tiny vials in all different colors. “Drink those and 
you’ll be back to causing trouble in a few hours.” 

“Wow—really>?” Keefe poured them all into his mouth at once. “That’s 
almost too easy.” He glanced guiltily at Sophie. “You really can’t take 
any?” 

“Not yet.” She forced a smile, but he didn’t look convinced. Neither did 
Elwin, who stomped over to change her bandages. 

“I still can’t believe you willingly took limbium. And not just a drop. An 
ounce. Sometimes I think you really do have a death wish, Sophie. And 
this’—he lifted her hand and pressed gently on the needle’s bruise—“is 
downright barbaric. I don’t know what this Mr. Forkle gave you, but he 
should be ashamed of himself.” 

Sophie wished she could agree. But the truth was, “He had no choice. It 
was the only way to fix me.” 

“Did it fix you?” Grady interrupted, rejoining them. 

“I... don’t know. I felt something change during the reaction, but it’s 
hard to say until I try to use my abilities.” 

“Which you won’t be doing for twenty-four hours—and don’t even think 
about arguing,” Elwin interrupted again. “If I have to leave you bruised and 
broken with no pain medicine, then you’re not doing anything else. And 
when your time limit is up, I’m treating all your injuries—and doing a 
thorough exam—before you’re allowed to test your abilities. Deal?” 

“PIL only agree if you do one thing,” Sophie countered. “Flash the light 
around my face like you did last time, when it went wrong.” 


Elwin looked leery, so she added, “It’s only light. I just . . . need to 
know.” 

He sighed and raised his hand. “I’d better not regret doing this,” he 
whispered as he clicked his fingers, and a thin blue orb flashed around her 
face. 

Sophie held her breath, waiting for the pull and the pain. But nothing 
changed. 

Tears burned her eyes as she laughed and waved the light away. “It 
didn’t hurt!” 

Even though she knew she shouldn’t, she let hope swell and spread until 
she was filled with an almost giddy warmth that dulled her aches and pains 
and erased her fears and worries. If that part of the problem was fixed, then 
maybe everything was fixed. And if everything was fixed, then maybe she 
could fix a few other things that were broken. 

“Can you take me to Everglen tomorrow?” she asked, hardly able to 
believe that in less than a day she might be able to look into Alden’s bright 
teal eyes and have him actually see her. Smile at her. Talk to her. 

“That depends,” a sharp voice barked behind her, and all the warm hope 
burst with an icy shiver. 

Bronte stood at the front of the other Councillors, his arms folded across 
his chest and a cold glint in his gray eyes. “You all may be exiled.” 


SIXTY 


WHY WOULD WE BE EXILED?” Sophie demanded, ignoring the pain 
as she stood to face the Councillors. 

Bronte pointed to Sliveny’s prone form. “Look what you’ve done to the 
alicorn—do I need to remind you how important she is?” 

“The cloaked guys did that—not us!” Keefe shouted. 

“Yes, and the only reason they had the chance is because you took the 
alicorn away from the safety of her pen and the protections we’d put in 
place, and brought her somewhere incredibly dangerous,” Bronte snapped 
back. “Do you have any idea what chaos it will cause if we have to inform 
the populace that the rebels struck again, this time injuring the only creature 
who can reset the timeline?” 

“So don’t tell them,” Keefe suggested, earning himself an icy glare from 
Bronte. 

“And how, Mr. Sencen, are we supposed to hide this news when we’ve 
announced that the alicorn will be swooping around the Sanctuary in just 
over a week? She will clearly not be up for flying. We’ll be lucky if she’s 
still alive.” 

His words felt like knives, and Sophie glanced at Silveny. An ugly red 
stain had seeped through the bandage on Silveny’s broken wing, and Sophie 
sent a silent plea for the glittering horse to be okay. 

Grady ran a hand through his hair. “If anyone should be held responsible, 
it’s me. I gave Sophie permission to go.” 

“So I could get fixed! It’s not like I did this for fun.” Sophie held out her 
bruised hand. “Does that look like fun?” 

“No,” Councillor Emery agreed, looking away from the wound. He 
turned to Silveny’s unconscious form. “But you must understand how 
serious this situation is.” 

Kenric stepped forward. “I think perhaps we’re focusing on the wrong 
concern. Sophie, do you still have the compass that led you to the Black 
Swan?” 


Sophie started to nod, but as she reached for the charms she realized the 
bracelet was missing. She checked her pockets, the ground, anywhere— 
everywhere. “It’s gone.” 

“Of course it is,” Bronte grumbled. 

“Did I have it when they brought me back?” she asked Keefe, who was 
checking his pockets too. 

“I didn’t notice. I was kinda distracted by how pale and unconscious you 
were.” 

Edaline covered her mouth and looked away. 

Grady cleared his throat. “I’m sure the Black Swan didn’t want anyone 
coming back. And I’d bet anything they’ve abandoned that location 
anyway, now that the other group has found it. How did they find you, by 
the way? Do you think they followed you?” 

“On what?” Sophie asked. “We flew.” 

“And there were other ways you could have gotten there,” Bronte 
interrupted. “Safer ways you could’ve taken instead of endangering the 
alicorn and likely crippling it!” 

Sophie stared at her feet. If she’d known that, she might have gone a 
different way. But . . . the Black Swan instructed her to take Silveny. That 
was their idea—not hers. 

Maybe they wanted this to happen, a niggling doubt whispered, but 
Sophie smothered it. No more doubting the Black Swan. They’d fixed her. 
They didn’t kill Jolie. They’d even come to their aid when the rebels 
attacked. Despite how confusing many of their methods were, they were the 
good guys. 

Councillor Emery rubbed his temples and Sophie could only imagine the 
headache of arguments that must be raging in his mind as the other 
Councillors debated with each other. 

“I think perhaps it is too early to make any decisions,” he finally 
announced, holding up his hands. “To decide if punishment is necessary 
before we know the full extent of the alicorn’s injuries would be foolish. 
My recommendation is that we reconvene tomorrow, after Miss Foster has 
been treated and Silveny is awake.” 

The other Councillors murmured their agreement. 

Bronte rolled his eyes. “What time can Miss Foster finally take her 
medicines?” 

Elwin stepped forward. “Not until after sundown tomorrow.” 


“Then we’ll be back at sunset.” Bronte raised his pathfinder like the 
matter had been decided. 

“Wait!” Sophie called, turning to Councillor Emery. “I need a few more 
hours than that.” 

“What for?” Bronte demanded. 

“I need to go to Everglen.” She couldn’t risk that they might haul her 
away to Exile without giving her a chance to fix Alden. She had no idea if 
there was any part of him she could rescue, but there was no way she wasn’t 
going to try. 

“You really believe you can heal his mind?” Kenric asked quietly. 

“According to the Black Swan, I was designed that way.” 

“Incredible,” Councillor Terik breathed. 

“More like incredibly complicated,” Bronte barked, and Sophie wished 
she had something to throw at him. Leave it to him to find a problem with 
everything. 

“What do you mean, Bronte?” Kenric asked. 

“I mean that we’ve spent so long operating under the knowledge that we 
cant fix broken minds that we’ve never had to consider whether we 
should.” 

“You would leave Alden trapped in madness?” 

“No,” Bronte admitted quietly. “His recovery would be a tremendous 
gain. But where do we go from there? How do we decide who to heal and 
who not to heal?” 

“How about the ones who were innocent—like Prentice?” Sophie 
suggested. 

“Was Prentice innocent?” Bronte countered. “Regardless of whether he 
was working for good or ill, he was still violating our fundamental laws. Is 
that worthy of redemption?” 

“Yes,” Sophie answered, expecting the others to echo her. But the 
Councillors stayed silent. 

“Okay, what about someone like Brant?” Sophie tried. Grady and 
Edaline gasped, like they hadn’t considered the idea. “His mind was broken 
by accident.” 

“T would still fear a slippery slope with that precedent,” Bronte replied. 

“So what are you saying?” Councillor Emery asked him. 

“Only that if this ability exists, it will need to be regulated and 
sanctioned—just like the breaks themselves. Careful thought and 


consideration will need to be given before each time it is used, and a 
unanimous vote should be required.” 

“Unanimous?” Terik asked. “You realize how rarely we come to those?” 

“Exactly why it should be a requirement.” 

They argued back and forth and the others chimed in, some raising new 
points, others choosing sides. Sophie tried to keep up with it all but it got so 
complicated, and her body was so sore and tired, that she finally raised her 
hands and called out, “Excuse me!” 

Her mouth went dry as all eyes returned to her. She cleared her throat. 
“Sorry. It’s just . . . Don’t you think we should wait until we find out if I can 
even do this before we start piling a mess of rules on it? And as the one who 
has the ability—don’t I get any say in when I will and won’t use it?” 

“Yes to your first question,” Bronte conceded. “No to your second.” 

Sophie opened her mouth to argue, but she caught Councillor Terik 
shaking his head and decided to refrain. 

Councillor Emery rubbed his temples again. “Clearly, we need to explore 
the realms of possibility before we discuss the complexities of the reality. 
So how about we convene at Everglen an hour after sunset and see what 
happens? We can debate further from there.” 

The others agreed, and Grady promised to arrange everything with the 
Vackers. Everyone flashed away, and only then did Sophie realize she’d 
agreed to try healing her first mind in front of an audience. 

“T get to go too, right?” Keefe asked. 

“Of course,” Grady promised, and Sophie was relieved. 

Keefe deserved to be there—though she had no idea if she was really 
going to be able to fix anything. 

“Good.” Keefe met her eyes, and his face turned serious. “It’s going to 
work, Sophie.” 

“I hope so.” 

“I know so. Which means you need to get some sleep. You have to be 
well rested for tomorrow’s celebration of epic proportions. And I guess I 
should probably go home too.” 

“Will you be okay?” 

“Yeah, I’ll live.” He dusted himself off as he stood. “Try not to die while 
I’m gone, okay? And no ‘almost deaths’ either.” 

“PII do my best.” 


He winked as he held his home crystal to the predawn sunlight and 
slowly glittered away. 
“T can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think Keefe’s growing on me,” 


Grady mumbled. 
“Me too,” Sandor agreed. “Though I’d prefer he stop calling me 
Gigantor.” 


Everyone laughed. But then Grady’s smile faded. “I’d better help the 
gnomes get Silveny somewhere safe, and you need to rally the other 
goblins, Sandor.” He glanced at Sophie. “Think you’ll be able to get some 
sleep, even with the pain?” 

“I’ve had worse,” she promised, wishing it weren’t true. 

Grady sighed and turned to leave. 

“Are you going to tell the Vackers what I’m trying to do?” she called 
after him. 

“I think I have to. I hate to get their hopes up, but they’ll wonder what’s 
going on when all the Councillors show up.” 

“T guess.” 

She let him walk a few more steps before she asked, “What if I can’t do 
it?” 

Grady walked back and took her hands. “Then they’ll appreciate how 
hard you tried—and you’ll know you did everything you could, and we’ll 
all find a way to let him go for good. Okay?” 

Sophie nodded. 

He gave her another hug and wiped away the tears she hadn’t even 
noticed she was shedding. 

“Come on, Sophie,” Edaline said, gently draping an arm across her 
shoulder. “Let’s get you cleaned up as much as we can, and then you need 
to rest. You have a big day ahead of you.” 


SIX TY-ONE 


SOPHIE STARED AT THE GLITTERING mansion of Everglen, trying 
to force her legs to move. She couldn’t believe it’d only been two weeks 
since the day when everything fell apart. 

She had to make things right today. 

When the sun had set, Elwin made her guzzle so many elixirs and 
serums that she still felt light-headed as she made her way up the glittering 
steps. Or maybe that was nerves. Either way, she was glad she hadn’t eaten 
anything, because there was no way she would’ve kept it down. 

Grady and Edaline walked on each side of her, and they squeezed her 
hands as she stumbled forward. 

“Remember,” Grady said quietly, “all you can do is try your best.” 

She repeated those words as Della opened the door to greet them. 

She looked like Della again, her piercing eyes sharp and clear and a hint 
of color in her cheeks. Fitz and Biana flanked each side of her, but Sophie 
didn’t let herself look at them. She focused on the rainbow flecks of light on 
the floor, relieved she felt no reaction to them. 

“Thank you, Sophie,” Della said, throwing her arms around her in a tight 
embrace. Sophie tried not to think about how frail Della felt, or how much 
they all were counting on her to do this, but the pressure piled on top of her 
anyway. Especially when Biana joined the hug. 

“Pm sorry, Sophie,” Biana whispered, starting to cry. “I know I’ve been 
awful and I don’t blame you if you hate me. It’s just been so hard.” 

“I know,” Sophie told her. “It’s okay.” 

A tiny part of her wondered if Fitz would chime in, but he stayed silent, 
standing just out of reach. So she was completely surprised when he said, 
“You can’t hear me anymore, can you?” 

Sophie turned to face him, staring at his chin instead of his eyes. “Were 
you trying to transmit?” 

He nodded—or she assumed he did because his chin bobbed up and 
down. 


“T guess that means he fixed me, then.” Which was a relief. But it made 
her sad, too—not that she expected Fitz to be having any more secret 
conversations with her. 

“Can lum... talk to you for a minute?” he asked quietly. 

“Uh, yeah. Sure. Um...” She looked around, trying to figure out where 
to go. 

“Let’s go outside.” He offered her his hand, and several seconds passed 
before Sophie worked up the courage to take it. 

She pleaded with her palm not to sweat as he led her to the shade of a 
nearby tree. 

“The bruise is still there.” Fitz pointed to the dark purple spot on the 
back of her hand, in the center—all that was left after Elwin finished 
treating her. Elwin had promised he’d make a balm that would get rid of it, 
but Sophie had a feeling it was one scar that would stay. 

“Tt doesn’t hurt.” She pressed it a few times, until Fitz grabbed her other 
hand to stop her. 

He waited for her to meet his eyes before he said, “Keefe told me what 
you went through yesterday—and what you’ve been going through ever 
since... well, you know. And I just...I...” He dropped her hands and 
looked at the ground. “Ugh, how do I apologize for being the hugest jerk 
ever?” 

Sophie smiled sadly. “You weren’t that big of a jerk.” 

“Yeah I was.” He walked a few steps away, kicking the grass. “I was just 
so angry. All I could do was scream and break things. Half my stuff is 
trashed now.” He turned back to her, but he kept his eyes down. “But... 
I’m so sorry, Sophie—for everything. And I wanted you to know that 
before you try to fix my dad, because if it works, I don’t want you to think 
that’s the only reason I’m saying it.” 

His words felt warmer than the sunshine peeking through the branches. 
“Its okay, Fitz. I’m not mad at you. I don’t think I ever was.” 

He looked at her then, his brows scrunched together. “Why not?” 

Sophie shrugged. “You thought you’d lost your dad. You had a right to 
freak out. But . . .” It was her turn to look away. “You really don’t blame me 
anymore?” 

Fitz stepped closer. “I never really did. I was just . . . I don’t know. I was 
being stupid.” 


“Boy is that an understatement,” Alvar said, making them both jump as 
he appeared out of thin air. “And I gotta say, Sophie. I think you’re letting 
him off too easy. At least make him buy you a present or something.” 

Sophie laughed as Fitz glared at his brother. “Maybe next time.” 

“There won’t be a next time,” Fitz said, and the look in his eyes made 
Sophie’s heart flutter. She’d almost forgotten what that felt like. 

“Yeah, well, let’s hope not,” Alvar said, clapping Fitz on the back. 
“Anyway, sorry to interrupt, but the Council is obviously eager to get 
started.” 

Sophie sighed, wishing she could feel the same way. But there was a lot 
of pressure riding on this. 

They walked in silence back to the front door, but before Fitz followed 
Alvar inside, he whispered, “It’s lame that we can’t transmit anymore. I 
hope Tiergan still lets me be in your telepathy session.” 

She felt her cheeks flame. “Me too.” 

“And remember,” he told her as they started up the stairs. “No matter 
what happens now, we’re still friends, right?” 

Sophie smiled. “Still friends.” 


“WHENEVER YOU’RE READY,” GRADY TOLD Sophie as she 
slowly approached Alden’s bed. 

They’d moved him back to his bedroom, and all twelve Councillors had 
lined up against the curved walls, along with Keefe, Della, Fitz, Biana, and 
Alvar. Tiergan and Elwin were also there, in case anything went wrong and 
they needed either a Telepath or a physician to help—but Sophie was really 
hoping it wouldn’t come to that. 

It felt right this time. 

Maybe it was just her rushing high from mending things with Fitz and 
Biana, but she couldn’t help feeling like something really good was about to 
happen. She just had to trust, and try. 

The room fell silent as she placed her hands against Alden’s temples and 
closed her eyes. She waited until she felt calm and in control. Then she took 
one last breath and opened her mind to Alden’s. 

His mind was cold and thick and sharp, like swimming through a raging 
river filled with jagged rocks. But no matter how hard the forces battered 
her, nothing broke through her mental barriers this time. No crazy memories 
or madness. No images at all. Just cold, quiet darkness that she sank deeper 


into—and then deeper still—trying to feel for warmth to guide her to the 
nook, like she’d done the last time. 

Alden? she transmitted, filling his mind with the sound of her call. It’s 
Sophie. I’m here to help you. 

Please be here. Please have enough left for me to rescue you. 

She repeated the call over and over until his mind was nothing but a 
series of echoes. It didn’t seem to help, but she wasn’t giving up. She filled 
his head with happy memories, faces, places, sounds—anything she could 
think of. 

At first they were swallowed by the darkness, but the more she 
transmitted, the longer they lingered, and slowly they gathered around her, a 
safe nest of precious things. And as she concentrated on them, she felt the 
tiniest spark of warmth. 

It was far away—almost out of her reach—but she followed it through 
the murk and it led her to the nook. 

It was empty. 

Alden! she transmitted over and over, begging him to respond. He 
couldn’t be gone. She wouldn’t give up. There had to be something else she 
could say, do, try. 

She was made for this. 

Her mind ran through the things Mr. Forkle had told her about the way 
he’d designed her, and as she repeated their conversation, she realized she’d 
missed one crucial step. 

Inflicting. 

She’d learned nothing from her one, lonely inflicting session except how 
to endure pain—but Silveny had sent her blasts of emotion all the time. 
Only problem was, she had no idea how Silveny did what she did. But 
maybe her instincts knew what to do—just like when she teleported. 

She focused on love, the most powerful emotion of all, thinking about all 
the different people she cared about. Her family. Her friends. Iggy and 
Silveny. Even Sandor in all his gobliny glory. She was surprised by some of 
the faces that filled her mind, but she loved so many people in so many 
different ways. And as she thought about all the things they’d done for her, 
a buzz of warmth and happiness and energy swelled around her mind. Just a 
trickle at first, but the more she fed it, the more it turned into a raging surge. 

She focused on the rush, and imagined her concentration wrapping 
around the flow and shooting it into Alden’s mind. 


Nothing happened. 

She concentrated harder, transmitting images of Alden’s family and 
friends and sending them along with the rush as she told him, People love 
you, Alden. People need you. 

Come back for them. 

She repeated the call over and over and over, and with each repetition 
the warmth rose. 

Feeding it. 

Fueling it. 

She was close. 

He was close. 

But she needed something else to push him that last little bit, something 
to convince him he had to come back. And that’s when she realized what 
was missing. 

I can fix Prentice. 

The words had barely entered Alden’s mind when the warmth exploded 
around her in a geyser of heat and sparks, launching her consciousness up 
up up, blasting away the darkness and the cold and uncovering fragments of 
memories that slowly started piecing themselves together. 

Alden? Sophie called, trying not to panic in the endless second that 
followed. 

Then Alden’s weak voice transmitted, I’m back. 


SIX TY-TWO 


THE MINUTES AFTER ALDEN OPENED his eyes were such an 
overwhelming flurry of laughter and tears that all Sophie could do was hold 
on and soak it up as everyone cheered and sobbed and crushed them both 
with hugs and kisses. 

Then Elwin stepped in, made sure Sophie was okay, and herded 
everyone except family out so he could check Alden over. 

As soon as they were downstairs, the Councillors started an intense 
debate over what to do now, and soon Grady, Edaline, and Tiergan had all 
joined in. But Sophie couldn’t think coherently enough to participate. She 
was too stuck on the fact that Alden was back. 

He’d looked at her and smiled as she left the room. 

A real smile. An Alden smile. 

“We did it,” Keefe said, wrapping an arm around her and fist pumping 
the air. “Team Foster-Keefe triumphed! Clearly this is proof that we should 
work together more often. I’m sure Glitter Butt would agree.” His smile 
faded. “How’s she doing, by the way?” 

“Her bones haven’t responded to any of our healing elixirs. We’ll have to 
wait for her to heal on her own. And she can’t move her wing right now 
because of the splint, so we won’t be able to tell if she can fly until it’s 
removed. But she was able to walk, eat, and drink this morning—and she’s 
still transmitting like crazy.” 

“Wow, really? I figured that would’ve stopped.” 

“Yeah, me too.” 

She tried to keep her emotions even so he wouldn’t guess that she had 
anything to hide, but she could still feel him staring at her as she reached up 
to tug out an itchy eyelash. 

Fortunately, Elwin came to the rescue. 

“Sorry to interrupt,” he said as everyone fell silent. “Alden would like to 
have a word with Sophie.” 


“IPS STRANGE HOW MUCH HAS changed in two weeks,” Alden 
whispered, after he’d asked her a billion questions about what had gone on 
while he was out of commission. “I feel like I’ve missed everything.” 

“Don’t worry. With the way things go around here, I’m sure there’s 
plenty more excitement to come.” 

“T’m afraid you might be right.” 

So was she—though after facing all of this, she felt like she could handle 
anything. 

“Pm just glad it worked,” she said quietly. “I wasn’t sure if it would, 
since you hadn’t been trained to retreat to the nook or save any part of 
yourself. How did you know?” 

“I don’t think I did.” Alden stared out the window. “I’d been fighting the 
break day by day. Minute by minute. The only thing that kept me going was 
my family. I knew it would destroy them if I shattered, and I tried to hold 
on for them. But when I saw Prentice in Exile, I thought I was done. I felt 
the cracks form, felt myself fall through, and I thought, I’ve failed.” 

“That was a break?” 

Alden nodded. “I didn’t tell anyone because I came back, and I thought 
that meant I’d fought to stay with my family. That I was strong enough to 
keep fighting. That I was safe. But then I saw Wylie and I thought about 
him growing up without a family—because of me, and—” 

His voice broke and he wiped away a tear. “I think you must’ve pulled 
me back that first time in Exile—maybe my mind was so newly cracked 
that your ability could still work, I don’t know. But it had nothing to do 
with me. I was weak. And the second time, the cracks were too big, too 
deep. I sank into them and everything collapsed.” 

“You must’ve held on somehow. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here.” 

“Maybe. I do remember thinking about my family as I shattered, so it’s 
possible some small part of me held on. But if it hadn’t been for you. . .” 
He took her hand, staring at the star-shaped bruise. “I don’t know how to 
thank you for everything you’ve done for me, Sophie—and for my family.” 

“You’re back. That’s all the thanks I need. Just, take care of yourself, get 
stronger, and if you start to feel any more guilt, remind yourself that I will 
fix Prentice. As soon as the Council lets me.” 

And if they wouldn’t let her, she’d find a way to do it anyway. She could 
teleport now. She didn’t need their permission to get to Exile. 


“Leave that up to me,” Alden said, interrupting her scheming. “The 
Council and I will be having a very long talk about—well, a lot of things.” 

“Are you up to that?” 

“I will be soon. No reason to worry.” 

She smiled at the familiar words, relieved when Alden smiled too. And 
for the first time in a long time, she actually believed them. 


“WE STILL HAVE TO DISCUSS the matter of the alicom,” Bronte 
announced as Sophie joined the Councillors outside. Elwin and Tiergan 
were inside, helping the Vackers, but Keefe had stayed with Grady and 
Edaline. 

Sophie had to bite back her groan. “You can’t be serious, Bronte.” 

“Oh, but I am. Treason is a very serious matter.” 

“Treason?” she repeated. 

“Bronte, we are not going to discuss exiling this family after everything 
they’ve done today,” Councillor Emery said firmly. 

“Everything Sophie has done today,” Bronte corrected. “And while I 
don’t personally subscribe to the notion that a good deed can erase a bad, 
I’m not a fool. I know Pll be overruled on that.” 

Kenric, Oralie, Emery, Terik, and two Councillors that Sophie didn’t 
know all nodded. She made a mental note of her supporters. 

“I do, however, remember that Grady admitted to granting permission 
for this treasonous act—and before you go arguing that he was trying to 
help ‘fix’ his daughter, need I remind you that when he was reinstated as an 
Emissary, he swore an oath to put the good of our world above his own life? 
It’s the same oath we’ve all sworn and all made tremendous sacrifices to 
uphold. Are we going to allow Grady to subvert it with no consequences, 
especially given that his actions led to the likely crippling of the most 
important creature in our world?” 

“Hey—it’s just a broken wing,” Keefe argued, backing up when Bronte 
reeled on him. 

“Just a broken wing? That wing is the primary method of transportation 
for this creature—not to mention there will surely be psychological effects 
as well. Animals lose their instinct to breed—even, at times, their will to 
live—when they suffer so serious an injury. And I doubt I need to remind 
any of you how vital it is that Silveny thrive.” 


“You want to blame someone, track down our attackers,” Sophie 
snapped. “They’re the ones who hurt her.” 

“Oh, we intend to,” Bronte told her. “But Grady still allowed her to be in 
harm’s way.” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Please, she was in harm’s way in our pastures! 
The attackers have clearly been watching and planning. Sooner or later they 
would have found an opportunity.” 

“But they didn’t need one, because Grady handed it to them on a silver 
platter.” 

Edaline reached for Grady’s hand as several of the Councillors 
murmured among themselves. 

“Even if we do concede to your point—which has not been decided,” 
Councillor Emery said after a second, “I hardly feel such an offense merits 
exile. Especially considering the alicorn may very well recover.” 

““May very well’ and ‘will’ are not the same. And the timing must also 
be considered.” Bronte had the gall to smile as he folded his hands and said, 
“Grady gave his word that he would have the alicorn ready to present to the 
Sanctuary during the Celestial Festival amid great fanfare and spectacle. In 
light of that promise, we announced a tremendous celebration. It was 
partially to repair the rift caused by Alden’s loss—which is obviously no 
longer needed. But we also aimed to prove to the people of our world that 
they should have hope and trust and faith in their Council. What message 
will it send now when we not only cannot deliver—but present them with a 
wounded alicorn who could very easily never recover?” 

No one seemed to have an answer, and each second of silence felt 
heavier as it passed. 

“Silveny might still be able to fly,” Sophie mumbled, knowing even as 
she said it that the chances were slim. The Celestial Festival was only four 
days away. 

“Might, Miss Foster? You expect us to hang our hopes on might?” 

“He’s right,” Councillor Emery said—though he didn’t look happy about 
it. “We’ll need to cover with an alternate spectacle, and find a way to make 
it clear to the people that the change is not a sign of our incompetence.” 

“And the best way to do that is to be able to inform them that the person 
responsible is being punished to the fullest extent of our laws. It’ll send a 
message to the attackers, too, hopefully deterring any further attempt.” 


Kenric stepped forward when no one else did. “I will not concede to a 
Tribunal, Bronte. No matter how you try to twist it, there’s nothing about 
what happened that would merit us locking Grady away in Exile like a 
murderer.” He turned to the other Councillors. “That’s not justice. That 
makes us just as cruel and reckless as the rebels we’re trying to prevent. 
And if that’s the kind of action we would consider to try and prove our 
worthiness, then we deserve every bit of criticism we’re getting.” 

A stunned silence followed, until Oralie moved beside him. “I agree.” 

“As do I,” Councillor Emery said before closing his eyes. “And it 
appears all the others agree as well.” 

Bronte’s frown looked more like a snarl. “So we’re just going to let him 
go unpunished? That’s the precedent we’re going to set?” 

Councillor Terik sighed. “Perhaps we can come up with an alternative 
punishment.” 

That sparked an enormous debate, where the Councillors suggested 
everything from a public scolding, to relocating Grady to a permanent 
position at the Sanctuary, and everything in between. 

“Can I say something?” Sophie asked when she couldn’t stand it 
anymore. 

She took a deep breath as everyone fell silent, letting the idea settle in so 
she could accept it. 

“We’re waiting, Miss Foster,” Bronte snapped. 

She glanced at Grady, reminding herself why she was doing this as she 
said, “I can make sure that Silveny still makes a dramatic appearance during 
the festival.” 

“How?” Bronte demanded. “Light leaping doesn’t count, and last I 
checked, flight was a key element to her teleporting.” 

She’d thought so too. But she’d realized why the sensation felt familiar 
as she teleported them away from their attackers. She’d done it before— 
when she made that impossible jump during base quest. 

She wasn’t blinking. She was making tiny, unplanned “slips.” 

Which meant she didn’t have to fly. 

She just had to fall. 

“I can give you guys a far bigger ‘spectacle’ than you ever imagined,” 
she said, hoping she sounded more confident than she felt. “And if I do, 
everything will be exactly the way we promised it would be, so no 
punishment would be needed.” 


“And what is this alleged spectacle?” Bronte demanded. 

“Its... a surprise,” Sophie stalled, not ready to reveal her secret. She’d 
have to now—and she would. But she would take any extra time she could 
get. 

Bronte snorted. “You expect us to just blindly trust you to surprise us 
with some phenomenal thing—” 

“Yes. I do. I think what I’ve done today more than proves that I can do 
things everyone thinks are impossible.” 

Several of the Councillors murmured in agreement. Bronte rolled his 
eyes. 

Sophie turned to Councillor Emery. “But Pd need your word that there 
will be no more discussion of punishment—for any of us. Grady. Edaline. 
Keefe. Sandor. Me. We’re all safe or no deal.” 

“And why do we need your spectacle?” Bronte snapped. “We’re 
perfectly capable of making one on our own.” 

“Maybe. But mine will deliver on the promises you made and save you 
from looking bad—which I thought was the whole point.” 

“Tt is,” Kenric agreed. “I say, deal.” 

“Deal,” Councillor Terik agreed, along with several others. 

Bronte’s scowl was so deep it looked like his face had sunken in. But he 
knew he was trapped. “Fine, Pll agree to this deal—for now. But if 
anything goes wrong...” 

He didn’t finish the threat, but it wouldn’t have mattered. 

Sophie was afraid of many, many things. 

But she wasn’t afraid of herself anymore. 

She could do this. 

She just had to trust. And be willing to take the first leap. 


SIX TY-THREE 


ARE YOU READY FOR THIS? Sophie transmitted as she stroked Silveny’s 
shimmering nose. 

The earth’s shadow had just started its slow path across the moon, 
making a red-orange eclipse in the starry sky. The Celestial Festival would 
be well under way, which meant she and Silveny were almost to their cue. 

They were the finale. 

Ready, Silveny transmitted, but without her usual enthusiasm. 

Sophie had spent the last three days using every non-school-related 
second preparing Silveny for the night’s big move. All the gentle medical 
care had helped Silveny stop panicking around other elves and animals, and 
Sophie had spent hours explaining every detail about what would happen 
and why and what they needed to do. Silveny was as ready as she’d ever be. 

But now that the moment had come, Sophie wasn’t ready to say 
goodbye. 

Friend, Silveny said, nuzzling Sophie’s neck and filling her mind with a 
lonely ache. Come. 

“I can’t,” Sophie whispered. You know I cant. 

Stay, Silveny tried. 

You cant do that either. 

Silveny hung her head, and Sophie felt her eyes get watery. 

She’d only spent five weeks with the strong-willed alicorn—most of 
which had been filled with more headaches and glittery poop than she 
would’ve liked. But Sophie couldn’t imagine looking out in the pastures 
and not seeing her fluttering around. Or sleeping without Silveny’s warm 
calm filling her mind. 

Silveny didn’t want to go either. Friend. Stay. Home. 

“Tt’s not safe here, anymore,” Sophie told her. “Look what happened to 
your beautiful wing.” 

She’d removed the bandage a few minutes before—the Council didn’t 
want the public to see it—and there was a dark scar among the feathers. 


Sophie stared at the star-shaped bruise on her own hand as she traced the 
thin red line on Silveny’s skin. 

Another thing they had in common. 

Another reason this had to be done. 

The Sanctuary was hidden inside the Himalayas. The dwarves had 
secretly hollowed out the enormous mountains centuries before, and the 
gnomes and elves had converted the space to a lush paradise with every 
possible climate, comfort, and care. Access was restricted and regulated, 
and the Council had amped up security even more for Silveny’s arrival to 
make sure that no one would be able to hurt her there. And Silveny would 
finally be able to meet the other alicorn, and hopefully with time they 
would breed. Ensure the existence of their species. 

I'll come visit, Sophie promised, which perked Silveny up enough to fill 
Sophie’s head with Visit! Visit! Visit! mixed with the occasional Keefe! 

Yes, I’m sure Keefe will come too. 

She reached up and ran her fingers through Silveny’s icy mane, meeting 
her deep brown eyes. But Pll miss you. 

Miss, Silveny repeated, transmitting the ancient ache she’d sent Sophie 
before. Friend. 

Tears slipped down Sophie’s cheeks, and she wrapped her arms around 
Silveny’s neck. What matters is keeping you safe, she told her, repeating the 
words until Silveny finally accepted them. 

Sophie tried to accept them too as Silveny lowered her shimmering head 
and let Sophie climb on her back. 

“You don’t have to do this, Sophie,” Grady said, startling them both. 

Sophie turned around and found Grady and Edaline watching her. It was 
strange to see them in their long silver capes embroidered with the 
Council’s seal. But they were both officially part of the nobility again, 
assigned to assist with the search for the kidnappers and the Black Swan. 

Assuming Sophie pulled this off without a hitch... 

“T thought you guys were at the festival already,” she said as she adjusted 
her heavy cape. The Celestial Festival was being held at the base of Mount 
Everest, so everyone had to wear thick clothes and clunky boots to stay 
warm. 

“We were,” Edaline said, stepping close enough to inspect Silveny’s 
wing. “But I wanted to check Silveny’s wound.” She frowned at the dark 
red scar. 


“And I wanted to tell you one more time that you don’t have to do this,” 
Grady added. 

They’d both insisted on knowing what Sophie was planning, and she’d 
finally caved and told them everything: how Mr. Forkle modeled her DNA 
on alicorns, how she’d figured out how to teleport—in theory, at least—and 
how she was planning to test that theory for her spectacle. They’d been 
trying to talk her out of it ever since. Once she did this, the Council would 
know she could teleport, and they didn’t want Sophie to feel forced to 
expose her secrets. Especially since they kept saying they were sure the 
Council would only give Grady a minor punishment. 

Sophie gave them the same answer she’d given them every time. “I 
know I don’t have to. I want to.” 

Edaline gave Sophie a hug. 

Grady sighed. “Letting you go never gets any easier, does it? Though it 
might help if you weren’t always doing such dangerous things.” 

Sophie smiled. “It’s going to be okay. And hey, we’ve fixed everything 
else. We just need to solve this last thing.” 

Grady nodded. “I trust you.” 

“Me too,” Edaline agreed. 

“I suppose that means I should as well,” Sandor grumbled as he stepped 
from the shadows. “But I still prefer when you stay by my side, Miss 
Foster.” 

Sophie smiled. “I know. And I promise I will try to be better about that.” 
The kidnappers were still out there—and there were even more of them 
than she’d realized—so she was going to have to keep her burly bodyguard 
around for a while. “But I have to do this first.” 

Sandor reluctantly nodded. “Ill be waiting for you when you arrive.” 

Edaline wiped her eyes and took Grady’s hand as he raised his 
pathfinder. 

“I guess we’ ll see you soon,” Edaline whispered. 

“TIl be there in a minute.” 

Sophie watched the three of them glitter away and tightened her grip on 
Silveny’s neck. 

Silveny raised her glittering wings. 

No. We’re not going to fly, remember ? 

She was glad Silveny could move without any pain. But she had no idea 
if the wing could really support any weight, and she wasn’t going to let 


Silveny hinder her recovery by trying to fly too soon. 

Silveny tensed as they trotted toward the edge of the cliffs, and Sophie 
was nervous too. But if the last few weeks had taught her anything, it was 
that sometimes there was no guarantee. Sometimes she just had to trust 
herself and believe that if she put her mind to it, she was strong enough to 
pull through. 

It always came down to trust. 

No flying. Sophie repeated the command until Silveny tucked her wings. 
Trust? 

Trust. 

Sophie closed her eyes, taking a deep breath and rallying her 
concentration before she transmitted, Run! 

Silveny whinnied and galloped forward, bounding across the last stretch 
of grass before she leaped off the edge of the cliff. 

Calm! Sophie transmitted as they fell down down down, and she filled 
Silveny’s mind with warmth as she repeated, Don’t you dare try to fly. 

Miraculously, Silveny obeyed, and Sophie forced her eyes open and 
focused on the dark rocks and shallow waves they were hurtling toward. 
They hadn’t been able to practice this part—it was too dangerous to try 
more than once—but she knew she could do it. She embraced the fear and 
adrenaline pumping through her veins, gathered it all together until it was a 
giant ball of force, and shoved it out of her mind. 

A thunderous crack split the space in front of them, and they slipped into 
the void. 

Sophie concentrated on a mental image of the Sanctuary, and as she did, 
her instincts told her how to weave through the gray mist. More thunder 
crashed as the space parted and they raced through the split, onto the icy 
ground at the base of the towering mountain, amid a shower of sparkle and 
hundreds of twisting beams of colored light. 

A flash of blue light painted across the sky, illuminating the thousands of 
wide-eyed spectators gaping at them in stunned silence as Silveny slowed to 
a stop. 

Good girl, Sophie told her as Silveny dipped her head in the bow they’d 
rehearsed. 

The crowd went wild. 

Silveny whinnied, her silvery body quivering with excitement. Sophie 
tried to calm her, but Silveny was too caught up in the frenzy, and before 


Sophie could stop her, Silveny raised her shimmering wings and... 

Launched them into the sky. 

“You can fly!” Sophie screamed, even though they only made it a few 
feet off the ground before Silveny set them back down. 

Fly! the giddy alicorn transmitted as Sophie strangled her with a hug. 
Safe! 

Yes, Sophie told her, blinking back tears. You’re safe. 


SEVERAL OF THE COUNCILLORS—ALONG with a fleet of goblins 
—rushed Silveny to the Sanctuary as soon as Sophie dismounted. She 
barely managed to transmit, I’/] see you soon, as Silveny trotted away. But 
before the alicorn disappeared through the gates, Silveny filled Sophie’s 
mind with warmth and told her, Friend! Visit. 

Sophie wiped her eyes and promised, I will. 

“You weren’t kidding about the spectacle,” Councillor Terik said, 
startling her as he approached from behind. “An elf who teleports? 
Definitely one for the history books.” 

“Great,” Sophie mumbled. 

He laughed. “You’ll get used to your fame eventually, Sophie.” 

Somehow she doubted that. But at least she wasn’t hearing whispers 
about “the girl who was taken” from the crowd. 

Yet... 

“In the meantime,” Councillor Terik said, dragging her out of her 
worries. “I thought you would want to know that the Councillors are more 
than satisfied with what you’ve done here tonight. We can already feel the 
unrest easing.” 

She watched the families of elves laugh and smile as the lights danced in 
the sky. “I hope it lasts,” she whispered. 

“Me too.” 

The worry woven into his tone made Sophie wonder if he was thinking 
the same thing she was. 

The rebels would strike again. 

But Sophie planned to be ready this time. 

Councillor Terik cleared his throat. “Now that Alden’s back, I know you 
probably won’t need my help. But you still have your Imparter. Hail me 
anytime.” 

“Thanks.” 


She hoped she wouldn’t have to take him up on that, but with the way 
her life seemed to go, it was good to know she had at least one Councillor 
on her side. 

“There you are, Miss Foster,” Bronte said, stepping from the shadows. 
He eyed Councillor Terik as he said, “Am I interrupting something?” 

“Yes, Sophie and I were having a pleasant conversation. So I’m sure this 
is your cue to ruin it.” 

Bronte scowled and folded his arms. “Actually, I do need to have a word 
with Miss Foster. Alone.” 

Sophie sighed. Of course he did. 

Councillor Terik gave her an apologetic smile as he left her with her 
pointy-eared nemesis. But Sophie held Bronte’s icy glare, surprised at how 
easy it was to face him. 

“You really can’t feel that?” he asked after a minute. 

“Feel what?” 

“Apparently your mind is impenetrable to inflicting now.” 

“You tried to inflict on me?” 

“Oh, relax. It didn’t work, did it?” 

“No,” Sophie grumbled, wishing she could fling something at his head. 
“Was that all you needed?” 

He released an epic-length sigh. “No. I also wondered . . . is it true that 
you can inflict positive emotions?” 

“T think so. Why?” 

His eyes dropped to his hands. “Well, then. Perhaps we’ll have 
something to teach each other.” 

His voice was barely a whisper, and Sophie wondered if she’d heard him 
right. 

Did Bronte just admit that he had something to learn from her? 

“Anyway,” he said, the edge returning to his features. “I suggest you 
prepare for your next session. I will not be holding back.” 

Sophie doubted he had the first time. But she’d already faced her deepest 
fears. How much worse could it be? 

She flashed her most confident smile, which felt more like a smirk, as 
she told him, “Bring it on.” 


SOPHIE SAT ALONE ON THE cold ground in a shadowy corner of the 
valley, watching the beams of light twist and spin above the snowcapped 


mountains. She could definitely understand why the elves had turned Orem 
Vacker’s flashing into such a celebration. It looked like fireworks and lasers 
and the aurora borealis had all been choreographed to dance around the 
eerie red moon. 

But she hadn’t felt like joining the festivities. 

“So, I think I speak for everyone when I say, You can teleport?” 

Sophie turned around, surprised to see Dex standing with Fitz, Keefe, 
and Biana—especially since he didn’t even look annoyed about it. 

“Oh, you figured that out, huh?” She’d been hoping it would take them a 
few days. 

“Keefe told us.” 

“Yeah. I knew the moment you brought us home. Seriously, Foster, when 
are you going to realize you can’t lie to an Empath?” 

“T think I’m finally figuring that out. Not that it matters. You guys know 
all my darkest secrets now, don’t you?” 

“If you mean that you’re secretly in love with me,” Keefe said, plopping 
down beside her, “then yeah, everyone is well aware. And if you mean the 
stuff about your DNA, well . .. we heard Grady explaining that to Alden.” 

“Oh.” She didn’t have much more to say than that. Except, “Well, now 
you know how weird I am.” 

“Uh, I’ve always known that,” Dex said, sitting on her other side. “But 
remember? I like weird.” 

“Me too,” Biana chimed in. 

“Me three,” Fitz added, smiling so wide when she met his eyes that her 
heart fluttered. “We could all use a little more weird in our lives.” 

Sophie wasn’t so sure she agreed. With how crazy everything had been, 
and all the things she still had to figure out, she wouldn’t have minded if 
life got a little more normal for a while. 

But maybe weird was okay too. 

Especially if her friends were willing to accept it. 

“Whoa, are you crying?” Keefe asked, and she blushed as she tried to 
smear away her tears. “You’re supposed to cry when bad things happen, 
Foster, not good things.” 

“I know. [I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” 

“I do,” Keefe said, taking her hand as Dex grabbed the other and Fitz 
and Biana each squeezed her shoulders. “Absolutely nothing.” 


Sophie smiled as she glanced up at the flickering lights in the sky, 
feeling nothing but calm and happiness as they flashed in her eyes. “I hate 
to say this, Keefe, but I think you might be right.” 
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PREFACE 


THE MIRROR SLIPPED FROM SOPHIE’S hands, landing on the petal- 


covered carpet with the softest thud. 

Both sides of the glass survived the crash without cracking. But 
inside, Sophie shattered. 

She kept a smile plastered across her lips as she listened to the rest of 
the story, searching for the tiniest detail or clue that would rule out the 
terrifying possibility. 

But by the end she knew. 

All this time. 

All these wasted, hopeless days. 

Her kidnapper had been right in front of her. 

Watching. 

Waiting. 

Hiding in plain sight. 

All the signs had been there. She’d just been too blind to see them. 

And now, it was too late. 


ONE 


WHAT ARE YOU WAITING FOR?” Keefe shouted over the howling 
wind and the roaring sea. “Don't tell me the great Sophie Foster is 
afraid.” 

“I’m just trying to concentrate!” Sophie shouted back, wishing her 
voice didn’t sound so shaky. 

Not that she could fool him. 

As an Empath, Keefe could feel the terror coursing through her veins 
like a herd of stampeding mastodons. All she could do was tug out an 
itchy eyelash—her nervous habit—and try not to think about how very 
far down the ocean was. 

“You should be afraid,” Sandor told her in his strange, squeaky voice. 
He placed a gray gobliny hand on Sophie’s shoulder and pulled her back 
from the edge of the cliff. “There has to be a safer way to teleport.” 

“There isn’t.” 

Most of the time Sophie was grateful to have the constant protection 
of a burly bodyguard—especially since her kidnappers had proven they 
could find her anytime, anywhere. 

But sometimes she had to take risks. 

She shrugged off Sandor’s hand—which took quite a lot of effort, 
considering he was seven feet tall with biceps like giant boulders—and 
inched forward, reminding herself that she liked teleporting better than 
light leaping. Despite the nexuses she had clamped on each wrist, or the 


force fields they created to hold her body together during a leap, she’d 
faded too many times to truly feel safe. 

Still, she wished free-falling wasn’t an essential part of teleporting. 

“Want me to push you?” Keefe offered, laughing as Sophie jerked 
away from him. “Come on, it'll be fun—for me, at least.” 

Dex snorted behind them. “And he gets to go with you today.” 

“Uh, more like she gets to go with me,” Keefe corrected, flashing his 
trademark smirk. “Go on, tell Dex who the Council contacted first.” 

“Only because your dad’s in charge of arranging visits to the 
Sanctuary now,” Sophie reminded him. 

“Eh, firsties is still firsties. Just admit it, Foster. You need me.” 

Sophie wished she could argue, but unfortunately the Council did 
want Keefe to go with her. Apparently Silveny was having some sort of 
trouble at her new home in the elves’ special animal preserve, and since 
Sophie and Keefe each had a connection with the precious alicorn, the 
Council had asked both of them to head to the Sanctuary immediately. 

The Councillors had to be pretty concerned if they were willing to 
rely on Keefe... .. 

“I’m sorry, Dex,” Sophie said, trying not to worry. “You know I’d bring 
you if I could.” 

Dex smiled—but not enough to show his dimples—as he went back 
to playing with the lock she’d asked him to open. 

Sophie hadn’t wanted to tell him she was going with Keefe, afraid it 
would make Dex feel left out again. But with Grady off on a classified 
assignment, and Edaline helping rescue a verminion—a rottweiler-size, 
purple, hamsteresque creature—before humans found it, Sophie needed 
a Technopath to get past the Cliffside gate. 

“If it makes you feel better, Sandor’s not allowed to come either,” she 
added, regretting the words as Sandor reeled on them. 

“Yes, and it’s completely absurd! I’m supposed to be protecting you— 
not banned from entering because of arbitrary new rules!” 

“Hey, even my dad’s not allowed to go with us. But don’t worry”— 
Keefe draped an arm across Sophie’s shoulders—“I’ll take care of her for 
you.” 

Sophie wasn’t sure who groaned louder, her or Dex. 


Sandor grabbed Keefe’s shoulders, lifting him off the ground. “If I 
find even one scratch on her—” 

“Whoa, easy there, Gigantor,” Keefe said, kicking the air, trying to 
squirm free. “I’m not going to let anything happen to her. But let’s not 
forget that this is Sophie we're talking about. Odds are, we're going to 
need an Elwin visit.” 

Even Dex had to laugh at that one. 

Sophie glared at all of them. 

It wasn’t her fault she'd set a record number of visits to the Healing 
Center at school, plus a ton of additional house calls from Elwin. She 
didn’t choose to have a deadly allergy, or genetically enhanced abilities 
she couldn’t always control. And she definitely didn’t ask to have a group 
of rebels trying to kill her—which was probably why she should listen to 
Sandor and not leave his sight. 

“We'll be fine,” she promised, tucking her blond hair behind her ears 
and trying to sound more confident than she felt. “I can teleport us 
directly inside the Sanctuary, and security’s been tripled since Silveny 
moved in.” 

“And you will come straight home afterward,” Sandor added, waiting 
for Keefe to nod before setting him down. “I want you back here in an 
hour.” 

“Aw, come on,” Keefe whined as he adjusted his dark blue cape. “We 
haven't seen Silveny in two weeks.” 

Sophie smiled. 

She never would’ve guessed that Keefe could get so attached to a 
sparkly, winged horse. But he seemed to miss Silveny as much as she 
did. Maybe more, since he didn’t get stuck with a head full of exuberant 
alicorn transmissions every time he saw her. 

Silveny was the only creature that Sophie’s unique telepathy couldn’t 
block, probably because the Black Swan had modeled Sophie's genetics 
off an alicorn’s DNA when they “created” her—a fact she was less than 
thrilled about. Her friends had assured her they didn’t think it was 
weird, but she still felt like “the horse girl.” 

“You know how panicky Silveny can be,” she reminded Sandor, trying 
to stay focused on the bigger problem. “It’s going to take a few hours to 
calm her down.” 


Sandor grumbled under his breath. “Fine. You have until sunset—but 
if you're late, I’m holding you responsible, Mr. Sencen. And trust me 
when I say you do not want that to happen.” 

“Fear the wrath of Gigantor—got it.” Keefe dragged Sophie back to 
the edge. “Let’s do this!” 

“I guess I’ll see you at school on Monday,” Dex mumbled, staring at 
the ground as he dug out his home crystal. “I reset the mechanism to 
make the lock open with your DNA, so you probably won’t need me 
anymore.” 

“TIl always need you, Dex,” Sophie told him, blushing as she quickly 
added, “you're my best friend.” 

“And dude, I’m telling you,” Keefe jumped in. “When you're finally 
ready to go public with your ability—which you seriously need to get 
cracking on, by the way—we have to team up. We could break into 
Dame Alina’s office and fill it with dinosaur poop. Or sparkly alicorn 
poop! Or we could—” 

“And this is who you're entrusting your safety to?” Sandor 
interrupted, looking like he wanted to strangle Keefe again. 

“I can take care of myself,” Sophie reminded him, tapping her 
forehead. “Inflictor, remember?” 

She might have mixed feelings about her rare ability to inflict pain on 
people, but it did come in handy if the rebels attacked. 

“So we ready?” Keefe asked, swooping his arm to mime them diving 
off the edge. 

Sophie’s mouth went dry. 

“You got this, Foster. Stop doubting yourself.” 

She nodded, trying not to look down as she asked, “Do you 
remember how teleporting works?” 

“Well, last time we were kinda falling to our death and stuff, so it’s a 
little blurry. But I’m pretty sure I just cling to you and scream like a 
banshee while you tear a crack into the universe, right?” 

“Something like that. We go on three.” 

Sandor repeated his objections as they both bent their knees. 

“One,” Sophie counted, squeezing Keefe’s hand so hard her knuckles 
cracked. 

“Two.” 


She gave herself just slightly longer than a second before she closed 
her eyes and whispered the final command. 

“Three.” 

The word was still on her lips as they both launched off the cliff. 

Keefe whooped and hollered and flailed, but Sophie stayed quiet, 
trying to tune out everything except the warmth building in her mind 
and the adrenaline rushing through her veins. 

Down down down they fell, until Sophie could feel the salty mist 
spraying her cheeks. But just when she was about to scream, something 
clicked inside her mind, and she channeled the burning mental energy 
out into the sky. 

Thunder clapped as a crack formed in the air beneath them, and they 
dropped straight into the darkness. 

Time and space didn’t exist in the void. There was no up or down. No 
right or left. Just the pull of the force and the warmth of Keefe’s hand. 
But Sophie knew that all she had to do was think about where she 
wanted to go and they'd be free. 

The Sanctuary, she thought, picturing the lush meadows and 
sprawling forests shed seen in pictures. Her photographic memory 
could recall every vivid detail, right down to the tiny drops of mist that 
coated every petal and leaf, sparkling like glitter in the sun. 

“You with me, Foster?” Keefe called, when no exit appeared. 

“I think so.” 

She squeezed her eyes tighter, picturing the hollowed out mountains 
that shielded the Sanctuary from the rest of the world, and the animals 
in every shape and color wandering through the pastures. She even tried 
imagining herself standing with Keefe in a meadow, watching Silveny 
soar above them with gleaming silver wings. 

But when she opened her eyes, all she saw was black—thick and 
suffocating and inescapable. 

Panic closed off her chest and Sophie gasped for breath, fighting to 
concentrate on the Sanctuary with the full power of her mind. 

A migraine flared, so intense it felt like her brain was cracking. But 
the pain wasn’t nearly as terrifying as the realization that came with it. 

They were trapped in the void. 


TWO 


CALM DOWN, WELL FIGURE THIS out, Keefe promised as Sophie 


clutched her head and groaned from the migraine. “Are you doing 
anything different?” 

She took a slow, deep breath and tried to think through her panic. 
“No—I can picture exactly where we need to go. But it’s like my mind 
hits a wall when I try to take us there.” 

“Have you tried taking us somewhere else?” Keefe asked. “Maybe 
there’s some sort of security around the Sanctuary to keep Teleporters 
away.” 

Sophie doubted that, since she was the only elf who could teleport. 
But it was worth a try. 

She just couldn’t think of anywhere else to go. Her mind was racing a 
million directions, and they all ended in a blank. 

“How about home?” Keefe asked. “Can you take us home?” 

An image flashed in Sophie’s mind, so sharp and clear it made her 
eyes water. Or maybe the tears were for the narrow crack that finally 
split through the darkness. She had just enough time to tighten her grip 
on Keefe’s hand. Then the air filled with the boom of thunder as they 
blasted out of the void. 


They hit the ground hard, tumbling across sloshy grass before landing 
in a heap. Sophie sat up first, untangling herself from Keefe’s arms as 
she stared at the gray, overcast sky. 

“Uh ... this isn’t Havenfield,” Keefe said, squinting at the narrow 
street lined with plain, square houses. 

“I know.” Sophie rallied her concentration, imagining an invisible 
barrier wrapping around her head to shield herself from the voices 
pummeling her brain. She’d forgotten how loud human thoughts could 
be. “This is San Diego.” 

Keefe scrambled to his feet. “You teleported us to a Forbidden City? 
Okay. That. Is. Awesome! Don’t get me wrong—lI could do without the 
whole almost-getting-trapped-in-the-endless-black-nothingness thing. 
But this is epic! I mean, that’s a human!” 

He pointed across the street, to a mom in a bright blue tracksuit, 
jogging with her baby in a stroller. 

“Yeah, and she can probably hear us,” Sophie whispered. 

Surely everyone must’ve noticed the teenagers in strange clothes who 
fell out of the sky. But the few people outside weren’t even glancing their 
way, too busy walking their dogs or checking their mail. 

“I don’t think they know we're here,” Keefe said, pointing to a small 
black orb nestled in an overgrown daisy bush. There was another next to 
the trunk of the giant sycamore in the center of the yard. And three 
more along the path. 

Obscurers. 

Sophie had only seen the light-and-sound-bending gadgets once 
before, in the hands of her kidnappers when they ambushed her and 
Dex on a bridge in Paris. 

One of them was the same blond elf who'd tried to snatch her months 
earlier, posing as a human jogger on the very street she was standing on. 

She walked to the spot where she'd faced him, hoping it might help 
her remember something new. But all she could see was his face—and 
Alden had already entered his image in the Council’s database, which 
was supposed to have a record of every elf ever born. 

No match had been found. 

He was a ghost. Only real when he jumped out of the shadows, like 
the rest of the rebels in their dark hooded cloaks with a creepy eye in a 


white circle sewn onto the sleeve. 

“Maybe we should go,” Sophie said, glancing over her shoulder, half 
expecting to spot the rebels jogging toward them. 

“Are you kidding? I’ve been dying to see where the Mysterious Miss 
Foster grew up.” Keefe turned toward her weathered old house. “It’s .. . 
small.” 

Compared to the crystal mansions of her new world, it was practically 
a hovel. But humans weren't given a birth fund, like elves were. They 
didn’t get to start their lives with more money than they could ever 
possibly need. 

“It smells weird too,” Keefe decided. “What is that?” 

“Smog, I think.” 

She’d forgotten how sour human air tasted. It made her not want to 
breathe. And the spots of oil staining the street and bits of litter in the 
gutters made her almost embarrassed to admit she used to live there. 

And yet, it was the first place she’d thought of when Keefe had said 
“home.” 

A lump caught in her throat as she made her way to the front door. 
Of course it was locked—and the shutters on the windows were closed 
tight. But one had a crooked blind, and when Sophie peeked through, 
she could see that the house had been gutted, right down to the concrete 
slab and the insulation in the walls. 

She shouldn’t have been surprised. She knew her family had been 
relocated—and she’d already seen where the elves had stored all her old 
things in an unmarked building in Mysterium, one of the smaller Elvin 
cities. 

But staring at the empty shell of her old life made it seem like all her 
memories had just been a dream. There was nothing left to prove any of 
it had been real. 

Unless... 

She rushed to the top step on the path, dropping to her knees where 
her dad’s messy writing was still etched into the concrete. 


W. D. F, 
EnC F, 


Ss, E. F, 
A. R.F., 


She traced her fingers over her initials. “They didn’t erase me.” 

Keefe squinted at the sloppy letters. “Does that say ‘elf’?” 

“No, that’s an I. Emma Iris Foster. My dad was William David Foster, 
and my sister was Amy Rose Foster. I don’t think my parents realized 
her initials spelled ‘arf’ until it was too late. Not that it matters 
anymore.” 

Now they were Connor, Kate, and Natalie Freeman. 

Sophie wasn’t supposed to know their new names. But the Black 
Swan had given them to her, and she'd been careful not to let anyone 
know she knew. 

“So this is where Fitz found you?” Keefe asked. “I always wondered 
where he was disappearing to on his ‘classified assignments’—and I 
would’ve found a way to follow him if I’d known he was off chasing 
girls.” 

“He wasn't chasing me,” Sophie said, feeling her face heat up. “Well . 
.. he did have to chase me the first time we met. But he was freaking me 
out.” 

“Fitz is pretty terrifying.” 

“Hey, when you've been hiding a secret ability for seven years and a 
total stranger outs you in the middle of a museum, you run. No matter 
how cute he is.” 

She wanted to clamp her hands over her mouth as soon as the words 
left her lips, but that only would’ve made it worse. 

All she could do was turn bright red and wait for Keefe to tease her. 

He cleared his throat. “What about that other boy? The one who 
disappeared? Was that here?” 

“I think so.” 

Part of her hated that Keefe knew her secrets—most of them, anyway. 
But shed had to tell him when they were working together to save 
Alden, and Keefe would never let her forget it. Not that she could 
remember much about the mysterious disappearing boy. 


She knew he had to be important because she had a blurry memory 
of him vanishing when she was five, years before Fitz found her and 
showed her she was an elf. And she could remember him wearing a 
blue bramble jersey, a game only elves played. It was also right around 
the time Mr. Forkle triggered her telepathy, so there had to be a 
connection. 

But the Black Swan had torn the pages out of her journal and wiped 
the memory out of her mind, save for the few vague details she'd 
managed to recover. 

“He stood right here,” she said, moving closer to the sycamore and 
running her fingers along a branch. 

He must’ve been taller than she'd realized. Not really a boy at all. 
More like a teenager. And there was something else—a detail so close 
she could feel it prickling her consciousness. But no matter how hard 
she concentrated, she couldn't reach it. 

“Hey, no need to punish the innocent plant life,” Keefe said as she 
kicked the tree. “I’m sure the Black Swan will tell you everything soon.” 

Sophie wished she could believe him. She'd thought the Black Swan 
would be working with her now, especially since she'd risked her life to 
let them heal her abilities. But two weeks had passed since she'd fled 
their hideout during the rebels’ attack, and she hadn't heard a peep. Not 
a note. Not a clue. Not even the slightest sign that they were still 
watching her. 

She turned to the pale blue house next door, where Mr. Forkle used to 
sit every day, looking bloated and wrinkled in his ruckleberry-induced 
disguise. He spent twelve years sitting in the middle of his lawn, playing 
with his silly gnomes, so he could keep an eye on her. Now all that was 
left were a few weathered figures, peeking through the weeds with their 
tiny, ugly faces. 

“What are those supposed to be?” Keefe asked as he followed her over 
to the planter. 

“Garden gnomes.” 

“You've got to be kidding me.” 

“You should see what humans think elves look like. They give us 
bells on our shoes and pointy ears—though I guess they’re right about 
the ears.” 


Sophie still wasn’t thrilled that her ears would grow points as she 
aged. But at least she wouldn’t have to worry about it for a few thousand 
years, thanks to the elves’ indefinite lifespan. 

Keefe laughed as he squatted to get a closer look at the tiny statues 
with pointy hats. “Okay, I have to take one of these home. My 
agriculture Mentor will pee his pants.” 

“Wait,” Sophie said as Keefe reached for a gnome that was sitting on a 
rainbow-colored mushroom. “What if it’s a clue?” 

There was no rhyme or reason to the way the gnomes lined up, but 
something felt familiar about the arrangement. She let her eyes go out 
of focus, and as the shadows blended into a dark swirl, the memory 
slowly surfaced. 

“Cygnus!” 

“What’s a Cygnus?” Keefe asked as she dropped to her knees and 
started to dig in the planter. 

“A constellation. Each gnome is one of the stars. We call them 
Aquello, Fuschaire, Rosine, Grisenna, Sapphilene, Scarletina, Nievello, 
Gildere, and Peacerre—but humans call them Cygnus.” 

“Okay Miss I’ve-memorized-all-the-stars, no need to show off. And I 
still don’t see why you're burrowing like a dwarf.” 

“Because Cygnus means ‘swan,” Sophie explained as she scooped out 
another handful of dirt. “And the constellation is made up of ten stars. 
But there are only nine gnomes. So I’m checking where the tenth star 
would be.” 

Slimy mud squished under her nails, but Sophie kept digging. After 
another minute her fingertips brushed something cold and smooth. 

“It’s ...a bottle,” Keefe said as she unearthed a tiny green vial and 
wiped the crystal clean on the grass. 

“And a note,” Sophie added, removing the stopper and tipping the 
bottle until a curl of paper slid free. 

Keefe snatched the note before she could touch it. “Someone not 
covered in swamp sludge should read that.” 

He had a point. 

She wiped her hands on the grass as Keefe frowned at the note. 
“What?” she asked. 

“You're not going to like it.” 


“I usually don’t.” The Black Swan could be annoyingly vague with 
their clues. But she was happy to have them back in touch. Or, she was 
until Keefe showed her the message. 


Wait for instructions and stick to the plan. 


“They could’ve at least made it rhyme again,” he said, stuffing the 
note back into the bottle. “And what plan?” 

Sophie took the bottle and sniffed the nozzle, gagging at the familiar 
salty smell. 

It was the same green bottle she’d drunk an entire ounce of limbium 
from—and almost died in the process, thanks to her allergy—so she'd be 
able to heal minds again. 

“Prentice is the plan,” she told Keefe, rubbing the star-shaped scar on 
the back of her hand. Mr. Forkle had injected her with tweaked human 
medicine to stop the allergic reaction, and the needle wound had never 
gone away. “They’re telling me to wait until they decide it’s time to heal 
him.” 

“Yeah, well I still think they could’ve rhymed. Wait for instructions 
and stick to the plan. Now get home safe as fast as you can!” 

Sophie was too disappointed to laugh. 

She definitely wanted to heal Prentice. But she didn’t want to wait. 

Prentice had been a Keeper for the Black Swan, and thirteen years 
ago he'd let his mind get broken in a memory break to keep Sophie’s 
existence secret from the rest of the elves. She hated knowing he was 
locked in a tiny cell in Exile, moaning and drooling and waiting for her 
to pull him out of the darkness. 

Plus, every day that passed increased the chance that Alden would 
shatter again. His guilt over his role in Prentice’s memory break had 
already broken his mind once—and even though Sophie had healed 
him, the only way to ensure his safety would be to bring Prentice back. 

But the Councillors were still deciding if they were going to allow 
Prentice to be healed. And apparently the Black Swan were content to sit 
back and wait. 


“Hey—how did they even know wed come here>?” Keefe asked as 
Sophie shoved the bottle into her pocket a little harder than she needed 
to. “I mean, they’ve pulled off some crazy things—but I doubt even they 
could guess you'd have trouble teleporting and accidentally bring us to 
your old house instead of your new one.” 

“No,” Sophie agreed, hating that the only new note the Black Swan 
had given her probably wasn’t new at all. “They must’ve just assumed I’d 
come here eventually.” 

Still, she had a more pressing problem to deal with than the Black 
Swan being stubborn—again. 

Neither she nor Keefe were old enough to have their own pathfinders, 
so they'd have to get to a Leapmaster—a gadget made of leaping crystals 
—in order to leap to the Sanctuary. 

“Do you have your home crystal with you?” she asked Keefe. 

“Yeah. Why?” 

“It’s not safe to teleport until I figure out what went wrong. It’s also 
not like there’s a cliff to jump off. And if we go back to Havenfield, 
Sandor will never let us leave—especially now that we can only leap 
outside the Sanctuary gates and wait to be let in.” 

Keefe stared at his feet, looking about as unexcited by this idea as 
Sophie felt. His father definitely belonged on her list of People She 
Liked To Avoid. 

“Silveny needs us,” she said, reminding herself as much as him. 

“I know. But...” 

“What?” she asked when he didn’t finish. 

“I... don’t bring friends home.” 

He fidgeted with the pin clasping his cape—the Sencen family crest. 
Two jeweled hands holding a candle with an emerald flame. His father 
had only given it to him a few weeks ago, even though most kids wore 
their family crest their whole lives. 

“Okay,” Sophie said slowly. “I guess we'll go back to Havenfield, then. 
If we run straight for the Leapmaster we might be able to get out of 
there before Sandor can stop us.” 

“No, we won't.” 

Probably not. Sandor’s goblin supersenses would detect them the 
second they arrived. 


“It’s still worth a try.” She dug out her home crystal—a pendant with 
a single facet—and held it up to the light. 

Keefe glared at the beam refracting toward the ground. “This is 
stupid.” 

He pulled out his own home crystal and created another light path. 

Sophie didn’t have to be an Empath to feel the tension in his grip, or 
the way his fingers shook as they laced together with hers. 

Her hands were shaking too. 

But neither of them said anything as they stepped into the light. Then 
the warm, feathery rush pulled them both away. 


THREE 


WHOA,” SOPHIE WHISPERED AS SHE stared at the mansion looming 


over her. 

Actually, mansion wasn’t the right word. 

Skyscraper, maybe? 

Though based on the squirmy feeling in her stomach, Ominous 
Tower of Doom might’ve been more appropriate. 

“Yeah ... my dad’s a ‘bigger is better’ kind of guy,” Keefe said as he 
led her through an iron archway with the word “Candleshade” laced into 
the design. 

Sophie craned her neck, trying to guess how high the tower climbed. 
There had to be at least a hundred stories before the main building split 
into a series of narrow towers, each crowned with a curved golden roof 
that reminded Sophie of a flame. But there were no windows to count to 
tell her if she was right. The crystal walls were perfectly smooth, with no 
break except a single golden doorway, which was surprisingly small for 
such a massive place. 

Keefe pressed his palm against the handle and the door swished 
open, gliding over the smooth black floor without so much as a hiss. 
The foyer they entered was empty except for a silver winding staircase 
that spiraled up and up and up some more, until Sophie lost sight of the 
twisting steps. The walls were just as smooth on the inside, but the 
crystal glowed with thousands of tiny blue flames tucked among the 
facets. 


Balefire, Sophie realized. 

Only a Pyrokinetic could spark a balefire flame, and pyrokinesis had 
been banned for millennia—ever since an accident that killed five 
people. But that wasn’t why Sophie was struck by seeing it. 

Balefire had been Fintan’s trademark—until he moved on to 
Everblaze. 

Before she could block it, Fintan’s face filled her mind, and not the 
angry, rebellious Fintan she'd seen in Exile, or the reckless Fintan 
surrounded by neon yellow flames she’d seen when she probed his 
memories. 

The pained, haunted Fintan after the memory break shed helped 
perform, rocking back and forth in his cell, his screams echoing off the 
walls as she and Alden left him to his madness... 

“You okay?” Keefe asked, grabbing her arm to snap her out of the 
flashback. 

“Of course.” 

“You realize you can’t lie to an Empath, right? 

“And yet you try it all the time,” a deep voice boomed from above. 

The sound of the stairway spinning to life muffled Keefe’s groan, and 
a second later, Lord Cassius stepped off the stairs and into the foyer. 

With their blond hair and ice blue eyes, the family resemblance 
between father and son was impossible to miss—though Keefe’s artfully 
mussed hairstyle and untucked shirt stood in sharp contrast to Lord 
Cassius’s immaculateness. 

“Miss Foster,” he said, flicking an invisible speck off his hunter green 
cape. “We run into each other again.” He tilted his head, gazing at the 
blindingly high ceiling with obvious pride. “There’s no other place quite 
like this, is there? But I’m guessing you didn’t come here to marvel at 
the architecture—especially since you're supposed to be at the 
Sanctuary. So tell me, to what do I owe the honor?” 

Sophie glanced at Keefe, wishing he would jump in with one of his 
easy lies—but he was too busy staring at the floor like it contained the 
deepest secrets of the universe. 

“We just . . . took a slight detour,” Sophie eventually said, avoiding 
Lord Cassius’s eyes. 


He had a way of studying her like he could see straight through her— 
and maybe he could, because he cleared his throat and said, “Visiting a 
Forbidden City is more than a slight detour.” 

When her jaw dropped, he laughed—a sharp, hollow sound. 

“The hot waves of guilt wafting off you completely give you away,” he 
explained. 

“You can feel that?” Keefe asked, sounding as stunned as Sophie felt. 

Most Empaths could only read someone’s emotions if they were 
touching them. But for some reason—probably another side effect of 
her freaky, manipulated genes—Keefe could read Sophie’s from a 
distance. She’d hoped he was the only one who could, but apparently .. . 

“You get your talent from me,” Lord Cassius reminded Keefe. 
“Though IIl confess, female emotions are a bit harder to interpret. But 
that’s where simple deduction comes in. I assumed you wouldn't miss 
your appointment at the Sanctuary without a very good reason. Pair that 
with your rather unique past, Miss Foster—and the reputations you both 
have for seeking out trouble—and it’s the most logical conclusion.” 

It seemed like there were lots of other conclusions he could’ve come 
to. 

Keefe must’ve agreed, because he stepped closer, touching his dad’s 
wrist. “That’s not how you knew.” 

Lord Cassius pulled his hand away and patted the back of his already 
perfect hair. “Well, I was trying to spare our guest from witnessing an 
uncomfortable conversation. But if you must know, I have noticed that 
my blue pathfinder is missing.” 

“And what? You think I took it?” 

“Who else?” 

Blue crystals were the only way to light leap to the Forbidden Cities, 
and they were restricted to specific members of the Nobility. 

“It wasn’t me this time,” Keefe told him. “Check, if you don’t believe 
me.” 

He held out his arm, daring his father to feel if he was lying. 

Lord Cassius frowned. “How did you get to the Forbidden City, 
then>” 

Keefe dropped his arm back to his side. “Doesn't matter.” 


“Actually, it does. I think you're forgetting that your trip today was 
illegal—and I don’t mean that as a threat,” he added quickly, glancing at 
Sophie. “I’m sure you had your reasons, and that Sophie was careful 
while you were there. But if I’m going to keep this secret for you, I need 
to understand what I’m protecting.” 

The smile he flashed came closer to reaching his eyes than any other 
smile Sophie had seen him give. But it wasn’t enough to make her trust 
him. 

“You don’t have to keep it secret,” she said. “I'll tell Alden the whole 
story the next time I see him.” 

The sound of the whirring staircase drowned out Lord Cassius’s 
reply, and when it stopped a second later, Keefe’s mother swept into the 
room in a sleek dress and cape the same pale peach as her skin. Her tall, 
jeweled heels clacked on the dark floor and her blond hair was swept 
into a twisted updo—like she should be walking a red carpet, not 
standing in the empty first floor of her home. 

“Why didn’t you tell me we had a visitor, Cassius?” she asked, clicking 
her tongue at her husband before turning to Sophie with a tight-looking 
smile. “I don’t think we were properly introduced before. I’m Lady 
Gisela.” 

They hadn’t been “properly introduced” because they’d met at Alden’s 
sort-of-funeral, and Lady Gisela had been too busy sniping at her 
heartbroken son. But Sophie held her tongue, fumbling through an 
awkward curtsy as she said, “I’m Sophie.” 

“Yes, I know. Even if you weren’t our world’s most infamous new 
citizen, my son talks about you all the time.” 

“Not all the time,” Keefe muttered, going back to staring at the floor. 

Sophie copied him. 

“So are you staying with us for dinner?” Lady Gisela asked, “Or wait 
—I thought you two were supposed to be somewhere, doing. . . 
something.” 

She tossed out the words like she couldn’t bother to remember the 
specifics. 

“We are.” Keefe snatched Sophie’s wrist and pulled her toward the 
stairs. “In fact, I’m sure they’re waiting for us at the Sanctuary, so we 
should get going.” 


“Not like that, you won't,” Lady Gisela said, blocking them. “Honestly, 
Keefe, what am I going to do with you>” 

Sophie wished Keefe would snap back with one of his infamously 
snarky answers. Instead he froze, like he’d become a statue of The Most 
Miserable Boy on the Planet, as his mom smoothed his shirt and 
straightened his cape. He didn’t even flinch when she licked her thumb 
and wiped an invisible smudge off his face. But he came back to life 
when she reached for his head. 

“Not the hair!” 

“You and your ridiculous hair.” She reached for him again and he 
swatted her arm away. His hand barely touched her, but she still gasped 
and clutched her shoulder. 

“I’m fine,” she promised, glancing at Sophie. 

But she was still rubbing her shoulder. And as she rearranged the 
peachy fabric of her cape, Sophie caught a glimpse of a red wound, near 
the top of her arm. 

Lord Cassius stepped forward, blocking his wife from Sophie’s view. 
“You two should go. The Sanctuary is waiting.” 

“Do you need to let them know we'll be leaping outside, instead of 
teleporting in?” Keefe asked him. 

“Actually, I think they were expecting that.” 

“Why would they be—” Sophie started to ask, but Keefe dragged her 
onto the first stair. 

“Ever been on a vortinator?” he asked. 

“I don’t think so.” And she wished it didn’t sound so much like a 
carnival ride from her nightmares. 

“Better hold on tight, then.” He grinned as she tightened her grip on 
his hand. “I meant to the railing.” 

“Oh.” 

Her face felt like it was on fire, and shed barely grabbed the silver 
banister, when Keefe said, “Two Hundred!” Then everything turned into 
a spinning, sparkling blur of rushing air, and Sophie wanted to scream 
or throw up or pass out, but she didn’t have time for anything because 
they'd already stopped. 

“You with me, Foster?” Keefe asked as she leaned against the rail, 
wondering if her stomach was still on the ground floor. 


“Do you really ride that thing every day>” 

“You get used to it after a couple of turns. Come on.” He offered her 
his hand, and Sophie was too dizzy not to take it. 

It took ten deep breaths for her head to clear enough to realize they 
were in one of the golden-roofed towers. Dangling above them were 
more round crystals than Sophie had ever seen. 

“The Leapmaster 10,000,” Keefe explained. 

Sophie couldn’t even think of ten thousand places she'd want to go. 

But there was one she was definitely ready to see. 

“The Sanctuary,” Keefe said, making the Leapmaster rotate. A single 
crystal dropped low enough to catch the sunlight from the window. 
“Okay, let’s try this again.” 


FOUR 


THE WARM, RACING LIGHT DROPPED them at the base of the 


Himalayas, and Keefe pulled his cape tighter around his shoulders. 

“Couldn't they have picked a warmer mountain range to build this 
place?” he grumbled as they trudged up the snow-covered path to the 
Sanctuary. 

“Im pretty sure they needed as much room as possible,” Sophie 
reminded him. 

The Sanctuary housed all of the creatures that the elves had taken 
into protective custody—everything from dinosaurs to dodo birds, plus 
any animal that humans foolishly believed was “magical.” They even 
kept endangered species, wanting to make sure they continued to thrive. 

The elves believed every creature existed on the planet for a reason, 
and to allow even one to go extinct would cause irreparable damage to 
the delicate balance of their world. 

An icy blast of wind cut through Sophie’s tunic, making her wish 
she’d worn a cape. She always felt dumb wearing them—but braving the 
snow without a cloak was definitely dumber. 

She also wished she'd taken Dex’s offer a few months back, and let 
him teach her how to regulate her body temperature. 

“Here,” Keefe said, draping his cape over her shoulders. 

“I’m f-ffine. You d-d-don’t h-h-have t-t-to—” 

“That would be a lot more convincing without all the shivering,” he 
interrupted. “Besides, it takes more than a little snow to get to me.” He 


flashed a smug smirk, but she could see he was already shivering. 

“You don’t know how to regulate your body temperature either?” she 
asked, feeling her voice steady as Keefe fastened the warm cape under 
her chin. 

“Eh, that only works when it’s sorta cold, not freezing. But no, I’ve 
never learned. That’s the kind of random skill you only learn in 
Exillium.” 

The name caused a whole different kind of shudder. 

Exillium was a school the Council had threatened to send Sophie to if 
she couldn’t hack it at Foxfire. She didn’t know anything about it, except 
that people kept telling her she didn’t want to go there. 

“Why does Dex know how to regulate his temperature, then?” Sophie 
asked. The only school he'd ever attended was Foxfire. 

Keefe laughed. “Are you really surprised his family would teach him 
something weird?” 

“Good point.” 

Dex’s parents were known for playing by their own rules and not 
following social conventions. His dad had even admitted that he 
designed their store, Slurps and Burps, to be intentionally bizarre and 
chaotic, just to make the stuffy nobles—as he liked to call them— 
squirm while they shopped for their elixirs. 

Keefe shivered again, his whole body shaking, and Sophie tried to 
hand him back his cape. 

“Nope. You deserve it, Foster,’ he insisted. “You have saved my life a 
few times, after all.” 

“Only once,” Sophie corrected. 

“Yeah, well you also saved the whole world from the Everblaze, so 
that counts too. Plus Pll face the wrath of Gigantor if I let you freeze to 
death, remember?” 

“Well, thanks,” she mumbled as he pulled the hood up over her head, 
warming her icy ears. 

He held her gaze for a second too long before he backed away and 
shrugged. “Just don’t lose the Sencen crest. My father will strangle me.” 

He clearly meant it as a joke—but it reminded Sophie of his mother’s 
bruise. 

And the way she’d tried to hide it. 


And the way Lord Cassius had rushed them out of there after she saw 
Tea 

“So,” she said, not quite sure how to broach the subject as they went 
back to trudging through the snow. “Everything’s okay at your house, 
right?” 

“Um, if you leave out my father’s constant lectures on how I’m ‘not 
living up to my potential, then yeah. Why?” 

“No reason.” 

“Psh—there’s always a reason with you, Foster. Spill it.” 

Sophie tugged out a snow-covered eyelash, wishing for a little extra 
courage as she flicked it away. “Just . . . your dad doesn’t ever . . .” 

Keefe stopped walking. “Ever what?” 

Sophie sighed. 

This was so much harder than it seemed on television. 

“When your dad gets angry, does he ever . . . hurt anyone?” 

The last words came out as a whisper. 

Keefe laughed, but his smile quickly faded. “Wait, you're serious? 
Wow, uh, I know my dad has the whole stern and scary thing going for 
him, but still—that’s crazy.” 

“So that’s a no, then?” she asked, needing to hear him say it. 

“Yeah, definitely a no. You really thought... ?” 

“I don’t know. Your mom had a red wound on her shoulder—” 

“She did?” 

“Yeah. And your dad looked like he didn’t want me to see it.” 

Keefe frowned. “Well, I have no idea what that was about. But it’s not 
what you're thinking. People don’t do that around here. Remember, that 
whole guilt-shattering-our-sanity thing? That goes for violence, too.” 

The elves did seem to be incredibly peaceful. They didn’t even have 
police. 

And yet, Sophie could still remember the searing pain as her 
kidnapper burned her wrists, trying to force her to answer his questions. 
She could still see the dead look in Dex’s eyes as the rebels blasted him 
with a paralyzing melder over and over. She could still hear the crunch 
of Silveny’s wing breaking when the rebels dragged her out of the sky, 
right before they broke several of Keefe’s ribs in a fight. 


Either elves were capable of more than they realized, or the rebels 
were insane. 

She didn’t know which would be worse. 

“Okay. Well. Sorry,” she said quietly. “I just wanted to make sure.” 

“No need to apologize. It’s nice to know the Mysterious Miss F. 
cares.” 

Neither of them seemed to know what to say after that, so they 
walked in uncomfortable silence as their flat shoes crunch crunch 
crunched through the snow. 

“I don’t understand how humans haven't found this place,” Sophie 
said when they reached the towering silver gates set into the mountain. 
But then she spotted the round black Obscurers scattered among the 
various rocky outcroppings. 

“Careful,” Keefe warned, pointing at a bunch of silver forklike gadgets 
that were stabbed into the ground next to some of the rocks. “Those are 
effluxers. Step too close, and they’ll make you stink like you've been 
hanging around a pack of gulons. My dad set one off while the gnomes 
were installing them, and when he got home I could smell him all the 
way on the hundred-and-eighty-seventh floor. I guess the smell damages 
ogres’ sinuses or something.” 

“Ogres?” Sophie asked, taking a giant step away from the stinky 
gadgets. 

“Yep. One of the goblin patrols found some weird footprints a few 
nights ago, and thought they might be from ogres. They couldn’t tell for 
sure, because the tracks had no scent, and by the time Alvar got here—” 

“Fitz’s brother?” Sophie interrupted. 

“Yeah. He’s been working with the ogres for a few years, so my dad 
figured he’d be able to tell if they were involved. But by the time he got 
there, it had snowed, and the tracks were gone. So the Council had the 
effluxers installed, just in case.” 

“Okay,” Sophie said slowly. “But . . . I thought we had a treaty with the 
ogres.” 

“We do—but that doesn’t mean we trust them. Look at what 
happened with humans.” 

Throughout the centuries, the elves had signed treaties with all of the 
“intelligent” creatures, trying to ensure peace. But humans decided they 


wanted to rule the world, and in order to prevent a war, the elves chose 
to disappear. They still watched from the shadows, finding subtle ways 
to share their wisdom when they could. But the humans continued their 
path of violence and destruction, and eventually the elves had to cut off 
contact completely. 

And yet, the Black Swan broke every law—risking their sanity and 
their lives—specifically so they could hide Sophie among humans. She 
still didn’t understand why. 

“Why would the ogres care about the Sanctuary>” she asked, studying 
the massive gates. 

“Uh, hello? Silveny’s in there. Remember the whole Timeline to 
Extinction thing?” 

She did. The elves had been searching for a female alicorn for 
decades, desperate to breed her with the only alicorn they'd ever found, a 
male already at the Sanctuary. If they couldn’t start repopulating the 
species soon, alicorns would be the first creatures to go extinct. 

But Sophie still didn’t see why ogres would care about a couple of 
sparkly flying horses. Grady had told her once that ogres didn’t value 
animals’ lives the way elves did. 

What else would’ve made the footprints, though? 

“Do we need to knock or something>” she asked, ready to get to the 
other—much safer—side of the gates. 

“I’m sure they’re scanning our registry pendants right now, to make 
sure we have the right clearance.” 

Sophie’s hand darted to her neck, her fingers closing around a 
triangular crystal hanging from her choker. The Council had added extra 
chains to hers, after the kidnappers cut her first pendant off. But she still 
liked to double-check that it was there. 

“Finally,” Keefe said as a loud clang echoed off the mountains. 

The ground shook when the silver gates swung apart, and a blast of 
warmth prickled Sophie’s skin as she followed Keefe into the sunny 
paradise. 

She knew she was walking deep into a mountain range, but she had a 
hard time believing it as she stared at the lush meadows and forests of 
flowering trees that seemed to stretch on forever. The sky was a perfect 
cerulean blue—though it shifted with every step, flashing through the 


colors of the spectrum as if they were walking inside a rainbow—and 
the air had a crisp sweetness, like biting into an apple. 

“How much of this is real?” she asked, rubbing her eyes, half 
expecting it to disappear. 

“The sky is an illusion. And they hid the walls to make the space feel 
bigger. But everything else is real.” 

“How did they—” 

“You're late,” a tall, skinny elf interrupted as he stepped out of a 
clump of bushes. His chocolate brown tunic was covered in bright green 
patches, and his thick black hair hung in long tangles. “Do you have any 
idea how much trouble that’s caused me?” 

“Sorry, sir,” Sophie mumbled, avoiding his piercing blue eyes. 

He laughed—a bitter sound that felt sharp in her ears. “I am many 
things, Miss Foster, but I am definitely not a ‘sir’. You may call me Jurek. 
I’m the equestrian caretaker for the Sanctuary. And I was right, wasn’t 
[>” 

Sophie glanced at Keefe, but he looked as confused as her. “Right?” 

Jurek pulled a lumpy satchel out of one of the bushes and slung it 
over his shoulder, motioning for Sophie and Keefe to follow him. “You 
couldn't teleport here, could you?” 

“Uh, no,” she admitted. “How did you know?” 

He smiled. “Tell me this: If you could teleport into the Sanctuary, why 
have the alicorns never teleported out?” 

That... was a very good question. 

She squinted at the rainbow sky, which wasn’t really a sky at all. “Is it 
the mountains?” 

“That'd be my guess. Keeps light leapers away—why not Teleporters? 
But then what do I know? I’m not the one with the fancy abilities and 
the strange eyes.” 

“Well, you clearly knew more than me,” she said, ignoring the insult. 
She was getting used to being the only brown-eyed elf. 

“So wait, she can’t teleport through anything solid?” Keefe asked, 
frowning when Jurek and Sophie both nodded. “Dang—that’s going to 
kill a bunch of my plans. But don’t worry, Foster, there’s still plenty of 
ways we can cause trouble.” 

He nudged Sophie, but she couldn’t return his smile. 


Shed liked knowing that if the Council didn’t give permission to heal 
Prentice, she could teleport to Exile on her own. But the isolated prison 
was buried deep in the center of the earth, so if she couldn't teleport 
through anything solid, there was no way she could reach it on her own. 

“Whoa, hang on a minute,” Keefe said, stepping in front of Jurek to 
block his path. “You didn’t think it might be a good idea to be like, ‘Hey 
guys, that teleporting to the Sanctuary thing might not work out so well. 
You could get trapped in that creepy black voidy place?” 

“Actually, I told her father—who informed me that as a Talentless, it’s 
my job to tend to the animals and prepare for visitors, not to pretend to 
know things about special abilities.” 

Sophie cringed. 

Elves without special abilities were just as wealthy as other elves, and 
supposedly they were still equals. But they also didn’t qualify for the elite 
levels at Foxfire, couldn’t become members of the Nobility, and wore 
different clothes for their jobs in “working class” cities. And sometimes 
it seemed like people saw them as Jesser. 

But that mostly happened with jerks like Vika, Timkin, and Stina 
Heks, a family who loved to think they were better than everyone. 
Sophie hated to think that Grady was like that too. 

“Grady really said that?” she asked quietly. 

“Who’s Grady>” 

“My father.” She was surprised at how easily the word rolled off her 
tongue. Grady and Edaline had only adopted Sophie about three months 
earlier—after a rocky process—and she still didn’t quite feel comfortable 
calling them Mom and Dad. 

Jurek pointed to the Sencen crest on her cape. “I thought Lord 
Cassius was your adoptive father.” 

“Oh! No, this is Keefe’s.” And she could totally see Keefe’s dad saying 
that. 

Jurek snorted. “I guess I should’ve known. They both have that same 
smug smirk.” 

“Yeah, but I have better hair,’ Keefe said, mussing it even more as 
Sophie gave him back his cape. 

“Let’s hope that’s not the only way you're better.” Jurek walked away 
without another word. 


Keefe rolled his eyes like he didn’t care. But Sophie noticed he hid the 
Sencen crest in the thick folds of his cape before he followed. 

She trailed silently behind, staring at the shimmering flowers and 
trying to think of something to say. 

After several awkward seconds, Keefe cleared his throat. “So, where’s 
Glitter Butt?” 

“He means Silveny,” Sophie clarified. And she'd been wondering the 
same thing. The pastures around them only held grazing mammoths, 
feathery dinosaurs, and enormous wolf-bear things. 

“All equestrians are in the violet pastures,” Jurek explained as he 
veered off the path to cut straight over a line of hills. 

The long blue grass was slick with dew and Sophie struggled not to 
slip as she ran behind him. By the time they crested the last hill she was 
sweaty and out of breath, but she didn’t mind one bit when a familiar 
voice filled her mind. 

Friend! Sophie! Keefe! Visit! 

Yes, Sophie transmitted back, shielding her eyes as she tried to find 
her. 

A pair of silver-and-black unicorns galloped in one of the purple- 
grassed fields, and a small river was lined with strange bluish-green 
horses that seemed almost slimy. But no sparkly alicorns in sight. 

“She prefers the pastures down here,” Jurek said before plopping to 
the grass and sliding down the hill. 

Keefe launched after Jurek immediately, but Sophie stared at the 
slope, fairly certain the slide would end with an Elwin visit. 

It was only when Keefe shouted, “Come on, Foster. Don’t wimp out 
on me now!” that she dropped to the ground and pushed off after them. 

Bits of grass and mud peppered her face—and she could tell her 
backside would be bruised for days—but she bumped and bobbed and 
somehow made it safely to the bottom. 

Well. . . almost safely. 

Stopping was harder than she’d thought, and she ended up crashing 
into Keefe, knocking him on top of her. 

“Y’know, if you're trying to sweep me off my feet, there are less 
painful ways,” he told her, laughing as she struggled to stand. 


Sophie turned away to hide her burning cheeks. “Was the sliding 
really necessary?” she asked Jurek. 

“No. But it was fun.” Jurek tossed his wild hair, sending bits of grass 
flying. 

Friend! Sophie! Keefe! Fly! 

Sophie spun toward the sound, feeling tears prick her eyes as she 
spotted a glittering streak, flipping somersaults in the rainbow sky. Part 
of her had worried Silveny’s wing wouldn’t ever heal properly. But clearly 
she was good as new. And just as sparkly as ever. 

“She’s happy to see me, isn’t she?” Keefe asked. 

“Not as happy as she is to see me.” 

Though Sophie wished there was a bit less Keefe! Keefe! Keefe! filling 
her head. And she was less than thrilled when Silveny tucked her wings 
and dove, landing next to Keefe with an exuberant whinny. 

“See? Glitter Butt loves me.” Keefe reached to pat her sparkly rump, 
but Silveny scooted away, snapping at her tail. 

“I told you she hates that nickname,” Sophie said smugly. 

She tried to call Silveny to her side, but Silveny was too busy chasing 
her tail to obey. 

Keefe frowned. “Do you feel that, Foster?” 

“Sort of.” Sophie closed her eyes, trying to sort through the dizzying 
emotions swirling in her head. Shed forgotten how overwhelming 
Silveny’s energy could be. 

Calm, she transmitted. But Silveny kept on spinning, and the more 
she circled, the more Sophie picked up a darker emotion in the mix. 

Why are you afraid? she asked, repeating the question until Silveny 
finally stopped to look at her. 

A rush of fear clawed at Sophie’s mind like an angry verminion, and 
she stepped back, needing room to breathe. “What is she afraid of?” 

“It’s... probably easier to show you.” Jurek opened the satchel hed 
been carrying and pulled out a handful of twisted blue stalks, filling the 
air with a spicy, cinnamon scent. 

Silveny’s hunger clouded Sophie’s mind, but the alicorn backed away 
from the treats. 

“Why would she—” 


An ear-splitting whinny cut Sophie off, and Silveny reared back as a 
blur of silver dropped out of the sky. Jurek barely managed to pull Keefe 
out of the way before a huge alicorn with blue-tipped wings landed right 
where he'd been standing. 

“This is Greyfell,” Jurek said, tossing the handful of treats to distract 
the new Alicorn while he swung a golden lasso around the massive 
horse’s neck. Greyfell bucked and thrashed and wrestled against the 
restraint, but Jurek managed to hold tight. “He’s our resident male. And 
up until a few days ago, he and Silveny were getting along just fine.” 

“So what changed?” Sophie asked as Silveny screeched and launched 
back into the sky. 

“I have no idea.” Jurek tried to stroke Greyfell’s nose, but the alicorn 
glared at him with the coldest brown eyes Sophie had ever seen. “That’s 
what you're here to figure out—and you'd better do it quick. Otherwise 
I’m afraid he’s going to kill Silveny.” 


FIVE 


IT’S OKAY, SOPHIE TRANSMITTED AS Silveny circled above them. I 


won't let him hurt you. 

But as Greyfell thrashed again, nearly pulling Jurek over, she 
wondered if she could really keep that promise. 

Everything about Greyfell was fierce. His wild eyes. The constant 
twitching in his bulky muscles. The gleam of his teeth as he tried—and 
thankfully failed—to snap through the thick rope holding him. 

And yet, the cold waves rippling through Sophie’s mind felt more like 
fear than rage. 

“Careful,” Keefe warned as Sophie took a step closer. “I’m getting 
some pretty serious I-will-bite-your-hand-off-if-you-touch-me vibes.” 

It’s okay, Sophie transmitted. I’m not going to hurt you. 

Greyfell stamped his hooves. 

Silveny whinnied, transmitting, Sophie! Danger! Fly! But Sophie 
ordered her to stay back, wishing she could block Silveny’s panicked 
shouts from her head. 

She closed her eyes, letting everything else fade to a hum as she 
imagined her consciousness stretching toward Greyfell like a blanket of 
feathers. Most Telepaths couldn’t open their minds to the thoughts of 
animals, but thanks to her enhanced abilities, Sophie’s head filled with 
images of snowcapped mountains and towering trees and lakes so clear 
they looked like mirrors of the sky. Everything felt bright and open and 
free, and yet a hollow ache laced through every scene—the same 


mournful emptiness Sophie remembered feeling the first time she met 
Silveny. 

You're not alone anymore, Sophie promised Greyfell. Friend. 

She sent images along with the word: scenes of herself caring for 
Silveny, and flying with Silveny, and letting Silveny nuzzle her neck— 
anything to prove that Greyfell could trust her. She even showed him 
she could teleport, wanting him to know how deep their connection 
went. 

A word filled her mind then—one that took Sophie a second to 
translate from the alicorn language Greyfell was using. 

Kin. 

Yes, Sophie transmitted, opening her eyes to study him. Greyfell’s 
irises were flecked with gold—just like hers—and as he held her gaze, 
tiny bits of cold speckled her consciousness, like icy drops of rain inside 
her head. 

The more she concentrated on them, the more they turned into a 
steady stream. 

Then a downpour of nightmares. 

Sharp-toothed beasts, and humans with gleaming weapons—chasing, 
hunting, out for blood. Screams and war cries echoed in her 
consciousness as the ache of scars still healing brought tears to her eyes. 

She tried to pull her mind free, but Greyfell kept sending violent, 
bloody scenes filled with lumpy-faced monsters—ogres, she realized— 
beating and bludgeoning everything they touched until the whole world 
was red. She wanted to cry, scream, scratch the scenes out of her brain. 
But she could only stand there as the fear seemed to crystallize inside 
her, freezing her from the inside out. 

“Whoa,” Keefe said, dragging Sophie back. He held her tight as she 
shivered against his chest. “It’s okay. I’ve got you.” 

“What happened?” she asked when her voice was working again. 

“I have no idea. One minute you and Greyfell were becoming BFFs. 
Next minute you were shaking and Greyfell was thrashing so much 
Jurek had to sedate him.” 

“He did?” She tried to spin around and felt her knees collapse. 

Keefe barely managed to catch her. “Hey—take it easy. He’s fine, 
see?” 


He turned so they were facing Greyfell’s collapsed body, which didn’t 
look fine. His wide eyes stared at nothing and his purple tongue 
drooped to the ground. But his chest was rising and falling with slow, 
heavy breaths. 

“He'll wake up as soon as I remove this,” Jurek said, pointing to a lei 
of tiny green-blue flowers around Greyfell’s neck. 

Sophie usually loved anything teal, but there was something ominous 
about the pointed petals, like nature was trying to warn everyone to stay 
away. 

“Dreamlilies,” Jurek explained. “The slightest touch of their pollen 
and you're out like a hibernating bugbear.” 

Sophie didn’t know what a bugbear was, but she hoped they slept 
peacefully. 

“So,” Keefe said, making her realize she was still holding on to him. 
“You okay now?” 

“Yeah. Sorry.” She pulled away to stand on her own, hiding behind 
her hair so he couldn't see her blushing. “Greyfell’s just had a much 
harder life than Silveny.” 

Her voice quivered as her mind replayed the horrors Greyfell had 
shown her. He must be centuries old, and had witnessed the murder of 
his own kind at the hands of all manner of vicious creature. Most of the 
time he'd barely escaped with his own life, while friends, family—even 
his mate—weren’t as fortunate. 

But one memory was far more terrifying than the others, partially 
because it was familiar, but mostly because it was recent. 

“The rebels have been here,” Sophie whispered. 

“You're sure?” Keefe asked, the same time Jurek said, “That’s 
impossible.” 

But Sophie knew what she'd seen. “Greyfell saw a black-cloaked figure 
do something to Silveny while she was sleeping. That’s why he’s afraid 
of her.” 

She called Silveny down, half hoping she was wrong as she led her a 
safe distance away from Greyfell’s unconscious form. But when she 
traced her fingers through the shimmering silver strands of Silveny’s 
tail, it didn’t take long to find what she was looking for—right where 
Greyfell had shown her it would be. 


“This is why Silveny keeps chasing her tail,” Sophie said, holding out 
a quarter-size disk with five tiny crystals set into one side. 

She'd never seen one so large or intricate, and shed never seen one 
made of silver. 

But she knew exactly what it was, even before Jurek tore his hands 
through his hair and said, “That looks like a tracker.” 


SIX 


‘THERE MUST BE SOME MISTAKE,” Jurek said for the dozenth time as 


he combed through Silveny’s mane, checking for other trackers. “No one 
could've gotten near either of the alicorns without my knowledge.” 

“The rebels always find a way,” Sophie whispered. 

They’d snatched her and Dex from a cave right outside her home, and 
tracked them down in the streets of Paris after the Black Swan helped 
them escape. They’d thwarted Sandor’s goblin senses and snuck into 
Havenfield’s pastures without being detected, leaving behind nothing 
but a single, unidentifiable footprint. And most impressive of all, they’d 
somehow followed her and Keefe across the ocean in the middle of the 
night, even though they were flying on the back of an alicorn, heading to 
a cave only the Black Swan knew existed. 

“We need to tell the Council to move Silveny out of the Sanctuary,” 
she decided. 

“To where?” Jurek asked. “Where else could possibly be safer than 
this?” 

“Uh, clearly there’s a few holes in the security,” Keefe said, stroking 
Silveny’s nose to keep her calm. “How long has Greyfell been acting 
weird?” 

“Not long. Maybe three days.” 

“You're sure it was three?” Keefe asked, glancing at Sophie like that 
was supposed to mean something. 


Jurek nodded. “I remember him snapping at her when I was giving 
Silveny her bath, and I only bathe her once a week.” 

“What happened three days ago?” Sophie asked when Keefe turned 
slightly pale. 

“That’s when my dad had the effluxers installed.” 

Because the patrol had found those strange footprints. 

“But Greyfell didn’t see an ogre,” Sophie reminded him. “He saw a 
figure in black.” 

“True,” Keefe agreed. “Unless .. .” 

Their eyes met again, and this time she did know what he was 
thinking. 

Unless the rebels and the ogres were working together. 

“Those footprints were not ogre tracks,” Jurek interrupted as he 
dusted off his hands. “Ogres leave a trail of stink everywhere they step. 
But those prints smelled like ash.” 

“Ash?” The word tasted sour on Sophie’s tongue. 

The rebels had at least one Pyrokinetic in their ranks. Maybe hed 
found a way to use fire to hide his scent. 

But then why would the tracks look like ogre prints? 

“Either way,” Sophie said, holding out the tracker to remind them, 
“Someone put this in Silveny’s tail. And I’d like to know why, wouldn’t 
you?” 

Keefe took the tracker from her and studied the glittering crystals. 
“Think they can hear us right now?” 

Sophie backed a step away. “Can trackers do that?” 

“No idea. But just in case .. .” He held the tracker up to his mouth 
like a microphone. “Yo, bad dudes. If you're listening, you should know 
that I’ve been practicing my aim with goblin throwing stars—a lot. If 
you touch one more hair on Silveny I will come at you with everything I 
have, and I promise, I won't miss again.” 

Sophie shuddered. 

She'd watched Keefe clip one of the rebels across the shoulder with 
Sandor’s bladed, disklike weapons, and she didn’t want to be there when 
one hit the mark. 

“Maybe this is all just . . . a misunderstanding,” Jurek said after a 
second. “Maybe the disk is just a decoration or something. I’ve never 


seen a tracker with crystals on it, have you?” 

“No,” Sophie admitted. “But it still looks almost exactly like the 
trackers Sandor has sewn into my clothes.” She could feel the faint 
outline of one in the lining of her sleeve. “They’re gold, and they have 
slits where the crystals are. But the rebels probably went with sparkly 
silver so it would hide better in her tail.” 

“Right,” Jurek mumbled, sounding as tired and defeated as he looked. 
“I just . . . I’ve worked around the clock trying to keep Silveny safe, and 
when I tell the Council that the rebels managed to get past me...” 

“No one’s going to blame you,” Sophie promised. 

“Won't they? The alicorns are my responsibility—and it’s not a 
responsibility someone like me is normally given. When I started at the 
Sanctuary, I was basically a poop scooper. And now I have to tell the 
Council that the rebels slipped in under my nose and tagged their 
precious alicorn>” 

“But the Council understands how sneaky the rebels are,” Sophie 
reminded him. 

Jurek laughed darkly. “The Council understands nothing. They sit in 
their crystal castles, basking in their own brilliance, while their 
Emissaries are out doing their dirty work. They have no concept of what 
it’s like for the rest of us, and worse yet, they don’t care. All they care 
about is keeping the status quo.” 

Sophie glanced at Keefe, not sure how to respond. She'd heard 
whispers and murmurs against the Councillors before—especially in the 
wake of her kidnapping. But shed never had someone condemn the 
Council so openly. And she couldn’t necessarily blame Jurek for what he 
was feeling. The longer she lived in the Lost Cities, the more she 
realized that things weren’t as perfect as the elves wanted them to be. 

“Let me talk to Alden,” she said after a minute. “He does understand 
how ruthless the rebels are—and he’s not afraid to stand up to the 
Council if he has to.” 

He’d come to her defense more times than she'd like to admit. And he 
didn’t hesitate to bend, or even break, a few rules if he needed to. The 
fact that hed spent years searching for her—when no one else was 
willing to believe she existed—was proof of his determination. 


“Alden will know what to do,” she assured Jurek. “And if he decides 
we should go to the Council, I know he'll make it clear to everyone that 
whatever happened wasn’t your fault.” 

“I doubt Alden Vacker will give a second thought to someone like me. 
But...” Jurek moved to Greyfell’s side, kneeling in the grass to stroke 
the still-unconscious alicorn’s sleek silver mane. It was obvious how 
much Jurek cared about the precious creature, even before he 
whispered, “Do what you must.” 

“It’s going to be okay.” Sophie willed the words to be true as she took 
the tracker back from Keefe and stuffed it in her pocket. “We'll go to 
Everglen right now.” 

“This sounds like a great plan and all, but, uh, how are we supposed 
to get there?” Keefe asked. “You and I both only have home crystals, and 
I’d really rather not deal with my father right now.” 

“Why can’t you teleport there?” Jurek asked. 

“Well, I thought we established the whole, Foster-can’t-teleport- 
through-solid-objects thing already. But maybe I missed something>” 

“You did.” Jurek motioned for them to follow him as he walked 
several paces away. “You're forgetting where we are.” 

It looked like they were standing in the middle of an empty meadow. 
But when Jurek pounded his palm in the air, it made a strange 
thumping sound, and when he curled his fingers and turned his wrist to 
the right, an arched doorway opened to the snowy world outside. 

“Okay, that’s awesome,” Keefe said, staring at the icy mountains. 

“You'd better hurry,” Jurek warned them. “This exit is technically only 
for emergencies.” 

Silveny tried to follow, but Jurek held her back. 

“It’s going to be okay,” Sophie promised, throwing her arms around 
Silveny’s shimmering neck. “Pll visit again soon.” 

And I need you to be extra careful in the meantime, she added. 

Careful! Silveny repeated. Friend! Sophie! Keefe! 

“Come on, Foster,” Keefe said, dragging Sophie out into the cold. “We 
gotta go. And let’s try not to get trapped in the darkness this time, okay?” 

Snowflakes and wind blasted their faces as they trudged across the icy 
ground, and Sophie was too freezing to hesitate when they reached the 
edge of the steep cliff. They jumped off the mountain together, 


screaming and flailing until the sky cracked open and they plummeted 
into the void. 


Thunder crashed as the sky split, and Sophie and Keefe tumbled across 
a patch of sunlit grass, coming to a stop on the path leading up to 
Everglen. 

Sophie had seen the crystal-and-gold mansion hundreds of times— 
even spent a few nights in one of the guest rooms. But she was still 
struck by the way the elegant building screamed wealth and power as it 
sparkled in the sunlight, like it was the kind of place only the best of the 
best were allowed to go. 

The Elvin world didn’t really have celebrities, but the Vackers were 
close—not that any of them seemed to notice their position. 

Keefe groaned as he sat up, rubbing his left shoulder. “I think we 
need to work on your landings, Foster.” 

Sophie nodded, stretching her sore legs. 

“Well, look who dropped out of the sky,” Alden said behind them in 
his crisp, accented voice. 

Sophie grinned as she turned to face him, but her lips fell when she 
noticed Alden wasn’t alone—not that Sophie didn’t like Councillor 
Kenric. In fact, the red-haired, wide-smiling Councillor was one of her 
favorites, and he was always one of the first to take her side. But there 
was something foreboding about Kenric’s amber-encrusted circlet and 
jeweled cape—especially paired with Alden’s equally regal attire. 

Kenric clearly wasn’t at Everglen for a friendly visit. And the 
Councillors only made house calls when something really important was 
going on. 

“You two certainly know how to give someone a heart attack,” Kenric 
said, laughing as he nudged Alden. “And I’m pretty sure you made this 
guy squeal.” 

Alden laughed. “I think you're right, my friend—though in my 
defense, no one’s arrived directly inside Everglen since I had the gates 
installed a few decades ago.” 


An enormous glowing fence surrounded the entire estate of Everglen, 
and the metal bars somehow absorbed all the light, preventing anyone 
from being able to leap directly inside. It was a security measure Alden 
added when he became an Emissary for the Council, though he’d never 
explained exactly what—or who—he was trying to keep away. 

“Sorry,” Sophie mumbled. “I guess we should’ve hailed you before we 
came.” 

“Nonsense,” Alden assured her. “You're welcome to drop in anytime. 
I just never realized you'd do it so literally. But I should’ve known you'd 
find a new way to amaze me.” 

“What about me—don’t I amaze you too?” Keefe asked. 

“Yes, I’m always amazed at how quickly you manage to find trouble,” 
Alden teased. “And judging by the looks of you two, it seems you've had 
quite the adventure today. Did something happen at the Sanctuary?” 

Sophie glanced at Keefe, trying to figure out how much to say. She 
hadn’t planned on having to tell the Council herself. 

“I think Pll let you guys talk privately,” Kenric jumped in, almost like 
he knew what she was thinking. “But you'll let me know if there’s 
anything I need to be aware of?” he asked Alden. 

“Of course.” Alden nodded a slight bow, and Kenric did the same as 
he pulled a pathfinder out of his cape’s pocket and adjusted the round 
crystal at the end of the etched ward. 

“Pll be back in touch as soon as the arrangements have been made,” 
he said, glancing quickly at Sophie before he held his pathfinder up to 
the sun. “Oh, and give my congratulations to Biana!” 

“What did he mean?” Sophie asked after Kenric glittered away. 

She’d meant the mysterious “arrangements” Kenric had mentioned. 
But if Alden realized that, he pretended not to. 

“I fear I must leave you in suspense,” he said as he led them up the 
crystal steps and pulled open the towering silver doors to Everglen. 
“Biana will never forgive me if I spoil her surprise.” 


SEVEN 


GIDDY SHRIEKS ECHOED OFF THE prismlike halls, followed by a 


huge fit of giggles. But when Alden led Sophie and Keefe to a wide 
sitting room filled with intricate statues and throne-size armchairs, they 
found Fitz standing alone. 

“Where’s Biana?” Sophie asked, hoping Keefe couldn't tell that her 
heart was doing the embarrassing fluttery thing it always did whenever 
she met Fitz’s impossibly teal eyes. 

“Right here!” Biana shouted. 

The air shimmered in front of them, and Biana seemed to appear out 
of nowhere. She twirled, making her pale pink gown flare before she 
disappeared again, like a ghostly ballerina. 

“I’m a Vanisher now—can you believe it?” she asked, though only her 
head blinked back into sight. She scowled at where her body should be. 
“I guess I’m still getting the hang of it.” 

“Of course you are,” Della told her, appearing beside her daughter 
with a graceful swish. “It takes years to perfect the skill—though I must 
say, youre showing incredible control. Alvar took days before he could 
vanish completely, and he was a year older than you when he 
manifested.” 

Biana beamed at that, letting Della show her how to wiggle her 
shoulders to make the rest of her body reappear. Side by side with their 
pink gowns and long dark hair, Biana had never looked more like her 
strikingly beautiful mother—even before they both vanished again. 


“Ugh, they’ve been at it all day,” Fitz grumbled. “It’s been hours of 
‘Look—lI’m invisible. Now I’m not! Now I am!” 

Biana rolled her eyes as she reappeared. “Like you were any less 
annoying with your ‘I can tell you what youre thinking right now! And 
now! And now!” 

Keefe snorted. 

“Don't get so cocky, Mr. ‘I keep laughing and crying at the same 
time!” Fitz warned him. 

“Hey—feeling people’s emotions for the first time is intense,” Keefe 
argued. 

They all turned to Sophie like they were waiting for her to share her 
manifesting-a-special-ability story too. But she doubted they’d enjoy 
hearing about her waking up in the hospital at five years old, crying 
because the blaring thoughts were giving her a headache. Or waking up 
in a strange city after being kidnapped, and discovering she could 
suddenly understand other languages and inflict pain on people. Or 
even crashing toward the ocean, convinced she was about to die, until 
her instincts kicked in and she'd teleported them to safety—though 
Keefe had been there for that one. 

“So I guess this means you'll start vanishing sessions, right?” Sophie 
asked, changing the subject as fast as she could. 

“Yes,” Alden agreed. “I guess I'll have to talk to Dame Alina about 
possible Mentors.” 

He sounded less than thrilled about it—though Fitz and Keefe found 
it hilarious. 

Alden and Dame Alina had an interesting history—especially the part 
where Dame Alina showed up at Alden and Della’s wedding and tried to 
convince him to marry her, instead. 

“So I really don’t have to take ability detecting anymore?” Biana 
asked, jumping up and down, and blinking like a strobe light in the 
process. “Stina’s going to freak! She'll never admit it, but I know she’s 
secretly hoping she'll be a Vanisher. Well, assuming she even gets an 
ability.” 

“Now, now, none of that,” Della warned her. “You have every right to 
be proud of your ability—especially for manifesting at such a young age. 
But I won't have you judging others.” 


Della waited until Biana mumbled an apology. 

Sophie became very interested in her shoes. She definitely agreed 
about the judging-people thing, but . . . Stina won the prize for Most 
Awful Girl at Foxfire—ever. She acted like she was better than everyone, 
even though her own father didn’t actually have a special ability. And 
Sophie had heard a bunch of rumors about how Stina’s father was doing 
all kinds of shady things to work his way into the Nobility, despite the 
fact that he was Talentless—though she had no idea how much of that 
was true. All she knew was that the Hekses were horrible, and she 
wished they would move far, far away. Especially since they were still 
trying to convince the Council that their family should be the ones 
caring for Silveny. 

“What?” Keefe asked as Sophie sucked in a breath. 

She shook her head and forced a smile, pretending to listen to Biana 
talk about vanishing. But . . . if Stina’s parents found out that the rebels 
had breached the security at the Sanctuary, they might be able to use 
that to convince the Council to turn Silveny over to their care. And if that 
happened, then— 

“Did you hear anything I just said?” Biana asked, nudging Sophie’s 
arm. 
“Not really,” she admitted. 

Biana sighed. “Lame! I said we should all go play base quest! I finally 
have an ability—and it’s an even better one than Sophie’s!” 

“I dunno about that,” Keefe interrupted. 

Sophie elbowed him before he could finish. 

Thanks to a bunch of misunderstandings, her friendship with Biana 
had been a bit rocky at times—but they were finally in a good place. 

Besides, she didn’t have time for games. 

“I need to talk to you,” she told Alden, stepping away from her 
friends. 

Alden didn’t look surprised by the news. “Why don’t we go to my 
office? There’s something I need to tell you as well—privately,” he added 
when Keefe turned to join them. 

Keefe didn’t bother arguing. But he shot Sophie a look that seemed to 
say, You will tell me everything later as she followed Alden down the 
crystal hallway. 


Fountains shot colored streams of water over their heads, and they 
passed room after room filled with fancy furniture and twinkling 
chandeliers before finally stopping at the all-too-familiar round office, 
where half the room was lined with a floor-to-ceiling aquarium, the 
other half made of windows overlooking a glassy lake. 

Sophie sank into the same plush armchair she’d sat in when Alden 
had explained that she’d have to drug her human family and never see 
them again, and she tried to tell herself nothing could be worse news. 
But it was hard to believe it when she noticed the deep crease across 
Alden’s usually smooth brow. 

“I can see you're worried,” he said after a second, “so IIl tell you my 
news first. Councillor Kenric came to see me today to let me know that 
the Council has finally come to a decision regarding mind healings.” 

The cautious tone to his voice made her heart feel heavy. “They’re not 
going to let me heal Prentice, are they?” 

“Actually, they still haven’t reached a decision on that matter.” 

He cleared his throat and rose to stand by the curved window, staring 
at the slowly setting sun. 

“Then whats wrong?” Sophie asked, gripping the arms of her chair to 
brace for the bad news. 

“Hopefully nothing. But that’s up to you.” He turned back to face her, 
his expression impossible to read. “The decision may come as a surprise 
—it was certainly a surprise to me. And I should warn you that it was an 
order, not a request.” 

Sophie swallowed, hating how dry her mouth felt as her mind raced 
through a list of worst-case scenarios. 

Still, she never could’ve guessed that Alden would tell her, “The 
Council has ordered you to perform a healing on Fintan.” 


EIGHT 


WHY?” 


It was a tiny word—much too small to hold the avalanche of 
emotions currently crashing through Sophie’s head. But it was the only 
thing she could think to say. 

“Why what?” Alden asked after a second. 

“I don’t know.” Sophie stood, needing to move, to try and figure out 
why part of her wanted to cry and the rest of her wanted to punch 
something really, really hard. 

“I guess I don’t understand why the Council thinks Fintan deserves to 
be healed,” she admitted. “I mean, you gave him a ton of chances to save 
himself, and he chose to have his mind broken instead.” 

She should probably feel horrible for saying that. But she'd seen 
Fintan’s memories. She'd watched his hunger for power cause the death 
of five other Pyrokinetics. Shed seen him illegally training an 
unregistered Pyrokinetic to spark Everblaze—probably the same 
Pyrokinetic who’d kidnapped her and Dex and started the fires that 
killed hundreds of innocent humans. She’d felt his fury toward the 
Council and knew he would stop at nothing to take them down, even if 
it meant breaking her and Alden’s sanity along with his—which hed 
very nearly done. 

Alden sighed. “Pm not convinced that anyone—even Fintan— 
deserves to spend an eternity trapped in the madness of a broken mind.” 


She reached for his hand, wondering how much he remembered 
about his own shattered days. 

“I do understand why you're reluctant to heal Fintan, though,” he 
added quietly. “And I hold many of the same reservations. But Fintan 
has information that could lead us to the rebels. He managed to stop us 
from taking it during the memory break, but thanks to you, we have a 
second chance to learn who he’s protecting. And you know better than 
anyone how important that information is.” 

But the thought of entering Fintan’s mind again... 

“TIl be with you the whole time,” Alden promised. 

Sophie sank heavily into her chair. “It just seems so. . . unfair. Why 
does Fintan get to be healed when Prentice is stuck with a broken mind? 
The only crime Prentice committed was protecting me!” 

Shadows settled into Alden’s features, making him look twenty years 
older. “Believe me, no one is more aware of that than me.” 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—” 

“I know you didn’t—and you don’t have to worry, I’m not feeling 
guilty. Well, not too guilty, anyway. I’m simply frustrated, like you. In 
fact, I made the same point to Kenric while he was here. But he 
explained to me that that’s the problem. Fintan’s easy. With or without 
his mind healed, he’s guilty, and had he given us the information we 
needed in the first place, we still would’ve exiled him for his crimes. But 
Prentice is an entirely different situation. He’s not necessarily guilty, but 
he’s not exactly innocent either. The Black Swan are still classified as 
rebels. Yes, some of the things they’ve done are good things. But they’ve 
done them illegally. And that makes Prentice still technically a criminal. 
Essentially, Prentice is a lovely shade of gray. And the Council only 
knows what to do with black and white.” 

“So they’ll leave his mind broken forever?” 

“Nobody said forever, Sophie. But for now, when there is no obvious 
solution, the Council has decided to give themselves time to think 
through all the possible options, until the best course of action becomes 
clearer. I don’t think you understand how ill equipped our world is for 
these kinds of issues. The Council is facing dilemmas that have never 
been seen in all the thousands of years of our history. They’ve accepted 
that now is a time for change. But they want to make sure it’s the right 


change, and they need more information before they move forward— 
information that Fintan hopefully has. Will you help get it for them?” 

“I thought I didn’t have a choice.” 

“It was an order, yes. But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to make 
sure youre okay with this. You're a very talented girl, and as a result 
youve had tremendous responsibilities heaped on your shoulders. But 
you're also thirteen. If this is too much, I will go back to the Council and 
make them reconsider. I already warned Kenric—and he agreed.” 

Sophie doubted Alden and Kenric would be able to change their 
minds. The Councillors seemed to be getting increasingly divided in 
decisions concerning her. 

And it didn’t matter. Much as she dreaded having to see Fintan again, 
he really was her best chance at stopping her kidnappers. 

“TIl do the healing,” she said, wishing her stomach didn’t feel so 
squirmy as she said it. 

Alden smiled sadly. “You never cease to amaze me, Sophie. And I 
promise, there will be a day when your life goes back to normal.” 

Sophie wasn’t sure she even knew what a “normal life’ meant for an 
elf. But she hoped she’d get to find out someday. 

“So when am I supposed to heal him?” she asked. 

“Kenric said the Council is still making the arrangements. Given 
what happened last time, they want to be sure they’ve considered every 
variable, so that there will be no issues.” 

“Issues” was putting it mildly. 

She’d never forget the searing pain when Fintan burned her wrist to 
break their concentration, or finding Alden unconscious on the floor, his 
head streaked with red. 

“It will be safe this time,” Alden promised—and Sophie tried to 
believe him. But her legs were pretty shaky as she stood to leave. 

“Wait, wasn’t there something you wanted to talk to me about?” 
Alden asked. 

“Oh, right.” She couldn’t believe she'd forgotten about Silveny. 

Sophie showed him the silver tracker, explaining where she'd found 
it, and how Greyfell had known it was there. Alden’s jaw clenched 
tighter with every word. 


“Well,” he said after an endless stretch of silence, “I’m sure there’s no 
reason to worry.” 

Alden had said those words to her dozens of times since shed met 
him. But she’d never believed them less. 

“Don’t you think we should move Silveny somewhere secret?” she 
asked. “Not that Jurek’s not doing a great job. He’s trying really hard. But 
the rebels still found a way in. Just like they found a way into Havenfield 
that time we found the footprint.” 

It might even be the same Pyrokinetic who snuck into both places. 
Unless... 

“Do you think those tracks the goblins found outside the Sanctuary 
were made by ogres>” 

“How did you know about that?” Alden asked. 

“Keefe told me. And I saw the effluxers.” 

Alden nodded and turned to pace, crossing the room three times 
before he said, “The thing you have to keep in mind when it comes to 
goblins, Sophie, is that they tend to assume the ogres are behind 
everything. In fact, both species are always accusing the other of 
violating the treaties we’ve worked so hard to put in place. So yes, the 
goblins on patrol discovered some strange tracks—tracks that definitely 
shouldn't have been there, which was why we investigated them so 
thoroughly. But Alvar found no proof that the tracks were connected to 
the ogres in any way. And neither did Lady Cadence.” 

“Lady Cadence, my linguistics mentor?” Sophie interrupted. 

“Yes. She was living with the ogres before she was brought back to 
mentor you, remember?” 

Yes, and she seemed to deeply resent Sophie for it. 

“Why did the Council choose her to mentor me?” Sophie couldn’t 
resist asking. 

“Because she’s the most talented linguist in our world, and giving you 
the best training possible is far more important than her research into 
ogre technology. And it’s good we have her back, because she was able to 
make us those effluxers, which we added outside the Sanctuary just to 
be safe. And speaking of safe”—he held out his hand—“I’ll need to keep 
that tracker, so I can show it to the Council.” 


Sophie handed it over, happy to be rid of it. The last thing she wanted 
was to have the rebels know her every move—which made her wonder . 


“Why would the rebels even bother tracking Silveny? I mean, they 
already know she’s in the Sanctuary. Why risk getting caught, just to be 
able to monitor her every move?” 

“That is what I intend to find out.” 

He flashed his most confident smile, and Sophie did her best to 
accept it. But she still vowed to do everything she could on her own. 

“You're going home?” Alden asked as she held her home crystal up to 
the light. 

“Yeah. If I’m not back by sunset, Sandor’s going to murder Keefe.” 

Alden glanced out the window, where the last splashes of pink were 
fading into the purple twilight sky. “I guess I should warn Keefe to flee 
for his life.” 


Sandor was waiting outside Havenfield when Sophie arrived, and his 
glare told her he was very aware she'd missed her curfew. But all he said 
as he sheathed his long black sword and motioned for her to follow him 
inside was, “I’m glad you're safe.” 

Sophie turned in the opposite direction. 

She knew the Black Swan wanted her to sit back and wait—but the 
rebels had just changed the game. 

“Where do you think you're going?” Sandor asked, keeping pace with 
her as she made her way through the pastures. 

Her palms turned sweaty as she pressed her thumb against the 
sensor on the padlock to the Cliffside gates, and the green flash seemed 
especially bright as it clicked open—or maybe that was because the path 
beyond the gate looked so much darker than normal. 

“I demand to know what’s going on,” Sandor said as he blocked her 
from heading down the stairs. 

She tried to push past him, but it was like slamming into a rough- 
skinned mountain. “I just . . . need to leave a note.” 

“A note,” Sandor repeated. 


“Yeah.” She reached into her pocket, tracing her fingers around the 
tiny green bottle she'd unearthed earlier. 

The Black Swan had sent her dozens of messages over the last few 
months. 

It was time to send one of her own. 


NINE 


THE PLAN HAD SEEMED SO BRILLIANT, until Sophie reached the 
cold, sandy shore. 

She'd never been to the cave at night, and now she understood why. 
The roar of the surf sounded like a snarl, and the shadowy rocks looked 
like faces and limbs. Even the moonlight—and the blue glowing sphere 
Sandor had pulled from one of his pockets—couldn’t convince her eyes 
that she wasn’t stumbling into the lair of giant beasts. 

Sandor led the way, keeping his sword at the ready as he sniffed the 
air and tasted the wind. But as the icy waves crashed onto the shore, 
Sophie realized they had bigger problems than invisible enemies. 

The cave she’d dreaded returning to—the place she and Dex had been 
drugged and dragged away from—sat half-drowned by the high evening 
tide. 

“Looks like we'll have to try again in the morning,” Sandor said, 
turning to head back. 

“No, I have to get in touch with the Black Swan as soon as possible. 
It’s about Silveny,” she added, before Sandor could ask. 

If he knew it was actually about the rebels, hed drag her straight to 
her room—and probably barricade her inside. 

Sandor breathed a squeaky sigh. “You're positive you can reach them 
this way?” 

“They left me a note here once before. And I’m pretty sure they’re 
still watching me.” 


She hoped they were, anyway—which felt strange. Who knew shed 
miss her Black Swan stalkers? 

“Fine.” Sandor let the word stretch out like a groan as he held out his 
hand. “Give me the note. IIl place it in there for you. A few piddly waves 
won't stop me.” 

Sophie doubted a rampaging T. rex could stop him. But as she 
reached into her pocket, she discovered another detail she hadn’t really 
thought all the way through. 

“Do you, uh... happen to have a pen?” 

The look Sandor gave her could’ve withered flowers, but he dug a 
wide pencil out of his ankle pocket and handed it to her. “Tell me you 
brought paper.” 

“Of course.” It wasn’t necessarily paper she'd wanted to use, but it 
would do the job. 

She slipped the Black Swan’s note from the green vial and flipped it 
over to the back. 

“I assume you'll be explaining where you found that once were done 
here—and why it reeks of humans?” Sandor asked. 

Sophie kept her eyes focused on the paper as she nodded. Not only 
was she not looking forward to telling Sandor about teleporting to the 
Forbidden Cities, but she was realizing that she’d forgotten to explain it 
to Alden, as well. She'd have to find a chance to tell him, before he heard 
about it from Lord Cassius. 

“Better hurry,’ Sandor told her as a wave soaked them up to their 
ankles. “The tide is still rising.” 

“I’m trying,” she said, hastily scribbling the only thing she could 
think of. 

It wasn’t particularly clever, and it definitely didn’t rhyme. But she 
still made it clear that it was time for the Black Swan to come out of 
wherever they’d been hiding. 


Things are happening, and I need your help. When and 


where Can we meet: 


Sandor scowled when he read what she'd written. But all he said was, 
“Wait here,” as he headed toward the cave. “And I expect you to sing the 


whole time I’m gone.” 

Sophie laughed. “Oh wait—you're serious?” 

“Of course I’m serious. It’s how I'll know youre not in trouble.” 

Sophie was about to argue that she could just scream if there were 
danger, but then she remembered the sweet-smelling cloth the 
kidnappers had pressed over her nose and mouth, knocking her out 
cold. 

The only thing she could think to sing was a cheesy song her sister 
used to torment her with: a single verse repeated over and over, about 
how the song never actually ended. She was on the tenth repetition by 
the time Sandor was back at her side. 

“That’s going to be stuck in my head for the rest of my life,” he 
grumbled. 

“You're the one who told me to sing.” 

He didn’t return her smile. 

“You tucked the note somewhere they’ll be able to see it, right?” she 
asked. 

“The back of the cave has a small indent partway up the wall, well 
above the tide line but still low enough to see. If they’re watching, there’s 
no way they’ll miss it.” 


The house was dark when Sophie and Sandor made it back to 
Havenfield, the only light a faint glow coming from the second floor. 
Sophie had a feeling she knew which room it was coming from, and as 
she made her way up the winding stairs, she braced for the worst. 

Sixteen years ago, Grady and Edaline had lost their only daughter in a 
suspicious fire, and they’d left her room closed off ever since, only going 
in on their darkest, loneliest days. It felt like a shadow hung over that 
wing of the house, warning everyone to stay away. 

But when Sophie entered the dusty bedroom, she found Edaline deep 
in discussion with two of the gnomes that lived in a grove of tree houses 
on the property. Edaline’s simple turquoise gown was the exact same 
shade as her eyes—which weren't the least bit red or puffy—and her 
whole face lit up with a smile when she spotted Sophie. 


“I was wondering when you'd be home,” Edaline said, her smile 
fading as she got a closer look at Sophie’s clothes. “Do I want to know 
why you're wet?” 

“Nothing dangerous,” Sophie promised, wishing her shoes didn’t 
squish quite so loudly as she crossed the room to examine a row of 
trunks on the floor. “What’s going on?” 

“Oh, we were just trying to decide what to do with this room once it’s 
all cleaned out. I was thinking maybe a conservatory, since Jolie always 
loved gardens. But Gerda’s not sure if the lighting’s really right.” 

A gnome in an earth-toned smock smiled at Sophie with bright green 
teeth. “It can be done if you truly desire it,” she told Edaline in a dry, 
scratchy voice, “but we'll be limited in what we can grow.” 

Gnomes were expert gardeners, probably because they were almost 
plantlike themselves. They drew all their nourishment from the sun and 
needed very little sleep, which was why they'd chosen to live with the 
elves. They exchanged their unneeded produce for protection, and filled 
their long, waking hours by helping with any other tasks the elves 
needed. 

“You're really getting rid of everything?” Sophie asked. 

Edaline had mentioned this plan once before, but Sophie hadn’t 
expected her to actually go through with it. Jolie's room had been a 
shrine, completely unchanged since her death, right down to the page 
markers in the dusty books and the pots of lip gloss on the dressing 
table. 

“It’s time,” Edaline said quietly. She ran her hand over the lacy 
bedspread, then backed a few steps away. 

“We should have it all packed up tonight,” the other gnome—wearing 
what looked like overalls woven out of grass—told her. “Where do you 
want us to put the trunks when we're done?” 

“In my office. If you can find room.” 

Sophie doubted they would. She’d been in Edaline’s office once, and it 
was the Place Where Stuff Goes to Die. But she was glad Edaline wasn’t 
planning to actually get rid of Jolie’s things. 

Still, as Sophie watched Gerda grab the first trunk and head to Jolie’s 
closet, she couldn't stop herself from saying, “Wait—maybe I should do 
it!” 


Prentice had shown Sophie a strange, almost visionlike memory 
when shed tried to read his shattered mind, and ever since, she'd 
wondered if Jolie had somehow been connected to the Black Swan. She 
hadnt mentioned it to Grady or Edaline, wanting to wait until she 
understood Jolie’s involvement. And her best chance of finding out the 
truth was to search Jolie’s things. 

“Are you sure?” Edaline asked. “This is a huge project. The only 
reason the gnomes can take it out in a night is because they'll have 
dozens of them.” 

“I know. I just . . . thought it would give me a chance to get to know 
Jolie a little better.” 

Edaline smiled, but sadness seemed to leak out of the corners. “You 
want to know Jolie?” 

“Is that okay?” Sophie asked. 

“Of course it’s okay. In fact’—-she dabbed her eyes—“I think it’s 
wonderful. And I know Jolie would’ve wanted to know you, too. You 
remind me so much of her.” 

Sophie never knew what to do with that compliment. She had no 
doubt that Grady and Edaline loved her. She just hoped they were really 
seeing her for who she was, not for who they wanted her to be. 

“Okay,” Edaline said, clearing the thickness from her throat and 
turning to the gnomes. “I guess I won't be needing your help tonight 
after all. Thank you so much for offering.” 

They both nodded and shuffled away. 

“And you should get out of those soggy clothes,” she told Sophie, 
nudging her toward the door. “I'll send your dinner up when it’s ready.” 

Sophie’s bedroom took up the entire third floor, and was bigger than 
every room in her old San Diego house—combined. Star-shaped crystals 
dangled from the ceiling, and they glowed to life when Sophie snapped 
her fingers, illuminating a crushed trail in the fragile flowers woven into 
her carpet. 

“Someone was here,” Sophie whispered, freezing in the doorway. 

But her worry quickly melted into a giggle when she spotted the neon 
orange poof in the cage on her desk. “Dex dyed Iggy again!” 

Sandor nodded. “He asked if he could stop by your room before he 
went home. Said he'd made the poor creature suffer with pink ringlets 


long enough.” 

Actually, Sophie’s pet imp had quite enjoyed chewing on the hot pink 
curls Dex had given him a few weeks before. But he seemed to be 
having just as much fun chomping on his bright orange dreads. 

“I don’t think Dex is ever going to let you go back to your normal 
gray,” Sophie warned the tiny creature as she let him out of his cage. 

Iggy flitted to her shoulder with his black batlike wings and squeaked, 
making her gag from the toxic Iggy breath. 

“So,” Sandor said as a tray of food appeared out of nowhere on 
Sophie’s bed—courtesy of Edaline’s conjuring. “Ready to tell me where 
you really went today? And before you consider leaving out any details, 
need I remind you that your trackers will tell me the whole story when I 
check them.” 

“Is that the only thing the trackers do?” she asked, still trying to 
figure out why the rebels would bother tracking Silveny. “You can’t use 
them to like . . . stun me or something, right?” 

Sandor snorted—though it sounded more like a laugh. “Believe me, 
Miss Foster. If I were capable of incapacitating you, I would do it every 
time you and Keefe got one of your crazy schemes. Trackers simply 
gather information, and help me find you should I need to. Why do you 
ask?” 

“And that’s for all trackers?” she pressed, avoiding his question. “The 
silver ones aren’t different?” 

“What do you mean ‘silver ones’? Did you find a silver tracker?” 

“Not on me. I found one on Silveny.” 

Sandor reached for his sword as Sophie explained about Greyfell and 
the rebels and the unidentified footprints outside the Sanctuary. Each 
new detail made him grip the hilt tighter, until his skin was stretched so 
thin, she was sure it would tear. 

“What?” she asked, taking a deep breath to brace for the bad news she 
could tell was coming. “Are the silver trackers more dangerous?” 

“Trackers can’t be made from silver,” Sandor whispered, “because of 
the way the metal tarnishes. The tracker you found could only have been 
made from stalkenteene—a metal that isn’t sold and isn’t shared. The 
only creatures who use it are those who mine it, and it can only be 


mined in the deepest caves of an underground mountain in the heart of 
Ravagog, the ogres’ largest and most powerful city.” 


TEN 


BUT ALDEN DIDN’T THINK THE ogres were involved—and neither 


did Alvar or Lady Cadence,” Sophie argued, replaying her earlier 
conversation in her mind. “And why didn’t he say anything about 
stalkenteene when I showed him the tracker>” 

Sandor started a second sweep of her room, checking every shadow, 
like he expected an ogre to jump out any second. “I doubt Alden 
would’ve known. The ogres work hard to keep their technology secret, 
especially from elves. It’s something my court has had many arguments 
with your Council about—though this tracker changes things. I need to 
ensure nothing prevents Alden from showing it to the Councillors.” 

“What—you think he’s going to hide it?” 

“No. I think the ogres might try to steal it. This tracker could finally 
prove they’ve been violating their treaty and carrying on a silent war.” 

A silent war. 

The words felt cold, making Sophie shiver as she dug out her 
Imparter—a silver square that worked like a videophone—to call Alden 
and warn him. But when she said his name, the screen declared him 
“out of range.” Same thing happened when she tried to reach Grady. 

The only areas “out of range” were dark, dangerous places. 

“I’m calling for reinforcements,” Sandor said, taking out a black 
triangular gadget he'd never used before. “They’ll make sure Alden is 
safe. Meanwhile, you are going to shower and go to bed.” 


Sophie knew better than to argue, so she ran to her bathroom and 
rushed through her shower. She raced back with soggy, dripping hair, 
and found Edaline sitting on the edge of her giant canopy bed. 

“Where’s Sandor?” Sophie asked, glancing around her room to make 
sure she wasn’t missing him—not that it was easy to miss a seven-foot- 
tall goblin. 

“In the hall, talking to Alden.” 

“Alden called? He’s safe?” 

“Yes, perfectly safe. And Grady is as well. He’s off on a completely 
unrelated assignment.” 

Edaline’s hands were twisting the fabric on her skirt back and forth. 

Back and forth. 

“Sandor told me about the tracker,” she said after a second, “and your 
surprise trip to your old home.” 

“Oh.” Sophie tugged on her pajamas, which were sticking to her still- 
damp skin. “Am I in trouble?” 

“Not trouble. But I wish—” 

Sandor stalked back into the room, stomping so hard he sent petals 
from her carpet flying with every step. 

“Everything okay?” Edaline asked. 

“Everything’s fine, apparently. I have no reason to worry” Sandor 
kicked the carpet, scattering more petals. “What’s it going to take for 
your Council to see what’s really going on? An army of ogres marching 
across your capital?” 

Sophie shuddered, hoping shed never see a mob of lumpy-faced 
ogres parading through the glittering streets of Eternalia. 

“What exactly did Alden say?” Edaline asked quietly. 

“That all we know for the moment is that whoever planted the tracker 
got their hands on ogre technology—not that ogres are involved. And 
that he'll be conducting a full investigation into the matter.” 

Clearly Sandor was not in the mood to wait for an investigation, and 
Sophie couldn’t blame him. She knew better than anyone how hard it 
was to be patient. But . . . Alden did have a point. The rebels could’ve 
stolen the tracker from the ogres without their knowledge. 

Sandor sighed, rubbing the sides of his head like he had a migraine. 
“Forgive my outburst. I shall return to my post.” 


“If you'd like to take the night off—” Edaline started to offer. 

“Thank you, Ms. Ruewen. But I fear Sophie needs my protection now 
more than ever.” 

He stalked out the door without another word. 

Sophie leaned back on her bed, staring at the star-shaped crystals 
dangling above her. 

“You okay?” Edaline asked, scooting closer. 

“Yeah, just . . . worried about Silveny.” 

“I know.” Edaline swept a soggy strand of hair off Sophie’s forehead. 
“But I’m sure the Council’s already adding extra security to keep her 
safe.” 

And hopefully it would actually work this time—though Sophie 
doubted it. 

The rebels always find a way. 

“You look tired, Sophie. Have you slept at all since Silveny moved to 
the Sanctuary?” 

“Not much,” Sophie admitted. 

Silveny used to fill her mind at night with sweet, alicorn-ish dreams. 
It was the only thing that ever chased away her nightmares. 

“Want to try slumberberry tea? Even a small cup—” 

“No sedatives,” Sophie interrupted. She’d lost enough hours in a 
drugged daze during her kidnapping. 

“Well, if you change your mind, just call for me.” Edaline kissed her 
goodnight and handed her Ella—the bright blue, Hawaiian-shirt- 
wearing stuffed elephant Sophie hadn’t been able to sleep without since 
she was a kid. But she hesitated before turning out the lights. “I... wish 
you would’ve come to me about all of this tracker business, Sophie. 
Please don’t feel like you have to wait for Alden or Grady.” 

“I don’t feel like that,” Sophie told her. 

Though she did. A little. 

Edaline had always been the fragile one, barely holding herself 
together as she battled through her grief. Sophie never wanted to be the 
one to make her lose her grip. 

“I’m stronger now,” Edaline whispered. “Next time, I hope you'll trust 
me.” 

Next time. 


The words hung in the air as Edaline left her alone for the night. 
As long as the rebels were free, there would always be a next time. 


That night Sophie dreamed she was cornered by ogres. They licked their 
gray, pointy teeth, promising she would never be safe, as their clawed, 
nubby fingers reached for her throat. She woke up screaming and 
strangling Ella as Sandor burst into her room, sword at the ready. 

“I’m fine,” she told him, flopping back in her bed. She stared at the 
ceiling for a few minutes before she threw back the covers and headed 
for the door. 

“Where are you going?” Sandor asked, following her down the stairs. 

“I can’t stay there tossing and turning all night,” she whispered, 
hoping she hadn’t woken Edaline. 

The doorway to Grady and Edaline’s bedroom was open a crack, and 
when Sophie peeked through, she could see Edaline curled up among 
her blankets. 

Grady’s side was still empty. 

She knew if Edaline wasn’t worried about him, she shouldn't be 
either. But she couldn’t shake the churny feeling in her stomach as she 
padded down the hall and slipped into Jolie’s old bedroom. 

A soft snap of her fingers made the delicate crystal chandeliers glow, 
and Sophie carried a trunk to Jolie’s dressing table and set to work 
packing up the drawers. She found more makeup than any girl could 
wear in two lifetimes, a dozen hairbrushes in every shape and size, and 
a huge collection of Slurps and Burps bottles with names like Raven 
Lovelylocks and Liquid Amber Eyes. But nothing gave her the slightest 
hint about Jolie’s connection to the Black Swan. 

The closet was just as unhelpful. Stacks of shoes. Handbags in all 
shapes and sizes. Row upon row of frilly gowns. Biana would’ve been in 
absolute girl-heaven. But clothes weren’t really Sophie’s thing. Her 
“style” was all about drawing as little attention to herself as possible. 

“What about those?” Sandor asked, pointing to two small silver chests 
on the top shelf. 


Sophie had searched them a few weeks before, when she'd first seen 
Jolie in Prentice’s memories. But she'd been rushing at the time, so it 
was probably worth a second look. 

The first chest was filled with old toys and dolls and dried flowers and 
all kinds of other things that probably had sentimental stories behind 
them, but were still really just a bunch of junk. The other chest was 
filled with letters. 

Jolie’s fiancé, Brant, had sent her hundreds of love letters while she 
was living in the elite towers in her final years at Foxfire, declaring over 
and over how much he cared for her and missed her and would be 
useless without her. Reading them felt like eavesdropping on a private 
conversation—an especially mushy conversation at that. But Sophie 
skimmed each one, just in case there was something important in them. 

“What are you doing up?” Grady asked from the doorway, making her 
jump so hard she dropped all the letters. 

“Sorry,” he said, squatting to help her pick them up. “Didn’t mean to 
scare you.” 

His eyes were rimmed with shadows and his blond hair was caked 
with sand. But the smile he gave her was 100 percent Grady. 

“I’m so glad you're home,” she whispered, hugging him tight. 

“Yeah, me too. The dwarven caverns are not my favorite place to 
visit.” He shook his head, showering them both with sand. “So what’s 
keeping you up? More nightmares?” 

“Kind of.” 

She told him about the tracker and the footprints, and Sandor’s 
worries about the ogres, hating how tense Grady looked by the end of it. 

All he said was, “Sounds like you've had a strange day. And I can see 
why you couldn’t sleep. But what are you doing in here?” He scanned 
one of the letters. “Are these from Brant?” 

“Love letters,” Sophie agreed. 

Grady read aloud. “‘You’re the spark, the kindling, the flame that 
never dies. The beauty and the wonder of the ever-burning skies.’ That is 
some seriously sappy stuff.” 

He smiled, and Sophie tried to join him, but she couldn't stop 
thinking about Brant’s scarred, ruined face. Hed been caught in the fire 
with Jolie—and even though he'd escaped with his life, his grief and 


guilt at not being able to save her had destroyed him more than the 
flames. 

Grady cleared his throat as he handed the letters back to her. “So what 
made you want to get up in the middle of the night and read a bunch of 
gooey love letters? Did a boy inspire this?” 

“No!” Sophie said, probably too quickly. “I just . . . wanted to get to 
know Jolie—and Brant,” she added, pointing to the letters. 

Grady’s brows crunched together, and he opened his mouth to say 
something. Then shook his head. 

“What?” 

“Nothing. It’s late. We can talk more in the morning.” 

“Uh, you know I’m imagining a billion terrible things now, right?” 

He sighed, tracing his hands down his face before he said, “Fine. I 
know how vivid your imagination can be. But this is your choice—and 
Edaline and I will support you one hundred percent, regardless of what 
you decide.” 

“Okay,” Sophie said slowly. “So... ?” 

Grady bit his lip and turned to stare at the framed pictures on Jolie’s 
desk. “Td like to file a petition with the Council, requesting permission 
for you to heal Brant.” 


ELEVEN 


SOPHIE KNEW WHAT GRADY WAS hoping she'd say, what she should 


say, what she wanted to say. 

But she couldn’t make her mouth form the words. 

“I think it’s high time we both get some sleep,” Grady said after an 
endless stretch of silence. “We can continue this conversation in the 
morning—or whenever you're ready, no matter how long that might be.” 

Sophie managed a nod. 

Neither of them said anything as they made their way up the stairs to 
her bedroom. But as Grady tucked her in, he whispered, “TIl always love 
you no matter what—and Edaline will too. You know that, right?” 

“I love you too,” she whispered back. 

She knew he meant every word. But her palms were still sweaty, and 
her heart was still racing, and when Grady left her alone, she buried her 
head under her pillow, feeling like everything was spinning too fast. 

Healing Brant had originally been her idea—and if she could save 
him from the shattered mess he’d become, it would be a truly incredible 
thing. 

But there was one word in that statement that was far more terrifying 
than the others. One that echoed in her mind, long after the sun rose 
and the darkness faded, ushering in a new day. 

I£ 


“Looks like you had another rough night,” Edaline said as Sophie 
stumbled into the kitchen for breakfast. 

Sophie sank into her usual chair at the table and reached for one of 
the sugar-covered fluffcreams heaped on a platter, hoping it would erase 
the bitterness on her tongue. But her stomach lurched at the thought of 
food—even though the food was a delicious cloud of honey and 
cinnamon and butter. 

She set it on the table, tearing at the flaky edge. 

“What if I can’t do it?” she whispered. 

“Then that’s fine,” Grady promised as Edaline reached for Sophie’s 
hand. “If you don’t think you can handle it, we totally understand.” 

“No, it’s not that.” Sophie stared out the window, watching the 
feathered, colorful dinosaurs graze in the pastures. “I mean, what if I 
cant do it? Mind healing only works if some of the person’s 
consciousness is left to save. And Mr. Forkle told me the Black Swan had 
to train all their Keepers to preserve their consciousness a special way— 
a way Brant wouldn't know. So what if the Council grants permission 
and I go there and get everyone’s hopes up, and... I can’t save him?” 

“Then at least we'll know we tried everything we could,” Grady told 
her. 

“We would never blame you or be disappointed in you—if that’s what 
youre worried about,” Edaline added. 

Sophie was a little afraid of that—not that she’d admit it. 

But . . . what if the grief made Edaline go back to crying herself to 
sleep in Jolie’s room? 

Or worse: What if Grady’s guilt and anger finally broke him? 

“Hey,” Edaline said, tucking Sophie’s hair behind her ear. “Sometimes 
I think you're the oldest thirteen-year-old I’ve ever met. You shouldn't 
have a worry crease between your brows.” She traced her finger along a 
line in Sophie’s forehead, her soft touch making Sophie relax. “You 
should be thinking about what dress to wear or how you're doing in your 
Foxfire sessions or which boy you like best.” 

“Edaline’s right,” Grady said, scooting his chair closer to them. 
“Though I’m not sure how I feel about that last one. Especially if it 
involves that Sencen boy.” 

Edaline elbowed him. 


“Sorry,” Grady mumbled, not sounding sorry at all. 

Sophie focused on the table, wishing she could crawl under it. 

“So it’s settled, then,” Edaline said after a second. “We'll drop all of 
this for now and come back to it when you're older?” 

Sophie smushed more of her fluffcream, tempted to take the easy 
way out and agree. But it wasn’t fair to make Brant keep suffering—not 
if there was a chance she could help him. 

She just wished there were a way to know if it were possible before 
everyone was counting on her. 

Or maybe there was.... 

“Do you think you could take me to see Brant?” Sophie asked. 

“Why?” Grady was probably remembering Sophie’s last encounter 
with Brant, which had been erratic at best and terrifying at worst. 

But when Sophie had probed Prentice’s mind—even though her 
abilities weren't working right and she wasn’t able to heal him—she 
could tell that there was a glimmer of his consciousness left. 

If she could probe Brant’s thoughts, she might be able to find the 
same thing. Or shed know once and for all that his mind was too far 
gone. 

Either way, it was better than waiting on if 

“It’s the only way to know for sure,” she said, turning to Grady. 

He glanced at Edaline, who nodded slowly. 

“Okay, then.” Grady stood so quickly he shook the table. “Finish your 
breakfast and get dressed. We'll go see him today.” 


TWELVE 


BRANT’S STARK, WINDOWLESS HOUSE WAS just as bleak as Sophie 
remembered. Everything was gray—the dull stone walls, the jagged, 
dusty ground. Even the sky seemed to be in a perpetual state of gloom. 

“There’s something off about this place,” Sandor said, pulling Sophie 
closer to his side. He’d insisted on coming, and after what happened last 
time, Grady had agreed—but he’d warned Sandor that he’d have to wait 
outside, doubting Brant could handle the sight of a goblin. 

Sandor sniffed the frigid wind. “I can’t detect a single sign of life.” 

“We burned everything before we built this place,” Grady explained, 
leading Sophie up the crooked path. “The only thing that lives here is 
Brant. The rest is just dust and ash.” 

“Well, I don’t like it,” Sandor muttered. 

Sophie didn’t either. But Brant was afraid of fire and heat and any 
kind of kindling. She could understand his reason for the phobias, but 
she couldn’t imagine living somewhere so cold and empty. 

Grady paused at the narrow steps that led to the metal front door. 
“You need to wait here, Sandor—and stay out of sight.” 

Sandor reached into one of his pockets and handed Grady a bladed 
throwing star. “Do not be afraid to use this.” 

“I can handle Brant. I’ve been taking care of him for sixteen years.” 

Sixteen years. 

Sophie had never thought about what a burden taking care of Brant 
must be. His parents had been too mentally fragile from their grief to 


handle visiting their broken son, so Grady and Edaline had been the 
ones to find him somewhere to live and check on him from time to time 
—all while coping with their own loss. 

“Take it for extra security,’ Sandor insisted. “You’ve said yourself that 
this elf is unpredictable.” 

Grady sighed as he shoved the blade into his cape pocket. “You're 
sure you're up for this?” he asked Sophie. 

She nodded, not trusting her voice, as they started up the stairs. 

They both hesitated at the top, taking several deep breaths. Then 
Grady pulled the dangling chain, making a low chime echo through the 
silence. The tone was still ringing when the metal door flew open, 
slamming into the stone walls. 

Grady clutched his chest. “I think you just gave me a heart attack, 
Brant. You’ve never met us at the door!” 

“Well, you’ve never stopped by between anniversaries,” Brant replied, 
his voice as hoarse and wheezy as Sophie remembered. “So I guess it’s a 
day of firsts.” 

Don't stare at his scars, Sophie reminded herself, focusing on Brant’s 
strange yellow-orange, bathrobelike shirt. But her eyes still darted to the 
bumps and dents and red splotches that ruined one side of his chin and 
cheek. Bitter souvenirs even Elwin couldn’t erase. 

“No Edaline>” Brant asked, stepping aside to let them pass. 

“We're expecting a pair of apatosaurs to arrive this afternoon, and 
someone had to be there to assist.” Grady explained. “Is that okay?” 

Brant said nothing as he slammed the door and led them into his 
Sparse sitting room. He motioned for them to take their pick of the four 
metal stools bound to the floor on large springs, but Sophie waited for 
Brant to choose his first. Then she sat in the one farthest away. 

“No custard bursts either, I see,” Brant said, shaking his head with a 
sigh. “So far this surprise isn’t a very good one.” 

“No, I suppose it’s not,” Grady admitted. “But perhaps this might 
help.” 

He reached into his cape and pulled out a silver pouch tied with 
bright red string. 

Brant leaned forward. “Is that... >’ 

“Yep. A whole bag of Indigoobers, just for you.” 


7 


Grady held it out to him, and Brant eyed it for a second, like Sophie's 
old cat used to do when she first showed him a new toy. He pounced 
just as quickly, snatching it away and tearing into his treasure. 

It took him several seconds to untangle the string, shredding it to bits 
as he sank into his chair, pulled out a fist-size blue cluster, and shoved it 
into his mouth. Blue drool trickled down his lips and he struggled to 
chew the oversize mouthful, but that didn’t stop him from saying, “I 
guess this is almost as good—but next time I want custard bursts.” 

“Edaline will bake a double batch,” Grady promised. 

“And I want more of these, too.” 

Brant shoved another in his mouth, covering his bottom lip with blue 
slime. Sophie had no idea what Indigoobers were, but she was pretty 
sure she never wanted to try them. 

“So, are you going to tell me why you're here?” Brant asked, spraying 
spittle with each word. “Or do I have to guess? Actually, that might be 
fun.” His sharp blue eyes bored into Sophie’s like laser beams. “It has to 
do with her, doesn’t it? You never made surprise visits before she came 
along. So what would she want?” 

He rubbed his chin, smearing blue drool into his scars. 

Sophie had to look away. 

She studied the room, looking for any clues to how Brant spent his 
long, lonely days. There were no books or paper. No gadgets or tools. 
Nothing but bare walls and empty space, like a really clean prison. 

“You can't have it!” Brant screamed, sending Sophie scrambling to 
her feet. 

Grady rushed in front of her, but Brant was backing slowly away. 

“You can’t have it,” he repeated, sinking to the floor in the corner. “It’s 
mine. Mine.” 

He said the word over and over, making Sophie realize what he 
meant. The last time she’d been there, Brant had tackled her and stolen 
her Ruewen crest pin. 

“I gave the pin to you,” she reminded him. “I don’t want it back.” 

“Mine,” Brant agreed, rocking back and forth. “Mine mine mine.” 

“Yes, Brant, it’s yours. So can we calm down and get back to why 
we're really here?” Grady asked him. 


Brant’s eyes slowly cleared. “Sorry,” he mumbled, crawling back to his 
chair. “Carry on.” 

Grady wrapped his arm around Sophie, keeping her at his side as he 
said, “Okay. You know how you get headaches sometimes? Sophie might 
be able to find the cause of them.” 

They’d decided not to tell Brant what they were really doing, not 
wanting to get his hopes up until they knew if the healing was a 
possibility. 

Brant shoved another Indigoober into his mouth. “Oh, really?” 

Sophie nodded. “It’s a trick I learned a little while ago, and I think it 
might work on you.” 

“And what would I have to do?” he asked as he licked the blue slime 
off his lips. 

“Just hold still for a second while Sophie sends a little warmth into 
your mind,” Grady told him. 

Brant shook his head, whipping it from side to side so hard it looked 
like it would detach from his neck. “Nothing warm! Nothing nothing 
nothing—” 

“It’s not really warm,” Sophie jumped in. “More like a tingle. Like if 
you ve ever had your leg fall asleep.” 

She had no idea if that was true. But that was how she imagined it 
would feel, and it seemed like a good enough explanation. It was enough 
to make Brant stop shaking. 

“Okay,” he said, a hint of a smile curling one side of his lips. “Let’s 
see what you can do.” 

Grady squeezed Sophie’s shoulder as she closed her eyes, reaching 
out with her consciousness for the feel of Brant’s mind. 

All she could find was heat. 

A fire inside her head. 

Sweat beaded on her skin as she stretched her mind further, but no 
matter how hard she strained, she couldn’t break through the wall of 
flames to make contact. 

“I need to place my hands on your temples,” she told Brant. “It won't 
hurt. It'll just help me focus the energy.” 

She moved slowly as she reached for his temples, like she was 
reaching to pet a wild dog that could bite her hand any second. But 


Brant held still, not even flinching when her fingers came to rest on his 
fever-hot skin. 

The rush of heat was stronger this time, but Sophie was able to shove 
her way through, collapsing into a suffocating darkness with sharp 
edges that scratched at her mental barriers. She ignored the pain and 
rallied her concentration, pushing deeper into the mire. 

A vivid scene rampaged into her mind. 

Jolie, clinging to Brant as a firestorm explodes around them. The 
force tosses Brant backward, but Jolie is surrounded, the wild flames 
strangling tighter and tighter until her face is lost in the smoke and her 
screams fade to nothing. 

“Stop!” Brant screamed, grabbing Sophie's wrist. 

Pain launched up her arm as she tried to pull free, but she couldn't 
get away until Grady grabbed Brant and tossed him backward, 
slamming him into the wall. 

Brant crumpled to the floor, pressing his hands over his ears and 
mumbling, “Stop stop stop stop stop stop stop stop stop.” 

“Are you okay?” Grady asked Sophie. 

Before she could answer, Sandor charged into the room, waving his 
sword and demanding to know what was going on. Brant covered his 
face and screamed. 

“You're making it worse!” Grady shouted, shoving Sandor back 
toward the door. “I have everything under control.” 

“That’s not what it looks like.” Sandor’s eyes focused on Sophie’s 
wrist. She covered the wound with her hand, but he still insisted, “I’m 
taking Miss Foster with me.” 

“No,” Sophie told him, relieved at the steadiness of her voice. 

All of her instincts were telling her to run—flee—get far, far away. 

But she couldn’t ignore what she’d seen in Brant’s mind. 

His memory of Jolie’s death had been sickening and horrifying. But it 
had also been clear—not scrambled up or shattered, like the broken 
memories she'd seen. 

There had to be something left of Brant’s consciousness. 

“I can help you,” she told Brant, waving Sandor back as she took a 
cautious step closer. “I can heal you.” 

“Heal me>” he asked, as Grady gasped. 


The shadows seemed to crawl deeper into Brant’s scars as he 
uncovered his face and asked, “What do you mean heal me?” 

“Heal your mind,” Sophie said quietly. “Make you better.” 

“Better,” Brant repeated. “How will healing me make me better?” 

“You'll be able to think clearly again,” Grady jumped in. “Go back to 
normal—” 

“Normal?” Brant screamed. “There is no normal” 

He whipped his bag of Indigoobers at Grady, and one of the clusters 
splattered Grady’s cheek. 

“Brant, please,” Grady said as the goo slid down his face. “If you 
would just listen.” 

“No—you listen. Nothing will ever be normal because nothing will 
ever bring her back!” 

Grady closed his eyes, and his voice was impossibly sad as he said. “I 
know you miss her. I do too.” 

“No, you don’t. If you did you would’ve broken like me. Then you'd 
know that theres nothing without her. Nothing . . .” Brant’s voice 
cracked and he buried his face in his hands. “Get out.” 

“Brant, please—” 

“I SAID GET OUT!” 

The words were so sharp, Sophie could practically feel them prick her 
skin. 

But they weren’t as scary as what Brant whispered while Sandor 
dragged her and Grady out the door. 

“I never want to be healed. Never never never never.” 

Sophie didn’t feel Grady take her hand, or the warm light whisk her 
away. 

She didn’t feel the pain in her wrist—though she was sure that would 
hit her when she got home. 

All she felt were the claws of fear and doubt raging inside her, 
twisting and tearing and shredding her resolve. 

Because if Brant didn’t want to be healed, Prentice might not want to 
be either. 


THIRTEEN 


BUT PRENTICE IS THE PLAN, Sophie told herself for what felt like the 
hundredth time, as she pulled her memory log from its hiding place in 
the bottom drawer of her desk. 

Alden had given her the teal book with the silver moonlark on the 
cover after shed accidentally bottled quintessence—the highly 
dangerous fifth element, which could only be collected from one of the 
five unmapped stars—and he'd revealed the truth about her past. She'd 
been created as part of Project Moonlark, the Black Swan’s secret genetic 
experiment, and after she’d been born they’d hidden classified secrets in 
her brain. The memories only resurfaced with the right trigger, so she’d 
been recording her dreams in her memory log, along with any clues that 
might lead her to her kidnappers, and any memories she'd recovered in 
the minds she’d probed. 

She flipped to Prentice’s pages, her clammy fingers sticking to the 
paper as she studied the twisted, nightmare scenes shed recorded. 
Searching his mind had been one of the most terrifying things Sophie 
had ever experienced, and she couldn’t imagine Prentice would want to 
live that way forever. 

But he doesn’t know what hell be waking up to, she reminded 
herself. 

A lot had changed since Prentice’s mind had been broken. 

Years had passed—more than a decade. His son, Wylie, had grown up 
without him. And his wife... 


Sophie didn’t know all the details—only that something had gone 
wrong while Cyrah was light leaping and she'd ended up fading away. 

And Prentice had no idea. He would wake up expecting to find his 
wife and son waiting for him. Instead he’d learn his wife was dead and 
his son had been raised and adopted by an old family friend. 

Would he be able to handle all of that tragedy? 

Or would the grief and guilt and anger simply shatter him all over 
again? 

Sophie sighed, stuffing the memory log away. 

Mind healing was turning out to be way more complicated than she’d 
thought. And of course the Black Swan hadn’t given her any guidance 
except, “Wait for instructions and stick to the plan.” 

Unless... 

She ran to her door, threw it open and— 

—slammed into a muscley goblin chest. 

“Ow,” she complained, pinching the bridge of her smashed nose. 
“You don’t have to barricade me in.” 

“Actually, I do. I figured it was only a matter of time before you tried 
to sneak away.” 

“I’m not sneaking away. I was going down to check the caves to see if 
the Black Swan replied to my note.” 

“So you weren't going to pay a secret visit to Elwin on the way back?” 

“Why would I...” 

Sandor reached for her wrist, pointing to the ugly reddish bruise 
she'd forgotten about. 

“It’s not a big deal,” she said, trying to pull her arm away. 

“If you don’t mind, I think J should be the one to decide that.” 

She rolled her eyes as Sandor sniffed the injury. “If you lick me I’m 
going to kick you.” 

“That would be like a kitten kicking a bear.” His smile faded as he 
took another whiff. “This is more than a bruise.” 

“I think he twisted the skin as he squeezed—or maybe it happened 
when I tried to pull away.” Her little sister used to do that to her all the 
time. It always stung like a burn. 

Sandor frowned. “Well, it does seem like a surface wound, so it will 
probably clear up with a salve. But if it’s still there tomorrow I will insist 


we stop by the Healing Center on your lunch break. Agreed?” 

Sophie nodded, hoping one of the billions of ointments Edaline kept 
around the house in case of “Sophie Emergencies” would work. She was 
already holding the record for Most Physician Visits that year—and 
Foxfire had only been in session for a few weeks. 

“Can I go now?” she asked, pulling her wrist free. 

Sandor shook his head. “I’ll check the cave. You stay here and treat 
that wound before it starts to fester.” 

“How do I know you won't hide their reply if you don’t like it?” 

“Because secrets hinder my ability to protect you—whether I’m 
keeping them, or you are. We need to work together. I know you're not 
used to trusting people, Sophie. But I’m on your side. I wish you would 
believe that.” 

Sophie touched the edge of her bruise. Her skin really was stinging. 
And she didn’t exactly love going to that creepy cave. 

“Good. I'll be back in a few minutes,” Sandor said, already on his way 
to the door. “And I hope when I come back I'll find you sleeping 
peacefully.” 

“It’s the middle of the afternoon,” she reminded him. 

“Sounds like a perfect time for a nap. Trust me—you need one.” 

He left before she could argue, and Sophie checked her reflection in 
her floor-length mirror, surprised at how shadowed her eyes were. 

“Ugh, what’d you do—get into a fist fight with your pillow?” Vertina 
asked as her tiny face appeared in the upper corner of the glass. 

Sophie knew spectral mirrors were just a clever bit of Elvin 
programming. But she was always surprised by how lifelike Vertina 
seemed—and how much she wished she could reach through the glass 
and strangle her. If Vertina hadn’t been such close friends with Jolie, 
Sophie would’ve left the obnoxious talking mirror to gather dust for all 
eternity. 

“You should really think about using glimmer dust,” Vertina told her, 
tossing her long black hair. “It worked wonders on Jolie—and she had 
the worst dark circles I’ve ever seen.” 

“Was Jolie having a hard time sleeping?” 

“Toward the end, yeah. But that was when...” 


“When what?” Sophie asked. 

“Have you thought about trying gold eye shadow? It would really 
bring out the flecks in those freaky eyes of yours.” 

“When what?” Sophie pressed. 

She’d been trying to get information out of Vertina for weeks, but so 
far all shed gotten was snippy makeover advice. 

Vertina chewed her lip. “I . . . can’t tell you. Jolie said I couldn’t tell 
anyone, even if she was gone. Especially if she was gone.” 

“Wait—are you saying she knew she might die?” 

Vertina squeaked and tossed her hair to hide behind it. “I can’t say 
any more. Not unless...” 

“Unless what?” Sophie asked. 

“If you don’t know, I can’t help you.” 

“What does that even mean?” Sophie was shouting now, but she 
didn’t care if anyone heard her. Not that it made a difference. 

“I’m sorry,” Vertina told her, and it almost seemed like she meant it. 
“I can’t say anything else. I’ve probably already said too much.” 

She blinked away with a faint click. 

Sophie stared at the empty glass, not sure what surprised her more, 
that Vertina could turn herself off, or that Vertina really was hiding an 
important secret. 

There had to be some sort of password—or maybe something she 
was supposed to show Vertina—in order to get her to share. Sophie tried 
to figure out what it would be as she searched the huge ebony armoire 
in her bathroom for a salve to treat her wrist. Edaline had bought Blister 
Blast and Scratches ’n Splits and Abrasion Persuasion. But Sophie 
grabbed the Bruise Cruse, hoping it wasn’t made with any sort of animal 
pee as she smeared the yellowish sludge over her wound. 

The cream felt prickly as it sank in, like she was rubbing her skin 
with a burr. And the longer it set, the hotter the zings grew until Sophie 
finally gave in and scrubbed her arm with soap and cold water. 

“How’s the wound?” Sandor asked, making her jump so hard she 
splashed herself. 

“Sorry,” he said, handing her one of the feather-soft towels. “I thought 
you heard me come in.” 

“Actually you walk pretty quiet, despite your giant goblin feet.” 


“I don’t have giant goblin feet.” 

She moved her foot next to his, which looked like a lizard next to a 
dinosaur. 

“Okay, maybe I do,” Sandor conceded. “Let me see your wrist.” 

Sophie reluctantly held out her hand, revealing the angry welt. “I 
must’ve used the wrong ointment—but Ill try a different one in a few 
minutes. I just want to let my skin calm down.” 

“If it’s not better in the morning—” 

“I know, I know. So what'd you find in the cave?” 

Sandor reached into his pocket, removing a clear glass vial with a 
note curled inside. The sign of the swan—a black curve like a swan’s 
neck—had been pressed into a wax seal on the stopper. 

“I waited for you to open it,” he said as she grabbed the vial and pried 
at the seal. 

Her pulse pounded in her ears as she removed the crystal stopper. 
She'd gotten dozens of notes from the Black Swan before, but this one 
felt bigger. 

This time, they were responding to her. 

But her excitement quickly faded as she read their carefully written 
message: 


Your request 18 denied, for your own protection. 


FOURTEEN 


DUDE, WHAT IS UP WITH them not rhyming?” Keefe asked, holding 
up the note like he expected to find a secret message scratched into the 
paper. 

Sophie had done the same thing—and searched the empty bottle for 
clues, and checked the cave to make sure Sandor hadn’t missed 
anything. But of course the only thing the Black Swan had given her was 
the incredibly unhelpful message. Which meant her best option in the 
What Do I Do Now? category involved getting to Foxfire early the next 
day and ambushing Keefe on his way to morning orientation—though 
she was already regretting the decision. 

Especially when Keefe tossed the note back to her and said, “Okay, I 
figured out our reply. Write this down, Gigantor: You may not want to 
meet, but we definitely do. Name a time and a place or we'll pelt you 
with sparkly poo.” 

Sophie was too angry to laugh. 

After all the times she'd risked her life to help the Black Swan. All the 
times she'd blindly followed their vague instructions. When it was finally 
her turn to go to them for help—to protect Silveny, no less—they’d cast 
her aside with a single, poorly written sentence. 

“Hey, don’t go,” Keefe said, grabbing her wrist to stop her. 

Sophie flinched. 

The other bruise ointment shed tried had bleached most of the 
wound’s reddish color, but her skin still felt raw and tingly, and throbbed 


every time she bumped it. 

“I’m fine,” she said under her breath, hoping Keefe would drop it and 
that Sandor hadn't noticed. She wasn’t in the mood for another Elwin 
visit. 

Keefe narrowed his eyes. But all he said was, “I know the Black Swan 
are being super jerky. But that means you need to get tougher. Make 
your next note a demand. Remember, you're Sophie Foster—Mysterious 
Girl Extraordinaire!” 

He pumped his fist, making most of the prodigies around them turn 
to stare. 

“I mean it,” he added a bit quieter. “The Black Swan needs you way 
more than you need them. You're the one holding all the cards.” 

Even if that were true, she had no idea how to play the game. Her one 
move had been leaving them a note, and they’d tossed it back in her 
face. 

“How is refusing to meet with me for my protection?” she asked as 
they walked along the winding path toward the main Foxfire building. “I 
mean, if they want to keep me safe, shouldn’t they find out what I 
know?” 

“Maybe they already know what you know,” Keefe suggested. “Or 
maybe they don’t trust themselves.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, the rebels did find their hideout somehow. And we had to fly 
across the ocean on an alicorn, so I’m pretty sure no one followed us.” 

She stopped walking. “Are you saying you think the Black Swan has a 
leak?” 

“Maybe. Or maybe they’re worried they do, and that’s why they think 
it’s safer not to meet with you right now.” 

“That... actually makes sense.” 

“Of course it does. I’m a genius. Thats why you keep me around. 
Well, that and my stunning good looks.” 

He rumpled his hair and gave her his most confident smirk, but 
Sophie was too distracted to reply. 

What if the Black Swan did have a leak? 

Ten thousand questions swamped into her head, but the crowd had 
grown too thick for Sophie to say anything further. They’d reached the 


six-towered, six-colored, U-shaped main building, and everyone was 
funneling into the five-story glass pyramid in the center of the courtyard. 
Orientation was held every morning on the ground floor, and as they 
made their way inside, Sophie expected Keefe to join his fellow Level 
Fives in their fiery red uniforms. But he followed her over to the cluster 
of amber brown Level Threes, instead. 

“Are you guys leaping to school together now?” Dex asked as they 
joined him. 

“Ha—Foster wishes,” Keefe jumped in, before Sophie could say 
anything. “I was just walking with her because, well, Gigantor misses 
me.” 

He wrapped an arm around Sandor, and Sandor shoved him away. 
“Pll be waiting over there,” he said, glaring at Keefe before he stalked to 
his usual spot in the corner. 

“What were you guys really doing?” Dex asked as soon as Sandor was 
gone. “And don’t tell me ‘nothing’ I’m not an idiot.” 

“But we were doing nothing. I just had to ask Keefe something. 
About.. . Silveny.” 

It was sort of the truth, but Dex clearly didn’t buy it. 

“Oh—Iggy looks awesome,” she added, changing the subject to 
something safer. 

“Really?” Dex’s cheeks dimpled with his smile. “Thanks. I had a 
super hard time deciding between the orange dreads or green spikes.” 

“Dude, can I have the green-spiky elixir?” Keefe asked. “I’ve been 
trying to figure out what to do to Dame Alina next.” 

Sophie shook her head at him. “You're hopeless, you know that?” 

“Not as long as I have you. Fix me, Foster. You’re my only hope.” 

Sophie knew he was teasing, but her cheeks still felt hot—and when 
she glanced at Dex, she could tell he’d noticed. 

“So,” she said, trying to fill the awkward silence, “what have you been 


” 


“Boo!” Biana shouted, appearing out of thin air between them. She 
giggled as they all jumped back. “You guys should see your faces. Being 
a Vanisher is going to be awesome!” 

She vanished again as Fitz made his way over to their group— 
another fiery red uniform among the golden brown. “Can you believe 


she’s still at it? There’s no way I was this annoying when I manifested.” 

“Wanna bet?” Dex mumbled. 

Sophie elbowed him. 

“No, Dex is right,” Keefe said, smirking at Fitz. “Not only did I have 
him constantly begging to read my mind, but I had to keep hearing, ‘I’m 
the youngest Telepath to ever manifest!” 

His impersonation of Fitz’s precise accent was pretty dead-on. 

“If only wed known Foster had you beat by, like, eight years, we 
could’ve shut you up much sooner,” Keefe added, earning himself a 
huge grin from Dex. “And wait—isn’t Biana younger than you were?” 

“Only by a few weeks,” Fitz corrected. “Plus, telepathy is a rarer 
ability.” 

“Yeah, well, vanishing’s cooler,” Biana told him, disappearing again. 

“Whoa,” Jensi whispered, his eyes as round as his head as he and 
Marella joined them. “Biana manifested?” 

His mouth fell open as Biana reappeared. 

“That is the coolest thing ever! Did you manifest this weekend—and 
did it hurt? My brother said it hurt—he said he felt kind of achy all day 
before he manifested—and then his foot sank into the floor and he 
realized he was a Phaser and was like, ‘oh, that’s why!’—was it like that 
for you?” 

Once Jensi started his rapid-fire questions, there was no stopping 
him, though Sophie was surprised at how quiet Marella was being. 
Usually Marella was the biggest gossip in the group, dominating their 
conversations with a surprisingly loud voice for someone so tiny. 

“You okay?” Sophie asked, noticing Marella’s uniform looked more 
wrinkled than usual. Her blond hair also wasn’t twisted into any braids. 

“Oh, um, yeah. I’m just tired. I overslept and—” 

An intricate peal of chimes cut her off, and Dame Alina’s projection 
appeared across the far wall of the pyramid. 

“Good morning, prodigies!” she said, fluffing her caramel-colored 
hair and flashing a gleaming smile. “Welcome to a new week at Foxfire!” 

Sophie only half listened as Dame Alina rattled off a lecture about 
Foxfire being a noble school and how they all needed to act like they 
were aware of the privilege they’d been given by attending. But she was 


forced to pay attention when Dame Alina declared that she had a special 
announcement to make. 

“As some of you may already know, we've had our first prodigies 
manifest abilities this year. So would everyone please join me in 
congratulating our new Vanisher, Biana Vacker, and our new 
Technopath, Dex Dizznee!” 

Spotlights flashed on both Dex and Biana and the room erupted into 
cheers. 

As soon as the lights dimmed, Dex spun to face Keefe. “Did you tell 
Dame Alina about me?” 

Keefe laughed. “Dude, I never talk to Dame Alina if I don’t have to.” 

“Well maybe you had to,” Dex pressed. “To get out of detention or 
something.” 

“Nope. I have detention for the rest of the month—you can check.” 

“Then was it you?” Dex asked, turning to Sophie. 

“Do you really think I would do that?” She could hear the hurt in her 
voice, but she couldn't believe Dex would ask. 

Dex’s eyes dropped to his feet. “I don’t know. Who else would it be>” 

“I have no idea,” Sophie admitted. “But I also don’t think this is a bad 
thing. I mean, look around you.” 

“Exactly,” Keefe jumped in, pointing to the crowd of whispering 
prodigies. “Everyone’s talking about how cool you are!” 

“No, they’re saying Biana’s cool. For me they’re probably saying, ‘Of 
course Dex got a lame ability.” 

“Nobody thinks it’s lame,” Sophie promised. 

“How would you know? Are you reading their minds?” 

“I could.” Though she wasn’t allowed to. According to the rules of 
telepathy, she wasn’t supposed to read anyone’s mind unless they gave 
her permission first. 

Dex turned back to Keefe. “And you're sure you didn’t tell anyone?” 

“Uh, no offense, but if I’m going to brag about someone, I'll brag 
about me. Or Foster. But usually me.” 

Dex didn’t look convinced. But he didn’t say anything else as he 
turned and walked away. 

Sophie waited until he’d disappeared into the crowd before she asked 
Keefe, “It wasn’t you, right?” 


He clutched his heart, pretending to be wounded. 

“I wonder who it was, then. No one besides us . . .” Sophie’s voice 
trailed off as she thought of someone else who knew. 

Someone who was always watching. 

Someone who might have a eak. 

But ... why would the Black Swan—or their leak—tell anyone about 
Dex’s secret ability? 

“Hey,” Keefe said, waving his hand in front her eyes. “Don’t let Dex 
get to you. He'll be over this by the end of the day.” 

She doubted that—Dex could hold a major grudge. But she nodded as 
she turned to follow the other prodigies out of the pyramid. 

Keefe stayed beside her as Sandor led them through the main 
building. The crystal walls of each wing matched the color of the 
corresponding grade level’s uniform, and when they reached the amber 
brown Level Three wing, Sophie turned to head toward her locker. 

“Wait,” Keefe said, jumping in front of her. “You should ditch with 
me. I mean, do you really want to suffer through elvin history?” 

“Miss Foster will be going to her session,” Sandor told him before 
Sophie could reply. 

“Aw, come on. You can ditch with us too!” 

Sandor cracked his knuckles ominously. 

“You know you don’t want to listen to two hours on the Troll 
Emancipation Act,” Keefe told him. 

“It’s on the Elvin-Ogre Treaty, actually,” Sophie corrected. “Which will 
probably be useful, considering everything happening.” 

Keefe’s brows shot up, and she realized she hadn’t told him about the 
tracker being made by ogres yet. But she didn’t have time to get into it 
right then. 

“Fine,” Keefe said as she opened her locker and grabbed her history 
book. “Go be the model prodigy. But I’m coming over after school and 
youll tell me whatever you’re hiding. And then we'll come up with our 
epic We are the cool, powerful ones, not you! reply to the Black Swan 
and whip those dudes into shape. Deal?” 

Sophie nodded so he’d be quiet, but she definitely wasn’t agreeing. 

She couldn’t send the Black Swan any notes—and she realized with a 
start that she couldn’t trust their notes anymore either. 


Until she knew who their leak was, she was officially on her own. 


FIFTEEN 


DEX DIDN’T SHOW UP IN the cafeteria during lunch, and Keefe was 


stuck in detention. The rest of the group sat with Sophie at their usual 
table in the corner, but Jensi was still peppering Biana with questions, 
and Marella was still sulking about whatever it was that was bothering 
her—and she did not want to talk about it when Sophie tried to ask. 

Which left Sophie with nothing to do except pick at the weird green 
fruit she’d grabbed from the lunch line, and stare at the note the Black 
Swan had given her. 

“This is when I miss transmitting to you,” Fitz said, making her jump 
as he scooted into the seat across from her. “Then I could ask you what’s 
wrong and you might actually tell me.” 

For a brief time, they’d been able to have telepathic conversations. But 
Fitz was only able to transmit past her blocking because of a crack in the 
barriers around her otherwise impenetrable mind. Now that her abilities 
had been healed, they had to talk out loud again. 

“I could help, you know,” Fitz said quietly. 

“Not with this.” This was a whole other realm of complicated. 

How was she supposed to figure out if the Black Swan had a leak 
when she didn’t even know who they were? The only member she'd met 
was Mr. Forkle, and she had no idea who he really was under the 
disguise. Plus, she was pretty sure it couldn't be him. Why would he 
rescue her when she'd been kidnapped? 

Unless that was part of his cover... 


“Come on, let me at least try,” Fitz pressed. “You let Keefe help.” 

“Not by choice.” 

“So what if I don’t give you a choice?” he asked, and the glint in his 
eye made her cheeks burn. 

She leaned back in her chair. “No way you could ever be that 
annoying.” 

“Try me.” 

“pT 

“Ugh, check out the loser table,” a snooty voice interrupted behind 
her, followed by an ugly laugh. 

Sophie’s hands curled into fists as a tall, bony girl plopped into the 
empty seat next to her. 

“You do not have permission to sit there,” Sandor snapped, stepping 
out of his hiding place in the shadows. 

“I can handle Stina, Sandor.” Sophie turned to glare at the girl beside 
her. “What do you want?” 

“Oh, I don’t know.” Stina turned to Fitz with a sly smile. “I’m not 
interrupting something, am I?” 

“Yeah, actually you are,” Fitz told her. “I was talking to my friend” 

Sophie knew why he was emphasizing the word, but it still stung— 
almost as much as the stupid bruise on her wrist. 

“Yeah, what’s up with that, by the way?” Stina asked. “I mean, I 
understand why these two are hiding over here’—she pointed to Jensi 
and Marella, who were both glaring at her—“they’re just as bad as this 
one’—she pointed to Sophie. “But you guys used to be so cool. And 
now?” She turned to her two stringy-haired minions standing behind 
her and shrugged, unimpressed. 

“Do you think I care what you think?” Biana asked. 

“You should,” Stina snapped. “I mean, look at you. I bet you feel so 
special now, just because you manifested an ability.” 

“Uh, I manifested before you,” Biana reminded her, vanishing again 
for added effect. 

Stina’s jaw tightened—but only for a second. “Whatever. Abilities 
don’t matter as much as people say they do.” 

“Is that what your dad tells you?” Marella jumped in. 


“So what if it is? Look at your family—both parents with special 
abilities and youre still at the loser table.” 

“The only loser here is you,” Jensi grumbled. 

“Keep telling yourself that.” Stina turned back to Fitz and Biana. 
“Don't you realize what people say about the Vackers now? They’re 
calling your family traitors.” 

“Traitors?” Fitz repeated. “How do you figure that?” 

Stina tossed her frizzy curls. “Simple. You spend all your time 
helping out the enemy.” 

Fitz laughed, his scowl fading to a look of pity. “Sophie is not our 
enemy.” 

“Are you sure about that?” Stina focused on Sophie, the glint in her 
eye as cold as her smile. “So you haven't agreed to heal an incredibly 
dangerous criminal?” 

“Are you sure you don’t want me to get rid of her for you?” Sandor 
offered again. 

“No, I’m fine,” Sophie said, her voice echoing around the suddenly 
silent room. “And Prentice isn’t a criminal.” 

“Tell that to the guards at Exile—but that’s not who I meant. My dad 
told me you're going to heal Fintan. And uh, didn’t he have something to 
do with all those fires a few months ago>” 

“How do you know that?” 

As far as Sophie knew, all of that information was classified. 

“T’ll take that as a yes,” Stina said smugly. 

“Uh, are you forgetting that Sophie’s the one who helped stop those 
fires?” Fitz asked. “And I’m sure the Council ordered Fintan’s healing.” 

“So? Everyone knows the Councillors don’t know what they’re doing 
—not since she came along. They need to replace, like, sixty percent of 
them.” 

“That. Is. Enough!” 

All heads turned toward Dame Alina, who was striding toward 
Sophie’s table. Her ruby-encrusted gown swished with every step, and it 
was the only sound in the room. She cleared her throat when she 
reached their table. “Miss Heks. Slanderous statements against the 
Council have no place at this school!” 

“I wasn't—” 


“I know what I heard. And I will not allow anyone to disparage our 
leaders—or one of our most prominent noble families—under my 
watch. Is. That. Clear?” 

Stina stood, her beanpole body almost as tall as Dame Alina’s. But 
she didn’t argue. 

She didn’t agree, either. She just motioned for her minions to follow 
her and stalked away. 

“You've earned yourself a week’s worth of detention,” Dame Alina 
called after her. “And you can count on me notifying your parents.” 

Sophie doubted Vika and Timkin would care. Shed heard them say 
even worse. 

“All right, show’s over,” Dame Alina said, clapping her hands and 
ordering everyone to get back to their lunches. “And Miss Foster,” she 
added, loud enough for everyone to hear. “If anyone says anything like 
that again, I expect you to tell me. Same goes for all of you.” 

She waited until every prodigy nodded. 

“Good. Now eat up—you need brain food for all the learning ahead of 


” 


you. 


Sophie usually dreaded the long walk across campus to the twisted gold 
and silver towers that housed the elite levels—and her afternoon 
session. But it was a relief to get away from all the stares and whispers 
that had followed the lunch incident. She wished Fitz and Biana could 
do the same—especially since it was her fault they’d been dragged into 
the drama. 

Then again, they didn’t have to endure two hours of linguistics with 
Lady Cadence. 

The session was an elite subject, taught only to prodigies in their 
eighth and final year at Foxfire. But since Sophie had discovered that she 
was also a Polyglot—able to speak any and all languages on instinct— 
the Council had decided she needed to start her training early. They'd 
also given her access to the usually restricted Silver Tower, even though 
she was too short to lick the DNA access strip on the door and had to 


wait outside for Master Leto, the Beacon of the Silver Tower, to let her 
in. 

“You kids always need me right when I’m sitting down to lunch,” he 
complained as he stepped aside to let Sophie pass. 

She'd barely taken two steps before he spun on his heal, his long 
silver cloak swishing as he slammed the door in Sandor’s face. 

“I love how he looks ready to strangle me when I do that,” Master 
Leto said, laughing to himself as he led her to the other side of the low- 
ceilinged foyer. 

Balefire sconces bathed the silver walls with their blue tint, and the 
lone statue of a silver unicorn—the Level Eight mascot—seemed to stare 
at them as Master Leto placed his silver Beacon badge against a small 
black sensor, releasing a hidden compartment full of cloaks. While 
Sophie was in the Silver Tower, she was expected to dress like one of the 
elite. So she grabbed the silver cape that had been shortened just for her 
and clasped it across her shoulders. 

“I heard you had some excitement today,” Master Leto said, checking 
his overly gelled hair before pressing his palm against the wall and 
opening the hidden doorway to the main tower. “I’ve been telling Dame 
Alina for months that she needs to run those levels with a heavier hand. 
Perhaps now she'll be willing to listen to me. You'll find no such issue 
here. The Silver Tower is under my control.” 

Sophie would have loved to believe him. But when they entered the 
amphitheater-size common area, filled with bookshelves and chandeliers 
and plush silver armchairs, she could see someone waiting for her in the 
mostly empty room—impossible to miss at the base of the silver spiral 
staircase. 

Prentice’s son, Wylie. 


SIXTEEN 


NEED I REMIND YOU OF the punishment for tardiness, Mr. Endal?” 
Master Leto asked, pointing to his badge for emphasis. 

Wylie’s skin wasn’t as dark as his father’s, and his features were 
sharper. But their eyes were the same. Same shape. Same piercing blue. 
And they looked just as sad and lost as he told Sophie, “I need to talk to 
you.” 

“No, you need to head to your session—immediately,” Master Leto 
informed him. 

Wylie didn’t budge. 

“I know what you're going to ask,” Sophie told him quietly. “And I...” 

She had no idea how to finish that sentence. 

Wylie hadn’t spoken to her since the day she’d found him at his 
mother’s grave, when he'd told her his father had promised him that 
someone would heal him. The poor guy had spent the majority of his 
life clinging to that dim hope for his father—even when he didn’t know 
Sophie existed. And now that the possibility was finally a reality, she 
could practically smell the desperation radiating off him, thick and sour, 
like the bile coating her tongue. 

Master Leto nudged her. “Miss Foster, you should head to your 
session. Lady Cadence will punish you, even if you're only a few seconds 
late.” 

She was sure he was right, and she was so tempted to climb the 
winding, twisted stairs and avoid the awkward conversation. But Wylie 


deserved to know what she was thinking. Maybe he'd even agree. 

“I know you miss your dad,” Sophie said, forcing herself to meet 
Wylie’s eyes. “But I’m starting to wonder if healing him is a good idea. 
Think about what it would be like for him, waking up to find out how 
much time he’s lost. How many things he’s missed. And your mom...” 

Wylie looked away, his hands curled into fists. “So, what? You think 
it’s better to just leave him in Exile?” 

“What I think is that this whole thing is way more complicated than 
any of us realized, and . . . maybe we need to take some time to really 
consider the consequences before we decide.” 

“Meanwhile you'll heal Fintan?” Wylie spat the name like it was a bad 
word. 

Master Leto stepped closer. “That information is supposed to be 
classified.” 

“Well, word gets around. Especially when everyone disagrees.” 

Everyone disagrees? 

Sophie wanted to know more, but stopped herself from asking. It 
didn’t matter. 

“Pm healing Fintan on the Council’s order—and only because we 
need to know what he’s hiding. But your dad is different. He’s lost so 
much. What if all the grief is too much for him to handle?” 

“Don’t!” Wylie shouted, his voice crashing off the sleek walls. “Do not 
pretend to care about him. This is your fault. If he hadn't been 
protecting you—” 

“That’s enough, Mr. Endal!” Master Leto snapped, straightening up to 
his full height. He actually made a pretty imposing figure, especially 
when he told Wylie, “I would not recommend trying my patience any 
further.” 

Wylie gritted his teeth, and for a second Sophie wondered if he was 
going to clock Master Leto in the face. But all he did was shove past him, 
stomping up the stairs so loudly, each footfall sounded like a drumbeat. 
Once he’d disappeared around a few curves, Sophie slowly started up the 
stairs behind him. 

“Did you mean what you said back there?” Master Leto called behind 
her. 

Sophie turned back to face him. “Did I mean what?” 


“You really think Prentice wouldn’t want to be healed?” 

“I... don’t know. But how would you feel waking up after all those 
years and finding out your wife was dead?” 

“I don’t have a wife.” His voice had turned thick, his face twisted with 
emotion—though Sophie doubted even an Empath could translate it. 

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. 

“It’s not... And I still... Not that it matters . . .” 

She wasn’t sure if he was talking to her anymore. His gaze had 
turned distant, like he’d fallen deep into a memory. And as she studied 
his face, she realized Master Leto was much older than he looked. His 
ears weren't pointed, but he had ancient eyes. 

The bells chimed their intricate peal, drawing him out of his trance. 

“You'd better go,” he reminded her. 

He didn’t follow her as she headed up the twisting staircase. And 
when she glanced down a few floors later he was still standing there, 
staring into space, looking even more confused than she felt. 


Lady Cadence gave her a week’s worth of lunch detention for being late 
—which wouldn’t have been such a horrible punishment, if she hadn’t 
also informed Sophie that she’d be the Mentor monitoring detention— 
and that she had a fresh batch of curdleroots for the prodigies to peel 
and juice. 

Sophie had reeked of the rancid, squishy tubers for days after the last 
time she'd worked with them. But at least Stina would have to suffer 
with her. 

“Now that you're done wasting my time,” Lady Cadence said, knotting 
her raven black hair behind her head with a silver pencil, “let’s get on 
with today’s lesson. You’ve proven your aptitude with languages, so it’s 
time to test your mimicking.” 

Sophie sank into the room’s only chair—which was so cold and hard 
she was sure Lady Cadence had chosen it specifically to make her 
miserable. “Mimicking>” 

“Don't tell me you thought we'd just be studying languages?” 

“Well . . . the session is called linguistics.” 


“Yes, and if they wanted to simply teach you a few sentences in 
dwarven and troll they could’ve given you any Mentor. But they gave you 
to me, which I can only assume is because we're both Polyglots—” 

“Wait—I thought you were a Conjurer.” Sophie had seen Lady 
Cadence snap her fingers and make things appear or disappear several 
times. 

Lady Cadence let out a slow sigh, like the mere thought of how much 
Sophie had to learn made her exhausted. “Polyglots often have more 
than one ability. And properly speaking a language is so much more 
than memorizing words. You must master the accent and pronunciation 
—sometimes even the tone. It’s what makes Polyglots so remarkable. 
And also what allows us to mimic. For instance”—she cleared her throat 
and took a shallow breath—“I’m sorry I’m late. It won’t happen again.” 

Sophie felt her mouth gape as she realized Lady Cadence had done a 
flawless impersonation of her voice. 

“That’s crazy.” 

“There’s nothing crazy about it,” Lady Cadence told her, mimicking 
Dame Alina. She followed with an impression of Alden’s crisp accent 
that was so spot-on, it sounded like she was lip-synching to a recording. 

“And I can do that too?” Sophie asked. 

“With practice. So lets find your starting level, shall we?” She 
snapped her fingers and a golden gadget that looked somewhat like a 
metronome appeared in her hands. She flicked a lever and the needle 
swung back and forth. “Repeat after me, and make sure you say it just 
like I do: Someday I will return to Ravagog and continue my research.” 

Sophie repeated the sentence, trying to clip the words and emphasize 
the Ts the way Lady Cadence had. Instead, she sounded like a grumpy 
Mary Poppins. 

Lady Cadence sighed as she clicked off the gadget. “Three million, 
four hundred thousand, seven hundred and fifty three. I’ve seen 
toddlers with higher ratings.” 

They tried the same sentence three more times, and each time 
Sophie’s rating fell lower. 

“Well,” Lady Cadence said, shoving the gadget into a pocket in her 
simple blue gown. “I suppose this is why they felt you needed my 
assistance.” 


Sophie doubted the Council could’ve known how horrible she'd be at 
mimicking. But she had a better question. “What was it like, living with 


the ogres>” 
Lady Cadence leaned back, pulling the pen from her hair and letting 
the long, straight strands cascade around her face. “It was .. . very 


different from what I expected. They’re so much more advanced than I’d 
realized they would be—their cities full of so many unknown wonders. 
There were unpleasant things, of course. The smell alone.” She 
shuddered. “And they can be the most despicably violent creatures. But . 
. . there’s shocking intelligence under all that brutality. So much drive 
and determination. I will never understand them—and I will always 
want to bathe them—but I have also learned to respect them. More 
important, they learned to respect me, and even to trust me. They were 
teaching me things no elf has ever learned before. That’s what I miss. 
Knowing that the work I was doing could ensure the lasting peace 
between our people, as opposed to wasting hours teaching skills to a 
little girl who’s already too smart for her own good.” 

Sophie couldn’t tell if that was a compliment or an insult. Either way, 
she let it go. “So, knowing the ogres as well as you do, do you think they 
would give the rebels one of their stalkenteene trackers? Or would the 
rebels have to steal it?” 

“Wait,” Lady Cadence said, sitting up straighter. “Did you find one of 
their devices?” 

“Yeah. Yesterday I found one tangled in Silveny’s tail.” 

Lady Cadence scooted back like Sophie had the plague, muttering 
something under her breath as she snapped her fingers and made a tiny 
silver vial appear in her palm. 

“Hold out your hands,” she ordered, removing the stopper and 
sprinkling the fine silver powder over Sophie's skin. 

“Please not red,” she whispered. “Anything but red.” 

Sophie counted the passing seconds as they both stared at her hands. 
After one hundred and twenty-nine she was pretty sure nothing was 
going to happen. 

But at one hundred and thirty, her skin glowed bright red. 


SEVENTEEN 


WHAT DOES RED MEAN?” SOPHIE asked, not sure if she should 


scream or flail or run to the nearest bathroom and wash her hands with 
an entire bar of soap. 

“It means you need to get to the Healing Center. Does Elwin keep 
piquatine on hand?” 

“I don’t even know what that is.” 

Lady Cadence sprinkled the silver power on her own hands and 
rubbed it in. “It’s an acid, second in strength only to alkahest, so it 
should be strong enough to remove aromark. Honestly—have you 
learned nothing in alchemy?” 

Alchemy had been Sophie’s worst subject—by far—and she’d barely 
managed a passing grade. But she did remember that alkahest was the 
universal solvent, able to dissolve anything. 

Wood. 

Metal. 

Flesh. 

“What’s aromark?” she asked, more than a little afraid of the answer. 

Lady Cadence held her nonglowing hands up to sniff them. 
“Something I’m very thankful not to have on me. It won't hurt you. Not 
by itself, at least,” she added when she noticed the way Sophie had 
started to tremble. “But you must get rid of it—quickly. Did anyone else 
handle the device besides you?” 


“Alden and Keefe. And Jurek at the Sanctuary. And maybe some of 
the Councillors. Plus it was tangled in Silveny’s tail, so Im sure it 
touched her.” 

Lady Cadence rubbed her temples. “They’ll all have to get tested.” She 
handed Sophie the vial of powder. “Have them sprinkle this on their 
skin. Anywhere that glows red has to be purged. And if you need more, 
let me know. I have plenty of reveldust with my supplies.” 

“Reveldust?” Sophie repeated, trying not to think about the word 
“purged.” 

“It’s a special type of spore that reacts to various ogre enzymes. It 
doesn’t get rid of them. But it’ll let you know they’re there.” 

Sophie studied her glowing hands. “How come Alden and Sandor 
didn’t know about this stuff?” 

“Because they never asked. And most of the reports I sent the 
Council seemed to vanish into some sort of void, never to be mentioned 
again. I sent them all kinds of information about what I discovered of 
the true nature of ogre technology. For instance.” She reached into her 
pocket and pulled out a necklace with a round silver pendant. “This is a 
Markchain. King Dimitar, the ogres’ supreme leader, gave it to me when 
he finally granted my residency in their capital—which was no easy feat, 
I can assure you. He told me I had to wear it at all times if I wanted to 
remain safe, and for years I thought it was a gadget, like the registry 
pendants we wear. But I was wrong.” 

She rubbed her finger along the edge of the sphere and held out her 
hand. After a few seconds, her fingertip glowed green. 

“That’s the essenseal reacting with the reveldust still on my hands,” 
she explained. 

Sophie shook her head, struggling to keep all the weird names 
straight. “What does that have to do with aromark?” 

“Because they’re both enzymes. That’s the ogres’ true brilliance. 
Their technology is actually quite simplistic. But their biochemistry! I 
had no idea until I knocked over a vat of reveldust while I was working, 
and walked through the cloud it created. My skin glowed bright green 
everywhere my pendant had touched me, and I realized that the 
Markchain is actually an ecosystem. A tiny, self-sustaining world of 
microorganisms.” 


She dangled the silver pendant in front of Sophie's face, pointing to 
the nearly microscopic black holes that covered the outside like tiny 
pinpricks. “Essenseal is an enzyme secreted by the colony of 
microorganisms living inside this sphere. As elves we can’t see the 
enzyme, smell it, or taste it without reveldust. But the ogres can. And if 
they don’t detect it on someone walking through their city, they know 
they’re dealing with an intruder.” 

Sophie frowned at her glowing red fingers. “If the scent is so strong, 
why didn’t Sandor notice it?” 

“Goblins are the ogres’ greatest enemies—aside from humans. Of 
course their defense mechanisms evade goblin detection. The fact that 
elves can’t see or smell them is just a bonus.” 

Sophie had to agree with the ogres’ logic—though once again she 
found herself wishing that Sandor’s goblin supersenses were a lot more 
super. 

“So then what does aromark on the tracker do?” she asked, bracing 
for the worst possible answer. Still, nothing could’ve prepared her. 

Lady Cadence held her green finger next to Sophie's red ones. “Green 
would mean it’s a tracker, Sophie. Red means it’s a homing device. All of 
their weapons—and they do have them, though they’re supposedly for 
‘defense only’—use aromark as their targeting system. As long as they 
lock onto the enzyme, they’re guaranteed a direct hit.” 

“You're sure Lady Cadence said piquatine?” Elwin asked as he searched 
the shelves of tiny bottles that lined the largest wall in the Healing 
Center. 

He cringed when Sophie nodded, removing his iridescent spectacles 
and resting them on his forehead, amidst his wild, dark hair. “Well then. 
I’m going to have to prep your skin.” 

Nothing about that sentence sounded good. 

“Relax, Foster,” Keefe said as he flopped back in the bed across from 
her. “I swear I’m feeling more stress vibes from you than from Gigantor 
over there.” 

He pointed to Elwin’s office, where Sandor was pacing back and forth, 
using his triangular-shaped gadget to convey the newest information to 
the captain of his army. The thin wall that separated the office from the 


larger treatment area muffled most of the conversation. But Sophie 
could still hear the tremble in Sandor’s squeaky voice. 

“I look like I’ve been dipped in foxfire,” Keefe said, wiggling his 
glowing red fingers. “Think Dame Alina would give me extra credit if I 
told her I did this for school spirit?” 

“I think Dame Alina is more worried that we might have gotten 
aromark somewhere else,” Sophie told him. 

The entire Foxfire campus was currently being swept with Lady 
Cadence’s supply of reveldust, even though Lady Cadence had assured 
Dame Alina that ogre enzymes only transferred when they were freshly 
released—like how ink only smeared when it was wet—and only stuck 
to living skin through direct contact with the aromark’s source. 

Sophie, meanwhile, was much more concerned about getting in 
touch with Alden, so he could arrange for Silveny to get treated. Once 
again, Alden was “out of range.” Same with Jurek and Grady. 

Keefe kicked the edge of Sophie’s mattress, making Bullhorn— 
Elwin’s pet banshee, who must’ve been sleeping under her bed—streak 
across the room with an angry hiss. “If you keep squeezing your 
Imparter that tight, you’re going to crush it.” 

Sophie loosened her grip and took a deep, calming breath. 

It didn’t help. 

“Why aren't they answering?” she asked, fighting the urge to fling the 
useless gadget across the room. “And how can you be so calm? There 
could be ogre weapons aimed at us right this second. Or at Silveny. Or 
Alden. Or the Councillors. And if they lock onto this’—she held out her 
glowing fingers—“they can’t miss.” 

“Yeah, but if they did that, they’d be starting a war,” Keefe reminded 
her. 

“A war they’d lose, by the way,” Elwin chimed in. “Don’t be fooled by 
our peaceful methods, Sophie. If anyone is foolish enough to attack, we 
have ways to shut them down—dquickly. And the ogres know that. We’ve 
made sure all the intelligent species know it. Why do you think they 
signed our treaties?” 

He sounded so sure. And Sophie almost believed him. 

But she doubted the rebels—or ogres, or whoever it was that put the 
homing device on Silveny—would’ve gone to so much trouble if they 


weren't willing to pull the trigger. 

“I think it’s high time we get rid of that nasty stuff, don’t you?” Elwin 
asked, placing a flat silver bowl in each of their laps and warning them 
not to spill. 

Sophie gagged when she caught a whiff of the clear liquid inside. 

“Yeah, trust me, you don’t want to know what that is,” Elwin told her. 
“Just soak your hands in there until I tell you to stop. Oh, and plan on it 
feeling strange.” 

“Strange how?” Sophie asked as she dunked her hands in the bowl— 
but then she knew what he meant because the liquid seeping into her 
skin was equal parts fire and ice. It didn’t hurt—but it didn’t feel good 
either. Mostly it made her sweat and shiver and itch like crazy. 

“Just hang in for ten more seconds,” Elwin said, starting to count 
down. 

Ten seconds had never felt so slow, and when he finally got to one, 
Sophie couldn’t pull her hands out fast enough. Elwin took their silver 
bowls away and handed them each a green silky cloth. 

“Whoa,” Keefe whispered, dropping the towel into his lap. He clapped 
his hands a few times, then pressed them against his face. “It’s like, I 
know my hands are touching me, but I can’t feel them doing it.” 

Sophie was just as numb—though she didn’t find it nearly as 
entertaining. 

Doctors only numbed someone if they were prepping them for pain. 

“What’s that?” she asked as Elwin pulled two small red vials out of 
the satchel he always wore across his shoulders. 

“Last step—and it won’t hurt, I promise.” 

Sophie stared at the hopping jackalopes on Elwin’s tunic and 
reminded herself that she trusted him as he positioned her arms so they 
were straight out over the floor. 

“It'll be less messy this way,” he explained, which wasn’t nearly as 
reassuring as he wanted it to be. “And don’t freak out when you see what 
this does. It’ll be over in a second.” 

Sophie had to force herself to hold still as Elwin poured the thin red 
liquid onto her hands. She couldn't feel the shiny fluid as it coated her 
palms, but that didn’t make it any less horrifying when the top layers of 
her skin shriveled up and melted, dripping onto the floor in a slimy 


puddle of peach goo. The smell of burning flesh filled the air, making 
everyone gag as Elwin wrapped their hands in wet purple cloths. 

“That might be the creepiest thing I’ve ever done,” Keefe said quietly, 
staring at his soggy purple dressings. “I mean, it was also awesome. But 
dude. You should warn a guy before you melt his skin off.” 

Sophie hated that Alden would have to endure the same process. And 
Jurek. And— 

“Oh no,” she mumbled, struggling to grab her Imparter with her 
purple mummy hands. “They cant do that to Silveny. She'll be 
traumatized for months.” 

“Hey, easy,” Elwin said, gently pinning her shoulders. “You need to 
finish your treatment or it won't heal right. And I’m sure they’ll sedate 
Silveny. I actually thought about doing that for you, but I know how you 
feel about sedatives and—” 

“I might’ve volunteered to be knocked out,” Keefe interrupted. 

“Even if it meant spending the night at school?” Elwin asked. 

“Oh—a slumber party! Definitely count me in for that.” 

“Yeah, well, somehow I doubt your parents would’ve wanted that— 
which was the other reason I kept you awake.” 

“You must not know my parents very well. They’re always happy to be 
rid of me.” Keefe said it with a smile, but Sophie knew him too well to 
buy it. 

Elwin must’ve noticed too, because he dropped the subject. “Huh,” he 
said as he unwrapped Sophie’s hands. “I thought for sure this would’ve 
been gone.” 

He traced his finger along the star-shaped scar from the Black Swan’s 
healing. 

“It must sink too deep,” she said as Elwin snapped his fingers to form 
an orange sphere of light around the scar. 

He squinted through his iridescent spectacles, turning her hand from 
side to side. “But that doesn’t make sense.” 

“That’s Foster’s trademark,” Keefe reminded him. 

“Yes, I suppose it is.” Elwin flashed a green orb instead, frowning 
when he noticed her wrist. “Why didn’t you tell me you had a burn?” 

“It’s not a burn, it’s a bruise,” Sophie corrected. “I just used the wrong 
ointments to treat it and made it worse—and before you give me a 


lecture, I didn’t come to see you because it wasn’t a big deal. My skin 
just got a little twisted while someone was squeezing my wrist.” 

“Whoa, wait a second—who was squeezing your” Keefe asked. “Give 
me their name and lIl punish them, Sencen style.” 

“Nobody needs punishing,” Sophie insisted. “If anything, it was my 
fault. I know how unstable Brant is. I should’ve been more careful.” 

“You definitely do need to learn to be more careful,” Elwin agreed as 
he searched through his satchel. “But I also think it would be wise to 
stay away from him—and either way, you must always come to see me 
when you have an injury!” 

“Okay, okay, no need to shout.” Sophie rubbed her ringing ears. 

Elwin gave her a stern glare as he took her hand and rubbed a purple 
salve on her wound. Instantly the cooling tingles eased the ache, and the 
redness vanished. 

“What ointment is that?” Sophie asked, wanting to remember the 
name. 

“It’s called Get Your Butt To The Healing Center Next Time.” 

“Or, y’ know, just don’t have a next time,” Keefe jumped in. “Though 
we all know that probably won’t happen.” He pointed to the picture of 
Sophie in her humiliating Opening Ceremonies mastodon costume, 
hanging over her bed. “Elwin should add a tally board so we can keep 
track of how many times you visit.” 

“I should add one for you, too, Keefe,” Elwin told him. “You're 
starting to become quite the regular around here.” 

“Guess that’s the downside of hanging with the Queen of Mystery 
over there—but don’t worry, it’s worth it.” 

Sophie forced a smile, knowing he was only teasing. But he was right. 
Since Keefe had been helping her, he’d had his skin melted off, gotten 
several broken ribs, and almost died. And Dex had been just as unlucky. 
Being her friend was dangerous. 

But she’d worry about that later. First, she needed to warn someone 
about the ogre enzyme, and with Alden, Jurek, and Grady still not 
responding to her hails, she could only think of one other person who 
might be able to help. Shed promised herself—and Grady—that she’d 
only turn to him in the most extreme emergency, since his duties as a 


Councillor would always come first, and she knew from past experience 
that sometimes she had to bend a few rules. 
But having Silveny under threat of attack had to fall into that category. 
She grabbed her Imparter, wishing her hands weren’t shaking as she 
held the sleek silver square up to her lips and whispered, “Show me 
Councillor Terik.” 


EIGHTEEN 


THIS IS JUST A NORMAL day for you, isn’t it?” Keefe asked as they 


shivered outside the Sanctuary gates, waiting for Councillor Terik to 
meet them. “Go to school, find out you’re covered in a dangerous 
substance, melt off a few layers of skin, and then hail your besty the 
Councillor, tell him you're ditching study hall to save the world, and he 
says, ‘Cool, Pll come with you!” 

“Were not saving the world, were saving Silveny,” Sophie corrected 
as she locked her knees to stop them from shaking. The half cape of her 
Foxfire uniform was keeping her shoulders warmer this time, but the 
skirt-plus-leggings combo was a Jot draftier. 

At least she wasn’t shirtless like Sandor—though he didn’t seem 
affected by the cold. Or maybe he was too busy checking for ogre tracks. 

Keefe wrapped his cape higher around his neck, pinning it under his 
chin to cover every possible inch of skin. “It pretty much counts as 
saving the world, since, y'know, if anything happened to Silveny, we'd be 
back to worrying about the Timeline to Extinction.” 

Sophie sucked in a breath. “Do you think that’s what this is about?” 

“What do you mean?” 

Sophie stepped closer, afraid to speak her theory too loudly. “Everyone 
knows how important Silveny is to the Council. So maybe they’re trying 
to use that to their advantage. Like . . . as long as they have weapons 
locked onto her, they can force the Council to give them pretty much 
anything they want.” 


Keefe whistled. “I hate to say it, but that actually makes sense. Maybe 
that’s why Councillor Terik flipped when you told him. It sounded like 
he peed himself.” 

“Did it?” a deep voice asked as Councillor Terik glittered onto the 
path in front of them. The emeralds in his circlet gleamed almost as 
brightly as the smile he shot Keefe before turning to Sophie. “I suppose 
I was a bit startled by the news—and I’m glad you felt comfortable 
coming to me.” 

Councillor Terik had programmed Sophie’s Imparter so it could 
bypass the security restrictions and reach him anytime. But he always 
seemed surprised when she used it. And he always answered her call. 

He turned to Sandor, who had moved to their side, weapons drawn. 

“Are there any threats in the area?” Councillor Terik asked him. 

“None that I can tell, but I might not be the best person to ask. 
Apparently my senses aren’t as valuable as I’d once thought.” 

“Trust me, Sandor, your senses are still incredibly valuable to me. But 
we probably should head inside the Sanctuary.” He motioned for 
everyone to step forward as he explained, “I had Lord Cassius arrange 
our clearance, so, in theory...” 

He took another step forward, and the gates clicked open. 

“I love when things go according to plan. That so rarely seems to 
happen these days. After you?” he asked, stepping aside to let Sandor 
take the lead. 

Sandor stalked ahead, his sword raised as Sophie, Keefe, and 
Councillor Terik followed. The warm, sunny paradise felt colder this 
time, but maybe that was because Sophie kept trying to guess how much 
force an ogre missile would need to collapse the mountain walls above 
them. 

They'd only gone a few paces before Jurek stepped through a clump 
of bushes. His wild hair was pulled back into a simple braid, and he 
dropped to a bow in front of Councillor Terik. “I’ve sedated the alicorns 
as you instructed. They’re waiting for you in their pastures.” 

He glanced at Sophie as he turned to lead the way, his face a mask of 
fear and betrayal. Guilt reminded her of her promise to protect him 
from the Council—but what choice did she have? This was bigger than 
all of them. 


Sophie had tried to prepare herself to see Silveny unconscious. But 
her eyes still welled with tears when she did—and not sad tears. 

Angry tears. 

This was the second time she’d seen Silveny drugged because of the 
rebels. She had to make sure it was the last. 

“She feels calm,” Keefe promised, tracing his fingers along Silveny’s 
neck. “And it doesn’t feel like she was stressed while he sedated her, 
either. It’s more like she just dozed off without realizing it.” 

“Yes, I do know how to sedate an ali—” Jurek started, cutting himself 
off when he glanced at Councillor Terik. Then he switched to another 
deep bow, and quietly said, “I was told there was a powder I should use 
to test the alicorns.” 

“I have it.” Sophie dug through her pockets and pulled out the vial of 
reveldust. 

She showed Jurek how to sprinkle a thin layer over Greyfell’s limp 
body, then went to treat Silveny, ignoring Keefe when he called dibs on 
the top half. For all the times he’d called her Glitter Butt, he got to deal 
with the tail. 

Plus, she wasn’t sure she could handle seeing the aromark glow. 

Shed barely begun dusting Silveny’s mane when Keefe whispered, 
“Whoa,” and Councillor Terik said, “So it’s true.” 

At least the rest of Silveny’s body turned out to be clear. Still, the halo 
of red from the skin around Silveny’s tail was the brightest she’d ever 
seen. 

“Greyfell’s safe,” Jurek announced as he rejoined them. “I checked 
twice to be sure. I guess they only want the girl.” 

“Of course. They know she’s the most valuable,” Sophie grumbled as 
she handed Jurek a vial of piquatine. “This stuff will remove it—but it’s 
a creepy process.” 

“Elwin explained all the gory details,” Jurek agreed. 

Sophie backed away as he moved toward Silveny, heading for a part of 
the path that curved enough to block Silveny from her view. 

“I can’t watch,” she whispered as Keefe joined her. 

“Neither can I.” 

“I think that makes three of us,” Councillor Terik agreed, coming to 
stand beside them. “I’ve witnessed many difficult things in my day, but . 


. . that magnificent creature...” 

“Do you think she’s going to be okay?” Sophie asked. 

“Of course she will. Everything worked out for us, right?” Keefe held 
up his hands, wiggling his fingers. 

Yes, but they weren't alicorns. Silveny’s skin had a totally different 
composition. 

Then again, Sophie and Silveny did share parts of their DNA... 

“Ugh, you’re worrying enough to make us both sick,” Keefe told her, 
clutching his stomach. 

“You can feel what she’s feeling?” Councillor Terik asked, his brows 
shooting up when Keefe nodded. “Clearly you have your father’s gift. 
You remind me of him, actually. Although . . .” He stroked his chin, his 
cobalt blue eyes boring into Keefe’s. “There’s much of your mother in 
you as well. It'll be interesting to see who you take after.” 

“Hopefully neither,” Keefe mumbled. 

Councillor Terik smiled. “We all wish to separate ourselves from our 
families when we're teenagers. But as you grow up, you'll learn to 
appreciate them.” 

“I doubt that.” 

Several awkward seconds passed. Then Councillor Terik asked Keefe, 
“So what do you want to be, then>” 

Keefe shrugged. “Any openings in the Nobility for a professional 
troublemaker?” 

That earned him a laugh, and Councillor Terik placed a hand on 
Keefe’s shoulder. “Don’t sell yourself short, Keefe. I see great potential in 
you.” 

“Yeah, adults love to tell me that.” 

“Yes, but I say it with a bit more authority. Need I remind you of my 
ability?” 

Councillor Terik was a Descryer—the only one in the entire Elvin 
world. Which meant he was able to sense and interpret the potential of 
anyone he touched. 

Keefe glanced at Councillor Terik’s hand on his shoulder. “Did you 
just take a reading of me?” 

“Couldn't resist,” he admitted. “I don’t often perform them, since I’ve 
found that knowing your potential tends to hinder your ability to live up 


to it. But I must admit, you fascinate me.” 

“Of course I do.” 

Keefe’s grin was extra smug. But for all his bravado, Sophie could tell 
that Councillor Terik’s words had affected him deeply. 

“Well, you don’t fascinate me as much as she does,” Councillor Terik 
admitted, pointing to Sophie. “Hers was the only reading I couldn't 
translate. Everything I felt was too . . . divided.” 

“Divided how?” Sophie and Keefe asked at the same time. 

“Ah, but if I told you that, it might unduly influence you. Best to let 
you choose for yourself.” 

“Wow, you're kind of evil, aren’t you?” Keefe asked. 

Councillor Terik laughed. “Once upon a time, I wasn’t all that 
different from you.” He winked as he turned to call to Jurek. “How’s it 
going over there?” 

“I think I’m done. Though Id like to test the area with reveldust just 
to be safe.” 

Sophie brought him the vial of powder, though she nearly dropped it 
when she got a closer look at Silveny. 

“Wow,” Keefe said, coming up beside her. “Guess I can’t call her 
Glitter Butt until her fur grows back. How do you think she'd feel about 
Bald Booty?” 

Sophie looked away from the pinkish, furless hind. “I think she'd hate 
it as much as I do.” 

“Can one of you put the reveldust on the area?” Jurek asked. “My 
hands still have traces of the piquatine on them.” 

“Pll do it,” Keefe offered before Sophie could find the courage to do 
the same. 

She tried to thank him as he sprinkled the silver powder over 
Silveny’s bare skin, rubbing it in with circular strokes. But every time 
she opened her mouth, her voice wanted to dissolve into a sob. 

The only thing that snapped her out of it was when she noticed 
Keefe’s hands. 

“What?” Keefe asked as she gasped. “Is Silveny .. .” 

His voice trailed off as he realized what she'd seen. 

Hed gotten the reveldust on his skin when he'd rubbed it onto 
Silveny. And his fingertips were glowing vivid red. 


NINETEEN 


| DON’T GET IT,” KEEFE said for what had to be the tenth time. “I 


mean, seriously, where did the aromark come from?” 

Everyone had retested themselves, and Keefe was the only one who 
showed any traces. Even Silveny was completely clear. 

“Maybe Elwin missed some when he treated you?” Sophie suggested. 

“How? He melted off my skin!” 

Sophie wished she knew what to tell him. The stalkenteene device 
wasn’t even with them anymore, so Elwin must’ve made a mistake. 

“Guess this means I’m going back to the Healing Center,” Keefe 
grumbled, kicking a pebble in the grass. 

“Want me to go with you?” Sophie offered. 

“Nah—then I have to act all brave and stuff. Freaking out sounds way 
more fun.” He tried to smile, but she could tell he was forcing it. 

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. 

“Eh, it isn’t your fault—unless you snuck aromark into my pockets.” 

“You caught me.” 

“I knew you couldn't be as innocent as you seemed.” 

“No one is ever as innocent as they seem,” Councillor Terik 
interrupted. “It’s one of the primary things I’ve learned as a Descryer. 
Everyone has potential for both good and bad.” 

“Foster’s badness potential was off the charts, wasn’t it?” 

Councillor Terik laughed. “Not as much as yours. Now let’s get you to 
Elwin, shall we?” He led them a few steps away, knocking on the air 


until he found the invisible exit to the snowy mountains outside. He 
used his pathfinder to create a beam of light. “This path will take you 
straight to Foxfire. Please have Elwin send me an update when he’s 
done.” 

“Two Elwin visits in one day,” Keefe mumbled. “Pretty sure that beats 
your record, Foster.” 

“I think it does,” Sophie agreed sadly. 

He squared his shoulders. “Well, all I can say is, Elwin better remove 
it all this time. If these fingers start glowing again, I’m going to re-create 
the Great Gulon Incident in his office.” 

“I thought you didn’t have anything to do with that,” Sophie reminded 
him. She still had no idea what the Great Gulon Incident even was. But 
apparently it had been one of Keefe’s greatest triumphs. And he loved to 
deny being involved. 

He flashed a slightly wicked smile as he stepped into the path. But 
Sophie could see the tension in his posture as the light carried him 
away. 

“What about you, Miss Foster?” Councillor Terik asked, closing the 
door to block the freezing mountain wind. “Where would you like me to 
take you?” 

“Back to Havenfield,” Sandor answered for her. “Where I will be 
implementing additional safety protocols immediately.” 

“But what about Silveny?” Sophie asked, turning to Councillor Terik. 
“Whoever put that homing device on her knows she’s here. What’s to 
stop them from blowing up the whole Sanctuary?” 

Councillor Terik smiled. “Well, I’m guessing it would be the same 
things that stopped them from doing that in the first place. After all, 
they went to quite a lot of trouble to put that device in her tail instead.” 

Maybe... 

“But still, don’t you think it would be safer to hide her somewhere no 
one knows about?” she asked. 

“I’m not sure such a place exists,” Councillor Terik said gently. “And 
even if it does, have you considered whether that could’ve been their 
plan all along? To trick us into moving Silveny? After all, she’s far more 
vulnerable in transit than she is within these walls, which—by the way 


—have been reinforced in ways you can’t even imagine. I guarantee, no 
weapon exists that could make even the slightest breach.” 

“How can you be so sure?” Sandor interrupted. “You didn’t know 
about the aromark, and it exists. So how do you know that no one’s 
developed a weapon without your knowledge?” 

Councillor Terik’s jaw set, and Sophie braced for him to yell. But 
when he spoke, his voice sounded more sad than angry. “Our world is 
definitely experiencing some growing pains. But giving in to doubt or 
mistrust only helps the rebels’ cause, wouldn’t you agree?” 

Sandor studied him for a second before bowing his head. “Yes, sir.” 

Councillor Terik sighed. “Try not to worry too much, Miss Foster. We 
need your mind focused and sharp for the healing on Friday.” 

“Wait—this Friday?” Sophie repeated. “As in four days from now?” 

“I suppose it is a bit sudden. But in light of all the contention 
surrounding the healing, we felt it was better to be done sooner, rather 
than later.” 

“How do people even know about it?” Sophie had to ask. “I thought it 
was classified.” 

“It is. Or it was supposed to be. But that was before. . .” 

“Before what?” she asked when he didn’t finish. 

“Nothing you should trouble yourself with.” 

“Do you know how frustrating it is to constantly have people telling 
me not to worry?” she asked. 

She wasn’t sure if she was allowed to be so honest with a Councillor. 
But she was too annoyed to care. 

Fortunately, Councillor Terik nodded kindly. “I do know, Sophie. And 
I don’t blame your frustration. But I need you to concentrate all of your 
energy on preparing for this healing. Fintan’s mind is ancient—and 
strong. There’s no way to know if the shattered pieces of his 
consciousness will find a way to resist you while you're working.” 

Sophie’s blood turned to ice at the thought. 

He placed a hand on her shoulder, guiding her to the mountain door. 
But Sophie had to ask one last question before she could let the light 
carry her away. 

“You're sure healing Fintan is the right thing to do?” she whispered, 
holding her breath as she waited for him to give her the yes she needed. 


Instead he told her, “I hope so.” 


Laughter echoed through the halls when Sophie and Sandor returned to 
Havenfield, and Sophie followed the sound to Jolie’s bedroom, where 
she found Edaline sitting on the edge of the bed. All the lace curtains 
had been pulled back, flooding the room with sunlight, and dresses were 
piled all over the floor. 

Before Sophie could ask what was going on, Biana appeared in a silky 
teal gown. 

“Well, look who finally showed up,” she said, raising an eyebrow in 
Sophie’s general direction. “I was starting to think you weren’t coming 
back.” 

“So was I,” Edaline agreed—though she didn’t seem worried about it. 
She actually looked calmer than Sophie had ever seen as she helped 
Biana with her sash. “Did you forget you were having a friend over?” 

“UMass 

Sophie didn’t remember inviting her. And Biana had never once 
come over by herself. 

“So where were you?” Biana jumped in, avoiding Sophie’s eyes. “And 
where's Keefe? I thought I heard him say he'd be here after school.” 

“Keefe was planning to come over,” Sophie said slowly, wondering if 
that was the real reason for Biana’s visit. “But some stuff came up and he 
had to go see Elwin—” 

“What?” Biana interrupted at the same time Edaline asked, “Is he 
okay>” 

“Yeah, he’s fine. He just had to get another treatment.” Sophie 
glanced at her fingers, needing to make sure they hadn't started glowing 
again. 

Edaline frowned. “And by another treatment, you mean .. .” 

“That it’s been kind of a crazy day,” Sophie finished. “But I’m fine, I 
promise.” 

She could tell Edaline was less than satisfied with that answer, but 
she wasn't going to get into the complicated explanation with Biana 
there. 


“So what are you guys doing in here>” Sophie asked, changing the 
subject—quickly. “It looks like the closet threw up.” 

Biana laughed. “Edaline said I could go through Jolie’s clothes to see 
if there’s anything I want to keep, and I swear she has the most amazing 
gowns ever. I mean look!” 

She twirled, making the fabric of her dress shift from teal, to silver, 
and then back to teal. 

“Jolie had that dress custom made for our annual solstice gala,” 
Edaline explained. “Every other thread is made of lumenite. She wanted 
something that would shine like the moon when she danced. It was 
probably the most talked about thing at the party—even more than how 
many times Councillor Kenric asked Councillor Oralie to dance.” 

Sophie smiled, imagining Kenric following Oralie around like a lost 
puppy. She'd long suspected he had a crush on the blond-ringletted 
Councillor. And she'd known Grady and Edaline were famous for their 
incredible parties—or, they were before their grief turned them into 
social recluses. But for some reason she'd never pictured Jolie at any of 
them. 

Now she could imagine her, flitting around the room like a princess 
at a ball. And something about the scene made her chest feel tight. 

It twisted even tighter when Edaline told Biana, “You know, I think 
this dress looks even better on you than it did on Jolie. It matches your 
eyes perfectly.” 

Biana’s blush turned to a glow. “And you really don’t mind if I take 
it?” 

“Of course not. It’ll just get packed away in a dusty trunk, otherwise. 
Might as well put it to use.” 

Biana squealed and twirled again. “I can’t believe you didn’t want any 
of these, Sophie.” 

“Oh, that’s true—I probably should’ve checked. Do you mind?” 
Edaline asked. 

“Of course not,” Sophie promised, surprised at how thick her voice 
sounded. “You know I’m not into fancy dresses. Plus, Della bought me a 
billion of them when I moved here.” 

“Well, if you see anything in that pile you want”—Biana pointed to a 
monster stack of frills—“You can totally have it back.” 


“Nah. They'll look way better on you.” 

And they would. Sophie got attention because she was new and 
unique, and some people thought she was mysterious. But she would 
never be as beautiful as Biana. 

“Well, Pll leave you girls to talk,” Edaline said, taking one last look at 
Biana as she headed for the door. 

When she'd closed it behind her, Sophie took Edaline’s spot on the 
bed, not entirely sure what to say. 

“So,” Biana mumbled, fiddling with her dress. “I know you're 
probably wondering why I’m here.” 

“Kind of,” Sophie admitted. 

“I just... I’m tired of always being left out. I know it’s partially my 
fault, because I’ve been a jerk to you a few times. But IIl never do that 
again. And I have a special ability now. And I really want to help with 
whatever you and Keefe are working on.” 

Sophie rubbed the star-shaped scar on her hand. “You don’t know 
what you're asking.” 

“Yes, I do. I was there after you and Dex escaped from the 
kidnappers. I saw how messed up you both were. And I was at the 
planting for you guys too, when everyone thought you were dead.” 

Sophie squirmed, never sure what to feel when people told her they’d 
been to her funeral. The rebels had thrown her registry pendant into the 
ocean and made everyone believe she and Dex had drowned. So the 
Council gave them special trees in the Wanderling Woods—the elves’ 
version of a cemetery—and held a big ceremony when the seeds were 
planted. 

The trees were still there, growing side by side. 

“You can't take down a whole band of rebels on your own,” Biana 
added quietly. “And who else are you going to turn to? The Black Swan?” 

“No,” Sophie whispered. “I can’t trust them.” 

Admitting it out loud felt so much scarier. 

“So trust me,” Biana said as she sat next to Sophie on the bed. 

Sophie knew she should walk away and not drag in any more of her 
friends. 

But she also needed more help. 


So when Biana whispered, “Please,” Sophie reluctantly told her, 
“Okay.” 


TWENTY 


JusT ... LET ME TELL DEX,” Sophie told Biana, already imaging how 


much he would flip when he found out she’d agreed to include a Vacker. 

Hed warmed up to the family a little over the last few months. But 
she had a feeling he would never actually like them. Especially Fitz. 

Biana shrugged. “Sure, if you want. But why was he mad at you and 
Keefe earlier?” 

“Oh, he thinks we told Dame Alina about him manifesting.” 

“Was that a secret?” 

“Yeah. He wanted to keep taking ability detecting to see if it would 
trigger another ability. He thinks being a Technopath isn’t cool enough 
to impress people.” 

“Or maybe he just wants to impress a certain person,” Biana said with 
a sly smile. 

Sophie had a feeling she knew what Biana was implying, but it was 
one of those weird, awkward things she didn’t know how to handle. So 
all she said was, “Dex is my best friend.” 

Biana nodded. “Anyway, if you and Keefe didn’t tell Dame Alina about 
his ability, who did?” 

“I can answer that,” Sandor said, making them both jump as he 
peeked his giant head through the doorway. 

Biana clutched her chest. “Does he always eavesdrop like that?” 

“Pretty much,” Sophie grumbled. “Anyway, how do you know who 
told her?” she asked Sandor. 


“Because it was me. I hailed the Council after I heard what you found 
at the Sanctuary. If we’re dealing with ogres, we're going to need all the 
Technopaths we can get.” 

“But we don’t even know that we're dealing with ogres,” Sophie 
argued. 

“So we must err on the side of caution.” 

“Whoa, wait. What about ogres?” Biana asked. 

“Pll tell you later,” Sophie promised. “And you,” she told Sandor, 
“need to apologize to Dex.” 

“I know. I meant to warn him first. I did not realize the Council 
would move so fast. But I will explain it all to him tomorrow. First 
chance I get.” 

He left them then, closing the door as silently as he'd opened it. But 
Sophie was sure he was still listening on the other side. 

Biana didn’t seem to care, immediately attacking Sophie with ten 
billion questions about ogres. Sophie did her best to explain about the 
aromark, and the homing device, and even the possible leak in the Black 
Swan. But there were a whole lot of maybes and mights and I don’t 
knows in her answers. 

Still, the question that stumped her the most was: “So what are we 
supposed to do now?” 

“I have no idea. Usually I have a note or a clue to go on. But even if 
the Black Swan give me one, it’s not like I can trust them enough to 
follow it.” 

“True,” Biana agreed, standing up to pace. 

She blinked in and out of sight as she moved, which was twice as 
trippy in her teal-and-lumenite dress. 

“Okay!” she said after the third time she'd passed by. “It sounds like 
we need to figure out what’s up with the Black Swan. How much do you 
actually know about them?” 

“Pretty much nothing. I know what one of them looks like—but only 
when he’s eaten a bunch of ruckleberries. And I guess I also know he 
starts sentences with ‘you kids’ a lot, since that’s how I figured out that 
he was the one who rescued me. And . . . I know they have a few 
dwarves that help them. And that they used to have a hideout in a cave 
in the middle of the ocean. And...” 


Her voice trailed off as she remembered one more thing she knew 
about the Black Swan—assuming she’d understood what Prentice had 
shown her. 

“Jolie.” 

“Okay . . . What about Jolie?” Biana asked when Sophie didn’t say 
anything. 

Sophie glanced over her shoulder to make sure the door was still 
closed. She couldn’t believe she was about to tell Biana this—but she 
had to trust someone. And telling Biana felt easier than telling Keefe. 

Still, her voice cracked as she said, “There’s a chance Jolie might’ve 
been involved with the Black Swan.” 

Biana’s eyes stretched about as wide as they could go. “Do you think 
that had something to do with what happened to her?” 

“I know Grady will. Thats why I haven’t told him or Edaline about it.” 

For years Grady had believed the Black Swan set the fire that killed 
Jolie, because it happened right after they tried—and failed—to recruit 
him. Sophie had asked Mr. Forkle about it, and he promised they had 
nothing to do with it. But if Grady knew Jolie was connected to them— 
especially since they might have a traitor among them... 

“So it sounds like we need to figure out how Jolie was involved,” 
Biana said after a second. “And I’m guessing you've already searched all 
her things?” 

“I’m actually still working on it. This place used to be kinda off- 
limits.” 

“Really?” Biana looked down at her teal dress. “Wow, Grady and 
Edaline have really come a long way, haven't they?” 

They had. 

And Sophie wasn’t going to let anything set them back. 

They set to work, packing up trunk after trunk of gowns and shoes 
and handbags and makeup and hats and jewelry. Every drawer they 
opened was crammed with more girly stuff. But they found nothing 
marked with the sign of the swan. Nothing that looked even remotely 
suspicious. And after a few hours of searching, they were running out of 
places to check. 

“You know what I haven’t found?” Biana asked as she added another 
gown to her Things To Take Home pile. “Foxfire stuff. Wasn't Jolie in 


the elite levels when she died>” 

“Yeah. She was almost done with Level Eight.” 

“That’s what I thought. So then where are all her uniforms and 
textbooks and notes and whatever else they need for those crazy 
sessions?” 

“I... don’t know.” Sophie couldn’t believe she hadn’t noticed it. 

She asked Edaline about it after Biana left, but Edaline seemed just as 
surprised as her. She even searched the room herself, like she was 
convinced Sophie and Biana missed something. 

“I’m sorry,” Edaline said, staring into Jolie’s now-empty closet. “I wish 
I could snap my fingers and conjure everything up—but I have 
absolutely no idea what we’ve done with it. The whole first year after we 
lost her is just a hazy blur in my head.” 

“It’s okay,” Sophie said, wrapping an arm around Edaline’s shoulders. 
“I’m sure they’re somewhere. I can’t see you and Grady throwing them 
away.” 

“No, we definitely didn’t do that. I mean, look at all this stuff we kept.” 
She pointed to the row of overstuffed trunks. “I can’t believe there's 
more that’s missing.” 

“Jolie must’ve been a big shopper.” 

“She was. And I’m sorry, by the way. I shouldn’t have offered those 
clothes to Biana without asking you first.” 

“It’s fine,” Sophie promised. But some of the tightness had returned 
to her chest. 

Edaline reached up to tuck Sophie’s hair behind her ears. 

“You always come first, Sophie. I hope you know that. And I’m really 
glad to see you hanging out with Biana. You know I love Dex—and 
Keefe is always very charming. But it’s good to have girl friends too. 
They can be a lot less . . . complicated.” 


“Hey, Sophie, can I talk to you?” Dex asked, catching her on her way into 


the girls’ locker room. 
“Sure,” Sophie said through a yawn. 


She'd stayed up late, waiting for Grady to come home, but when she'd 
finally gone to bed he still wasn’t back. Edaline had assured her that 
overnight assignments were normal for an Emissary, but she'd still had 
nightmares about Grady being hunted by ogres. 

“I’m sorry I yelled at you yesterday,’ Dex mumbled, snapping her 
back to the present. “I shouldn’t have blamed you. I know you would 
never tell.” 

“About that,” Sandor interrupted. “I meant to tell you earlier. I was the 
one who informed the Council about your ability, Dex.” 

“I know,” Dex told him, sounding surprisingly unirritated. “I went to 
Dame Alina’s office during study hall yesterday and she told me how the 
Council called her to make sure I started training right away. Can you 
believe that? The Council cared enough about my ability to call the 
principal of Foxfire. They even insisted that I study with Lady Iskra!” 

“Wow, that’s awesome!” Sophie told him. 

Dex laughed. “You have no idea who that is, do you?” 

“Not a clue,” she admitted. 

“Yeah, neither did I. But I guess she, like, invented all the things. 
Imparters, nexuses—even Spyballs—were all her ideas. There’s pretty 
much no other Technopath as talented as her—and the Council wants 
me to work with her. They told Dame Alina that with Lady Iskra’s 
guidance, Ill invent things that will change our world!” 

He was practically jumping up and down at that point, and his smile 
was so big his dimples looked like they were making his cheeks cave in. 

“So hey,” Sophie started, deciding to take advantage of his good 
mood. “Biana stopped by after school yesterday.” 

“Did she? That’s weird. Oh—did I tell you my dad freaked when he 
found out I’d been hiding my ability from him?” 

“Uh ... no,” Sophie said, surprised the Biana bombshell hadn’t 
gotten a bigger reaction. “But I’m not surprised.” 

“Yeah. I thought he was going to ground me or something. But then 
he realized I’m basically guaranteed a spot in the elite levels, and we 
spent the rest of the night coming up with awesome ways to tell all the 
jerks who've judged us over the years.” 

Dex’s father didn’t have a special ability, and his marriage to Dex’s 
mom had been classified as a bad match by the elvin matchmaking 


office. So more than a few people treated Dex and his triplet brothers 
and sister like they were all destined to be Talentless themselves. 

“Anyway,” Dex said, before Sophie could get too distracted by the 
craziness of the elvin social system, “I just wanted to apologize for being 
a brat. And I brought you something to make up for it. I’ve been 
working on it for a while, actually, but I finally finished it last night.” 

He reached into his pocket and handed her something small and 
silver. 

“It’s... aring,” Sophie said, staring at the plain silver band with a flat 
beige stone set into the middle. 

“Yeah. I figured you already have a nexus on each wrist. And you have 
a ton of necklaces, between your registry pendant and your home crystal 
and the allergy elixirs Elwin makes you wear. So I thought I'd make 
something different.” 

A few of the girls around her giggled. 

“Well... um ... thanks,” Sophie mumbled. “It’s pretty.” 

“Nah. The stone is crooked and the band isn’t as round as I wanted it 
to be. But the switch under the stone works perfectly.” He leaned closer 
and whispered, “And if you press it, it triggers an alert right here.” He 
held out his right hand, which had a matching silver band. 

More girls giggled. And there were several whispers about matching 
rings. 

Dex seemed oblivious as he explained, “It’s a panic switch, in case 
youre ever in trouble.” 

“As long as she stays by my side, she won't be in any trouble,” Sandor 
reminded him. 

Sophie jumped. She never thought she'd forget that she had a seven- 
foot-tall goblin shadow. But apparently all it took was a ring. 

“It’s still good to have a backup plan, right?” Dex argued. “And this 
way, if something does happen, you won't have to use up all your mental 
energy trying to call Fitz telepathically. You can just call me.” 

Sophie hoped she'd never have to call either of them. But she could 
tell she’d hurt Dex’s feelings if she didn’t take his gift. So she shoved the 
ring onto her right pointer finger, hoping no one would notice her new 
accessory as she left to get ready for PE. 


Of course they did, though. She might as well have had a glowing 
beacon on her hand. And the crazy rumors took off like wildfire. By the 
time lunch break came around, Sophie was grateful she could escape to 
detention. 

Keefe had saved her a seat in detention hall, and even though she sat 
on her hands, she was fully prepared for some serious ring-related 
teasing. But all he said was, “We'd better not be peeling curdleroots. I’m 
not touching anything else from the ogres.” 

Sophie glanced at his hands, hating how red they looked. “Was the 
treatment worse the second time?” 

“Dunno. I made Elwin knock me out. Woke up at home in bed with 
no idea how I got there. My mom even brought me tea and asked me a 
ton of questions, like she was actually worried about me.” 

A tiny smile crept across his lips, which made Sophie incredibly sad. 
Before she could figure out what to say, Lady Cadence strode into the 
room. 

Her elegant gown and cape had been replaced with a plain brown 
tunic and pants, and her hair was pulled back into a severe ponytail. 

“This can’t be good,” Keefe muttered, earning himself a glare as Lady 
Cadence snapped her fingers and made a mountain of silver forklike 
gadgets appear in the center of the floor. 

“I hope you're ready to get your hands dirty,” she said, picking up one 
of the gadgets and grimacing as she sniffed it, “because you'll be 
spending the next hour crawling through bushes and climbing trees. 
Every single one of these effluxers needs to be hidden around the 
campus, according to my instructions.” 

“Ugh, can’t we make the gnomes do it?” Stina grumbled. 

Lady Cadence stalked to Stina’s desk, slamming the effluxer down 
with a clang! “I’m sure the gnomes would be more than willing, Miss 
Heks. But they are busy with another task. Plus, that would rob you of 
your much-needed punishment. So for the suggestion alone, consider 
yourself the lucky recipient of an extra day of detention. Anyone else 
looking for an easy way to get out of today’s assignment?” 

She glanced around the silent room, her eyes lingering the longest on 
Sophie and Keefe. But neither of them said anything. 

Not because they were afraid of more detention. 


They both knew what Lady Cadence was really having them do. 
They were protecting Foxfire from ogres. 


TWENTY-ONE 


Do YOU THINK THERE’S SOMETHING they’re not telling us?” 


Sophie asked Keefe as she crawled under a shrubbery that had been 
trimmed to look like a mastodon. She stabbed the effluxer into the 
muddy soil between the toes of the back foot, right where it was marked 
on the map Lady Cadence had given her. 

“All I know is my dad’s been working crazy overtime at the Sanctuary, 
adding all kinds of new security. He won’t tell me much, but I heard 
him say they’re putting a force field around the mountain range. So 
there’s no way anyone’s getting near Silveny now. And as for these’— 
Keefe stabbed an effluxer into the ground under a saber-toothed tiger- 
shaped bush—“mostly I can’t wait for a ditching prodigy to stumble 
across one. In fact . . .” He ran to the flowerbed lining the path and 
stabbed one among the flowers. “Man I hope Dame Alina walks by first.” 

“You really hate her that much?” Sophie asked, shuffling out of the 
bushes as Sandor removed Keefe’s misplaced effluxer. 

Keefe stabbed another in its place. “She’s not as nice as she looks. 
Trust me, there was a good reason Alden ran screaming away from her.” 

“Well, I still thought it was cool the way she defended the Council 
and the Vackers at lunch yesterday,” Sophie argued, removing the new 
effluxer Keefe had hidden. 

Keefe replaced it immediately. “I could do this all day.” 

“So can I,” she told him. 


Keefe laughed. “You seriously need to cause more trouble, Foster. I 
mean, it’s been months since you almost blew up the school.” 

“Miss Foster causes enough trouble without even trying,” Sandor told 
him, holding out a giant hand, waiting for Keefe to give him the rest of 
his effluxers. 

Keefe slapped him a low five instead. Then he snatched the rest of 
Sophie’s effluxers and raced away, stabbing them in random places all 
over the grassy field. Sophie chased after him, trying to retrieve as many 
as she could. But he started putting them high in the trees—just out of 
her reach. 

Lady Cadence’s voice finally froze them in their tracks. “And here I 
thought that you two—of all people—would’ve understood the 
seriousness of this task!” 

“We do,” Sophie told her, glaring at Keefe. 

“Obviously not! Give those to me.” She held out her hands and 
Sophie passed over the effluxers she’d gathered. Keefe held on to his— 
though he only had two left. 

“Honestly,” Lady Cadence huffed. “You're lucky you didn’t set one off. 
I knew I shouldn't have trusted this assignment to children.” 

“Then why did you?” Sandor asked. “A task this important—” 

“It was not considered important,” she interrupted. “In fact, when I 
presented the suggestion to the Council, they told me, ‘If you must.” 
She sighed, rearranging the effluxers into a neat stack. “I probably am 
being overly paranoid.” 

“When it comes to the ogres, I can assure you, you're not,” Sandor 
promised. 

“Typical thinking for a goblin,” she told him. “All you see is an 
enemy.” 

“Because that’s what ogres are,” Sandor snapped back. “And clearly 
you agree if you've decided to install these gadgets.” 

“I don’t know what to think, honestly,” she said as she retrieved one 
of Keefe’s effluxers from the tree he’d hidden it in. “I reached out to a 
few of my old friends in Ravagog—yes, friends,” she added when Sandor 
rolled his eyes. “Many of the ogres were very good to me while I lived 
there. So I wanted to warn them that one of their homing devices turned 


up at the Sanctuary. They should have the chance to prove they weren’t 
involved.” 

“But they were?” Sandor finished for her, his squeaky voice more of a 
snarl. 

“I never spoke to them. All my communication channels have been 
cut off—even with my friends. There could be any number of reasons— 
the most logical being they’ve forgotten me since I moved away. Ogres 
are fickle creatures. Out of sight, out of mind.” 

“But... >” Sophie pressed. 

Lady Cadence said nothing. But the stack of effluxers in her hand said 
it all. 

Force field, Sophie reminded herself. Silveny was now protected with 
a force field. 

She kind of wished Foxfire had one too. And her house. And... 

“Anyway,” Lady Cadence said, snatching Keefe’s last two effluxers 
before he could stop her, “I’m giving you both an extra week of 
detention. And you should keep in mind, Miss Foster, that midterms 
aren't very far away. If you want to continue at this school, you should 
consider focusing more on your studies and less on Doys.” 

She stomped away before Sophie could reply. 

“Okay, I’ve changed my mind,” Keefe said, removing an effluxer he’d 
tucked under his cape. “Let’s plant this somewhere she'll trigger it.” 

“Um, let’s not give her an excuse to fail me, okay?” Sophie asked, 
rubbing her temples to ease the headache she could feel forming. 

“Psh, you're a Polyglot. You could ace a linguistics midterm in your 
sleep.” 

“Not if there’s mimicking on it.” 

“But mimicking’s easy,” he said, sounding remarkably like Lady 
Cadence. 

“Wait—are you a Polyglot?” 

“No, but my mom is, and I’ve picked up a few tricks here and there. 
Comes in pretty handy.” He cleared his throat and straightened his 
posture. “Attention prodigies—study hall has been canceled. Please 
proceed to the Leapmaster.” 

It was a perfect impersonation of Dame Alina, and Sophie couldn’t 
help smiling. “It’s amazing you haven't been expelled.” 


“Did you just call me ‘amazing’?” 

Sophie was saved from a reply by the Foxfire chimes, announcing the 
end of lunch. 

“Seriously though, if you need help, I can give you a few pointers,” 
Keefe offered as they headed back into the main building. 

“I might have to take you up on that.” 

They both headed for the red Level Five wing, where Keefe had his 
afternoon empathy session, and Sophie had telepathy. It was her favorite 
session by far—and not just because she was so good at it. 

“Wow,” Keefe said, fanning the air between them, “I always forget you 
have your special ability session with Fitz.” 

Sophie tried to keep her expression even. But she was pretty sure she 
was blushing. 

Empaths were so annoying. 

The Council had assigned Fitz to her telepathy session back when he 
could transmit past her blocking. She’d worried they’d move him once 
her abilities were fixed, but their Mentor, Sir Tiergan, felt they would 
still learn things from each other. So now they spent two hours, twice a 
week, working closely together. It was equal parts exciting and terrifying. 

Keefe laughed and shook his head. “Tell Fitz he should join us in 
detention sometime.” 

“Has he ever even had detention?” Sophie asked. 

“Only when he listens to me—which he really should do more often. 
You all should.” 

“Pll keep that in mind.” 

“I hope you do.” 

They reached the fork in the hallway where they would head down 
opposite paths. 

“Hey, Foster,” Keefe called as she started to turn away from him. 
“Nice ring.” 

He winked and walked away without another word. 


Fitz was already waiting in the round red telepathy room, sitting in one 
of the three silver chairs covered in strange buttons and knobs that 


Sophie had yet to ever press or use. She ordered her palms not to sweat 
as she sank into the chair across from him—but that only made them 
sweat more. Especially when he asked, “Is that the ring everyone is 
talking about?” 

She twisted the smooth silver band on her finger, wondering how 
mad Dex would be if she forgot to wear it the next day. “You heard about 
it, huh?” 

“I think half the school heard about it. But I guess it’s good they’re 
talking about something other than my family.” 

Her eyes fell to her lap. “I’m so sorry you have to deal with that.” 

“Psh—you think I care?” 

“How could you not?” 

Fitz had always been the golden boy from the golden family. Being 
told he’s at the “loser table” was a pretty long way to fall. 

“I think you're forgetting that I’ve never been normal, Sophie. 
Remember, I used to miss school all the time to go on my dad’s secret 
missions to find you. There were all kinds of crazy rumors about where 
I went. My favorite was that I had a horrible farting disease, and had to 
stay home to unleash the stink. I’m pretty sure that one was Keefe’s 
doing.” 

“Sounds like him.” 

“Doesn't it? But that was also why we became friends. He was the 
weird kid who'd just skipped a grade, and I was the guy who kept 
disappearing. No one wanted to hang out with us.” 

“I... can’t even picture that.” 

“That’s because we’re so awesome now.” 

“But you are!” 

Or they were before she messed everything up. 

Fitz grinned and leaned closer. “By the way, Biana told me you agreed 
to let her help. You know I want in on that too, right?” 

“But there’s nothing to be in on,” she whispered back. “We don’t even 
have a plan.” 

“So I'll help you come up with one.” 

Sophie pulled at the ends of her cape. “Did she tell you what I told 
her yesterday?” 


“Nope. She said they weren't her secrets to share. So I’m hoping you 
trust me enough to tell me.” 

His eyes looked so intense, Sophie was tempted to tell him 
everything. 

But as she opened her mouth to spill, Tiergan asked, “Am I 
interrupting something?” 

He stood in the doorway, smoothing his pale blond hair, which 
always looked extra bright against his deep olive skin. He glanced at 
Sophie as he added, “If so, I can come back.” 

“No, it’s fine, sir,” Fitz promised, immediately straightening up in his 
chair. “Sorry. We were just waiting for you.” 

Sophie smiled. Fitz always seemed intimidated around Tiergan— 
probably because Tiergan used to hate the Vackers. He was the one who 
adopted and raised Prentice’s son, Wylie, and for years he’d blamed 
Alden for his involvement in what happened. But a lot had changed 
once Tiergan saw how deeply the guilt had affected Alden. 

He smiled at Fitz. “First—please stop calling me ‘sir’” Tiergan 
despised noble titles almost as much as he hated the fancy capes and 
clothes. “And second, I was teasing. And I’m sorry I’m late. I was 
waiting for the Council to send me their instructions.” 

“Instructions?” Sophie asked. 

“For the healing. They’re still arranging some of the specifics, but 
they have confirmed that I’ll be coming to collect you sometime on 
Friday evening and—” 

“I’m going with you,” Sandor interrupted from his shadowy spot in 
the corner. 

Tiergan sighed. “I suspect you should prepare yourself for the 
possibility that Pll have to take Sophie alone. From what I understand, 
attendance will be severely restricted, in light of all the controversy 
surrounding the healing.” 

“All the more reason I should be there,” Sandor insisted. 

“I agree. But that is out of my hands. My only responsibilities are to 
escort Sophie there safely and prepare her beforehand.” 

“Prepare me howe” Sophie asked. 

“That’s what we'll be working on today. I’ve been developing a series 
of procedures and protocols for you to follow that should ensure you're 
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able to maintain control. But first, you have a decision to make.” 

“I do?” 

“Yes. And it’s an incredibly important one. The Council has decided 
that you must choose a guide to assist you.” 

Her insides turned squirmy at the word. She’d been Alden’s guide 
during Fintan’s memory break, and it hadn't exactly gone well. 

“But this is a healing, not a memory break,” she reminded Tiergan. 
“I’m the only one who can enter a broken mind safely.” 

“That is definitely true,” Tiergan agreed. “And whoever serves as your 
guide will need to keep their mind guarded until the healing is 
complete. But after that, you'll have to find what Fintan’s been hiding, 
and his memories are going to be a murky, muddled mess. You'll need 
someone to help you keep control of the chaos.” 

“TIl do it,” Fitz offered immediately. 

“No—Fintan is way too dangerous,” Sophie told him. She didn’t want 
that crazy elf near anyone else she cared about. 

“Actually, Fitz is on the list of potential candidates,” Tiergan told her. 
“But I’ve asked the Council to let you pick who you'd like best. Under 
such stressful, complicated conditions, I want you to be completely 
comfortable with who you're working with. And yes, you must choose 
someone,” he added, heading off her next question. 

“Who else is on the list?” Fitz asked. 

“Alden volunteered, of course.” 

Sophie shook her head so hard it hurt. “He’s still too fragile.” 

“I agree,” Tiergan told her. “Which leaves just three possibilities: Fitz. 
Quinlin Sonden. And myself.” 

That... wasn’t a very long list. 

“I don’t know Quinlin well enough,” Sophie said slowly. He’d been 
the one to perform the actual memory break on Prentice—and also 
discovered Sophie's existence. But she’d only met him once, in his office 
in Atlantis, after the Councillors had ordered her to have her memories 
probed. The whole process had been very unnerving. 

“So that leaves Fitz and myself,” Tiergan said quietly. “And before you 
decide, I’d like to say one thing. Of course I’d be more than happy to 
guide you, Sophie. But honestly? I think the wisest choice would be 
Fitz.” 


“You do?” Sandor and Fitz asked at the same time. 

“Why?” Sophie asked. 

Tiergan smiled. “I know Fitz isn’t as experienced as I am. And I know 
he’s your friend and you want to protect him. But you and Fitz have a 
very strong—very specia/—connection. I’ve seen you transmit to him 
anywhere, and with more ease than when we've tried with other 
prodigies. And let’s not forget that you were able to reach him halfway 
across the world—while your mind was drugged and dazed, no less.” 

“I’m pretty sure panic and desperation helped with that,” Sophie 
argued. 

“I have no doubt it did. But it also says quite a lot that you chose to 
reach out to him. You trusted him with your life. And that’s the kind of 
bond you should have with your guide.” 

Fitz leaned closer, making her suck in a breath with the intensity to 
his stare. “Please let me help you, Sophie.” 

He looked so much like his father in that moment, and Sophie 
couldn't help remembering Alden collapsed on the floor, his face 
streaked with red... 

“Last time was so awful,” she whispered. 

“I know. But I’m not carrying around a huge load of guilt like my dad 
was. I promise, I can handle this. Have I ever let you down?” 

He had, actually, a few weeks back when he’d blamed her for what 
happened to Alden. 

But he was also the boy who'd shown up on her class field trip and 
shown her where she really belonged. The one who'd let her cry on his 
shoulder when she had to leave her family, and who'd gone out 
searching for her in the middle of nowhere, just because he'd heard her 
voice in his head. 

“Okay,” she said quietly, hoping she wouldn’t regret the decision. “So 
what do we do next?” 


TWENTY-TWO 


TIERGAN SPENT THE REST OF their session explaining his new 


“Guide Safety Procedures.” The two primary rules were, “make eye 
contact every few minutes” and “don’t do anything without warning.” He 
also insisted that they “communicate in code,” so that if Fintan’s mind 
became conscious at any point, he wouldn’t know what they were doing. 

Their homework was to create their code words, and have them 
memorized by their telepathy session on Thursday. It took them all of 
study hall to create their list—though that was mostly because their 
friends kept interrupting. Dex kept grumbling about Telepaths. Biana 
kept begging to use her ability to sneak into the healing. And Keefe kept 
interrupting with unhelpful suggestions like, “snickerdoodle” and 
“hippity hop” and “Keefe is the awesome Lord of Everything.” Only Jensi 
and Marella left them alone, though Sophie could tell they felt left out. 
But she wasn’t dragging any more of her friends into all her drama. 

The commands they finally picked were: 


“Alden”: No reason to worry 
“Mallowmelt”: I found something good 
“Dame Alina”: I’m in trouble 
“Verminion”: Get out as fast as you can 


“Everblaze”: I’m going to use a brain push 


Fitz hadn’t understood why Sophie wanted a code word about brain 
pushes. But she’d used the rare method of channeling during Fintan’s 
memory break, and it happened right before everything went wrong. 
Part of her kept wondering if the two elements were connected. 

Hopefully she wouldn't need to take such an extreme measure this 
time, but in case she did, she wanted Fitz to be warned and ready. 

She was going to protect him every way she could. 


Sophie had figured her friends would want to come over after school, 
but Biana and Dex both got a ton of homework from their ability 
sessions, and Tiergan gave Fitz concentration exercises to practice. Even 
Keefe was stuck doing some sort of Empath practice with his dad. And 
with Grady still not home, and Edaline outside giving the verminion a 
bath, Sophie ended up roaming her empty house, trying to figure out 
where they would’ve put Jolie’s old school things. 

There weren't a lot of places to check. The downstairs was mostly one 
big open space, with no closets or cupboards or even any drawers. And 
half of the second floor was Grady and Edaline’s room—which Sophie 
honestly wasn’t sure if she was allowed to go into. So unless there was 
an attic she didn’t know about, the only places left were Grady and 
Edaline’s offices, and Sophie had a feeling Edaline’s was the better bet. It 
was the Place Where Stuff Goes to Die, after all. 

Sandor had to help her push open the door, because a huge bin of 
unopened letters was blocking most of it. And the office inside was far 
worse than Sophie remembered. She’d never seen so many trunks and 
boxes in one place, all stacked into chaotic piles and draped with more 
junk, turning the room into a dusty maze. 

“One trunk at a time,” Sophie whispered, opening the one closest to 
her. 

A cloud of dust made her choke as she sifted through the tangle of 
silky lavender fabric inside. Sophie thought they were dresses, but when 
she pulled one out she realized they were tablecloths, edged with pearls 
and frilly lace. The trunk next to that held the same, and the one after 
that appeared to be the matching napkins. When the last trunk in the 


stack had diamond napkin rings, Sophie decided to move to a different 
spot. 

Hours passed with more of the same, and Sophie was fairly certain 
the labyrinth was stretching around her, trapping her with the endless 
supply of dusty party decorations for the rest of her days. Her nose 
itched and her back ached but she forced herself to keep going, working 
through two more chests of crystal goblets before she opened a small 
black trunk stuffed with books and scrolls. 

The Foxfire seal on a notebook made her heart triple in speed. 

But when she looked closer she realized they were from Jolie’s early 
levels. Pages of boring lecture notes from elvin history and 
multispeciesial studies—many with doodles in the margins of a boy who 
looked like the photos shed seen of Brant. There were stacks of 
sketchbooks, too, filled with gorgeous renderings of landscapes, and 
creatures, and other prodigies at school. Sophie had never realized Jolie 
was so talented—and she’d never realized she was a Conjurer. But she 
found The Elemental Guide to Conjuring and Translocation with worn 
pages covered in hundreds of notes written in Jolie’s loopy writing. 

It was eye-opening and fascinating. But not particularly useful. And 
Sophie was about to move on to another chest when she noticed a 
crunched red scroll at the bottom, tied with gleaming gold ribbon and 
bearing a strange seal: two hands with fingers intertwined, their wrists 
bound with golden threads. 

It took several tries to untie the extra tight knot in the ribbon, but 
when Sophie finally unrolled the scroll she found five curled pages, all 
stamped at the top with the same seal. Underneath in a fancy, frilly 
script it said: 


By Officiql Offrrqngenent of the A (clehingkers: 
A (clehes for Jolie KRyewen 


Every scroll had a date at the top—each one exactly a month older 
than the last—and a title that implied the matches had been ranked. The 
first page said: Top Tier, the one after it: Second Contenders, followed 
by: Third Considerations, then: Fourth Runners-Up, and lastly: Final 


Alternatives. And underneath each heading was a list of one hundred 
names—five hundred different matches to choose from overall. 

Sophie scanned the names, surprised that number thirty-seven on 
Jolie’s Top Tier matches was someone named Ollie Heks, who must be 
Stina’s uncle or cousin or something. Also on that page were two 
different Vackers—Benesh Vacker at number twenty-four, and Harlin 
Vacker at number seventy-seven—though neither were names Sophie 
recognized. In fact, none of the names seemed familiar, and it took her a 
minute to realize what that meant. 

She rechecked each scroll, making sure her photographic memory 
hadn't failed her—but it was exactly like she'd remembered. 

Five hundred names on the scrolls. 

Five hundred approved matches for Jolie. 

And Brant’s name wasn’t one of them. 


TWENTY-THREE 


WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” EDALINE asked from the doorway, 
making Sophie fumble and drop the scrolls. “Sorry, didn’t mean to 
sneak up on you.” 

“It’s okay,” Sophie told her, hoping she wasn’t in trouble for being in 
Edaline’s office. “I just thought this might be a good place to look for 
Jolie’s school things.” 

“Oh, I bet you're right! This is where I usually stuff anything I don’t 
know what to do with.” Edaline clapped her hands, making an 
enormous crystal chandelier light the room—and reveal about a 
hundred more trunks that had been hidden in the shadows. “I’ve really 
let things get out of control in here, havent I? Hazard of being a 
Conjurer, I guess. It’s too easy to snap my fingers and make anything I 
don’t want to think about disappear.” 

She opened a nearby trunk and pulled out a garland of dangling 
diamonds and sparking amethysts and iridescent flowers that looked 
like they were woven from fairy wings. 

“Decorations for the wedding,” she explained quietly. “I’d been 
making everything myself to ensure it would be perfect. But now...” 

She crushed a fragile flower in her hand, showering the ground with 
sparkly crumbs. 

Sophie was still struggling to figure out how to respond, when 
Edaline cleared her throat and asked, “So have you found anything from 
Jolie>” 


“One trunk so far, but it’s all older stuff. It did have this, though.” 
Sophie showed her the matchmaker’s scrolls. “How come I couldn't find 
Brant’s name>” 

Edaline looked away, taking several deep breaths before she 
whispered, “Because Brant and Jolie were a bad match.” 

Sophie frowned. “So... what, if you don’t marry someone on your 
list, it’s a bad match?” 

“Of course. How did you think it worked?” 

“I don’t know. I guess I figured you got a list that said, like, Do Not 
Marry These People. And if you chose to marry them anyway, it was a 
bad match.” 

“I suppose that would make it easier. But the only “good matches” are 
the ones the matchmakers arrange. That’s why you can request up to 
five lists—though most of us find our match on the first. Grady was my 
number three, and I was his number seven.” 

Sophie couldn’t help wondering who'd been their number ones as 
Edaline moved to her side and took the scrolls. Edaline traced her 
fingers along the names, shaking her head sadly. “Some of these options 
seem like such a wrong fit. And Jolie went back every month for a new 
list, hoping each time it would somehow have Brant’s name. But we all 
knew he wouldn’t be on there. Brant never manifested a special ability.” 

“Wait. People without special abilities can’t get married?” 

“No, they can. But they’re only matched with other Talentless.” 

“That seems . . . really unfair.” 

“Brant and Jolie thought so too. The whole point of the matchmaking 
system is to ensure the strongest genetic potential for our offspring. And 
I know that probably seems strange, given your upbringing. But you 
have to consider that there are a lot fewer of us than humans, and we 
live a very long time—without physically aging. Left to our own devices, 
it would be far too easy to end up forming an attachment to a distant 
relative.” 

“Ew.” 

“Exactly. Varying the gene pool is essential. The matchmakers also 
ensure that different talents and skin colors and body types are all 
mixing. And of course they also work hard to consider our own personal 
tastes and preferences. They receive centuries of training before they’re 


appointed to their positions. You'll see how extensive the questionnaire 
is when you're old enough to register. And until then, it’s best to try to 
keep an open mind.” 

Sophie definitely didn’t miss the part about her needing to register 
for matchmaking—but that was a prickly piece of weird her mind wasn’t 
ready to wrap around. So all she asked was, “What do you mean by an 
‘open mind’>” 

“Just . . . try not to form too strong of an attachment to anyone until 
you receive your lists.” She was looking at Sophie’s ring as she said it. 

Sophie hid her hand behind her back. 

Edaline pretended not to notice as she crouched beside the trunk of 
wedding stuff and started sifting through. 

“Jolie was in love with Brant pretty much the moment they met,” she 
said, lifting out a huge knot of fancy garland and trying to untangle it. 
“She was six, and we were in a pet store in Atlantis, and they both 
wanted the same gremlin. Brant offered to let her have it, but Jolie 
suggested they share, and that was all it took. Instant best friends— 
completely inseparable. For years Grady and I watched them, hoping it 
would work out. Brant’s family was also in the Nobility, and we had no 
genetic connections—surely they would end up matched. But then Jolie 
manifested as a Conjurer, and Brant stayed in ability detecting. Poor boy 
tried so hard to manifest. His parents even hired extra tutors, and he’d 
work with them for hours, trying to trigger something—anything. But it 
never worked. And when it was time to register for the match, we all 
knew what would happen.” 

Edaline crunched more flowers on the garlands. 

“But they were still getting married,” Sophie reminded her. 

“They were. And Grady and I struggled with it at first—not because 
we didn’t adore Brant,” she added quickly, going back to sorting through 
the trunk. “I’d just seen what my sister went through when she married 
Kesler. All the whispers and the stares and the friends who started 
avoiding them. Bad matches don’t happen very often, so when they do, 
they draw lots of attention. And for years after, Juline was afraid to have 
children, worried something would turn out wrong with them. That’s 
why Dex is your age, and the triplets are even younger. Fortunately, 


they're perfect and healthy—and Im so happy to hear that Dex 
manifested an ability! That will make everything so much easier.” 

Something about Edaline’s smile made Sophie very aware again of 
the ring on her finger. 

“Ah, here it is,” Edaline said quietly, lifting out a fragile headpiece— 
switls of gold and silver set with amethysts and pearls and diamonds— 
and holding it up to the light. “Grady and I gave this to Jolie the day we 
finally consented to the wedding. Wed watched her yell at the 
matchmakers enough to know there would be no changing her mind. 
She loved Brant so much. But we still had one condition. We asked her 
to take the elite levels, even though Brant couldn’t be with her.” 

That explained why Brant had written Jolie so many love letters while 
she'd been at the elite towers. And probably why he'd talked about 
feeling unworthy of her. 

“She was so mad at us,” Edaline whispered. “Accused us of trying to 
separate them so they'd fall out of love. But I told her that this was what 
my parents had asked of Kesler and Juline, to prove to others—but 
mostly to themselves—that they belonged together. If they couldn't 
survive two years of separation, how could they survive a lifetime of 
scorn? So she took us up on the challenge. Said she'd prove to everyone 
that she wasn’t making a mistake. And she definitely did.” 

Edaline turned away, trying to hide the tears that had slipped down 
her cheeks. Sophie kneeled beside her, wrapping Edaline in a hug. 

Edaline held on tight—so tight it was a little hard to breathe. Then 
she released her hold, clearing her throat several times before she 
dropped her arms and said, “I’m sorry. We're not here to dredge up sad 
memories.” She stuffed the circlet back in the trunk, slamming it shut 
with a sort of finality. “We have more important things to find! Where do 
you want me to start looking?” 

Sophie pointed to a row of trunks, and they both set to work. But even 
with Sandor’s help, they’d still barely made it through a third of the 
room by dinnertime. Edaline conjured up two plates of soggy purple 
leaves—which tasted uncannily like fried chicken—and they kept 
working while they ate. 

They were just reaching the halfway point when Grady poked his 
head through the doorway. “Whoa—I can see the cloud of dust you guys 


are making all the way downstairs.” 

“You're home!” Sophie said, standing to give him a hug. 

She froze when she got a better look at him. Thorny twigs were 
tangled in his hair, and his cape was caked with dried mud. But the four 
thin scratches on his left cheek were the most troubling, especially since 
one was still bleeding. 

“What happened>” Edaline asked, sending several streamers crashing 
to the floor as she stood to inspect his injury. 

“Nothing,” Grady promised. 

“That doesn’t look like ‘nothing.” Edaline touched the skin around 
the wound, making Grady wince. 

“I’m fine, I promise. I’ve just been in the dwarven capital, trying to 
help them solve a mystery.” 

“What kind of mystery?” Sophie asked, taking a step back as she 
realized his cape was caked with something other than mud—and 
whatever it was did not smell good. 

“I dont know if mystery’s the right word,” Grady said, blotting his 
cheek on his dirty sleeve. “It’s more like a situation.” 

“What’s the situation?” Sophie pressed when he didn’t continue. 

Grady stared at the red stain on his cape. “A large group of dwarves 
seems to have disappeared.” 


TWENTY-FOUR 


DISAPPEARING DWARVES?” SOPHIE ASKED, FEELING foolish just 
saying it. 

She was tempted to ask if they were journeying with a hobbit to 
reclaim the Lonely Mountain. But the blood on Grady’s cheek kind of 
killed all her jokes. 

“How do dwarves disappear?” she asked. 

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out—though I can’t say I’m making 
much progress. Evidently they’ve gone missing one by one over the last 
year, and the dwarves didn’t think to mention it to us until they realized 
that thirty have vanished.” 

“Thirty?” Edaline whispered. 

“Is that a bad number?” Sophie asked. 

“Not the number specifically. But last time we took a census, there 
were only three hundred and twenty-nine dwarves in the whole world. 
They’re solitary creatures, very scattered. So for thirty to go missing is . . 
. well, we'd definitely like to know what’s going on. Which is why I’ve 
been stuck crawling around their cramped tunnels for days, getting 
scraped and scratched and finding nothing. It’s like they vanished into 
the ground and never came back out for air.” 

“What about the Black Swan?” Sophie asked. “They have dwarves 
secretly working with them. Maybe they have thirty?” 

“I thought of that already. But I asked King Enki about them and he 
said the dwarves working with the Black Swan are all accounted for and 


checking in regularly.” 

“So wait, does that mean they could take us to the Black Swan?” 
Sophie asked. 

“More than likely—but don’t get your hopes up. The king wouldn't 
tell me who they are, and we can’t force him. The guidelines of our 
treaty state only that the dwarves must work peacefully with the elves. 
And the Black Swan are elves, so the dwarves are well within their rights 
of privacy.” 

“What does that mean, then?” Edaline asked before Sophie could. 
“Someone is stealing dwarves?” 

“They might be running away. Or perhaps they’re all on a very 
extended vacation. Or . . . they could be getting abducted. We don’t 
know. And before you assume the worst,” he added, turning to Sophie, 
“keep in mind that mysteries like this happen way more often than we 
all realize. I’d forgotten just how much the Council deals with on a daily 
basis. This world is filled with complicated creatures and complicated 
problems. There’s always someone, somewhere, having some sort of 
crisis. This is just business as usual.” 

“Not if you consider what’s been going on with the ogres,” Sandor 
interrupted. “Sophie uncovered some rather disturbing evidence 
yesterday, and I fear it might be related to your mystery.” 

“She did?” Edaline asked—her expression a mix of hurt and 
disappointment as she turned to Sophie. “Why haven’t I heard about 
this?” 

“Well, for one thing,” Sophie said, glaring at Sandor, “we don’t know 
for sure that ogres are involved. No one knows what any of it means.” 

“You still could’ve told me,” Edaline said gently. 

“I know.” Sophie stared at the dust motes swirling in the air while she 
explained about the aromark and the homing device and Lady Cadence’s 
effluxers at Foxfire. She even told them about the leak in the Black 
Swan. The only thing she kept secret were her theories about Jolie. 

Grady’s sigh sounded more like a groan as he ran his hands down his 
face, smearing the blood from his cut. “I don’t think I have the energy to 
deal with any of this right now.” 

Sophie didn’t either, honestly. 

Ogres and goblins and missing dwarves? 


Her life had officially turned into a fairy tale gone wrong. 

“Hey,” Grady said, strangling her with a hug. “Everything always 
looks worse after a long day. Let’s all get some sleep and regroup 
tomorrow, okay?” 

Sophie nodded, trying not to think about angry ogres and missing 
dwarves as she stumbled up to her messy bedroom. But as Iggy flitted to 
her pillow and curled up in a tangle of orange fluff, she couldn’t help 
feeling just as small as him. 

Her world—and its problems—was so much bigger than she'd ever 
imagined. And she couldn't shake the horrible feeling that this time no 
one could solve them. 


“Hey,” Sophie said as she caught up with Marella in the Level Three 
atrium. 

The locker-lined quad was humongous, decorated with glittering 
crystal trees and a giant mastodon statue in the center. But it felt 
strangely small when Marella didn’t smile back at her. 

“You okay?” Sophie asked. “I couldn’t find you at orientation.” 

Marella said nothing as she licked the sensor to open her locker, 
waiting until she'd grabbed all her books before she mumbled, “I’m 
surprised you noticed I was gone.” 

“Why wouldn't I?” 

“No reason.” 

Marella tossed the tiny braids she’d woven into her hair as she turned 
to face Sophie. She looked more like her old self again—except for the 
scowl on her lips. 

“Is this about Biana>” Sophie asked. 

“Why would I care about her?” 

“I don’t know. You’ve been a little different since she manifested.” 

“Oh, so you think I’m jealous?” 

“I never said that.” Sophie kept her voice low, wishing they could have 
this conversation somewhere without so many staring prodigies. 

Marella slammed her locker much harder than she needed to. “Good. 
And I don’t care that she’s suddenly in on all your secret stuff, either—in 


case that’s what you're thinking.” 

“I wasn't,” Sophie promised. 

“Good,” Marella repeated. “Because I wouldn’t get sucked into your 
drama even if you wanted me too. It’s way too dangerous.” 

She stalked away before Sophie could respond—not that she knew 
what to say. 

Stina applauded. 

“You know, I never thought I’d say this, but I’m starting to like that 
Redek girl,” she told her minions as she followed Sophie over to her 
locker. “At least she’s smart enough not to let you drag her down with 
you.” 

“No one’s getting dragged anywhere,” Sophie muttered. 

“No—the Vacker losers are going voluntarily. And don’t even get me 
started on Dizznee.” She pointed to Sophie’s ring and mimed gagging. 
“So tell me, who’s going to be the next casualty? I mean, Dex already had 
one planting. And from what I hear, Keefe came pretty close to needing 
one himself. So who gets it this time? My money’s on Fitz. The healing’s 
on Friday, right? Anyone else think we might not see him after that?” 

No one raised their hands. But Sophie could tell some of them 
wanted to. 

Most of them, actually. 

“Is there a problem, Miss Foster?” Dame Alina asked, striding toward 
them with a dramatic sweep of her cape. “It looked like Miss Heks was 
bothering you.” 

Sophie had never seen Dame Alina in the atrium, and she glanced 
over her shoulder, wondering if there was some sort of surveillance 
camera she was missing. And the snotty smirk on Stina’s lips made it so 
tempting to get her in trouble. But that would only cause more drama, 
especially since everything Stina had said was technically true. 

Being friends with Sophie was dangerous—and Sophie was just as 
worried about Fitz as everyone else seemed to be. 

“We were just talking,” she mumbled toward her feet. 

Dame Alina sighed, clearly not convinced. But when Sophie didn’t say 
anything else, she clapped her hands and ordered everyone to their 
sessions. 


“Come on, girls,” Stina told her minions. She grinned at Sophie as 
she tossed her giant hair. “Let’s go find Redek and see if she wants to sit 
with us at lunch today.” 

“Actually, you still have detention,” Dame Alina called after her. “And 
I think it might be best if you spend it with me today.” 

“What?” Stina asked, whipping back around. 

Dame Alina smiled. “I’ll be waiting for you in my office.” 

“But I didn’t do anything wrong!” 

“I never said you did.” 

Stina’s eyes narrowed to slits, but she kept her mouth shut as she 
turned and stomped away. 

Sophie leaned against her locker, letting the cold of the metal sink 
into her flushed skin. “You didn’t have to do that,” she told Dame Alina. 
“I’m fine.” 

“I’m sure you are. But I still think it’s high time Miss Heks and I have 
a nice little chat. And you'd better get going, Miss Foster. You still have 
quite a long walk to your session, and...” 

The bells chimed, right on schedule. 

Sophie groaned, throwing her satchel over her shoulder as she raced 
down the hall. Her morning session was in the Silver Tower, and she'd 
picked the worst Mentor to be tardy for. 

She was soaked with sweat by the time she pounded on the gleaming 
door, shouting for Master Leto to let her in. 

“Are you okay?” he asked as she rushed past him. 

She scrambled to put on her silver cape, feeling her eyes burn when 
she accidentally stabbed her finger with the pin. She squeezed them 
tight, ordering herself not to cry. But she felt a tear leak down her cheek. 

“Here,” Master Leto said, taking her hand and cleaning the blood off 
her finger with a silky handkerchief. 

She waited for him to let go, but he leaned closer, squinting at Dex’s 
ring before tracing his finger over her star-shaped scar. 

“Looks like you've had an interesting few weeks.” 

He didn’t say it like a question, but Sophie nodded anyway. 

“Well, I know it does not change any of the things you're facing. But I 
hope you know that you're not alone.” 


Right. She had friends she could put in danger. Just what she always 
wanted. 

“I mean it, Miss Foster. I’m sure you're hearing the same whispers 
that I am. But that does not speak for everyone. And the rest will 
understand with time.” 

“I hope so,” she said, trying to hand back his handkerchief. 

“Keep it. And let me solve one other problem as well.” He placed a 
plain blue square of glass in her palm. “Show this to Councillor Bronte 
and you'll be off the hook for your tardiness. It should also make him go 
easy on you today—and if he doesn’t, call for me.” 

The glass was cool to the touch, but it turned warm as she tucked it 
safely into her pocket. She meant to ask him what it was, but “Why are 
you helping me?” slipped out instead. 

Master Leto smiled. “It’s part of my job, Sophie—to give light when 
it’s needed, and brighten up a bad day. Why else do you think they call 
me the Beacon?” 

She'd honestly had no idea—and always thought it was a stupid title. 
But maybe it fit better than she thought. Even if she still hated calling 
him “Master.” 

“Well, thank you,” she mumbled. 

He opened the door to the empty common room and she made her 
way to the stairs, wishing her session wasn’t on the very top floor. 

“There’s a faster way,” Master Leto told her as she climbed the first 
step. “But you're going to have to hold on tight.” 

He stomped his foot, making a rumbly thump, and Sophie barely 
managed to grab the gleaming banister before the silver stairway spun 
to life, whirling, faster than Keefe’s vortinator. She spun sideways and 
slantways and upside down through all the twists and turns of the 
stairway, and by the time she reached the top she was fairly certain she'd 
never be able to eat again. Assuming she survived the next two hours. 

She needed several deep breaths to stop her head from spinning 
spinning spinning. But her nausea came crashing back as she stumbled 
into the small dim room. 

Councillor Bronte sat waiting for her in the room’s only chair—a 
fancy silver throne that matched his fancy cape and crown. 

He definitely looked ready to inflict some serious pain. 


TWENTY-FIVE 


YOU'RE LATE,” BRONTE INFORMED HER, and his gleeful smile 


made it clear he’d used the extra time to imagine all kinds of miserable 
punishments. 

Before he could deliver any of them, a familiar red-haired figure 
stepped out of the shadows. “I’m sure she has a good excuse,” 
Councillor Kenric told him. “And I’m sorry if I startled you, Sophie. 
Councillor Bronte apparently does not believe in providing his prodigies 
with light.” 

“Inflicting feeds on darkness,” Bronte snapped back. “The fact that I 
have to explain that shows you have no place in this session.” 

“My place,” Kenric corrected, “is to ensure Sophie’s safety—since you 
have proven that you will not always act with her best interests at heart.” 

That was putting it mildly. When Bronte wanted to prove that 
Sophie’s abilities were broken, he’d basically used the session to torture 
her. 

Still, shed thought things between her and Bronte were getting 
better. He’d seemed genuinely interested in working with her after hed 
discovered she could inflict positive emotions as well as negative— 
something he’d thought was impossible before then. But if Kenric felt he 
needed to chaperone... 

“Regardless of what my weak-hearted assistant may claim,” Bronte 
said, jolting her back to attention, “this tower has strict rules about 
tardiness—as I’m sure you're well aware.” 


“I am,” Sophie agreed, pulling out the blue square Master Leto had 
given her. “That’s why I was told to show you this.” 

Bronte’s jaw fell so fast, she was surprised it didn’t hit the floor. 

“What could you have possibly done to deserve an amnesty?” he 
asked, lunging from his chair and snatching it from her hand. “When I 
attended here, these were reserved for extreme emergencies.” 

“Well, maybe things have changed since the dark ages,” Sophie 
mumbled, earning a snicker from Kenric. 

“The elves never had a dark ages,” Bronte snapped. “And I graduated 
long before the time period you're referring to.” 

“Really?” She knew Bronte was one of the Ancients—and he did have 
the pointiest ears she’d ever seen. But with his cropped brown hair and 
wrinkle-free skin it was so hard to imagine him being thousands of 
years old. 

“Yes,” he said, shoving the amnesty into the pocket of his jewel- 
encrusted cape before he pointed to his throne. “Now take a seat. We 
have wasted enough time.” 

“But... that’s your chair.” 

“Thank you for that waste of words. Now sit.” 

Sophie glanced at Kenric and he nodded, so she reluctantly made her 
way to the chair, half expecting to spot a bucket of boiling acid dangling 
above it. The sharp edge cut into her legs, and the cold, rigid back 
pressed into her shoulders like ice. It felt like Bronte had custom 
ordered The Most Uncomfortable Chair Ever Invented—and the 
designer had exceeded his expectations. 

“As you know, my fellow Councillors have ordered you to conduct a 
healing in two days,” Bronte said to her, glancing sidelong at Kenric. 
“And they have asked me to ensure you're prepared. Now personally, I 
don’t believe a twelve-year-old will ever be ready to handle such a task—” 

“I’m thirteen,” Sophie corrected. 

“Oh, that’s much better, then. Everyone knows teenagers are so full of 
wisdom and experience.” 

“Hey, you guys are the ones ordering me to do this,” she reminded 
him. 

“Actually, you can thank the other Councillors for that. I was—once 
again—outvoted.” 


Kenric cleared his throat. 

“Oh, quit rattling your windpipe,” Bronte snapped. “Now, as I was 
saying, I don’t believe a thirteen-year-old will ever be ready to handle 
such a task. But I am open to being proven wrong.” He crossed his arms 
and turned to face her. “Well, go ahead then.” 

Sophie shifted in the miserable chair. “Uh . . . go ahead with what?” 

Bronte rolled his eyes. “Did you or did you not tell me that positive 
inflicting is an essential part of the healing process?” 

“Right.” 

“Well then, show me how it’s done.” 

“You... want me to inflict on you.” 

“Positively, yes. Is that a problem?” 

Oh, it was a problem. She'd only inflicted positive emotions once, 
during Alden’s healing, and she'd been so fueled by her desperation to 
bring him back that she’d acted almost entirely on instinct. 

The only thing she was desperate to do now was pelt Bronte with 
sparkly alicorn poop. 

“I believe the first step is to identify the emotion you want to 
unleash,” Kenric offered quietly. “At least, that’s what I remember 
studying. And with regular inflicting the primary choices are sorrow, 
envy, guilt, fear, and rage. So for positive inflicting they would be...” 

“Happiness?” Sophie guessed. “And peace. And love. And, um...” 

She tried to think of more, but they all seemed like versions of the 
emotions she'd already listed. 

Were there really more negative emotions than positive ones? 

“That’s enough to start,” Bronte told her. “So which is your objective?” 

The thought of trying to make Bronte feel love made Sophie want to 
vomit. And she was feeling anything but peaceful at the moment. Which 
left her with: happy. 

She squeezed her eyes tight and tried to remember happy things, 
hoping her instincts would kick in after that. Her childhood memories 
were mixed with too much sadness, now that she’d left her family, so she 
focused on her new life, remembering her friends, and Grady and 
Edaline, and Silveny. But even those memories were swirled with so 
much doubt and worry and uncertainty. 

“I’m waiting, Miss Foster,” Bronte interrupted. 


“Oh please, it’s only been a few seconds,” Kenric told him. “You're 
doing great, Sophie.” 

The glimmer of praise helped her relax, and she shifted her mind to 
smaller memories: the day she rescued Iggy, her first flight with Silveny, 
every time she stared into a pair of beautiful teal eyes... 

Warm energy swelled in her mind, and she fueled it with more 
memories until her brain felt ready to burst with the excess energy. Blue 
light rimmed her vision as she focused on Bronte and channeled the 
force out of her mind. 

Bronte gasped as the emotion hit him, his sharp features softening as 
it sank in. A hint of a smile flitted across his lips, but it vanished just as 
quickly. 

“That hardly counts as inflicting,” he told her—though his voice 
sounded lighter than normal. “Is that really the best you can do?” 

She gripped the armrests of the throne, focusing on the one memory 
that felt the purest: the day Fitz had first shown her she was an elf. It 
was before shed known about the Black Swan or the kidnappers, before 
she’d realized she'd have to leave her family. He’d swept her away from 
her world of headaches and blaring thoughts and the inescapable sense 
that she was too strange, too different—and shown her where she truly 
belonged. And for that one brief moment everything felt right, like a 
missing piece of her life had finally clicked into place. 

She drew on the feeling, wrapping her mind around the spark and 
letting it grow into an inferno in her mind. Then she met Bronte’s cold, 
piercing eyes, wondering if he could see flames in hers as she shoved 
every ounce of energy toward him, slamming his mind with the hottest 
mass of happy she could muster. 

Bronte gasped as the force hit him, but it quickly turned into a laugh. 

No—a giggle. 

She'd made Bronte giggle! 

He covered his mouth like he was just as shocked as her, but more 
laughter slipped through his fingers, until his face turned red and his 
whole body was shaking. 

“That’s amazing!” Kenric told her as Bronte dropped to his knees, 
laughing so hard he started to cry. 


But as Sophie watched the tears stream down his cheeks she realized 
they weren't tears of joy like they should be. His lips may have been 
smiling, but his eyes were pure terror. 

She grabbed his shoulders, trying to shake him out of the frenzy. But 
Bronte kept right on laughing, turning more and more hysterical. 

“Stay calm,” Kenric told her, taking Sophie’s hands and waiting for 
her to look at him. “Whatever’s happening, you have the power within 
you to fix it.” 

“How can you be so sure?” 

“Because I’ve seen the wonders you work, Sophie. You just have to 
believe.” 

She swallowed so hard it hurt as she reached for Bronte’s temples. 
His pointy ears were much bendier than she'd thought, and when she 
pressed her fingers along each side of his face, his skin felt cold and 
clammy. 

“You can do this,” Kenric repeated. 

Sophie hoped he was right, taking three deep breaths before she 
shoved her consciousness into Bronte’s mind. 

His memories felt like sludge. Thick and cold, like a snowdrift—and 
when she tried to sort through them, something kept shoving her back, 
sending her deeper and deeper into the mire. 

Bronte? she transmitted, calling his name over and over. 

He didn’t respond. And when she tried sending happy thoughts—like 
she'd done when she healed Alden—the glimmers of warmth bounced 
off the sludge and stung her. 

Stop it, Bronte! her mind yelled. Or you can get out of this yourself. 

The harsh words sank into the darkness, which grew calmer and 
warmer as it absorbed the emotion behind them. 

Is that the trick? she asked. Did Bronte need more anger? 

It seemed like a backward approach, but she was out of ideas. So she 
thought about Stina, and Marella, and the whispers that followed her 
everywhere. Of the rebels and the ogres and anyone who dared to try to 
hurt Silveny. Of the nightmares and the worries and the massive burden 
the Black Swan had dumped on her—before they completely abandoned 
her. 


Every bitter thought poured out of her like a river, and as they surged 
through Bronte’s consciousness they melted the sludge, lifting her up 
and out until she was finally free. 

Bronte sat up, gasping for breath and cradling his head. 

Several seconds passed before he turned his tear-stained face to them 
and said, “We will never speak of this again.” 


TWENTY-SIX 


NEXT TIME YOU ALMOST KILL a Councillor, can I be there?” Keefe 


asked as he tossed a handful of gold powder on the path leading to the 
main auditorium. Lady Cadence had given them something called 
musk-tang and told them to coat every walkway on the campus. It 
wouldn’t have been such a terrible detention punishment if it hadn’t 
smelled like rotting bananas. Keefe told her the whole Sanctuary had 
been dusted with it. 

Another protection against ogres. 

“I didn’t almost kill him,” Sophie whispered, glancing over her 
shoulder to make sure none of the other prodigies were around. “I don’t 
know what happened—and neither did Bronte or Kenric. One second he 
was insulting me, next second he was collapsed on the floor.” 

“Clearly it’s not a good idea to get you angry. Uh-oh, should I be 
afraid?” Keefe asked as she glared at him. “You going to knock me out or 
something, are you?” 

“If only.” 

She wanted to kick herself for telling Keefe what happened. 

But she'd had to tell someone. The more she'd replayed the session, 
the more she felt a nagging itch in the back of her mind, telling her 
something was off. 

“Besides, it wasn’t the anger that took him down. That was actually 
how I got him out of it. Which seems weird, doesn’t it? I mean, he was 
basically allergic to happiness.” 


“Um, you have met Bronte, right?” 

“I know. But I’ve been in some messed-up minds, and I’ve never felt 
anything like that sludgy darkness I felt today.” 

“Maybe that’s what an Inflictor’s mind feels like. I mean, no offense, 
but what you guys do is kinda creepy.” 

Sophie couldn’t argue. If she had her way, she'd probably get rid of 
the dangerous ability. But talents couldn’t be switched off once they’d 
been triggered. And creepy ability or no, she still didn’t think that 
explained what had happened. Especially when she factored in the way 
Bronte’s mind had blocked her from his memories. Almost like he had 
something to hide... 

“You're cute when you worry, did you know that?” Keefe asked her. 

Sophie flung a handful of musk-tang at his feet, surrounding him in 
a cloud of stinky golden dust. 

He laughed as he coughed. “Oh, it is so on.” 

He pelted her with a giant handful, and Sophie struck back, nailing 
him in the shoulder before she took off running. 

Keefe chased after her, hurling handful after handful as Sophie tried 
to swerve and duck. She was so busy launching counterattacks that she 
forgot to pay attention to where she was going. Which was how she 
ended up crashing into Lady Cadence, seconds before Keefe accidentally 
musk-tanged the furious Mentor’s face. 


“Don't let her get to you, Foster,” Keefe said as they made their way to 
their afternoon sessions. “Lady Cadence can send as many disciplinary 
reports to Dame Alina as she wants. It still won’t change the fact that 
watching her choke on that mouthful of musk-tang was one of the 
greatest moments of my life.” 

It had been pretty priceless. 

And the disciplinary report wasn’t what was bothering Sophie— 
though she wasn’t exactly thrilled about that. Lady Cadence had gone on 
and on and on about how, given the controversy surrounding Fintan’s 
healing, Sophie should be working harder than ever to prove herself a 


well-behaved citizen in her world. But what Sophie wanted to know was, 
How did everyone know so many classified things? 

The information had to be leaking from someone in the Nobility— 
and a lot of the things people had heard about were things only the 
Councillors would know... . 

“What if Bronte’s the one leaking secret information from the 
Council?” she whispered. “That would explain why he didn’t want me to 
look through his memories.” 

“But why would he do that? He’s just causing more problems for 
himself” 

“Maybe not. He also told me today that he didn’t vote in favor of 
Fintan’s healing. So maybe he’s trying to stop it by getting the public all 
riled up against it.” 

“I guess. But it still feels like a stretch. Bronte’s the longest standing 
member of the Council—by a Jot. I can’t see him doing anything to 
undermine it.” 

Sophie sighed. “I wish there were some way to find out for sure. Oh! 
What if we—” 

“If you're thinking of breaking into his office,” Keefe interrupted, 
“you should know that the crystal castles are impossible to sneak into. 
Trust me, I tried several times when I was a kid.” 

“I wasn't going to suggest breaking and entering. But you're an 
Empath, right? And Empaths can detect lies.” 

“Only sort of. Lies aren’t an emotion. All I can pick up on are the 
feelings that go with it—like the guilt and the stress and the worry. But 
if someone's a good enough liar they know how to hide that. I’ve pulled 
it off with my dad many times.” 

“Well, still, couldn’t you test Bronte and see how he reacts?” 

“Maybe. But it’s not like I have weekly Councillor hang-out time— 
and even if I did, as soon as I asked about the leak he'd know what I was 
doing.” 

He was right. Bronte was far too grumpy and suspicious not to catch 
on. 

But he was also hiding something—she could feel it. 

There had to be a way to figure out what it was. 


Sophie came home to find her bedroom covered in boxes, each wrapped 
in opalescent paper and tied with a sparkling pink bow. 

“I know you're not that into clothes and dresses,” Edaline said, 
popping out of Sophie’s closet carrying more boxes—and nearly giving 
Sophie a heart attack. “But I realized that we’ve never gone shopping 
together, and I’ve never really bought you anything, so. . . ta-da!” 

She tried to set her boxes down, but there was no more empty space. 
“Hm. I might have gotten a little carried away.” 

“A little” was putting it mildly. Sophie doubted the stores in Atlantis 
had anything left to sell. And she was pretty sure this was leftover guilt 
from Edaline giving Biana Jolie’s clothes. But it was nice of Edaline to 
think of her. 

“Well, aren’t you going to open them?” Edaline asked, grabbing a 
wide rectangular package from the top of the nearest pile. “Start with 
this one, it’s my favorite.” 

Her enthusiasm was infectious, and Sophie couldn't help smiling as 
she untied the glittering ribbon. Pink sparkles stuck to her fingers as she 
pulled open the box to find... 

A sea of wispy lavender chiffon, covered in diamonds and pearls. 

“Isn't it gorgeous?” Edaline asked. “Most of the things I got are a bit 
simpler than this, since I know that’s more your style. But I wanted you 
to have at least one special dress, and this one just reminded me so 
much of you. Hold it up—let’s see if I guessed the right size.” 

Edaline showered the floor with glitter as she pulled out the dress and 
held it against Sophie’s shoulders. 

Sophie repressed a sigh when she realized it had a train. 

As if she didn’t have a hard enough time walking without tripping. 

Edaline gasped. “The color, with your hair. It’s—you look so much. . 


She didn’t finish the sentence, but Sophie knew how it ended. 

You look so much like Jolie. 

“Lady Ruewen?” one of the gnomes called from downstairs, saving 
Sophie from having to figure out a reply. “The new verminion tunneled 
out of its pen again.” 


“I am dreaming of the day those obnoxious creatures are ready for the 
Sanctuary,” Edaline told Sophie, wiping pink glitter off her hands. “rll 
be back as soon as I can. In the meantime, why don’t you try that on and 
see how it fits?” 

“Sure,” Sophie said, not finding the idea nearly as exciting as Edaline 
seemed to. But there was something she wanted to see. 

The lightweight fabric felt cool against her skin, and it swished and 
swirled with every step as she made her way to the floor-length mirror. 

“Wow,” Vertina said as she appeared in the corner. “You look so... 
pretty.” 

“You don’t have to sound so surprised,” Sophie grumbled. 

“Oh please, you wear dull colors and never do anything with your hair 
—and don’t get me started on your desperate need for lip gloss and—” 

Sophie stepped out of range, making the tiny face disappear. 

She counted to ten, then stepped back in front of the mirror. 

“Just because I’m a gadget doesn’t give you the right to flick me on 
and off at will,” Vertina huffed. “Jolie never would’ve treated me that 
way. You may look like her, but—” 

“So you really think I look like her?” Sophie interrupted, squinting at 
her reflection. That’s what she kept trying to figure out—what did 
Edaline see? 

Was there really a similarity? Or was it Edaline’s wishful thinking. 

“Well, it’s not like you’re twins or anything,” Vertina told her. “Jolie’s 
hair was shinier than yours—and she had the most gorgeous turquoise 
eyes, unlike your weird ones. But you do remind me of her. If I didn’t 
know better I’d think you two were related.” 

The word was like a spark, igniting the firestorm of panic that had 
already been brewing in Sophie’s stomach. 

If Jolie had been working with the Black Swan, could she have been a 
part of Project Moonlark? 

And if so . . . could she be Sophie’s mother? 


TWENTY-SEVEN 


IT CANT BE, SOPHIE TOLD herself, repeating it over and over and over. 


Jolie died sixteen years ago. 

And Sophie was only thirteen. 

The numbers didn’t lie. 

But the numbers also didn’t account for the fact that the Black Swan 
had built her in their lab, twisting and tweaking her genes for who knew 
how long before her embryo had been implanted in a human being. 
Sophie didn’t know much about that process, but she knew embryos 
could be frozen. Which meant her mother could’ve been anyone, 
anywhere, any time. 

“Please, Vertina,” she begged. “You have to tell me what Jolie was 
hiding about the Black Swan.” 

“I can’t. Not unless...” 

“Unless what?” Sophie shouted, looking around for something heavy 
she could threaten the obnoxious mirror with. “Why can’t you just tell 
me?” 

“Because Jolie said it wasn’t safe!” Vertina shouted back. “She said 
that someone was not who she thought they were, and even if I knew 
the person asking, I couldn't tell them unless they knew the password.” 

“But she couldn’t have meant me—I wasn’t even born yet!” 

“You still don’t know the password,” Vertina reminded her. 

She clicked away before Sophie could argue, and Sophie sank to the 
floor, the lavender gown crumpling around her. 


She stared at her reflection in the mirror. 

She knew she should be focusing on what Vertina had just told her, 
since it sounded like Jolie might’ve known about the Black Swan’s leak 
—and maybe even who it was. But she was too distracted by a much 
stranger question. 

If Jolie was her mother, and Grady and Edaline were her 
grandparents, did that mean she and Dex were . . . cousins? 


“Are you avoiding me?” Dex asked, cornering Sophie the next morning 
in PE. 

“Why would you think that?” 

“Uh, maybe because every time I tried to find you at orientation you 
were somehow on the other side of the room—and now you've 
partnered with pretty much everyone except me.” 

She'd been hoping he wouldn't notice that. . . . 

She forced herself to look at him—and then instantly regretted it. 
Suddenly she was noticing the curve of his chin and the lines of his 
cheekbones, realizing she could sorta see a resemblance to hers. 

She didn’t understand why that bothered her so much. But it did. 

“Are you still mad at me?” Dex asked quietly. 

“Of course not.” 

“Then what’s wrong? Is it Marella? Because I heard about what she 
said to you yesterday, and if she thinks—” 

“It’s not Marella,” Sophie interrupted, though Marella had gone out of 
her way to avoid her again. Even Jensi wasn’t hanging around, though 
when shed made eye contact with him, he'd still smiled. “I’m just not 
feeling good, okay>” 

“What’s this?” a deep voice asked behind her, and she spun around to 
face Sir Harding, her broad-shouldered PE mentor. “You do look pale,” 
he decided after studying her face. “Perhaps you should go to the 
Healing Center.” 

An Elwin visit was way better than more Dex interrogation. So Sophie 
told him, “Maybe you're right.” 

She gave Dex a hasty wave and retreated from the gymnasium. 


Sandor rushed after her, grabbing her arm to slow her down. “Why 
didn’t you tell me you weren’t feeling well>” 

“Because it’s not a big deal.” 

“Everything is a big deal.” 

“This isn’t. I just needed a break. lIl hang out in the atrium until 
lunch.” 

“You most certainly will not. If you said you're going to the Healing 
Center, then to the Healing Center you'll go. I’ve been wanting Elwin to 
check that wound on your wrist again anyway.” 

She could tell there would be no changing his mind, so she switched 
direction, muttering under her breath about stubborn goblins. 

“Let me guess,” Elwin said as she walked into the Healing Center. 
“You overestimated the strength of your levitating abilities and crashed 
into the ceiling.” 

“Very funny. Actually, I...” Her voice trailed off when she realized 
Elwin wasn’t alone. 

Master Leto bowed. “Hello, Miss Foster. I would say this is a surprise, 
but from what I hear, you stop by quite often. In fact, we were just 
talking about you.” 

“I was telling him how the piquatine worked when I treated you,” 
Elwin explained, pointing to the egg-shaped vial in Master Leto’s hands. 

Sophie scrambled back. “Did you find more aromark>” 

“Preparatory measure only,” Master Leto promised. “Lady Cadence 
feels it would be prudent for us to keep a supply in the tower, along with 
reveldust, and two other enzymes Elwin is attempting to track down.” 

“And I’m not having much luck,” Elwin warned him. “I thought yeti 
pee was tough to come by—but it'd be easier to fill a whole lake with it 
than to get my hands on anything from the ogres. All the trade lines 
have closed.” 

Master Leto frowned, but he didn’t ask about any of the things Sophie 
was dying to know. 

Before she could jump in on her own, Elwin asked her, “So what 
brings you by today?” 

“An overprotective bodyguard,” she grumbled. 

“She would like you to check the burn on her wrist,” Sandor clarified. 


Elwin nodded, slipping on his crazy spectacles and flashing a green 
orb of light around her wrist. “I thought you said it wasn’t a burn.” 

“It wasn't,” Sophie agreed. “It was just a bruise that I treated with the 
wrong medicine.” 

“Ah, yes. And I believe I already gave you my, ‘Always Come See Me 
First’ lecture last time. So IIl spare you this time—but I hope you've 
learned your lesson.” 

“I have.” 

Elwin turned her hand from side to side, switching the light from 
red, to blue, to purple before he told her, “Well, the good news is, the 
wound healed perfectly. Not even the slightest trace that anything used 
to be there.” 

“And the bad news?” Sophie had to ask. 

“You have some of the most exhausted-looking cells I’ve ever seen. 
And don’t even get me started on those dark circles under your eyes.” He 
flashed an orange orb around her head. “When was the last time you 
actually slept?” 

“It’s... been a while,” she admitted. 

“I haven't heard her sleep through the night since Silveny moved to 
the Sanctuary,” Sandor added. 

Elwin whistled. “You can’t keep that up, Sophie. I know you don’t like 
sedatives—” 

“Then don’t try to talk me into taking them,” she interrupted. 

“But you need sleep.” 

“Wait,” Master Leto interrupted. “Forgive my intrusion, but I have to 
ask. What does sleep have to do with Silveny being at the Sanctuary>” 

It really wasn’t any of his business. But he had given her that amnesty 
thing, so she told him, “Silveny used to keep my nightmares away. We 
can communicate telepathically, and she would send her memories into 
my mind while I slept.” 

“So why don’t you still have her do that?” 

“Uh... because she’s on the other side of the world now.” 

Was he actually serious with that question? 

Clearly he was, because Master Leto laughed. “And here I thought 
you were the girl with all the impossibly strong powers. Did you or did 


you not transmit to someone more than half a world away—and with 
your mind drugged, no less?” 

“I did,” she admitted. “But I’m pretty sure that was mostly adrenaline. 
Plus, the Sanctuary is a different situation. I couldn’t even teleport there 
when I tried.” 

His brows shot up. “Really?” 

“Yeah. I can’t teleport through anything solid.” 

“Fascinating,” he mumbled, mostly to himself. Several long seconds 
passed before he added, “Well, last I checked, teleporting and telepathy 
were two completely different things. And I promise you, Sophie, the 
only barrier stopping you from reaching your alicorn friend is the 
imaginary wall you put there yourself. Tear it down and discover an 
entirely new realm of possibilities.” 

“How can you be so sure?” Sophie had to ask. 

He smiled and tapped the side of his head. “I know rather more 
about the mind than you might expect.” 

He left before she could ask what that meant, and she didn’t see how 
he could be right. But if there was even the slightest chance she could 
connect with Silveny, it was worth trying. The healing was tomorrow, 
and the Councillors—and Fitz—were counting on her to get through it 
safely. 

She was going to need all the help she could get. 


TWENTY-EIGHT 


TELL ME THIS,” TIERGAN SAID as he stood from his chair and started 


to pace the small telepathy room. “What will be your greatest asset 
during the healing—during any telepathic endeavor, actually?” 

“My impenetrable mind?” Sophie guessed. 

“That is a strength, Sophie, but not an asset,” Tiergan corrected. “And 
you've already seen how our strengths can fail us. An asset, on the other 
hand, is a tool, ready to be utilized the second we should call upon it— 
and there’s one asset in particular that you both must rely upon to the 
fullest extent of your abilities. Any other guesses what it might be?” 

Sophie glanced at Fitz, but he seemed just as clueless as her. 

“It’s trust,” Tiergan told them. “Trust is what gives us confidence to 
step outside the safety of our own headspace and enter the darkness of 
another. What fuels us, guides us, pushes us to keep going, even when 
all hope feels lost. And for the two of you, trust is what will bond you 
together, so that your minds can face the coming challenge as one. So 
tell me, Fitz,” he said, turning to face him, “do you trust Sophie?” 

“Of course.” 

“Are you certain—and I mean absolutely certain?” Tiergan pressed. 
“If memory serves me, the two of you have had a somewhat tumultuous 
relationship recently.” 

Fitz lowered his head. “I know I was a total jerk for a few weeks. But I 
do trust you,” he told Sophie. “I hope you trust me.” 

“Of course I do!” Sophie said—probably too quickly. 


Tiergan studied them for a second, rubbing his chin. “Nope. I’m not 
convinced. I see friendship and familiarity. But what you need is 
absolute confidence in each other. Which is why I’ve prepared a special 
exercise.” He folded his hands as he waited for them to look at him. 
“The better we understand someone, the more we can trust them, 
wouldn’t you agree?” 

Sophie and Fitz both nodded. 

“I’m so glad you feel that way, because the success of the assignment 
will depend entirely upon how willing you are to open up and truly put 
faith in each other.” 

Something about his tone felt almost ominous, and when Sophie 
swallowed she realized her mouth had gone dry. 

“Sophie,” Tiergan said, forcing her to pay attention, “since Fitz can no 
longer transmit to you, I’m going to need you to open your mind to his 
for this exercise—and for now I want you both to keep your thoughts 
focused on something unimportant. Like socks, or napkins, or uvulas.” 

“Uvulas?” Fitz and Sophie both asked at the same time. 

Tiergan smiled. “And now you won't be able to think of anything 
else.” 

He was right—Sophie’s mind was filled with images of the hangy ball 
that dangled from the back of her throat, and when she opened her 
thoughts to Fitz’s, he was picturing the same thing. 

She couldn’t decide if she wanted to laugh or gag. 

“Okay, I’m in,” she said. 

Like old times, huh? Fitz thought. 

Pretty much, Sophie transmitted—deciding not to mention that his 
thoughts were way easier to listen to than the blaring transmissions he 
used to send. 

“So now what?” Fitz asked Tiergan. 

“Now comes the fun part—though you may consider it rather 
challenging. I want you both to privately tell each other three things 
about yourself that no one else knows—” 

“Three?” Sophie interrupted. 

“Would you like more?” Tiergan asked. 

“No—three is good!” Fitz jumped in. 


He sounded just as nervous as Sophie, which actually made her feel 
better. 

“They can’t be things you've shared with anyone else,” Tiergan added, 
sealing their misery, “and they need to be important secrets. Not ‘I didn’t 
eat breakfast this morning’ or ‘I always fall asleep during elvin history. 
You need to push yourself beyond your comfort zone and really trust 
each other. Understand?” 

They both nodded, and Sophie wished she hadn't shared quite so 
many secrets with Biana as Tiergan sank into his chair. He turned one of 
the silver knobs on his armrest, dimming the lights, and the darkness 
made everything feel more intimate—which was probably the point. But 
it made Sophie’s palms so clammy they stuck to her cape. 

“Pretend I’m not here,” Tiergan told them. “And try to forget about 
Sandor as well. This exercise will work best if you concentrate only on 
each other. And keep in mind that the more you share, the better you'll 
be able to work together.” 

An endless stretch of silence followed, before Sophie transmitted, So. 
. . how do you want to do this? 

I guess we could take turns, Fitz thought back. 

They both shifted in their chairs, neither seeming to want to go first. 

We could play rock, paper, scissors, Sophie suggested, and the loser 
has to start. 

I have no idea what that is. 

Wow, really? Sophie explained the rules, and, even though Fitz didn’t 
seem to understand how paper could ever beat rock, they decided to 
play. 

Naturally, Fitz chose paper. 

And naturally, Sophie won with scissors. 

Fitz slumped in his chair. Argh—this is so awkward. I mean, it’s not 
that I don’t trust you. It’s just. . . the only things I can come up with are 
going to make you think I’m such a dork. 

That’s not possible. You're pretty much the coolest guy I know. 

Cooler than Keefe? 

Well... maybe it’s a tie. 

A slow smile curled his lips. J guess I can live with that. And I should 
probably stop stalling, huh? 


Nah—take your time. In fact, feel free to stall for the rest of the 
session. Then I don’t have to take a turn either. 

Think we could get away with that? 

Somehow I doubt it. 

Okay—let’s do this. He squared his shoulders as he told her, J... 
can't sleep without this bright red stuffed dragon Elwin gave me. 

A giggle slipped out of Sophie’s lips before she could stop it. 

See? I knew youd think I was a dork! 

Uh, you already know Im a huge fan of sleeping with stuffed 
animals. I just never realized you were. 

Yeah. It’s a recent thing. Elwin brought it to me after everything that 
happened with my dad, and at first I wanted to tear its head off or 
something—lI was pretty angry back then. 

A wave of bitter memories flooded his mind and Sophie did her best 
to block them. She didn’t want to relive those moments any more than 
Fitz did. 

Anyway, he thought, turning his head away and blinking a few times, 
Id shoved the stupid dragon under my bed and forgotten about it for a 
few days. But then I had a really bad nightmare and I couldn't stop 
shaking. And I remembered that day when I had to take you away from 
your family, how you were sobbing on the floor and nothing seemed to 
help until you told me to go get Ella. As soon as I gave her to you, you 
were suddenly okay. I mean, I could see you were still struggling. But 
you were better, too. So I grabbed the stupid fluffy dragon and held on 
tight, and for some reason I can’t sleep without it now—even though 
things are back to normal. Well... mostly normal. 

His mind filled with the same fears Sophie felt when she thought 
about Alden—only about a thousand times worse. 

Your dad's going to be okay, she promised. 

I know. But she could see there were still doubts in his mind. 

Does the dragon have a name? she asked, trying to lighten the mood. 

I was hoping you wouldn’t ask. He didn’t look at her as he added, 
Elwin named it... Mr. Snuggles. 

Sophie covered her mouth to block her laugh, but it slipped out her 
nose in a snort. 

Fitz snorted too, and they both burst into a fit of giggles. 





“I take it things are going well?” Tiergan asked, opening one eye to 
study them. “Keep it up, you'll see the value in this exercise by the end.” 

Next time I’m at your house I want to meet Mr. Snuggles, Sophie 
transmitted to Fitz. 

I figured you were going to say that. And fine—but only if Biana’s not 
around. Shed tell Keefe and then itd be over. 

I can't believe they haven’t found Mr. Snuggles already. 

I have him very well hidden. And I think that’s more than enough 
humiliation for me right now. Your turn. 

Sophie’s stomach dropped with a thud. 

She reached up to tug out an eyelash, trying to think of something 
that wasn’t too embarrassing. 

Okay, she transmitted after at least another minute had passed. But 
this is a big secret. You seriously cant tell anyone, okay? 

Of course, Fitz promised. Just like I’m counting on you to keep Mr. 
Snuggles to yourself. 

Sophie smiled. But two more eyelashes were flicked to the floor 
before she quietly transmitted, The Black Swan gave me a Spyball. 

Wow. I’m super jealous. I’ve been begging my dad for one for years. 
You have it hidden, right? 

Yeah. Though she wondered if Sandor knew about it. 

Good, Fitz told her. Because you’re right, you could get yourself 
another tribunal. All Spyballs have to be registered and monitored to 
make sure they're not being abused. 

I know. I thought about turning it in. But... it’s the only way I can 
see my old family. Make sure the rebels aren’t doing anything to them to 
try to get to me. 

Do you think they do that? 

I have no idea. They seem to be willing to do anything. 

An image of Silveny’s unconscious body filled her mind, and she had 
to remind herself that there were extra security measures at the 
Sanctuary now. 

And you don’t think the Council will protect them? Fitz asked. 

Sophie shifted, choosing her answer carefully. J think the Council 
underestimates the danger we're in. 

I do too, Fitz admitted. In fact, sometimes... 


Sometimes what? Sophie asked when he didn’t finish. It can be your 
second secret, if that helps. 

Fitz twisted his fingers, cracking each knuckle before he told her, 
Sometimes I wish my dad would resign as an Emissary. I know, it’s 
crazy, right? 

Why is it crazy? 

Because it’s, like, the most important position anyone can have— 
besides Councillor. 

And one of the most dangerous, Sophie reminded him. 

Fitz’s head snapped up, and she worried she'd transmitted the wrong 
thing. But he smiled. Sometimes I forget how nice it is to talk to you. 

Sophie’s face burned, and it was the best kind of warm. Like the 
steam from a thick cup of hot chocolate wafting against her cheeks. 

I mean it, Fitz thought. I think you might be the only person who 
really understands how messy our world is getting. Everyone else—even 
my dad—wants to pretend everything is about to go back to normal. 

But you dont think it will? 

I think things are going to get way worse before they get better. Look 
how many close calls we’ve already had. 

His mind replayed the different plantings he'd been to. 

His dad’s. 

Dex’s. 

Hers. 

It was bizarre to watch her own funeral from someone else’s eyes, 
and Sophie wasn’t sure if she wanted to cry or run away or reach out and 
take Fitz’s hand. Especially when he told her, I stood there and watched 
your tree sprout out of the ground. Then you came back, but you were 
so faded it looked like you were going to disappear. And even though I 
wasn't there for this—he traced his finger over the star-shaped scar on 
her hand—Keefe painted a pretty painful picture of how almost dead 
you looked. So I want you to know that I’m not going to sit at home 
anymore, worrying about what might be happening to you, or Keefe, or 
Biana, or my dad. I’m going to be right there with you guys, helping any 
way I can. 

Maybe it was the absolute conviction of his words. 

Or the warm touch of his hand. 


Whatever it was, Sophie softly transmitted, Okay. 

Fitz let out a breath and leaned back in his chair. Wow, you agreed to 
that way easier than I thought you would. 

I know, Sophie told him. And I’m still tempted to take it back. 

Uh-uh, no takesies backsies—especially after I told you about Mr. 
Snuggles. But I'll make you a deal. You agree to let me help, and we'll 
count it as one of your secrets. So that would mean wed each only have 
one left. 

Getting out of a secret sounded like a pretty good trade—especially 
since she had a feeling she wouldn't be able to stop Fitz from helping 
her anyway. 

Deal, she told him, smiling as he nodded. 

But her smile faded when he told her, I think you should have to go 
first this time. 

The only other thing she could think to share was something she 
didn’t even want to admit to herself. But she didn’t have anything else. 

Okay, here goes, she transmitted, shoving out the words before she 
could change her mind. IJ... don’t want to know who my biological 
parents are. 

Wow—you'e not even a tiny bit curious? 

About the people who gave me up to be some crazy experiment— 
knowing the kind of danger it would put me in? 

Do you think they knew? 

How could they not? 

How could they? Remember, Sophie, before you came along, 
kidnappings didn’t happen. 

Maybe. But don’t forget, the Black Swan hid me. They wouldn’t have 
done that if they weren't worried about my safety. 

Yeah, I guess that’s true. Fitz sighed, his fingers absently tracing the 
Vacker crest on his Foxfire cape—a pair of yellow, diamond-encrusted 
wings. But I think Id still have to know who my parents are. I mean, 
what if I ran into them and I had no idea? 

Sophie looked away. 

You think you know who they are, don’t you? Fitz guessed. 

I have a few theories—which I’m hoping are wrong. 


She let the silence that followed make it clear she wasn’t going to 
share them. 

Okay, so I guess that leaves me with one last secret, Fitz thought, 
letting her off the hook. 

And youd better make it a good one, Sophie added, trying to smile. 

Well, I don’t know if this counts as good, but back when my dad used 
to send me places to look for you, I always took a souvenir from 
everywhere I went. It was just little things no one would notice—and 
half the time I didn’t even know what they were. But I wanted 
something to remember every Forbidden City and prove Id been there. 

Sophie could see from his memories that he'd taken a crunched soda 
can from the gutters of New York, a discarded gold coin from the steps 
outside Buckingham Palace, and a “Lost Dog” flyer from a park in San 
Francisco, plus all kinds of odds and ends from cities she didn’t 
recognize. She couldn't believe how many places he’d searched for her. 

Whatd you take the day you met me? she asked. 

Nothing. I was so shocked that Id actually found you that I forgot. 
Especially since I botched it and scared you away, and then I had to take 
you to our world to prove I wasn’t crazy—which I totally got busted for 
that night, by the way. 

Did you? 

Oh yeah. Longest lecture my dad's ever given me. But I knew you 
wouldn't tell anyone—and you didn’t, did you? 

Of course not. 

See, I knew I could trust you. His brow puckered. Huh. I guess I’ve 
always trusted you—even from the first day. 

I’ve always trusted you, too, Sophie told him. Well, once I knew you 
weren't a serial killer or something. 

They both laughed, and Sophie felt her heartbeat change. 

But it wasn’t the usual silly flutter. 

This time it beat slower, like her heart was settling into the easy 
comfort of knowing she was with someone who knew her better than 
anyone else. 

Fitz was the first elf shed met, and the only one who knew what she 
really gained—and Jost—the day he found her. 

“Whoa,” Fitz said, jumping to his feet. 


“Is something wrong?” Sophie asked. 

“I don’t know. Just don’t do anything for a second. I need to see 
something.” 

His eyes turned all intense, like he was trying to bore inside her 
brain. It reminded her of Lord Cassius, though maybe a little less creepy. 
Fitz laughed. “Keefe’s dad does have the creepiest stare, doesn’t he?” 

“He—” Sophie froze. “I didn’t say anything about Keefe’s dad.” 

“I know.” Fitz’s voice was hushed, but the words still felt like a bomb 
going off inside Sophie’s head. She sucked in a breath, trying not to 
panic as she thought, Can you... hear me? 

She was careful not to transmit the question, or let her expression 
give the thought away. 

And still, Fitz nodded. 

He could read her mind. 


TWENTY-NINE 


HoOw—WHEN—WHY—” SOPHIE STARTED, not sure which question 


she wanted to ask first. 

Or maybe she knew. 

Can you still hear me? 

“Yep!” Fitz said, bouncing on the balls his feet. “Though, wow, your 
thoughts are racing. I can’t make sense of any of them.” 

Sophie covered her ears, like it could somehow shield her mind— 
which was when she realized she knew a better way to shield. 

“No—don't—” Fitz tried to tell her, but he was too late. “Ugh, you just 
blocked me.” 

“Good.” She focused on the invisible wall shed built around her 
mind, imagining it as thick and solid as possible. 

“I thought you trusted me.” 

“I do. I just.. 

How could she explain that it was terrifying to have him poking 
around her brain—especially when he had no problem letting her do the 
same thing to him? 

“I imagine it’s rather jarring, given Sophie’s upbringing,” Tiergan said 
quietly, reminding them they weren’t alone. “We must remember that 
Sophie didn’t grow up in a world of Telepaths, and even now that she’s 
with us, she’s gotten rather used to her mind being impenetrable. Can 
you blame her for panicking?” 

“I guess not,” Fitz mumbled. But he still looked annoyed. 


Tiergan turned to Sophie. “I’ll confess, I'd hoped you'd handle the 
connection a bit differently.” 

“Wait—you knew Fitz would be able to read my mind? Why didn’t 
you warn me?” 

“Because it was only a theory. You'd told me this Mr. Forkle—whoever 
he is—can slip past your mental blocking. And if the barrier around 
your consciousness is free of imperfection—which it has to be, 
otherwise the madness of a broken mind could seep in—there would be 
no way he could sneak through. So I began to wonder if it’s your mind 
that pulls him in, because your mind trusts him.” 

“But I don’t trust Mr. Forkle.” Especially not now that she knew the 
Black Swan had a leak. 

“Consciously, that may be true—and with good reason. His 
preference for subterfuge and disguise hardly instills confidence. But 
subconsciously, I suspect your minds share a mutual trust based on 
years of close training. Don’t you believe that it was Mr. Forkle who 
planted the Black Swan’s secrets carefully within your memories?” 

“Yes,” Sophie admitted. “But. . .” 

She didn’t know what she wanted to say. Her mind was still too 
overloaded with the realization that Fitz got into her head. 

“So you're saying all Sophie has to do is trust me enough to let me in, 
and then I can read her mind?” Fitz asked. 

“In the simplest of terms, yes,” Tiergan told him. “But trust is rarely 
so simple. That’s why I came up with today’s exercise. I’d hoped that if 
you were forced to share things you'd never shared with anyone else, it 
would trigger an even deeper connection between you two. Obviously it 
worked. But I’m not sure how easily it can be replicated—especially now 
that Sophie knows to have her guard up.” 

Sophie felt her cheeks flush. “Sorry. I guess I shouldn't have freaked 
out the way I did.” 

“There’s no need to apologize, Sophie,” Tiergan assured her. “But I 
meant what I said about trust being your greatest asset. Letting Fitz into 
your mind will only make you both stronger during this healing. So I 
hope you're willing to try the exercise again—and to not shove Fitz away 
if he does manage to bypass your blocking.” 


Sophie glanced at Fitz as she nodded, wondering if he was thinking 
the same thing she was. 

He must have been, because he asked Tiergan, “Does that mean we 
have to share three more secrets?” 

Tiergan smiled as he sank back into his chair. “No, I think this time it 
should be five.” 


“So what’s going on with you and Wonderboy?” Dex asked as soon as 
Sandor had left them alone. He’d stopped by after school to make sure 
Sophie was feeling okay. But she wasn’t really in the mood for company. 

“I saw the way he ignored you in study hall,” he pressed as he 
plopped down beside her. “Something has to be up.” 

Sophie stared at the elvin history book she was pretending to read. 

What was up was that shed been so busy trying to keep her mind 
clear of anything embarrassing that she’d barely listened to the secrets 
Fitz had shared with her. Even now, the only thing she could remember 
was that hed put Fart a la Carte in Biana’s breakfast before her Level 
One Opening Ceremonies, and gave her a raging case of stinky gas. 

And the secrets shed shared had been fairly lame. So basically, the 
entire exercise had been a total failure, and Fitz hadn't talked to her 
since. 

Dex nudged Sophie’s elbow, making it clear he wasn’t going to let it 
go. So she closed her book—a little harder than she meant to—and told 
him, “Fitz was just upset because I freaked out when he got past my 
blocking and—” 

“Wait,” Dex interrupted. “He got past your blocking?” 

“Yeah. Tiergan had us do this exercise where we had to share all these 
secrets, and something about the process made my mind pull Fitz past 
my defenses. Which is cool—but I wasn’t expecting it. So I totally 
freaked out and blocked Fitz again. And then we couldn’t re-create it, so 
now he thinks I don’t trust him.” 

“Do you trust him?” Dex asked. 

“Of course. It was just super weird having someone in my head. But I 
have to get over it. Tiergan gave me this long lecture on how crucial it is 


that I let Fitz in, and I know he’s right.” 

“Why?” Dex asked. “I mean, you're the one with all the superspecial 
telepathy. What do you need Fitz for?” 

“For backup. Plus, my telepathy is strongest when I’m working with 
him—and his is strongest with me. It’s like we have a connection or 
something.” 

“A connection,” Dex repeated. 

He shook his head as he walked over to her wall of windows, keeping 
his eyes focused on the glass. “He’s not that special, you know. I could 
make a gadget that does everything he does. In fact, I could make one 
that does it better.” 

“I’m... pretty sure you can't,” Sophie said gently. 

“Why? You don’t think I’m talented enough?” 

“Of course not. It’s just, if someone could invent a telepathy gadget, 
don’t you think they would’ve done it already?” 

“Maybe no one’s ever tried.” 

Sophie actually didn’t see why they would. If anyone needed a 
Telepath for something, they could just ask a Telepath. 

Luckily she stopped herself from saying that. Dex’s ears had turned 
the same color her elixirs used to turn in alchemy, right before they 
exploded. 

“Listen, Dex. I didn’t mean your ability isn’t awesome—” 

“Not awesome enough, apparently.” 

“That’s not what I meant. There are just some things only a Telepath 
can do.” 

“Yeah, well, we'll see about that.” 

“What do you mean?” 

He didn’t answer as he pulled out his home crystal. 

“Are you leaving?” 

“Yup.” But he didn’t sound angry. He even flashed a confident smile 
as he told her, “I’m going to build you a gadget that does everything 
Wonderboy can do—and then you'll see which one of us you should 
trust.” 


“Oh—I thought Dex was here,” Edaline said from the doorway. She held 
a crystal tray with three extra-thick slices of mallowmelt balanced on it. 

Standing behind her was Biana. 

“He just left,” Sophie told them as they made their way into her 
bedroom. 

Clearly Edaline thought that was strange, but all she said was, “Well, I 
guess you'll just have to share his piece, then,” and set the tray on the 
bed. 

She left them alone with their snack, and they each grabbed their 
plates of mallowmelt, letting the gooey sweetness—and the sound of 
chewing—fill the awkward silence. 

“Sorry to drop by out of the blue again,” Biana eventually told her. 
“You left so fast after study hall that I didn’t get a chance to ask if you 
were busy.” 

“Yeah. Sorry. I kinda just wanted to get out of there.” 

“I know. So did my brother. You guys must’ve had quite an 
interesting telepathy session.” 

Sophie could feel her blush burn her ears. “So how mad is he?” 

“Oh, he wasn’t mad. When he’s mad, he yells—though I guess you 
already know that.” She stared at her plate, squishing what was left of 
her cake with her fork. “Today he just seemed . . . disappointed.” 

“Disappointed,” Sophie repeated. 

Somehow that felt so much worse than mad. 

“Can you tell him I’m sorry?” she asked, but Biana was already 
shaking her head. 

“Uh-uh. I’m so not getting in the middle.” 

“Yeah, that’s probably better,” Sophie agreed. 

Not that there was anything for Biana to be in the middle of—unless 
she knew something Sophie didn’t, which Sophie couldn’t exactly ask 
her. 

“So what’s the deal with Dex?” Biana asked, switching from one 
awkward subject to another. 

Sophie told her about Dex’s new invention plan, figuring Biana would 
think he was as crazy as she did. 

Instead she told Sophie, “Aw, just try to go easy on him. He’s fighting 
such an impossible battle.” And something about the way she said it 


made Sophie wonder if she was even referring to the invention. 

She cleared her throat. “Anyway, how come you came over? Nothing’s 
changed since the last time you were here.” 

Well, nothing she was ready to talk about. Her newest Jolie 
revelations had been carefully tucked away into the I’m not ready to deal 
with this section of her mind. 

“I figured, since you hadn't told me anything,” Biana told her. “But... 
I did a little searching on my own. I snuck into my dad’s office and 
vanished, so I was there while he did his nightly update with the 
Council.” 

Sophie leaned closer, not sure if she should feel excited or guilty 
about what Biana had done. 

“Most of it was boring stuff. Complaints he was getting about 
tomorrow’s healing. Something about Grady not making any progress 
on the dwarves. But there was one thing I knew I had to tell you. A 
goblin patrol found some new tracks outside the Sanctuary. They were 
far away from the gates, and whoever made them was only there briefly. 
But one of the footprints definitely belonged to an ogre.” 


THIRTY 


SOPHIE HAD WANTED TO HAIL Alden, but Biana wouldn't let her. 

They couldn't risk that he’d figure out how they’d heard about the 
footprints, and if he did, they'd never be able to use that trick again. 
Plus, Biana would probably be grounded for the rest of eternity. 

But Sophie had to make sure Silveny was okay. 

She lay back on her bed, staring at the crystal stars that dangled from 
her ceiling and hoping Master Leto was right about her abilities. She 
had no idea how she’d been able to transmit to Fitz from so far away— 
shed operated mostly on instinct, mixed with a healthy dash of 
desperation. 

But she was feeling pretty desperate right then, so she hoped that 
would be enough to create a connection. 

Silveny? she called, fueling the transmission with every ounce of fear 
she could muster. Can you hear me? I need you to know you're okay. 
Please, please reply. 

No answer. 

She closed her eyes, letting her worries feed off one another until her 
head buzzed with static-like energy. It hummed and thrummed and 
hissed and swished until she couldn’t bear the noise any longer. Then 
she shoved it out of her mind, along with another desperate 
transmission to Silveny. And as she lay there, gasping for breath, her 
mind filled with the most wonderful sound ever. 

Friend? 


Yes! Sophie transmitted back, afraid to move or breathe or do 
anything to sever the connection. 

Friend! Sophie! Visit! Treats! 

No, I’m not visiting right now—and I can’t send you any treats. But 
I'm so glad youre safe. 

Safe! Silveny agreed. She filled Sophie’s mind with scenes of her 
galloping through the violet pastures, and streaking through the 
rainbow sky with Greyfell at her side. 

Sophie couldn’t decide what made her happier—knowing Silveny was 
safe, or seeing her getting along with Greyfell. Either way, she sank into 
the feeling, letting her mind drift with Silveny’s cool, breezy memories. 

And for the first time in weeks, she finally slept. 


“Can we talk?” Sophie asked, stopping Fitz on their way to the main 
Foxfire building. 

Fitz glanced at all the prodigies lingering around them. “We should 
probably talk in my head.” 

Sophie nodded, opening her mind to his thoughts before she 
transmitted, I just wanted to say I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have panicked 
like that. 

No, I’m sorry, too. I still get freaked out sometimes when I let 
someone into my head—and I’m used to it. 

It’s definitely weird, Sophie agreed. But... I’m glad you can do it. 
And I’m going to do my best not to block you the next time it happens. 

Fitz grinned. 

So you trust me? she asked softly. 

Of course. Do you still trust me? 

Probably more than anyone. 

So will you at least tell me what you and Biana have been working on, 
then? 

If you really want to know—but it’s not as awesome as you think it is. 

Fitz insisted he didn’t care, so she told him about the leak in the 
Black Swan and the homing device and the ogre footprints outside the 


Sanctuary. His brows rose higher with each new detail. But before she 
got to the part about Jolie, Stina shoved her way between them. 

“Aw, look at the traitors having their secret conversation,” she said, 
tossing her hair into Sophie’s face. “All set to heal a worthless criminal 
tonight?” 

“None of your business,” Sophie told her. 

“Actually, it’s everyone’s business. And don’t think we won't be 
watching to see what mess you make this time.” 

She tossed her hair again as she stalked away, and Sophie glanced at 
the crowd of prodigies still watching them—most of them looking less 
than supportive. 

You sure you want to deal with stuff like this? she transmitted to Fitz. 

Oh, I’m definitely in. And nothing’s going to go wrong, okay? 

There wasn’t a hint of doubt in his mind, and Sophie wished she 
could feel the same. But all she could hear was Fintan’s mocking 
laughter from the last time she'd had to see him. 

She could worry about ogres and Black Swan leaks later. Right now 
she needed to focus on getting them through the healing. 

Practice during study hall? she asked Fitz. 

He nodded. See you there. And try not to stress too much until then. 

They both smiled sadly, knowing it was an impossible request. 

Fortunately, Lady Veda—Sophie’s elementalism Mentor—had her 
working on something far less dangerous than her usual tornado- 
bottling fare. She’d placed an etched crystal basin filled with water in the 
center of the table and showed Sophie how to bottle the ripples that 
formed when she tapped the water with her fingers. Sophie didn’t see 
the point of collecting such an insignificant amount of force, but when 
the bells chimed the end of session, Lady Veda held out one of the 
bottles. 

“Never underestimate the power of a small change,” she told her, 
pressing it into Sophie’s hand. 

She was obviously referring to the healing, but whether she was in 
favor or against, Sophie couldn't decide. And the rest of her fellow 
prodigies seemed just as unsure. Stares and whispers trailed Sophie like 
a shadow, and when she let herself pay attention, she couldn't find a 


consensus. Some thought she was brave. Others clearly agreed with 
Stina. 

But the majority were simply afraid. 

It was so strange having everyone know so much about her 
assignment. Even her agriculture Mentor—a stocky gnome who insisted 
on being called Barth the Reaper—had heard about the scandal. And 
when Sophie walked into study hall, the whole room went quiet. 

“All right—nothing to see,” Keefe told them, rushing Sophie to a table 
in the dimmest corner. Fitz was already there, slouching in his chair. 

“That Stina girl’s been telling people that you're going to do some sort 
of freaky Inflictor thing on Fitz to prepare, and everyone’s waiting to 
see,” Keefe explained. “I’m guessing that’s a total lie—but I gotta say, 
that would be awesome.” 

“Yeah, well it’s not happening.” Sophie sat, hiding her face behind her 
hair as she transmitted, You still want to practice? to Fitz. 

He nodded, and she opened her thoughts to his mind, cringing when 
she saw his mental turmoil. 

Has your day been as weird as mine? he asked. People are taping 
notes to my locker saying, “Keep the criminals where they belong” and 
“Whose side are you on?” 

It’s not too late to change your— 

“Will you stop worrying?” Keefe asked, waving Sophie’s stress vibes 
away from his face. “Trust me—my boy can handle himself.” 

“Or you could let me help,” Dex said, marching up behind them. 

He pulled a slightly-less-than-round silver circlet out of his satchel 
and set it proudly on the table. 

“What is that?” Fitz asked. 

“Something I whipped up last night after Sophie and I talked.” 

He picked up the circlet and slipped it over Sophie’s head. It slid 
down to her ears, covering her eyes and matting her hair against her 
face. 

“Huh, your head must be smaller than mine,” Dex said as he spun 
the circlet so the clear trillion-cut crystals on each side rested over her 
temples, and tilted it so it wouldn’t cover her eyes. “I can tighten it when 
I get home. The healing’s not till this evening, right?” 

“Right,” Sophie told him. “But I’m not wearing this—whatever it is.” 


She reached up to remove it, but Dex blocked her. 

“It'll help enhance all your telepathic abilities!” 

“Seriously?” Fitz asked as Keefe snatched the circlet off Sophie’s head 
and said, “Cool—will it tell me what Foster’s thinking?” 

“No, I only made it enhance existing abilities—so far,” Dex told him, 
taking his creation back. 

“What do you mean, ‘so far?” Dame Alina asked, stalking up to their 
table. She checked her reflection in one of the windows as she asked, 
“You really think a gadget can affect someone’s ability?” 

“Why not?” Dex asked. 

“I can think of several reasons—but the fact that it’s never been done 
in all our years of history seems to be the strongest argument,” Dame 
Alina replied. 

“Maybe no one’s cared enough to try,” Dex argued. 

“Or maybe you're just trying to fix your Talentless dad,” someone 
called, triggering a wave of snickers. 

“That’s enough of that!” Dame Alina shouted, reeling around to face 
the rest of her prodigies. “I will not warn you again.” 

She turned back to Dex. “Mr. Dizznee—put that contraption away 
and take a seat. And the rest of you'd best spend the rest of this session 
perfecting the art of silence, or you will give me an opportunity to put 
some of my newest—and, I daresay, most ingenious—punishments into 
effect. Understood?” 

Shuffling paper was the only reply. 

“Good,” she said, waiting until the circlet was safely out of sight 
before returning to her desk. 

“So youre not going to use my invention?” Dex whispered while 
pretending to write in his notebook. 

Sophie shook her head. 

Dex was incredibly talented with gadgets. But she wasn’t about to 
bring an untested piece of technology into an already dangerous 
situation. 

Dex sighed, but didn’t say anything, using the rest of study hall to 
sketch a diagram of the circlet, covered in lines and numbers and all 
kinds of crazy things Sophie couldn’t translate. 


Sophie—on the other hand—spent the rest of the time transmitting 
anything she could remember about Fintan’s memory break to Fitz, 
trying to prepare him for what they would be facing. She'd figured Fitz 
would want to keep working after school, but when the bells chimed the 
end of the day he told her he had to go home. 

“My dad thinks a big part of his problem last time was how exhausted 
he was that day,” he explained as they made their way to the Leapmaster. 
“He made me promise I’d take a nap before tonight. I hope that’s okay.” 

“Of course,” Sophie said, realizing this had to be just as stressful for 
Alden as it was for her. Maybe worse, since he probably had even scarier 
memories of the last Break than she did. “There’s not much to practice 
anyway.” 

“Then maybe you should rest too,” Fitz suggested. 

But they both knew that was so not going to happen. 

Sophie decided to stay busy and search more of Edaline’s office 
instead. 

She had Sandor dig her a trail through the trunks and boxes so she 
could get to the chests in the back, hoping Edaline would’ve shoved 
Jolie’s school things as far away as she could. But when she opened the 
first trunk... 

... books. 

Thick, heavy-bound journals filled with Edaline’s intricate writing. A 
quick flip through the pages told Sophie there were probably some 
interesting stories in there—the words “monitoring the mermaid 
migration” particularly caught her attention. But she’d have to come 
back to them later. At the moment, she was a girl on a mission. 

The next trunk was filled with what had to be bramble jerseys, and 
Sophie couldn’t resist stopping to count how many different games they 
represented. Keefe had told her that the elves only had a bramble 
championship once every three years, and that was when they printed 
the jerseys. So if all the jerseys belonged to Grady, he was way older than 
she’d realized—by at least a couple of hundred years. 

She couldn’t quite wrap her head around that. 

The trunks got increasingly boring from then on, some filled with 
curtains, others with shoes, and there was a particularly stinky one that 
was currently empty but must’ve once held some sort of cheese. 


Sophie had gotten so used to finding useless things that she’d already 
closed the next chest before she realized what she'd just seen. 

She pulled the lid open again, feeling her heart pick up speed. 

Inside were neat rows of textbooks and carefully folded silver 
uniforms and capes. 

All of Jolie’s missing Foxfire things. 


THIRTY-ONE 


DON’T GET YOUR HOPES UP, Sophie tried to tell herself as she unpacked 
the trunk. But that didn’t stop her brain from thinking, THIS HAS TO 
BE IT!!! 

She scanned every page in each textbook, emptied every pocket and 
purse, disassembled every picture frame to see if any notes or clues had 
been tucked into the back. She even read an entire journal of sappy love 
poems Jolie had written about Brant. 

And she found . . . a lot of old, dusty junk that couldn't tell her 
anything. 

“But it has to be here,” Sophie said, like saying it out loud would 
somehow make it true. She was running out of places to look. 

“Careful,” Sandor warned as she tried to pry the mirror out of one of 
the compacts she’d found in Jolies purse. “You're going to break that 
and cut yourself.” 

“But what if there’s a note or something behind it?” Jolie also had a 
regular compact filled with a shimmering peach powder and a mirror. 
So why would she need a second compact with nothing inside except 
two more mirrors? 

No one besides Dame Alina was that vain. 

She tried to dig her fingernails along the sides of the glass, but the 
mirrors seemed to be welded in. And no matter how many times she 
pressed on the tiny pearls mounted along the outside, it never triggered 
a secret latch. 


“Sometimes a mirror is just a mirror,” Sandor told her. 

“Maybe.” But something bothered her about the compact. 

It took endless minutes of staring at her reflections before she 
realized what it was. 

“I think this side is a human mirror,” Sophie said, scooting into better 
light and checking her Ruewen crest in the reflection. 

The letters read backward. 

Elvin mirrors didn’t invert things the way human mirrors did, which 
was probably why Sophie’s eyes were drawn to the right side. The 
human mirror looked more like her—or the her shed grown up with, at 
least. 

“Why would Jolie have a human mirror?” Sandor asked, taking the 
compact from Sophie to examine it. He tried to pry the mirror off, but 
didn’t have any better success. “There’s no way to remove these without 
breaking them.” 

Sophie agreed. Which meant there couldnt be anything hidden 
behind them. In fact, nothing about the compact seemed related to the 
Black Swan. There were no runes etched into the silver. The pearls 
mounted on the outside were definitely not shaped into the sign of the 
swan. The compact wasn’t even black. The enamel on the outside was a 
pale sky blue. 

Sophie sat up straighter. 

The Black Swan didn’t always use the sign of the swan to identify 
themselves. Sometimes they’d used a phrase from an old dwarven song. 

“Follow the pretty bird across the sky.” 

“What bird?” Sandor asked—but Sophie was way ahead of him. 

She'd thought the pearls on the outside looked like a lopsided X. But 
when she turned the mirror a different way, she recognized the 
constellation. 

“It’s Cygnus again,” she whispered, tracing her finger over the 
familiar pattern. 

So the mirror had come from the Black Swan. 

But what was she supposed to do with it? 

A mirror was really only useful for one thing. And she didn’t 
understand how reflecting something was going to help. 


“Hey, kiddo,” Grady said from the doorway, making Sophie almost 
drop the compact. 

She shoved it quickly into her pocket, hoping Grady didn’t notice as 
she told him, “I didn’t realize you were home.” 

“Just got in. I wanted to see you before you left. Plus, the Council 
wants you to wear these for the healing.” He handed Sophie a golden 
satchel—which was surprisingly heavy. “Fireproof clothes,” he 
explained. “The cloth is woven from flareadon fur and bennu feathers. 
Both creatures are naturally resistant to fire.” 

Sophie was tempted to point out that Gildie—the flareadon who'd 
helped her bottle a sample of the Everblaze—had come back badly 
singed by the unstoppable flames. But she decided she'd rather not think 
about it. 

It couldn't be a good sign that the Council was preparing for fire. 

“It’s just a precaution,” Grady told her as she made her way upstairs 
to change. And they really werent that different from her normal 
clothes. Just far less comfortable. 

The tunic and pants were so fitted, she looked like a cheesy 
superhero. And the enormous cape and knee-high boots didn’t help. 
The whole outfit probably weighed more than she did, and the fabric 
definitely didn’t breathe. She was sweaty and gross within five minutes. 

“How’s it going?” Grady asked as she sprayed on a thick layer of Stink 
Shrink, hoping it worked like deodorant. “Tiergan should be here any 
minute to pick you up.” 

“You mean ‘us,’ don’t you?” Sandor asked. “Pick us up?” 

“Unfortunately no,” Grady said quietly. “Even the Councillors won't 
have their bodyguards. They’re trying to keep the amount of body heat 
to a minimum.” 

Sophie shivered under her stuffy clothes. 

Last time, Fintan had pulled warmth from Alden’s skin and used it to 
burn them both. 

“So their plan,” Sandor said bitterly, “is to gather all of their important 
people in one place and then not give them any goblin protection? Why 
not coat the whole place with aromark, while they’re at it?” 

“I thought the same thing, at first,” Grady told him. “And I didn’t 
understand why they were moving Fintan out of Exile. But then they told 


me the healing would be in Oblivimyre.” 

“What’s Oblivimyre?” Sophie asked when Sandor sucked in a breath. 

Her insides tangled into more knots than a friendship bracelet when 
they both whispered, “A place best forgotten.” 

Cold silence settled over the room, until Sandor raised his head and 
sniffed the air. “It seems Tiergan has arrived. Excuse me, I have some 
instructions to give him.” 

He marched down the stairs, and Sophie hoped Tiergan was prepared 
for an epic goblin safety lecture. 

“You seem calm,” Grady said, studying Sophie like he wasn’t sure if 
he believed it. 

“So do you,” she pointed out. 

“Do I?” He held out his hands, showing her they were shaking. “I 
know Alden and Tiergan will do everything in their power to keep you 
safe. And Kenric also promised to personally keep an eye on you. But 
Fintan .. .” 

His face creased with lines and shadows. “Do not underestimate him, 
Sophie. The level of evil he’s protecting is far worse than you realize. I 
won't say anything else, because I don’t want you to feel any more 
pressure.” 

“Uh-uh. You have to tell me,” she interrupted. 

Grady sighed, his face aging another twenty years as he mumbled, “I 
suspect Fintan knows who killed Jolie.” 

Everything in Sophie froze. “What?” 

“It’s just a theory, of course. But I know her fire wasn’t an accident, 
and it makes sense that it would’ve been set by a Pyrokinetic.” 

“And Fintan trained an unregistered Pyrokinetic,” she finished for 
him. 

Grady nodded. 

“Whoa,” she whispered, trying to fit the new idea with the dozens of 
other tiny bits she’d already pieced together. “Do you think one of my 
kidnappers was the person who killed Jolie>” 

“I think it’s very possible,” Grady admitted. “And honestly, that would 
be better. I’m hoping there aren’t too many unregistered Pyrokinetics 
running wild in the shadows.” 

“Yeah,” Sophie mumbled, not sure how to process the revelation. 


“Hey,” Grady said, pulling her close for a hug. “This doesn’t change 
anything, okay?” 

Of course it did. 

It changed everything. 

Now she wasn’t just hunting her kidnappers. She was on the verge of 
solving Jolie’s murder. 

“I mean it, Sophie. Your number one priority is getting you and Fitz 
out of there safely. Do not take any unnecessary risks trying to find 
Jolie’s killer. Understood>” 

“Understood,” Sophie repeated. 

But she also had a chance to find her kidnapper and Jolie’s murderer. 

Nothing was going to stop her from finally getting to the truth. 


THIRTY-TWO 


SOPHIE STARED AT THE GLITTERING tower built from brick-size 


amethysts. “That . . . isn’t what I was expecting,” 

She'd been to the jeweled city of Eternalia several times over the last 
year—though never to this section, far from the tree-lined river, where 
the lone tower stood surrounded by a silver fence. But the shimmering 
purple walls and the diamond-shaped windows made it look like it 
should house a princess with ridiculously long hair—not an insane, 
pyromaniac elf. 

And it definitely didn’t match the name Oblivimyre. 

“Do not let the beauty deceive you,” Tiergan warned, his long, heavy 
cloak—identical to Sophie’s—swishing noisily along the crystal path. 
“This tower is from a different time. Back before the ancient treaties 
were signed. When we needed to make an example.” 

He whispered the last word, like it was too horrible to say louder. 

“I thought elves hated violence.” 

“Yes, but violence isn’t the only way to instill fear.” 

She decided to take him at his word, following him silently to the 
locked silver gate. Thin strands of tinsel were draped over the fence like 
webs, and when they drew closer Sophie could see tiny prickles and 
barbs hidden among the sparkles. 

A thunderous clang shattered the silence, and the gates whipped 
open, revealing a dark courtyard filled with leafless trees. A chill seemed 
to hang in the air as they entered, and after a few steps even Tiergan 


started to shiver. Sophie pulled her cape tighter as the gates latched 
behind them with a groan. 

“Where is everyone?” Sophie asked, searching the shadows for signs 
of life. 

“Waiting for us inside.” 

He offered her his hand and Sophie gratefully took it, happy to feel 
some tiny hint of warmth. 

“At least there’s no angry mob protesting the healing,” she said, trying 
to stay positive. 

“Yes, it appears at least some secrets can be kept.” 

“So do you think that means the leaked information isn’t coming 
from the Council?” she asked, remembering her theories about Bronte. 

“I hope so. Though . . . rd almost prefer that to the alternative.” 

“What’s the alternative?” 

He glanced around like he was afraid someone might be listening. “I 
shouldn't be distracting you with unnecessary worries.” 

“Yes, you should.” 

She locked her knees when he tried to pull her forward, earning 
herself a sigh as he leaned closer and whispered, “All right, fine. I can 
think of a race of creatures that are far better at eavesdropping—can't 
you?” 

It took Sophie a minute to piece out what he meant. “The missing 
dwarves?” 

“What do you mean, ‘missing’?” 

Now it was Sophie’s turn to glance over her shoulder. “I guess thirty 
dwarves have disappeared. Grady’s been looking for them, but so far he 
hasn't found any clue to where they might be.” 

“You're certain?” 

Sophie nodded—not liking the way his grip was tightening on her 
hand. “But the dwarves are on our side, right?” 

“As a whole, yes. But as you well know, that does not mean there can’t 
be deviants among the group.” 

And dwarves might be small and squinty and rather molelike, but 
Sophie had seen them crack the earth with a single well-placed step. 

“So what do we do?” she whispered, half expecting thirty dwarves to 
burst out of the ground and attack. 


“Nothing right now—except to shove this far, far from your mind and 
rally your full concentration. Let us not forget that were here for 
something much more crucial.” 

“Right,” Sophie agreed, squaring her shoulders as she followed 
Tiergan through a narrow silver door into the tower. 

Once inside, Sophie could see fissures marring each brick— 
glistening purple veins that made the jewels look ready to shatter. Two 
glowing chains hung from the ceiling to the floor, providing the only 
light. Otherwise the room was round and bare and cold. 

Beyond cold. 

Their breath practically crystallized in the air, and Sophie pulled her 
hood over her head, grateful the fabric was so thick. 

“I th-th-thought you said the o-o-others were here,” she said between 
chattering teeth, searching for a door or a flight of stairs. 

“They're above us,” Tiergan explained as he grabbed the nearest 
chain and pulled it toward her. “This will take us to them.” 

The words would’ve sounded much better if there weren’t a sharp 
hook dangling from the end that was bigger than Sophie’s head. She 
tried to hold still as Tiergan looped the chain twice around her ankles. 
But when he latched the hook through a link in the chain, she fidgeted 
enough to lose her balance. 

“Easy,” Tiergan said, catching her before she could collapse. “This 
won't hurt, I promise. The chain will absorb all the force.” 

Actually, Sophie was much more concerned about the low—and very 
solid—jeweled ceiling. She'd jumped into whirlpools and launched out 
of the ocean in a giant bubble and sunk into the middle of the earth 
through a choking patch of quicksand. Still, she couldn’t help worrying 
this would be the one thing that was simply too impossible to survive. 

“Pull the chain three times,” Tiergan told her, stepping out of the way. 

Part of her was tempted to stand there forever. 

But the brave part of her—or perhaps the part that was troublingly 
insane—wrapped her fingers around the chain and tugged. 

The world flipped and her stomach launched into her throat as she 
passed through something that felt like frozen mashed potatoes. She 
hadn't even had a chance to scream before she was dangling like a 


pifiata in the center of a bright room with purple walls and a purple floor 
and lots of staring faces in identical fireproof clothes. 

“The girl of the hour arrives,” Alden said, grabbing Sophie's 
shoulders to stop her from swaying. “You okay?” 

“Yeah, I’m fine—though next time I’d prefer a tower with stairs.” 

He smiled. “One somersault will have you back on your feet. Just 
make sure you flip forward, not backward.” 

Gymnastics of any kind had never been Sophie’s strong suit. So she 
was grateful she could blame her red cheeks on the head rush as she 
twisted and squirmed and eventually flipped in a lopsided-tumble to 
freedom. 

Seconds later Tiergan launched through the floor in a shower of 
amethyst glitter. Sophie watched him somersault effortlessly to his feet, 
wondering how the ground could feel so solid. But she wasn’t about to 
ask. Not in front of the entire Council. And Fitz. And Alden. And— 

“Where’s Fintan?” Sophie asked, trying not to sound too relieved that 
she didn’t have to face him yet. 

Councillor Emery pointed to the ceiling, which once again looked 
incredibly solid. The dark-skinned Councillor generally radiated calm 
and confidence. But his deep voice hid the slightest hint of a tremble as 
he told her, “He is being kept in absolute-zero conditions until you are 
prepared to face him.” 

“The cold won't kill him?” Fitz asked, taking the question right out of 
Sophie’s mouth. 

Bronte snorted. “That would be pointless, wouldn’t it?” 

“What Bronte means’—Councillor Kenric jumped in—“is that 
Pyrokinetics generate a much higher amount of body heat. And 
Councillor Terik has been checking on Fintan regularly to make sure 
he’s still conscious—or as conscious as he’s capable of being, given his 
current mental state.” 

Several of the other Councillors fidgeted at his words. Sophie didn’t 
understand their discomfort, until she remembered that Fintan had 
been a member of the Council before pyrokinesis became a forbidden 
ability. 

“Perhaps we should get started,” Councillor Terik suggested. “We'll 
all feel much better once this is over, right?” 


“Yes,” Councillor Emery agreed, turning to Sophie and Fitz. “Only 
Alden, Tiergan, and Councillors Kenric, Terik, and Oralie will go up 
with you. The rest will stay here with me—and I’ll transmit updates to 
them from Kenric.” 

“I still don’t understand why Terik is going instead of me,” Bronte 
grumbled. “Need I remind you that this process involves inflicting?” 

“And need I remind you that you have shown your weakness?” Kenric 
asked him, glancing at Sophie in a way that made her wonder if he was 
referring to what happened during their session. “Besides, Sophie needs 
to feel safe and comfortable—two sentiments you certainly don’t let her 
experience when you're around.” 

“I’ve done nothing to—” Bronte started, but Councillor Emery held 
up his hand. 

“There will be no further debate on this matter.” He waited until 
Bronte stepped back before he added, “As I was saying, the seven of you 
will go up to the top floor and begin the healing immediately. Sophie, 
you and Fitz will stand on either side of Fintan, and Oralie will stand 
behind you to keep track of your emotions. Alden, Kenric, and Tiergan 
will monitor the situation telepathically. And Terik will be descrying 
Fintan, searching his potential for warning signs. We feel this 
arrangement will be the strongest way to ensure your safety. But if you 
have any concerns, now is the time to address them.” 

Sophie had many concerns—but nothing was going to fix that. So she 
went with the only other thought on her mind. “Councillor Kenric’s a 
Telepath>” 

“Did I never mention?” Kenric asked with a grin. “That’s why I was 
part of your original committee of three. They wanted an Empath to get 
a reading on who you were as a person, a Telepath to judge your 
capabilities, and Councillor Grumpypants because, well, he insisted.” 

The mood was too tense for anyone to actually laugh. But Sophie did 
notice a plethora of smiles. 

Bronte threw up his hands. “Don’t we have a healing to perform?” 

“Yes, I suppose Bronte’s right,’ Councillor Emery murmured. 
“Sophie, do you need a minute to prepare yourself>” 

“I do!” Fitz jumped in before she could answer. His face flamed as all 
eyes turned to him. “It'll be quick, I promise.” 


Sophie opened her mind to his and found his thoughts on auto- 
repeat of the code words they’d created: 

Alden means there’s no reason to worry. Mallowmelt means she 
found something. Dame Alina means trouble. The verminion means 
run away. Everblaze means brain push. 

Was there something you needed to talk about? she asked. 

I don’t know. I’m just starting to get why youre always saying this 
stuff is so scary. I mean—look at this place. I remember reading about it 
in Elvin History. The whole tower is a trap, designed to make people go 
insane. 

It’s pretty creepy, Sophie agreed. 

When he went back to repeating the code words again, she added, 
Fitz, if you don’t want to do this, I’m sure Tiergan can step in. 

No, I’m fine. I’m sorry. I just... I’m scared I’m going to mess 
something up. 

It’s going to be okay, Sophie promised, ordering herself to believe it. 
Remember, I have a perfect track record with healings. 

Fitz glanced at his father, who looked strong and healthy and very 
much healed. Yeah, youre right. Let’s do this. 

“I think we're ready,” Sophie said, half hoping no one would hear her. 

But Alden, Tiergan, Kenric, Oralie, and Terik moved to her side, and 
the Councillors who were staying behind pulled glowing chains out of 
the ceiling and started wrapping them around everyone's ankles. 

“From this moment on, I want you both to be in constant 
communication with each other,” Tiergan told Sophie and Fitz. “Hold 
nothing back. Check in regularly. And above all else, trust.” 

“We will,” Fitz promised, taking Sophie’s hand. 

They tangled their fingers together, and Sophie took one deep breath 
for courage. Then the chains dragged them up—too fast and too sharply 
and way too painfully—into a room so cold, it felt like her blood was 
freezing. 

Everyone toppled out of their chains, collapsing to the icy ground 
with a chorus of groans. Sophie pulled her hood over her head as she 
turned to face a hunched figure in the center of the floor. 

If she hadn’t known who he was, she wouldn’t have recognized him. 


Pale, papery skin covered his withered, shadowed face, which was 
crusted with grime and ice. Frozen tears clung to his hair and eyelashes, 
and his lips were cracked and blue. The only sounds filling the room 
were his ragged, raspy gasps for air, each one more a death rattle than a 
breath. 

Sophie had spent days questioning the rightness of this healing. But 
in that moment she needed to help him. 

You with me? she transmitted as Fitz backed away from Fintan’s 
crumpled figure. 

Yeah. Sorry, he thought, forcing himself to move to her side. What do 
you need? 

Just stay close—and don’t try to open your mind to his until I tell you 
it’s safe. 

Oralie took her place between them and placed a soft, fragile hand on 
each of their shoulders. 

“If I feel too much stress or fear I will pull you away,” Oralie 
explained, her voice too sweet and warm for such a cold, miserable 
place. 

But Sophie doubted she would need it. 

Her mind was ready. 

Her instincts were ready. 

All that was left to do was press her fingers against Fintan’s swollen 
temples, and push her mind into his consciousness. 


THIRTY-THREE 


THE THICK, PIERCING DARKNESS FELT shockingly warm as it 


stabbed and scraped and smashed. Sophie held her breath, wondering if 
any madness would break through—but her mental defenses held 
strong, deflecting each attack like an invisible shield. 

Now if only she had any idea what to do. 

She’d been planning to search for a trail of warmth and follow it to 
the nook in Fintan’s mind. But there was warmth everywhere. A stifling, 
suffocating fog that slowed her thoughts and blurred all the pathways. 

Fintan, she transmitted over and over, but the echoes shredded as 
they bounced around his jagged mind. 

She shoved her way through a cloud of shattered memories, 
searching each one for a clue to steer her through the chaos. She could 
see glints of color and shadow, slivers and slices of faces and places—but 
nothing she could recognize. 

Nothing except fire. 

Sparks of red and orange and blue and white—each more blinding 
than the last—swarmed around her, burning hotter, brighter, wilder 
with each second, until they erupted into neon yellow flames. 

Everblaze. 

Somewhere in the back of her consciousness Sophie knew she should 
run away. But the Everblaze traced a glinting path through the endless 
darkness. She had to follow the trail. 


The flames led her deeper, into a pit of pure black heat. The space 
was empty of memories but thick with the breath of so many emotions, 
Sophie didn’t know which one to feel: 

Fear. 

Pride. 

Regret. 

Envy. 

Triumph. 

Sadness. 

Hopelessness. 

And rage. 

So much rage. 

It burned hotter than the other emotions—hotter than the Everblaze. 

Boiling and bubbling and consuming everything. 

Every thought. 

Every memory. 

Every glint of light and hope and reason. 

Leaving her empty. 

Except for the rage. 

The rage was her power. Her force. Her fire to unleash on the world, 
to stop the— 

Sharp jostling pulled her out of the frenzy, and Sophie realized Oralie 
and Fitz were shaking her shoulders. 

Sorry, she transmitted, concentrating on Fitz’s thoughts. 

His worry was so thick she could feel it tangling around her. 

Weve been trying to wake you up for a really long time, he told her. 

Really? I don’t know what happened. I followed the warmth like I 
always do. But I ended up in a very dark place. 

Is it something I could help with? 

Not yet. His mind is still too broken. 

And you're sure you can handle it? It’s not worth risking your sanity, 
Sophie. 

Actually, it was. 

This was her chance to find the rebels—and Jolie’s killer. 

She wasn’t giving up that easily. 


I know what to expect this time. And I'll let you know if I need you, 
she promised. 

No—you'll let me know when he’s healed and it’s safe for me to join 
you, whether you think you need me or not, he corrected. 

Fine, she told him, feeling her lips smile. 

She gave herself three slow, deep breaths to steady her nerves. Then 
she channeled her mental energy back into Fintan’s mind. 

The heat felt stronger this time, like standing in the middle of a fire. 
But Sophie rallied her concentration and pushed through the fog of 
splinters, deep into the center of his consciousness. She could go 
anywhere from there, and every path looked the same. But she had a 
plan this time. A trick she’d forgotten about earlier. 

Inflicting. 

She doubted Fintan would respond to love or joy or peace. But she 
could feed him pride and triumph, and hope it drew him back. So she 
inflicted the victory of every A shed earned in school, and the 
confidence from every compliment she'd ever been paid. 

The positive energy hummed through the darkness, a deep rumble 
that seemed to build with each infliction, parting the sea of shredded 
memories and creating a new path. 

Sophie followed it slowly, watching for signs of another trap. But the 
way was clear. And when she reached the end of the trail, she found the 
nook she’d been searching for. 

She transmitted Fintan’s name again, begging him to find her—and 
when there was still no reply she went back to inflicting. She shared 
more triumphs, more celebrations, and the sweet relief of forgiveness. 
But nothing seemed to reach him—until she realized shed been 
overlooking his greatest passion. The triumph that had defined him and 
ruined him in the same instant. 

Everblaze. 

She drew on the wonder and power she'd felt when she faced down a 
fire line of the neon yellow flames, letting the energy swell into a force 
before she shoved it into Fintan’s mind. 

Something started to stir, and she used the momentum, drawing on 
her memories of the heat and the smoke. 


Each emotion she inflicted made the fog around her shift, until it 
swirled into a storm that showered her with splintered memories. 

But still, no sign of Fintan. 

Unsure what to do, she drew on the only other emotion she could 
think of—the strongest reaction shed felt when she faced the 
unstoppable flames. 

Fear. 

She relived every panicked second of that day, letting the terror swell 
inside her mind until she thought she might burst from the pressure. 
Then she called for Fintan one last time and blasted him with the 
energy, gasping when it melted the darkness and set fire to the rain of 
memories. 

Somewhere among the flames, Fintan’s deep voice whispered 
through the smoke. 

I knew youd come back for me, Sophie. And now everyone will pay. 


THIRTY-FOUR 


WHAT’S WRONG?” SOMEONE SHOUTED AS Sophie jerked 


backward, shivering and flailing in someone’s icy grip. It took her a 
second to realize it was Fitz. 

“He was waiting for me,” she whispered, glancing behind her, 
expecting Fintan to spring up and attack. 

He was still unconscious on the floor. 

“I don’t understand.” She tried to pull away from Fitz, but her legs 
weren't ready. “I—He...” 

“You're safe,” Fitz promised. “He’s not even awake.” 

“But he should be. I brought him back and it was like he’d been 
waiting for me. He told me everyone was going to pay.” 

“Are you sure it wasn’t a memory?” Tiergan asked, moving to Fintan’s 
side. 

He lifted one of Fintan’s arms and dropped it, letting it fall to the floor 
with an icy crunch. 

“He hasn't moved this whole time,” Kenric added. “I was watching 
him closely, and nothing changed until you started screaming.” 

“And I felt only the slightest shift in his mood,” Oralie added quietly. 

“Hmm.” Tiergan closed his eyes and reached for Fintan’s temples, 
and... 

... ripped his hands away as fast as he could. 

“I can see his memories piecing themselves back together,” he told 
them, shaking his head—hard. “But his mind is very overwhelming.” 


“How so?” Alden asked, reaching for Fintan’s temples. 

Tiergan grabbed his hands to stop him. “I wouldn’t recommend it. 
Especially given your past experiences.” 

Alden looked torn for a second. Then slowly dropped his hands to his 
sides. “Well, his mind was devastatingly shattered in the break. Perhaps 
it’s taking him longer to recover?” 

“Then why was he able to threaten me?” Sophie asked. 

Tiergan lifted Fintan’s eyelids before he answered. “I’m not sure if it 
really was him. You said he seemed very prepared for the memory break 
before you performed it, right?” 

Alden and Sophie both nodded. 

“Well, then perhaps he built in certain defense mechanisms, and you 
inadvertently triggered one.” 

“Then .. . it’s safe to search his memories?” Sophie asked, cursing 
herself for falling for a cheap trick. 

“I’m not sure safe is the right word,” Alden said, running his hands 
through his hair. “Perhaps we should give it a bit more time?” 

“But what if that was his plan?” Sophie argued. “What if he left that 
message to frighten me away so he'd have time to destroy important 
memories?” 

“I don’t know if the mind truly works that way,” Kenric said, taking 
Alden’s place at Fintan’s side. “But let’s see . . .” 

He pressed his fingers against Fintan’s forehead, gritting his teeth 
and sucking in sharp breaths until he finally stumbled back. 

“Wow,” he whispered, wiping his sweaty brow with his sleeve. “His 
mind is a maze. I can’t...” 

He groaned and rubbed his temples. 

Oralie rushed to his side, tracing one soft finger across the crease 
puckering his brow. 

“Thanks,” he whispered, sighing as he pressed his face into her palm. 
“You always make everything better.” 

Oralie smiled, gently cradling his head, before they both seemed to 
realize they weren't alone. 

“Sorry,” Kenric mumbled, clearing his throat. He straightened up as 
he told them, “I’ve never entered a mind so twisted before. I don’t know 
how you lasted so long in there, Sophie.” 


“It wasn't fun,” she admitted, though she hadn’t noticed that the 
mind was a maze. Had it shifted since she’d been in there? 

“I have to go back,” she decided, moving toward Fintan. 

“Not without me,” Fitz insisted. “He’s healed now, right?” 

“I dont know what he is,” Tiergan admitted. “You saw how he 
affected Kenric.” 

“Yes, but Kenric’s a big softie,” Councillor Terik teased. “Every time 
we take a vote, we can count on Kenric to vote for mercy.” 

“That’s why I’m everyone’s favorite. Well, second favorite. Empaths 
always win.” 

Oralie blushed. 

“I’m sure I can handle it,” Fitz insisted. 

“And I applaud your bravery, son,” Alden told him, “I also understand 
your urgency, Sophie. But haste is never a wise course.” 

“Neither is wasting time and overthinking things,” Sophie argued. 

“If it helps, I’m not picking up any potential for danger,” Councillor 
Terik offered. 

“Actually, I find that rather more upsetting,” Alden told him. 

“So do I,” Tiergan agreed. 

“Me too,” Kenric added. 

“Are you doubting my abilities?” Councillor Terik’s tone was light— 
but there was a definite edge of annoyance. 

Oralie made her way over to Fintan, tracing her fingertips across his 
forehead. “He’s feeling everything and nothing all at once. Surely that 
could confuse your descrying.” 

“Perhaps,” Councillor Terik reluctantly agreed. 

“It doesn’t matter,” Sophie jumped in. “We all knew this was going to 
be dangerous. I still have to try.” 

“I think you mean we,” Fitz corrected. “We have to try.” 

Sophie sighed. “Fitz—” 

“Who thinks Sophie should go back into the crazy mind-maze 
without a guide?” Fitz interrupted, looking to see if anyone would raise 
their hand. 

Alden looked the most tempted—though Councillor Terik was a 
surprisingly close second. 

But no one did. 


“If something happens—” Sophie tried. 

“What if something happens to your” Fitz argued. “I can’t sit here 
uselessly anymore. You trust me, don’t you?” 

“I do, but...” 

“You either trust me or you don’t.” 

She really wished there were a Secret Answer Number Three that 
would keep Fitz safe. 

But she knew he was right—and she probably was going to need him. 

Get ready, she told him. Were going in. 





Okay, this is way creepier than I thought it would be, Fitz admitted, 
trying to keep up as Sophie raced through the web of eerie flashing 
memories. 

Kenric had definitely been right about Fintan’s mind being a maze. 
Every turn they made only led to more paths of blaring, mismatched 
scenes—flickering like living projections—and Sophie quickly lost all 
track of which way was up or down or where they were supposed to be. 

Is this how it was last time with my dad? Fitz asked as they 
backtracked from yet another dead end. 

It was still overwhelming. But not so... calculated. 

During Fintan’s memory break, his mind had been a raging river, 
flooding too fast for her to make sense of most of what she saw. But the 
maze was slow and deliberate, as if Fintan—however conscious he was 
—was specifically choosing what he would and wouldn't let them see. 
He was stalling them, buying himself time, and Sophie didn’t want to be 
there when he was finally ready to face them. 

Do you think Everblaze would help? Fitz asked. 

Why would I want to... her transmission stopped when she realized 
Fitz meant their code word. 

I don’t think it would. A brain push needed to have a reason or a 
direction. 

But the thought did give her another idea. .. . 

I'm going to try something I never made up a code word for, she 
transmitted. 


Great—because that’s not terrifying. 

Sorry. 

She'd totally overlooked her inflicting ability when they made up their 
list, and she was starting to think emotion might be the key. 

Every memory would be linked to both thoughts and feelings. So if 
she could inflict the right emotion into Fintan’s mind, it might lead 
them to all the related memories attached to the same emotion. 

She had no idea if that was actually possible. But it was the only plan 
she could think of. 

She replayed the partial memory she recovered the last time, focusing 
on the way Fintan had looked as he watched his unknown, unregistered 
prodigy call down Everblaze from the sky. His lips were curled with a 
smile—but not a happy smile. 

A proud smile. 

You ready? she transmitted to Fitz. 

I guess. Let’s hope this turns out to be Alden. 

She was thinking the same thing—though she felt many reasons to 
worry. 

Still, she focused on the day she’d found out she’d passed all her Level 
Two midterms, after struggling so hard with some of the tests. A warm 
rush of pride blossomed inside her head, and she coddled it, nurtured it, 
fed it bits of other proud moments until shed built up enough force to 
blast it out of her mind. 

What on earth is that? Fitz asked as the warmth rushed past them, 
swirling through the maze of images and turning down a new path. 

Sophie chased the warm trail, weaving and dipping and climbing and 
dropping until they reached a row of images that seemed almost 
connected. 

A younger, kinder Fintan bowed and accepted his Councillor’s crown. 

A somewhat older, more serious Fintan stopped the firestorm of an 
erupting volcano and saved a large family of apatosaurs. 

A mishmash of smiling people he’d helped—both human and elvin. 

Glimpses of places he’d visited and struggles he’d braved. 

He used to be a good person, Sophie thought quietly. 

But this was all before pyrokinesis was banned, Fitz reminded her. 


He was right. In fact, most of the scenes looked ancient—and many 
of them involved fire. But there was a distinct lack of glowing neon 
yellow. 

Do you see any Everblaze? Sophie transmitted, wondering if her eyes 
were missing something. 

Everblaze Everblaze? Or code word Everblaze? Fitz asked. 

Everblaze Everblaze, Sophie clarified, wishing she’d picked a less 
confusing code word. I don’t see any in these memories, do you? 

No, he thought after a second. Is that bad? 

It just doesn’t make sense. The way Fintan had talked about 
Everblaze when she’d met him—it was like he’d been talking about his 
deepest love. His greatest creation. 

But his creation had killed five of his friends and gotten his ability 
banned... 

I think were looking in the wrong place. 

Maybe she'd gotten mushy after seeing all the good things Fintan had 
done. But she couldn’t help wondering if the memory they needed was 
tucked away with Fintan’s regrets. 

Sophie tried to remember moments when she'd felt the right kind of 
shame. She'd tripped or fallen or humiliated herself thousands of 
different ways—and of course there were her numerous medical 
disasters. The Great Cape Destruction had also been pretty epic. 

But none of those carried the kind of regret and remorse like the time 
she’d cheated on her alchemy midterm. 

She drew on her shame and sadness—mixed with a dash of guilt and 
embarrassment—and let it stew and simmer until she felt like she was 
back in Dame Alina’s office, facing the consequences of her actions. The 
feeling was equal parts hot and cold and Sophie let herself drown in it, 
until the force was strong enough to blast out of her mind. 

She raced through the trail it blazed, spiraling down and down and 
down some more, until the light was gone and all that was left was her, 
and Fitz, and a wall of fragmented memories—many blazing with 
unstoppable flames. 

You'll never find what you're looking for, Fintan’s mind shouted. But 
Sophie knew he was too late. 


Mallowmelt, she told Fitz, using the code word to stop him from 
retreating away. 

She'd definitely found something good. In fact, she’d found the exact 
memory they needed. 

Please, please, please, Sophie thought as she watched the familiar 
scene replay. 

The memory started earlier this time, and she stared through Fintan’s 
eyes as he stood behind an elf in long red robes and pointed up to the 
night sky—to one star that seemed to burn brighter than the others. 

Turn around, Sophie begged as the elf murmured something to the 
stars. 

She couldn’t understand the words. 

But she knew that voice. 

The hollow, empty tone had been etched into her brain the day her 
kidnapper had dragged her out of her drugged haze and burned her 
wrists for not answering his questions. 

This was it. The clue she'd been waiting for. 

All she needed was for him to turn around and show his face. 

Turn around. Turn around. Turn around. 

The figure stretched his palm toward the sky, curling his fingers, still 
whispering something Sophie couldn’t understand. 

Turnaroundturnaroundturnaround. 

Instead, the memory sputtered to a halt, like Fintan had just hit 
pause. 

No you dont, Sophie transmitted, focusing harder, trying to push 
through whatever barrier Fintan had just made. 

His mind fought back, and no matter how many times she lunged for 
the memory, Fintan kept shoving her away. 

Everblaze, Sophie warned Fitz, concentrating on the humming 
energy in the back of her mind and blasting it at the guarded memory. 

The brain push broke through, whirling the scene back to life—but it 
was blurry now. She could barely make out pale skin and dark hair—not 
enough to identify him. But hopefully another brain push would clear 
away the rest of the fog. 

The memory sped up as Sophie tried to focus on the energy left in 
her head, and by the time she called Everblaze again, the scene had 


skipped to the moment the neon yellow flames erupted, burning wilder 
than the last time she’d watched the memory. 

Not just a ball of flame. 

An inferno. 

And so we begin, Fintan told her as she pushed at the memory from 
every side, trying to catch a different view of her kidnapper’s face 
through the smoke. 

Everblaze, Fitz transmitted. 

But Sophie had nothing left to give. Her mind was too drained, and 
she could barely think through the heat and the blinding flames that 
seemed to be consuming the memory from the outside in. 

His identity dies with me, Fintan told her. 

Everblaze! Everblaze! EVERBLAZE! Fitz screamed. 

It was only when he added VERMINIONI!! to the mix that she 
realized he might not be using the code. 

She pulled her mind free, dragging Fitz in her wake, and opened her 
eyes to the nightmare he'd been trying to save her from. Bright yellow 
sparks rained from the ceiling, merging with the flames that were no 
longer just in her mind. 

An unstoppable wall of Everblaze. 


THIRTY-FIVE 


THE FLAMES ARE REAL. 


It was Sophie’s only thought as Fitz yanked her and Oralie away from 
the neon yellow inferno that had erupted before them. 

The jeweled floor cracked beneath their feet and Sophie pulled her 
hood over her head, trying to shield her skin from the heat as much as 
possible. “Where’s everyone else?” she managed to shout between 
coughs from the thick smoke. 

Oralie pointed a trembling arm toward the raging Everblaze. 

“No!” Fitz screamed. “No! No! NO!” 

He ran toward the flames and Sophie barely managed to grab his arm 
in time. 

“The clothes won't protect you,” she warned him. “Everblaze burns 
everything.” Even without direct contact, they could only last a few more 
minutes in the firestorm. 

“But my father—” 

“Is finding his own way out.” 

She promised herself the words were true as she squinted at the fire, 
searching for any sign of life. All she could see was smoke and flame. 

Oralie screamed and Sophie spun toward her, finding her thrashing 
in pain, her shoulder covered in a splotch of liquid amethyst. 

“The jewels are melting!” Fitz shouted between coughs, pointing to 
the walls, which were starting to bubble like boiling sugar. “This whole 
place is going to collapse.” 


Another crack split the floor and Sophie grabbed his and Oralie’s 
hands, dragging them toward what used to be one of the windows—but 
was now a hole, dripping with bubbling jewel. 

Please let us fit, Sophie begged as she charged full speed, pulling Fitz 
and Oralie as close to her as possible. 

She didn’t have time to think or scream as they charged through the 
gap and plummeted toward the ground—which was now a flaming lake 
of molten jewel. Sophie closed her eyes, trusting her instincts, and... 

... heard the thunderous clap as they crashed through a crack into 
the void. 

“Where should we go?” Sophie asked—hacking and coughing as the 
smoke-free air hit her scorched lungs. 

Fitz and Oralie were too busy doing the same, but she realized there 
was really only one place they’d want her to take them. 

She pictured Oblivimyre in her mind, concentrating on the shadowy 
field she’d seen a safe distance away as a crack split the air in front of 
them and they launched back to the raging Everblaze. 

They tumbled across the grass and Sophie was glad she’d picked an 
arrival point farther away. The flames had already spread to the bare 
trees along the glittering crystal path. Any minute now the fire would 
advance beyond the silver fence. 

“Dad!” Fitz shouted, running toward what was left of the tower. 
Oralie raced after him, calling for Kenric and Tiergan and the rest of the 
Councillors. 

But Sophie couldn't find her voice. 

She couldn’t find her brain. 

Everything was shutting down, and she wanted to close her eyes and 
cover her ears and wish it all away. 

“I found them!” Fitz shouted, and Sophie could suddenly move again. 

She chased the sound, ducking flying sparks and jumping over 
sparkly purple puddles until she spotted a cluster of heavy-cloaked 
figures. 

Alden raced to meet both of them and they crashed into his arms, 
nearly knocking everyone over as the sobs Sophie had been fighting 
burst free. 


“Thank goodness,” Alden said, his voice thick with tears of his own. 
“The flames tore me away from you, and when I tried to go back in I 
couldn’t get through the blaze.” 

“How did you get away?” Fitz asked him. 

“Light leaping—Tiergan’s idea. He was the only one thinking clearly.” 

“So he’s okay?” Sophie asked. 

“Yes, Tiergan is safe, but you'll have to see him later. I’m so sorry to 
ask this of you, Sophie, but we need quintessence. As fast as you can get 
it.” 

They must be planning to make frissyn—the only substance that 
could extinguish the Everblaze—which needed a healthy dose of the rare 
fifth element. She was surprised they didn’t have any already made. 

“T’ll need a stellarscope,” Sophie reminded him, smearing away her 
tears. 

Alden nodded, leading her and Fitz to where the others were already 
working. “Councillor Liora is a Conjurer.” 

“Where's everyone else?” Sophie asked, realizing there were far fewer 
people than there should’ve been. She was glad to see Tiergan and 
Councillor Terik among them—but what about Kenric and Councillor 
Emery and all the other Councillors? 

“They’re working to gather the rest of the ingredients for the frissyn,” 
Alden explained as a Councillor with bronze-colored skin rushed over. 
She snapped her fingers—making Sophie realize she must be 
Councillor Liora—and a stellarscope appeared in her hands. 

“We need two dozen,” she told Sophie, snapping her fingers again to 
conjure up a satchel filled with twenty-four small empty bottles. 

Alden tightened his grip on Sophie’s shoulder. “You need to be very 
careful when you transport the bottles back. That’s enough quintessence 
to take out a few hundred miles.” 

“Great,” Sophie mumbled, grabbing the stellarscope. “Wait—what do 
you mean transport?” 

He pulled his pathfinder out of his pocket and gave it to Fitz. “There’s 
too much smoke here blocking the stars. I’ve set the path to Siren Rock. 
Hail me before you leap back.” 

“I know which facet will take us here,” Fitz said, shouldering the bag 
of tiny bottles as he reached for Sophie's hand. 


“Yes, I know,” Alden said sadly. “But you'll need to make sure it’s safe 
to return. The Everblaze has caught the wind and is heading toward the 
river. By the time you've bottled the quintessence, this whole city could 
be up in flames.” 


THIRT Y-SIX 


WARM SALTY WIND PRICKLED THEIR noses as Sophie and Fitz 


reappeared on a long stretch of pristine beach. The waves glowed with 
swirls of pink and green, but it felt wrong to be somewhere safe and 
breathtaking while the world was burning. 

“How did this happen?” Fitz asked quietly. “I didn’t even feel Fintan 
move. How could he have called down Everblaze?” 

Sophie didn’t have an answer. 

“We should get started,” she said, tucking the stellarscope under her 
arm and reaching for the first glass bottle. She didn’t realize she was 
shaking until the bottle slipped from her hands, landing with a soft thud 
in the silky white sand. 

“Hey,” Fitz said, catching the scope as she nearly dropped it, too. “You 
okay>” 

“I’m fine.” 

But she could hear the tears rising in her throat, and now that she felt 
them, she couldn’t hold them back. 

Fitz pulled her close, letting her cry on his shoulder as he whispered, 
“Everything’s going to be okay.” 

“Is it?” She wiped her runny nose on her smoky, singed sleeve. “Do 
you think everyone got out in time?” 

“I don’t think my dad would've kept that from us, do you?” 

“T guess not.” 

But they both knew Alden was very good at hiding things. 


“I’m sorry I wouldn’t let you search for your dad,” she whispered. 

“You mean when I wanted to run into the fire like an idiot?” His 
chest heaved with a sigh. “Thank you for stopping me. And um... 
thanks for saving my life. I was way too panicked to figure out how to 
get out of there.” 

“Yeah, well you saved me first. I had no idea the Everblaze was 
burning. If you hadn’t pulled me back, I doubt I would’ve gotten out of 
there in time.” 

“I guess this proves we make a good team.” 

A stretch of silence passed before he whispered, “Do you really think 
Eternalia is going to burn>” 

“Not if I can help it.” 

She pulled away and grabbed the stellarscope, remembering why they 
were there. A tiny spout protruded from the narrow end of the scope, 
and she attached a bottle and hefted the heavy gadget up to her eye. 

“Which star do you need to find?” Fitz asked, lining up the other 
bottles on the sand. 

“Elementine is one of the unmapped stars.” She could only find it 
because of the Black Swan’s carefully planted secrets. 

She searched the sky for the six stars her Universe assignment had 
taught her to look for. The list had actually been prepared by the Black 
Swan as a clue, and when she connected the dots between the stars, the 
lines pointed to an empty space, where Elementine was hidden by the 
darkness. 

“Wait,” Fitz said, removing his cape. He tore off two long shreds from 
the end and handed them to her. “Elwin still talks about how bad the 
burns on your hands were.” 

Sophie could definitely remember the pain—though the yeti pee 
balm he’d used to treat the injuries had probably been the worst part of 
the experience. 

She handed Fitz the stellarscope and tied the strips around her hands 
like bandages. The thick fabric should keep her skin protected, but it 
also made her grip super slippery. 

“Here,” Fitz said, tying up his own hands with more cape shreds and 
moving behind her. He cupped his mummy palms under hers, cradling 
the scope from underneath. “Is that better? Or is this weird?” 


“It’s not weird,” she promised, surprised to realize she meant it. 

It had felt weird when she'd stood in a nearly identical position with 
Dex a few months back. But it was different with Fitz. 

“So which way are we looking?” Fitz asked, resting his arms on 
Sophie’s shoulders. 

Sophie squinted through the viewfinder, tracing the trails through the 
stars until she focused on a patch of darkness. 

She could tell Fitz was skeptical as she adjusted the knobs—and then 
adjusted them again. And again. But when she flipped the switch, thick 
silvery starlight streaked from the sky—knocking them both backward 
as it crashed into the scope. 

“Is it supposed to be freezing?” Fitz asked as he carefully removed the 
sealed bottle. 

“That’s how it was last time. Only the scope gets hot.” White hot, 
actually. She adjusted her grip, relieved to feel only a hint of warmth 
seeping through her makeshift gloves as she screwed on the next empty 
bottle. 

Fitz nestled the quintessence in the sand, making sure it couldn’t tip 
over. 

They worked through the majority of the bottles just as quickly. But 
the strain of the concentration gave Sophie a headache, and by the time 
they reached the final five, she could barely see straight. 

“Can I help?” Fitz asked as she rubbed her blurry eyes. “If you tell me 
how to find Elementine, I should be able to do the rest.” 

“It’s not really something I can tell. You have to know what to look 
for, otherwise you'll never find it.” 

“Okay, then can you show me? Transmit your memories of 
everything you look at when you're finding it—I’m sure Pll be able to 
figure it out from there.” 

Sophie wasn’t convinced that would work, but her raging headache 
insisted she try it. She handed Fitz the stellarscope and they traded 
places—which felt way more awkward given their height difference. 

“I think you're shorter than Biana,” Fitz teased as she stood on her 
tiptoes so she could see the sky over his shoulders. 

“She always wears heels.” 

“I guess that is sort of cheating,” Fitz agreed. “You ready?” 


“One second.” 

She opened her mind to his, then realized she'd forgotten to ask his 
permission beforehand. 

Fitz shrugged as she apologized, his shoulder blade nearly clipping 
her nose. I don’t mind having you know what I’m thinking, Sophie. I 
trust you. 

Her cheeks turned warm. I trust you, too. 

Then send me those images and Iet’s finish this. 

Right. 

She tried to transmit the memories, but sending images took more 
energy than shed expected. And with her mind already so tired, she 
couldn’t seem to find enough force. 

But she could feel a hint of brain push energy tucked deep in the back 
of her mind, and when she mixed it with what was left of her 
concentration, she was finally able to shove the memories into Fitz’s 
head. 

“Wow, that was crazy. I think you sent me all of your memories of the 
stars.” 

“Did I?” 

She checked his thoughts and sure enough, his mind was struggling 
to process a never-ending stream of star maps. 

“Oh—sorry!” 

“Are you kidding? Ill never have to study for the Universe again!” 

It did take a couple of minutes for him to find the information he 
needed—precious time they couldn’t spare. But once he found it, he 
bottled the quintessence on the first try. 

“I can see why you have a headache,” he told her as she changed out 
the bottle for him. “I feel like my brain started to stretch as I 
concentrated.” 

Still, he bottled the last four just as quickly, and a few minutes later 
they had all the quintessence wrapped in shredded cape and loaded 
carefully into the bag. 

“Pll hail Alden,” Sophie said as Fitz pulled out the pathfinder and 
spun the crystal. 

Alden didn’t answer. 


She told herself he was just busy, and that everything was going to be 
okay. 

But when they finally leaped to the outskirts of Eternalia, they found 
the glittering city burning wildly with Everblaze. 


THIRTY-SEVEN 


SOPHIE AND FITZ SPRINTED TOWARD the city, weaving around 


rivers of melted-jewel lava. Dozens of buildings had already oozed away 
—with more catching fire every second—and Sophie sent a silent plea 
into the night, hoping no one was inside. 

“We have to find my dad!” Fitz yelled as Sophie stopped and pressed 
her hands to her head. 

“I know. I’m trying to track him.” 

Her mind could trace the sound of someone’s thoughts to their exact 
location. But she was having a hard time concentrating, between the 
heat and the crackling and the pound-pound-pounding of her heart. She 
wished she could take a deep breath to clear her throbbing head. But the 
smoke was too thick and bitter, so she closed her eyes and forced herself 
to tune out everything except the voice she needed to find. 

For several seconds she couldn’t hear anything. Then Tiergan’s 
panicked, overwhelmed thoughts filled her mind. 

“They’re by the river!” she shouted, cradling the bottles of 
quintessence as she took off downstream with Fitz right behind her. 

Everything burned—her chest, her legs, her eyes—but she pushed 
herself to move faster, wanting to cry with relief when she spotted what 
looked like a makeshift lab, complete with glowing beakers and test 
tubes and some sort of bubbling cauldron. Standing next to a white- 
robed figure was a blissfully familiar face. 

“Tiergan!” Sophie shouted, doubling her speed. 


He ran toward her once he spotted her, and even though she knew he 
wasn’t a hugger—and she was carrying a large bag of very explosive 
bottles—she threw her arms around him, clinging to him in the eerie, 
flickering light. 

“Where's my father?” Fitz asked between wheezing breaths. 

“He’s safe. He went with Lady Galvin to collect the only other 
ingredient we need for the frissyn. She’s been giving us a long lecture on 
how we should’ve kept some in reserve after last time.” 

“She’s right,” Sophie said, surprised she actually agreed with her evil 
ex-alchemy instructor about anything. 

“I know.” Tiergan took the bag of quintessence from her and led 
them back toward the lab. “Pll have Kesler start prepping this.” 

“Kesler’s here?” Sophie asked, wondering if that meant Dex was as 
well. 

“Every alchemist we could find is here. Plus a fleet of gnomes who 
volunteered to help us distribute the frissyn. The fire should be out 
quickly once we have what we need.” 

Sophie hoped he was right. And she felt better handing the 
quintessence over to Kesler and seeing him immediately add some to 
the cauldron. He also assured her that Dex was home safe. 

Still, it was agonizing to stand there, watching the beautiful jeweled 
city melt in the flames, while Kesler stirred beakers and measured 
liquids and they waited waited waited. 

Fitz had worn a groove into the ground from his pacing when Alden’s 
familiar voice called, “Thank goodness you're both back!” and Sophie 
and Fitz ran to tackle him. 

“I was so worried about you,” Alden told them, hugging so tight 
Sophie couldn’t breathe—but maybe that was a good thing. 

“Ugh—why do you stink?” Fitz asked, leaning back as far as Alden 
would let him. 

“Sasquatch saliva was the last ingredient we needed.” 

“But we got it,” a sharp voice said behind him, making them realize 
Alden hadn't returned alone. 

Lady Galvin—who looked less terrifying than usual with green 
sasquatch fur sticking out of her bun—held up a large flask filled with 


cloudy yellow liquid. Even though it had a cork, Sophie could smell the 
rancid stench radiating from it. 

“I’m assuming you collected the quintessence?” she asked Sophie, 
stalking over to Kesler and examining his cauldron. “It looks like you 
managed to do it without anything exploding, either. Well done. Now we 
can finally clean up this mess.” 

Everyone cheered when they finished brewing the first batch of 
frissyn—which turned out to be a shimmering silver powder. But Sophie 
didn’t feel like celebrating as she watched a group of gnomes set to work 
dusting the first line of flames. All she could see was the destruction all 
around her. And she knew none of it would’ve happened if she hadn't 
healed Fintan. 

She closed her eyes and let the truth nestle deep into her brain. 

She needed to face it. 

Accept it. 

Own up to the reality. 

Partially for her own sanity—but mostly because there would surely 
be backlash when the news hit the public. 

“You two have had a very long night,” Alden said, joining Sophie and 
Fitz on the hill where they'd been watching. “I think it’s time we go 
home, don’t you?” 

“Do Grady and Edaline know about the Everblaze?” Sophie asked. 

“Not yet. I didn’t think it would be wise to involve them until the fires 
were contained. But now. .. there is much to explain.” 

Sophie met his eyes, realizing there was a deeper emotion hiding 
behind the stress and exhaustion and worry. 

Grief. 

“Everything’s okay, right?” she asked quietly. “Nobody was... ?” 

She couldn't say it. 

Hated even having to think it. 

“We'll talk in the morning,” Alden told her, offering her a hand. 

“No—you have to tell me what happened. I can’t. . .” A lump lodged 
in her throat, threatening to choke her. “If someone was hurt, I need to 
know.” 

Alden’s lips formed one word—but at the last second he changed it 
to, “I really think you should rest before we talk about this.” 


“Like IIl be able to sleep now.” 

“She’s right, Dad,” Fitz agreed. 

Alden looked about a thousand years old as he sat down between 
them and buried his face in his hands. “I don’t know how to tell you 
this.” 

The words seemed to swallow the air around them. 

Alden had told Sophie she'd be facing a tribunal, and that she had to 
go to Exile, and that she had to leave her human family and have her 
whole life erased. 

What could be worse than that? 

And then she knew. 

“Someone's dead,” she said quietly, as her mind ran through a list of 
names and faces. 

It was hard to remember who she'd seen safe and who she hadn’t— 
but as she played the night back she realized someone was missing. 

Fitz reached for her hand, squeezing so hard it probably would’ve 
hurt if Sophie hadn’t already turned numb. 

Still, she felt a million needles press into her heart when Alden 
swallowed back a sob and said, “Actually, it was two people. Both Fintan 
and Councillor Kenric never made it out of the tower.” 


THIRT Y-EIGHT 


No,” SOPHIE SAID, JERKING AWAY from Fitz. “Not Kenric.” 

There had to be a mistake. 

She raced down the hill, promising herself that she would find a 
smiling Kenric standing with the cluster of figures in the distance. 

Instead she found the rest of the Councillors gathered around a 
sobbing Oralie. 

“No!” Sophie shouted, spinning around to head to Oblivimyre. 

The ground felt slippery as she ran, but Sophie pushed forward, 
ordering her legs not to trip. 

Everything would be better once she got there. She'd find a secret 
compartment he’d hidden in, or a clue to where he’d leaped to, or... 

She screeched to a halt when she realized the slick ground was 
purple. 

A few feet away, a lone silver fencepost stuck out of the sea of melted 
jewel—all that remained of Oblivimyre. 

“No,” she cried again, dropping to her knees. 

“I’m sorry,” Alden said behind her, placing a gentle hand on her 
trembling shoulder. “I’m so, so sorry.” 

She didn’t even know Kenric that well. But he'd always been kind— 
and was always the first to take her side. She couldn’t imagine the 
Council without him. 

“He can’t really be gone,” she whispered, feeling hot tears streak 
down her face. 


Alden pulled her close, his body shaking harder than hers as he told 
her, “I’m afraid he is. Kenric charged Fintan when the room started 
raining Everblaze. He managed to shove you, Fitz, and Oralie away, but 
then Fintan’s body exploded with flames. There was nothing we could 
do. I—” 

His voice broke, and he needed several deep breaths before he could 
speak again. 

“Were going to have to be brave, Sophie. I’m sorry to ask that of you, 
but Kenric’s loss is going to be deeply, deeply felt by our citizens. People 
are going to need to see that everything is going to be okay.” 

“But it’s not!” she yelled, backing away from him. 

The loss was too huge this time. 

They’d lost a Councillor. 

A hole opened inside of her as she thought of how many people had 
told her not to do the healing. 

“I should’ve listened,” she whispered, barely able to breathe. “It’s my 
fault.” 

“If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine,” Fitz said as he stepped out of the 
darkness. “If I’d noticed the flames earlier, or been a better guide—” 

“This was not your fault, Fitz,” Sophie promised. 

“Nor was it yours,” Alden said firmly. “No matter what you think. No 
matter what happens in the coming days. I want you both to know this, 
and hold to it, and believe it. This. Wasn’t. Your. Fault. Remember that. 
And remember what happened to me when I tried to hold on to guilt 
and blame.” 

The reminder felt like a bucket of ice water, splashing them both 
awake. 

But Sophie couldn’t make herself believe him. 

Like it or not, she had played a role in Kenric’s death—and she would 
have to square with that someday. 

But if she let the guilt break her, his sacrifice would be a waste, and 
she refused to let that happen either. 

She'd hold herself together the same way Grady had when he lost 
Jolie. 

She would focus on rage. 


Her anger boiled inside her and she drank it in, letting it settle into 
her heart and burn the fear and sadness away. 

She wouldn't rest until she found the Pyrokinetic Fintan was 
protecting. And once she did, she would make him pay. 


THIRTY-NINE 


TIERGAN BROUGHT SOPHIE HOME, AND she took him up on his 
offer to break the news to Grady and Edaline without her. 

When Alden’s mind had broken, shed insisted on being there, 
wanting to be brave and strong and support her family. But she couldn’t 
handle another teary, heartbreaking scene. 

She needed to hold on to her rage. 

She left everyone downstairs—avoiding their worried glances—as she 
dropped her singed cape in a heap on the floor and followed Sandor up 
to her room. He said nothing as she closed him outside, probably too 
busy eavesdropping on what Tiergan was saying. But Sophie didn’t want 
to hear. She locked herself in her bathroom and turned on the shower, 
letting the sound of falling water drown out the world. 

Flakes of ash sprinkled the floor as she kicked her clothes to the 
corner, wishing she could tear them to tiny threads. She grabbed every 
bottle of shampoo she could find and stepped under the colored streams 
of cold water, glad to feel her body shiver. 

She'd had enough heat to last a lifetime. 

She washed her hair so many times she lost count, though when she 
finally turned off the water, she could still smell the smoke. She tied the 
dripping, soggy strands away from her face, threw on her pajamas, and 
stumbled to bed. But she could see the Everblaze behind her eyes. 

The bright, neon yellow flashes were seared to her eyelids, and no 
matter how hard she blinked, they wouldn’t fade away. 


“How can I help?” Sandor asked, hovering in the doorway, 
silhouetted by a sliver of light. 

Sophie rolled to her side, not wanting to look at him as she 
whispered, “I think Td like to try slumberberry tea.” 

She'd expected some sort of triumphant “It’s about time!” But all she 
heard were the heavy thuds of Sandor’s feet as he rushed to grant her 
request. 

She lay still, trying not to think about what she was doing, until the 
footsteps returned, bringing with them the scent of something sweet. 
But when she turned to grab the tea, the person offering it to her was 
Edaline. 

“Sandor said you requested this,” she said, holding out the fragile 
pink teacup. 

Sophie took it slowly, trying not to let her shaky hands spill the 
steaming liquid. But she froze with the cup halfway to her lips. 

The tea was purple, with a slight shimmer—like the bubbling flows 
of amethyst lava coating the ground outside Oblivimyre. 

Edaline grabbed the cup as it started to slip from Sophie’s hands, and 
she set it down on Sophie’s nightstand. 

“Slumberberry tea can be a wonderful thing,” Edaline said, sounding 
surprisingly calm as she sat next to Sophie on the edge of the bed. “But I 
know how you feel about sedatives. That’s why I also brought you these.” 

She pulled a black vial from her pocket and placed it in Sophie’s lap. 
The bottle was small and narrow—no wider than Sophie’s finger—and 
covered in tiny silver dots, with a strange silver lid that felt squishy when 
Sophie touched it. 

“It’s called somnalene,” Edaline explained. “It’s the nectar of the 
starglass flower, and it’s not a drug. All you need is one drop in each eye 
to help you sleep. It used to work for me.” 

“How?” Sophie asked, unscrewing the bottle and filling the 
eyedropper with the shimmering silver liquid. 

“It’s hard to explain until you see.” 

Sophie scooted down, tipping her head back so Edaline could hold 
her eyelids open and squeeze one drop into each of her eyes. The cool 
silver liquid felt blindingly bright as it spread across her corneas. But as 
the tears settled, she sucked in a breath. 


“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Edaline asked. 

Beautiful wasn’t a strong enough word. 

A million flecks of light shimmered and flashed behind her eyes, like 
she had a tiny universe tucked inside her mind. 

“They call the effect ‘midnighting,” Edaline explained. “It'll last about 
eight hours before it fades.” 

“It’s amazing,” Sophie breathed. 

The lingering yellow glow of the Everblaze faded in the twinkling 
lights, and Sophie breathed a sigh of relief—even as her insides 
squirmed like snakes. 

She didn’t deserve to have her guilt fade—not until she made the 
rebels pay. 

“Hey,” Edaline said, wiping a tear off Sophie's cheek. “If you cry it all 
out, it can’t help you sleep.” 

“Good,” Sophie mumbled, rolling away. 

Edaline placed a gentle hand on Sophie’s shoulder. “You're missing 
the point of the somnalene. It reminds us just how small we really are, 
and how big the rest of the world is by comparison. One person is not 
the source of anything—it’s millions of pieces all working together. And 
it shows us that there’s always hope—always light. No matter how much 
darkness we might be facing.” 

Her hand had started to trace slow, careful circles down Sophie's 
spine, just like Sophie’s human mother used to do when she was a little 
kid. 

“I never should have come here,” Sophie whispered. “If I’d just stayed 
with the humans, none of this would have happened.” 

“Our world has been teetering on the edge of a blade for a very long 
time, Sophie. In fact .. . I think that’s why you’re here—why you grew 
up where you did. So you could see our world through different eyes. 
Help us find our way. Just like you did for Grady and me. You’ve made 
us whole again. Given us back our lives. Now it’s our turn to help you.” 

She brushed another tear off Sophie’s cheek. 

“I want you to know that Grady and I are here for you, okay? I know 
you try to protect us. And I know you like to do things on your own. But 
we're all going to lean on each other this time. Please don’t push us 
away.” 


Maybe it was because Edaline sounded so strong and sure. 

Or maybe Sophie just couldn’t face another long, lonely night. 

Either way, she tightened her grip on Edaline’s wrist and whispered, 
“Will you stay here tonight?” 

“Of course.” Edaline kissed Sophie’s cheek and settled under the 
covers, stroking Sophie’s back again. 

Slowly, very very slowly, Sophie finally fell asleep. 

And when she woke up and found Edaline still sleeping peacefully 
next to her, she knew she was ready to face the day. 


FORTY 


NEWS OF THE FIRE SPREAD faster than the Everblaze, and when 


Sophie came downstairs for breakfast, a scroll from the Council sat 
waiting on the kitchen table. 

Sophie sank into her chair next to Grady and took one of the colorful 
pastries from the platter in the center. The gooey cake was covered in 
sugar and sprinkles—but it turned to sour in her mouth when she read 
the Council’s message: 


TOMORROW AT MIDDAY WE WILL HONOR THE LIFE AND LEGACY OF 
COUNCILLOR KENRIC ELGAR FATHDON 
BY PLANTING HIS SEED IN THE WANDERLING WOODS 
AN ADDRESS FROM THE COUNCIL WILL FOLLOW, 
ALONG WITH INSTRUCTIONS FOR NOMINATION PROCEEDINGS. 


“What do they mean by nominations?” Sophie asked, rolling up the 
scroll so she wouldn't have to look at it. 

“Nominations for the next Councillor.” 

“They’re replacing him already?” 

“They have to, Sophie. The very foundation of our world has been 
shattered, and we must rebuild it immediately. That doesn’t mean we 
won't grieve. But we must also keep working to protect our people. You 
can’t tell me that’s not what Kenric would’ve wanted.” 


She couldn't. 

But she still hated it. 

She stood, wandering to the wall of windows, watching the dinosaurs 
graze in the pastures beyond. 

“How do the nominations work?” she asked, not sure she'd be able to 
survive a long campaign with speeches and debates. 

Grady moved to stand beside her. “The public will be allowed to 
privately submit nominations for members of the Nobility who qualify 
for consideration. Then the Council will ultimately decide.” 

“And how long does that normally take?” 

“It depends on how quickly the Councillors agree. But I suspect this 
time will move incredibly quickly. I only hope they’ll elect a Councillor 
as compassionate and considerate as Kenric.” 

Sophie couldn’t help hoping the new Councillor would also be on her 
side. She hated to admit it—hated herself for even thinking it. But 
Kenric had always been one of her strongest supporters. Losing even 
one vote could sway the rulings against her. 

“Is there any chance you or Alden will be nominated?” she asked 
quietly. 

“No—thankfully. The Councillors aren’t allowed to be married. It’s 
their responsibility to make decisions for the good of all people, and 
having a wife or children could threaten their impartiality.” 

“But... what if they fall in love?” 

“Then they can choose to resign from the Council—which definitely 
has happened in the past. Or they can opt to ignore the feelings. The 
choice is entirely up to them.” 

Suddenly Kenric’s longing looks at Oralie made much more sense. 
Which made Sophie’s heart extra heavy. 

Kenric sacrificed so much for the good of his world—and look how 
his world repaid him. 

No—not his whole world, Sophie corrected. 

A small band with their own agenda. 

Villains. 

She was tired of calling them “rebels.” 

They were kidnappers. 

Killers. 


And she was going to stop them. 

“I’ve seen that look in your eye before, Sophie,” Grady said, resting a 
hand on her shoulder, “and I can’t say I blame you for it. I also doubt I 
can stop you. So I’m only going to ask you one thing: Remember who 
you can trust, and keep them close. Don’t push them away.” 

Sophie nodded, and he pulled her into a hug. 

“If I might add something,” Sandor said behind them. “I would like 
to renew my request for you to stay by my side. I am already getting 
reports of highly increased unrest among the public, and I fear in the 
coming days you will need more protection than normal.” 

“Because everyone blames me,” Sophie mumbled, trying to pull away 
from Grady. 

Grady tightened his hold. “The people of our world fear the new and 
the different. But you are brave and strong and smart enough to not 
believe what they say. Trust your friends and your family, know that they 
love you and will support you no matter what.” 

“And keep your bodyguard close,” Sandor added. 

“Yes, and that.” Grady sighed, trailing his hand through Sophie’s hair. 
“I know you don’t want to talk about yesterday, Sophie—and I respect 
that. But if you change your mind, I’m here.” 

Sophie squeezed him tighter, blinking back her tears. 

She wasn’t going to cry. 

She was going to fight. 

“By the way,” Grady said, slowly letting her go. “Tiergan asked me to 
tell you to record everything you remember from yesterday—not just 
what you saw in Fintan’s mind. The Council is trying to piece together 
what happened during the fire.” 

Sophie’s eyes dropped to her feet. “I doubt I'm going to be much 
help. If Fitz hadn’t warned me about the Everblaze, I probably wouldn't 
have realized what was happening until it was too late. I think that was 
Fintan’s plan.” 

Grady’s expression turned murderous. But he said nothing as Sophie 
turned and headed upstairs. 

She pulled out her memory log and spent the rest of the day fighting 
to remember anything that might give her something to go on. 


She projected the memory Fintan had once again managed to stop 
her from recovering and placed it side by side with her other projection 
from the first break with Alden. 

She could see more of the mysterious pyrokinetic’s robe—though 
there was nothing special about it, except perhaps the vivid red color. 
She could also see the shape of his face. The edges were blurred, but his 
chin was prominent and his dark hair looked neatly styled. So he was 
probably someone who cared about his appearance. 

Probably, Sophie thought bitterly, shoving the memory log aside. 

All she could do was guess and speculate about pointless details— 
hardly the revelation she needed. 

She was about to close the log and tuck it away, when she noticed one 
final difference between the two projected scenes. Shed been 
concentrating so hard on her kidnapper, she’d forgotten to notice that 
she could see more of Fintan, too—especially in the early part of the 
memory, when he was pointing at the star he was teaching her 
kidnapper to call. 

His cloak was black, with long, thick sleeves. And near the top of his 
shoulder was a white patch with an eye. 

Keefe had seen the same patch on the rebels, so to see Fintan wearing 
it wasn’t necessarily earth-shattering. But she could see a word this time 
—written in runes that she wouldn't have expected she'd be able to read. 

The word triggered no memories in her mind, so the Black Swan 
must not be familiar with it. 

But the nameless rebels had a name. 

Neverseen. 


FORT Y-ONE 


SOMETHING BAD HAPPENED AGAIN, DIDN'T it?” Vertina asked as 


Sophie squinted at her reflection, trying to make sure she didn’t miss 
any of the tiny silver hooks that fastened the bodice of her shimmering 
green gown. 

She still felt strange wearing something so bright and cheerful at a 
funeral. But the elves’ tradition was to wear green, to symbolize life. 

Not that it made the funerals any less depressing. 

Sophie sighed and pinned back part of her hair with an emerald 
comb. “Yes. One of the Councillors died.” 

Vertina closed her eyes, her tiny face looking pinched. “I’m sorry. Did 
you know him?” 

“Not as well as I would’ve liked,” Sophie admitted as she spread a 
little pink gloss over her lips. “Not as well as I should have.” 

“I’m so sorry,” Vertina repeated. “What happened>” 

“He was killed in a fire, by a group called the Neverseen.” 

Sophie had told Grady and Edaline the name she'd discovered—and 
hailed Alden and done the same. None of them had heard any trace of it 
ever mentioned. 

So Sophie’s heart picked up speed when Vertina shook her tiny head 
and whispered, “Not them again.” 

“What do you mean? Do you know who they are?” 

Vertina’s eyes stretched as wide as they could go, and she squeaked 
something about saying too much and clicked away. 


“I’m going to have Dex reprogram you to tell me!” Sophie shouted, 
pounding on the glass. 

Vertina clicked back. “He’d never have the chance. I have an auto 
erase feature—I can wipe my memory clean and reset if I have to.” 

“Why would you do that?” 

“I don’t want to. I want you to give me the password so I can trust 
you. Haven't you found it yet?” 

No. All she’d found was a stupid human mirror. Unless... 

“Is it ‘follow the pretty bird across the sky’>?” 

Vertina shook her head sadly. “No. But a bird is connected to it.” 

Sophie knew Vertina probably meant the clue to be helpful. But it 
wasn’t exactly a revelation. The Black Swan used birds for everything. 

“A bird is connected to what?” Grady asked from the doorway. 

“Oh, um, just a game Vertina and I are playing,” Sophie told him, 
throwing her green velvet cape over her shoulders and pinning it with 
her Ruewen crest. 

She could tell Grady was less than impressed with her lie. But all he 
said was, “You look beautiful.” 

“Thanks.” 

She took another glance at her reflection, hating that she looked more 
like she was heading off to prom. But Grady was dressed just as 
formally: velvet pants, an intricately embroidered jerkin, and a gold- 
trimmed silk cape—though his clothes were a deep hunter green. 

The hint of dark matched the shadows under his eyes as he offered 
Sophie his hand and told her, “Today is probably going to be pretty 
miserable.” 

“I know. I keep wishing it could be like last time, when I still had a 
little hope to hold on to.” 

“There’s always hope, Sophie. Just because Kenric is gone doesn’t 
mean that his work, and the things he stood for, will vanish. It’s just 
going to take everyone a little time to heal.” 

Sophie cringed. 

“Sorry. Bad choice of word.” Grady sighed, mussing his hair. “You 
ready?” 

She wasn’t. But she took his hand and they made their way up the 
stairs, with Sandor close behind. 


Edaline was waiting for them in the fourth floor cupola, standing 
under the glittering crystals of the Leapmaster. Her wispy, silky dress 
floated around her like a summer breeze, and Sophie was relieved to see 
how calm Edaline looked. No tears. No shadows. Just a sad smile as she 
strangled Sophie with a hug. 

“Remember, we're here for you,” she whispered into Sophie’s ear. 

“I’m fine,” Sophie promised. 

But she didn’t feel fine as Grady called the Leapmaster to bring them 
the crystal for the Wanderling Woods. Especially when Sandor joined 
them under the crystals. 

The Council would only allow a goblin into the Wanderling Woods if 
they were expecting some sort of danger. 


Sophie had thought the crowd for Alden’s planting had been huge—but 
it was nothing compared to the turnout for Kenric. A never-ending line 
of green-clad figures stretched down the silvery path, waiting silently for 
their turn to pass through the archway that proclaimed Those who 
wander are not lost. 

And they weren't just elves. Gnomes, goblins, dwarves, and some sort 
of wet-looking, grayish-green creatures—trolls, maybe?>—were all in the 
mix. 

But no ogres. 

Sophie wondered if any of the Neverseen were lurking among the 
crowd. 

She wouldn’t put it past them. 

She reached for Grady’s hand, expecting him to head to the back of 
the line. But Grady led them to a side entrance, hidden among a thick 
vine of white star-shaped flowers. 

The goblin guarding the gate was so large he made Sandor look 
scrawny, and his voice was even squeakier as he told them, “There’s a 
space reserved for you in the clearing. Just look for the silver ropes.” 

“Thank you,” Grady said, pausing in the middle of the gateway. “Is 
there a path I’m not seeing?” 


“The crowd keeps closing it off,” the goblin told them. “And I suggest 
you move quickly.” 

Sandor saluted the guard and took the lead, ordering Sophie to stay 
right behind him as he pushed into the mass of bodies, creating a 
narrow wake for them to follow. 

Despite the suffocating crowd, the Wanderling Woods maintained its 
eerie, unnatural silence, swallowing the sound of their footsteps as they 
wove through the carefully arranged trees. Each Wanderling’s seed was 
wrapped with a hair from the person who'd been lost, making the tree 
reflect their appearance as it grew and absorbed their DNA. There were 
tall trees, thin trees, leaves in every color of the rainbow, trees with dark 
bark, or light bark, or flowers, or berries. 

Plus three small saplings that never should’ve been planted. 

They passed Alden’s Wanderling first, and Sophie was stunned at 
how tall the dark-leafed tree had grown in such a short time. If it weren’t 
for the vivid teal flowers peppered among the branches, she never 
would’ve guessed it was his. 

Hers and Dex’s trees looked taller too, though it was hard to tell from 
a distance. Their Wanderlings had been planted side by side, high on a 
hill, and Sophie was tempted to climb up and check on them. But 
Sandor moved like a bull who'd seen red, rushing past tree after tree 
after tree—each more ancient looking than the last—until they reached 
the clearing for the ceremony. 

A silver stage had been set up in the center for the Councillors, and 
the crowd around it was packed so tightly, Sophie could barely breathe. 

“That must be the area the guard meant,” Grady said, pointing to a 
pale yellow tree where a small spot of shade had been blocked off with 
thick silver ropes. 

Three goblins were guarding the area, and once they'd let Sandor 
pass, they positioned themselves to the left, right, and front of Sophie. 
Sandor stood behind, and his grip stayed locked around his sword, ready 
to unsheathe it any second. 

Sophie was tempted to tell him he was being overly paranoid. But 
then she noticed the crowd’s faces. 

They weren't staring at her. 

They were glaring. 


Whispers followed—and this time they weren’t calling her the girl 
who was taken. 

They used the same two words over and over—the same words 
Sophie was fighting so hard not to think: 

Her fault. 

Sophie searched the faces, desperate to find a friend. But the closest 
she came was Marella—and when their eyes met, Marella looked away. 

A muffled gasp finally silenced the crowd, and Sophie craned her 
neck to see that the remaining eleven members of the Council had 
arrived in the clearing. Four goblins guarded each Councillor, cramming 
the small silver stage with their muscular bodies. But it still looked 
empty without Kenric’s bright, smiling face. 

The Councillors all wore the same pale shade of green—but instead 
of the simple gowns and tunics they’d worn for Alden’s planting, their 
clothes were covered in emeralds and peridots, and their circlets were 
crusted with diamonds. Their hair was perfectly styled and their clothes 
were perfectly pressed. But the finery didn’t make them look any less 
weary and miserable. Especially Oralie. 

Her eyes were nothing more than puffy red slits, and she leaned on 
her goblin bodyguards like they were the only things keeping her 
standing. 

“We appreciate your support on this challenging day,’ Councillor 
Emery said, his voice hoarse as he stepped forward to address the crowd, 
“and I know many of you have questions about what will happen next. 
But now is not the time to focus on such matters. We will have a brief 
announcement after these proceedings. Before that, we must celebrate 
the life and loss of our dear friend—and inspiring Councillor—Kenric 
Fathdon. 

Soft sniffles hissed through the air as Councillor Terik stepped off the 
stage and dug a small hole in the ground with a silver shovel. When the 
seed was completely buried, Councillor Liora poured a shimmering 
syrup from a green bottle on top, then cracked the glass against her 
palm, letting it shatter into a million shimmering specks that blanketed 
the freshly turned ground. 

The sniffles turned to quiet sobs as a tiny sapling sprang from the 
earth and sprouted vivid red leaves. But Sophie battled back her tears, 


knowing if she let herself fall down the rabbit hole of grief, she might 
never find her way back. 

“She doesn’t even look sorry,” someone near Sophie whispered. 

“Of course she isn’t. This was probably what she was created for all 
along.” 

“She should be exiled.” 

“Or banished.” 

“To the goblins!” 

“Or the ogres!” 

The crowd pressed closer and closer, until Sandor ordered the other 
goblins to evacuate. Before Sophie knew what was happening, the 
bodyguards lifted her over their heads and rushed her outside the woods 
to the normal forest that surrounded the Wanderlings. 

“We should be safer here,” Sandor told her, setting Sophie down in 
the shade of a tall pine tree. “I’ll bring you back in after the receiving 
line has finished, so you can hear the Council’s announcement.” 

“Can't I go through the line?” Sophie asked. 

“The Councillors asked that you don’t,” Grady said quietly, as he and 
Edaline caught up with them. “The less interaction you have with the 
crowd, the better.” 

“Great—maybe they should just lock me away in Exile.” 

Edaline hugged her. “It’s going to be okay. We just need to give the 
public some time to reset.” 

“Or to gather the torches and pitchforks and come after me,” Sophie 
mumbled. 

“They'd come after me, too—if it makes you feel any better,” Fitz said 
behind her. 

Sophie turned to find him leaning against a nearby tree. His smile 
was too sad to make her heart do anything except break. 

“We'll let you two talk,” Edaline said, taking Grady’s hand and leading 
him back toward the woods. “Sandor will keep an eye on things while 
we pay our respects.” 

“Tell them I’m sorry,” Sophie called after them. 

Edaline turned back. “You have nothing to be sorry for, Sophie. But 
we will give them your condolences.” 


Sophie watched them go, not sure if she should be grateful for not 
having to face the heartbreaking scene, or mad that the angry crowds 
were keeping her away. 

“My parents are in there too,” Fitz said after a second, waving her 
over to join him in the shade. “I stayed with them as long as I could, but 
we were standing near the Hekses and they got everyone all riled up 
pretty quickly.” 

“What were they saying?” 

“The usual. That my family needs to get away from you to save our 
reputation, that we’re ruining the world, blah, blah.” He tore a piece of 
dead bark from the tree and flung it away. 

Sophie’s stomach wrenched as she sat beside him. “If you want to 
stop hanging out with me—” 

“I told you, I’m in. In fact, there’s something I have to tell you—” 

“There you are,” Keefe interrupted, stomping over from the exit to the 
Wanderling Woods. “You could’ve told me about your little private party 
out here. I’ve been stuck watching my parents play who can pretend to 
be the saddest? in the middle of a mob that smelled like a goblin’s 
armpit.” 

“Td be careful what you say,” Sandor warned, pointing to the three 
scowling goblins behind him. 

Keefe shrugged, unfazed. “So... .” he said, his smile fading as he 
turned to Fitz and Sophie. “Rough weekend?” 

“You could say that,” Fitz mumbled, tearing off another piece of dead 
bark. 

“And you,” Keefe said, turning to Sophie, “didn’t I tell you I wanted to 
be there the next time you—nope, actually, I can’t joke about this.” He 
shook his head—hard—and sat down facing them. “Are you guys okay?” 

“Yeah, I guess,” Fitz answered when Sophie didn’t say anything. “I 
think I’m still . . . processing it.” 

“I think we all are.” Keefe turned to stare at the Wanderlings. “And 
I’m guessing there’s no chance this could all be a mistake again?” 

Fitz shook his head, twisting the piece of bark in his hands until it 
crumbled. “My dad saw it happen.” 

Sophie shuddered, trying not to imagine it. 


“So what’s the plan now?” Keefe asked after a painful silence. “And 
don’t pretend you don’t have one, Foster.” 

“But I don’t have one. That’s the problem.” 

Shed found no other record of the Neverseen. Jolies mirrored 
compact had been a bust. Vertina wasn’t cooperating. The Black Swan 
was compromised. And everyone was so distracted by the fire that 
there’d been no more news about the missing dwarves or the ogre 
footprints. 

All she had were questions and problems. 

Fitz glanced over his shoulder and leaned closer. “I might have a 
plan.” 

“Hmm,” Keefe jumped in before Sophie could say anything. “Team 
Keefe-Foster-Fitz doesn’t have quite the same ring, but I’m still in. Oh— 
maybe we could be the Keefitzter!” 

“Not unless it’s the Keefianaitzter,” Biana informed them as she 
appeared next to Keefe. “Or the Keefitzeriana.” 

“That doesn’t really have the same ring,” Keefe told her. “And have 
you been there the whole time?” 

“Yep. I followed Fitz after he left, figuring I could sneak up on anyone 
if they tried to hassle him. And then Sophie came out, and I stayed 
hidden so I could make sure they couldn't leave me out of their plans.” 

Fitz rolled his eyes. “This vanishing thing is going to be a problem, 
isn’t it?” 

“Not if you include me.” 

“You guys shouldn't be doing this,” Sophie said, wondering if Dex 
was about show up to complete the Let’s Ruin Our Lives Club. “Don’t 
you see? Everyone blames me for what happened, and they’ll hold that 
against anyone who's friends with me.” 

“So?” Biana asked. 

“So .. . don’t you care that you're stuck outside the Wanderling 
Woods instead of standing in the receiving line with the normal 
people>” 

“No,” Keefe answered immediately, with Fitz and Biana only a 
fraction of a second later. 

“You think I care about not getting to be around the people saying 
horrible things about my best friend and my brother?” Biana asked. 


“I’m your best friend?” Sophie said—then realized she was focusing 
on the wrong thing. “Never mind, what I mean is, they’re only saying 
that because of me. Because of this like . . . aura of doom that seems to 
ruin everything I touch.” 

“Aura of doom?” Keefe asked, a smirk curling his lips. “Sounds like 
my kind of party.” 

“Mine too,” Fitz chimed in. 

“And mine,” Biana agreed. “Besides, you already agreed to this, 
remember?” 

“And I’m the only one with a plan,” Fitz reminded them. 

“Hey—I’ve got plans,” Keefe argued. 

“Plans that don’t involve tormenting Dame Alina,” Fitz clarified. 

“But those are always the best plans!” 

Fitz and Biana laughed, and Sophie couldn’t decide if she wanted to 
join them or scold them. Kenric was dead—and they were sitting outside 
his funeral, making jokes and... 

Actually, that was probably exactly what Kenric would’ve wanted. If he 
were still there, he would’ve laughed right along with them. 

“Fine,” she told them, wondering what she was getting herself into. 
“So what’s the plan?” 

“Wait,” Sandor shouted before Fitz could say anything. 

“Aw, don’t be like that, Gigantor. We'll play by your rules—mostly.” 

“No,” Sandor insisted, waving Keefe silent and sniffing the air. “Do 
you smell that?” He turned to the other goblins, who were all 
unsheathing their swords. 

“What is it?” Sophie whispered. 

Sandor tightened his grip on his weapon. “Something unpleasant is 
coming.” 

Before he could say anything else, the ground rumbled, creating a 
wide sinkhole. 

Sophie and her friends scrambled back as the goblins shouted orders 
at each other and surrounded the opening, holding their swords at the 
ready. 

One .. . two . . . three seconds passed. 

Then a stocky brown beast leaped out of the fissure, scattering rocks 
and dirt and grass as it landed with a heavy thud. 


“Is that an ogre?” Sophie whispered, staring at the creature’s lumpy 
face, trying to understand why none of the goblins were attacking. 

“Yes,” Sandor said, a snarl in his voice as he lowered his head with a 
reluctant bow. “This is their king.” 


FORTY-TWO 


THE OGRE KING, SOPHIE THOUGHT slowly, fairly certain her brain was 


about to call it quits. 

He wasn’t dressed like a king—at least not by elvin standards. Or 
human standards, for that matter. 

The only clothing he wore looked like riveted steel underwear, and 
his body was shaped like a hairless gorilla on a massive amount of 
steroids, with skin that reminded Sophie of weathered marble. He 
carried no weapons and arrived with no guards. And while he did have 
enormous glittering yellow stones set into the centers of his stretched- 
out earlobes, he had no crown, no scepter, no signet ring. His bald head 
was marked with some sort of black, squiggly patterns, but it didn’t look 
kingly. It pretty much just screamed, This dude is scary. 

Still, there was something regal about the way he fearlessly faced the 
goblins, all of whom were at least a foot taller than him. And his 
scratchy voice held authority as he turned to Sandor and said, “Settle 
down, goblin. I’m only here to pay my respects.” 

For a second Sophie thought Sandor was going to pounce. But his 
snarl faded to a glare as he stepped back and said, “Then allow us to 
clear you a path.” 

Sandor glanced at Sophie as he turned to leave, and his eyes seemed 
to be saying, Follow us and I will clobber you! 

But there was no way Sophie was going to miss this. 


“I’m pretty sure that was the freakiest thing I’ve ever seen,” Fitz 
whispered as he, Keefe, and Biana caught up with her. 

“Yeah, not gonna lie—I almost peed my pants. Did you see his nose?” 
Keefe curled his fingers in front of his face to mime the gigantic bulbous 
mass. “He could’ve taken us all out with one sneeze. And his teeth>” 

He shuddered. 

Fitz and Biana did too—and the king’s gray pointed teeth were 
terrifying. But Sophie was much more bothered by his eyes. 

The two cold silver orbs tucked among the lumps and bumps of his 
face had a glint to them. A hint of glee that didn’t belong on the face of 
someone coming to a funeral. 

The crowd toppled over themselves to get out of the king’s way, and 
Sophie and her friends rode the wake, ducking back into the masses 
when they had a clear view of the stage. 

The Councillors stood hand in hand in a precise line, and their 
bodyguards had formed two lines surrounding them: one on the ground 
with their backs against the stage, the other behind them, their swords 
raised. 

“King Dimitar,” Councillor Emery said from the center of the line, 
while all eleven Councillors bowed as one. “How generous of you to 
come.” 

King Dimitar bobbed his head in the briefest bow possible—though 
he didn’t have much of a neck, so that might have been the best he could 
do. His droopy chin seemed to connect directly to his muscle-bound 
shoulders, giving him a permanent hunch. 

“I assumed all the kings would be here,” he said, turning to study the 
sea of curious faces. “But perhaps I was too late to catch them>” 

“No,” Councillor Emery said carefully. “They were otherwise 
engaged.” 

“Of course they were,” King Dimitar agreed. “And I’m sure you will 
have their full support for whomever you elect as your newest 
Councillor.” 

His cold smile said otherwise, and it stretched wider as he scraped 
one of his teeth with a black fingernail. “I stopped by your capital on my 
way here, by the way. The damage is far more extensive than I’d been led 
to believe.” 


That earned him a few gasps from the audience, but Councillor 
Emery held up his hand. He addressed the crowd, not the king, as he 
said, “Wed been waiting to share that announcement until wed 
completed the memorial proceedings, but yes, King Dimitar speaks 
correctly. The Everblaze consumed much of Eternalia. However’—he 
paused, waiting for the murmurs to die down—‘“the gnomes and 
dwarves have surveyed the damage and believe they can rebuild before 
the equinox, which, as you all know, is less than four months away. And 
they’ve assured us that the new buildings will be even greater than the 
former.” 

Whispers followed—most of them sounding pleased. Though it was a 
far cry from the cheers Sophie suspected the Council had been hoping 
for. 

“And when will you hold your election?” King Dimitar asked, 
triggering another silence. 

“That is also an announcement we had planned to make 
momentarily,” Emery told him. He closed his eyes, like he was listening 
to the thoughts of the other Councillors, before he said, “The period for 
nominations will begin tonight, and last for exactly one week, after 
which we will work to select our newest member as quickly as possible. 
And once the Councillor is elected,” he added, turning to King Dimitar, 
“a gathering will be held in Lumenaria with yourself and all the other 
leaders, so that we all can prepare to move forward together.” 

“Looking forward to it,” King Dimitar told him. 

“One final announcement—since I’ve covered all the others,” 
Councillor Emery added. “Given recent events, we’ve decided to declare 
a period of grieving, effective immediately. All noble facilities— 
including Foxfire Academy—are closed until the new Councillor is 
elected.” 

Sophie glanced at her friends as the crowd hissed with more 
whispers. 

No school for at least a week? 

“I assume that includes your legendary Sanctuary?” King Dimitar 
asked, forcing Sophie to pay attention. She wanted to strangle 
something when he added, “I’d been hoping to pay a visit before I left. 
I’ve heard wonders about your newest transplant.” 


“The Council better not let him anywhere near Silveny,” Keefe told 
her under his breath. 

Sophie nodded, resisting the urge to cheer when Councillor Emery 
told the king, “We must respect the grieving period.” 

“Perhaps after the gathering in Lumenaria, then,’ King Dimitar 
pressed. 

“Yes, perhaps,” Councillor Emery agreed. “We appreciate your 
patience—and the time you shared with us today. Please bring our 
regards to the rest of your court.” 

“That’s it?” Sophie asked—a little louder than she meant to—as all 
eleven Councillors bowed. 

But seriously, what was the Council thinking? 

They should be demanding to know why he was interested in Silveny 
—and if he knew anything about the homing device and the Neverseen 
and the footprints outside the Sanctuary. And if he refused to tell them, 
they should arrest him, or have Alden probe his mind or . . . something 
—anything. 

Instead, they stood silent as King Dimitar bobbed another 
halfhearted bow and told them, “Should you need any assistance from 
my people, all you must do is ask. We're always there for our neighbors 
—especially in their hour of need.” 

“Thank you,” Councillor Emery said with a tight smile. “We ask only 
what we always do. Patience. Kindness. And the continued pursuit of 
peace.” 

King Dimitar snorted, his wide nostrils spraying something wet in 
the process. But he said nothing further as he turned to leave. 

Sophie had to bite her tongue to stop herself from screaming Wait! 

“We have to do something,” she whispered to Fitz and Keefe. 

“Like what?” Biana asked. 

Sophie was pretty sure jumping in front of King Dimitar and 
demanding he answer her questions wouldn't be very effective— 
especially when she took another look at his rippled chest. He had 
muscles on top of muscles, and paired with his freakishly long arms, he 
could probably tear her in half. 

But there was more than one way to find out what he was hiding. 


“I have a plan,” she told her friends, before she darted into the crowd, 
moving parallel to the king. 

Keefe was the first to catch up with her. “Okay, I have no idea what 
you're thinking, but the amount of panic radiating off you tells me it’s 
probably not a good thing.” 

It wasn't. 

This was arguably the most dangerous idea she'd ever had. 

But what was the point of being an unstoppable Telepath if she 
couldn’t use the ability to protect Silveny and maybe even catch Kenric’s 
killers? 

Somewhere deep in the back of her brain, a tiny voice reminded her 
of the laws of telepathy. But a much more desperate voice convinced her 
those rules only applied to elves. 

Plus, she'd broken rules before, when the situation called for it—and 
if any situation called for it, it was this. 

“Cover me,” Sophie whispered. 

Keefe grabbed her arm as she tried to duck behind him. “Cover you 
how? Don’t you think you should at least tell me your crazy plan before 
you start doing it?” 

“What crazy plan?” Fitz asked, pushing through the crowd to join 
them. 

“Ask her—she’s the one wigging out over here,” Keefe told him. 

“I’m not wigging out, I’m just trying to do something and I need you 
to cover me so no one knows I have my eyes closed.” 

“You better not be doing what I think you're doing,” Fitz told her. 

But he was too late. 

Sophie had already opened her mind to the ogre king’s. 


FORT Y- THREE 


SOPHIE HAD NO IDEA WHAT an ogre’s mind was supposed to feel 
like. But she definitely wasn’t expecting it to be so. . . soft. 

And blank. 

No color. 

No sound. 

Just a thick, endless sea of fuzzy white nothing. Like trying to shove 
her way through a giant ball of cotton. 

She took a deep breath, rallying her mental energy as she tried to 
decide if a brain push would be too risky. 

She knew from past experience that she could slip in and out of a 
mind completely undetected. But if she pressed too hard, she could 
accidentally give herself away. 

Deciding to play it safe, she tried to imagine her mind sweeping away 
the cottony thickness in layers—like carefully pulling back sheer drapes, 
trying to find the window underneath. Each pass did seem to brighten 
the fog around her, revealing hints of shadows and shapes, and filling 
the silence with the trace of whispers. But nothing she could translate or 
recognize. 

Maybe if she— 

“Sophie, please stop!” Fitz begged, shaking her so hard it knocked her 
off balance. 

She was about to ask him what he was doing when she noticed where 
Keefe was pointing. 


King Dimitar stood in the middle of the path. And his eyes were 
locked on her. 

“Oh, Councillors,” the king called, his lips curling back to show every 
one of his pointed teeth. “Perhaps you can explain why this little girl has 
taken it upon herself to probe my mind without my permission. And 
don’t even think about denying it,” he told Sophie, as gasps echoed 
through the silent woods—along with a squeaky groan, which had to 
have come from Sandor. “I felt you the second you slipped in.” 

Sophie tried to choke down the lump in her throat, but it wouldn't 
budge. “I’m sorry. I... shouldn’t have.” 

“No, you shouldn't,” King Ditmar agreed. “And sorry doesn’t change 
the fact that you just violated our treaty.” 

Their treaty? Sophie thought, the world spinning too fast around her. 

“She didn’t know!” Councillor Emery shouted over the flurry of raised 
voices. “Sophie is very new to our world and still learning the specifics of 
our laws. She’s what you might call a special case.” 

The crowd fell silent as King Dimitar stroked his lumpy chin. “I see 
nothing special about her.” 

“Neither do I,” someone nearby muttered, stirring other grumblings. 

“Breathe, Foster,’ Keefe whispered, giving her palm a quick, 
reassuring squeeze. 

She clung to his hand like it could keep her alive and forced herself to 
take a shaky breath. 

“So tell me,” King Dimitar said, turning back to the Council. “If she’s 
new to your world, where has she been all this time?” 

Councillor Emery closed his eyes, deliberating with the other 
Councillors. 

Before they came to a decision, someone in the crowd shouted, “She 
was raised by humans!” 

“Humans!” King Dimitar snarled. “I thought the elves had severed 
ties with those vermin.” 

“We have,” Councillor Emery promised. “Like I said, Sophie is a 
special case.” 

“Well then, let’s see how special she is.” King Dimitar stalked toward 
Sophie, sending the crowd around her scurrying. 


Sophie locked her knees, begging them not to give out as she faced 
the monstrous king. From the corner of her eye, she could see Sandor 
fighting his way toward her, but the fleeing masses kept knocking him 
back. Only Fitz and Keefe stayed by her side—though Sophie had a 
feeling Biana was hiding nearby. 

The king leaned so close, Sophie could smell his breath—rotten meat 
and burned garlic—as he sniffed her hair and said, “I feel everything 
that goes on in my head. Everything. Do you?” 

“Y-yes,” she managed to stutter. 

King Dimitar’s eyes narrowed and Sophie braced for him to raise one 
of his massive arms and smash her. 

Instead, Biana reappeared with a yelp as she, Fitz, and Keefe dropped 
to their knees, covering their ears and squeezing their heads. 

“Whats wrong?” Sophie shouted, trying to shake them out of 
whatever was happening. “What are you doing to them?” 

“The better question,” King Dimitar said as he relaxed his brow and 
halted whatever torture hed been delivering, “is why didn’t it work on 
you?” 

“Like the Councillors already said, Sophie is special,” Alden spat as he 
pushed his way to his children’s side. 

Grady and Edaline were right behind him, and they pulled Sophie 
close as Sandor moved in front of them and straightened to his full 
height, leaving the king in his shadow. 

“Those children you just harmed were innocent,” Sandoor snarled. 

“Guilty by association,” King Dimitar argued. “And they’ll be fine in a 
minute. Meanwhile, this one...” 

He reached for Sophie, and Sandor shoved his hand away. 

King Dimitar laughed, a wet, gurgley sound. “You have no place here, 
goblin.” 

“That girl is my charge.” 

“Is she now?” His eyes traced over Sophie, lingering on the scar on 
her hand. “Raised by humans, strange talents, and a bodyguard. I’d 
heard rumors that the elves had a new trick up their sleeves. I just never 
expected it to be in such an unimpressive package.” 

“Sophie is not a trick,” Alden assured him. “She’s a child. A child who 
made a very grave mistake—and she will be punished accordingly.” 


“Yes, she will,” King Dimitar agreed, slamming his gigantic fist into 
Sandor’s stomach. 

Sandor dropped to his knees, coughing and wheezing as the King 
grabbed him by the shoulders and tossed him into a nearby Wanderling. 

Sophie wasn’t sure if the loud crack was the tree or Sandor’s head, 
and when she tried to run to check on him, King Dimitar snatched her 
wrist. 

“This child invaded my mind and challenged my authority!” he 
shouted, dragging her to his side. “That means I get to decide her 
punishment. And I’ve decided she’s coming back to Ravagog with me, to 
serve a life sentence.” 


FORTY-FOUR 


THAT’S NOT WHAT THE TREATY says!” Grady shouted, grabbing 


Sophie’s free hand and starting a tug-of-war. “If you don’t let go of my 
daughter right now, I will make you cut off your own arm.” 

“Your mind tricks don’t work on us,” King Dimitar sneered. 

“Don’t they?” Grady narrowed his eyes, and the King dropped 
Sophie’s hand and punched himself in the nose—hard. 

Dark maroon streamed down his face as the king screamed, “This is 
an act of war!” 

He lunged for Grady’s throat, but Grady narrowed his eyes again and 
King Dimitar froze like a statue, his vicious mouth barely moving 
enough to breathe. 

“All right—enough!” Councillor Emery shouted, pushing his way 
through the panicking crowd, followed by the rest of the Council and 
their furious bodyguards. 

When they reached Grady’s side, Councillor Terik squeezed Grady’s 
shoulder and told him, “You’ve made your point.” 

Grady hesitated a fraction of a second. Then stepped back, dragging 
Sophie safely behind him as King Dimitar collapsed in a heap, panting 
and clawing at the ground with rage. 

“The treaty is over,” he growled between gasping breaths. 

“Is it?” Councillor Emery asked, waving his hands to silence the 
shouting elves all around. “I think you need to check again.” 


“We have the treaty right here,” Councillor Liora said as she conjured 
a golden scroll. 

“And as you can see,” Councillor Emery said, taking the scroll from 
her and quickly scanning it, “it says, ‘No elf shall use their ability on an 
ogre without their permission in times of peace. But trying to drag 
someone’s daughter away does not constitute a ‘time of peace. So 
Grady’s act was nota violation—end of discussion.” 

King Dimitar spit, splattering the grass with dark blood. “What about 
the girl?” 

“Yes, let’s examine that, shall we?” Councillor Emery scrolled down 
and pointed to a block of text. “It says, ‘Should a serious violation occur, 
a punishment must be agreed upon by both sides.” 

“The only punishment I'll agree to will be in my city under my 
control!” King Dimitar shouted. 

“Then we are apparently at an impasse.” 

“No—we're at war!” 

“Is that really what you want?” someone called, causing the crowd to 
part again as Lady Cadence stalked forward. 

She dipped a slow, elaborate curtsy and held up her Markchain to 
show King Dimitar. “I remember when you gave this to me, I thought, 
here is a king who cares about the safety of his people. Such a king 
would not want them needlessly slaughtered in battles.” 

“Who says they would be?” King Dimitar argued. “Elves do not fight.” 

“We fight for them,” Sandor growled, unsheathing his blade. The 
Councillor’s bodyguards did the same. 

King Dimitar feigned a yawn. “Goblins are no match for us.” 

Sandor stomped closer, pointing his sword at the ogre king’s heart. 
“Tell that to the thousands you lost in the last war. Trust me, if my hands 
were no longer tied by the restrictions of peace, you would not still be 
standing.” 

“Neither would you,” King Dimitar growled back. 

“Neither would any of us,” Lady Cadence said firmly. “Which is why 
we all agreed to the treaties in the first place. So our children would not 
have to grow up without fathers. Is that really something you would give 
up because of your wounded pride>” 


“You speak too boldly,” King Dimitar warned, his words switching to 
the ogre language. 

“Perhaps I do,” Lady Cadence replied in the same tongue. “But that is 
only because I know you as a king who understands reason. A king who 
came here today to offer his sympathy in our dark hour. A king who 
knows that war should never be sparked by the mistake of a child—a 
child who will be punished by her own for the shame she’s brought on 
everyone today.” 

King Dimitar gritted his teeth so hard Sophie swore she could hear 
them cracking. 

“You also told us if we needed your assistance, we just had to ask,” 
Councillor Oralie said quietly, her ogre words slightly stilted but 
perfectly understandable. “This is our need.” 

The king spat at Sophie’s feet, splashing the bottom of her gown with 
bloody spittle. But he told the Council, “Fine, punish her as you see fit. 
But know that I will be following up.” 

“We will send you a full report,” Councillor Emery promised. “But we 
must wait until we are a complete body of twelve again.” 

“TIl give you two weeks,” the King told them, turning to face Sophie. 
“Then I'll be back to check on things—and I’d better be satisfied with 
what I see. Otherwise you can consider your treaty over.” 


“Please say something,” Sophie whispered, twisting one of her nexuses 
SO many times it was starting to rub her wrist raw. 

She'd already torn out every loose eyelash she could find—plus 
several that had been very much attached. And still, she sat on the 
pristine couch of Havenfield’s main room, feeling the glass walls close 
in while Grady, Edaline, Tiergan, Alden, and Sandor all seemed to be 
competing in some sort of Who Can Glare At Sophie The Longest 
contest. 

“I’m so sorry,” she repeated for the ten millionth time. “I didn’t think 


” 


“That’s just it,” Grady interrupted. “ You didn’t think. Do you have any 
idea what would’ve happened to you if hed dragged you away before we 


could stop him? 

She didn’t. 

But she was very aware that she'd almost started a war. 

And that she’d forced Grady to use his ability, which had been the 
most terrifying part of the day—by far. She never wanted to see that side 
of Grady again. 

“Is the Council going to exile me?” she whispered. 

Tiergan shook his head. “The ogres do not support that prison— 
largely because some of their own are being held there. King Dimitar 
would never approve.” 

“So what will he approve?” Sophie asked, hearing the panic in her 
voice but unable to hide it. 

What could be worse than Exile? 

Alden sighed and sat down beside her. “There’s no reason to worry 
too much, Sophie. What you did was very serious. But the Council is 
also well aware that King Dimitar’s visit today was hardly the concerned 
check-in he claimed it to be. His sole purpose was to assess the unrest in 
our world and increase it. He wants us to crumble so he can swoop in 
and conquer the pieces, and he was looking for anything that might help 
him accomplish it. You were simply his convenient excuse.” 

“Incredibly convenient,” Tiergan muttered. “You might as well have 
wrapped yourself in shiny paper and tied your hair with a bow.” 

Sophie hung her head. “I’m—” 

“I know youre sorry,” Alden interrupted. “I even know why you did it. 
I just hope you understand that this is one dilemma I will not be able to 
protect you from. Not only will King Dimitar insist that there be 
consequences, but our people need to see you punished as well. Most of 
the public sees you as a dangerous experiment run amok, and today’s 
drama essentially confirmed it. The Council is going to have to devise a 
punishment that will satisfy King Dimitar and prove to everyone that 
you are being sufficiently controlled.” 

Sophie swallowed, and it felt like choking down an entire bucket of 
sharp ice. “Any idea what the punishment will be?” 

“It could be any number of things. But if I had to guess, it'll be some 
sort of mandatory public service assignment that you'll be expected to do 
every day after school. That way our people will see you humbled, and 


know that you’re being supervised more thoroughly. And since it’s 
essentially equivalent to an ogre work camp sentence, King Dimitar 
should be satisfied.” 

Grady and Tiergan both nodded, like they'd been thinking the same 
thing, and Sophie felt her heart rate start to slow down to normal. 

“What kind of public service?” Edaline asked, looking just as relieved 
as Sophie felt. 

Alden glanced at Grady again before he answered. “I’d assume they’d 
send her to the Sanctuary, since Sophie’s skills with Silveny would be 
most useful to us there—but before you go smiling too widely, Sophie,” 
he added, and Sophie’s face fell immediately, “know that it will be hard, 
filthy work, probably involving a large amount of animal feces—most of 
which will not be sparkly. And you will likely serve there for the rest of 
the school year. Perhaps longer.” 

“It’s better than an ogre work camp,” Sophie told him. 

“It is, indeed.” 

“But let us hope it is still awful enough to deter you from doing 
anything like this ever again,” Sandor added, gripping the handle of his 
weapon like he was wishing he could shred her with it. 

“Believe me, I’ve learned my lesson,” Sophie promised, staring at the 
stain where the King had spit on her, vowing to throw away the dress. 

“I’m not sure you have, so you can count on us spending a lot of time 
reviewing the laws of telepathy,’ Tiergan warned her. “We clearly also 
need to discuss the differences between our minds, and the minds of 
the other intelligent creatures. You're very lucky you were spared the 
pain of the grusom-daj. Fitz, Biana, and Keefe weren't so fortunate.” 

Sophie shut her eyes, wishing she could shut out the memory of her 
three friends collapsing in agony. “What’s a grusom-daj?” 

“An ogre mind trick,” Alden said quietly. “They’re not telepathic, but 
their minds can transmit a single high-pitched frequency that feels like a 
tuning fork is being rammed into our brain. You really couldn't hear it?” 

“Not at all.” 

“Another gift from the Black Swan,” Tiergan murmured, and Sophie 
couldn't tell if he thought that was good or bad. “Could you hear 
anything in his mind when you probed it?” 


“No, it was totally silent—and weirdly soft. I felt like I was trying to 
push my way though a fluffy blanket.” 

“Wait—his mind felt soft?” Tiergan asked. 

Sophie nodded. “Was it not supposed to?” 

“‘Supposed’ is the wrong word,” Alden said after an uncomfortably 
long pause. “It is different from what others have experienced—which is 
admittedly a very small number of elves. They described an ogre’s mind 
as a bed of needles. The fact that it felt soft to you suggests you might 
have come closer to breaching their defenses—which shouldn't surprise 
us at this point, given all we’ve seen when it comes to your abilities. But 
it’s still interesting.” 

“Not interesting enough that we ever want you to try it again,” 
Tiergan clarified. 

“Indeed,” Alden agreed. “Trying to invade an ogre’s mind is like a fly 
trying to dance on a spider’s web. Nothing gets past their detection. Not 
even you.” 

Sophie shrank lower in her chair. 

“T still think King Dimitar was looking for something to cause a scene 
over,” Edaline said quietly. 

“Of course he was,” Sandor agreed. “That’s why he came here today. 
I’m sure the ogres know we found their homing device, and the best 
defense is always a strong offense. Then Sophie handed it to him on a 
silver platter.” 

He slashed the air with his blade and Sophie shrank even further, 
wishing the plush cushions could swallow her whole. 

Especially when Alden said, “This does tie the Council’s hands. They 
cant accuse King Dimitar of not exercising enough control over his 
populace when one of our own just broke a fundamental rule—at a 
public ceremony, no less.” 

“So I made it worse,” Sophie mumbled miserably. 

“Sadly . . . yes,” Alden admitted. He took her hand, waiting for her to 
look at him. “I know you want to catch these Neverseen—and believe 
me, I do too. But were going to have to be patient. Our Council is 
incomplete. Our people are scared and divided. And now we have the 
ogres on high alert, ready for a fight. It is not the time for investigating 
leads and demanding answers about their involvement. It’s the time to 


focus on restoring peace. And you must work extra hard to prove to our 
world—and the Council—that you are not the out-of-control problem 
they fear. Then we can seek the justice that you, and Dex, and Prentice, 
and Kenric and anyone else the rebels have hurt, deserve. Okay?” 

Sophie nodded, even though she didn’t really have a choice. 

She’d messed up too huge this time. Nothing could change until it 
was fixed. 

That didn’t mean she was going to stop investigating, though. She’d 
just have to keep her focus on the Black Swan. Use the empty days to 
uncover their leak. 

“I guess I'd better get going,” Alden said, pulling Sophie close for a 
hug. “T’ll see if there’s anything I can do to help smooth over the Council 
before they decide on your punishment.” 

“Pll go with you,” Tiergan told him, sounding anything but happy 
about it. 

Grady promised he’d join them soon, once he’d dealt with a few other 
things—and the edge to his voice left no doubt that Sophie had more 
punishments to come. 

Alden and Tiergan both gave her sympathetic smiles as they leaped 
away. 

“Let me guess,” Sophie said after another painful silence. “I’m 
grounded for the rest of eternity?” 

“I’m considering it,” Grady said, taking the place next to her on the 
couch now that Alden had vacated it. “But . . . I know your heart was in 
the right place—even if your brain had clearly gone on vacation for the 
afternoon.” 

The words were too true to be insulting. 

“Plus, I have no doubt that with Bronte on the Council, whatever 
punishment they settle on will be as miserable as possible. So I won't 
add much to it. Only this: It’s time to brush Verdi’s teeth again, and I 
think that should be your job. And watch out—she spits.” 

Sophie cringed, but didn’t argue. 

Besides, after ogre spit, she doubted T. rex spit could be any worse. 

“Also, since you don’t have school right now, I’m going to make it 
your job to get my office clean and organized,” Edaline added. “You're 
not done until every single thing is either cleared out or put away.” 


Sandor snorted. “You're both far too soft. If she were my child, shed 
be locked in her room for the rest of her life, for her own protection.” 

“That would definitely be easier,’ Grady said, hugging Sophie so 
tightly she coughed. “But I’ll settle for the rest of the night, and a 
promise to keep the war starting to a minimum from now on? What do 
you say?” 

Sophie responded by tightening her hold. 

Edaline joined the hug, and Sophie lost track of how long they sat 
there clinging to one another. But by the time she let go, the sun was 
already starting to set. 

She spent the rest of the night in her room, examining Jolie’s 
mirrored compact for clues, which turned out to be a more miserable 
punishment than anything Grady and Edaline could’ve given her. 

No matter which way she squinted at it, twisted it, or tried to use it, 
the mirrors never did anything except reflect two slightly different 
versions of herself—both of which looked like a girl who was far better 
at getting herself into trouble than she was at getting out of it. 

Which meant Fitz’s plan—whatever it was—was officially her only 
option at the moment. 

She hoped it was a good one. 


FORT Y-FIVE 


| WASN'T SURE IF GRADY and Edaline would let me see you,” Fitz 
said as he settled on the flowered carpet of Sophie’s bedroom. “Aren’t 
you grounded?” 

“Surprisingly, no,” Sophie told him, resisting the urge to check her 
reflection and see how disastrous she looked. “But Grady always finds 
more interesting ways to punish me.” 

“Is that why you smell like T. rex breath?” Fitz asked, laughing when 
she blushed. 

Shed just finished brushing Verdi’s teeth when Fitz showed up, and 
she could still feel a slimy blob of dinosaur drool crawling down her 
back like a cold, sticky slug. It really wasn’t fair that Fitz got to look like a 
teen model in his tailored blue jerkin with gray pants and a gray satchel 
slung across his shoulders, while she got to look—and apparently smell 
—like The Thing A Dinosaur’s Been Chewing On. 

“I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you yesterday,” Sophie mumbled, crossing 
her arms, trying to hide the fang-size holes scattered along her tunic 
sleeves. “I know you tried to stop me.” 

“I probably should’ve tried harder. It just happened so fast. But I 
wasn’t going to let him take you. I'd transmitted to Keefe that if the 
ground started to open up I was going to tackle the king and he should 
grab you and leap you somewhere safe.” 

Sophie smiled, trying to imagine that. “What did Keefe say?” 


“That I was crazier than you, and that I couldn’t even tackle my little 
sister without getting pinned. But I told him I was still going to try. And 
I really thought I was going to have to. At least half of the Councillors 
were nodding along as King Dimitar was talking. If Lady Cadence hadn't 
stepped in, I don’t know what would’ve happened.” 

“Really?” Sophie whispered. 

She knew she didn’t have the full support of the Council, but .. . half 


“Yeah. It was pretty scary.” 

“Seriously.” 

She pulled at the edges of one of the holes in her sleeve, stretching it 
wider. “You must think I’m a total idiot.” 

“Nah. I am starting to wonder if you're trying to beat Keefe’s record 
for biggest interspeciesial episode—and if you are, I’m pretty sure you’ve 
won. The Great Gulon Incident was epic, but it didn’t almost spark a 
war.” His voice hitched on the last word. “I do get why you did it, 
though,” he added quietly. “And I’m guessing you didn’t learn anything>” 

“Only that I’ve made it even harder for the Council to investigate 
what’s going on with the ogres. Your dad said we'd have to wait until my 
punishment is delivered and things hopefully go back to normal.” 

Fitz sighed. “Well, my dad said the punishment wouldn’t be that 
severe.” 

“I hope he’s right. But it’s up to the Council, so...” 

She didn’t finish the sentence, but Fitz must’ve guessed what she was 
thinking, because he asked, “Who do you think the new Councillor will 
be?” 

“I have no idea. Hopefully someone who likes me.” 

“Yeah. I was hoping for Sir Tiergan, but my dad said the ‘no kids’ rule 
applies to him, even though his son is adopted.” 

“Who does your dad think it will be?” 

“Master Leto from the Silver Tower. I guess he’s had the most 
nominations. Do you know him?” 

“Only a little. He’s kind of weird.” But he’d been nice to her the last 
few times she’d seen him, so he might be an okay choice. “Who are the 
other nominees?” 


“A bunch of ancient guys I’ve never met. Oh, and Lady Cadence. She’s 
kind of a long shot, considering how many years she’s been away. But 
after she smoothed things over yesterday, she got a lot of people 
nominating her.” 

She also seemed to despise Sophie, but, maybe she was getting over 
it. She had come to Sophie's defense. 

Then again, she'd also talked quite a lot about Sophie being punished 


“Hey, it’s going to be okay,” Fitz promised. “And in the meantime, I 
brought something to cheer you up. You have no idea how hard it was 
sneaking this out past Biana. She wanted to come with me today, but . . 

He opened his satchel and pulled out a fluffy red stuffed animal that 
reminded Sophie of a lizard, but with short fur and a bushy red-and- 
white tail. 

“Mr. Snuggles!” 

Fitz turned as red as his stuffed dragon. 

Especially when she said, “You didn’t tell me he was sparkly.” 

“Yeah. Um. Dragons have a sheen on their fur—plus Elwin picked 
him, not me.” 

“Sparkles also make everything better. Well, except alicorn poop.” 

“I don’t know. I think sparkly poop is way better than regular poop.” 

“That’s because you've never fallen into a pile of it.” 

“You're right about that.” His smile faded. “You don’t think he’s 
stupid>” 

“Mr. Snuggles? He’s adorable. He might even be better than Ella.” 

They both turned to look at the bright blue elephant propped among 
the pillows on her bed. 

“Well, maybe it’s a tie,” Sophie decided. 

Fitz laughed and set Mr. Snuggles down next to him—with a quick 
pat to the head—before he reached into his bag again. 

“So, um, there was another reason I didn’t want Biana to come with 
me today too,” he said, pulling out a silver memory log with a jeweled 
Vacker crest on the cover. “I’ve been working on Tiergan’s assignment, 
recording everything I remember from the day of the fire. And it’s been 


taking a while, since you sent me a Jot of star maps when were bottling 
the quintessence.” 

She'd forgotten about that. “I bet you can skip them. I doubt the 
Council’s going to need to see any of those. It’s all information they can 
find anywhere.” 

“I wasn’t sure, so I thought I’d try.” He opened the memory log, 
flipping through page after page of black sky and carefully labeled stars. 
“And I thought it was weird how clear the memories are. They’re so 
much more detailed than my usual projections.” 

He flipped to the beginning of the memory log, showing her a scene 
hed recorded of a dark-haired girl. She looked like Biana, but the 
features of her face were slightly off. Her nose was too broad and her 
eyes were too far apart. 

“I recorded this in my telepathy session last year to test the accuracy 
of my memories. I was supposed to project an image of someone in my 
family and see how close it comes to the reality. Obviously I messed a 
few things up.” 

“It’s not perfect. But I still knew who it was.” 

“Exactly. And my Mentor said that’s normal for those of us without 
photographic memories. Our minds hold onto an overall impression, 
not an exact re-creation. Except for these.” He flipped to the star maps 
again. “In these, I remember every. Single. Star.” 

“Right. But I shared that memory with you, so I’m the one who 
remembered those details.” 

“But it would still be my memory of your memory—or it’s supposed 
to be. And I would never be able to remember it so perfectly. Not unless 
it came from you.” 

“But it did come from me.” 

“Yeah, but what I’m saying is, I think you sent it to me differently. If 
youd transmitted it, the memory would’ve flashed through my mind just 
long enough for me to make my own record of it, which wouldn't have 
been as detailed. Only if youd implanted it would the memory stay 
perfectly intact.” 

“Implanted?” 

The word made Sophie think of microchips and alien probes and 
needles poking through skin. 


“It’s where you stick the memory in someone’s mind—like shoving a 
book on someone else’s bookshelf, and leaving it there for them to 
reference later,” Fitz explained, which at least sounded less creepy than 
what she’d been imagining. Or it was until he said, “I’m sure that’s how 
the Black Swan put their secrets in your head. Otherwise you would’ve 
known the memories were there. You can implant something without 
the person ever really looking at it.” 

“Okay ...,” Sophie said slowly, her brain struggling to keep up. “So is 
implanting bad?” 

“Of course not. It’s just a super-hard skill only a few people can really 
pull off—but I guess I shouldn't be surprised anymore. You can pretty 
much do anything.” 

He grinned at her, and Sophie wanted to take it as a compliment. But 
she wasn’t sure she liked that she'd done it without even realizing. 

“Did I implant anything else>” she asked. 

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out. I’ve been searching my mind for 
anything that seems sharper and more detailed than my other 
memories. And I found this.” 

He flipped over a few more pages and showed her an image of a 
formula so complex it might as well have been written in gibberish. Still, 
each number, line, and squiggle was exactly where it should be. 

“That’s how they make frissyn,” Sophie said, remembering when 
she’d projected the classified formula in her memory log a few months 
back. “Why would I have sent you that?” 

“Maybe it was on your mind, since that’s what we were gathering the 
quintessence for.” 

“Yeah. Maybe.” But the explanation sounded as empty as she felt. 
“Did you find anything else?” 

Fitz flipped through more pages, settling on another star map. 

Most of the stars weren’t labeled. But there were five dark splotches 
with names: 


Lucilliant 
Phosforien 


Marquiseire 


Candesia 


Elementine 


“But . . . these are the unmapped stars .. . ,” Sophie mumbled, 
holding the image closer to make sure she was seeing it correctly. 

“That’s what I thought. Weird that there’s a map of the unmapped 
stars, isn’t it?” 

“I don’t understand. I don’t know these stars. I mean .. . I do now 
that I’m looking at them. But I didn’t know that I knew them, you know? 
Not until I read them.” 

“Isn't that how it always is when a memory gets triggered for you?” 
Fitz asked. 

“It is. But how could I implant a memory before I even remembered 
it?” 

“I don’t know. I figured you must’ve remembered it, since you knew 
how to find Elementine. Maybe this is where your brain pulled that 
information from without you realizing. So it would be like you knew it, 
but you didn’t know you knew it, you know?” 

Sophie wasn’t entirely sure if that sentence even made sense. 

But how could she argue with what was right in front of her eyes. 

“Was this it? Was that the only other memory I implanted?” 

“I’m still searching, so there could be more. But I definitely found 
one other.” 

He flipped through the pages again, stopping on a scene of a round 
window with black iron bars crisscrossed over it. 

“Can you read that?” Fitz asked, pointing to a square sign hanging 
from a nearby lamppost, right under a red circle with a wide white line. 

“It says ‘except authorized,” Sophie told him, surprised Fitz had to 
ask. 

She studied the letters again, feeling her stomach tighten when she 
realized they actually said “eccetto autorizzati.” Which did mean the 
same thing. 

In Italian. 

“This is in the Forbidden Cities!” Sophie practically shouted, 
grabbing the journal to get a better look. 


“I figured it had to be,” Fitz agreed. “But it’s not from any of my 
memories, so you must’ve implanted it.” 

He was right—the memory was too sharp and clear. 

“But I don’t remember it either.” 

She also couldn’t find any other memories to connect it to, or any 
reason why she would’ve been thinking about a window—in Italy— 
during the middle of a deadly fire. 

And why would the Black Swan bother implanting the stupid window 
in her head in the first place? 

Then she noticed the dark stain discoloring the yellow stones around 
the window. 

She'd thought it was just wear and weathering. But the perfectly 
curved shape was unmistakable. 

The sign of the swan. 


FORT Y-SIX 


WHERE IS THIS?” SOPHIE ASKED, flipping the page like it would 


somehow show her more of the scene. 

“I was hoping you would know,” Fitz admitted. “Seeing the memory 
again doesn’t trigger anything?” 

Sophie closed her eyes, willing her brain to pull the pieces together. 

“I’m not getting anything.” 

“Well, then I guess I don’t have a plan after all. I figured we'd go there 
and see what we can learn about the Black Swan. But that’s kind of hard 
to do if we don’t know where it is.” 

“And who knows if it’s even safe? Remember, last time Keefe and I 
tracked down one of their hideouts, there was an ambush waiting for 
us.” She slammed the memory log harder than she needed to. “It’s all 
such a mess. I can’t trust the Black Swan, and now the Council hates me 
and the ogres are out to get me and Eternalia is gone and Kenric.. .” 

Just saying his name ripped the hole inside her a little wider. 

“Here,” Fitz said, handing her Mr. Snuggles. 

He waved it under her nose until she took it, and she had to admit, 
hugging the super soft dragon did help. 

“Sorry,” she mumbled. 

“No need to apologize. If anyone deserves to freak out, it’s you. I 
seriously don’t know how you deal with it all.” He grabbed the memory 
log and flipped back to the Italian window, turning it round and round, 


like seeing it upside down would magically tell them which one of the 
dozens of cities in Italy they were supposed to go to. 

“I still feel like this is the answer,” he said quietly. “I mean, 
something had to trigger this, right? Your mind wouldn't have just 
pulled up some random memory, would it?” 

“Who knows anymore?” 

Her sulky tone made her realize how pouty she was being. 

She took the memory log back and stared at the sign of the swan. 

It was clever the way they’d hidden it—glaringly obvious now that she 
knew where to look, but perfectly camouflaged to everyone else. 

She tried to think of any famous landmarks it could be a part of, but 
nothing seemed to fit. Sometimes she really missed the Internet. She 
doubted the answer was as easy as searching “round windows in Italy.” 
But it had worked in Paris when she was with Dex. 

“Why would they give me an image of one of their bases? And what 
would’ve triggered me to think of it?” she asked. 

She'd hardly been thinking about windows or Italy—or even the Black 
Swan—when she was racing to collect enough quintessence to save 
Eternalia. 

She was so terrified she could barely think straight. 

“Maybe that’s it,” she said slowly, trying to let the idea settle before 
she fed it any hope. “Maybe it was fear—like a panic switch.” 

She sometimes wondered how the Black Swan could send her into 
such dangerous situations and not seem to care what happened to her. 
Maybe they’d stacked her memories in a way to make her remember 
how to find them if she ever really needed them. 

“Why didn’t it happen the other times you’ve been in danger, then?” 
Fitz asked. “It’s not like you haven't almost died a few billion times.” 

“True.” 

Plus, she hadn’t been that scared when she was with Fitz on the 
beach. She'd actually felt almost . . . safe. They were away from the fire, 
and she wasn’t alone, and Fitz was helping her and— 

“What if it was trust?” Sophie asked, sitting up straighter. “Sir 
Tiergan said it was our most powerful asset. And it helped me let you 
into my head once.” 


“That’s true! And,’—he took the memory log and turned to a blank 
page—‘“that would be awesome, because then we should be able to re- 
create it!” 

“Re-create what?” 

“Whatever you did to dig up that memory. We do exactly what we did 
that night, and hope it helps your mind dig up the missing pieces.” He 
stood, offering her a hand to pull her up. “How were we standing? You 
were behind me, right>” 

“Yeah,” Sophie said, blushing as she remembered how close they’d 
been. 

Somehow she managed to make her legs drag her toward him, 
wishing for the fiftieth time that she'd had a chance to wash away the 
dino drool first. 

“No—you were closer than that,” he told her. “I remember feeling 
more heat—body heat,” he corrected, like that somehow made it less 
embarrassing. “It was really cold, remember?” 

Sophie had been trying not to relive even a second of that horrible 
night. But if she was going to make this work, she had to take her mind 
back. 

She pictured the beach. 

The vibrant, glowing waves. 

The freezing ocean breeze. 

Her arms were so weary from holding the heavy stellarscope that 
shed leaned on Fitz, clinging to him like he was all she had left. 

“Yeah, it was more like that,” Fitz said, making her realize shed 
started to lean on him again. 

She wrapped her arms around him, resting her hands on his wrists 
as he pretended to hold a stellarscope. 

“I think your hands were a little higher,” he told her, “resting on top 
of mine.” 

She willed her palms not to sweat as she slid them into place. 

“I think that’s it,” Fitz whispered. 

“Yeah. Me too.” 

She could practically hear the crashing waves and see the twinkling 
stars. Their last safe moment, before everything went up in smoke. 

“So... now what?” she asked. 


“I think you have to open your mind to mine.” 

“Right.” She took a deep breath and stretched out her consciousness, 
letting Fitz’s thoughts fill her head. 

It’s so crazy how you do that, he thought. I always try to block you— 
just to see if I can. But I swear you slip through faster every time. 

Sorry, Sophie transmitted. 

Stop apologizing! You have an amazing talent, Sophie. Id give 
anything to be like you. 

And Id give anything to be normal, like you. 

And that is why we trust each other. 

Was it? 

Could it really be that simple? 

Want to try implanting something, to see if you remember how? Fitz 
asked. Make sure you pick something I wouldn’t already have a memory 
of, so we can tell. 

Right. 

But she knew she had to do better than that. 

If this was about trust, she needed to tell him something she hadn't 
told anyone else. 

You ready? she asked, trying to remember what she’d done that night. 
She knew she’d mixed brain push energy along with the transmission to 
make it stronger, so she focused on the warmth buzzing in the back of 
her mind, letting the tingling heat mix with her concentration before 
she pushed the memory into Fitz’s head. 

“Whoa,” Fitz breathed. “I think that worked.” 

He scrambled for his memory log and flipped to a blank page, 
projecting the memory Sophie had just sent him in vivid, photographic 
detail. 

“What is this?” Fitz asked, frowning at the scene. 

A blond woman in a purple gown stood holding a black swan. 

Sophie swallowed to find her voice. “It’s a memory I saw in Prentice’s 
mind—or maybe ‘vision’ is the better word. I’m not sure. All I knowis.. 
. that’s Jolie.” 

Fitz’s eyes widened at the name, and he pointed to the swan she was 
holding. “Does this mean what I think it means?” 


“That’s what Biana and I have been trying to figure out. I haven't told 
Grady and Edaline. The only other person I’ve told is Tiergan, and it was 
back when he thought a broken mind could never be healed, so he said 
it was all just random madness.” 

“Are you sure it’s not?” 

She showed him the mirrored compact, letting him trace his fingers 
over the constellation on the cover. She even told him about Vertina and 
the missing password. But if she was really going to trust him, there was 
one more thing she had to share. 

“You know what else this means, right?” she whispered, trying to 
work up the courage. “Or what it could mean, anyway.” 

Fitz shook his head, taking his eyes off the memory log to study her. 

She squared her shoulders, taking a deep breath. “It could mean Jolie 
is my mother.” 

The words seemed to vanish as soon as they left her lips, and Sophie 
wondered if Fitz had even heard them. 

Then he took her hand, squeezing it tight. “I get why that would be 
scary.” 

“Do you?” Sophie asked. “Sometimes I’m not even sure how to 
explain it.” 

“Yeah. I’m sure it would be super weird to find out your parents are 
actually your grandparents.” 

“That’s part of it,” Sophie whispered. “But also . . . I don’t know.” 

“What?” 

She picked up Mr. Snuggles again, squeezing tight as she told him, 
“It’s hard enough knowing that I remind Grady and Edaline of her. If 
they knew I was her daughter . . .” 

“You'd worry that’s the only reason they want you,” Fitz finished for 
her. 

Sophie nodded, burying her face in Mr. Snuggles’s soft fur. 

“If it helps, I don’t think that’s the case. They seem like they really 
care about you.” 

“I know. But it would still change everything.” 

“It probably would,” he admitted. “Wait—would that mean you're 
related to Dex, too?” 

Sophie nodded, still not sure why that bothered her. 


Shed hoped Fitz might be able to explain it, but all he said was, 
“Wow.” 

Then he totally cracked up. “Dex is going to freak if that’s true,” he 
said between laughs. 

“If what’s true?” a painfully familiar voice asked from the doorway. 

Fitz fell silent and Sophie forced herself to turn toward the sound. 

Just as she'd feared, she found a red-faced, fuming Dex. 


FORT Y-SEVEN 


IF WHAT’S TRUE?” DEX REPEATED, “And if you tell me it’s ‘nothing,’ I 
swear I’m going to slip an honesty elixir in your next bottle of lushberry 
juice.” 

“You don’t even make those,” Sophie argued, hoping it was true. 

“I can figure out how,” he promised. 

Sophie glared at Sandor, wondering what the point was of having a 
goblin constantly eavesdropping outside her door if he couldn’t give her 
a heads-up about surprise visitors. He shrugged innocently—but the 
glint in his eye told her hed kept silent on purpose. Probably his 
punishment for the trouble she’d caused with King Dimitar. 

“Seriously, what were you guys talking about?” Dex asked. “I’m not 
going to ‘freak out.” 

“It was just a joke, okay?” Fitz told him, looking like he wished he 
could leap out of there. 

“What kind of joke?” Dex pressed. “And what is that?” 

Sophie shoved Mr. Snuggles behind her back. “Just something Fitz 
brought to cheer me up.” 

“How nice of him.” 

“It was, actually,” Sophie said—a little sharper than she meant to. 

She'd been trying not to let it bother her, but . . . she’d been through a 
fire, a funeral, and almost been kidnapped by an ogre king, and Dex 
hadn’t even hailed her on her Imparter to make sure she was okay. 


“I’m sorry I haven’t come by sooner,” Dex mumbled, like he knew 
what she’d been thinking. “I’ve been stuck working on an assignment 
from the Council.” 

“Really?” Fitz asked, the same time Sophie asked, “What 
assignment?” 

“I’m not allowed to talk about it. But you don’t have to worry, it’s 
totally safe. I’m just testing some gadgets to see if I can improve them. 
Oh—and get this. I showed Councillor Terik my telepathy enhancer and 
he thought it had great potential.” 

“Seriously?” Fitz asked. “He actually thinks you can enhance 
someone’s abilities?” 

“No,” Dex admitted. “But he thinks I might be able restrict someone’s 
ability instead. I haven’t had time to tweak it yet because they needed me 
to finish the other weap—um, gadgets, first. But I think I know what I 
need to do to make that change.” 

“Why would the Council want to restrict someone's abilities?” Fitz 
asked, clearly disgusted by the idea. 

Sophie was more bothered by Dex’s little slip. 

Were the Councillors making weapons? 

“Uh, because some people shouldn't be allowed to have abilities,” Dex 
argued. 

‘Allowed,” Fitz repeated. 

“Yeah. Allowed. Think about it. Restricting Fintan’s ability would’ve 
saved Councillor Kenric’s life. And his own life. And all of Eternalia.” 

“But... ,” Sophie started, then realized she had nothing to say. 

The Councillors had done everything they could to keep the healing 
safe. But they could only control the temperature, their clothes, how 
many people were in the room. They couldn’t control Fintan. 

“Okay, but . . . controlling people with gadgets?” Fitz asked. “That’s 
creepy.” 

He turned to Sophie, like he was expecting her to agree. But she was 
too stuck on the idea that the whole fire could’ve been prevented with a 
simple silver circlet. 

“They wouldn't be controlling everyone,” Dex argued. “Just the people 
who need it.” 

“And who decides that?” Fitz asked. 


“The Council, obviously. What?” Dex asked when Fitz cringed. “I 
thought your family was like, the Council’s number one fan club.” 

“You clearly know nothing about my family. But I’m not saying I 
don’t trust the Council. I’m saying I don’t think it’s right to mess with 
people’s brains.” 

“Ha—this coming from a Telepath!” 

“Telepaths have rules and restrictions to follow to make sure we don’t 
abuse our abilities. Sounds like Technopaths need the same.” 

“Um, the Council is the one asking me to make that gadget, 
remember?” 

“Yeah. That’s what worries me. I think I’m going to go home and see 
if my dad knows about this. Want to meet up tomorrow to try again?” 
Fitz asked Sophie as he packed away his memory log. 

She nodded, still struggling to process the information overload from 
the last few minutes. 

Fitz gave one quick longing look to Mr. Snuggles as he pulled out his 
home crystal. Then he left him behind and stepped into the light. 

“So what was the ‘joke’ I’m apparently going to freak out about?” Dex 
asked the second Fitz glittered away. 

Sophie sighed and set Mr. Snuggles on her bed. “It was nothing, Dex. 
Really, honestly, nothing.” 

“You're seriously not going to tell me?” 

“Not right now, okay? It’s not important, and maybe you haven't 
noticed, but I’m having kind of a bad week.” 

Her voice caught on the last words. 

“You're right,” Dex said, moving closer. “I just . . . No—no excuses. 
I’m sorry.” 

“Thanks,” Sophie mumbled, wiping her nose. 

He reached for her hand, then stopped halfway there, leaving his 
fingers dangling. “I’m sorry I didn’t check on you. I begged my dad to let 
me help with the Everblaze—mostly so I could make sure you were 
okay. But he said I wasn’t experienced enough to handle quintessence. 
So I stayed up all night, watching my panic switch in case you called me. 
I even kept my shoes on so I wouldn’t have anything to slow me down. 
But you never called.” 

“I’m not going to drag you into danger, Dex.” 


“But I want you to. That’s why I made you that ring. And I’m sorry I 
let the Council’s assignment keep me from checking on you. I should’ve 
made time—though I also wasn’t at the planting, so I didn’t know about 
King Dimitar until today. That’s why I rushed over.” 

“Why weren’t you at the planting?” 

“Councillor Terik needed all the gadgets back by this morning, so he 
could pass them on to the next Technopath—and they needed a ton of 
work.” 

“You can stop calling them gadgets, Dex. I know they’re weapons.” 

He hesitated before he said, “Not all of them. Besides, don’t you think 
it’s good that the Council is realizing they need to be prepared? My dad 
said that if they’d had a batch of frissyn on hand, most of Eternalia 
would still be standing.” 

“Yeah, I guess.” 

But if the elves needed weapons... 

She sat on the edge of her bed and Dex sat beside her—not so subtly 
knocking Mr. Snuggles to the floor in the process. 

“You sure you're okay?” he asked. “You look . . . pretty awful.” 

“Gee, thanks.” 

“No, I just mean ... you can talk to me, you know. Maybe I can 
help?” 

Sophie wished he could. But unless he knew how to find a random 
window in Italy... 

“Wait,” she said, rushing to her desk and digging through the 
drawers. 

If she wanted to learn about anything human, she was going to need 
to access human information. 

She pulled out her old iPod and switched it on, showing Dex how it 
said Searching on the screen. “I know this is probably going to sound 
weird, but do you think there’s any way you could make this pick up 
human signals from where we are?” 

He'd already made it solar powered a few months back. Maybe he 
could use his ability to amplify the antenna or something. 

Dex traced his fingers along the screen. “What kind of signals?” 

“Anything. Satellite. Wi-Fi. I just need to access the Internet. 
Remember how I used it to find the bridge we needed when we were in 


Paris?” 

“Yeah, and I still can’t believe that clunky machine was able to help 
us. But’—he flipped the iPod over and squinted at the back—“I can 
sense a receiver in here, and it’s super weak. I’m sure if I boost that it’ll 
pick up whatever you want. It might take me a few days, though. 
Councillor Terik wanted that ability restrictor as soon as possible.” 

“A few days is fine,” she told him—though she hoped it would be 
sooner. 

And that there was a FamousRoundWindowslnItaly.com, complete 
with detailed directions. 

But even if there wasn’t, she was going to find that building. 


After Dex left, Sophie spent the rest of the afternoon trying to make a 
dent in the other half of her punishment: cleaning and organizing 
Edaline’s office. 

She was up to her elbows in tiny silver butterflies when someone 
behind her snapped their fingers, making all the shimmering insects 
spring to life and fly around her. 

“Whoa, too bad those arent spiders or stinkbugs or something,” 
Keefe said from the doorway. “I could cause some serious chaos.” 

“I’m sure you could,” Sophie agreed, watching the butterflies flit and 
flutter. “It really would’ve been a beautiful wedding, wouldn’t it?” 

“Maybe,” Keefe agreed. “But robotic spiders would’ve been cooler. 
They could’ve put them under everyone's chairs and triggered them 
during the vows.” 

“Wow—you should be a wedding planner.” 

“Nah. IIl save it for my own wedding. Make my bride feel even 
luckier.” He winked. 

“So what’s up?” Sophie asked, before the conversation got any 
weirder. 

“You don’t know why I’m here?” 

“Should I?” 

“I don’t know. Didn't you get one of these?” 

He stumbled through the maze of boxes and handed her a tiny scroll. 


The wax seal had been broken—split in half from when Keefe 
must’ve opened it. 
But Sophie could still perfectly make out the sign of the swan. 


FORT Y-EIGHT 


WHERE DID YOU GET THIS?” SOPHIE asked, not sure if she should 


feel excited or terrified. Mostly she felt confused. 

Especially when Keefe told her. “I found it in my cape pocket this 
morning—no idea how it got there. You didn’t get one?” 

She checked her pockets to make sure, surprised at how disappointed 
she was when they were empty. She felt even worse when she read the 
Black Swan’s message: 


Cnn plans have now been changed 
r a meeting must be arranged. 


af three days lime, when the evening star ascends 


~~ 
Sina us where the lost have no end. 


“They want to meet with you,” Sophie mumbled, reading the 
message again to be sure. 

“I know—they’re finally including me on the team! Hope they know 
this means their little rule book just went out the window—and the first 
change I’ll be implementing is clearer stinking directions. Any idea 
‘where the lost have no end’>?” 


“Probably in the Wanderling Woods, by my tree. They’ve left me 
notes there before.” 

“And the evening star ascends... ?” 

“Right after sunset,” Sophie finished. 

“Cool. Party with the Black Swan in three days. Bring your dancing 
shoes, Foster. And maybe try to look a Jittle less miserable than you do 
right now, because it’s a serious bummer. Come on, this is good news!” 

“Is it?” she asked. “How do you know it’s not a trap?” 

“I don't,” Keefe admitted. “But even if it is, remember: Last time we 
met with them you got your abilities fixed and that Forkle dude gave you 
some answers.” 

“And then we almost died,” she reminded him. 

“Details, details.” He laughed when she didn’t smile. “I’m kidding, 
Foster. I do realize it’s a risk. But I think it’s worth it—especially since 
they want us to meet in the Wanderling Woods. I mean, how bad could 
that be>” 

“Well, for one thing, they only gave a note to you. Not me. Don’t you 
find that suspicious?” 

“That is weird,” Keefe admitted. “When was the last time you checked 
the cave?” 

“Not since we realized they had a leak.” 

“Then maybe there’s a note there waiting for you. That would make 
sense, if you think about it. Sandor’s got so many security things around 
here, the cave is probably the closest they can get.” 

“Maybe...” 

“Gee, try to sound Jess excited. Actually, never mind. Get your shoes 
on—we're going to the cave. And get ready for an epic ‘I told you so’ 
when we find your note waiting.” 

Keefe kept true to his word, and his “I told you so” was so loud, it was 
still echoing around them as Sophie unrolled the tiny scroll. Her note 
showed the same instructions—but it also included an extra verse: 


lhe days ahead will be dark and dour. 


You must not kar yourself or your power. 


“Not cool—I didn’t get a present with mine,” Keefe complained as he 
unhooked a familiar black magsidian swan charm from where it had 
been latched through the paper. 

Magsidian was a rare mineral only the dwarves could mine, and it 
had the ability to affect certain forces, depending on how it had been cut. 
The last time they'd used the charm, it had steered the needle of 
Sophie’s compass toward the Black Swan’s hideout. 

She had no idea what they’d need it for this time—but that was the 
least of her worries at the moment. 

“Do you really think we should trust them?” she whispered, glancing 
over her shoulder like she expected a fleet of dwarves to pop out of the 
sand. 

“You most definitely should not,” Sandor interrupted, to neither of 
their surprise. 

Sophie was honestly shocked he’d kept quiet as long as he had. Other 
than a few squeaky sighs, he hadn’t even argued about them going down 
to the caves. But he was back in full-fledged Overprotective Bodyguard 
mode as he added, “They’ve already proven that they cannot ensure your 
protection. I will not let you blindly follow these instructions!” 

“But they gave us three days to prepare,” Keefe reminded him. “And 
they told us where we're going. I’m betting they knew you were going to 
freak out about this. So now you can do whatever obsessive safety stuff 
you want to do first.” 

Sandor couldn’t argue with that logic. But he still mumbled, “I do not 
like it.” 

“I don’t either,” Sophie admitted. “I mean, why reach out to us now, 
after all these weeks of silence?” 

“I don’t know—you did just tick off the ogre king and almost start a 
war,” Keefe said with a smirk. “Maybe they decided you shouldn't be left 
to your own devices.” 

Sandor released another squeaky sigh. “That almost makes sense.” 

“Of course it does!” Keefe told him. 

Next thing Sophie knew, Sandor and Keefe were coming up with a 
plan. She tried to listen, but mostly she kept rereading the Black Swan’s 
note, wondering if they knew something she didn't. 

One line in particular stood out from the others: 


The days ahead will be dark and dour. 


Despite the Black Swan’s prediction, nothing dark or dour happened 
during the next three days. 

Sandor haunted Sophie’s every move, even though all she did was 
organize more trunks of wedding decorations in Edaline’s office— 
finding nothing useful, interesting, or related to the Black Swan in any 
of them—and hang out in her room. 

Dex was too busy working on the ability restrictor to visit. But he 
hailed her every night, and didn’t even freak out—too much—when she 
told him about the meeting with the Black Swan. He did, of course, ask 
if he could go. But Sophie told him the same thing she'd told Fitz and 
Biana: She couldn't risk scaring the Black Swan away. 

Biana tried to convince Sophie that she could sneak along as a 
Vanisher, but since she couldn't stay invisible for longer than a few 
minutes, she had to admit she couldn't handle it. She stopped coming 
over as often, so she could practice vanishing with Della. Which worked 
out well because Fitz wanted to work with Sophie on triggering her 
memories. 

He'd stop by every afternoon to test new trust exercises, but nothing 
seemed to work—even when he had her stand on a chair and fall 
backward into his arms. He did catch her, without even bruising her. But 
all it earned them was some serious teasing from Keefe, who’d showed 
up just in time to find Fitz cradling her. 

Keefe spent the rest of the day begging for a turn and promising he'd 
only drop her once. 

It was frustrating and discouraging—but somehow comforting at the 
same time. Like life had found a path back to normal, despite school 
being canceled and news of the Councillor nominations trickling in. 

Most of the nominees Sophie had never heard of. But she was 
surprised to hear Dame Alina’s name in the mix. 

“Do you think she'll win?” Sophie asked Grady when she finally 
caught him at breakfast on the third morning. 


With all noble assignments on hold during the mourning period, 
Grady had been working long hours in Eternalia, helping the gnomes 
organize their cleanup project. Apparently they were saving all the 
shards of jewels to build a monument to Kenric’s legacy—which Sophie 
knew was an awesome idea. But she wasn’t sure she could bear seeing it 
when it was finished. 

“Alden seems to think Dame Alina has several supporters,” Grady 
said, serving Sophie a huge slice of the purple porcaroot pie Edaline had 
conjured up before heading out to work in the pastures. “Why? Are you 
afraid of losing your principal>” 

Actually, Dame Alina was Sophie’s top pick. She’d been extra kind and 
supportive at Foxfire lately—and she always sided with Alden. Having 
her on the Council would guarantee another vote in Sophie’s favor. 

Sophie took a bite of her breakfast, relieved when it tasted like bacon 
mixed with more bacon and covered in melting cheese. Gnomes really 
did grow the best tasting vegetables—though she had yet to discover a 
pizza-flavored one. 

“How long do you think it’s going to take the Council to come to a 
decision,” she asked between mouthfuls. 

“Oh, I think they’ll elect someone as soon as the nomination period 
has ended. Not only is King Dimitar waiting on your punishment”—he 
cleared his throat—“but our world needs to know we have our leaders 
settled again. People need to feel safe. And speaking of safe...” 

He scooted closer, taking her hand. “Just because we haven't talked 
about this meeting with the Black Swan tonight doesn’t mean I’m totally 
okay with it.” 

“So... you don't think I should go?” Sophie asked, still having 
doubts herself. 

“Actually, I think we need to find out what the Black Swan wants. But 
I don’t trust them—and I definitely don’t trust the Neverseen—so I’m 
going to insist that Sandor go with you. And not just to the Wanderling 
Woods. Anywhere they take you. None of that drugging you and taking 
you somewhere all alone stuff like last time. “ 

“They might not allow that,” Sophie warned him. “Last time they 
wouldn't let Keefe go with me.” 


“I can be much more persuasive than Mr. Sencen,” Sandor said, 
patting his weapon-filled pockets. “And if they refuse, I shall drag the 
two of you home—immediately.” 

“But—” 

“This is not up for debate,” Grady interrupted. “You are not to go 
anywhere without your bodyguard—and that applies to everything for 
right now. If Sandor’s not with, you don’t go, understood? Not until 
things settle down.” 

“Fine,” Sophie mumbled. She knew a losing fight when she saw it. 

Plus, she had a feeling she knew what “things” Grady meant. She'd 
caught Fitz and Keefe whispering about an Exile Sophie Foster! 
campaign that apparently had a ton of supporters. 

As shed heard Keefe put it, the Lost Cities were not a “Foster 
friendly” place at the moment. 

She pushed aside her plate, no longer feeling hungry. 

Grady pushed it back—and added two pink folded pastries. “That’s 
another thing. I know you're under a lot of stress. But you still need to 
eat. And sleep. And do things with your friends that don’t involve 
conspiracies or rebels or testing your abilities. Childhood is a precious 
gift, Sophie. Don’t let anything steal it away.” 

Sophie nibbled on one of the pastries—which tasted like crepes 
soaked in butter and sugar. “It’s not really my choice, is it?” 

“Yes, it is. I wish I could give you a world where everything was 
perfect and shining and safe. I used to think that’s what we had, but. . .” 
He shook his head. “I’ve realized now that our world doesn’t define us. 
We define our world. And I hope you'll fill yours with as much light and 
happiness as you can.” 

“You realize how silly that sounds, right?” 

“I do. But after everything that’s happened, I think we could all use a 
bit more silly in our lives.” 


The rest of the day passed in a blur, and all too soon the sun was setting 


and Sophie was bundled in a thick black cape and heading to the 
Leapmaster, hopeful she was doing the right thing. 


Of course Grady and Edaline were waiting for her. 
She braced for a long lecture—and an even longer list of rules and 


warnings. 

All they did was hug her. 

“Really? That’s it?” Sophie asked as they called the crystal for the 
Wanderling Woods. 


“Why?” Edaline asked. 

“Because I’m going off to a dark, lonely forest to meet with a group of 
rebels, one of whom might be a traitor.” 

“We trust you,” Edaline promised. 

“And we trust Sandor,” Grady added. 

Sandor pounded his burly chest—which was now strapped with two 
rather terrifying daggers. Sheathed next to his sword was an obscurer 
and a melder—one of the rare Elvin weapons Sophie kept hoping shed 
never have to see again. 

“Nothing will get past me,” he promised. 

Sophie nodded. But she couldn't help remembering the way King 
Dimitar had tossed him aside like a piece of trash. 

“If you don’t want to do this, you don’t have to,” Grady told her 
quietly. 

“Yes, I do.” 

She repeated the words in her mind until her legs felt strong enough 
to move. Then she took Sandor’s hand—glad she had someone to hold 
on to—and let the light carry her to the Black Swan. 


FORT Y-NINE 


ABOUT TIME YOU GOT HERE,” Keefe said, smirking at Sophie from 


the archway to the Wanderling Woods. “And it looks like we have a 
chaperone. What kind of lame party is this?” 

“One where you will both come home alive—and without any broken 
bones,” Sandor said, sniffing the air and scanning the trees around 
them. 

“But Sophie didn’t have any broken bones last ti—wait! Does this 
mean Gigantor is starting to care about me? Should we hug it out?” 

He held out his arms. 

Sandor shoved past him. “Stay behind me—and keep in mind that 
Miss Foster is, and always will be, my first priority.” 

“Mine too,” Keefe said as he fell in step beside Sophie. 

As soon as they crossed into the Woods, Sandor strayed off the 
regular path, cutting through the grassy knolls that looked far less 
tranquil covered in shadow. The Wanderlings had hidden their flowers 
and leaves, turning the trees into a forest of skeletons. And the silence 
felt different in the twilight. Sharper and colder—like the woods was 
holding its breath. Waiting to pounce. 

“Relax, Foster,” Keefe said, taking her hand—and then immediately 
dropping it. “Sheesh—keep up that kind of worrying and you're going to 
make us both hurl. Plus, that clenched jaw thing you’re doing makes 
you look like an angry chipmunk.” 

Sophie pretended to ignore him—but she did force her jaw to relax. 


“Did your parents give you a hard time about going tonight?” she 
asked, needing to break the eerie silence. 

“A little,” Keefe admitted. “My dad has apparently decided that my 
connection to you could ruin the Sencen name—which is awesome, by 
the way. Now I get to hang with you and tick my dad off. Win and win!” 

He elbowed Sophie until she smiled. 

“What about your mom?” Sophie asked. 

“Eh, she said, and I quote, ‘Can’t you rescue the alicorn again? It’s 
been nice actually having a son I can brag about.” 

He mimicked Lady Gisela’s voice perfectly, which made the words 
that much more awful. 

Sophie reached for his hand. “I’m sorry.” 

Keefe shrugged. 

Several seconds passed before he added, “My dad did make sure I 
wore a cape to keep warm. So I guess that counts as worrying about me. 
Maybe?” 

“Definitely,” Sophie agreed, with as much enthusiasm as she could 
muster. 

“Yeah. Though of course my mom told me I fastened it too loosely 
and insisted I repin it. Twice.” 

Now it looked tight enough to choke him, and his Sencen crest was 
digging into his chin. 

Sophie squeezed his hand harder. 

They walked the rest of the way in silence, their breaths turning to 
huffs as the ground became steeper and steeper. Cold sweat dripped 
down Sophie's back as they crested the hill, but it was worth the climb 
when she spotted her Wanderling. 

Dangling from one of the thin, fragile branches was a small twinkling 
bottle strung with a silver satin ribbon. 

Sandor shoved Keefe and Sophie behind him as he sniffed the air, 
and then the fragile vial. Then he slowly untied the ribbon and offered it 
to Sophie. “It appears to be safe—but I would not advise opening it.” 

“I don’t think we need to,” she said, lifting the bottle to study it 
against the night sky. 

The blue glow was filled with tiny flecks of darkness and shimmer, all 
of which swirled like glitter in a snow globe. And when she traced her 


finger along the cold, damp glass, the memory finally triggered. 

“This is light from Lucilliant. It’s one of the unmapped stars.” 

“Okay,” Keefe said, leaning closer to the bottle. “That explains why it 
looks so freaky. Any idea what we do with it? Or is it just like... a fun 
souvenir we get to keep from tonight’s daring journey?” 

“Actually, I’m pretty sure the journey is just getting started.” She 
pulled back her sleeve and removed her charm bracelet, holding up the 
black swan charm. “Magsidian can also serve as a leaping crystal, and 
I’ve seen it work differently with different kinds of light. I’m betting they 
want us to use the glow from Lucilliant to leap to the real meeting 
place.” 

Keefe grinned. “Cute and smart. No wonder Dex gave you a ring.” 

“That’s—I . . .” Sophie hid behind her hair. “You ready?” 

“I should go first,” Sandor decided. 

“You can’t leap without one of us,” Sophie reminded him. “And even 
if you could, you might not be able to come back here. We don’t know 
how this is going to work.” 

“Then perhaps we shouldn't go,” Sandor argued. 

“Aw, come on—where’s your sense of adventure?” Keefe asked. 

“It is overshadowed by my sense of responsibility. My job is to bring 
you home safe.” 

“There you go, caring about me again,” Keefe said with a grin. “But 
come on, you know we need to find out what the Black Swan is up to— 
that’s why we came here.” 

Sandor looked like he wanted to pick them both up and drag them 
back to Havenfield. But he released his death grip on Sophie’s hand, 
letting her press the charm against the glowing vial. 

The tiny swan crusted with a thin layer of frost as a beam of 
sparkling, swirling blue light refracted at her feet. 

“That. Is. Awesome!” Keefe said as he looped his arm through hers. 
“You ready, Gigantor?” 

A squeaky snort was Sandor’s only reply. But he curled one massive 
hand around Sophie’s arm, keeping his other on the hilt of his blade as 
Keefe pulled them into the icy light. 

The cold rush was a tempest. 

Tearing and shredding and turning turning turning. 


Sophie tried to scream or cry or call someone’s name, but she couldn't 
think—couldn’t function. She was empty. She was nothing. She was— 

—slamming into the hot ground like a bug against a windshield, then 
tumbling tumbling tumbling until she collapsed in a heap. 

“Okay,” Keefe said, choking on the dry, dusty air. “I am definitely not 
a fan of that kind of leaping. Let’s call a normal beam of light for the way 
home, shall we?” 

“I don’t think we can.” Sophie pulled herself to her feet—coughing 
and hacking as she used the glow of Lucilliant to show him the 
stalagmite-covered ceiling. “We just leaped underground.” 

“So that’s why it felt like getting stepped on by an ogre.” 

“Actually, the ogre stomping would’ve been preferable,” Sandor told 
him. 

“I guess you would know,” Keefe agreed. “How hard was it not to go 
all goblin rage on King Dimitar when he punched you like that? I know 
you held back.” 

“It is not my place to attack the ogre king. Not yet. But that is a 
conversation for another day. Right now, I see two much more 
concerning issues.” He stood and waved his arm around the cave— 
which was much smaller than Sophie realized. Barely larger than her 
closet. “There are no tunnels and no stairs in or out of this place. 

“Yeah, and where’s the Black Swan?” Keefe cupped his hands around 
his mouth and shouted, “Yo guys—what gives? Even my dad’s a better 
host than this!” 

A shower of dust, as his echo ricocheted off the ceiling, was the only 
reply. 

“Wait,” Sophie said, making her way over to a stalagmite that seemed 
slightly less dark than the others. She wasn’t sure if it was just a trick of 
the light. But as she ran her hands over the jagged point, her fingers felt 
the cool smoothness of glass. “It’s another bottle!” 

She tied the bottle of Lucilliant around her neck before picking up the 
round, bulbous vial filled with a glow so pale, it barely counted as 
starlight. But she could feel the energy pulsing through the glass, and 
knew the glow came from Candesia. 

“Another unmapped star,” Sophie whispered, holding it out to show 
the others. “I wonder if that means we'll have three more leaps after 


this.” 

“Let’s hope not,” Sandor grumbled. 

“For once Gigantor and I agree.” 

Sophie knew how they were feeling. But the only way out of the 
cramped pocket of earth was to keep going. 

“On three,” she decided, pressing the charm against the glass. 

Another beam of light flashed from the swan’s beak, dull and smoky 
and hardly inviting. 

“One,” she called as Keefe and Sandor wrapped their arms around 
her. “Two.” 

She hesitated half a second longer. Then she pulled them forward on, 
“Three!” 

Light leaping had never felt so slow. Each second was a thousand 
years, and the gray emptiness seemed to drain their energy away. A blast 
of wind finally shoved them out of the gloom, and then they were 
crumpling onto a patch of soggy sand. 

If Keefe hadn’t said, “Okay, I don’t mean to freak anyone out, but I’m 
pretty sure that’s a kraken,” Sophie might never have gotten up again. 

Sandor dragged her to her feet, shoving her behind him as he raised 
his sword at the monstrous green beast. It looked like some strange 
combination of an octopus, an elephant, and a lion, and when it opened 
its sixfanged mouth and roared, Sophie couldn't believe she'd come all 
that way just to be eaten by a sea monster. 

But when the kraken lunged for them, it smacked into some sort of 
invisible shield, flattening its trunklike, tentacled nose and knocking the 
slimy beast back. It tried three more times to break the unseen barrier, 
then zipped away with another roar, vanishing into the dark water. 

“So... were under the ocean,” Sophie mumbled, knowing she was 
stating the obvious but needing to say it anyway. “I thought light 
couldn’t pass through the water, and that’s why we have to slide down a 
whirlpool to get to Atlantis.” 

“It’s not supposed to pass through rock, either,” Keefe reminded her. 
“The light from the unmapped stars must be different. Maybe that’s why 
they’re secret. And look. There’s another one.” 

They all stared at the curved bottle nestled into the sand, glowing 
with the rosy light of Marquiseire. 


“Okay, what do we think?” Keefe asked as Sophie used the charm to 
create a pink glittery beam. “Better or worse than the others?” 

“Worse,” Sandor decided, and Keefe had to agree. 

But Sophie chose “better” as she pulled them into the shimmering 
light, since sparkles made everything better—didn’t they? 

But she was wrong. 

So. Very. Wrong. 

Each glinting speck turned coarse as they traveled—grating and 
scraping, like they were leaping through a glitterbomb. She was starting 
to worry the pain would never end when the warmth fizzled and the 
ground rushed up at them, leaving them in a shivering heap on a misty 
hilltop, right by... 

... another bottle. 

“Phosforien,” Sophie mumbled as she tied it around her neck with 
the others. 

The swirly opalescent light was a sensory overload of color and 
motion, and the leap was a nonstop rollercoaster of spinning and 
dipping and swerving. 

Sophie was sure she would’ve hurled all over the neon colors if her 
stomach hadn’t been broken and scattered into a million pieces. And 
when they finally collapsed onto hard, frosty ground, it took several 
seconds before her eyes could focus on the stretch of empty tundra. 

A silvery bottle was buried in the hoarfrost. 

“Last one,” she said, her hands shaking as she carefully grabbed the 
bottle of quintessence. “And I have a feeling this is going to be the 
toughest one yet. Remember—this stuff can blow up cities.” 

“Wonderful,” Sandor grumbled. 

“Aren't you glad you insisted on coming along?” Sophie asked him. 

“Yes, I am. I’m always happiest when I know I’m keeping you safe.” 

“Awwwwww, Gigantor’s so cute!” Keefe interrupted. “Who knew 
under all those muscles was a ball of marshmallowy sweetness?” 

Sandor growled at him—but Keefe just laughed. 

“Squeak all you want. It only makes you more precious.” 

“Okay, this is it,” Sophie said, reminding them why they were all 
there. “The Black Swan should be waiting for us at the end of this. We 
just need to survive one more leap.” 


“Uh, you had me all excited until you used the word ‘survive,” Keefe 
told her as Sophie held her breath and pressed the charm against the 
last vial, casting a blindingly bright silver beam at their feet. 

Now that the moment was here, she wasn’t sure she was ready to face 
the Black Swan—and whatever terrifying plans came with them. But she 
clung to Sandor and Keefe, and they held on to her just as tightly. 

Slowly ... bravely . . . they all stepped into the light. 


FIFTY 


THEY'RE . .. NOT HERE,” SOPHIE SAID, rolling the words around on 


her tongue, like that would somehow change their meaning. “Why 
aren't they here?” 

The quintessence had carried them to an island—a tiny spit of sand 
and palms where Sophie would’ve expected to find a marooned pirate 
searching for the X that marked the spot. But there was no treasure. Just 
beach and trees and empty ocean, looking extra eerie in the dim 
moonlight. 

“Maybe we're early,” Keefe said, plopping down in the soft sand as 
Sandor went to patrol the trees. “I bet they’ll be here any minute.” 

He motioned for Sophie to join him, but she was too tense to sit. She 
made her way to the shore, grabbing one of the smooth stones from the 
beach and hurling it into the water as hard as she could—followed by 
another and another. Each stone flew just a little shorter than the last. 

“You should be skipping them,” Keefe told her as he came up behind 
her. 

He placed a wide, flat rock in her palm and showed her how to flick 
her wrist. They practiced the motion one, two, three times. On the 
fourth they let it fly, and the rock skipped and skipped and skipped some 
more before they lost sight of it in the dark waves. 

“See how much more fun it is when you relax?” Keefe asked her. 

“How am I supposed to relax, Keefe? Look at this place—it’s a 
deserted island.” 


An extra creepy one. She couldn’t put her finger on what it was, but 
there was something off about it. Like all the color had been bleached 
out. Even the moonlight was a faded gray. 

Sophie turned to pace, dredging a rut in the sand. “Something’s 
wrong. I don’t think they’re coming.” 

“But why would they go to all the trouble of giving us these?” Keefe 
asked, pointing to the five glowing bottles dangling from her neck. 

“Who knows? Maybe they needed to get rid of them because they’re 
illegal and they knew I would get in less trouble.” 

“Uh, they could just open the bottles and release the light back into 
the sky. Plus, after the whole ogre king thing, you're on pretty thin ice, 
y know? I bet if you sneeze too loud, Bronte will call a Tribunal.” 

Sophie straightened. “Maybe that’s their plan.” 

“What is?” 

“Having me get caught with these, so I’ll be exiled. They want me to 
heal Prentice, right? And they know there’s no way the Council is going 
to approve that now. So if they can’t bring him to me, they'll force me to 
go to him.” 

Keefe stared at the glowing bottles like he was seeing them in a whole 
new light. But then he shook his head. “I still don’t buy it. There are 
easier ways to get you exiled. Plus, why would they invite me? 
Remember, I didn’t just tag along this time.” 

He was right—inviting him didn’t make sense. 

Unless... 

“What if this whole thing was a distraction?” she asked. “A trick to get 
you, me, and Sandor away from something.” She grabbed Keefe’s arm. 
“What if they’re trying to get to Silveny?” 

“But Silveny’s not with us anymore. She’s at the Sanctuary.” 

“Still—we should get back. There’s no reason to stay here.” 

She pulled out her home crystal, holding it up to the pale moonlight. 
But it wouldn’t cast a beam. She tried several directions, and nothing 
changed. 

“Okay, that’s not cool,” Keefe mumbled when his home crystal did the 
same. “It’s like the light’s too weak, somehow.” 

Or something was filtering it. If the Black Swan could create a pocket 
of air under the ocean, surely they could put some sort of shield around 


an island. And the palm trees didn’t look tall enough for her to teleport 
from. 9. 

“This is a trap,” Sophie whispered, squinting through the darkness, 
trying to see what hid in the shadows. “They must’ve picked this place 
because they know we can’t leave.” 

“We can try those,” Keefe said, pointing to the glowing bottles 
dangling around her neck. 

“Won't they just take us back to the places we’ve already been?” 
Sophie asked. “They were all pretty cramped places. Id rather be out 
here.” 

“T guess.” 

Maybe it was the weird moonlight. But Keefe looked genuinely afraid. 

“Sandor!” Sophie shouted, wanting some extra muscle—and weapons 
—close by. 

Sandor must’ve been listening to their conversation, because he was 
already on his way, sword raised. 

“I detect no trace of life,” he told them, sniffing the air once more. 
“But we must find a way to get out of here.” 

“What if we, like, combined the different lights or something?” Keefe 
suggested. “That might take us somewhere different, right?” 

“Would that work?” Sandor asked. 

“I don't know,” Sophie admitted. “But if it did, where would it even 
take us?” 

Keefe shrugged. “It’s gotta be safer than waiting around here.” 

No one could argue with that, so Sophie untied all the bottles and 
placed them in a small circle in the sand. Their colorful glows turned 
white where they converged, and when Keefe nodded, she carefully 
placed the magsidian charm in the brightest spot in the center. 

A blinding flash shot out of the swan’s beak, turning everything to a 
blur. 

Sophie rubbed her eyes, trying to focus through the glare. But Keefe 
must’ve recovered first, because he grabbed her arm and whispered, “I 
think I see something.” 

“Where?” Sandor asked, and Keefe pointed toward the ocean. 

The light had faded, leaving nothing but shadows and more shadows. 


But when Keefe took the charm from Sophie and created another 
gleaming flash, she spotted what his sharp eyes had caught the first 
time. 

Three figures in dark hooded cloaks, coming toward them across the 
waves. 


FIFTY-ONE 


THEY'RE WALKING ON WATER,” SOPHIE whispered, staring at the 
white eyes sewn on the cloaked figures’ sleeves. “How are they doing 
that?” 

“Let’s worry about it later, okay?” Keefe asked, grabbing the glowing 
bottles and pulling a goblin throwing star out of a pocket on his sleeve. 
“Right now there’s three of them and three of us. I think we can take 
them.” 

“The only one ‘taking them’ will be me,” Sandor growled, throwing 
Sophie and Keefe over each of his shoulders and running them into the 
palm trees. He dropped them behind a wall of fernlike bushes and took 
the bottles of starlight. “Stay here—I mean it, Sophie. Do not move 
unless absolutely necessary.” 

“But—” 

“DO NOT ARGUE WITH ME!” 

Sophie cowered. 

“Pll cover us,” Keefe promised as Sandor handed him one of his 
melders. 

“Good. And I’—Sandor gripped his other melder—“am going to 
catch these villains once and for all.” 

He slashed his sword over their heads, covering them with fallen 
leaves before he charged back toward the waves. 

The bushes blocked their view of the beach, but Sophie could hear 
deep voices mixed with the roar of the ocean. 


It sounded like they were arguing. 

“How did they find us?” she whispered, scooting closer to Keefe. “Do 
you think they’re the ones that led us here>” 

“If they were, why pick this spot for their ambush? That underground 
cave would’ve been a way easier place to catch us.” 

“True. But how could they have followed us through all those leaps? 
And why aren’t the Black Swan here?” 

“We are.” 

Furry hands blocked Sophie’s scream as a dozen dwarves popped out 
of the ground. Two of them pinned Keefe to a tree, snatching his melder 
and cutting off his cry for help. 

“What’s happening over there?” Sandor called from the beach. 

“Tell him to come to you,” the dwarf holding Sophie whispered. 
“We're here to capture the rebels, and he’s ruining our plan.” 

Plan? Sophie wondered as he held up his wrist, pointing to a cuff 
bearing the sign of the swan. 

A dozen dwarves did have better odds of winning than a lone goblin 
did. Plus, if they were there to capture her, they could’ve just taken her. 

“Fine,” she mumbled into his palm, wishing she didn’t have to taste 
his sandy fur. 

The dwarf let her go, begging her to call Sandor quickly. “He’s 
keeping the rebels off the sand. That’s where we have our advantage.” 

Sophie really hoped she was doing the right thing as she took a 
breath and shouted, “Sandor, we need your help!” 

“On my way,” Sandor called, tearing into the bushes. 

The dwarves dove back into the ground, and their feet had barely 
disappeared when Sandor burst through the ferns behind Keefe, sword 
raised. “What’s going on? Are you okay?” 

Sophie nodded, trying to figure out how to explain. 

But Sandor was already sniffing the air. “Dwarves have been here.” 

He took off after them, despite Sophie’s cries to stop, and the starlight 
around his neck cast a glow over the shadowy beach. 

The cloaked figures had just set foot on the sand when they spotted 
Sandor—and the line of dwarves sending cracks rippling across the 
beach. They scrambled back into the water just in time to avoid sinking 
into the shore. 


Sophie and Keefe caught up to Sandor as he drew his sword at the 
dwarves. “They’re with the Black Swan,” she told him. “They were trying 
to get us to lure the Neverseen onto the beach.” 

“Yes, and it didn’t work,” the dwarves mumbled, shaking their furry 
heads. 

The one who'd grabbed Sophie pointed to where the Neverseen were 
diving under the waves. “They came here through the water. I’m sure 
they’re leaving the way they came.” 

Sandor reeled on him. “How do you know so much about them?” 

“We know only what we observed.” 

“And why were you observing?” Sandor demanded. 

“Part of the plan. Which you have now ruined.” 

Sandor lifted the dwarf by his furry shoulders. “Excuse me?” 

The dwarf didn’t so much as blink—though his friends raised their 
feet, ready to stomp the ground any second. 

“Uh, careful there, Gigantor,” Keefe warned. “I’m pretty sure they’re 
about to drop you into a sinkhole.” 

“Only if he gives us a reason,” the dwarves told him. 

Sandor pulled his hostage closer. “I’m only going to ask this once. 
What. Was. Your. Plan?” 

“Watch, and wait, and if the rebels show up—catch them. It would’ve 
worked, if you hadn’t chased them off the sand.” 

“You planned for us to be ambushed?” Sandor snarled. 

“We suspected that you would be.” 

“Why?” Sophie asked. “And why didn’t you warn us?” 

“It was not our decision,” the dwarf told her, squirming out of 
Sandor’s grip like a cat. “I am sure our commander had his reasons.” 

“And where is your commander?” Sandor asked. 

“Monitoring the situation off site.” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Of course he is. Why bother showing up for 
the meeting that he called?” 

“This was never a meeting, Miss Foster. It was a test.” 

“A test of what?” Keefe asked. 

“Our security. And yours. And that is all I can tell you. Also, I must 
give you this.” He dug around his fur, pulling out a smooth, slightly 


opaque stone with a single facet along one edge. “Hold the moonstone 
to the light and it will create a path back to your home.” 

Sophie reached to take it, but he insisted they give him the bottles of 
starlight—and the magsidian charm—first. 

“Will you give your commander a message for us?” Keefe asked as 
Sandor grumpily made the trade. 

The dwarves exchanged a glance, before their leader told Keefe, “Go 
ahead.” 

Keefe stalked closer, crossing his arms with a smirk. “Tell him we 
passed his little test, so now he can pass one of ours. He'll find 
instructions waiting in the cave in five days—and if he doesn’t follow 
them exactly, well . . . lets just say there will be a mountain of sparkly 
poop with his name on it.” 


FIFTY-TWO 


REMIND ME NEVER TO LIGHT leap again,” Keefe mumbled as Elwin 
sprayed a misty elixir under his nose and told him to take a deep breath. 

Fade Fuel. 

Sophie had hoped shed never need the all-too-familiar elixir again. 
But Grady took one look at them when they got home and shouted for 
Edaline to hail Elwin. 

“At least there are no other injuries this time,” Elwin said, flashing a 
yellow orb of light around Keefe and putting on his iridescent spectacles. 
“But you do have the most traumatized cells I’ve ever seen.” 

“I’m not surprised, given what little I know about the unmapped 
stars,” Alden said as he paced the living room. 

Sophie had hailed him the second they were home safe. 

“Did you know it was possible to leap underground or under the 
ocean?” Grady asked him. 

Alden shook his head. “I knew the light of the unmapped stars 
granted unusual abilities, but I never realized they defied our physical 
laws.” 

“At quite a cost,” Elwin muttered, handing Sophie and Keefe two 
bloodred vials. “I need to completely rebuild your cells. Don’t worry—it’s 
painless. You'll feel a bit itchy tonight, but I have a poultice that should 
help.” 

Sophie downed the remedy, gagging as the cold liquid hit her throat. 


Keefe barely managed to choke his down. “Okay, that’s not the worst 
thing I’ve ever tasted—but it might be a close second.” 

“Oh, trust me, I have lots worse,” Elwin assured him. “Keep hanging 
around her and I bet you'll get to try them. As for you”—he turned to 
Sandor—“I’m not sure any of my elixirs will work on your physiology. I 
can probably make some tweaks tonight—” 

“I have a remedy of my own,” Sandor promised, removing a flat black 
flask from one of his pockets. 

He took a huge swig, making his chest heave and his eyes tear. But 
the fit passed after a few seconds, and he looked much less pale. 

“What is that?” Elwin asked, taking the flask and sniffing it. He 
gagged and handed it back. “Never mind—I don’t want to know.” 

“You don't,” Sandor agreed. 

“So they’re going to be okay?” Edaline asked, smiling when Elwin 
nodded. 

Her eyes looked tight and tired—but her voice was calm and steady 
as she asked, “Then what are we going to do about the next meeting 
with the Black Swan?” 

“Assuming they even show up,” Sophie said through a sigh. 

“Oh, they'll show,” Keefe promised. “I threatened them with sparkly 
poop. Plus, we passed their test, so it’s only fair.” 

“Did we pass?” Sophie asked. “The Neverseen still got away.” 

“I’m not sure that’s what was being tested,” Alden said quietly. “I can 
only speculate of course, but it seems logical that today’s meeting was 
designed to discover the source of their leak. It’s what I would’ve done— 
create a scenario with a limited number of variables.” 

“Like an island that can only be reached by very specific means,” 
Grady jumped in. 

“Exactly,” Alden agreed. “Then send you there using a convoluted 
trail no one could possibly follow—” 

“Like the light of five unmapped stars,” Edaline suggested. 

Alden nodded. “And then monitor the situation from both inside and 
out, to gather the most possible information. I suspect that’s why this 
Mr. Forkle figure wasn’t there. He was likely following up on certain 
leads.” 


“Meanwhile, we got to be the bait,” Sandor said, squeezing his flask 
so hard, he left dents in it. 

“Highly protected bait,” Alden corrected. “They did have an entire 
fleet of dwarves there to protect you. And it was also meant to be a trap 
for the Neverseen, which would’ve been brilliant had it succeeded.” 

But Sandor had scared them away too quickly. 

“I wish they would’ve told us what they were doing,” Sophie said, 
kicking at the floor. 

“Ah, but if they’d tipped you off, it would’ve tipped off their leak, as 
well,” Alden reminded her. “Everything is infinitely more complicated 
when you cannot trust your own organization.” 

He shared a look with Grady that made Sophie wonder if he was 
referring to the Council, as well. Classified secrets were still continuing 
to leak. 

But Sophie would have to worry about that another day. 

For now, she was going to check on Silveny and try to get some sleep, 
despite the itch tickling her cells. 

And then they had a meeting with the Black Swan to plan. 


Keefe had agreed to come over the next day to brainstorm ideas, but he 
hailed Sophie in the morning to let her know he couldn't make it. His 
parents had been surprisingly worried after he told them about the 
attack—especially his mom. And even though he promised he was okay, 
they’d asked him to stay home so they'd know he was safe. 

Keefe sounded horrified at the idea of a long family day. But Sophie 
was happy for him. Maybe his parents were finally realizing how 
awesome their son was. 

She tried to brainstorm plans alone, but everything sounded too 
obvious. Fitz and Biana weren’t much help either when they stopped by 
to check on her. Plotting and scheming really were Keefe’s forte. 

But Keefe was busy the next day too. His dad had set them up a whole 
day together at the Sanctuary—and while Sophie was a little jealous that 
he got to check on Silveny, she knew once the Council ordered her 
punishment, she’d probably see the hyper alicorn every day. 


Instead she used the time to finish organizing Edaline’s office, trying 
to keep her mind off the fact that the Councillors could be electing their 
newest member as early as the next day. The period for nominations 
closed at midday, and Grady explained that afterward they would 
sequester themselves in their castles and cast their votes using a 
network of mirrors. When all the mirrors aligned, a beam of light would 
refract off the castles, bright enough to be seen anywhere in the Lost 
Cities. 

Everyone was expecting the consensus to happen immediately. 

And yet when Sophie ran outside at noon the next day, she found 
nothing but blue sky and puffy white clouds. She stood there so long her 
neck started to ache, and still no flash appeared. When the sunset tinted 
everything pink and orange, Edaline served dinner picnic style and 
Grady gave an update on what little information he’d learned. 

Master Leto was still the favorite—though an ancient elf Sophie had 
never heard of was a close second. Everyone was expecting the new 
Councillor to be male, since the Council usually had an even number of 
males and females. Still, there was no requirement that took females out 
of the running. 

The night wore on, turning cold enough that Edaline conjured up 
fluffy blankets and warm petit fours called mooncakes, which tasted like 
fudge dipped in marshmallow and then drizzled with chocolate cream. 
They stretched out in the grass and watched the stars while Grady told 
stories about his adventures tracking down lost animals in the human 
world. He was in the middle of a story about an uncatchable yeti—which 
Sophie was pretty sure had inspired the abominable snowman legends 
—when a bright flash turned the night to day. 

“Is that it?” she asked, already on her feet. “That has to be it, right?” 

“It definitely is,” Grady agreed, glancing at Edaline. 

“Okay, so . . . how do we know who it is?” 

“A scroll should be delivered in the next few minutes.” 

Hed barely finished the sentence when a courier glittered into the 
pastures and handed Grady a scroll sealed with golden wax. 

“We can’t open it for another twenty-three minutes,” Grady explained, 
tucking the scroll in his pocket for safekeeping. 


The elves liked to time their messages so everyone could hear the 
news as one. But the twenty-three minutes felt like twenty-three 
centuries, and Sophie had to resist the urge to tackle Grady and take it. 

When it was time to break the seal, Sophie ripped it out of his hands. 
Her palms were sweaty and her heart was racing, but her lips curled into 
a smile when she finally read the name. 

Their newest Councillor would be Dame Alina. 


FIF TY- THREE 


THE CROWD THAT GATHERED IN front of the Councillor’s castles 


the next morning seemed to have mixed feelings about the election. 

Dressed in their finest and bearing lavish gifts, they greeted their 
newest Councillor with a standing ovation as she appeared with the 
other eleven Councillors on the arched crystal stage that had been 
created for the occasion. 

But when the applause died down, Sophie could hear the whispers 
and mutterings: 

We needed someone stronger. 

Someone with more experience. 

Someone to take control. 

Even those in favor were concerned about the upheaval this would 
cause at Foxfire. 

But Dame Alina—no, Councillor Alina, Sophie corrected—smiled 
and waved like she had no idea they were discontent. Her pale green 
gown was understated compared to her usual fare, but her silver cape 
and peridot-encrusted circlet made her every bit as regal as the rest of 
the Council. And she held her head high, dipping the most elegant 
curtsy Sophie had ever seen as she stepped forward to address her 
people. 

“Thank you,” she called, her sharp voice slicing through the chilly 
morning air. “Thank you for such an incredible welcome. It is truly my 
honor to come before you today.” 


She fell silent, and Sophie wondered if that was all she was going to 
say. 

But Councillor Alina turned and pointed to the ruins of Eternalia in 
the distance. “I cannot ignore that this position I’ve been given is the 
result of one of the greatest tragedies our world has ever seen. Nor 
would I want to. That’s why I’ve chosen this color for my crown. I want 
my time ruling to stand in memorial to what we've lost, and as a 
testimony to what we will regain.” 

She turned back to the crowd, pausing to let her glassy eyes study the 
faces of the people standing before her. 

“I hear your cries for justice and change. And I realize that trust is 
earned, not given. But I want you to know that I am ready to brave the 
long road ahead. I’m ready to make the hard choices. I’m ready to grow 
and learn and regain control. Past wounds will heal and past wrongs will 
be corrected. The life we used to know will return. We are all part of the 
most dramatic time weve ever faced in our long history. But it’s an 
exciting time. An inspiring time. A time we will look back on centuries 
from now as a pivotal moment. A chance to prove the superiority of the 
Elvin Way. And I am honored to help us rise to the occasion.” 

The crowd erupted into another round of applause, this time 
sounding more sincere. And as Councillor Emery stepped forward and 
called for silence, Sophie noticed that none of the whispers returned. 

His dark skin was silhouetted against the bright sky, giving him an 
aura of power and confidence as he cleared his throat and called, “Thank 
you for joining us this morning, and for all your patience during these 
long, tumultuous days. Like you, we are still mourning and healing. But 
we are also rebuilding—and we stand before you ready to rule. Many 
changes are already in the works, and we will share them over the 
course of the coming days. But to start, I have an announcement to 
make. As you know, Councillor Alina’s appointment has opened up the 
position of Foxfire’s principal—and in order to ensure that our 
prestigious academy in no way falls into disarray, our first order of 
business was to elect her replacement. Numerous names were discussed 
and considered, and we selected a candidate with both the strong 
leadership required, and the experience at Foxfire to transition quickly. 
So from this day forward, the principal at Foxfire will be Master Leto 


Kerlof, who shall henceforth be called Magnate Leto Kerlof. 
Correspondingly, the Beacon of the Silver Tower will now be Lady 
Cadence Talle, who shall henceforth be called Master Cadence Talle. She 
will maintain her session with her sole prodigy in addition to her new 
responsibilities, and all transitions will be made in time for the return of 
regular sessions at Foxfire on Monday. Meanwhile all members of the 
Nobility will return to work today.” 

He paused to let that information settle, but not long enough for 
Sophie to decide how she felt about any of it. 

She tried to applaud as the Councillors slowly glittered away. But 
something about the speeches had unsettled her, and it had nothing to 
do with all the shifts and changes. 

She didn’t figure it out until late that night as she lay in bed tossing 
and turning, unable to find her way to sleep. 

Councillor Alina had met Sophie's eyes only once during her speech. 
And it was when shed promised she was ready to make the hard 
choices. 


“So when are the Councillors going to decide on my punishment?” 
Sophie asked, stopping Grady at the Leapmaster before he could leave 
for his latest assignment. 

Now that the Council was back in session, they wanted him crawling 
through tunnels, searching for the missing dwarves again. Which meant 
she might not see him for days. 

Grady adjusted his heavy cape, looking particularly uncomfortable as 
he told her. “I’m still waiting for word on that myself. King Dimitar’s 
deadline is only a few days away, so I expect it will happen rather swiftly. 
But it depends on how quickly they agree.” 

“How will I know when they’ve decided?” 

“No one has told me that, either. But I promise, Alden and I are both 
staying on top of it. We’re as eager to have this settled as you are.” 

He pulled her close, kissing the top of her head as he whispered, “In 
the meantime, stay safe. I’ll be home as soon as I can.” 


She watched him glitter away, then headed back to her room to hail 
Keefe. His dad was back on assignment too, which meant he was finally 
free to brainstorm meeting options for the Black Swan—and just in 
time, since the deadline they’d given the Black Swan was that day. 

She'd expected Keefe’s ideas to be complicated and crazy—and there 
were definitely a few like that in the mix. One even involved forcing the 
Black Swan to visit five of the places on Keefe’s Stinkiest Spots in the 
World list before coming full circle back to the cave. But in the end, 
Keefe surprised her with what he pushed for: 


We meet temerrew at sunset. 
Outside my eld heme. 
Tou bring the. answers. 

We Il rearrange. the. qnemes. 


“You don’t think we should at least push for them to meet us at that 
window in Italy—that way we can find out where it is?” Sophie asked. 

“Nah, we can find it ourselves. Plus, then we'd have to tell them we 
know about it. Why give away a secret if we don’t need to? Trust me— 
San Diego’s perfect. This Forkle dude has just as much history there as 
you do, which should throw him off his game. And it’ll make it way 
easier to nag him about what happened the day he activated your 
telepathy, and about the Boy Who Disappeared, and anything else you've 
been stressing about, since it all happened right there.” 

“I guess you're right.” 

“What do you mean you ‘guess’? Of course I’m right—I’m a genius, 
remember?” 

“A genius who’s dressed all fancy,” Sophie pointed out, grinning when 
Keefe blushed. 

She was used to Keefe’s untucked school uniforms, wrinkled tunics, 
and loose-fitting pants—which he still somehow always managed to look 
good in. But now he was all . . . tailored. His fitted jerkin showed broad 
shoulders Sophie hadn't realized he had, and his pants, cape, and 
undershirt were all expertly cut and made of thick, expensive fabric. 
Even Fitz would look sloppy next to him. 


“My mom took me shopping,” he mumbled. “Said it was time I 
started dressing like a Sencen. At first I was like, dude, this is Jame. But 
then I was like, but I look good. And I do, don’t I? Admit it, Foster— 
you've been checking out the Keefster. And maybe even . . . the keester.” 

He turned and did some sort of wiggly dance until Sophie tossed a 
pillow at his head. 

“Don’t we have a note to leave?” she asked when he scooted across 
the room to start his dance again. 

“I’ve been waiting for you to lead the way. Unless you'd rather I go 
first so you can admire the view.” 

Sophie flung another pillow. 

Sandor rolled his eyes at both of them as Keefe chased her down the 
stairs and out the door and all the way down to the cliffs. 

Their laughter echoed off the cave as they tucked the note into place. 

“Come and get it!” Keefe shouted, tossing a handful of sand like 
confetti. Then he stood there waiting, like he expected a dwarf to pop 
out of the ground any second. 

“A watched pot never boils,” Sophie told him. 

“Wow. That might win the prize for most boring expression ever.” 

Sophie tossed sand at his head and he chased her back up to the 
house, earning more eye rolls from Sandor, and amused stares from 
Edaline. 

Sophie spent the rest of the afternoon organizing Edaline’s office 
while Keefe ran down to check the caves every fifteen minutes. 

No reply came. 

Not until the next morning, when Sophie dragged Sandor down to 
the beach at the crack of dawn, after another long night with very little 
sleep. 

A tiny black pillbox held the shortest note the Black Swan had ever 
given her. It simply said: 


Okay, 


FIFTY-FOUR 


CONVINCING THE BLACK SWAN TURNED out to be far easier than 


convincing Grady to let her go. 

He had quite a lot to say about Sophie illegally teleporting to a 
Forbidden City when she was already in so much trouble. But eventually 
he agreed, so long as Sandor went with them—a detail he absolutely 
would not budge on, no matter how many ways Sophie explained the 
impossibility of disguising a seven-foot-tall goblin from humans. 

Edaline finally found the solution, turning one of her lacy capes into a 
shawl and showing Sandor how to walk hunched over with a makeshift 
cane. Anyone who got close would surely notice that he was one buffed- 
out, armadillo-looking grandma. But from a distance he appeared to be a 
sweet, albeit rather lumpy looking, little old lady. 

Keefe laughed for five straight minutes when he saw him. 

Sophie, meanwhile, was battling a major sense of déja vu. 

Not only had she put on the same jeans and yellow shirt with brown 
stripes that she'd worn on the day Fitz had permanently taken her away, 
but Keefe had borrowed the dark jacket and jeans Fitz had been wearing. 

“Want me to talk like this?” Keefe asked, mimicking Fitz’s accent 
almost perfectly. “Take my hand, Sophie. Let me show you where you 
truly belong.” 

“That’s not what he said,” she grumbled. But it wasn’t that far off, 
either. “And just so you know, the mimicking is totally creepy.” 


“I know, right? My mom does it all the time. You should see the way 
she mimics my dad. It’s almost terrifying.” 

“That would be.” 

She shook her hands, trying to shake away the nervous energy as she 
paced her room and checked the sky. It would be sunset in San Diego in 
less than half an hour. 

“Remember, Foster, were calling the shots this time. No crazy leaps, 
or midnight flights over the ocean, or drugged cookies. Just us, asking 
questions and not letting anyone leave until we get some answers.” 

She nodded, sinking to the floor, not trusting her shaky legs. 

“So what is it?” Keefe asked, coming to sit beside her. “I totally get the 
nerves and stuff. But . . ..—he brushed a finger across her palm 
—“what’s with all the dread?” 

She took out Jolie’s mirrored compact, studying the two different 
Sophies reflected inside. 

“The Black Swan knows who I am, Keefe. Not who I was—or who I 
think Iam. Who I really am.” 

Keefe scooted closer, so close she could see his reflection in the 
mirrors. “Well, we both know I’m not good at the serious, supportive 
thing, so I may be a jerk for saying this but . . . when are you going to 
realize that they can’t tell you who you are? Maybe they can tell you a 
bunch of weird junk about your past and your family—and I get that 
some of that might be freaky. But if they tell you that your mom is the 
most open, go-with-the-flow person they’ve ever known, is that suddenly 
going to make you stop being so stubborn or keeping so many secrets?” 

“I doubt it,” Sophie admitted. 

“And what if they told you your dad was an even bigger rule breaker 
than me—not that that’s possible. Are you suddenly going to start 
ditching class and pranking Dame Alina—or, Magnate Leto, or whoever 
our principal is?” 

“No.” 

“Right. Because our family doesn’t decide who we are. We decide who 
we are. Believe me, it drives my parents crazy. And sometimes that’s the 
only thought that gets me through the day.” 

Sophie closed the compact, tucking it safely in her jeans pocket. 
“Things have been better with your parents though, haven't they?” 


“Yeah. I guess. I don’t know.” He made his way over to Iggy’s cage, 
rumpling Iggy’s orange dreads. “Sometimes it feels like they’re starting 
to accept me for me—not turning me into a mini-them. But other times 
it’s like...” 

“Like?” Sophie prompted. 

“Like . . . I’ve distracted you long enough. The time has come!” He 
sang the words, fist-pumping the air before dragging her and Sandor 
outside to the cliffs. “Game faces on, everyone! That goes for you too, 
grandma. Channel your inner grumpy old lady.” 

Sandor raised his cane like he was considering clubbing Keefe over 
the head with it. 

“Perfect!” Keefe told him, pulling them closer to the edge. “And hey, I 
just realized—this is your first time teleporting, isn’t it, Gigantor?” 

Sandor nodded, staring at the crashing waves below. “I have a feeling 
I’m not going to enjoy it.” 

Keefe laughed. “Don’t worry—Foster’s got this. The jump is the 
hardest part.” 

But Keefe was wrong. 

The jump was just the beginning. 


Mr. Forkle was waiting for them. Sitting in the center of his lawn, 
looking as puffy and wrinkled as ever while he rearranged the remaining 
garden gnomes into a circular pattern. 

The scene was so familiar, Sophie almost wondered if they’d gone 
through space and time. But then she saw the boarded-up windows and 
the overgrown grass, and wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or relieved. 

“You kids,” Mr. Forkle grumbled, starting with his favorite phrase. 
“Late to your own meeting.” 

He pointed to the sky, where the last rays of sunlight were sinking 
below the horizon. 

“Hey, at least we showed up,” Keefe reminded him. “That’s more 
than you can say.” 

Mr. Forkle studied him, his expression both smug and amused. “You 
needn’t have bothered with the costumes. There are enough obscurers 


here to erase this place from existence. We’re the only ones who know 
we're here—for now, at least.” 

“You think the Neverseen will find us?” Sophie asked, glancing up 
and down the street. 

“Neverseen?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

“That’s the name I found written in runes on the patches of their 
sleeves.” 

“Interesting.” He moved two of the gnomes outside the circle and 
craned his neck to study the sky. “And yes, I do expect the rebels to make 
an appearance. But I also expect them to leave us alone.” 

“How can you be so sure?” Sandor demanded as he threw off his 
disguise and straightened to his full height. 

“Because”—Mr. Forkle tapped the nose of one of the gnomes and the 
air shimmered around them—“I just put an impenetrable energy field 
around us. It’ll only last ten minutes, but that should be enough time. 
Bet you thought I was just a crazy old man, playing with my gnomes.” 

“Kinda,” Keefe admitted. 

“So, the gnomes weren't a code?” Sophie asked. 

“They were many things, depending on what I needed. Twelve years 
was a very long time to be separated from my world, and these 
ridiculous statues were all I had to remind me why I was here.” 

“Why were you here>” Sophie asked quietly. 

His eyes met hers, sharp and clear—yet somehow impossibly 
ancient. “You are my greatest achievement, Sophie.” 

There was a softness to the words. A warmth. But the words were still 
wrong. 

“That’s all I am to you—an achievement?” 

“What more would you like?” 

She didn’t have an answer. 

“I know you have questions, Sophie. Do not expect me to give you all 
the answers. We haven't the time and you haven't the stomach. So here’s 
what I can tell you. I chose this house—this place—these people to 
protect you, nurture you, keep you safe and hidden and allow you time 
to become what you needed to be. Of course, I never intended for the 
rebels—these Neverseen—to find you when they did, but—oh don’t 


sound so surprised,” he added when she gasped. “Surely you've figured 
most of this out already?” 

“How could I?” 

“Simple deduction. You really think we would set fires in the shape of 
our sign, just to catch Alden’s attention?” 

“I guess not,” she mumbled. Shed known the Black Swan weren’t 
behind the Everblaze, but hadn’t thought much about the first white 
fires, which had already been burning when Fitz arrived. 

Mr. Forkle sighed, filling the air with the scent of dirty feet—a side 
effect of his ruckleberry disguise. “Somehow the Neverseen knew you 
were here. They just didn’t know precisely where. So they lit the fires to 
flush you out, taunting us with our own symbol—and framing us in the 
process. That’s when I sent the newspaper article to Alden—the one that 
led him to you so he could take you away. It was earlier than wed 
planned, but I needed to keep you safe, and I thought they’d give up 
once the eyes of the Council were upon you. But obviously . . .” 

“You were wrong,” Sophie finished. 

“It happens sometimes,” he agreed. 

“Like our last meeting?” Keefe jumped in. “Or were we really your 
bait?” 

Mr. Forkle became very focused on rearranging his gnomes as he told 
them, “We saw an opportunity to catch some of our enemy and we took 
it. And it would’ve worked if Sophie hadn’t seen them too early and had 
Sandor chase them away.” 

“Well, maybe if you'd told us what you were planning!” Sophie 
snapped. 

“You would’ve been willing to sit back, pretending nothing was 
happening while the enemy closed in?” 

“I’ve taken bigger risks, haven't I?” She pointed to the star-shaped 
scar he’d given her. 

“Another of my mistakes,” he whispered. “If d understood human 
medicine better . . .” 

“It doesn’t matter,” Sophie said, thrown by the concern in his voice. 
“My point is, you should’ve been working with me, not cutting me off, 
like you have been for the last few weeks.” 


“We had our reasons.” He pulled a small black bottle from his pocket 
and uncorked the stopper. “We needed to understand how the 
Neverseen found our ocean base. And we have finally figured out the 
answer.” 

“Hey—what are you looking at me for?” Keefe asked. 

“Both times the Neverseen tracked Sophie down, she was with you.” 

“What about Paris?” Sophie reminded him. “And the cave? And here? 
Remember the jogger?” 

“Those times were different. They were before we were taking so 
many precautions. Before we realized how far our enemy was willing to 
go.” 

“Uh, that may be—but I didn’t betray anyone,” Keefe argued. 

“I never said you did it intentionally,” Mr. Forkle told him as he 
poured a fine silver dust into his hand. “But that doesn’t mean you 
weren't unwittingly responsible. We disabled both of your registry 
pendants, and all of Sandor’s trackers before our last meeting. But there 
was one signal we couldn’t remove.” 

He flicked his wrist, showering Keefe with the fine, gritty powder. 

Keefe coughed and rubbed his eyes, and Sophie reached forward to 
help him. 

But she froze when she noticed Keefe’s hands. 

All of his fingers were glowing bright red. 


FIFT Y-FIVE 


BUT . . . MY SKIN’S BEEN MELTED off” Keefe argued, staring at his 


glowing hands like they couldn’t possibly belong to him. “Twice.” 

“Exactly,” Mr. Forkle said quietly, “because the homing device is still 
in your possession. That’s how the Neverseen have been finding you. 
Not because of any leak on our end, which was as I’d suspected. But I 
had to be sure.” 

He turned to Sophie, pouring more reveldust into his palm. “I’m 
sorry, but I have to check you, too. And Sandor.” 

Sophie nodded, holding her breath as he blasted her with the fine 
powder, then did the same to Sandor. She counted to thirty, wishing 
with every breath that she wouldn’t see the telltale glow. And for once 
her wish was granted. 

Sandor was clear as well. 

“Just as I thought,” Mr. Forkle said, recapping the vial. “Sandor’s 
methods are far too thorough to keep an ogre device around—even if he 
can't smell it. Which makes Keefe the perfect target.” 

“Where is it?” Sandor asked, grabbing Keefe and patting him down. 

“You won't find anything,” Mr. Forkle warned him. “Otherwise we 
would’ve seen a brighter glow. But remember, Keefe is not wearing his 
regular clothes.” 

“Regular clothes?” Keefe repeated, still staring at his glowing hands. 
“I dont have any regular clothes—except my Foxfire uniform, and I 
wasn’t wearing that either of the times we were ambushed.” 


“So what were you wearing?” Sandor asked. 

“It would likely be an accessory,” Mr. Forkle added. “Something you 
always wear, regardless of the outfit. Like a pendant or a nexus—” 

“Or a pin,” Sophie whispered, afraid to meet Keefe’s eyes. 

Keefe backed a step away. “No. That... there has to be a mistake.” 

Sophie swallowed, trying to think of anything else it could be. 

But the Sencen family crest fit perfectly. 

Hadn't his dad only given it to him recently? And now that she 
thought about it . . . hadn’t he given it to him after he found out Keefe 
was working on something with her? 

“No,” Keefe said again, shaking his head so hard it looked painful. 
“My dad’s a jerk—but he’s not that. He wouldn't . . . I mean—these are 
the people who tried to kill you. And Dex. And me. He couldn't . . . could 
he?” 

“There is one way to know for sure,” Mr. Forkle said, offering him the 
vial of reveldust. “But there is one very important thing you must keep 
in mind. If I am right—as I suspect that I am—you cannot let your 
father know that you are on to him. You cannot let anyone know that 
anything is different—and this goes for you as well,” he told Sandor and 
Sophie. “Not Alden. Not your guardians. No one must know.” 

“Why?” Sophie asked. 

“Because we have a far better chance of Lord Cassius guiding us to 
the Neverseen’s leader if he does not realize he’s a suspect.” 

“How do you know he’s not the leader?” Sandor asked, looking ready 
to perform a one-goblin raid on Candleshade. 

“Because their leader is a Pyrokinetic. He left his burns on Sophie’s 
wrists—burns that took me nearly an hour to treat.” 

“An hour?” Sophie repeated. 

She’d figured he’d treated them while she was unconscious on the 
Paris street, after he’d triggered her new abilities. But shed never 
imagined he'd stayed an hour. 

“I’ve never seen anything so vile,” Mr. Forkle said, his voice suddenly 
thick. “And I vowed that day to do everything in my power to make sure 
he pays for his crimes. Which is why I will need you to pretend, Keefe.” 
He pulled a different vial out of his pocket—blue this time, with an 
atomizer—and spritzed a shimmering mist on Keefe’s hands. 


Instantly the red glow dimmed, and within a few seconds his skin 
was back to normal. 

“The aromark is still there,” Mr. Forkle warned him. “I’ve only 
neutralized the reveldust, so no one will know that you've discovered it. 
You'll need to do the same to your pin—if it does indeed glow red. Can 
you do that? Can you keep this secret until the optimal time?” 

He offered both vials to Keefe. 

Keefe backed away, covering his face with his hands and shaking so 
hard Sophie had to hold him steady. 

“My dad’s an Empath,” he whispered. “How am I supposed to do 
this? How is this even happening?” 

“If it’s true, you lie to him the same way you lie to any Empath,” Mr. 
Forkle told him. “You use one lie to cover another.” 

“What lie?” Sophie asked. 

“Yes, what lie, indeed?” Mr. Forkle wandered the yard, staring at his 
swollen feet as they squished in the soggy grass. He’d passed them three 
times before he said. “We'll use Silveny.” 

“We'll use Silveny how?” Sophie asked, not willing to put the precious 
alicorn at risk—even for something as important as this. 

“She won't actually be involved. We'll just make them think she is— 
since we know the Neverseen are interested in her. Actually, this is 
brilliant.” He moved toward Keefe, prying him away from Sophie. “I 
know I am asking an extremely difficult thing. But this could be the lead 
we've been waiting for. If you tell your father that the Black Swan have 
asked you to help move Silveny to a top secret location, it will explain 
why you seem nervous and distracted and give us a perfect way to trap 
him.” 

“Trap him?” Keefe sounded like he was going to be sick. 

“Yes, trap him, Keefe. And as many of his fellow rebels as we can. 
We'll make them think were giving them the opportunity to steal 
Silveny that they’ve been waiting for. But the whole situation will be 
rigged to catch them.” 

“So Sophie and Keefe get to be your bait again,” Sandor interrupted. 

“I don’t care about that,” Sophie jumped in. “I care about Keefe. Look 
at him!” 

Keefe had sunk to a crouch, cradling his head in his hands. 


“Could you do what you're asking of him?” she asked Mr. Forkle as 
she squatted beside Keefe, holding him steady. “Could you betray your 
own father?” 

“Tve done far worse,” Mr. Forkle whispered. “The right road is rarely 
the easy road. And no war was ever fought without casualties.” 

“Is that what this is?” Sophie asked. “A war?” 

“Unfortunately, yes. A quiet war, to stop a louder one from raging. 
You may hate me for asking this of him, but it is the cold reality we all 
face. We cannot control the actions of others, nor stop them from 
disappointing us. We can only use the anger and pain to fuel us. To rise 
above.” 

The harsh words hardly seemed like the pep talk Keefe needed. And 
yet, Keefe stood, his jaw set and his eyes dry of tears. 

His hand shook as he took the vials Mr. Forkle offered him. But his 
voice was steady as he said, “I guess it’s time to go.” 

Mr. Forkle grabbed Keefe’s hand as he reached for his home crystal. 
“Go only if you’re sure you can handle it.” 

“I can handle it.” Keefe took a deep breath and turned to Sophie. “I’m 
going to make this right, okay?” 

“It’s not your fault, Keefe.” 

“I’m still going to fix it. Whatever he’s done—I won't let him get away 
with it.” 

“Even though it’s your father?” Sandor asked, still looking like he 
wished he could be the one to drag Lord Cassius away. 

“Especially because it’s him.” 

“You'll need to confirm that we're right,” Mr. Forkle said as Keefe 
raised his crystal up to the glow of a streetlight. “If it’s true, tell Sophie 
‘swan song.’ She'll pass the message to me and I'll get back in touch 
with the details of our plan. We'll need to move quickly—no more than a 
week. Hiding the lie any longer would be impossible.” He moved closer, 
taking Keefe by the shoulders. “This will be the hardest week of your 
life, but I’m confident you will survive it. I saw you face down the rebels 
at the entrance to our hideout—you wore a look of absolute 
determination. You must call on that emotion again. And remember 
what we're fighting for.” 

Keefe nodded. 


“Wait—what if it’s not true?” Sophie jumped in. “Then what does he 
say?” 

“It’s true, Sophie,” Keefe whispered. “What else could it be?” 

“I don’t know. But we’ve been wrong before. What’s the code word for 
‘it’s a mistake’?” 

“No code word needed,” Mr. Forkle decided. “Just call another 
meeting, since I’m sure there will be much to say.” 

Keefe shook his head. “That’s not going to happen. It’s fine, Sophie. 
I’m sure once this is all over I’m going to need an epic-level freak out. 
But for now .. . I'm okay.” 

Mr. Forkle moved one of the gnomes, making the air shimmer again 
as Keefe gave Sophie a heartbreakingly sad smile and glittered away. 

“He’s not okay, you know,” Sophie told Mr. Forkle, shattering the 
silence that followed. 

“Of course he’s not. Are any of us?” 

He gathered the gnomes, moving them back to the weed-filled 
planter and lining them up perfectly straight. Like soldiers. 

“Why ‘swan song’?” Sophie asked. 

She knew what the phrase meant to humans, but she was hoping it 
meant something different to the elves. 

“It’s a tradition among our group, going back to our earliest days. We 
knew the course we'd chosen would involve hardship. So we decided that 
any time one of us was forced to take a great risk or make a large 
sacrifice, we would alert the others by declaring it our swan song. That 
way we all knew to brace for very bad days ahead.” 

A lump caught in Sophie’s throat and she cleared it away to ask, 
“Have you ever called it?” 

“Many times. Many ways.” 

He moved one gnome, separating it from the others. 

“Prentice called his the day before he was captured,” he added quietly. 
“I still haven't figured out how he knew it was coming.” 

“The Council’s never going to approve his healing now. You realize 
that, right?” Sophie whispered. 

“Yes. We've been expecting the same thing. And we’d been working 
on a plan. But after your incident with King Dimitar’—he muttered 
something under his breath that started with “you kids’—“we'’ve put 


that plan on hold. Best to let the dust settle before stirring anything up 
again. Besides, we have more urgent things to focus on. You're going to 
have to keep a very close eye on Keefe. The guilt and rage he will 
experience over the course of the week is going to be life changing. He 
will need a steady friend.” 

Sophie nodded. 

“Time to go, then.” 

“Wait!” Sophie called as he pulled out a noticeably blue pathfinder. 
“What about Jolie?” 

“What about her?” 

“I... I need to know who she was.” 

“She was Grady and Edaline’s daughter.” 

“No—that’s not what I mean.” She took a deep breath for courage and 
shoved the words out. “I need to know who she was to me.” 

“To you?” He stepped closer, leaning down so they were face-to-face. 
“You think she’s your mother.” 

“Is she?” 

He glanced behind him, checking the still-empty street before he told 
her, “No.” 

The crushing relief nearly knocked Sophie off her feet. 

“Do not bother asking me who your mother is—that is one piece of 
information I cannot share.” 

The hard lines of his expression made it clear there would be no 
arguing with him. But now that she knew she wasn’t related to Jolie, she 
was happy to leave her mother’s true identity a mystery. 

Still, she wasn’t ready to let him leave. 

“What did she do for you?” she asked, pulling out the mirrored 
compact to show him. “I know she was connected to the Black Swan.” 

He waved the compact away. “I see nothing black. Nor any swan.” 

“And I see a pretty bird in the sky,” Sophie argued, pointing to the 
constellation pattern. She opened the compact and showed him his 
reflections. “And a human mirror.” 

“Fine,” he said, glancing over his shoulder again. “I will not tell you 
any more than this. Jolie volunteered to infiltrate the rebels. She was 
working deep undercover—which was why she owned nothing bearing 
the sign of the swan.” 


“Did she learn anything?” 

“She must have. We’ve long assumed they killed her because of it. 
But she died before sharing her report, and any record must’ve burned 
in the fire.” 

“But—” 

“I told you from the beginning that I wasn’t going to answer all of 
your questions. I’ve already shared far more than I’d planned. It’s time 
to go home.” 

He leaped away without another word, leaving Sophie and Sandor 
alone in the dim twilight. 

“He's right,” Sandor said, when Sophie didn’t move. “Without that 
energy field, we're at risk for ambush.” 

Sophie nodded, reaching for her home crystal—but she froze as a 
new thought clicked inside her head. 

Jolie was working undercover for the Black Swan. So she would’ve 
known about their tradition with ‘swan song.’ 

Maybe she finally had the password Vertina needed. 


FIFT Y-SIX 


SWAN SONG,” SOPHIE WHISPERED, FEELING her hopes plummet 
when Vertina’s smile faded. “That isn’t the word you needed?” 

Vertina sighed. “No, it is.” 

“Okay,” Sophie said slowly. “So ... aren’t you supposed to tell me 
something?” 

“Tam.” 

Seconds ticked by and Sophie lost what little patience she had. “Just 
tell me the stupid secret, okay?” 

“If it’s so stupid, why should I tell you?” 

“BECAUSE I GAVE YOU THE PASSWORD!!!” She backed away, 
knowing she was dangerously close to tossing Vertina out the window. 
“Please, Vertina. I don’t have time for this.” 

Keefe could hail her any second and say the words that would change 
everything—and she'd already wasted ten minutes dodging Grady and 
Edaline’s questions. They were very unhappy when she couldn't tell 
them who the leak was, and if Sandor hadn’t assured them that they 
were keeping the secret for good reason, she would probably still be 
getting interrogated. 

Vertina hung her head. “I’m sorry. This is just harder than I thought. 
I’ve been keeping this secret for so long—and if you'd seen her face 
when she told me...” 

“I’m only trying to help her,” Sophie promised. 


Vertina closed her eyes, letting two shiny tears streak down her 
cheeks. Then she whispered, “The truth lies behind the glass that is not 
a window.” 

“The glass that is not a window,” Sophie repeated, wishing it didn’t 
have to be a riddle. Clearly the Black Swan had trained Jolie in 
obnoxiousness. 

But she could figure this out! She just needed to think of other glass 
things... 

A table? 

A goblet? 

Or... 

“Do you mean a mirror?” Sophie asked, digging Jolie’s compact out of 
her desk. “This mirror?” 

Vertina frowned as she studied it. “I do remember Jolie using that 
mirror—and I never understood why. One side was so unflattering. But 
I don’t think that’s what she meant. I have suspected she meant a 
mirror. But the way she said it when she told me made me think it was a 
specific mirror in a specific place.” 

“Where?” Sophie asked, trying again to pry off the compact’s mirrors, 
just to be safe. 

They still wouldn’t budge. 

“She never told me,” Vertina admitted sadly. 

“And that’s all Jolie said? There was nothing else?” 

“That was it.” 

“Great,” Sophie mumbled, shoving the compact into her pocket and 
heading downstairs. 

Every wall in Havenfield was made of some sort of crystal or glass. It 
could take days to search each piece of it—especially since the mirror 
she was looking for had to be small enough for no one to notice. 

“You don’t have to follow me,” she told Sandor as he trailed her down 
the hallway. 

But of course he did, stationing himself outside Jolie’s room as 
Sophie slipped inside. 

“Please let it be in here,” she whispered, snapping her fingers to turn 
on the lights. 


The room looked far more chaotic than she'd remembered—clothes 
and shoes and books strewn all over the floor, mixed with a maze of half- 
packed trunks and boxes. She didn’t remember it being that messy the 
last time she’d been in there, but she also realized—with a serious dose 
of guilt—that she'd never finished packing up Jolie’s things. 

She would have to get back to that. But right now she had a more 
important job to tackle. The clue had said the glass was not a window, 
and maybe Jolie picked that wording to tell her where to start. 

She threw back the dusty curtains, revealing the floor-to-ceiling 
windows. Thin veins of gold divided the glass into square panes, each 
about the size of her head. 

Hundreds of them. 

It felt like thousands. 

She worked systematically, starting at the bottom and moving her 
way up and over and checking each. Stupid. Pane. But by the time she 
reached the other side, she still hadn’t found a hidden mirror. And 
maybe that made sense. 

The individual panes were all the same depth. There would be no way 
to hide anything behind them, unless the mirror stuck out—which 
would’ve been way too obvious. 

So it had to be one of the walls. 

But the walls were all crystal, not glass—weren’t they? 

Sophie sank to the floor, leaning against the bed and rubbing her eyes 
to bring some moisture back to them. She was pretty sure she hadn't 
blinked in over an hour, and she was so tempted to give up and go to 
bed, try again in the morning when her head was clearer and the light 
was better. 

But she was so close. 

A vibration in her pocket made her jump, and her stomach turned 
sour as she pulled out her Imparter. 

“Swan song,” Keefe whispered, not quite looking at her. 

She knew it was lame, but she had to tell him, “I’m sorry.” 

“Don't be. In fact . . . it almost makes sense. I finally understand 
everything I’ve ever felt about my life. I mean, it still sucks. And I have 
no idea what I’m supposed to do now.” 

“No one can hear you, right?” 


“No. They left me a note. Apparently my mom wanted to go to some 
fancy restaurant in Atlantis, so he took her and they’re still not back. 
Guess I shouldn’t be surprised they weren’t sitting at home worrying 
about me anymore.” 

apm” 

“Please don’t say you're sorry again. It makes me want to smash 
things, and that would be really hard to explain—and not because I’m 
mad at you,” he added. “It’s just . . . I don’t want you to be sorry because 
one of the people who tried to kill you just so happens to be my dad. 
Every time I think about it, I want to fling goblin throwing stars at all his 
favorite things. Which again, would be pretty hard to explain.” 

“Then don’t think about it.” 

“I won't. I’m going to go drink a couple cups of slumberberry tea and 
hope it knocks me out until the plan is ready.” 

“Uh, that’s not dangerous, right?” 

Half a smile curled his lips. “Nope, it’s just tea. My mom makes my 
dad at least three cups a night. I guess now I know why he has trouble 
sleeping.” 

Sophie bit her lip. “Pll hail you as soon as I hear from the Black 
Swan.” 

“Thanks. Oh, and . . . Sophie?” 

“Yeah?” she asked, surprised he was using her first name. 

“Please don’t hate me, okay?” 

“Keefe, I will never hate you.” 

“But—” 

“No ‘buts.’ In fact, I remember a pretty smart person telling me that 
our families don’t get to decide who we are. And that goes one step 
farther. Our parents don’t make us who we are either. Look at how much 
you've rebelled against your dad. Deep down, you’ve always known you 
didn’t want to be him. Now you finally know why.” 

“Yeah, I guess,” he mumbled, rubbing his eyes—either from tears or 
exhaustion, Sophie couldn’t tell which. 

She hoped it was the latter and told him, “Get some sleep.” 

He nodded and clicked away. 

“Pll go deliver the message,” Sandor said, making her drop the 
Imparter. 


“Seriously—how do you sneak around like that on those giant feet?” 

“Goblin secret. But the tide is too high for you to join me. Can you 
stay out of trouble while I’m gone?” 

“The only thing I’m in danger of is dying of boredom.” She glanced at 
the endless stretches of crystal and glass, wondering if she was even 
looking in the right place. 

Jolie could’ve hidden the mirror anywhere. Maybe even at school... 

No—that wouldn’t make sense. Access to the elite towers was 
restricted to the elite and Sophie doubted Jolie meant for one of her 
schoolmates to find it. Why else would she leave the clue at her house? 
Plus, if she wanted to keep it safe, why hide it somewhere there'd be 
hundreds of prodigies who could accidentally stumble across it. 

No, Jolie must have hidden it at Havenfield. And the safest place 
would be her room. 

Sophie just had to search smarter. 

She moved to the indent in the carpet where Vertina used to be and 
placed her feet on the line, facing the same way. Whatever mirror Jolie 
meant couldn’t have been within Vertina’s line of sight—otherwise 
Vertina would’ve known where to find it. Which meant Sophie could 
rule out... 

Most of the places she'd already wasted time checking. 

Awesome. 

She swallowed her frustration and turned to face where Vertina 
couldn't see, looking for somewhere that wouldn’t draw much attention. 
One of the corners seemed to have more shadow than light, and there 
was a strip of space next to the bookshelves, covered mostly by the lace 
curtains of the nearby window. She tiptoed to the corner—afraid that 
making a sound would scare the dim possibility away. And maybe it 
worked, because when she pulled back the dusty lace, she found a 
narrow row of square glass panes. 

The square in the center was a mirror. 

“Got you,” Sophie whispered, tracing her fingers along the edge. 

The mirror felt slightly less flush with the wall than the other panes, 
and when she pressed the upper right corner, the mirror popped out, 
swinging on an invisible hinge. Her hands shook as she pushed the 


door aside, revealing a sliver of a compartment—barely deep enough to 
pass her fingertips—with a slim lavender journal tucked inside. 

The cover felt cold as she traced her finger along the elegant runes 
drawn in the center, and it took Sophie’s mind a second to translate the 
word: 

Reflections. 

Jolie had written it using the Black Swan’s cipher. And yet, when 
Sophie turned to the first page she found row after row of carefully 
shaped runes that formed nothing more than gibberish. Nonsensical 
words mixed with lines and squiggles and dots and dashes. For page 
after page after page. 

“You've got to be kidding me,” Sophie grumbled, flipping the book 
upside down, like that would somehow fix it. 

It didn’t. 

Still... something felt familiar about the runes. 

She closed her eyes, hoping a memory was about to trigger. 

“What’s that?” Edaline asked, making Sophie stumble backward into 
the bookshelf. 

“Sorry, you scared me,” Sophie mumbled, trying to hide the journal 
behind her back. But she knew Edaline had seen it. And when Edaline 
made her way over she realized she'd left the secret compartment wide 
open. 

“How did you find this?” Edaline whispered, swinging the mirror 
back and forth on its hinge. 

“It’s ...a long story.” 

“Well, lve got time.” 

Sophie was tempted to lie—or dart upstairs and lock herself in her 
room. But... Edaline was Jolies mother. So she followed Edaline over 
to the bed and explained about Prentice’s memory, and the mirrored 
compact, and Vertina’s clue, and the gibberish journal. 

Edaline didn’t speak when she'd finished. Just took the journal and 
flipped back and forth through the pages. 

Flip. 

Flip. 

Flip. 


“Should I not have told you?” Sophie asked, hating the shadows that 
had crawled under Edaline’s eyes. 

“No. In fact .. . I think Jolie might have tried to tell me. She came 
home rather suddenly, not long before the fire. I could tell she was 
stressed, but she wouldn't tell me why. And one night I found her 
sitting, pretty much right here, staring at that wall. When I asked if she 
was Okay, she asked me, ‘What if someone wasn’t who you thought they 
were?” 

“That’s what she told Vertina,” Sophie whispered. “Td thought she’d 
discovered the leak in the Black Swan. But now we know they don’t have 
a leak, so... do you have any idea who she meant?” 

Edaline shook her head. “At the time, I’d just figured she was having 
a fight with her friends. They’d been pulling away from her after she got 
engaged, and Jolie had been pretending not to notice. But I knew it was 
breaking her heart. So I told her, ‘There will always be people who 
disappoint us, and it’s up to us to decide when to forgive, and when to 
walk away.” 

“Did she say anything to that>” 

“She said ‘I love you, Mom. And I remember being surprised by it. 
I’d been ‘Mother’ for a very long time. It was so nice to be ‘Mom’ again.” 

There couldn't be a more perfect moment for Sophie to tell Edaline 
the same thing, finally cross that line and start treating her like a parent, 
not just a guardian. 

But the moment slipped away. 

“Was that the last time you saw her?” Sophie asked, hoping the 
question wasn’t too painful. 

“No. I saw her the day of the fire. She stopped by out of the blue, and 
I remember thinking she looked tired—though of course I’ve since 
wondered if she also looked afraid. She told me she thought it was time 
to walk away, and I... I thought she meant Brant. I thought the 
pressure of the bad match had finally gotten to her, and I knew shed 
never forgive herself if she gave up just because it was hard. So I told 
her to never let fear drive her. I told her . . .” 

“What?” Sophie asked when she didn’t finish. 

But Edaline shook her head, handing Sophie the journal as she stood. 
“Hindsight is a dangerous game to play.” 


She turned to head for the door. But before she left, she whispered, 
“I’m not going to try to stop you from finding out what Jolie was into. 
But I am going to tell you what I should have said to her that day. Please 
be careful. And if whatever you're chasing starts to catch up with you— 
run, don’t walk away.” 


FIFT Y-SEVEN 


A SCROLL ARRIVED THE NEXT morning, bearing the Council’s 


official seal. 

Sophie had a horrible, flip-floppy feeling, since the deadline King 
Dimitar had given the Council was almost up. But when she mustered 
the courage to break the seal, she found an invitation to an event at 
Foxfire that evening. As far as Sophie could tell, it appeared to be some 
sort of hybrid between the inauguration of Magnate Leto and an official 
Council assembly—which sounded like a terrifying combination. But 
Grady didn’t seem concerned. 

“They’ve always done an inauguration when a new Principal is 
appointed,” he said, pouring himself a cup of some sort of strange red 
tea. “And the Councillors are always there, just like they are during the 
Opening Ceremonies. Remember, Foxfire is a noble academy. The 
Council is a part of their celebrations.” 

“Right, but, it says’—she picked up the scroll, reading directly from 
one of the paragraphs—‘“Further updates will also be delivered by the 
Council, and the event will conclude with an important public 
announcement. Is that normal>” 

“No,” Grady admitted. “But . . . this is a strange time for the Council. 
Both their official amphitheater and their tribunal hall burned in the 
Everblaze. They also have a brand-new Councillor, a terrified populace 
demanding answers, King Dimitar threatening war, a city to rebuild, and 
somewhere in there they also need to inaugurate a new principal. I’m 


guessing they figured that since we'd all be gathering anyway, they 
might as well double up and address some of the people’s questions.” 

“I guess,” Sophie mumbled, still staring at the scroll. 

“You're worried they’re going to announce your punishment there, 
aren't you?” Grady asked. 

“Shouldn't I be? I mean . . . doesn’t it seem like the perfect place?” 

“It does... .” 

He dragged out the word as he rubbed a crease on his forehead. 
“Listen, Sophie, I haven’t wanted to tell you this, but there’s been a bit of 
drama surrounding your upcoming sentence. A rather vocal group of 
people have seized upon it as an opportunity to . . . have you expelled.” 

All the blood drained from her face. “From Foxfire?” 

Grady nodded. “They know you were indirectly involved with the fire 
—and then they watched you almost cause a war with King Dimitar. 
They're scared, Sophie. And when people are scared, they do crazy, 
heartless things. Like blame an innocent girl for impossibly complicated 
situations, and try to keep her away from their children.” 

Sophie stared at her sleeve, flicking away a piece of lint. “Do you 
think the Council’s going to listen to them?” 

“No, I don’t. Alden’s met with them several times, and he’s confident 
that they have a different punishment in mind.” 

“And what punishment is that?” she asked, no longer able to breathe. 

“Unfortunately I have no idea. They’re being extremely tight-lipped, 
since they need to make sure King Dimitar approves it before the 
sentence is given. Alden still feels that it will likely involve time at the 
Sanctuary. But he also warned me that there might be something else in 
addition, and judging by this invitation, I’m guessing it’ll be some sort 
of public reproval.” 

“Do I want to know what that means?” she asked, trying not to 
envision stocks and whips. 

“Basically they would deliver your punishment in front of everyone, 
along with a stern lecture.” 

“That’s ... it?” 

Grady laughed. “And here I thought you'd be panicking.” 

“Well, I don’t Jove the idea of being humiliated in front of my entire 
school. But compared to being expelled...” 


“It’s definitely better,” Grady agreed, pulling her in for a hug. 

She rested her head against his chest, letting the sound of his steady 
heartbeat calm her racing pulse. 

Then Grady had to ruin the moment by adding, “It’s probably going 
to be a pretty humiliating experience, though, Sophie. People see you as 
a threat to the peace and safety of our world. If the Council’s not going 
to give them what they want, they’re going to have to come down very 
hard on you to prove they have you under control. I promise, everything 
is going to be okay. But I think we need to prepare for the fact that 
tonight is going to be... a very long night.” 


The crowd at Foxfire was even larger than Sophie had been expecting. 

It leaked out the ornate golden doors to the main amphitheater— 
where the inauguration was being held—and spilled into the grassy 
courtyard, crushing the bushes shaped like the different mascots and 
blocking the path. 

A tiny, less-than-nice part of Sophie wished one of the glaring people 
would accidentally find one of the effluxers and trigger an epic stink 
blast—especially when she spotted Marella standing with Stina. 

There was a pocket of space between them, like neither girl truly 
wanted to be with the other. But when Marella noticed Sophie watching 
her, she tossed her hair and turned away. 

Sandor kept a loose grip on Sophie’s wrist, leading her straight to a 
security checkpoint outside the main entrance. A dozen elves in bright 
orange capes were scanning everyone’s registry pendants and dividing 
them into two lines, one leading up to the arena’s seats, and one to the 
floor level. Only noble families were given access to the floor—but not 
all of them. And as far as Sophie could tell, there seemed to be no 
reason for the division. 

Her family was sent to the floor. 

The crowd was thinner there, filled mostly with stern-looking elves 
dressed in very fancy capes. So Sophie was surprised to recognize a 
familiar face. 


“Dex?” she called, rushing over to his seat in the second row, near the 
center. He was sitting right behind the seats marked for her, and his 
whole family was with him—even the triplets. Sophie had never seen 
Kesler and Juline dressed so fancy—though their capes were still far 
simpler than the finery that surrounded them. “I didn’t know you'd be 
here.” 

“Thought I’d be up in the common area, didn’t you?” he asked, his 
wide grin making it clear that he didn’t mind if she had. “Not anymore! 
They stopped us on our way in and told us that because one of my 
inventions would be featured prominently in the assembly, they wanted 
me nearby in case they needed any assistance.” 

“That’s awesome,” Sophie told him, knowing it was the reaction he 
was expecting. 

But... why would the Council want to demonstrate a weapon? 

Kesler patted Dex on the back, his pride obvious—though he still 
looked like he’d rather be back in his lab coat, whipping together some 
sort of crazy concoction. 

“Oh—before I forget,” Dex said, glancing over his shoulder as he dug 
into the pocket of his jeweled blue cape. “I finally had a chance to fix 
this.” 

He handed over her iPod, which now had a small silver triangle 
sticking out of the base. “I still don’t get why you need this. But that 
receiver will pick up pretty much any kind of signal you want. And I 
made a few tweaks to the way it works, because, well, man that thing 
was slow.” He touched the screen, tapped one icon, and instantly the 
Internet loaded. “That’s what you needed, right?” 

“Yeah—it’s perfect.” Sophie shoved it into her pocket before anyone 
could notice—though Sandor had already seen, and was giving her his 
Do you really think this is the time or place to have human technology 
out in plain sight? look. “You're the best.” 

“T know.” 

She elbowed him, and he laughed. 

But he turned serious as he studied the packed audience above them. 
“I heard the Councillors saying something about an announcement 
regarding you. Everything okay?” 


“I hope so.” She said it with a smile, but what little shed choked 
down of her dinner turned to prickles in her stomach. 

Despite Grady’s assurances, she couldn’t help worrying that the 
Council was going to expel her. That wasn’t something they would need 
a unanimous vote for. Only a majority—and she wasn’t sure she had 
seven supporters. 

She wasn’t sure she even knew seven of the Councillor’s names. 

Still, it had to help that Dame Alina was the newest member to the 
Council. She'd seen firsthand how well Sophie did at school—surely 
she'd be able to come to her defense. 

“It’s time to take your seats,” a snooty sounding elf told them, 
shuffling past in a silver-and-black cape. “The inauguration will begin in 
a moment.” 

Sophie had barely settled into her chair next to Edaline—which was 
also conveniently in front of the steps for the stage—when the bells 
chimed a slow, tinkling peal, and the Councillors and their bodyguards 
appeared. 

They weren’t wearing their usual gowns and capes. Instead, they 
wore identical silver suitlike garments, with simple, fitted jackets and 
tailored pants. Their long silver cloaks had hoods, which they all tossed 
back in unison, revealing matching silver circlets. The female 
Councillors even had their hair pulled back, making it hard to tell which 
Councillor was which. 

The only one easy to recognize was Councillor Emery, whose dark 
skin gave him an air of importance as he welcomed everyone to the 
assembly. He explained that the inauguration would happen first, 
followed by a brief speech from the Councillors, which would conclude 
with an announcement—and Sophie was pretty sure he glanced at her 
when he said the last part. 

Sophie reached for Edaline’s hand as the Councillors stepped back, 
leaving room for Magnate Leto to move to the center of the stage. His 
orange robes were a vivid flame among the muted silver of the Council, 
and when the floor beneath him lifted to create a pedestal, he looked like 
a torch—a torch that suddenly had an unearthly green glow as the lights 
dimmed in the auditorium. 


“Foxfire,” Sophie whispered, realizing the glow was the same shade 
as the luminous mushrooms the academy was named after. 

No matter how many times the elves explained the “illumination in a 
darkened world” analogy, she would never stop thinking it was weird to 
have a school named after glowing fungus. 

Councillor Emery’s booming voice snapped her out of her spore- 
related musings, and he unrolled a golden scroll, reading a long, boring 
oath for Magnate Leto to repeat—most of which Sophie tuned out. All 
she really caught was the final stanza—and only because Councillor 
Emery raised his voice to make it echo around the auditorium. 

“Do you swear to put the safety and success of your prodigies above 
all else—even your own life?” 

“Yes!” Magnate Leto called, lowering into a deep bow as polite 
applause filled the arena. 

One by one the Councillors dipped their heads, paying their respects 
to the new principal of Foxfire. And when they reached the last of the 
twelve, Dame Alina, she stepped forward, holding a narrow scepter with 
a glowing orange F on the end. For a horrible second Sophie thought 
they were going to brand the F onto Magnate Leto’s skin, like farmers 
did to cattle. Instead, Dame Alina pressed the glowing end against the 
center of the pedestal and turned it like a key, making the room rain 
with glittering orange sparks. 

The sight should’ve been breathtaking, but it reminded Sophie too 
much of the Everblaze. And from the squeamish looks on the Council’s 
faces, she clearly wasn’t the only one fighting flashbacks. 

“That’s the key to Foxfire,” Edaline whispered as the pedestal lowered 
and Dame Alina handed the scepter to Magnate Leto. 

He dropped to his knees and vowed that the light would never go 
dark on his watch. Then he pressed the key into the floor and the room 
flooded with light, so bright Sophie had to rub her stinging eyes. 

By the time her vision cleared, the pedestal was gone and Magnate 
Leto had stepped back to the shadows. 

“Under normal circumstances, our festivities would end here,” 
Councillor Emery said as the Councillors moved to center stage. “But we 
all know our circumstances are hardly normal at the moment. We thank 
you for your patience and trust, and we're happy to announce that the 


gnomes have reported to us just this morning that the cleanup in 
Eternalia is now complete. Every speck of ash and refuse has been 
washed away—a truly incredible gift these remarkable creatures have 
given us, and we all owe them a debt of gratitude. In the months ahead 
we will owe a similar debt to the dwarves for their help rebuilding what 
we've lost. And we always owe a debt to the goblins for standing at our 
side, ready to serve and protect. All of these creatures support us—not 
just because they are generous, compassionate beings—but because 
they rely on us for something as well. Something that recently we've 
been failing to deliver.” He paused for a second, letting the audience lean 
forward in their seats, before he told them: “Peace.” 

The word triggered a murmur in the crowd, and Councillor Emery 
waited for them to fall silent before he continued. 

“We did not ask for the role of peacekeepers on this complicated, 
ever-changing planet. And yet it is the role we were born to take. Our 
unique gifts and abilities have enabled us to secure stability amongst our 
world, as well as the five protected kingdoms, for millennia. And despite 
recent turmoil, our role has not changed. Our rule will not fall to threats, 
or rebellion. Nor will we stand back and let insubordination go 
unpunished.” 

Sophie was pretty sure every eye in the room was on her at that point, 
but she didn’t scoot down in her chair. Her legs didn’t even tremble as 
she stood at Councillor Emery’s command—but her heart pounded so 
hard it hurt as she climbed the stairs and took center stage. 

“Weve heard many cries for various punishments for the child you 
see before you—and I can assure you, we considered each one at great 
length. It’s an extremely complicated issue. On the one hand, many of 
the actions that have angered you were things Sophie didn’t necessarily 
choose. Others—while wrong—were largely the result of a lack of 
experience. We all must remember, Sophie Foster is not normal.” 

Sophie closed her eyes as the words rattled around her mind. She 
knew they were true. Yet somehow that made them hurt more. 

“This child—through no fault of her own—has been given abilities 
she neither understands nor is able to control. Pair that with a lack of 
education and experience in our laws, and we have the perfect formula 


for disaster. But do we blame an out of control cart for crashing? Or do 
we blame the driver?” 

More murmurs and mutterings, many of them clearly blaming her. 
But Sophie was more freaked out by the realization that she had no idea 
where Emery was going with this. It didn’t sound like the kind of speech 
that was going to end in we order Sophie to scoop dinosaur poop at the 
Sanctuary for the rest of the year. 

“Most of you have heard mention of a Black Swan group hiding in the 
shadows,” Councillor Emery continued, starting to pace now. “And many 
of you are aware that they’re the very organization responsible for the 
existence of the child standing before us. Perhaps you’ve even heard 
whispers of good deeds they’ve done to cover their bad. Rumors of 
future plans meant to save us all. And you probably haven’t known how 
to feel about this information. Neither have we. Such open defiance has 
never existed in our world, and our inherent desire to believe the best in 
our people has caused us to hold back, hoping to discover a missing 
piece that would plant this organization on the side of right. Instead, all 
we find is wrong.” 

He turned to stare at Sophie, making it clear he included her in that 
wrongness, and she wished they'd given her something to hold herself 
steady. Her wobbly knees couldn’t carry her much longer. 

“We promised you an announcement tonight,” Emery continued, 
“and it is this. Our vow to you that our primary goal is now to track 
down the members of this organization and punish them for their 
illegal actions. And we shall not rest until every last one has been 
captured.” 

“What?” Sophie asked, not sure if anyone could hear her over the roar 
of the crowd. 

She couldn’t tell if they were cheering or complaining. But she could 
see Grady on his feet—and Alden moving toward him from his seat a 
few rows farther back. Their mouths seemed to be saying the same 
thing she was. 

“You're going after the wrong group!” 

If Councillor Emery heard them, he ignored it. Instead he called the 
crowd back to order, holding out his hands as Councillor Liora conjured 
a small flat black box into them. 


“We realize this task we’ve sworn to will be no easy matter,” he said, 
moving slowly toward Sophie. “Were hunting a group who’ve become 
extremely skilled in the art of hiding. Nevertheless, we will find them. 
And in the meantime we will do everything we can to minimize the 
damage they’ve done to our world. Which is why we've created this.” 

He opened the box, pulling out a silver circlet with three flat stones 
set into the curled pattern. Something about the design looked familiar, 
but Sophie’s mind was spinning too fast to make the connection. 

It wasn’t until he raised it over her head that she realized what was 
happening. 

Two of the Council’s bodyguards rushed to her sides, holding her in 
place as Councillor Emery clamped the silver band around her forehead. 

The circlet was Dex’s telepathy restrictor. 

The Council was trying to take away her abilities. 


FIFT Y-EIGHT 


SOPHIE COULDN’T THINK THROUGH THE PAIN. 


The world had twisted into a smear of color and light—echoing with 
pounding, pulsing screams. She could feel her body being bumped and 
jostled, but she couldn't tell what was happening. She wasn’t entirely 
sure if she was still awake—and she hoped she wasn't. 

If this was reality, she wasn’t sure how to survive it. Except to retreat 
from the agony. 

She pulled her consciousness back, following a feint trail of warmth 
to the nook in her mind. Soft gray fog curled around her and she buried 
herself in it, sinking deeper and deeper until the last of the noise faded. 

She was safe. 

Happy, even. 

Content to curl up tight and stay there forever. 

But reality came crashing back, flooding her senses with light and 
sound as someone shook her awake. 

“Sophie, can you hear me?” a deep, accented voice asked. “Nod if you 
can hear me.” 

Sophie nodded, triggering a chorus of relieved sighs. 

Arms wrapped around her then—a tangle so thick, she couldn’t tell 
how many people were holding her. She leaned into them, soaking up 
their strength and support until she could open her eyes. 

Blurry shapes slowly morphed into faces. 

Too many faces. 


It took her brain a second to work out that some of them lived only in 
mirrors, and another second after that to recognize Dame Alina’s old 
pyramid-shaped office. In front of her stood Elwin, Tiergan, and Alden, 
looking stressed and weary as they studied her. Grady and Edaline 
hovered behind them with tear-stained faces, along with a ghostly pale 
Magnate Leto. Behind them were all twelve Councillors—none of whom 
seemed to want to look at her. And cowering behind everyone was a 
crying, trembling Dex. 

“Tm sorry,” he mumbled when Sophie met his eyes. “I didn’t know— 
I swear. I thought—” 

“There is nothing to apologize for,” Councillor Emery interrupted. 
“Obeying the order of the Council is never to be regretted.” 

“In this case it is!” Grady shouted. “You may be able to ban Sandor 
from this room—but I will defend her when he can’t. How could you 
even think of doing this to an innocent child?” 

“If she’s so innocent,” Councillor Emery said calmly, “why did she 
illegally visit a Forbidden City yesterday?” 

“How did you... ?” Sophie started to ask, but her voice trailed off 
when she remembered the registry pendant clamped around her neck. 

“Yes, Miss Foster,” Councillor Emery said as she reached for her 
necklace. “We do have ways to keep track of you. We choose not to use 
such methods very often, to protect our people’s freedom. But imagine 
our disappointment when we checked yours yesterday—during a 
particularly heated debate regarding your punishment, no less—and 
found you had visited your former residence. We do not know why you 
went there, but we can only assume it had something to do with the 
Black Swan. Which is why we decided on a more drastic punishment.” 

He held out the telepathy restrictor, no longer clamped around her 
head—which explained why she could think again. 

She shrank back in her chair, and Grady and Edaline moved in front 
of her, shielding her behind them. Alden and Tiergan moved to their 
sides. 

“You're not getting anywhere near her with that,” Grady warned. 

“The matter has already been decided,” Councillor Emery said calmly. 
“And interfering with the Council’s decisions is a treasonous offense.” 

Grady snorted. “Not if the Council’s gone crazy.” 


“Watch yourself, Lord Ruewen,” one of the Councillors Sophie had 
never heard speak before told him. “We have dwarves on standby, ready 
to haul any resisters off to Exile. We will not tolerate such disrespect.” 

“But can you tolerate cruelty?” Alden asked quietly. “You saw how the 
device affected her. She was practically catatonic.” 

“And you should see the damage to her cells,” Elwin chimed in. “It'll 
take three serums to heal it.” 

Sophie tried to swallow, but her mouth had gone dry. 

Was her brain damaged? 

“And that was only from a few minutes with the device,” Alden 
reminded them. “I understand you've never used this technology before, 
but surely now that you've seen the effect, you realize it’s far too 
dangerous.” 

“What we realize is that it needs some final adjustments. Mr. 
Dizznee!” Councillor Emery called, his voice ringing off the glass walls. 
“You told us this gadget might need to be calibrated to the individual, 
correct?” 

Dex stumbled back, scrambling for the door. “I’m not helping you 
with that.” 

“The door is being guarded, Mr. Dizznee. And need I remind you 
that disobeying a direct order from the Council is an exile-able offense?” 
Councillor Emery asked. 

“Before you answer that, Dex, might I also remind you that you are 
not the only Technopath who can help us with this?” Councillor Alina 
chimed in quietly. “Surely you'd rather make the needed adjustments 
yourself?” 

“Are you really in support of this, Alina?” Alden asked. “Destroying 
the abilities of a child—” 

“Restricting them,” Councillor Alina corrected. “And yes, I am. I find 
it rather interesting that you all keep referring to her as a child. Have 
you forgotten that most children Sophie’s age have yet to even manifest 
an ability? The reason for that—one can only assume—is that our 
genetics know that we are not ready to handle power at such a tender 
age. The Black Swan broke the laws of nature by triggering Sophie’s 
abilities too early. And don’t even get me started on how many they gave 
her.” 


“My son manifested at thirteen,” Alden reminded her. “And Biana 
just did as well.” 

“Yes, and Sophie manifested her telepathy at five,” Councillor Emery 
argued back. He sighed, running his hands through his dark hair as he 
turned to face Sophie, Grady, and Edaline. “It brings us no pleasure 
having to do this. But Sophie is out of control. Her abilities must be 
reined in. For the safety of us all.” 

The rest of the Council nodded in agreement, except Terik and 
Oralie, and—quite surprisingly—Bronte. 

She only had three supporters, Sophie realized. 

And one of them didn’t even like her. 

“Perhaps there’s another way,” Magnate Leto suggested in the silence 
that followed. “A full-time chaperone, or—” 

“The Council has already considered all other possibilities,” 
Councillor Emery interrupted, emphasizing the word “Council” to make 
it clear that Magnate Leto was not a part of it. 

If only he’d been elected instead of Dame Alina—though that would 
still only leave her with four supporters. But four was better than three. 

“Now, Mr. Dizznee,” Councillor Emery said, holding out the ability 
restrictor to Dex. “Please don’t make this any worse than it already is.” 

Dex locked his knees and shook his head as thick, sloppy tears 
streamed down his cheeks. 

“It’s okay, Dex,” Sophie said quietly. “Just do what they’re saying.” 

“How can you say that?” he asked, his voice cracking. 

Because it was the only way she could think of to get the people she 
cared about safely out of that room. 

“If Dex can make it so it doesn’t hurt,” she told Grady and Edaline, 
“then ... fine. It only affects my abilities, right?” 

“Right,” Councillor Alina answered immediately, though Sophie 
wondered how she could really know. “And it will only be until you're 
older and mature enough to handle such things—and until the Black 
Swan’s threat is contained.” 

“The Black Swan is not the threat,” Alden said firmly. 

“We are not getting into that debate,” Councillor Emery informed 
him, grabbing Dex’s arm and dragging him forward. “Make the 
adjustments we need.” 


“Pll be fine,” Sophie promised, when Dex still wouldn’t cooperate. 
“Please, Dex. I could never live with myself if you got exiled for me.” 

“And how am I supposed to live with this?” he whispered. 

“Comfortable in the knowledge that you did the right thing,” 
Councillor Emery told him, waving the circlet under Dex’s nose. 

Sophie could see the emotions warring in Dex’s eyes and knew he 
wasn’t ready to agree. 

“No one will do a better job making it painless for me,” she 
whispered. 

That seemed to be the key. 

Slowly, hands shaking, Dex took the circlet from Councillor Emery 
and stumbled to Sophie’s side. 

“If this hurts her, you will not like what happens,” Grady warned, 
addressing his threat to the entire group. 

“We are well aware of your abilities, Lord Ruewen,” Councillor Emery 
told him. “Don’t make us restrict you, as well.” 

“You'd never get the chance.” 

All twelve Councillor’s arms flew up, their hands lightly smacking 
each side of their faces. 

Judging by the mix of fury and fear in their eyes, Sophie knew they’d 
been mesmerized into the action. 

She grabbed Grady’s hand to stop him from going further. “Please 
don’t fight them. It’s going to be okay.” 

Grady’s eyes turned glassy. But he nodded and moved to her side, 
wrapping an arm around her as Edaline did the same. 

“I thought I was helping,” Dex whispered as he stared at his horrible 
creation. “I never thought...” 

“I know,” Sophie told him. 

“But you tried to warn me. You said I shouldn’t—and I still did—and 
now...” 
Dex was crying harder by then, and Sophie could only think of one 
thing that might help. 

She pulled him in for a hug. 

“You're going to hate me now,” he whispered through the sobs. 

Sophie promised she wouldn’t, hoping it was true. Then she let Dex 
go, holding his stare as she reminded him that the Councillors were 


waiting. 

Dex’s hands shook so hard he nearly dropped the circlet as he closed 
his eyes. His fingers traced up and down the curled silver wires, bending 
and kinking them in slightly different ways as beads of sweat trickled 
down his temples. His whole face was dripping when he finally opened 
his eyes, letting out a choked sob as he held out the gadget. 

“Will that fix it?” Councillor Emery asked, taking the circlet before 
Dex even answered. 

“I don’t know,” Dex told him, his voice dripping with venom. “Maybe 
we should test it on you.” 

Councillor Emery paled at the suggestion, and his voice was wobbly 
as he told him, “That would be pointless. You were supposed to be 
customizing it specifically for Sophie. So let’s see if you have.” 

“It’s okay,” Sophie whispered as Grady tried to block him. “Dex made 
sure it’s okay, right?” 

Dex’s nod wasn’t nearly as confident as she would have liked. Still, 
she clung to Grady and Edaline, promising them everything would be 
okay as Councillor Emery held the circlet over her head. 

“I can’t watch,” Elwin mumbled, turning away. 

Oralie, Terik, and Bronte did the same. 

The rest stared in silence as Councillor Emery placed the circlet 
around her forehead and pressed the stones against each of her temples. 

A sour wave rippled through her body. But there was no blinding 
headache—just a fuzzy sound in the back of her mind, like static. 

“Are you okay?” Grady asked, crouching down to get a closer look. 

Elwin was already flashing colors around her head and squinting 
through the light. “Her cells seem okay. A bit sluggish, but no further 
damage—so far.” 

“I’m fine,” Sophie promised, wishing she had something to wash 
down the sour taste. She sucked in slow, deep breaths, relieved when 
they eased some of the nausea. “Really, I’m okay.” 

Councillor Emery frowned. “Why can’t I get past her blocking? 
Shouldn't I be able to?” 

“Perhaps the device blocks all telepathic activity, even that from the 
outside,” one of the Councillors suggested. 


“Perhaps,” Councillor Emery said slowly. “But how do we know if the 
device is actually working>” 

“We should test her,” Councillor Liora suggested. “Sophie, can you 
tell me what I’m thinking?” 

“And how will that be conclusive?” Councillor Emery asked. “She 
could just lie.” 

“Then well have Oralie judge her emotions,’ Councillor Alina 
suggested. 

“No—I will have no part in this,” Oralie told them in the closest thing 
to a shout Sophie had ever heard her use. 

“Neither will I,” Tiergan jumped in. 

“Nor I,” Alden added. 

Councillor Emery rubbed his temples. “Then I suppose we'll have to 
wait until we have another Empath.” 

“Or, if I may,” Magnate Leto jumped in, “I might not be a Councillor, 
but I ama Telepath, and one of my strengths is knowing if someone has 
invaded my mind. If Sophie is able to get in, Pll be able to tell.” 

“And how will we know if he’s lying?” Councillor Alina asked. 

Magnate Leto gave her a cold smile. “If you don’t trust me, Emery is 
welcome to listen to the thoughts in my head.” 

“No, I suppose that won’t be necessary,’ Councillor Emery said 
slowly. “And it’s likely the best test we'll get.” 

“Why are you assuming I’m going to lie?” Sophie interrupted. “I’ve 
cooperated already, haven't I>” 

“Yes. And lets hope you continue to.” Councillor Emery told her. 

Sophie bit back a venomous reply as she moved shakily to Magnate 
Leto’s side and reached for his temples. 

She honestly wasn’t sure what she would do if she could hear him, 
but judging by how fuzzy her head felt, she doubted she would need to 
decide. Her concentration felt scattered and jumpy, switching from one 
thought to the next before she could even finish thinking it. 

She wondered if this was how people with ADD felt as she closed her 
eyes, took a deep breath, and tried to stretch out her mind. 

It felt a bit like shoving her head into a pool of mud—thick and 
sloshy and totally murky. But she could still press forward. Just very, very 
slowly. 


Bit by bit, inch by inch she crawled deeper into the mire and found . . 


... darkness. 

And silence. 

And pain. 

So much pain. 

A migraine that was worse than all the ones she'd endured during her 
years trapped with humans—combined. 

She had just started to retreat from the agony when she heard a soft, 
muffled sound. Not even a whisper. More like a breath. And when she 
focused what little energy she had left, the sound morphed into a string 
of feint words: 

If you can hear me, Sophie, do not let them know. 


FIFT Y-NINE 


SOPHIE DID THE ONLY THING she could think of. 


She fainted. 

Or pretended to, anyway. 

She fell into Grady’s arms, forcing herself to stay limp as everyone 
shuffled around her. Only when she heard Elwin talking about a jolting 
elixir did she slowly groan back to life. 

“Sorry. I don’t know what happened,” she mumbled, realizing with 
each word how hard her head was throbbing. The buzzing static had 
turned to a crashing waterfall. “I was trying to concentrate and... 
everything shut down.” 

Elwin helped her sit up, and when the head rush cleared she stole a 
quick glance at Magnate Leto. 

He nodded—only once. Not really a nod at all. 

But clearly he knew she'd heard him. And he was going to protect her 
secret. 

“Here,” Elwin said, handing her a bottle of Youth and flashing a 
yellow orb around her forehead. “You're severely dehydrated.” 

She downed the bottle in one long gulp. And it helped—a little. 

But her brain still felt like the verminion was chewing on it. 

Straining to hear that thought had drained every ounce of her 
strength. She didn’t know how she could ever re-create it. 

“We should take this contraption off now, before it does any 
permanent damage,” Elwin muttered. 


He reached for the band, but Dex grabbed his wrist to stop him. 
“Once the restrictor’s been activated, you can’t remove it unless you 
deactivate it first. That’s why they had me take it off the first time.” 

“Or else what?” Alden asked. 

“I’m not sure. It could be anything from partial brain damage to 
insanity. It’s a security feature they asked me to give it, so the person 
being restricted doesn’t have control.” 

“Great,” Sophie grumbled. Leave it to Dex to be thorough while 
sealing her misery. 

“I’m so sorry,” he told her for what felt like the billionth time. “Pll 
take it off right now—” 

“You'll do nothing of the sort! In fact, your services are no longer 
needed.” Councillor Emery dragged him toward the door. “Know this, 
Mr. Dizznee: If you make any change to the device—or its effect on her 
—your entire family will be charged with treason.” 

He shoved Dex into the goblins standing guard, locking him outside 
before he could respond. 

“How do you know the restrictor’s not harming her?” Grady 
demanded. “This is completely untested technology—developed by a 
thirteen-year-old-boy. You have no idea what effect it’s going to have in a 
few days or weeks.” 

“We'll monitor her progress closely,” Councillor Emery promised. “As 
I’m certain you will as well. She already keeps Elwin on standby, doesn’t 
she?” 

“You dare to make jokes—” Elwin started, but Sophie cut him off. 

“I’m kind of queasy, Elwin. Is there anything you can give me?” 

The nausea was actually the least of her problems—but she needed to 
keep Elwin distracted. Enough people she cared about were facing exile 
already. 

Elwin dug through his satchel, handing her at least a dozen elixirs 
and explaining how to administer them. When he was done, he flashed 
a green orb around Sophie’s face, studying her for a long time before he 
said, “I almost don’t want to say this, but . . . she seems okay. She'll 
probably need regular supplements, since this puts her under much 
heavier strain. But her vitals are holding steady.” 


“Wonderful,” Councillor Emery said, so pleased with himself Sophie 
wanted to scratch the smile off his face. 

“Perhaps Sophie should go home and rest, then,” Councillor Terik 
said quietly. He avoided Sophie’s gaze as he added, “It’s been a long day 
for all of us.” 

“It has,” Councillor Emery agreed. “And her punishment is complete, 
so we can dismiss the assembly without her.” 

“Wait—people are still here?” Sophie asked. 

“Of course,” Councillor Alina said, smoothing her hair in one of the 
mirrors. “They’re waiting for the final update.” 

Sophie could imagine them. Standing there judging her. Laughing at 
her. And that was only the beginning. Everyone knew about this—and if 
they didn’t, her ugly circlet would quickly give her away. 

She wasn’t The Girl Who Was Taken anymore. 

She was Talentless. 

“I need to go,” she told Grady, struggling to her feet. Her legs could 
barely hold her, but she refused to let anyone carry her out of there. 

She would not let the Council think they'd broken her. 

She held her head high as Edaline created a path. And the last thing 
she saw as she stepped into the light was Magnate Leto, giving her a 
quick wink. 


Sophie made it to her bedroom before the tears hit. But once they 
started, she couldn’t stop them. 

She didn’t even want to. 

She collapsed on her bed and burrowed under the covers, wishing 
she could build a nest and never leave—never have to face the world as 
the freak-girl with restricted abilities. 

It didn’t matter that shed been able to hear Magnate Leto. She'd 
nearly broken her brain to do it. 

But what would she do without her abilities? 

No one would want anything to do with her now. Not her friends. Not 
the Black Swan. Not Grady and Edaline. 

And she couldn’t blame them. 


She didn’t want anything to do with herself. 

The sobs turned to chokes, bruising her from the inside out until 
Edaline pulled back the covers and pressed a warm, sweet cup against 
Sophie’s lips. 

She knew it was slumberberry tea even before she saw the purple 
color, and she drank it gladly, downing the whole thing and hoping it 
knocked her out for a few years—decades—the rest of eternity. 

She strangled Ella as warm fluff swelled inside her mind, like her 
brain was spinning into cotton candy. Still, the softness couldn't erase 
the sting of the cold metal circlet cutting into her skin, and she tossed 
and turned and failed to find a comfortable position against her pillow 
until the drug dragged her away from the pain. 

She woke up later and didn’t bother opening her eyes. Her neck 
ached and her forehead was bruised and her pillow was soggy with 
drool. 

Edaline tried to get her to eat something, but she wasn’t hungry. 

All she wanted was more tea. 

She sank back into the cotton mind-candy, ignoring the voices that 
danced through her fluffy dreams. She couldn’t tell if they were real or 
imagined. 

But she heard Elwin worrying about her brain. 

Dex apologizing over and over again. 

Keefe insisting silver circlets were the hot new trend. 

Biana asking if she could help. 

Fitz promising he was there if she needed him. 

And Grady and Edaline, begging begging begging her to wake. 

She knew everyone needed her to be brave. 

But she needed to stay far, far away. So she dove deeper into her drug- 
induced haze, wishing she could find her way back to the nook in her 
mind and stay there forever. She’d been happy there. 

Safe. 

But all too soon the tea wore off again, and this time when she asked 
for more, Edaline wouldn’t give it to her. 

“You're scaring me, Sophie,” she whispered, wiping the sticky hair off 
Sophie’s forehead. “Elwin doesn’t think the circlet is hurting you— 


except for the abrasions on your skin, and he’s working on a cream for 
those. But is there something he’s missing? Are you sick?” 

Sophie pulled the covers over her head. 

“It’s okay to be angry,’ Grady said from somewhere in the room. 
“What the Council has done to you is . . . unspeakable. I resigned my 
position as Emissary yesterday.” 

“You did?” Sophie asked. 

“Yep. Alden was also ready to resign, but we decided to keep someone 
on the inside. So he’s staying for now. But that might change.” 

She slid her covers back and opened her eyes, regretting it when 
blinding light crashed into her brain. She curled up in a ball, rocking 
through the pain as Grady and Edaline held her as tight as they could. 

“I’m so sorry,” Edaline whispered. “If I could wear the circlet for you, 
I would.” 

“I’d rather make the Councillors run off a cliff.” 

Grady’s voice was so dark, Sophie believed him. Which was exactly 
what she'd been trying to avoid when she'd agreed to the horrible circlet 
in the first place. 

“Please,” she whispered, slowly lifting her heavy head. “Please don’t 
do anything crazy over me. I’m not worth it.” 

“What?” Grady asked as Edaline pulled her closer again. 

“I’m not worth it,” Sophie repeated, taking a deep breath to give her 
the strength to say the rest. “I’m... a failed experiment, okay? The Black 
Swan made me to do something—I don’t know what, but it doesn’t 
matter now because IIl never be able to do it and the whole thing is a 
waste. I bet if you asked them they’d say the same thing.” 

“I don’t care what the Black Swan created you for,” Edaline told her. “I 
don’t care if you dropped out of the sky or floated on the beach in an egg 
and hatched—you’'re still my daughter and I will always love you. No 
matter what.” 

Fresh tears burned Sophie’s eyes. “You don’t wish you could get rid of 
me now?” 

“Is that really what you think?” Edaline asked. 

Sophie hung her head, pointing to her circlet. “Who wants a freak in 
their family?” 


“The freaks are the Councillors who thought this was an acceptable 
punishment,” Grady growled. “But I promise, Sophie, nothing will ever 
make us not want you in our family. Nothing.” 

“But I keep ruining your lives!” 

“No—you made our lives worth living again,” Edaline promised. “You 
are a strong, beautiful, amazing girl, and nothing about this’—she 
traced a finger across the circlet-—“will ever change that. You will still be 
our daughter, and we will still love you because you—” 

“Remind you of Jolie?” The words stung her tongue and Sophie 
wished she could drag them back in. Especially when she saw their 
stunned faces. “Never mind. I shouldn’t have—” 

“Yes, you should,” Grady said, squeezing her shoulders to stop her 
from turning away. “Sophie, I—we—never meant to compare you to 
Jolie. Yes, you remind us of her in certain small ways. But only because 
we love you so, so much. And what we love is you. You know that, 
right?” 

A sniffle was the only answer Sophie could come up with. 

Edaline brushed a tear off Sophie’s cheek. “Please, Sophie. You have 
to believe us. We want you. Only you, okay? And that’s never going to 
change. Never.” 

Sophie swallowed a sob, feeling the knots tangled inside her loosen 
as she whispered, “You know what I want?” 

“What?” Grady asked. 

“A mom and dad.” 

She said the last words as a test, not sure how they'd feel. 

But they felt right. So right. 

Especially when Grady and Edaline whispered, “Thats what we're 
here for.” 

“No matter what,” Edaline added. 

“No matter what,” Sophie repeated. 

She pulled them close, needing to do this right. 

“I love you, Mom,” she whispered. “I love you, Dad.” 

“We love you too,” they both told her, their voices dissolving into sobs. 

Sophie had no idea how long they sat holding one another, or how 
much time had passed since the night the Council sentenced her. But 
she was finally ready to face the next day. 


And it was a good thing, because when she showered and dressed 
and slowly made her way downstairs, Grady and Edaline weren't alone. 

Sandor was waiting for her. 

So were Fitz and Biana. 

And Keefe. 

Sophie didn’t need to ask why they were there. 

She could see the tiny scrolls in their hands. 

Each sealed with the sign of the swan. 


SIXTY 


GIVEN HER RECENT TROUBLES, SOPHIE would've expected her 


parents to keep her far, far away from the very illegal scrolls that Fitz, 
Keefe, and Biana were holding. Instead they left them in the living room 
with mallowmelt and lushberry juice and went upstairs. They did tell 
Sandor to keep an eye on things. But mostly they seemed relieved to see 
Sophie doing something normal again. 

Or maybe they knew she was too useless to be involved anyway. . . . 

The Black Swan must’ve thought the same thing. Apparently they’d 
given Keefe a note within hours of Sophie’s sentencing, instructing him 
to tell Fitz and Biana about his dad and to wait for a new plan. Replacing 
one Telepath for another—with a Vanisher as a bonus. 

It was hard not to be bitter. 

Her friends sat on the couch opposite her, looking anywhere except 
her forehead. 

“You can all stop pretending not to notice it,” Sophie mumbled. 

She’d managed to cover part of the circlet with her hair, but the bands 
that crossed her forehead, and the flat beige stone that rested between 
her brows, were impossible to hide—unless she put a bag over her head. 
Which she was actually considering. 

“Honestly, I think it’s pretty,” Biana said, earning herself an elbow 
from Fitz. “What? I know it’s a terrible thing. But. . . at least it’s not ugly 
on top of it. Wouldn’t that be worse?” 

Sophie almost wanted to smile. 


Leave it to Biana to consider the fashion sense of an ability-restricting 
accessory. 

“Does it hurt?” Fitz asked after a second. 

“Yeah,” Keefe told him, before Sophie could lie. “I can feel it from 
here. And I gotta say, Sophie. I like Dex. But I kinda want to kick him in 
his special place.” 

“Me too,” Fitz agreed. 

“Me three,” Sandor added from his post near the front door. 

Sophie sighed. 

She didn’t want to hate Dex. But it was hard when just concentrating 
on the conversation felt like it was wringing all the energy out of her 
brain. She’d already shoved the ring he’d made her deep into the bottom 
of her drawer—along with her iPod, and anything else hed given her. 
And as soon as she had a chance, she was dyeing Iggy back to gray. 

Still, Dex wasn’t the only one to blame. 

“It’s my fault too. If I hadn’t tried to read King Dimitar’s mind...” 

She couldn't finish the sentence. And she definitely couldn’t look at 
Fitz, remembering the way he'd tried to warn her. 

“It’s not your fault,” Fitz promised, leaning closer to her. “The 
Councillors are being idiots. And if it helps . . . there are lots of people 
who agree.” 

Sophie snorted. “I’m sure most of the crowd was cheering.” 

“There were some,” Biana admitted. “But mostly everyone was 
stunned silent.” 

“Dude—even my dad thought it was messed up,” Keefe jumped in. 
“If that doesn’t say something .. .” 

His words felt like a slap to the cheek and Sophie hung her head, 
realizing she was pouting about a circlet when Keefe’s whole world was 
crumbling. 

“How’s everything going?” she asked quietly. 

Keefe shrugged. “My dad doesn’t know I know. My mom's asked a 
couple of times if I’m okay, but I’m sure she just thinks I’m worried 
about you.” 

“I still don’t think you should be staying there,” Fitz said, squeezing 
the edge of the couch. “What if Lord Cassius figures out that you’re on to 
him>” 


“Then he'll see that I’m ready for him.” Keefe pulled back his sleeve 
to reveal a row of goblin throwing stars. The steel in his eyes said he 
wouldn't hesitate to use them. But there was a quaver in his voice as he 
added, “I’m keeping close track of his emotions. If I sense anything 
weird, I’ll head to Everglen. But until then, we have to stick to the plan.” 

“T still don’t like it,” Fitz mumbled. 

“Me either,” Biana agreed. 

The anger in their tone made Sophie wonder how they'd reacted 
when Keefe first told them about his dad. After all, they'd known Lord 
Cassius for years. 

She was almost glad she hadn’t been there. 

“Besides,” Keefe said, clearing his throat and pulling down his sleeve, 
“it'll all be over soon anyway. That’s why we’re here—not that we didn’t 
want to check on you,” he told Sophie. 

“Right,” Biana quickly agreed. “Weve actually come by every day. 
Could you hear us? We couldn't tell.” 

Sophie’s face burned, imagining how ridiculous she probably looked, 
sulking under her covers. “Sorry. I... guess I’m not handling this as 
well as I should be.” 

“Uh, there is no ‘should be,” Keefe told her. “I’d be freaking out just 
as much if it happened to me. Probably more.” 

“Me too,” Biana agreed. “I never could’ve done what you did.” 

“What I did?” Sophie repeated. 

“I hid in Dame Alina’s office—or, I guess it’s Magnate Leto’s office 
now—when you were with the Councillors,” Biana admitted. “I heard 
the awful things they said. And I saw how you stopped resisting once 
they threatened to exile Dex. I don’t think I could’ve ever been that 
brave.” 

“Me either,” Fitz agreed. “But Sophie’s the bravest person I know. 
What’s wrong?” he asked as she turned away to blink back tears. “Is the 
circlet hurting?” 

“No. Well, yeah—it always hurts,” Sophie admitted, drying her eyes 
with her sleeve. “But . . . I’m not brave. I’ve been feeling sorry for myself 
for—how many days has it been? 

“Three,” Keefe admitted. 


“Three days,” she mumbled miserably. “So much time wasted. I just . 
. I thought no one would want anything to do with me now.” 

“Why?” they all asked in unison. 

She waved her hands around her head, like that explained everything. 

Keefe laughed. “You worry about the craziest things, Foster.” 

“But I’m basically the Council’s number one enemy!” she argued. 

“So?” Biana asked. 

“Yeah, that actually ups your Cool Points,” Keefe added. 

“And you know what the Council’s doing, right?” Fitz asked. “People 
were judging them for not having frissyn ready to stop the Everblaze, 
and for not making the healing safe enough in the first place, and for 
not catching even one rebel in all these weeks. So they made you the 
scapegoat to take the attention off themselves.” 

“Besides, Foster,” Keefe said, waiting for her to look at him, “when 
are you going to realize that you could wrap yourself in neon green 
feathers and start walking around roaring like a dinosaur, and we'd still 
hang out with you? Shoot—I’d join in.” 

“I would too,” Fitz agreed. 

“Me too—though I'd want pink feathers,” Biana decided. 

This time Sophie couldn't help smiling, and somehow it made her 
head hurt a little less. Enough that she finally felt ready to ask, “So, how 
much longer are we going to pretend you're not holding scrolls from the 
Black Swan>” 

“We're not pretending,” Fitz said after a second. “We just didn’t want 
to upset you.” 

“Because the Black Swan’s plan doesn’t include me.” 

“Actually, they sent us to you.” Keefe moved to the empty seat next to 
her and unrolled his scroll—which contained the longest message the 
Black Swan had ever used. 


ay order fo guard those who must be protected, 
On plan has changed and been perfected. 
‘si team of three will unite for the trip, 


a the teu of the She) on the northern tijo. 
sA cave of horrors will set the stage, 

Wi green boots rest, and never age. 
alee plans will await your arrival, 
Deron this note will ensure your survival, 


e the moonlark to set you on your way, 


Pe 
iei find us at sunrise on the third day. 


“Sunrise on the third day?” Sophie asked. “That was today.” 

“No. They gave these to us this morning. They were hidden in our 
lockers at Foxfire.” 

“Foxfire?” 

She hadn't realized shed been missing school. Not that it mattered. 
Her ability sessions would all have to be replaced, and those were the 
only subjects she’d been doing well in. 

“So you're the moonlark, right?” Keefe asked, like he could feel her 
mood plummeting. “That’s what that line means?” 

“I think so,” she mumbled. 

“Good, because that’s pretty much the only thing we could translate,” 
Biana admitted. 

“And we aren't fans of that ‘cave of horrors’ line,” Fitz added. 

“Yeah, please tell me that’s a joke or something, Foster. Cause I 
already did a cave of horrors thing with you a few weeks ago, and it 
wasn't awesome.” 

“I’m sure they mean a different cave. But . . . I’ve never heard of the 
Head of the Sky or green boots or...” 

Her voice trailed off as a hazy memory filled her mind—a lecture 
from one of her old high school science teachers, back when she was 


living with humans. 

“Actually,” she said, rereading the note again, “I think they mean 
Mount Everest. The Head of the Sky is another name humans use for it 
sometimes—and the Sanctuary’s built into the Himalayas, right? So if 
Silveny’s the ruse, it would make sense that the Black Swan would 
choose there. The northeast ridge has a cave where a climber in green 
boots froze to death. They call it Green Boots Cave because the body’s 
still there, preserved in the ice.” 

“Ewwwww—why haven’t the humans taken the body away?” Biana 
asked. 

“Because it’s way up in the dead zone of the mountain, where the 
conditions are too treacherous to move it. I remember my teacher telling 
me there’s, like, hundreds of bodies scattered all over Mount Everest.” 

“That might be the saddest thing I’ve ever heard,” Fitz said quietly. 
“Why would the Black Swan pick there?” 

“Maybe they wanted to creep the Neverseen out,” Keefe suggested. 
“And if so, I’m pretty sure it'll be mission accomplished!” 

“But how are you supposed to get there?” Sophie asked. “You can’t 
teleport”’— though she realized with a pang that she couldn’t teleport any 
more either—“and you can’t walk from the entrance to the Sanctuary in 
less than three days. Even if you could, you'd need a team of Sherpas, 
and oxygen tanks, and years of training. Climbing Everest is one of the 
most dangerous things humans do.” 

“Then why do they do it?” Biana asked. 

Sophie had asked her teacher the same thing. And he'd given her the 
same answer she gave them. “To see if they can.” 

Biana crinkled her nose. “Humans are weird.” 

“Maybe,” Fitz agreed, “but you gotta admire the bravery it takes to 
look at a massive mountain, knowing how deadly it is, and think, You 
know what? I’m going to climb anyway” 

“Sounds a bit like our Foster, doesn’t it?” Keefe asked. “Maybe that’s 
why she’s set a new record for near-death experiences.” 

“Not anymore,” Sophie mumbled. 

Now she was just the message translator, sitting in her cushy house 
while her friends risked their lives for her. “You guys shouldn't do this. 
It’s crazy.” 


“But it’s smart, too,” Fitz argued. “Think about it. If it’s that 
dangerous for us—and we have time to prepare—how much worse will 
it be for the Neverseen when they show up and find themselves at the 
top of a deadly mountain. I bet that’s another reason the Black Swan 
picked it.” 

“And my note came with this,” Biana added, holding out a tiny black 
swan charm. 

Sophie looked away, wishing she didn’t feel so replaced. 

But that used to be her charm. 

“That still won’t get you there,” she said after a second. “Not without 
some sort of special light or something.” 

“Yeah, but they’ll probably give it to us that day, just like they did last 
time,” Keefe reminded her. 

“Better hope they give you oxygen, too. You won't survive up there 
without it. And none of your clothes will be warm enough. And even 
then, you'll still have to deal with the Neverseen—and trap or no, they 
will fight back. . .” 

Her voice trailed off when she realized she was technically talking 
about Keefe’s dad. 

Keefe patted his sleeve full of weapons again, his face as white as 
bone. “I have to stop him from hurting anyone again. Fitz and Biana 
don’t have to, but—” 

“Were going with you,” Biana insisted. 

“Yeah, you're not doing this alone,” Fitz agreed. 

Sophie sighed. “Did the Black Swan have you tell your dad that 
they’re going instead of me?” 

“I told him Fitz is coming to handle your telepathic stuff with Silveny. 
But he doesn’t know Biana will be there—and I’m going to make sure it 
stays that way.” 

“I’m the secret weapon,” Biana said, vanishing again to prove it. 

Sophie stared out the windows, watching the sun creep toward the 
horizon. “It’s really hard to sit back and let you guys risk your lives for 
this.” 

“Tell me about it,” Grady called from the top of the stairs, making 
everyone jump. “Did you really think I wasn’t listening up here?” 


“I did,” Keefe admitted as Grady came down to join them. “Please— 
you can’t tell anyone about my dad. If he finds out—” 

“I know,” Grady interrupted, holding out a hand to calm him. “But 
before I agree, I have to ask—are you sure he’s with the Neverseen>” 

“Yeah,” Keefe mumbled, squeezing his Sencen crest pin. 

When he didn’t elaborate, Sophie explained about the aromark they’d 
found on Keefe’s hands and how the Neverseen kept finding them. 
Grady’s expression turned murderous. 

“You can’t tell anyone,” Keefe reminded him. “We need him to lead 
us to the others first.” 

“Right,” Grady said, running his hands down his face. “You can’t 
crush the first ant you find. You have to wait for the queen. So I will 
keep your secret—for now. But I will have goblins on standby near 
Candleshade in case things don’t go as planned. And you two need to 
tell your father,” he told Fitz and Biana. “I’m sure he will see the logic 
behind the Black Swan’s strategy—especially with the Council’s current 
uselessness. But he should know what his children are doing, and have 
the chance to make adjustments to keep you safe. Okay?” 

They glanced at each other before they both nodded. 

“Good. I’m going to make a few adjustments of my own,” Grady 
added. “First—Sandor’s coming with you.” 

Sandor frowned. “But Miss Foster—” 

“Will be perfectly safe right here,” Grady interrupted. “You should be 
with everyone on that mountain. And I should mention that this is the 
only way I'll agree to this plan. Otherwise I will find a way to stop you.” 

Keefe shrugged. “It’s fine with me, so long as Gigantor’s cool with it.” 

Sandor surprised him by bowing his head. “It would be my honor, 
Mr. Sencen.” 

“Ugh—can we stick with ‘Keefe’? I’m not exactly a fan of that name 
right now.” 

Sandor nodded. 

“Then I guess that settles that,” Keefe said, holding out his hands to 
Fitz and Biana. “I’ll need your scrolls. It says to destroy them.” 

“I can do that,” Grady said, removing a silver flint from his pocket. 

He lit the scrolls with a purple flame, letting the fire crawl over the 
paper like glowing moss, until there was nothing but a pile of ash. 


“By the way, Keefe,” Grady said, dusting the ash off his fingers. “I’m 
sorry your father is caught up in this. I’m hoping there’s been a mistake. 
But if not, I want you to know that you can come to me with anything. 
Same goes for all of you,” he told Fitz and Biana. “We have enough 
fighting against us at the moment. If were going to survive the coming 


days, we're going to have to trust one another and work together. Can we 
do that?” 


Everyone nodded. 


“Good. Then let’s all have another piece of mallowmelt. I have a 
feeling this will be our last peaceful meal for a few days.” 


SIXT Y-ONE 


SOPHIE RESISTED THE SLUMBERBERRY TEA before bed, and without 


it—and without a way to reach Silveny—she found sleep impossible. 
She finally crawled out of bed and spent the rest of the night curled up 
on the floor near her window, staring at the stars. 

They looked different, now that she’d seen how deadly their fire could 
be. 

She wondered if the Council felt the same. Did they stay awake all 
night, regretting holding Fintan’s healing in a room with a glass ceiling? 

They should. 

So why had they chosen that tower? 

Did they fear some sort of rescue by the dwarves who'd gone missing 
if they kept him underground? 

Or was there a darker, more sinister reason? 

Doubt was such a curious thing. Like lenses over her eyes, it blurred 
the lines between shadow and light, making everything murky and gray. 
Anything could mean anything. Or it could simply mean nothing at all. 

She knew only that the Council was capable of cold, unkind things, 
and now she was powerless to do anything about it. 

Or was she? 

She wasn’t ready to face Foxfire yet, and when she checked Grady’s 
office she found a runic dictionary thicker than her head. Her arms 
ached as she pulled it down and carried the heavy volume to her room, 
but it was worth the strain. Whatever code Jolie used in her journal had 


to have a pattern or a key. If she could figure out how it worked, she 
would be able to translate the pages. 

Her circlet slowed her progress. Every few lines her concentration 
started to stray—and she was fairly certain her photographic memory 
wasn’t working with the precision she was used to. But it felt good to do 
something productive. Even if it didn’t seem to be helping. 

Whenever she compared Jolie’s markings against the runic alphabets 
in the dictionary, she couldn’t find a match. In fact, the more she studied 
them, the more the writing looked unnatural—like Jolie had tried to 
copy something she’d been looking at, and sometimes her hand had 
failed her. Marks were scribbled on top of themselves, and many of the 
lines were bunched so close together that Sophie couldn’t tell which 
rune they were connected to. 

And yet, the whole mess still felt familiar. 

Her eyes were starting to blur when Sandor announced that she had a 
visitor, and Dex shuffled nervously into her room. 

“I wasn’t sure if you'd see me,” he mumbled. 

“I thought you were Fitz.” 

She knew she was being cruel, but she couldn’t stop herself. 

Dex didn’t rise to her bait. He just stared at the carpet, looking so sad 
and lost she had to tell him, “Sorry.” 

When he looked up there were tears in his eyes. “Pll take it off right 
now, Sophie. I don’t care if they exile me.” 

“Yes you do. And you know it won't be just you. I can’t let that 
happen.” 

“Then what should I do? Want me to wear one too? I will. I already 
started building it.” 

He reached into his Foxfire satchel and pulled out a dull metal circlet 
with a spikey pattern instead of swirls. 

Sophie grabbed it from him and ran over to Sandor, who crushed it 
into a ball of mangled metal with his giant goblin hands. 

“I know what you can do,” Sophie said as she took the ruined circlet 
and handed it back to Dex. “You can never build another one—and stop 
making weapons for the Council!” 

“I already did. I told them I wouldn’t build them another thing.” 

“What did they say?” 


He stared at the crushed ball, tracing his fingers over the individual 
bits of metal, like they were itching to repair it. “That they need my help 
to track down the Black Swan. And that even though things have calmed 
down with King Dimitar, that we still should be prepared from now on. 
They told me I could have some time to reconsider. But I won't. I don’t 
trust them anymore. I never really did. I just . . ” He sighed, shoving the 
ball of scrap into his satchel. “I just liked that I mattered, you know? All 
my life I’ve been treated like a waste of a birth fund. And then suddenly 
I had Councillors visiting my house to talk to me, telling me how 
amazingly talented I was. And I wanted to impress them. I know that’s 
no excuse. But I was just trying to make the Dizznee name something 
people respected. So the triplets wouldn’t have to go though what I went 
through.” 

Sophie sighed. “I know, Dex. I do understand. And I don’t want to be 
mad at you. But I am. And I probably will be for a while. Can you give 
me some time?” 

He nodded sadly. 

“But can I have one favor?” he asked. “No, favor isn’t the right word. I 
know I don’t deserve a favor.” He stepped closer, pointing to her bare 
finger. “I totally get why you took your panic switch off—and I know the 
last thing you want to do is call for me. But . . . what if the rebels come 
after you again? You can’t inflict or call anyone telepathically or teleport 
away, and I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened.” 

“She has me,” Sandor reminded him. 

“I know. But please, Sophie. Let me do something to keep you safe.” 

His eyes glistened with tears, and Sophie felt her eyes burn too. 

Dex was the boy who'd tackled the kidnappers so she could try to get 
away. He’d suffered in silence as they burned him over and over because 
he didn’t want them to do it to her. He was her first friend—her best 
friend—and he just wanted to keep her safe. 

So even though she was still angry with him, she dug out his ring and 
slipped it on her finger—and she stuffed her iPod back into her pocket, 
too. 

“Thanks,” he mumbled, turning away and wiping his eyes. “And 
remember, if you need anything, all you have to do is press the center 
stone and it will call for me.” 


Sophie nodded. 

She had no intention of ever using the button. But it was nice to have 
Dex back on her side. 

He left her then, and she went back to the mind-numbing task of 
studying runes. Shed only made it through a few more pages when 
Edaline peeked her head through the doorway, letting her know she had 
another visitor waiting for her in the living room. 

She expected to find Fitz, Keefe, or Biana with news of the Black 
Swan. Instead, she found Magnate Leto standing under the crystal 
chandelier. He looked strange in his orange cape and tunic. Less 
intimidating than the silver clothes he used to wear as Beacon. Or 
maybe she just trusted him now. 

“I can’t stay long, I’m afraid,” he told her as she offered him a seat on 
the couch. “I have a number of things still to arrange. But I wanted to 
stop by when I saw you were absent again today—and not to pressure 
you. I understand you might need further time to adjust. However, your 
sessions are waiting for you whenever you're ready to return. All of 
them.” 

“Even my ability sessions?” Sophie asked. 

“Of course.” 

“But . . . doesn’t this’—she pointed to her circle-—“make them kind 
of impossible?” 

“Ah, I was under the impression that nothing was impossible.” He 
tapped his lips, making it clear her secret was safe. “But even if I’m 
mistaken in that regard,” he added, “all of your Mentors still see value in 
your sessions. I know Tiergan is very much looking forward to ensuring 
your thorough understanding of the rules of telepathy.” 

“What about Bronte and Lady Cadence?” Sophie had to ask. 

“Lady Cadence assures me that there are tricks for successful 
mimicking that go beyond simply being a Polyglot. And Councillor 
Bronte actually came to me, insisting your session not be cancelled. I 
almost didn’t allow it, given his role in your current predicament. But I 
told him I would leave the decision up to you. So he asked me to give 
you a message. Repeated it four times to ensure I remembered it.” 

Magnate Leto’s eye roll told her how he felt about that. 


“He said, ‘It takes a special person to see darkness inside of someone 
and not condemn them.’ Any idea what he means?” 

“Not really,” Sophie admitted. 

Unless Bronte was referring to their rather dramatic last session. 

But she had condemned him. She’d been ready to have Keefe go lie 
detector on him to find out if he was the leak in the Council. Good thing 
they hadn’t done that. Now Bronte was one of the only Councillors still 
on her side—even if she did still think he was hiding something. 

“Was that his whole message>” she asked. 

“No, there was one other part. He said, ‘Inflicting comes from the 
heart, not the head.” 

“Wait. Does that mean he thinks I can still—” 

Magnate Leto smiled. “So should I assume you'll leave your schedule 
as is?” 

“I guess,” Sophie mumbled, hardly believing that she was voluntarily 
keeping her session with Bronte. 

But the thought of taking the ability back sent prickles of hope flaring 
in the back of her mind, clearing some of the clouds choking her 
concentration. Especially when Magnate Leto squeezed her shoulder 
and told her, “Take the time you need to adjust to your new situation. 
But know that Foxfire is waiting for you. We need our star prodigy back.” 

“I’m not a star,” she told him as he pulled a slender pathfinder from 
his sleeve. 

“That’s not what I’ve seen. I have it on good authority that nothing 
can stop you from being who we need you to be.” 

Then he was gone, leaving her with renewed energy as she returned 
to her room and focused on Jolie’s journal. 

Her thoughts were still slower, and her headache couldn’t dull 
completely. But this time she felt confidence—and the confidence made 
her realize she was on the wrong track completely. 

Jolie had wanted the Black Swan to have this journal, otherwise “swan 
song” wouldn’t have been part of the key. So she had to have left a clue 
to tell them how to read it. And the clue had to be hidden in the only 
runes written in the Black Swan’s cipher. 

“Reflections,” Sophie whispered, tracing her fingers over the careful 
lines and squiggles. 


What was Jolie trying to tell her? To reflect on something inside the 
journal? 

But how could she do that if she couldn’t even read it? What would 
she use to... 

Sophie dropped the journal, not sure if she wanted to kick herself or 
jump up and down. 

She decided to see if she was right before she made her decision. 

She’d been reading the title like it meant “musings” or “observations.” 
But what if Jolie meant it much more literally? 

“Please please please,” Sophie whispered, holding the human mirror 
in Jolie’s blue compact up to the first page. 

If Sophie was right, the letters should inverse in the reflection and... 

She had one second to celebrate as the squiggly lines morphed into 
words she could finally understand. 

Then she read the first sentence. 

If you found this journal, it’s too late to stop him. 


SIXTY-TWO 


WHO>?” SOPHIE SHOUTED AS SHE squinted at the page. 


Jolie didn’t seem ready to tell her. 

In fact, the first sentence must have been added later, because after 
that it switched to an account of why Jolie had joined the Black Swan in 
the first place. 

Translating the runes was tedious, and forced Sophie to work at a 
glacial pace. Jolie must’ve been copying down a reflection of an original 
entry, and her writing was sloppy and nearly impossible to read. Still, 
when Sophie took it one letter at a time, she was able to piece together 
the words to Jolie’s story. 

Prentice had recruited her for the Black Swan toward the end of her 
first year in the elite. Hed been the Beacon of the Golden Tower, and 
overheard her tell a friend that the old ways didn’t apply to the present 
day. Shed meant it in regards to matchmaking, but Prentice had spent 
the next weeks revealing why she should apply it to the entire Council. 

At first she'd resisted such traitorous statements, but then he'd shown 
her a scroll written in an ogre’s hand. The message made it clear that 
some sort of information exchange had been occurring between the 
ogres and a small band of elves. But when Prentice had shown it to the 
Council, the matter had been ruled a “misunderstanding” and 
dismissed without investigation. Same with several other disturbing bits 
of intelligence the Black Swan had uncovered. Which was why they’d 


formed their organization. Someone needed to start acting, before it was 
too late. 

Still, Jolie refused his offer, arguing that her life was complicated 
enough already. But they wouldn't let her walk away. Strangers would 
bump into her in the halls, whispering things like “The fall is never seen 
before the rising” and “The bold and brave are never seen.” Later she'd 
find bits of paper shoved into her pockets with times and dates for her to 
meet. 

She never went, and eventually confronted Prentice, demanding the 
Black Swan leave her alone. But the Black Swan had nothing to do with 
those messages. 

The rebels were trying to recruit her too. 

That was when she decided to join them as a double agent. 

Prentice warned her it was too dangerous, but Jolie refused to be 
persuaded. She swore fealty to the Black Swan and trained in their basic 
methods. But the next time she found a note shoved into her pocket, she 
followed the instructions to find the rebels. 

The next three pages were a detailed account of all the different notes 
and clues and hoops the rebels made Jolie jump through, trying to 
decide if they could trust her. Shed been to more than a dozen of their 
“meetings”—which were nothing more than her finding another note 
they'd left her—before she even learned they called themselves the 
Neverseen. And for months after, they continued to live up to the name. 

She'd find random messages, or hear whispers—but never meet an 
actual member. She was starting to think the whole thing was just 
shadows and games when— 

“Hey, Sophie?” Edaline asked, nearly giving Sophie a heart attack. 

She gave a small smile as she set a bowl of pink soup and a plate of 
black-and-white speckled cubes on the floor next to Sophie. “Looks like 
you found a way to translate that.” 

Sophie nodded. “Im writing a version you can read when I’m 
finished—not that I’m learning much.” 

Fascinating as Jolies history was, she hadnt given any actual 
answers. And it wasn’t like Sophie could skim ahead. The confusing 
runes made it way too easy to miss something crucial. 


“What is this stuff?” Sophie asked, pushing the slimy cubes around 
the plate. 

“They’re not the best tasting, lll admit,” Edaline warned her. “I tried 
some as I was slicing them and they’re rather sour. It’s a fruit called 
clarifava. The gnomes gave it to me, because it’s supposed to help the 
body resist the influence of technology. Honestly, I have no idea how 
that works. But I know that gnomes believe anything beyond nature is 
corrupting. And when they heard about your circlet they insisted you eat 
a serving every night. Claimed it would clear your head and sharpen 
your body’s defenses. So I thought I’d leave it up to you if you wanted to 
try it.” 

“It can’t hurt, right?” Sophie decided—though she regretted the 
decision when the first bite zinged the glands near her ears. 

“Rather sour” was a bit of an understatement. 

Still, she forced herself to finish the plate, and by the time shed 
choked it all down, she did feel a little better. It could’ve been the placebo 
effect, but her headache seemed like it had dulled around the edges. 

“I actually think it helped,” she said, shoving aside her soup so she 
could get back to work. “Can you thank the gnomes for me the next time 
you see them?” 

Edaline pushed her soup back to her. “I will. But you still have to eat 
some actual dinner, Sophie. The journal can wait ten more minutes.” 

Sophie scowled, but didn’t argue, devouring the still-too-hot soup so 
fast, she was pretty sure she burned off all her taste buds. 

“Okay?” she asked, showing Edaline the mostly empty bowl. 

“I suppose.” She snapped her fingers, making the bowl disappear, 
then again to bring a plate of custard bursts. “I made them with 
caramelized sugar this time, and I have to say, it might be my best batch 
ever. l'Il have to remember it the next time I bring them to Brant.” 

“Can I get in on those?” Grady asked, helping himself to two as he 
joined them. “What? I need one for each hand!” 

Sophie smiled—and totally copied him. 

And Edaline was right, they were the best custard bursts she’d made. 
Rich and creamy, like the world’s best crème brûlée had been stuffed 
inside the thin sugary shell. She could’ve eaten the whole plate—or, she 
could have until Grady killed the mood. 


“A package just arrived for Sandor from the Black Swan,” he said 
quietly. “They gave him a heavy white cloak and some sort of silver 
gadget to help him breathe at the high altitude.” 

Sophie fiddled with the flowers on her carpet, not looking at Grady as 
she asked, “Did they tell him any more about their plan?” 

“Actually they were surprisingly specific. I still had to read between 
the rhyming lines, but it sounds like they want everyone to meet at 
Kenric’s Wanderling at sunrise, where they’ll find whatever they need to 
leap to that awful cave you told them about.” 

“And then?” 

“Then they'll find a hidden door that the Neverseen should think is a 
secret path to the Sanctuary. But it actually dead-ends in a small cavern, 
where they'll wait while the Neverseen set up whatever ambush they’re 
planning. Then the Black Swan’s dwarves will ambush them. And you 
don’t have to worry about Silveny. Somehow they’ve convinced Jurek to 
secure both her and Greyfell for the night with unbreakable chains. And 
Keefe, Fitz, and Biana will never leave the cavern. All the fighting will be 
done by the Black Swan.” 

“Is that it?” Sophie asked, wondering if she was missing something. 
“That sounds so... simple.” 

“Simple plans are always the best.” 

“Maybe. But... so... Fitz, Biana, and Keefe are just going to sit in a 
cave and hide while the Black Swan attacks? Why do they even need to 
be there?” 

“Because the Black Swan needs the Neverseen to see another easy, 
unsuspecting target and have their guard down. It sounds like they’re 
basically re-creating the same scenario that happened in the cave you 
and Keefe visited. Only this time you guys know they’re coming. And 
that is the only difference that matters.” 

“I guess,” she agreed, not sure why it felt so disappointing. 

She should be glad that her friends were going to be safe. But 
somehow it felt wrong to catch the bad guys so easily. For all their notes 
and theatrics, shed expected more from the Black Swan than dwarves 
popping out of the snow. 

“They’re going to be okay,” Grady promised, misunderstanding her 
frown. “Sandor will make sure of it. And if their Pyrokinetic is with 
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them...’ 

He didn’t finish the sentence. But the look he shared with Sandor 
made it clear an arrangement had been made between them. A deadly 
one. 

“Are you okay with this?” Edaline asked, reaching for Sophie’s hand. 
“I know it can be hard to sit on the sidelines.” 

“It’s weird,” Sophie admitted. “But . . . I have stuff to keep me busy.” 

She tensed when she remembered Grady was in the room. 

He patted her on the head. “Edaline does tell me things, Sophie. Is 
there anything you want to tell me?” 

Sophie pointed to the tiny runes she was translating. “I’m hopefully 
getting close. But so far it’s just a long, rambling story.” 

Edaline sighed. “That sounds like Jolie.” 

Grady closed his eyes, his voice thick as he whispered, “I want to 
know everything you find.” 

“You will, I promise.” 

He nodded, and the silence that followed felt heavy. None of them 
seemed strong enough to break it, so Edaline finally led Grady out of the 
room, letting Sophie get back to translating. 

She worried she was going cross-eyed as she worked through Jolie’s 
description of the first time she talked to the Neverseen. It was a woman 
—though Jolie could only hear her voice through a crack in the wall. The 
woman told her they could fix her bad match and have Brant’s status as 
Talentless erased. The changes would take time, but she promised they 
would happen if Jolie swore fealty to their cause. 

Jolie agreed. 

She told herself it was part of her plan to infiltrate their group. But as 
she followed the Neverseen’s directions to a forest in a Forbidden 
territory, her doubts took hold. Her only proof that the Neverseen were 
the villains came from the Black Swan. How did she know she hadn't 
been misled? She'd almost convinced herself that the Neverseen were 
fighting for the same cause. But then she reached the designated 
clearing. 

Figures hidden under heavy black cloaks surrounded her in the dark, 
and one—a male voice that felt somehow familiar—told her she must 
prove her commitment before she could join. He raised an unlit torch, 


and with the slightest flick of his wrist, the end ignited, erupting into a 
blaze of white flame that smelled like burning sugar. 

Sophie’s nose tingled, remembering the white fires that had torn 
through San Diego. The flames had smelled exactly the same. Which 
meant Jolie hadn’t just met the leader of the Neverseen. 

Shed met her killer. 

The torchbearer told her that joining their ranks meant accepting 
their enemies. And enemies had to be destroyed. Then he handed her 
the torch and pointed to the woods, which bordered some sort of human 
nuclear facility, poisoning the earth with its toxic chemicals. “Nothing so 
vile should be allowed to continue,” he told her, ordering her to spark 
the first flame. 

She tried to hand the torch back, but he gave her a speech about 
protecting their planet and taking back what was rightfully theirs. Told 
her the war was coming whether she wanted it or not and begged her to 
join the side that would win. When she still tried to push past him, he 
grabbed her wrist, searing her with his fiery hands. She screamed from 
the pain, but he didn’t let go, ordering one of the cloaked figures to wash 
Jolie’s recent memories clean. 

Before they could wipe her mind, Jolie used her home crystal to leap 
away. 

She hid at Havenfield for the next few days, afraid the Neverseen 
were waiting for her. 

But there was another reason to hide. One that was far more 
terrifying. 

She’d figured out why his voice had sounded familiar. He... 

The next several lines were scratched through so thoroughly, Sophie 
couldn’t pick out even a single letter. And when the legible runes picked 
back up, the tone of Jolie’s narrative had changed. 

It wasn't a story anymore. 

It was a plea. 

You have to remember how angry he is. 

How lost he feels. 

He just wants the life that’s been stolen away from him. 

“But who?” Sophie asked, wishing she could reach through the 
journal and shake Jolie. 


Why was she protecting him? 

She kept going on and on about the burden that the ban on 
pyrokinesis had placed on him. Branding him Talentless when he had 
an ability that should have qualified. Forbidding him from ever 
satisfying his insatiable craving for flame. Apparently he’d fought as long 
as he could, but the struggle had been too great. And when he’d turned 
to Fintan for advice, Fintan gave him secret pyrokinesis lessons instead, 
opening his mind to new longings, new possibilities. 

The power fueled him and haunted him, changing him into someone 
Jolie didn’t recognize. But she still wouldn’t say who he was—and the 
pages in the journal were quickly running out. 

“Please tell me you put his name in here,” Sophie begged as she 
turned to the last page. 

The final paragraphs gave her no answers. Just hasty scribbles about 
how he deserved another chance. 

Jolie was planning to go to him one last time and try to make him see 
reason. And if she failed... 

“You have to be kidding me!” Sophie shouted when the final sentence 
ended. 

Did Jolie really make a special compartment in her wall, and give 
Vertina a password, and record the message backward so only someone 
with a special mirror could read it—and even then, only if they had a 
tremendous amount of patience—AND THEN NOT GIVE HIS NAME? 

Sophie stood, needing to move—or maybe kick something—to clear 
her head. 

Could she have mistranslated? Should she go back through and 
double check? 

She picked up the journal and mirror, wondering if her eyes could 
really handle another marathon translating session, when Grady peeked 
his head through her doorway. 

“Everything okay in here?” he asked. “I was on my way up to let you 
know Sandor had left, and I thought I heard you yelling.” 

“Sandor left?” Sophie glanced out her windows, stunned to see 
purple-blue streaks announcing the coming sunrise. 

“A few minutes ago,” Grady agreed. “But somehow I don’t think that’s 
what you were shouting about. Was it something in there?” he asked, 


pointing to the purple journal she was clutching with a death grip. He 
took a deep breath before he asked, “Did you find something bad?” 

“Honestly? I didn’t find anything. After all I had to go through to get 
this thing, it’s just a long story that tells me nothing.” 

Grady’s shoulders relaxed. “That’s how Jolie’s stories always ended. 
She would act like she’d revealed this huge thing, and most of the time 
I’d be thinking, That’s it? But after a while I realized that what she'd told 
me was big—for her. She wasn’t big on sharing secrets. I think that’s 
why the bad match was so upsetting for her. Suddenly everyone knew 
way more about her personal life than she wanted. Which was ironically 
how I knew she truly loved Brant. No matter how hard it got, she always 
stood beside him.” 

He smiled at the memory, because for him it was sweet. 

But Sophie felt like she was back in that burning tower, watching the 
world bubble and melt around her. 

The mirror slipped from her hand, hitting the carpet with a soft thud. 

“Are you okay?” Grady asked. 

Sophie shook her head, unable to form an actual reply. 

She wasn’t sure she would ever be able to speak again—and she 
almost hoped that was true, so she would never have to tell Grady the 
truth. 

She rubbed her wrist, remembering the burns her kidnapper had 
given her. But she could remember a different burn too, one she hadn't 
even thought was a burn, even though it had needed burn ointment to 
treat it. 

The wound Brant had given her. 

“He’s a Pyrokinetic,” she whispered, knowing the words were true 
even though she desperately didn’t want them to be. 

Because if she was right, then ... Brant hadn’t just been with Jolie 
the day she'd died. 

He'd set the fire that killed her. 


SIXT Y- THREE 


SOPHIE BURIED HER HEAD IN her hands, trying to think of any 
reason she could be wrong. 

She'd visited Brant—talked to him. 

And hed creeped her out both times. 

He’d even told her, “I’ve seen you before,” the first time she met him. 

Now she finally knew where. 

But his voice! She remembered her kidnapper’s voice—and he hadn't 
sounded like Brant. 

Except . . . Brant had been sick when she'd visited. 

Or he was trying to disguise it. 

He’d even stopped her from probing his memories—was that because 
he was afraid of what she'd find? 

“No,” she whispered, repeating it over and over, like if she just said it 
enough times it would suddenly be true. 

“Okay, I’ve been pretty patient,” Grady said, taking her hands and 
waiting for her to look at him. “But you're going to have to tell me what’s 
going on.” 

She knew he was right—but this was too huge. 

Too life changing. 

It would shred his heart into itty-bitty pieces. 

“Please tell me, Sophie. I need to know.” 

“I know,” she whispered, smearing away tears. 

But she still couldn’t look at him. 


“Who is the Pyrokinetic? Just say it really fast.” 

She tightened her grip on him, knowing they’d both need something 
to hold on to if she was going to do this. 

Grady curled his fingers around hers and she took deep breath, 
choking down the bile in her throat as she whispered, “Brant.” 

Grady went very, very still. 

It felt like time had stopped—like the entire universe was resting on 
the edge of nothingness, ready to topple over any second. 

But Grady’s voice was soft—barely even audible—as he let go of her 
and said, “I have to go.” 

“Where?” Sophie asked, stumbling into her nearest pair of shoes as 
she ran after him. 

She wasn’t surprised that he went up the stairs instead of down, nor 
when he stepped under the crystals of the Leapmaster and called for 
Brant’s house. 

But she couldn't let him go. 

“You can't do this, Grady,” she begged, running to his side. 

“Believe me, I can.” 

He moved to step into the light—but Sophie grabbed his arm, 
dragging him back. 

“I might be wrong.” 

“Are you?” he asked. 

She rubbed her wrist, remembering the sting of Brant’s last burn. 
And she replayed the memory she’d seen in his mind of the fire—the 
way the flames had exploded so strongly. So suddenly. Why had Brant 
been knocked back to safety, while Jolie had been surrounded? 

It only made sense if he sparked the fire. 

“It’s true,” she whispered. 

“Then let me go.” 

“But he probably won’t even be there,” she reminded him. “I’m sure 
he'll be with the others on Mount Everest.” 

“Maybe,” Grady agreed. “But I’ll be waiting for him in case he gets 
away.” 

When she still didn’t let go, his expression became dull and rigid— 
like he’d turned to stone. “Don’t make me force you to let go, Sophie.” 

She realized what he meant and dropped his hand. 


“Don’t tell Edaline,” he whispered. 

She lunged for him as he stepped into the light, not entirely sure 
what she was doing. She had just enough time to hope Brant wouldn’t 
be there. Then the force of the light ripped them away. 


“You shouldn’t have done that!” Grady shouted as they reappeared on 
the rocky ground of the cold, bleak cliff. “Go home now!” 

“Not without you!” 

“Trust me, Sophie, you don’t want to be here for this.” 

She shivered as she turned to face Brant’s square, windowless house. 

The house Grady and Edaline had built to accommodate his every 
need. 

The house they’d visited every year. Bringing him his favorite cookies. 
Treating him like a son. 

“Sixteen years,” Grady said, picking up a stone and hurling it at the 
wall. 

It crashed with a thunderous CLANG! and shattered to a dozen 
pieces. 

Sophie froze, waiting for Brant to slam open the door and confront 
them. 

But the door stayed sealed and the house remained eerily silent. 
Nothing but the roar of the icy wind and the crashes and bangs as Grady 
threw stone after stone after stone. 

Finally, out of breath and out of stones, he turned away to dry his 
tears with his sleeve. 

Sophie strangled him with a hug, hoping if she held him tight 
enough she could keep him together. 

“All this time,” he whispered. “I thought he was broken by his grief” 

“Maybe he was.” 

She could still see Brant cowering in the corner, cradling Jolie’s pin in 
his hands. And he'd written her hundreds and hundreds of love poems 
and letters. 

“What if it was an accident?” she asked quietly. She knew better than 
anyone how unstable Pyrokinetics could be. And he'd ended up burning 


himself. “What if he lost control of his temper and the fire just... 
happened?” 

“I love this about you, Sophie,” Grady said, brushing his fingers over 
her head—careful to avoid her circlet. “You always hope for the best.” 

“But what if I’m right?” 

“Even if you are—and I don’t think that’s the case—how was what he 
did to you an accident?” He pulled away, taking her hands and tracing 
his fingers over her wrists. 

Wrists that had taken Mr. Forkle over an hour to heal. 

“Maybe—” 

“Well, I guess this means no more custard bursts,” a bitter voice said 
behind them. 

Grady’s grip was like a vise as he pulled Sophie behind him and 
turned to face Brant. 

Brant leaned against the metal door, looking perfectly at ease in his 
strange yellow-orange robe, like he'd known this day would come—and 
had been preparing for it. 

“I guess there’s no need to pretend anymore, is there?” he asked, 
switching to the hollow, raspy voice Sophie would recognize anywhere. 
His scarred lips curled with the hint of a smile as he met her eyes. 
“What? Not happy to see me again? And here I thought you were 
working so hard to find me.” 

“Actually, I was working to stop you,” she told him. 

“Hmm-—and that hasn’t gone very well either, has it?” He traced his 
fingers across his forehead, miming her circlet. “I must say, that 
contraption is the only good decision the Council’s ever made. Well, that, 
and having you heal Fintan. Both worked out very well for me.” 

His grin made Sophie want to vomit. 

“Watch yourself, Brant!” Grady warned him. 

“Why? So I can wait another sixteen years for you to figure out what’s 
going on? Tell me this—what do you think I do all day? Sit in this cold 
box of a house, staring at the walls, waiting for my annual visit? Actually, 
I get out all the time. It’s amazing how much a little ash helps me slip 
past goblins.” 

Sophie sucked in a breath. “You were the intruder who left that 
footprint in the pastures—and you’ve been to the Sanctuary, haven't 


you?” 

His smug smile was the only answer he gave. 

“What do you want with Silveny>?” she demanded, wishing Grady 
hadn’t used up all the rocks to throw at him. 

“A creature the Council will do anything to keep alive?” Brant asked. 
“Whatever would I do with that?” 

Before Sophie could reply, Brant’s fist flew up, punching himself in 
the face. He stumbled backward, crashing into the wall—and when he 
righted himself there were red streams dripping down his scarred chin. 

“I wouldn’t do that again if I were you,” he warned Grady. 

“Or else what?” Grady asked, making Brant elbow himself in the 
stomach so hard he doubled over. “You're not fooling anyone, Brant. I’ve 
seen the madness you're hiding beneath the surface. I’ve watched you 
clawing at the walls and slithering on your belly and collapsed in a 
puddle of your own drool.” 

Brant’s teeth were smeared with red as he smiled. “Or maybe I just 
wanted to see if you'd mop up my spit!” 

That earned him two more self-punches to the face, but the pain only 
made him laugh. 

“Does that make you feel better, Grady?” 

“Nothing will ever make me feel better!” Grady snarled. “You’ve 
stolen everything—” 

“EVERYTHING WAS STOLEN FROM ME!” The outburst left Brant 
panting for breath, and he clutched his chest, staring at the pale, empty 
sky. “All I ever wanted was to take my rightful place in society. But the 
Council wouldn't let me. Because they were too scared of this.” 

He snapped his fingers and red-orange flames sparked across his 
hand, crawling over his skin. 

“Look at you both cower!” he said as held his palm out to them. 
“Can't you see the beauty of it? This is a gift.” 

“Fire destroys everything it touches,” Sophie reminded him as she 
watched the flames flicker and dance. 

“Not me.” He waved his hand, showing how the skin wasn’t melting. 

“Yes it did. I saw the letters you wrote Jolie. I know how much you 
loved her.” 


“I did.” He curled his fingers into a fist, snuffing out the flames. “But 
the Council and the Black Swan poisoned her against me.” 

“She wasn’t against you,” Sophie told him. “I read her journal. She 
defended you—even at the end, when she knew what you were.” 

“What I am,” Brant said calmly, “is a visionary!” 

“No—you're a murderer!” Grady shouted. “And I won't let you get 
away with it anymore.” 

“Td like to see you stop me.” 

Before Sophie could blink, Brant curled his fingers at the sky and 
hissed some sort of word, drawing down a basketball-size sphere of 
Everblaze. 

“Enough,” Grady told him, his voice unnaturally calm as Brant froze 
like someone had just hit the pause button. 

The Everblaze hovered above Brant’s palm like a tiny burning star, 
bathing him in the flickering neon yellow glow. 

“Put it out,” Grady demanded. 

Brant managed a crooked smirk back at him. “I’d like to see you 
make me.” 

“Oh, I can.” 

Brant’s smirk morphed into horror as his free arm rose in a slow, 
deliberate motion and shoved his hand into the center of the ball of 
Everblaze. 

“Stop!” Sophie shouted as Brant screamed. 

“He can stop it himself,” Grady told her. “He just has to put out the 
flame.” 

“Never,” Brant spit through gritted teeth. 

“THEN YOU CAN BURN!” 

Brant’s screams grew louder and Sophie covered her ears—but she 
could still hear the agonizing wails echoing off the rock face. And the 
rotten, sickeningly sweet smell of burning flesh was inescapable. 

“Please, Grady,” Sophie begged. 

But Grady didn’t so much as flinch. 

It wasn’t until she squeezed his arm and whispered, “Jolie wouldn't 
want this,” that he lowered his head and Brant’s screams faded into 
muffled whimpers. 


“You should go, Sophie,” Grady told her as his whole body started to 
shake. 

“Not without you,” 

“I have to finish this first.” 

“How?” she asked him. “If you don’t stop now, you'll end up just like 
him.” 

“Listen to her,” Brant mumbled, slowly pulling himself to his feet. 
Sophie avoided looking at his hand—not wanting to see the damage the 
Everblaze had done. “She’s such a smart little weapon.” 

“I’m not a weapon!” Sophie snapped. 

“Not anymore,” Brant agreed, whipping his arm and launching the 
Everblaze at her head. 

Sophie dropped to her stomach, feeling the edges of her hair singe 
from the heat as the fireball streaked above her—missing her by inches. 

She covered her face, preparing for a second attack, but Brant had 
gone quiet. 

Everything was silent—except the tongues of yellow flame licking 
across the jagged rock wall behind her, spreading into a wild blaze. 

“Grady?” Sophie shouted, realizing he was no longer beside her. 

She pulled herself to her feet, squinting through the thick smoke to 
spot two figures standing near the edge of the cliff. 

“Stop!” Sophie screamed, racing to Grady’s side. 

He froze her before she could reach him, stopping her midlunge, like 
she'd been grabbed by an alien tractor beam. “You don’t want to do this, 
Dad.” 

“No,” he agreed. “But I have to. It’s the only way to keep you safe.” 

Brant inched another step forward, sending a shower of pebbles 
toppling over the edge. 

“Stop!” Sophie screamed again. “Just let the Council take him away.” 

“So he can end up like Fintan? They’ll never do what needs to be 
done. And he'll find a way to burn again.” 

“I can burn now!” Brant hissed a command and Everblaze snaked to 
his side, swirling into a massive fireball above them. “Let me go or I'll 
make it rain on all of us.” 

“You'll never get the chance,” Grady promised. 


“Oh, I will.” The fireball sank lower, making Grady duck. “Just give 
me a reason, Grady, and we all go up in flames—and moving Sophie 
counts,” he added, dropping the fire lower still, forcing Grady to duck. 
“If she goes, we all go. Or you can admit you've lost and let me go free.” 

“I can make you want to surrender,” Grady snapped back. 

“Can you?” He laughed as Grady gasped and rubbed his head. “Looks 
like you can’t. Guess that’s an advantage to having a few cracks in the old 
brain.” 

“I will never let you go, Brant.” 

“Well, then you can sacrifice another daughter. The choice is up to 
you.” 

No—Sophie realized. It was up to her. 

If she let Grady kill Brant she’d lose him in the process, and that was 
a risk she wasn’t willing to take. She had to make him change his mind, 
and she was pretty sure she knew how—assuming Bronte was right 
about the heart being the secret to inflicting. 

She closed her eyes, trying to tune out the chaos and focus on her 
memories of love. Her brain didn’t want to focus, but she let her heart 
swell with feelings, the warm burst when Grady and Edaline had told 
her they loved her, the trust and faith she'd felt the day they adopted her, 
and the sweet relief of the moment shed first called them Mom and 
Dad. She felt her love for her human family, too, all the smiles and 
kisses and late-night back rubs to help her sleep. She could feel the last 
hug she gave them before she said goodbye forever. And the gentle 
strength of Fitz’s shoulder as he’d held her and let her cry and promised 
her everything would be okay. She could feel herself clinging to Dex as 
they escaped together, and the pride and gratitude shed felt as she 
watched Keefe fight to protect her outside the dark, treacherous cave. 
She even felt the calm respect for Biana, who always came back, no 
matter how much they’d fought, and the comfort and happiness Silveny 
and Iggy had brought into her life. 

Each feeling rushed through her like a summer breeze, and she 
swirled them together, letting them spin into a mental storm. The 
energy was wild and unruly, but powerful. 

So powerful. 


It was the most powerful force she'd ever felt. And as it surged inside 
her mind, she knew nothing could hold it back—certainly not a silly 
circle of metal. 

She took a deep breath, readying her body to grab Grady as soon as 
his mesmer was lifted. Then she opened her eyes and shoved the warm 
energy out of her mind. 

Grady groaned as the wave hit him, and Sophie tackled him, rolling 
him away as the fireball crashed down beside them. 

She lost sight of Brant in the wall of flames, but she had bigger 
problems to worry about. Grady had gone limp in her arms, and his 
cloak was already burning. 

She tore off the flaming fabric and tossed it away, then grabbed 
Grady’s arms and dragged him as fast as she could move him. The 
Everblaze was spreading, but the winds were in her favor, and she 
dropped him behind a giant boulder, checking his pulse and making 
sure he was still breathing. 

“You should've let him kill me.” 

Sophie spun around to find Brant standing behind her, his blood- 
streaked face as wild as the fire behind him. 

One of his hands was gone. The singed stump was wrapped in 
orange cloth he’d torn from his robe. The other hand controlled another 
burning sphere of Everblaze. 

His scarred, bloody lip curled with a smile as he told her, “Now I get 
to finish this.” 


SIXT Y-FOUR 


Is THAT REALLY WHAT YOU want?” Sophie shouted as Brant raised 
his arm to hurl the Everblaze. “Your own parents abandoned you—but 
Grady never did. Is this how you repay him?” 

“It’s how he repaid me,” he said, showing her his blackened stump. 
“But maybe I should let him live. Then he can wake up every day 
knowing he lay there useless as I killed another of his daughters.” 

Sophie’s hands curled into fists, feeling cold metal bite into her 
fingers. 

Her ring. 

She pressed the panic switch, not sure how Dex was going to help her 
—if he could even find her. But she was too drained to inflict again. 
Calling for help was the only play she had left. 

Well, she did have one other—but it might be the stupidest thing 
she'd ever done. 

“You don’t want to kill me,” she whispered, taking a slow step away 
from Grady to keep him safer. 

“No, I really think I do.” 

“You don’t. If you did, I’d already be dead. You had plenty of chances 
when I was your hostage.” 

“I had orders not to kill you.” 

“Orders?” Sophie asked, stunned to realize Brant wasn’t the leader. 
“From Fintan? Or was it the ogres?” 

“Nice try. And stop trying to distract me—it won't save your life.” 


“Then what are you waiting for?” Sophie asked, hoping she was right 
about why he was hesitating. 

She held out her arms, fighting the urge to cower and close her eyes. 

Brant didn’t move. 

“You can't, can you?” she asked, lowering her arms back to her sides. 
She took a shaky breath as she asked, “It’s because I remind you of her, 
isn’t it?” 

“No!” Brant shouted, but his face said otherwise. 

And for once Sophie was glad she reminded someone of Jolie. 

“I know you didn’t mean to kill her, Brant. It was a horrible, tragic 
accident. Don’t make the same mistake again. Let me live this time— 
like you wish you could’ve done for her.” 

For a long second Brant looked tempted. 

Then he whipped back his arm and screamed, “If she doesn’t get to 
live—no one does!” 

“That’s what you think!” Dex shouted, charging out of the smoke and 
tackling Brant before he could launch his attack. 

They rolled across the uneven ground as the fireball crashed behind 
them, igniting the rocky soil and forming another fire line. 

“Dex, get out of there!” Sophie screamed as she grabbed Grady and 
tried to shake him awake. 

Whatever she'd done with the Inflicting had really knocked him out, 
leaving her no choice but to drag him as far from the fire as she could— 
which was only another hundred feet. Then she reached the sheer edge 
of a cliff. 

“I’m serious, Dex, we have to go—now!” 

“Do you?” Brant asked, parting the wall of Everblaze so he could walk 
through—and dragging Dex by the throat with his good hand. “Lovely 
gift youve brought me. A chance to take care of both the kids that got 
away. Remember me, boy?” he asked as his hand turned red-hot, searing 
Dex’s neck. 

Dex eyes watered and his body shook from the pain, but he didn't 
scream. 

“So here we are again, Sophie,” Brant said, shoving Dex in front of 
him. “What is this—the third time today? Are you as weary of the games 
as I am?” 


“No—I just got here,” Dex answered for her. “Let’s keep playing.” 

Brant rewarded him by burning Dex’s cheek, leaving a finger-shaped 
blister. 

“Ready to lie down and die yet?” Brant asked him. 

“Not even close.” Dex shifted his feet to steady his balance. Then he 
spun around and punched Brant. 

It was a solid punch—square in the jaw. Still, Sophie was surprised 
when Brant toppled backward, rolling head over feet into the neon 
yellow flames. 

“Grab his arms!” Sophie shouted, hardly believing she was saving 
Brant as she ran to the fire line and tried to drag him free. 

Dex stumbled over, and together they pulled Brant’s thrashing body 
from the flames. He wasn’t as scorched as Sophie thought he would be 
—but he didn’t look good. His skin was covered in blisters and boils and 
he could barely breathe from all the coughing and wheezing. 

So the last thing Sophie expected him to say was, “Will one of you 
hand me the leaping crystal from my inner pocket? My arms are a bit 
immobilized at the moment.” 

Dex snorted. “Like we’re going to do that.” 

Brant laughed, the same breathy, haunting laugh that had filled 
Sophie’s nightmares for weeks. “I think you will. I have information you 
need—and there’s only one way I’ll share it.” 

“There’s nothing we need to know that badly,” Sophie promised. She 
was dying to find out if he knew about the ogres or the missing dwarves 
—but that information could wait. 

“Even if it’s about your friends?” Brant asked. “The ones who think 
they’re setting up an ambush for us today—if you’re wondering who I 
mean.” 

“How do you know about that?” Sophie shouted, pressing him harder 
into the ground. 

Brant coughed and wheezed in her face as he told her, “First, give me 
the crystal.” 

“He’s just saying that so you'll let him go,” Dex argued as Sophie bit 
her lip. 

“Yes, but it’s also the truth,” Brant promised. “And if you hurry, you 
might still have time to save them. But only if you let. Me. Go.” 


“You can’t trust him,” Dex warned her, and Sophie knew he was right. 

But the fact that Brant even knew about the ambush proved he knew 
something—and she couldn’t waste any more time thinking about it. 
The ambush was happening now, and the Everblaze was closing in 
around them. 

“Pin his wrists,” she ordered Dex, making sure Brant couldn’t grab 
her or toss her into the flames as she peeled back the scorched fabric 
over his chest, revealing a tattered pocket with a slim wand crowned 
with a green crystal. 

“You could've used this the second we got here,” she realized, 
studying the strange pathfinder, wondering where the crystal led. “But 
you stayed to face us.” 

“I wanted revenge,” he growled, triggering another round of coughs 
and hacking. 

“And it cost you your hand.” She leaned closer, so her face was 
directly over his. “I will find you again—and next time you won't get 
away.” 

He coughed a wheezy laugh. “Where I’m going you'll never be able to 
follow. Now. My crystal?” 

Dex tightened his hold on Brant’s wrists as Sophie placed the 
pathfinder in his blistered palm. Before she let go, she ordered, “Tell me 
what you know about the ambush.” 

Brant coughed again, and a thin stream of blood trickled from the 
corner of his mouth. “We're on to your friends’ little plan. They’re going 
to cower in their secret cave while the dwarves attack, right?” 

“How do you know that?” Sophie demanded. 

“We have many ways. Just like we have many dwarves hiding in the 
mountain—far more than the Black Swan will be bringing. And they 
have orders to kill everyone waiting for them.” 

The words were still on his lips when he bucked his body, throwing 
Sophie and Dex backward. He groaned in agony as he raised the crystal 
to create a faint path. But his lips were smiling as he rolled into the light, 
vanishing in a vivid green flash. 

“Come on,” Dex said as he offered Sophie a helping hand. “We have 
to get Grady out of here.” 

“No—I have to go warn the others.” 


“Then I’m going with you. We'll drop Grady at home and then—” 

“There’s no time. You heard him—we might already be too late.” 

“Okay ... then... tell me where to find them and Pll go while you 

“Pll have to teleport there—if I can even remember what the cave 
looks like. I don’t know if I ever saw a picture of it and I—wait.” 

She patted her pockets, never so happy to feel her iPod. And when 
she touched the screen it sprang instantly to life. 

“Green Boots Cave,” she whispered as she punched the letters into a 
search and dozens of pictures of the disturbing scene scrolled across her 
screen. 

“This is all I need. IIl teleport there while you take Grady home— 
actually, no, go to Everglen and tell Alden . . . what?” she asked when 
she caught the look on Dex’s face. 

She realized what she was forgetting before he even said it. 

“Right. I can’t teleport.” 

Dex reached for her forehead, but Sophie backed away. 

“You can’t Dex—they’ll know.” 

“You have to go, right?” 

She gave herself five seconds to accept that it was the only way. Then 
she nodded. 

Dex nodded too, closing his eyes and whispering something she 
couldn’t understand as he reached up and pulled the circlet off her head. 

Instantly her headache vanished and the world clicked into focus. 
Her mind raced through a dozen different thoughts and sensations, like 
her brain was stretching its weary muscles after being closed in. 

“You okay?” Dex asked as she rubbed her temples. 

“It’s like I can think again.” 

“Tm so sorry.” 

She smiled sadly. “I have to go.” 

“Wait!” he said, pulling a wide black cuff off his wrist. “I know you 
probably don’t want any more of my gadgets, but did you see how far 
Brant flew when I punched him?” He flipped the cuff over to show her 
three silver rimmed slits. “These release an extra burst of air to thrust 
your arm forward a lot faster. I think you should wear it. Just in case.” 


She didn’t know what to say as he gently clasped it around her right 
wrist, just above her nexus. So she threw her arms around him, holding 
on with all the strength she had. “Thank you, Dex. Take Grady to 
Everglen, and make sure Edaline’s safe too. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 

She gave herself one quick breath before she let him go. Then she 
ran to the end of the cliff, turning back to wave goodbye. 

She caught a quick glimpse of Dex tossing her circlet into the 
glowing flames of the Everblaze. 

Then she closed her eyes and jumped off the edge. 


SIXT Y-FIVE 


A SHEARING WIND NEARLY KNOCKED Sophie over as she landed 


in a snowdrift on the narrow ledge of a vertical incline. She had about a 
second to celebrate that her teleporting had worked and she'd made it to 
Everest. Then reality kicked in. 

She hadn't considered the toll it would take on her body to drop into 
such an extreme environment with no oxygen, or coat, or boots, or 
anything she needed to survive. Within seconds, her blood started to 
freeze in her veins, making her brain throb and her whole body shake as 
she lost feeling in her fingers and toes. She could vaguely see the rigid 
shape of a corpse in green boots amid the blinding white surrounding 
her, but her head was spinning and her chest was heaving and she was 
fairly certain she was dying—if she wasn’t dead already. 

She stumbled forward, and the motion made her want to vomit. Her 
limbs felt like they were dragging anchors, and all her instincts begged 
her to curl up in a ball and never move again. Only sheer desperation 
propelled her into the cave, which mercifully gave her a slight break 
from the relentless wind. 

But it was empty. 

It was just her and Green Boots—a fact she was trying very hard to 
not think about. 

She trudged to the rock face, searching for any sign of the door that 
was supposed to be there. But all she found was solid ice. 


Panic took over and she pounded on the walls, screaming for Fitz or 
Keefe or Biana or Dex or Alden or Grady—she couldn’t remember who 
was supposed to be there anymore. She could barely remember her 
name. And she knew she was there for something important, but she 
couldn’t remember what it was. 

At least she wasn’t shivering anymore. 

In fact, she felt . . . hot. 

Scorching. 

Her tunic was suddenly smothering her, and she thrashed and flailed, 
trying to make her numb fingers rip off the suffocating fabric. Before 
she managed it, strong arms dragged her into a dim cavern, which 
sealed closed behind her. 

She fought and squirmed as something metal was shoved over her 
nose, but the muscled arms held her in place as a gruff voice said, 
“Breathe, Sophie.” 

Sophie. 

Her name was Sophie. 

Her shoulders relaxed and she inhaled a deep breath of warm, sweet 
air. 

Then another. 

And another. 

Her head felt like it was filled with gray, sloshy soup, but she could 
feel tingles in her toes and fingers as her frozen body started to thaw. 

“Better?” the voice asked, pulling the cold metal away from her nose. 

When she opened her eyes, she found Mr. Forkle leaning over her in 
a small, low-ceilinged cave. A bubble of warmth, and—strangely— 
normal air, deep in the mountain. 

“Atmosphere stabilizer,” Mr. Forkle said, holding up a triangular 
gadget, like he knew what she'd been thinking. “Only works in small 
spaces. Think you’re capable of swallowing something?” 

Sophie nodded, even though her tongue had frozen to the roof of her 
mouth. 

He tipped her head back and poured a small vial of yellow-orange 
liquid through her lips. The salty serum thawed her tongue enough to 
let her swallow, and the medicine turned warm as it rushed through her 
veins, defrosting her from the inside out. 


“Better?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

“Yes, thank you.” 

“Good. Now. What were you thinking?” he shouted. “Five more 
minutes and I might not have been able to save you!” 

“Uh, this is Foster we're talking about. Are we really surprised?” 
Keefe smirked when she sat up enough to find him in the tiny cave. 
“What—had it been too long since your last brush with death?” 

“Judging by the state of her clothes, I’d say her last brush with death 
was only moments ago,” Mr. Forkle said quietly. 

“Her circlet’s gone too,” Fitz said behind her. 

Sophie reached up to feel her forehead, stunned to realize he was 
right. She traced her fingers where the metal had rubbed her skin raw, 
and felt her memories rush back. 

“They know we're here!” she shouted, jumping to her feet—and then 
immediately collapsing from a head rush. 

“Yeah, that’s the point, remember?” Keefe told her, pointing to the 
Sencen Crest pinned to his long white cloak. “Everyone’s in position.” 

“No—I mean they know it’s a trap. They have a whole army of 
dwarves waiting for us.” 

“Are you sure?” Mr. Forkle asked as Sandor rushed to a hairline crack 
in the wall and pressed his nose against it. 

“I detect nothing,” he announced after several deep breaths. 

“But your senses can be tricked, right?” Sophie reminded him. “Brant 
told me they’re here.” 

Sandor froze. “Brant? Asin... ? 

Sophie nodded. “He’s part of the Neverseen. He’s the Pyrokinetic who 
burned me—and killed Jolie. Grady went to confront him and it turned 
into this huge fight and Brant called down Everblaze and—” 

“Everblaze?” Mr. Forkle interrupted, rubbing his temples when 
Sophie nodded. 

Sandor knelt beside Sophie to check her more closely. “Was anyone 
hurt?” 

“Grady passed out after I inflicted on him, but Dex is taking him to 
Elwin. I didn’t mean to do it, but he’d already made Brant burn his hand 
off—” 

“Whooooooooaaaaaaa,” Keefe whispered. “Grady’s hardcore.” 


” 


Fitz elbowed him. 

But Sophie nodded. “He really lost it. He was going to make Brant 
jump off a cliff, until I stopped him—but then the Everblaze went 
everywhere, and Brant almost caught me, so I called for Dex, and we 
almost had him trapped—but then Brant said he'd tell me what he knew 
about the ambush if I let him go, and I had to make sure you guys were 
okay—” 

“You let Brant go?” Sandor asked, clearly not thrilled with her 
decision. 

She wasn’t a fan of it either. But... 

“He knew what the Neverseen were planning, and he wouldn't tell 
me unless I gave him his green pathfinder.” 

“Green?” Mr. Forkle sighed when Sophie nodded. “Green crystals go 
to the ogre cities.” 

Sandor swore under his breath, and Sophie was tempted to do the 
same. Now she knew why Brant said she wouldn't be able to follow him. 
And clearly the Neverseen really were working with the ogres. 

“Uh .. . is anyone else as confused as I am?” Biana asked, 
reappearing in the shadows. 

“Yes,” Mr. Forkle admitted. “But it will be easier if I see it,” he 
explained as he reached for Sophie’s temples. 

Sophie forced herself to relax as Mr. Forkle pressed two fingers on 
each side of her head and closed his eyes. Two hundred and twenty-nine 
seconds passed before he released her, his swollen face paler than she'd 
ever seen. 

“I want you to know that you made the right decision letting Brant 
go,” he said quietly. “You may have saved us all—though we have a hard 
fight ahead of us.” 

He stood and stomped his heavy leg against the ground in a strange 
pattern of beats and pauses. 

One by one, dwarves popped out of the hard soil, shaking bits of 
frozen earth out of their shaggy fur and gathering around him. 

“We are far more outnumbered than we realized,” he told them when 
all ten had crowded into the cramped space. “Also ... it appears you'll be 
forced to fight your own kind—if anyone is uncomfortable with that, 
youre free to leave now with no judgment on our part.” 


None moved. 

“Thank you, my friends. Your support will not be forgotten.” 

He called Sandor to his side and the dwarves huddled around him, 
talking strategy. Sophie tried to listen from the fringes—and tried to 
understand the strange diagram Sandor scratched in the ground with 
his blade—but most of it made zero sense. 

“Where should I be?” she asked, when Mr. Forkle opened it up to 
questions. 

“Home,” Sandor answered immediately. 

“He's right,” Mr. Forkle told her. “Though, I fear they might have 
something planned for you at Havenfield, knowing you're separated 
from your bodyguard. Perhaps Fitz and Biana could take you and Keefe 
to Everglen—” 

“I’m not going anywhere,” Sophie interrupted. 

“Me either,” Keefe agreed. 

“Neither are we,” Fitz and Biana added. 

Mr. Forkle shook his head. “Sophie, you aren’t even properly dressed. 
You'd be crippled by frostbite and altitude sickness in a matter of 
minutes.” 

“Maybe,” Sophie reluctantly agreed. “But I can inflict from here. Td 
only need the door left open enough to see where everyone is.” 

“And I can cover her,” Fitz offered. “And share part of my cloak.” 

“Me too,” Biana added. 

“I’m still going after my dad,” Keefe said quietly. 

“I know,” Sophie told him, knowing why he needed to, but wondering 
how he was really going to be able to face down his dad. 

“You kids are forgetting that none of you were meant to fight,” Mr. 
Forkle interrupted them. 

“But I have my abilities back now,” Sophie argued. 

“And I took this from my dad’s office,” Fitz said, holding up a silver 
melder. 

“And I’m the secret weapon,” Biana added, turning invisible. 

“I... don’t have anything fancy,” Keefe mumbled, patting his arm, 
which seemed to be missing his throwing stars. “But there’s no way 
youre taking on my dad without me.” 

“If I have to tie you in this cave, I will,” Sandor warned them. 


“So the dwarves can find us totally defenseless if they get past you?” 
Sophie asked. 

Sandor grabbed three throwing stars from a pocket near his ankle 
and whipped them at her, each one thwacking the wall in a perfectly 
straight line, just above Sophie’s head. “They won't get past me.” 

“The simple truth,” Mr. Forkle added, before anyone could argue, “is 
that you are far more valuable than any of us—and I don’t just mean 
Sophie. She’s incredibly important. But she has always needed the 
strength and support of her friends. I was willing to keep you here when 
I thought this was a simple ambush. Now that I know it’s not, you will 
head to safety. And if you try to resist, you will discover that I have many 
ways to ensure my demands are obeyed.” 

“But—” 

“That is the end of the matter!” 

He glared at them, daring them to argue. 

“Good,” Mr. Forkle said when they didn’t. “But before you go, there’s 
something I must teach Fitz, in case another opportunity does not 
present itself.” 

He waved Fitz over to where Sophie was standing. 

“Place your hands on Sophie’s temples. I’m going to show you how to 
slip past her blocking.” 

“WHAT?!” Fitz, Sophie, Keefe, and Biana all asked at the same time 
—though Keefe was the loudest. 

“Are you okay with that?” Fitz asked. 

Sophie didn’t hesitate before she nodded. It would be weird, but... 
“T trust you.” 

Keefe grumbled something about Telepaths as Fitz reached for 
Sophie’s temples and Mr. Forkle pressed his hands against Fitz’s. 

“Do you feel the trail of warmth I’m leaving?” Mr. Forkle asked him. 

“Yeah—wow, that’s crazy. How are you doing that?” Fitz asked. 

“Focus, Fitz. I need you to memorize the path so that you can find it 
on your own.” 

“Right,” Fitz mumbled, his brow furrowing with concentration. 

Sophie tried to feel what they were feeling, but she couldn’t detect 
even a trace of their presence. 


“There,” Mr. Forkle announced, making Sophie jump. “Did you see 
that?” 

“I think so. But I don’t understand what you did.” 

“It’s a point of trust. Transmit the right thing and her guard will 
lower.” 

“What do I transmit?” 

“It varies person to person. What makes her trust me will not work 
for you.” 

“Just so you guys know, this is super weird to watch,” Keefe told 
them, earning himself a shout of “Silence!” from Mr. Forkle. 

But Sophie had to agree. She’d never expected to have an audience 
while the elf who created her taught someone how to slip past her 
mental defenses. Especially when Fitz leaned closer and whispered, 
“What do I say?” 

“How do I know? I don’t even know what he says!” she told him. 

“She’s right. It’s her subconscious you're reaching,” Mr. Forkle 
explained. “Her conscious mind cannot help.” 

Fitz sighed, his eyes wandering over Sophie’s face like he expected 
the answer to be scrawled across her lips. Maybe it was, because a few 
seconds later he pumped his fist and shouted, “I’m in! And whoa—it’s . . 
. overwhelming.” 

“Yes,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “Photographic memories can be. Were 
running out of time, so I’m afraid you can’t explore. But are you 
following the warmth?” 

Fitz nodded. Then his eyes widened. 

“Yes,” Mr. Forkle told him, before Fitz could speak. “Remember this 
place. You may need it. Possibly soon.” 

“What?” Sophie asked. 

“Don't tell her,” Mr. Forkle ordered Fitz. “She is not yet ready to 
know.” 

“Are you kidding me?” Sophie shouted. “It’s my brain.” 

“Yes, and I’m doing everything I can to protect it. Come on, Fitz, 
that’s enough for today.” 

He pulled Fitz back and Fitz shook his head, rubbing his temples. 

“You okay?” Keefe asked, and Sophie wasn’t sure if he was asking her 
or Fitz. 


Their answers were both the same. “I think so.” 

Though Fitz sounded far less sure. 

“And now it’s time to go,” Mr. Forkle said, fishing out a glowing 
purple vial and handing it to Biana. “You still have the charm>” 

Rumbling above them drowned out her answer, and everyone ducked 
and covered their heads as rock and ice rained down. 

“Is it an avalanche?” Sophie shouted, realizing that if it was, 
screaming probably wasn’t the best idea. 

But it wasn’t an avalanche—or not a natural one, at least. 

It was two gorilla-size arms punching through the rocky ceiling. 

They grabbed Sophie by the shoulders and pulled her back through 
the roof before she had a chance to scream. 


SIXT Y-SIX 


SOPHIE’S BODY STARTED TO SHAKE—but not from the arctic air. 


She barely felt the wind or the snow or the sharp jostling of what she 
assumed was an ogre carrying her. The world grew dim as the blackness 
clouded her mind, and red rimmed the edges of her vision as the fear 
and fury boiled into a frenzy. 

She let the rage stew as long as she could bear it. Then she shoved 
the bitterness out of her head, spreading the pain and wrath as far as it 
could travel. 

Her captor grunted and dropped her. But when she sank into the ice, 
the cold bored into her bones, breaking her concentration and leaving 
her numb and useless. She lay there shivering, knowing she should run, 
but her head was spinning spinning spinning. The air was so thin, it felt 
like she wasn’t even breathing. And she was so tired. Maybe if she just 
closed her eyes... 

Thick hands hoisted her up and she tried to thrash, but her muscles 
were too weak. She barely managed a raspy scream before cold metal 
was shoved over her nose and... 

She could breathe. 

She gulped the sweet, soft air as a heavy white cloak wrapped around 
her shoulders, shielding her from the icy wind. 

“I’ve got you,” a high, squeaky voice promised, and it took her a 
second to realize it was Sandor. He hefted her over his shoulder and she 


tightened her grip as Sandor started to slide down the steep 
embankment. 

They'd only gone a few feet when something yanked Sandor 
backward. 

Sophie slipped from his arms, tumbling through the snow, trailed by 
howls and snarls and growls and whimpers. She couldn't tell which 
massive body was Sandor’s in the glimpses she caught through the 
blasting snow. But she could tell he was battling an ogre. And when an 
agonizing screech splattered red among the pristine white, she 
scrambled toward the collapsed body, promising she would never give 
Sandor a hard time again if it would just not be him. 

A blur of gray muscle yanked her away and it took her a second to 
recognize the familiar flat-nosed face. 

“You're not dead!” she cried, feeling her tears freeze before they could 
fall. 

“Neither is he.” Sandor grunted as he shifted her weight onto his 
other shoulder. 

That’s when she felt the warm wetness seeping from his chest. 
“You're bleeding!” 

“These conditions have slowed my reflexes. Especially without the 
Purifier.” 

Sophie reached for the oxygen mask he’d given her, but he grabbed 
her hand, smearing her palm with blood. 

“Sorry,” he murmured, wiping her hand on a clean part of his chest. 
“You need that far more than me. I can breathe relatively naturally up 
here. It just makes everything foggy. That’s what cost me my sword.” 

“Where’s everyone else?” Sophie asked, trying to see through the 
whiteout around them. 

“I do not know. Their dwarves came up through the ground as I 
chased after you. But I’m hoping your friends are still waiting near the 
outcropping. Is your head clear enough to teleport?” 

“I think so,” she said, sucking in another breath. “But I’m not 
leaving.” 

“Yes, you are! And don’t even think about—” 

A wall of muscle slammed them from behind, sending Sandor 
crashing on top of her. The thick snow saved Sophie from the bulk of his 


crushing weight, but the fall still knocked the wind out of her, leaving 
her coughing and wheezing as Sandor pushed himself to his feet. He’d 
barely gone two steps before the massive ogre tackled him again, tearing 
at Sandor’s neck and chest with his pointed teeth as they tumbled over 
the ground. 

“You're going over, flat nose,” the ogre shouted as he shoved Sandor 
toward the edge. 

“If I do, you're coming with me.” Sandor widened his stance, holding 
his bleeding arms at the ready. 

“Deal!” 

The ogre launched himself at Sandor with all of his strength, the 
collision so loud it knocked Sandor back another step. 

They wobbled once, twice, then toppled off the cliff. 

“NO!!!” Sophie screamed, sprinting to where they’d fallen. 

The drop had to be at least a thousand feet. 

And all she could see at the bottom was red. 


SIXTY-SEVEN 


SANDOR!” SOPHIE SCREAMED, HER CHEST heaving with sobs as she 


searched for a way to climb down the embankment. 

She glanced over the edge, wondering if she could see enough details 
to teleport down to him, when a deep voice spoke behind her. 

“Surrender, Sophie, and no one else has to die.” 

She spun around, feeling her whole body shake with rage as three 
black-cloaked figures stepped through the blinding white swells. Glints 
of silver flashed in their hands, and Sophie realized they each carried a 
melder. 

She pooled her fear and fury, spinning it into an angry swarm in her 
mind. But before she could inflict any of it, a sharp blast of pain flared in 
her chest, dropping her like a stone. 

“She was trying to inflict,” a familiar voice shouted as the other two 
figures accused him of violating their orders. “Besides, all he said was to 
bring her in alive. He didn’t say anything about untouched.” 

Sophie tried to move—tried to scream—but the melder had paralyzed 
her from head to toe, forcing her to lie still and watch as the figures 
drew closer. 

The one who'd shot her leaned over the edge and laughed. “Looks like 
we don’t have to worry about her bodyguard.” 

Sophie raged inside her mind as the others shared in his laughter. 
She tried to channel the energy into a force she could blast them with. 
But the melder must’ve done something to her heart. No matter how 


hard she concentrated, she couldn’t find the force she needed to launch 
any emotions. 

“Let’s go,” one of the other figures said as he crouched in front of 
Sophie and waved a hand in front of her face. “Think she’s stunned 
enough?” 

“Might as well be safe,” the one whod shot her told him, blasting 
Sophie again. 

Lightning seared through Sophie’s veins and the iron taste of blood 
coated her tongue. She stared at the dark spaces where the figures faces 
hid behind their cloaks, vowing to make them pay the next time she got 
the chance. 

But for the moment, all she could do was endure the agony and try 
not to wonder how much worse the pain had been for Dex when they’d 
blasted him three times on the streets of Paris. 

“That should do it,” the third figure—who'd yet to speak—decided. 
“Grab her and let’s get out of here.” 

“What about the boy?” the one in front of Sophie asked. 

“Which boy? The Vacker one? He'd only be an asset to the girl.” 

“No—the boy who led us here. He can’t be allowed to go home.” 

“Why?” Keefe shouted, stepping through the wall of wind and snow, 
looking like a ghost in his white hooded cloak and boots. Fitz flanked 
him, pointing his melder at the figure closest to Sophie, as Keefe asked, 
“Afraid Pll tell Mom?” 

The figure stood, his laugh so cold Sophie shivered inside. “Trust 
me,” he told Keefe. “Your mother is not my concern.” 

His voice was clearer now, and Sophie recognized it as Lord Cassius. 
Keefe must’ve noticed it too, because he looked like he’d been punched 
in the stomach. 

“Is this really what you do?” Keefe asked, choking slightly when he 
pointed to Sophie's paralyzed form. “Is that the Sencen legacy?” 

“No, it’s a necessary sacrifice for a larger plan.” 

“I hate you!” Keefe screamed, grabbing a chunk of ice and flinging it 
at his father’s head. 

Lord Cassius stepped to the side and the ice breezed past him, 
plummeting over the edge and falling so far, Sophie couldn’t hear it 
crash. 


Sandor had fallen the same way... . 

She shook the heartbreaking thought away, forcing herself to focus. 

Lord Cassius was stomping the snow off his boots as he told Keefe, 
“You hate, only because you do not understand. I am building you a 
better world. Someday you'll thank me.” 

“I will never thank you,” Keefe told him, backing a step away. “I will 
never speak to you again.” 

“Well, then it’s going to be a very quiet day. Gethen—grab the girl,” 
Lord Cassius ordered, pointing to the figure who'd shot Sophie. “We'll 
take all three of them.” 

“Don’t come any nearer,” Fitz warned him, pointing his melder at 
Gethen’s head. 

Gethen laughed and aimed his melder at Sophie. “Shoot me and PII 
shoot her again—and she’s already taken several blasts. How many more 
do you think that freaky little mind of hers can handle?” 

“Sophie can handle anything!” Keefe shouted, hurling another chunk 
of ice and smashing Gethen’s arm so hard it knocked the melder out of 
his hand. 

Gethen scrambled to retrieve it but Fitz blasted him in the chest, 
dropping him to the snow like a lump of coal before Fitz dove for the 
melder and tossed it to Keefe. 

Fitz spun to check on Sophie as she watched Keefe stalk closer to his 
father. 

“I knew all that bramble practice would come in handy,” Keefe told 
him. “And you said it was a foolish game.” 

Lord Cassius laughed. “Put it down, son.” 

“I’m not your son!” 

“Yes you are—and you always will be. And regardless of what you 
may think, I don’t want to hurt you.” 

“Funny—I will have no problem blasting the snot out of you.” 

“Then let’s take stock of your situation, shall we? We have your 
dwarves outnumbered three to one. Your bodyguard is dead—” 

“Sandor?” Fitz and Keefe both asked. 

“Yes. Poor oaf took a dive off that cliff—and last I checked goblins 
can't force-shift like ogres. So...” He raised his hand, miming a diving 
motion that ended in a splatter. 


Sophie was glad she couldn’t move, because she would have tossed 
him over the edge. 

“And last we saw, your puffy leader was pinned down by at least a 
dozen of our dwarves,” Lord Cassius added. “I’m sure they’ll be 
delivering him to us any minute now. So it’s over. Set down your 
weapons and we'll bring you in with no further injuries.” 

“No, I don’t think we will,” Keefe said, taking a slow step toward 
Sophie. “Because I think you forgot to take stock of your situation.” 

“Three scrawny kids—one of whom is currently paralyzed,’ Lord 
Cassius started—but Keefe shook his head. 

“Not three. Four.” 

“NOW!” Fitz shouted as Biana appeared and tackled Keefe’s father. 

Fitz dropped the other figure with a melder blast and Keefe took over 
the fight with his dad. Biana ran to Sophie’s side and pulled her away 
from the ledge, twisting her into a sitting position so she could place her 
fingers at the base of Sophie's skull. “This is going to hurt, but it’ll pull 
you out of the daze. My dad taught me, just in case.” 

Sophie couldn’t nod, but she held her breath, bracing for the worst as 
Biana dug her fingers into the tender skin, right where Sophie’s neck 
met her skull. 

Pain surged immediately—like Biana had awoken some sort of beast 
and let it tear around inside her—and when she loosened her grip, 
Sophie fell to her side, coughing and thrashing and wondering if she 
was going to be sick. 

Biana helped her to her feet, wrapping Sophie’s shaky arm across her 
shoulders and pulling her back toward Fitz. 

“No ...we... Sandor,” Sophie said, between gasping breaths. “He 
might be... need to check.” 

“We will,” Biana promised as they came up alongside Fitz. “As soon 
as Keefe’s ready. How’s he doing?” she asked Fitz. 

Fitz could only shake his head and point. 

A sheet of white blocked most of the view, but she could vaguely 
discern two cloaked figures scaling another incline, one in black, the 
other nearly invisible in white. 

Sophie, Fitz, and Biana climbed after them. 


Chunks of snow slipped under Sophie’s feet and she wished she had 
the heavy boots Fitz and Biana were wearing. Their progress was 
painfully slow until Fitz found icy ropes they could hold on to. He stayed 
behind her to catch her if she slipped, and they pulled themselves up, 
stopping at a new ledge that stretched to a relatively flat area. 

The whiteout barely let them see five feet in any direction, but they 
shoved blindly forward until Biana grabbed their arms and pointed to a 
smear of black among the white. 

A few more steps and they could see Keefe and his father, standing in 
the winds. They weren't fighting. They were just . . . staring. And when 
Sophie moved closer, she understood why. 

The wind—or maybe Keefe—must’ve thrown back his father’s hood. 

But it wasn’t his father facing him. 

It was Lady Gisela. 

Keefe’s mom. 


SIXT Y-EIGHT 


| DON’T UNDERSTAND,” SOPHIE SAID, voicing the thought she was 


pretty sure they all were having. “She sounded like Lord Cassius.” 

And then she remembered: Keefe’s mom can mimic. 

“You?” Keefe pointed to the Sencen crest on his cape. “But Dad was 
the one who gave this to me.” 

“And I’m the one who gave it to him. Honestly, Keefe’ —-she stomped 
her feet, shaking the snow off her heavy boots, even though they 
immediately sank back into the snowdrift—“Don’t you know your father 
at all? He never set so much as a hair out of place, especially if it risked 
all those honors he’s gotten from the Council.” 

“But, Dad’s—” 

“A jerk?” Lady Gisela finished for him. “Yes, he is. And your hating 
him has been hugely helpful to me. Every time I slipped and let any 
emotions that might’ve given me away show through, I could just blame 
it on your latest mess. In fact, when I return home tonight, all he'll feel 
is a mother distraught over her son’s tragic disappearance.” 

“You monster!” Biana shouted, accidentally revealing that she'd 
moved dangerously close to Lady Gisela. 

Lady Gisela grabbed Biana’s cloak and pressed her melder against 
Biana’s head. “I wouldn’t move, if I were you. A blast this close will likely 
cause permanent damage.” 

“Go ahead,” Biana told her, her voice surprisingly steady. 


“You can drop the mock bravery, my dear. There are safer ways to 
impress my son. Just ask that one.” 

“SHUT UP!” Keefe screamed as Lady Gisela tilted her head toward 
Sophie. 

“Yes, you're right,” his mom agreed. “I’m cold. And the altitude 
remedy the ogres gave me is triggering a headache.” She pointed her 
melder at Keefe again. “This is your last chance to spare your friends 
unnecessary pain. Throw down your weapons and come with me.” 

“Uh—in case you didn’t notice, there’s four of us and only one of 
you,” Keefe reminded her. 

“That’s my Keefe. Always missing the obvious.” 

She covered her face with her hood and stomped her foot again. And 
when the ground rumbled, Sophie realized what she was doing. 

“She’s calling her dwarves!” she shouted, but she was too late. 

A dozen furry bodies launched out of the snow and surrounded 
them. 

“Any ideas?” Fitz asked, backing up as the dwarves circled closer. 

“I’m thinking.” Sophie wasn’t sure if she could inflict without taking 
her friends down in the frenzy—and with the ice clawing up her poorly- 
dressed legs and feet, she didn’t think she could concentrate hard 
enough to affect such a large group anyway. 

“TIl give you until the count of three to throw down your weapons 
and lie in the snow,” Lady Gisela called. 

“Never,” Keefe shouted. “Guys, leap out of here!” 

“Not without you!” Sophie shouted back. 

“One,” Lady Gisela counted. “And you'll never create a strong enough 
beam of light in this storm.” 

Sophie glanced at the flurries around them, hating that Keefe’s mom 
was right. Especially when she counted, “Two.” 

“Three!” Mr. Forkle shouted, belly flopping onto four of the dwarves 
closest to Fitz and Sophie, crushing them with his massive girth. 

A handful of the Black Swan’s dwarves popped out of the ground and 
dove into the fray, and Lady Gisela dropped Biana and turned to run 
away. But Keefe tackled her, sending them toppling through the wall of 
wind and vanishing into the white nothing. 


Sophie, Fitz, and Biana chased after them—or tried to, anyway. The 
snow was waist deep, and they were climbing uphill again, so it felt like 
they were dragging heavy chains. 

“He’s over there!” Biana shouted, pointing to a flash of black, before it 
was swallowed again by the blinding white. 

They picked up their pace, pushing their bodies so hard they could 
barely breathe. But by the time they reached them, it was still too late. 

Keefe lay facedown in the snow, pinned under his mom’s foot, with 
her melder pointed at his head. 

Sophie had barely screamed, “LET HIM GO!” when Biana pounced, 
slamming into Lady Gisela and sending them tumbling down the 
incline. 

Keefe scrambled to his feet and chased after them, joining Sophie 
and Fitz on the way. 

“Did you know Biana could fight like that?” Sophie asked as Keefe’s 
mom tried to stop their tumbling, and Biana shoved her shoulders and 
sent them both toppling again. 

“Actually, yeah,” Keefe admitted. “She’s thrown me down a hill during 
base quest several times.” 

“Me too.” Fitz agreed. 

Sophie smiled, trying to picture them—but it quickly faded when she 
realized how close Biana was getting to the edge. 

“BIANA, STOP!” Sophie, Fitz, and Keefe all shouted, but Biana either 
couldn’t slow or didn’t hear them. 

They were seconds away from dropping off the edge when Lady 
Gisela grabbed Biana’s arms and swung them both into a drift of snow 
so deep, it seemed to swallow them. 

“It’s over, Mom,” Keefe called as she struggled to her feet. He pointed 
his melder at her heart as she raised her foot to stomp for her dwarves. 
“I will drop you with this if I have to.” 

She shook the snow out of her hair and stomped her boot anyway. 

No dwarves jumped out and attacked them. 

“Well, I guess they’re busy,’ Lady Gisela said, glancing at the cliff 
behind her. 

“There’s nowhere to go, Mom. Just give up and come with me.” He 
raised the melder at her head. “I don’t want to use this—but I will.” 


“I know.” She smiled at him then, but it was a sad smile. 

A broken smile. 

“I’m not going back with you,” she told him. 

“You don’t have a choice.” 

“Oh, there’s always a choice.” 

Her smile faded as she turned to look at the ledge again, and Sophie 
realized what she was thinking a second too late. 

She screamed almost as loud as Keefe when Lady Gisela launched 
herself backward. And they all watched in horror as she plummeted off 
the edge of the cliff. 


SIXT Y-NINE 


KEEFE SANK TO HIS KNEES and Fitz and Biana gathered around him. 

Sophie leaned over the edge, trying to squint through the swirling 
snow. 

“I can't see anything,” she said quietly, knowing Keefe would need to 
know for sure. 

I'll have to teleport down there and look, she transmitted to Fitz. 

“Not alone, you won't,” Fitz told her. “I’m going with you.” 

“Me too,” Keefe said, struggling to his feet. Clearly her secret 
communication hadn’t fooled him. 

“Tm going,” he insisted. 

His voice was shakier than his legs, but his eyes were determined. 

“Okay,” she relented, offering him her hand. 

He twined their fingers together as Fitz took her other hand and 
Biana held on to Fitz. Then she pictured what she'd seen of the spot 
where Sandor had fallen, waiting until the image felt clear in her mind 
before she ordered everyone to hold on tight and pulled them off the 
cliff. 


They landed in a pile of slushy snow. 
Red slushy snow. 


Sophie scrambled back, nearly tripping over the body as she tried to 
get away. 

But it wasn’t Keefe’s mom. 

“Sandor!” 

Sophie dropped to her knees beside him, begging him to open his 
eyes. 

He didn't. 

But his injuries didn’t look nearly as bad as she would’ve expected. 
There was a gash on his forehead and another on his chin. But most of 
the blood seemed to have come from the deep scratches on his chest 
and neck. His legs and arms looked like they were bent the wrong way, 
but his spine seemed straight. And when she pressed her ear against his 
chest, she could feel the rise and fall of shallow breaths. 

“He’s alive! Though only barely. We have to get him to Elwin. Fitz, if 
you take his feet, I can get his arms, and if we all hold on to him as we 
fall I should be able to get us all . . 

Her voice trailed off when she met Keefe’s eyes. 

“I don’t see my mom,” he whispered. “Do you?” 

Sophie turned to the wider part of the ledge, which was solid white, 
except for a few dark rocks. 

No red anywhere. 

“We all watched her jump, right?” Keefe asked. 

He craned his neck, probably checking to see if there was another 
ledge above them that could’ve caught her. Sophie did the same, and it 
was hard to tell with the limited visibility. 

“But Sandor’s here,” Fitz said quietly. “So she'd have to be, wouldn't 
she>” 

“Where’s the ogre, though?” Sophie asked. 

She went back to Sandor, using the last of her strength to roll him to 
his side. 

All she found underneath him was more red snow. 

“An ogre knocked Sandor off the ledge and they went over together,” 
she explained. “So where’s the ogre>” 

“My guess is he force-shifted,” Mr. Forkle said, limping toward them 
from a snowdrift Sophie was sure had been empty a second earlier. 


“How did you... ?” she started to ask, but Mr. Forkle waved the 
question away. 

“Your mother jumped off the edge, right?” he asked Keefe. “You 
didn’t push her?” 

Keefe nodded blankly. 

“Then I’m sure she tried to force-shift. It’s a method of ogre 
transportation Id thought was simply a rumor—something about a 
special device they use that helps them shift the force of gravity to 
launch themselves to safety.” 

Keefe sounded both hopeful and horrified as he asked, “So . . . she’s 
alive?” 

“It would appear so. Though I’m only assuming she knew about 
force-shifting.” 

“She did,” Sophie told him. 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “I think it’s best if you all go. Get somewhere safe. 
Pll clean up here.” 

“How many did we lose?” Sophie forced herself to ask. 

“Three dwarves, so far. But there might be a fourth.” He wiped his 
face, and Sophie wondered if he was drying tears or clearing the frost off 
his cheeks. 

“But... that’s better than I’d feared, honestly,” he said after a second. 
“And it wasn’t all for naught this time.” 

He stomped his foot and two limping dwarves slowly emerged from 
the snow, dragging a black-cloaked figure. 

“You caught one?” Sophie asked. 

“Actually, I believe you three caught this one. We found him 
paralyzed from a melder blast up above. I only woke him up a few 
minutes ago, and, well, he’s less than pleased to be our guest. But we 
have lots of getting to know each other to do, don’t we?” 

The figure responded only with a curse, and Sophie watched him 
thrash against his silver bonds. 

“Can I see his face?” she asked. 

“Quickly,” Mr. Forkle agreed. 

She held her breath as she stepped closer, giving herself three 
seconds to steady her nerves before she swept the hood back. 

Her mouth fell open. 


“This was the jogger who came to my house and tried to grab me!” 

“Yes, I remember,” Mr. Forkle murmured. “It took all of my mental 
energy to hold him back from snatching you off the street that day. And 
if I hadn’t known Fitz would be coming for you momentarily, I would’ve 
had to take you into hiding.” 

“Whoa,” Fitz whispered. “I forgot about that.” 

“I didn’t.” Sophie stalked closer, remembering the way he’d slung Dex 
over his shoulder on the bridge in Paris, ready to dispose of him like 
trash. “What are you going to do to him?” 

“Whatever we must to find out what he knows.” 

“It won't work,” the rebel snarled. “I’ve trained for this.” 

“So have we.” 

“Your name’s Gethen, isn’t it?” Sophie asked, smiling when he 
flinched. “I heard Lady Gisela call him that. But wait—Fitz paralyzed two 
people, not just one. Where’s the other one?” 

“We followed his tracks to the edge of the cliff, so I’m assuming he 
woke up and force-shifted like Lady Gisela did.” 

“And you're sure she’s alive?” Keefe interrupted. 

“Worried about your mommy?” Gethen asked, laughing when Keefe 
spun toward him. “Don’t worry, we take good care of her. Way better 
than you or your dad ever has.” 

Fitz grabbed Keefe before he could lunge for Gethen’s throat. “He’s 
not worth it.” 

“No—you're not worth it.” Gethen snarled. “I'll be free by the end of 
the night. We have an army of ogres on our side. Do you really think—” 

The sound of crunching bone cut him off and his head snapped back 
so hard it left him bleeding and unconscious. 

“Sorry,” Sophie mumbled, staring at her fist in wonder. She stretched 
her sore fingers, testing to make sure none were broken. 

“Everyone else saw that, right?” Keefe asked, turning to Sophie. “I’m 
kinda freaking out here, so .. . I didn’t imagine that, did I? Foster just 
beat the snot out of him with one punch?” 

Fitz and Biana nodded. 

Sophie pointed to the cuff on her wrist. “I had a little help from Dex.” 

“In more ways than one, I suspect,” Mr. Forkle said, pointing to 
where her circlet used to be. 


“About that—” 

“Later,” Mr. Forkle told her. “Right now you need to get Sandor to 
Everglen, and I need to get Gethen somewhere he'll feel . . . a bit more 
like talking.” 

“Wait!” Sophie called as the dwarves started to tunnel away. “When 
will I see you again?” 

Mr. Forkle moved closer, taking her by the shoulders and staring 
deeply into her eyes. “That will depend on you.” 

“Me?” she repeated. 

“Yes. You have a choice to make. But first, you must take care of your 
friends.” 


SEVENTY 


ELWIN WAS WAITING FOR THEM at Everglen when they arrived. Dex 


had called him to help with Grady—who’d thankfully only needed a few 
elixirs to clear his head before he was back to normal. 

Well . .. normal health-wise, at least. 

Mentally would be a much longer recovery, but Sophie supposed that 
was to be expected after the betrayal he’d endured. 

She hadnt had a chance to talk to him—or Edaline—since she’d 
arrived. 

There'd been too much chaos getting Sandor’s massive body inside 
and helping Elwin adjust his treatments for goblin physiology. Elwin 
expected Sandor to make a full recovery—but he’d be off his feet for a 
month. He’d broken most of his bones in the fall, and would need to 
stay sedated for the rest of the week. But all things considered, he was 
incredibly lucky. 

Sophie had wanted to stay by his side until he woke up, but Elwin 
insisted on treating her for frostbite and altitude sickness and smoke 
inhalation and a dozen other maladies her adventures had given her. 
And he didn’t ask about her missing circlet as he rubbed a healing balm 
on the abrasions on her forehead, but he gave her a huge hug when he 
was finished. 

Sophie hugged him back, feeling her eyes burn with tears. She was 
starting to realize what choice Mr. Forkle had meant before she’d left 
Mount Everest. And she had no idea if she was brave enough to make it. 


Alden had insisted everyone stay within Everglen’s protective gates— 
even Dex, who looked extra nervous in the grand, glittering halls, 
regardless of how many ways Della tried to make him comfortable. 

Sophie was given the same bedroom she'd slept in twice before, once 
on her first night in the elvin world, and the other after shed first been 
rescued from the kidnappers. But she knew this night would be her 
scariest night yet. 

She sat awake long after Grady and Edaline brought her Ella to help 
her sleep, trying not to remember the heartbreak she’d seen etched into 
their faces. It wasn’t her fault they looked so lost and devastated—but it 
would be soon, if she did what the Black Swan had asked. 

But did she really have another option? 

“Can't sleep either?” Keefe asked, peeking through the crack in her 
doorway. He fidgeted with the sleeves of the blue pajamas he’d borrowed 
from Fitz as he sat on the edge of her bed. “Please don’t ask how I’m 
doing. That’s all anyone’s said to me since I got here, and they keep 
tilting their heads and puckering their brows and it makes me want to 
punch them—and I really don’t want to punch you. Especially since I’m 
pretty sure you could knock me across the room.” 

Sophie smiled at the cuff still on her wrist. She knew she should give 
it back to Dex, but she had a feeling she was going to need it. 

A lot. 

“So when do you leave?” Keefe asked, like he knew what she’d been 
thinking. 

“Ugh—lI swear, for an Empath, you act more like a Telepath.” 

“That’s because I’d be an awesome Telepath. And I can guarantee, if I 
snuck into your head and saw secret things, I would tell you what they 
are. Most of them, at least. Okay, maybe just the part about you being 
completely lost without me and needing me to come with you when you 
leave.” 

Sophie reached for an itchy eyelash, but stopped herself on the way. If 
she was going to do this, she needed to learn to be brave. 

“I don’t even know if I’m going,” she mumbled. 

“Yes, you do. I mean, you're also scared and stressed and stuff. But I 
can feel your resolve. Shoot—I could feel it down the hall. Which is why 
I had to come in and bug you. Because I want in—and before you say 


anything, you should know I’m not really giving you a choice in this. rI 
follow you if I have to, but I’d rather not have to be creepy like that.” 

“Keefe—” 

He took her hand, waiting for her to meet his eyes. “Don’t make me 
beg, Sophie.” 

“Keefe, if I do this, I don’t know when I'll be able to come home.” 

“Sounds perfect. Is now too soon to leave>” 

“If you don’t want to stay with your father, I’m sure you could stay 
here.” 

“Probably. But then Td still have to see him.” He picked at a thread on 
the end of his sleeve, unraveling the perfect seam. “Who knew he’d turn 
out to be the ‘good’ parent? Didn’t see that one coming.” 

“Keefe—” 

“Whatever you're going to say, I’m sure I’ve already thought it. I’ve 
been replaying the last few years of my life—and you know what I keep 
focusing on? That wound you spotted on my mom’s arm. The one you 
were worried my dad gave her? Turns out J gave it to her. I hit her with a 
goblin throwing star during that battle on the cliff, right after she 
clocked me in the head with a rock and knocked the melder out of my 
hand. And the thing is .. . I wasn’t wearing a disguise like she was. She 
knew it was me. And she still attacked me.” 

“But she did stop Biana from falling off the edge of that cliff,” Sophie 
reminded him. “She didn’t have to do that.” 

“She also pressed a melder to Biana’s brain and threatened to pull the 
trigger. She didn’t have to do that, either.” 

“I guess that’s true,” Sophie admitted. 

Honestly, Lady Gisela scared her way more than Brant did. 

At least Brant had a reason for being broken and crazy. 

Nothing would ever excuse the horrible things he’d done, but Sophie 
could understand why he'd joined the rebels in the first place. She knew 
better than anyone what it felt like to have her abilities stripped away, 
and the hard choices that had to be made. 

“So when do you want to leave?” Keefe asked, sensing her mood shift. 

Sophie threw up her hands. “I don’t even know where I’m going!” 

“I do,” Fitz said, leaning in through her doorway. “One of the things 
Mr. Forkle showed me was the rest of that memory I found earlier—that 


window in Italy?” 

He plopped next to Keefe on the bed, wearing the exact same 
pajamas, only his fit better. 

Under normal circumstances, Sophie might’ve teased them about 
being twins. But given everything that had happened, all she asked was, 
“Did you find out where it is?” 

“Yeah. I guess it’s in a city called Florence. Or was it Firenze?” 

“They're the same place,” Sophie explained. “Firenze is Florence in 
Italian. But that’s a huge city. Did it tell you any more information than 
that?” 

Fitz nodded smugly. “But I’m not telling you until you say I can go 
with you.” 

“And me!” Biana added, appearing in the corner of the room— 
making Sophie wonder how long she’d been there. 

Sophie got up to pace, realizing only after she did that she was 
wearing a long pink nightgown Biana had loaned her, covered in sparkly 
unicorns. It might not have been so bad if Biana weren’t wearing a 
simple black tunic and stretch pants with red fluffy slippers. 

“Guys, this isn’t some, like, fun adventure I’m going on,” she told 
them, crossing her arms and trying to look serious. “It’s not even like 
the other stuff you’ve helped me with. We're talking about running away 
to find the Black Swan!” 

“We are?” Dex asked from the doorway. “Guess it’s a good thing I 
came upstairs, then, because I definitely want in on that. 

Dex was also wearing a pair of Fitz’s blue pajamas, though he’d had to 
cuff the pants and the sleeves several times to make them fit. The extra 
fabric swished as he made his way to where Fitz and Keefe were sitting 
and dropped down beside them. 

“So where were we?” he asked. 

“I’m pretty sure this is the part where Sophie goes on and on and on 
about all the reasons why she’s not going to let us go and we have to 
wear her down bit by bit,” Fitz told him. 

“You're not wearing me down!” Sophie insisted. 

“She’s cute when she’s in denial, isn’t she?” Keefe asked. “Especially 
covered in sparkly unicorns.” 


Sophie rubbed her head, wondering if it would be easier to hide in 
the bathroom until she was ready to leave. “You guys have to understand 
—if I do this, I’ll be a fugitive. Not only will I be going to live with the 
group the Council has basically made their Public Enemy Number One 

“The group we all illegally went to help this morning?” Fitz asked, 
grinning at her when she was forced to nod. “Just making sure. Carry 
on.” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Not only will I be going to live with the group 
the Council has basically made their Public Enemy Number One, but I'll 
be doing it without the circlet they ordered me to wear—” 

“You mean the circlet I illegally helped you remove and then threw 
into the Everblaze to destroy?” Dex asked. 

“I see what you guys are trying to do,” Sophie told them. “And yeah, 
youre probably going to be in trouble. But that’s not the same as leaving 
everything you know behind. If I do this, I don’t know when I'll be able 
to come back. Is that really what you want?” 

“Yes,” Keefe answered immediately. 

“Yeah, I know,” Sophie told him, turning to Fitz, Biana, and Dex. “But 
what about you guys? Do you really want to leave your families, not 
knowing when you'll see them again? Do you have any idea what that’ll 
do to them?” 

“You have a family too,” Biana reminded her. 

“I know.” And the stabbing guilt she'd been trying to ignore jabbed 
her heart like a hot poker. “But J don’t have a choice here.” 

“Neither do we,” Fitz told her. “Like it or not, were all involved, 
Sophie. So you can let us come with you and we can solve this mess a lot 
faster together. Or you can be stubborn and try to sneak away and we'll 
just follow you. In fact, we'll beat you there, because—let’s not forget—I 
already know where you need to go, and you don’t.” 

“Can I say something?” Alden said from the doorway, making them 
all jump. 

They jumped again when they realized he wasn’t alone. Della, Grady, 
and Edaline all followed him into the room as Sophie sat beside her 
friends, bracing for the lecture of the century. 

Instead Alden told them, “I think the five of you should go.” 


“What?” they all asked in unison. 

“To the Black Swan,” Alden clarified. “I think you should go.” 

Fitz was the first to recover, clearing his throat and asking, “You do?” 

“Yes. Mind you, it’s not what I want. What I want is to lock all of you 
in your various bedrooms to keep you safe. But when I embarked on my 
search to find Sophie—which was technically an illegal operation, by the 
way—I knew I was wading into dangerous waters. And yet I still did it, 
and even involved my son’—he smiled sadly at Fitz—“because of one 
simple fact: I knew it was right.” 

He paused to look at each of them in turn before he continued. 

“The Council was wrong when they sentenced you to wear that 
circlet, Sophie. Just like they were wrong to target the Black Swan. And 
to ignore the warning signs from the ogres. And I fear they’re going to 
get far worse when news of these recent adventures finds them. Which 
means—much as it pains me to admit—locking you in your bedrooms 
isn’t going to keep any of you safe right now. The best place you can be 
is with the group the Council has been failing to find for decades. And 
you have a much better chance of making it there safely if you go 
together. So I think you should leave. Tonight. In fact, the gnomes are 
already gathering a few things you might need for your journey. You 
should be ready to depart within the hour.” 

“Seriously?” Biana asked, clapping her hands and clearly seeming 
way too giddy for the occasion. 

Sophie turned to Grady and Edaline, who were both wiping tears 
from their cheeks. “You guys are really okay with this?” 

“Yes and no,” Grady said, holding out his arms for a hug. 

Sophie crossed the room and sank into them, tearing up when she 
felt Edaline’s fingers stroking her hair, lingering on the crown of her 
head where the circlet had been. 

“Havenfield won't be the same without you,” Grady said softly, “and it 
will always be ready for you to come home. But I have to agree with 
Alden. The safest place for you right now is with a group who knows 
how to hide. Dex’s parents agree as well. I met with them while Sandor 
was getting treated.” 

Sophie glanced at Dex, and he nodded. 


“But . . . will you guys be okay?” Sophie whispered, turning back to 
Grady and Edaline. “After... you know... you won't need me?” 

“We'll always need you,” Edaline said quietly. “But that’s the point. 
What we need more than anything is for you to be safe. And I knew you 
wouldn't believe me. That’s why I’ve already packed your things.” 

She pointed to a purple backpack stashed by the door. 

The same purple backpack Sophie had shown up with after she left 
her human family. 

It was crammed a lot fuller this time. But it still seemed impossibly 
small. 

Was that really all she'd have to help her for the next stage of her 
journey? 

No. 

She turned to study the faces of her friends—the faces that had been 
with her through everything. She’d fought so hard to protect them that 
she hadn’t really considered how much they’d protected her. 

Individually they were vulnerable. But together, they were a team. 

“You guys are sure you want to do this?” Sophie asked, needing to 
check one last time. “There’s no going back from here.” 

Keefe smirked. “Uh, how many times do I have to tell you: Bring it 
on, Foster. I’m ready.” 

“Me too,” Fitz promised, nodding quickly at his dad. 

“Me three,” Biana agreed. 

“So the real question,” Dex said, flashing his dimpled grin, “is, are 
you sure you want to do this?” 

“Yes,” Sophie told him, not needing any deep breaths or counted 
seconds before she decided. 

She was ready. 

So all she had left to say was, “Let’s go join the Black Swan!” 
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KEEPER. 
L@ST CITIES 
NEVERSEEN 


Aladdin 


New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi 


For my readers. 
I love you more than Silveny loves Keefe. 
*mallowmelt and custard bursts for everyone!* 


PREFACE 


SOPHIE STUMBLED BACKWARD, scrambling closer to her friends as a 


cage of neon yellow flames erupted all around them. 

Heat licked across her skin and smoke choked her lungs while the 
Neverseen moved forward, their black cloaks gone, disguises 
abandoned. 

There would be no more hiding. 

The Neverseen shouted insults and warnings that Sophie tried to 
focus on, but her mind was too fixated on other words. 

Trick. 

Trap. 

Traitor. 

The last word made it impossible to look one of the figures in the eye. 

Another betrayal. 

Another lie. 

Sophie was done with all of it. 

She reached for her pendant—the sign of the swan carved into cold 
black metal curled around a piece of smooth glass. She still didn’t fully 
understand the reason the Black Swan had given it to her. But she knew 
enough of its power to realize it was their best chance. 

She held the glass into the fading rays of sunset, letting the searing 
beam of white light refract toward the flames of Everblaze. 

It was time to fight fire with fire. 


ONE 


WE HAVE TO go,” Fitz said, bursting through the doors of Everglen’s 


upstairs guest room. 

He found Sophie sitting alone on the edge of the giant canopy bed, 
already dressed in some of her old human clothes. 

“I thought we were waiting another hour?” she asked, glancing out 
the window at the endless black sky. 

“We can’t. The Council is already convening to vote on our 
punishments.” 

Sophie took a slow breath, letting the words pulse through her veins, 
steeling her nerves as she reached for her purple backpack. It was the 
same bag she’d used when she’d left her human life nearly a year earlier. 
And now she would use it again to leave the Lost Cities. 

“Is everyone ready?” she asked, proud of her voice for not shaking. 
She also resisted the urge to tug out an itchy eyelash. 

This was not a time for nervous habits. 

It was time to be brave. 

The Council had vowed to punish anyone associated with the Black 
Swan—the mysterious organization responsible for Sophie’s existence. 
But Sophie and her friends knew the real villains were a group called the 
Neverseen. Fitz, Keefe, and Biana had even tried to help the Black Swan 
catch the rebels on Mount Everest. But the Neverseen guessed their plan 
and turned the mission into an ambush. Sophie had discovered the trap 
in time to warn her friends, and they’d escaped with their lives—and 
managed to capture one prisoner. But they’d each broken numerous 
laws in the process. 


Their safest option now was to flee to the Black Swan and go into 
hiding. But Sophie had mixed feelings about getting up close and 
personal with her creators. The Black Swan had tweaked her genes to 
enhance her abilities as part of their Project Moonlark—but they’d never 
given her any clue as to why. They’d also never told her who her genetic 
parents were, and Sophie had no idea if she’d finally have to meet them. 

“Bout time you got here,” Keefe said as Sophie followed Fitz down 
the twisting silver staircase. He stood next to Dex in Everglen’s glittering 
round foyer, both of them looking very human in hoodies and dark 
jeans. 

Keefe flashed his famous smirk and patted his carefully mussed 
blond hair, but Sophie could see the sadness clouding his sky blue eyes. 
During their confrontation with the Neverseen, Keefe had discovered 
that his mother was one of their leaders. She’d even attacked her own 
son, before fleeing to the ogre capital and abandoning her family. 

“Hey, no worrying about me, Foster,” Keefe said, fanning the space 
between them. He was one of the few Empaths who could feel Sophie’s 
emotions rippling through the air. 

“I’m worried about all of you,” she told him. “You're all risking your 
lives because of me.” 

“Eh, what else is new?” Dex asked, flashing his dimpled grin. “And 
will you relax? We’ve got this! Though I’m not sure about my shoes.” He 
pointed to his soft brown boots, which were a typical elvin style. “All the 
human ones Fitz had were too big for my feet.” 

“I doubt anyone will notice,” Sophie told him. “But I guess it depends 
on how long we'll be around humans. How far away is the hideout after 
we get to Florence?” 

Fitz smiled his movie-ready smile. “You'll see.” 

The Black Swan had taught Fitz how to sneak past Sophie’s mental 
blocking and view the secret information hidden in her brain. But for 
some reason he wouldn't share what he’d learned. All Sophie knew was 
that they were headed to a round window somewhere in the famous 
Italian city. 

“Hey,” Fitz said, leaning closer. “You trust me, don’t you?” 

Sophie’s traitorous heart still fluttered, despite her current 
annoyance. She did trust Fitz. Probably more than anyone. But having 


him keep secrets from her was seriously annoying. She was tempted to 
use her telepathy to steal the information straight from his head. But 
shed broken that rule enough times to know the consequences 
definitely weren’t worth it. 

“What is with these clothes?” Biana interrupted, appearing out of thin 
air next to Keefe. 

Biana was a Vanisher, like her mother, though she was still getting 
used to the ability. Only one of her legs reappeared, and she had to hop 
up and down to get the other to show up. She wore a sweatshirt three 
sizes too big and faded, baggy jeans. 

“At least I get to wear my shoes,” she said, hitching up her pants to 
reveal purple flats with diamond-studded toes. “But why do we only have 
boy stuff?” 

“Because I’m a boy,” Fitz reminded her. “Besides, this isn’t a fashion 
contest.” 

“And if it was, I’d totally win. Right, Foster?” Keefe asked. 

Sophie actually would’ve given the prize to Fitz—his blue scarf 
worked perfectly with his dark hair and teal eyes. And his fitted gray coat 
made him look taller, with broader shoulders and— 

“Oh please.” Keefe shoved his way between them. “Fitz’s human 
clothes are a huge snoozefest. Check out what Dex and I found in 
Alvar’s closet!” 

They both unzipped their hoodies, revealing T-shirts with logos 
underneath. 

“I have no idea what this means, but it’s crazy awesome, right?” Keefe 
asked, pointing to the black and yellow oval on his shirt. 

“It’s from Batman,” Sophie said—then regretted the words. Of course 
Keefe demanded she explain the awesomeness of the Dark Knight. 

“I’m wearing this shirt forever, guys,” he decided. “Also, I want a 
Batmobile! Dex, can you make that happen?” 

Sophie wouldn't have been surprised if Dex actually could build one. 
As a Technopath, he worked miracles with technology. Hed made all 
kinds of cool gadgets for Sophie, including the lopsided ring she wore— 
a special panic switch that had saved her life during her fight with one of 
her kidnappers. 


“What’s my shirt from?” Dex asked, pointing to the logo with 
interlocking yellow W’s. 

Sophie didn’t have the heart to tell him it was the symbol for Wonder 
Woman. 

“Why does Alvar have human stuff?” she asked. “I thought he worked 
with the ogres.” 

“He does,” Fitz replied. “Or he did before you almost started a war 
with them.” 

Fitz said the words in a light, teasing way, but the truth behind them 
weighed heavily on Sophie’s shoulders. They’d be in a lot less trouble if 
she hadn’t ignored the rules of telepathy and tried to read the ogre king’s 
mind. She'd known it was a dangerous risk, but she'd been desperate to 
know why the ogres had snuck into the Sanctuary and hidden one of 
their homing devices in Silveny’s tail. The rare female alicorn wasn’t just 
essential for the survival of her species, she was one of Sophie's closest 
friends. If only Sophie had known that ogres’ minds could detect 
Telepaths—even genetically enhanced Telepaths like her. She hadn't 
learned anything useful, and she'd nearly voided the elvin-ogre treaty 
and started a war. 

“But that still doesn’t explain why Alvar has human stuff,” Sophie 
reminded Fitz. “Ogres hate humans even more than elves do.” 

“They do,” Fitz agreed. “But these clothes are from years ago, back 
when Alvar used to go out looking for you.” 

“He did?” Sophie asked. “I thought that was your job.” 

Fitz was the one who'd found her on her class field trip about a year 
earlier and brought her to the Lost Cities. 

It was the best thing that ever happened to her. 

Also the hardest. 

Fitz smiled sadly, probably remembering the same thing: the 
moment she’d had to say goodbye to her human family. He was the only 
one who really understood what she’d lost that day, and she couldn't 
have gotten through it without him. 

“I started searching for you when I was six,” he told her, “after Alvar 
started his elite levels and wasn’t able to sneak away from Foxfire 
anymore. But my dad searched for you for twelve years, remember? I 
couldn’t go on secret missions when I was a toddler.” 


“What a slacker,’ Keefe interrupted. “I totally could’ve pulled that off. 
But then again, I’m Batman, so”—he draped an arm over Sophie's 
shoulders—‘“I could be your hero any day.” 

Dex pretended to gag, while Biana stared at Keefe’s arm around 
Sophie. 

“Aren't we supposed to be leaving?” they both asked at the same time. 

Sophie pulled away from Keefe as Alden called “Wait!” from the top 
of the stairs. His elegant cape swished as he rushed to catch them. “You 
can't leave wearing your registry pendants.” 

Sophie grasped the choker around her neck, hardly believing she’d 
overlooked that essential detail. The pendants were special tracking 
devices from the Council. She wondered what other important things 
she might be forgetting... . 

Alden pulled out a pair of sharp black pliers and said, “Let’s start with 
Fitz.” He spoke with the same crisp accent as his children, but his voice 
sounded weak and wobbly. 

Fitz flinched as Alden cut the thick cord and the crystal pendant 
clattered to the floor. 

“Whoa. This just got real,” Keefe whispered. 

“Yeah it did.” Fitz traced his fingers across his now-bare neck. 

“Are you okay?” Alden asked Biana, who was clutching her pendant 
in a white-knuckled fist. 

“I’m fine,” Biana whispered, lifting her long dark hair to expose her 
necklace. 

Alden hesitated only a second before he sliced through the silver 
band. Her pendant landed next to Fitz’s, followed by Keefe’s. 

“Yours will be trickier to remove,” Alden reminded Dex and Sophie. 

The Council added extra security measures after the Neverseen used 
their pendants to convince everyone Sophie and Dex had drowned 
instead of been kidnapped. Both of them even had trees in the 
Wanderling Woods—the elves’ equivalent of a graveyard—from the 
funerals their families had held. 

Alden’s brow beaded with sweat as he pried at the thick metal until 
the cords broke free. “I’ll need to remove your nexuses, as well,” he said, 
pulling out a dime-size disk. 

Sophie sighed. 


Another very important detail she’d overlooked . . . 

A nexus was a safety device meant to hold their bodies together 
during light leaps, but the force field it created could be tracked. 

“I guess I didn’t plan this running-away thing very well, did I?” 
Sophie mumbled. 

“It’s not the kind of thing one can plan for,” Alden reassured her. 
“And do not expect yourself to think of everything. You're part of a team 
now. Everyone works together and helps.” 

The words would’ve been a lot more comforting if her “team” hadn’t 
forgotten the same important things—though Fitz, Keefe, and Biana 
were already nexus-free. Their concentration strength had reached the 
required level. Dex was almost there too. The meter on his wide blue 
cuff had less than a quarter of the way to go. 

When Alden pressed the tiny disk against it, the level surged to full. 

“I’ve been tempted to do that myself,” Dex admitted as he slipped the 
nexus off his wrist. “But I didn’t want to cheat.” 

“Wise choice,” Alden agreed. “Having the ability to do something 
does not mean it’s the safest course of action. It also does not give us 
permission to break the law.” 

“It does when the law is stupid,” Keefe argued. 

“I wish I could disagree. But look at where we are.” Alden gathered 
their fallen pendants and tucked them into his cape pockets along with 
Dex’s nexus. “There was a time when I believed in the infallibility of our 
world. But now .. . we must rely on our own moral compasses. Right 
here’—he pressed his hand to his heart—“we know what is necessary 
and true. You all must hold to that and let it guide you through what lies 
ahead. But I’ve let myself get sidetracked. Sophie, let’s take care of those 
nexuses.” 

Thanks to Elwin, her overprotective physician, Sophie had to wear 
one on each wrist. He’d also locked her nexuses so they couldn’t unlatch, 
even though both of her meters were full. She'd faded several times 
during leaps—one of which had nearly killed her. But that was before 
the Black Swan had enhanced her concentration and healed her abilities. 

Still, Sophie reached for the Fade Fuel she wore around her neck in 
case of emergencies. It hung next to her allergy remedy, both vials 
tucked safely under her T-shirt. She hadn’t needed either elixir in weeks, 


but she felt better having them. Especially as Alden produced a twisted 
silver key and unlocked each of her nexuses. 

She stopped him as he examined her third black cuff. “That’s one of 
Dex’s inventions.” 

“I call it the Sucker Punch,” Dex said proudly. “It releases a burst of 
air when you swing your arm, so you can punch way harder than 
normal.” 

“Very clever,” Alden told him. “And a good thing for you to have. 
Though, Dex, I’m hoping you’ve learned the dangers of inventing new 
weapons.” 

Dex’s shoulders drooped as he promised that he had. Dex had built 
the painful ability-restricting circlet that the Council had forced Sophie 
to wear, not realizing it would be her punishment for what had 
happened with the ogre king. 

She nudged him with her elbow and smiled to remind him that she’d 
forgiven him. But he kept his eyes fixed on the floor. 

“I think that takes care of everything,” Alden said. “Though you all 
must remember to look out for one another. Fitz and Biana, share your 
concentration with Dex when you're leaping. And Keefe, I want you to 
help Sophie.” 

“Oh, I will,” Keefe promised with a wink. 

“We all will,” Fitz corrected. 

“Hey, I can take care of myself,” Sophie argued. “I’m the one bringing 
us to Florence, remember?” 

The blue leaping crystals all led to the same place in each Forbidden 
City, which would make it easier for someone to follow them. So they'd 
be teleporting to Italy, an ability only Sophie had—thanks to a surprise 
side effect of the way the Black Swan had altered her DNA. 

“All of you can take care of yourselves,” Alden said, “but you are 
stronger when you work together. You must also have a leader to keep 
the team organized, so Fitz, since you're the eldest, I’m putting you in 
charge.” 

“Hey, wait a minute,” Keefe argued, “he’s only older by a few 
months.” 

“Uh, by ‘few, you mean eleven,” Fitz corrected. 

Dex snorted. “Dude, you guys are old.” 


He glanced smugly at Sophie, and she blushed, hating that she’d been 
thinking the same thing. 

Well . . . she didn’t think Fitz and Keefe were old, but they were 
definitely older than her. 

She'd guessed that Keefe was fourteen, which would make Fitz at 
least fifteen—but they could be even older than that. ... 

It was hard to keep track of age in the Lost Cities. The elves didn’t pay 
that much attention to it, thanks to their indefinite lifespans. In fact, 
Sophie had no idea how old any of her friends actually were. No one ever 
mentioned their birthdays. Maybe that meant Sophie wasn’t supposed to 
care about age either—but she was very aware that she was only thirteen 
and a half, and the difference between her and the boys felt huge. 

“Hey, I’m the one who knows where we're going,” Fitz said. “So I’m 
in charge, and... I guess we should probably head out. Though, wait— 
what about Mom? Shouldn't we say goodbye?” 

Alden glanced at Biana. “Your mother has to take care of something 
at the moment. But she told me to tell you she'll see you soon.” 

Fitz didn’t look very satisfied by that answer. But he didn’t argue, 
either. 

Alden turned to Sophie, not quite meeting her eyes. “I... offered 
Grady and Edaline a sedative a few minutes ago, and they decided to 
take it. We feared what would happen when they actually had to watch 
you leave. So they told me to tell you that they love you and that they left 
a note for you in your backpack.” 

The lump in Sophie’s throat made it hurt for her to nod, but she 
forced herself to do it. Grady and Edaline were her adoptive family, and 
she hated leaving without seeing them. But she doubted they were 
strong enough to handle another tearful goodbye, given everything that 
had happened. 

They'd lived in a deep fog of depression ever since they’d lost their 
only daughter, Jolie, to a fire seventeen years earlier. And now Sophie 
had discovered that Brant, Jolie’s former fiancé—who Grady and Edaline 
had been caring for as if he were part of their family—had been the one 
to set the fire that killed her. Brant had been hiding that he was a 
Pyrokinetic—the elves’ only forbidden talent—and joined the Neverseen 
because he hated living as a Talentless. But when Jolie discovered his 


betrayal and tried to convince him to change his ways, he lost his temper 
and sparked the flames that accidentally took her life. 

The guilt and grief had left Brant dangerously unstable. He’d even 
tried to kill Grady and Sophie when they went to confront him. Grady 
had been so furious, he’d used his ability as a Mesmer to make Brant 
burn off his own hand. Sophie had barely managed to stop Grady before 
he went too far and ruined his own sanity. She'd also had to let Brant 
escape in order to get the information she needed to save her friends. 

“All right, we’ve lost enough time,” Alden said, pulling the five of 
them close for a hug. “Remember, this is not goodbye forever. It is 
simply goodbye for now.” 

Sophie felt tears slip down her cheeks as Fitz asked, “Do you want us 
to let you know when we get there>” 

“No, I cannot know anything about what you're doing. None of us 
can.” 

“Do you think the Council will order memory breaks?” Sophie 
whispered. 

“No, the Council will not sink to that level. Plus, they know we are too 
prominent and powerful. It is simply wise to be cautious. I promise 
there’s no reason to worry.” 

Sophie sighed. 

No reason to worry were Alden’s favorite words. And she'd learned to 
never believe them. 

“Come on,” Biana said, pulling open Everglen’s shimmering doors. 

They tromped down the shadowy path in silence. 

“I never thought I'd say this,” Keefe said, “but I really miss having 
Gigantor tagging along with us.” 

Sophie nodded, wishing her seven-foot-tall goblin bodyguard was 
healthy enough to join them. Sandor had been thrown off an icy cliff 
during the ambush on Mount Everest and broken pretty much every 
bone in his body. Elwin had assured her that he’d be okay, but Sandor 
had a long road to recovery before him. 

Not as long as the road we’re about to travel, Sophie thought as she 
spotted Everglen’s enormous gates through the gloomy night. The 
glowing yellow bars absorbed all passing light, preventing anyone from 
leaping inside. 


“Time to run,” Alden whispered. 

Teleporting only worked when they were free-falling, and the bluffs 
they needed to jump off were beyond Everglen’s protection. 

Fitz wiped his eyes. “Tell Mom we love her, okay?” 

“We love you, too, Dad,” Biana added. 

“And don’t let the Councillors anywhere near my family,” Dex begged. 

“You have my word,” Alden promised. “And I won't let them near 
Grady and Edaline, either.” 

Sophie nodded, her mind racing with a million things she wanted to 
say. Only one really mattered. “Don’t let Grady go after Brant.” 

Alden took her hands. “I won't.” 

Everyone looked at Keefe. 

“Tell my dad . . . that I’ve been hiding his favorite cape in a closet on 
the twenty-ninth floor. But don’t tell him the door is rigged with gulon 
gas. Let him find that out on his own.” 

“Is that really all you want to say, Keefe?” Alden asked. 

Keefe shrugged. “What else is there?” 

Alden wrapped Keefe in a hug and whispered something in Keefe’s 
ear. Whatever it was made Keefe’s eyes water. 

Sophie’s eyes did the same as Alden opened the gates. 

The five friends stared at the towering forest and locked hands. 

Slowly, together, they took the first step into the darkness. They’d just 
crossed the threshold when a cloaked figure stepped out of the shadows 
—not a black cloak like the Neverseen wore. 

A diamond-encrusted silver cloak. 

The style worn by the Councillors. 


TWO 


It's OKAY,” A fragile voice promised as the figure threw back her 


shimmering hood. Blond ringlets cascaded around the beautiful, 
familiar face of a weary-looking Councillor Oralie. 

Her pink-jeweled circlet was noticeably absent as she told them, “I 
came here on my own.” 

Alden lowered his hand, which was holding a melder—a small silver 
gadget that caused instant, painful paralysis. “How long before the 
others arrive?” 

“Not long. Bronte and Terik are still arguing, but they will gain 
nothing. There is too much fear and fury clouding the others’ reason.” 
Oralie trailed her graceful fingers across her arms, shivering in the 
moonlight. She was an Empath, like Keefe and his father, and Sophie 
had never seen her look so pained. 

“What will their punishments be?” Alden asked. 

Oralie lowered her eyes. “Dex and Keefe will be suspended until 
midterm and placed under constant chaperone. Fitz and Biana will be 
suspended for a week and given a month of Sanctuary service—” 

“Wait a minute,” Dex interrupted. “How come they get off easier?” 

“Their family holds a tremendous legacy in our world,” Oralie 
reminded him. 

The Vackers were practically elvin royalty. They had more relatives in 
the nobility than any other family. Meanwhile, Dex’s father had never 
manifested a special ability, and talent was all that mattered in the Lost 
Cities, not wealth or skin color or age. The elves considered it a fair way 
of separating people. But Sophie wasn’t sure there was any fair way to 


separate people. Those without abilities couldn’t join the nobility, and if 
they married anyone except another Talentless, it was ruled a “bad 
match.” Dex’s mother had married Dex’s father anyway, but the scorn 
had haunted Dex his whole life. 

“So that’s how it is?” Keefe asked. “Now that we know the truth about 
my mom, my family’s garbage?” 

“Not garbage,” Oralie corrected. “But your father has been removed as 
an Emissary. The Councillors do not trust that an Empath could be 
completely blind to his wife’s betrayal.” 

Keefe blinked several times, then barked a loud, cold laugh. “Well, I 
guess I can’t say my mom never did anything for me. I almost wish I 
could be there when you break the news.” 

Title and stature meant everything to Keefe’s father, often at the 
expense of kindness and love toward his son. So Sophie could 
understand Keefe’s rejoicing—but she was surprised to feel a sliver of 
sympathy for Lord Cassius. In one night he'd lost his wife and his 
beloved title. And in the morning he’d discover his only son had run 
away. 

“What about me?” Sophie asked. “What did they decide for my 
punishment?” 

“That is still the subject of much debate,” Oralie said quietly, “but 
most likely they will banish you to Exillium.” 

Sophie couldnt decide which part of that sentence was more 
terrifying. She knew nothing about the mysterious school called 
Exillium, but shed been told many times that she did not want to go 
there. And to be banished? 

Sure, she was running away—but banishment sounded so 
permanent. 

“Exillium is relegated to the Neutral Territories,” Oralie whispered, “a 
part of our world far too dangerous for you to visit. Especially now.” 

“Why especially now?” Alden asked. 

“The ogres are stirring—at least, that is what I fear. Which is why I 
came to give you this.” Oralie snapped her fingers and a small glass 
sphere appeared in her palm. Sophie hadn’t realized Oralie was a 
Conjurer. 

“Your cache?” Alden said, taking a step back. 


“Actually, this is Kenric’s,” Oralie corrected. “He gave it to me, before 
hess? 

She didn’t say the final word, but it cut deep all the same. Councillor 
Kenric had been one of the first Councillors Sophie had met, and he’d 
quickly become one of her favorites. Hed been warm and kind and 
quick to smile, and had always taken her side. But he’d been murdered a 
few weeks ago, during Fintan’s disastrous healing. 

Fintan was the Pyrokinetic who'd trained Brant for the Neverseen. 
He’d suffered a memory break for his treason, but had managed to 
protect his secrets. When Sophie discovered she could heal minds, the 
Council ordered her to heal Fintan, and during the healing, Fintan had 
found the strength to spark an inferno of Everblaze. 

Sophie had managed to grab Fitz and Oralie and teleport to safety— 
but Kenric had been lost to the flames. Sophie’s only consolation was 
that Fintan died in his own blaze. 

Oralie took Sophie’s hand, placing the cache carefully in her palm. 
Seven glittering stones were set inside, each a different color. 

“Kenric made me promise to give this to you if anything happened to 
him,” she whispered, “to make sure you'd be protected.” 

“Does that mean he suspected his life was in danger?” Alden asked. 

“We both did. Though I should’ve done more to help.” Tears slipped 
down Oralie’s cheeks. “I should’ve done so many things.” 

Councillors weren’t allowed to marry or have children, in order to 
remain impartial in their decisions. But Sophie had seen a connection 
between Kenric and Oralie and suspected they’d been in love. They 
could’ve resigned from the Council and chosen to be together, but for 
some reason they’d kept their lives separate. 

“He believed in you,” Oralie said, tracing a soft finger down Sophie’s 
cheek. “He told me you were the spark of change our world needed. So 
keep his gift close, and if the Council catches you, use his cache to buy 
your freedom. Do not let them send you to Exillium. You must also take 
this.” She handed Sophie an Imparter, a small silver square that worked 
like a videophone. “It cannot be traced or tracked—and I’m the only one 
you'll be able to contact with it. This way we have means to contact each 
other.” 


“What if the Council discovers your involvement?” Alden asked. 
“They will surely see this as treason.” 

“Sometimes rebellion is the only course of wisdom. As all of you well 
know.” Oralie turned back to Sophie, and her mouth curved with a word. 
But by the time it slipped from her lips, it had changed to, “I must go.” 

She raised her pathfinder to the moonlight and glittered away before 
Sophie could blink. 

“Now that’s what I call mysterious,” Keefe said. “Foster, you should be 
taking notes. And who else wants to play with this cache thingy and see 
what it does>” 

“You will do nothing of the sort!” Alden told him. “And you must not 
let anyone know you have it—I wouldn't even tell the Black Swan. Our 
world could crumble if that cache fell into the wrong hands.” 

“Really?” Sophie asked. It looked like one of the cheap marbles she 
used to play with as a kid. 

“The object itself is not the danger. It’s what the cache contains. What 
do you think the biggest threat to our world is?” Alden asked. 

“The ogres?” Sophie guessed. 

“Actually, it is knowledge,” Alden corrected. “Information holds 
unimaginable power, and some things are too dangerous to be known— 
even by the Councillors. So they lock the most disturbing secrets away 
before having them erased from their minds. They’re called the 
Forgotten Secrets, and they are stored in what you hold there. Each 
Councillor vows to guard their cache with their lives. Oralie has taken an 
enormous risk by giving this to you. She’s also given you our world’s 
most valuable bargaining chip.” 

Sophie rolled the glinting marble around her shaking palm, tempted 
to give such a huge responsibility back. But she owed it to Kenric to 
protect his gift. Plus, Oralie’s vague warnings had made it sound like she 
was going to need it. 

“Come on,” she told her friends, shoving the cache into her deepest 
pocket. “We should get to the Black Swan.” 

She reached for Fitz’s hand, and Keefe took her other hand. Biana 
clung tightly to her brother, leaving Dex to choose between Keefe and 
Biana. 

“I won't bite,” Keefe told Dex. “Ow—but no need to get squeezy!” 


None of them looked back as they sprinted into the trees. They wove 
around fallen branches and gnarled roots, making so many turns Sophie 
feared they were lost, until her ears picked up the telltale whoosh of 
waves. The forest parted a few steps farther, revealing a steep ocean 
bluff. 

“I’m going to open my mind to yours so you can finally show me 
where we're going,” she told Fitz. 

“I don’t have anything to show you,” Fitz said. “I just know we're 
supposed to start at the Path of the Privileged.” 

Sophie dropped Fitz’s hand. “I have no idea what that is. And what do 
you mean by ‘start ?” 

“That was the first instruction,” Fitz said. 

“Instruction?” Sophie asked. “Or riddle?” 

“I guess it could be a riddle,” Fitz mumbled. “But I didn’t think they’d 
do that this time.” 

“Dude, have you met the Black Swan?” Keefe asked. 

“I know,” Fitz said. “But I figured for something this important they’d 
be clear.” 

Sophie backed away so she wouldn't be tempted to shove Fitz off the 
cliff. “Okay”—deep breath—“what exactly did the riddle say?” 

Fitz handed her a scrap of paper where hed written the complete 
message. 


Take the Path of the Privileged 

Past eyes that wareh eternal, and blood 
turned Precious. 

Seek the tower that would nor yield For 
the next TEPS Or Your journey. 


“Get anything from that, Foster?” Keefe asked, reading over her 
shoulder. 

“Of course not,” Sophie grumbled. “Why didn’t you tell us about this 
earlier so we could’ve done some research?” 

Fitz tore his hands through his hair. “I’m sorry. I guess I messed up.” 


“And you didn’t see anything else?” Keefe asked him. “You searched 
Foster’s mind for a while.” 

“Only a few minutes,” Fitz argued. 

Keefe grabbed Fitz’s wrist and pressed his fingers against the exposed 
skin. “Hate to break it to you, but I can tell you’re hiding something.” 

“Empaths,” Fitz grumbled. 

“Just keeping you honest. So spill. What did you see in the 
Mysterious Miss F.’s mind>” 

Fitz turned to Sophie, and even in the dim light she could see the red 
flush in his cheeks. “I might have seen some other stuff—but it wasn’t 
really thoughts. It was more like . . . feelings.” 

“Oh?” Keefe asked as Sophies stomach filled with bubbling lava. 
“Does that mean you—” 

“We're wasting time!” Sophie interrupted. “The Council could be 
here any second, and I still have no idea where were supposed to be 
going.” 

“Okay,” Keefe said, following her as she stalked to the edge of the cliff. 
“So... we still need to go to Florence, right? The Black Swan told you 
that?” When Fitz nodded, Keefe asked Sophie, “Doesn’t your 
photographic memory have a few pictures of the city tucked away?” 

She had seen pictures of Florence, but . . . “That doesn’t tell us where 
we go after that.” 

“We'll figure it out. And once we do, we'll all smack Fitz a few times 
and tell the Black Swan to knock it off with the lame, non-rhyming 
riddles. In the meantime’—Keefe grabbed Sophie’s hand again—“we’re 
doing this thing!” 

They'd barely locked hands before Keefe pulled them off the cliff’s 
edge. 


THREE 


Keere LAUGHED WHILE everyone screamed and thrashed as they 


plummeted toward the ocean. “Wow, what a buncha babies. Don’t worry, 
Foster’s on it.” 

His confidence melted some of the fog in Sophie’s head—enough to 
let her focus on the energy rushing with her adrenaline. She shoved the 
force out of her mind and thunder cracked the sky, sending them 
crashing into the void. 

As they drifted with the darkness, Sophie imagined a picture shed 
seen of Florence: Marble churches. Red rooftops. A golden river lined with 
colorful buildings. 

She homed in on her favorite landmark: the Cathedral of Santa Maria 
del Fiore. Thunder clapped again, splitting the blackness with blinding 
light. 

They slipped through the glowing crack and tumbled into a crowded 
courtyard, crashing into a marble wall and collapsing in a pile. 

“Still gotta work out these landings,” Keefe groaned as he scooted out 
from under Fitz. 

Sophie was much more focused on the pain in her head as hundreds 
of voices sliced through her mind. Human thoughts broadcast like radio 
waves, even with her impenetrable blocking. Luckily, she'd learned how 
to shield her mind by imagining an invisible barrier around her head. 

Fitz rubbed his temples, clearly doing the same thing, but she refused 
to return the weary smile he gave her. Now they were lost in a Forbidden 
City and it was all his fault. 

“It smells weird,” Biana said. 


“Probably human pollution,” Fitz explained. “I don’t remember it 
being this strong, though.” 

“Me either,” Sophie said. The air felt thick in her throat, and it had a 
bizarre caramel smell. Not at all what she'd expected for the land of pasta 
and garlic. 

“So, are we invisible?” Dex asked, watching the crowds milling 
around them. “Or are they just more interested in that big domed 
thing.” He pointed to the famous Duomo across the courtyard. 

“Probably both.” Fitz removed a small black orb from his satchel. “My 
dad gave me an obscurer to help us stay hidden.” 

The gadget bent light and sound in a limited radius, camouflaging 
anything inside. 

“Are you serious?” Biana asked. “Then what was the point of these 
ugly costumes?” 

“It’s called being careful,” Fitz told her. 

“Plus, I get to be Batman!” Keefe added. “But I’m done with the 
jacket. Why is it so hot here?” 

“Too many people, not enough trees,” Fitz said as he took off his scarf 
and coat, leaving him in a rather tight blue T-shirt. 

Biana ditched her sweatshirt, revealing a yellow screen-printed tee. “I 
liked that this one had a few girls,” she told Sophie, pointing to the 
group shot of the X-Men. “Even if they have super weird hair.” 

“Uh, theres a guy who has blue fur all over his body, and you're 
focusing on the girls’ hair?” Keefe asked. “And hey, that clawed dude's 
yellow shirt might be as tight as Fitz’s!” 

“Jealous?” Fitz asked, flexing rather impressive muscles. 

“Shouldn't we try to figure out where we're going?” Dex asked, 
shoving his sweatshirt into his satchel and hugging his skinny arms 
against his chest. 

“Probably,” Keefe agreed. “But first—what is that?” He pointed to the 
drippy ice cream a family was devouring. “Whatever it is, I want some!” 

“I think that’s gelato,” Sophie told him. “And forget it.” 

“Actually, I think it’s a good idea,” Fitz said. 

Keefe leaned closer to Sophie. “In case you were wondering—that is 
why he’s my best friend.” 

Sophie sighed. “Even if we had time, how would you pay for it?” 


Her friends were used to buying everything with their birth funds—a 
special account set up when they were born, with more money than they 
could ever use in a lifetime. But it was useless outside of the Lost Cities. 

“Won't this stuff work?” Dex asked, pulling out a wad of crinkled, 
colored paper. “I had it left over from when we were in that other 
Forbidden City after we got kidnapped.” 

Paris and Florence did accept the same currency, but... “We don’t 
have time for gelato!” Sophie said. 

Keefe draped his arm around her shoulders. “Foster, Foster, Foster. 
Live a little.” 

“You know he’s going to keep pushing until he gets what he wants, 
right?” Biana asked. 
back.” 

“We're coming with you,” Dex said. 

“Uh-uh. I’m going to have to be visible to buy something. And 
together we'd be way too conspicuous.” 

“But we're in costume!” Biana argued. 

“Yeah, but you guys will still stand out. I mean .. . look at you. You 
look like models.” 

“Wait, is Foster saying she thinks we're hot?” Keefe asked. 

“I think she is.” And the huge grin dimpling Dex’s cheeks was 
practically beaming. 

Sophie wanted to deny it, but the truth was, elves were way prettier 
than humans. Even Dex with his messy strawberry blond hair was ten 
times cuter than any human boy his age. 

“I’m just saying you guys will draw a lot of attention,” Sophie said. 
“Especially since you don’t speak Italian.” 

She pointed to two portrait artists sitting in the shade of the Duomo, 
waving their hands as they talked. As a Polyglot, Sophie could tell they 
were discussing their favorite soccer teams. But the rest of her friends 
only spoke the elves’ Enlightened Language. Fitz knew a little English 
from his time searching for her, but that wouldn’t get him far in Italy. 

“Sophie’s right. The less we're all seen, the better. But I’m going with 
her.” Fitz handed Keefe the obscurer and snatched some money from 
Dex. “No one wanders off alone.” 


“Fine.” Sophie was still mad at him, but they also needed to talk. 

“I can’t believe we’re wasting time on this,” she said as Fitz followed 
her through the crowds of tourists. It was so strange to see gray hair and 
wrinkles and glasses and canes after so much time around the ageless 
elves. 

“I get that we're in danger,” Fitz said. “But that’s why I thought this 
was a good idea.” He scooted closer, lowering his voice as they passed a 
group of girls ogling him. “I mean . . . aren’t you worried about how 
everyone’s holding up? Biana seems really nervous, doesn’t she? And 
Keefe is barely keeping it together. I’m sure Dex has to be freaking out 
too. So if gelato makes them happy, don’t you think that’s worth it?” 

“I guess I hadn’t thought of that,” she admitted. “But still, wed have 
more time for things like gelato if you'd told me what the Black Swan’s 
instructions were before we left and let me work on solving the riddle.” 

“I know. I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to drive you crazy. I was worried 
youd sneak away without us if I told you.” 

The thought had crossed her mind—several times . . . 

“I just want to keep everyone safe,” she mumbled. 

“I know. So do I. And yet we’re both making it worse. So why don’t we 
stop trying to do it all on our own and start acting like a team?” 

He held out his hand, and Sophie reluctantly shook it, feeling slightly 
gleeful when the ogling girls gasped. 

Her smile faded as she remembered the other subject they needed to 
cover. “So, um... if we're really going to be a team, don’t you think you 
should tell me what you saw in my mind?” 

“I didn’t see as much as you're probably thinking,” Fitz said carefully, 
“and I couldn’t understand it, anyway.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“It’s hard to explain. I ended up in this crazy place Mr. Forkle called 
your emotional center. Now I get why Keefe’s always talking about how 
intense your emotions are. It was super overwhelming.” 

“And that was where you were when Mr. Forkle said, ‘Remember this 
place. You may need it’?” 

Fitz nodded. “He didn’t say why, though.” 

“Of course not.” That wasn’t how Mr. Forkle worked. He was the only 
member of the Black Swan shed met in person, but she still knew 


nothing about him. Even his name was a fake human identity he'd 
created to disguise himself as her next-door neighbor. 

She wanted to ask Fitz more, but she'd spotted a small gelateria at the 
end of the alley. 

“Think we should ask the shopkeeper if she knows about the Path of 
the Privileged?” Fitz asked as they peeked through the windows. 

“I doubt she knows,” Sophie said. “But it’s worth a try.” 

Her mouth watered as they made their way inside and studied the 
shiny bins heaped with sculpted mounds of colorful gelato. Every flavor 
looked amazing, so Sophie took the shopkeeper’s advice and ordered 
five cups of the melone. 

“Okay, I don’t know what’s in this,” Fitz said as he took a heaping 
spoonful, “but it might be better than mallowmelt.” 

Sophie wasn’t sure anything could beat the gooey cookie-cake thing 
elves made—but the gelato did come pretty close. 

“Can you think of anywhere that could be called the Path of the 
Privileged?” Fitz asked the shopkeeper, his accent even crisper with the 
English words. 

When the Shopkeeper didn’t answer, Sophie repeated the question in 
Italian, adding, “It’s for a school assignment. Our teachers have us doing 
a scavenger hunt, and that’s one of the clues they gave us.” 

“I bet your teacher wants you to learn on your own, not let adults do 
your work for you,” the shopkeeper said, wagging her finger. “But since 
you at least spoke to me in my language, I will tell you that your teacher 
probably means the Vasari Corridor.” 

As soon as the woman said the name, a dozen different facts clicked 
in Sophie’s memory. The Vasari Corridor was a historic walkway the 
Medicis had built between their palaces, so they could move through the 
city without having to walk among their people. 

“Can you tell us how to get there?” Sophie asked, paying for their 
gelato as Fitz gathered the cups for Keefe, Dex, and Biana. 

“One of the entrances is across the Arno, near the grottos at the 
Palazzo Pitti,” the shopkeeper told her. “The other is at the Uffizi 
Gallery. But there’s no point walking to either. All landmarks are closed 
today because of the fire.” 

The sweet melon flavor turned sour on Sophie’s tongue. “What fire?” 


“Late last night, at the Palazzo Vecchio. It breaks my heart. All that 
precious history lost because of some selfish arsonist.” 


FOUR 


Ir HAS TO be Brant,” Sophie whispered as she watched the firemen 


rush around the Piazza della Signoria. 

They'd ignored the shopkeeper’s warnings, using their obscurer to 
slip past the police blockades. The fire hadn't killed anyone, and it had 
been extinguished before it spread to other buildings. But the famous 
Palazzo Vecchio’s stone walls were blackened and crumbling, and the 
clock tower was leaning more than the Tower of Pisa. The crowds 
behind them were crying, and Sophie understood their grief. She'd felt 
the same way the day she watched the elves’ capital city of Eternalia 
consumed by Everblaze. 

“That wasn’t the building we needed, was it?” Fitz asked as they 
jumped out of the way of two firemen. “I thought the entrance to the 
corridor was in some place with a weird name?” 

“The Uffizi,” Sophie agreed, pointing to the arched building next to 
the ruined palace. “But the police have closed all the landmarks, and an 
obscurer won’t fool sensors and alarms.” 

“Well, I don’t think we should stay here,” Fitz said. “The Neverseen 
could be watching.” 

“How do you know it’s them?” Dex asked. “Don’t humans have fires 
all the time?” 

“Can’t you smell it?” Sophie asked. 

Keefe sniffed the air. “It smells like burned sugar.” 

“Exactly. I should’ve recognized it earlier. That’s how the San Diego 
fires smelled. And Brant set those.” She glanced over her shoulder, half 
expecting to spot a figure in a hooded black cloak. 


“But how could it be him?” Dex asked. “He was super messed up 
when he fled to the ogres. He’d lost a hand and, like, most of his face.” 

Sophie shuddered, trying not to picture Brant’s bloody, blistered skin. 
He hadn't been able to walk on his own—couldn’t even reach for his 
pathfinder. He’d forced her to get it for him as part of their deal to save 
her friends. 

“He survived Jolie’s fire,” she said, remembering Brant’s old scars. 

She hoped a few of them were left. He deserved to be reminded of the 
life he’d destroyed. 

“Or maybe the Black Swan set the fire themselves,” Dex suggested, 
“to hide from the Council or something.” 

“Do they have any Pyrokinetics?” Biana asked. 

“I hope not,” Sophie said. “But even if they do, why would they burn 
the place they instructed us to go?” 

“Because this place wasn’t part of their instructions,” Fitz reminded 
her. “This is the building next door.” 

“But it still makes it ten times harder for us to get to them,” Sophie 
said. 

“Uh, you guys are totally ignoring the much more important 
question,” Keefe interrupted. He pointed across the courtyard to a 
weathered marble statue. “Am I the only one who’s noticed that dude is 
naked?” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “That’s the David.” 

“I don’t care what his name is,” Keefe said. “I still don’t want to see 
his stuff.” 

“I’m with Keefe on this one,” Dex jumped in. 

“Me too,” Biana agreed, blushing bright pink. 

“Yeah, why isn’t he wearing clothes?” Fitz asked, looking anywhere 
but at the statue. 

“Because it’s art!” Sophie said. “Most of the old painters and sculptors 
did nudes. They were studying the human body or something, I don’t 
know—why are we talking about this?” 

“You're right,” Fitz said. “We need a plan. Personally, I think we 
should keep following the Black Swan’s clues. Once we get into that 
corridor, I bet the rest of their instructions will make sense. We just 
need to figure out how to get past security and—” 


“Tm on it,” Dex said, heading toward the Uffizi. 

Fitz grabbed his arm. “We all have to walk together to stay in the 
range of the obscurer.” 

Dex muttered something about “power trips” as Fitz took the lead. 
They wove carefully around all the firemen and reporters, reaching the 
entrance of the museum without bumping anyone. 

Dex pressed his palms against the stone facade. “You were right 
about the crazy security, Sophie.” 

“Can you disable it?” Biana asked. 

“Only temporarily. How do we get to this corridor thing?” 

“On the upper floor, through a plain, unmarked door.” Sophie could 
see it perfectly in her mind, which felt strange, since she'd never been 
there. 

“Okay, I can buy us some time,” Dex said, “but I’m going to have to 
ruin the obscurer.” 

“Is that the only way?” Fitz asked. 

“No, I thought it'd be fun to make things extra hard and dangerous!” 

“Hey,” Sophie said, stepping between them, “no time for fighting.” 

Dex glowered at Fitz as he went back to work, twisting the obscurer 
apart and tinkering with the gears. He pulled out several cogs and 
springs and shoved them into his pocket before closing it back up. 
“Here, Wonderboy. Catch.” 

Fitz caught it with his mind. 

Telekinesis. 

It was an elvin skill Sophie rarely used, thanks to an epic splotching 
match where shed accidentally flung Fitz into a wall. But Fitz clearly 
didn’t share her reservations. He spun the obscurer a few times, 
probably to annoy Dex, then dropped the gadget into his hand. 

“As soon as I open the door,” Dex told Fitz, “roll that in. Then we run. 
Everyone ready?” 

Dex didn’t bother waiting for a reply before he tapped his fingertips 
against the lock and the door clicked open. “Now!” 

Fitz bowled the obscurer into the museum and it streaked across the 
floor, blaring white noise and blinding everyone with a flash. 

“How are we supposed to see where we're going?” Sophie asked as 
Dex pulled her into the museum. 


“We aren't,” Dex said. “But no one can see us, either.” 

“Ow, I just hit my shoulder,” Biana cried. 

“Maybe it was on another naked statue,” Keefe suggested. 

“EWWW, WHAT IF IT WAS?!” 

“Will you two be quiet?” Fitz yelled. “Everyone follow my voice. I 
found the stairs.” 

They climbed to the second floor, where the light was slightly less 
blinding. 

“Which way?” Fitz asked. 

“I think we’re supposed to go west,” Sophie said. “Everyone look for a 
green room and a plain wooden doorway.” 

They walked by it at first, but Biana doubled back and called them 
over. 

Fitz rattled the locked doors until Dex pushed him aside. “Leave this 
to the experts.” 

Several agonizing seconds passed. 

“Any time now,” Fitz said. 

“Sorry, this lock makes no sense. Wait—got it!” 

They raced into the corridor, and Dex flicked on the lights before 
turning to latch the doors behind him. 

“Whoa, this place is huge,” Sophie whispered as they climbed the 
grand stairway. She’d been expecting a dark, cramped hall, but this really 
was the Path of the Privileged. The entrance ceiling was gilded and 
decorated with frescoes, and the walls were covered in priceless 
paintings. 

“Better hurry,” Dex said, running to catch up with them. “The tweaks 
I did to the lock won't last. Plus, I can feel cameras, and it would waste 
too much time trying to deal with them. The obscurer flash might’ve 
fried their circuits, but it’s better to keep your head down. And let’s get 
cracking on that next clue.” 

“Wasn't it the one with the blood?” Biana asked. “If it was, think it 
has anything to do with this?” 

They stopped in front of a cluster of portraits that looked like they’d 
been burned and pieced back together. 

“No. Those paintings were destroyed during a terrorist attack back in 
the 1990s,” Sophie whispered. “I can’t imagine the Black Swan would 


ever call that ‘blood turned precious.’” 

Biana shuddered. “Humans are so awful to each other.” 

“Uh, didn’t a Pyrokinetic elf just burn another building earlier today?” 
Keefe asked. 

“Are you saying elves are as bad as humans?” Biana asked. 

“I’m saying were not as different as we should be. Certain elves, 
especially.” The bitterness in his voice made it clear he meant his mom. 

“Come on, let’s keep moving,” Sophie said, then realized they were 
forgetting a clue. Before the “blood turned precious” they needed “eyes 
that watch eternal.” 

Could it mean the portraits staring at them? 

That didn’t feel right. 

Then she spotted a barred round window. 

“Is this the one we saw in your memory?” Fitz asked. 

“It’s hard to tell. The scene in my head was from the other side of the 
wall. But I just remembered that these windows were called Cosimo’s 
eyes. They were his way of keeping watch as he walked through the city. 
That’s the next clue.” 

“Great, so now the blood part is next?” Biana asked with a grimace. 

“Actually, I think I know what that means—and it’s not as bad as 
you're thinking.” 

Sophie confirmed it a few minutes later when they reached a row of 
wide panorama-size windows. “Yep, were on the Ponte Vecchio now. 
There are a bunch of gold shops lining the bridge underneath us, but 
they used to be butchers. The Medicis didn’t like the smell, so they 
moved the gold merchants here.” 

Biana gagged. “I still can’t believe humans eat animals. Did you do 
that, Sophie>” 

“Hey—check out that view,” Keefe said, saving Sophie from having to 
answer. “I’ll give humans this, they make their own kind of beauty. Even 
if that river looks pretty brown.” 

The Arno River definitely wasn’t an inviting color, but it was lined on 
each side by pastel buildings, many with terraces and window boxes, like 
a scene from a painting. But the panoramic view also reminded Sophie 
of another less-than-awesome human fact. The windows they were 


looking through had been added for Adolf Hitler. He’d probably stood 
right where they were. 

“Let’s go,” Sophie said, needing to get away from the evil in the air. 

The elves might have done some terrible things over time—but she 
doubted they could ever match human monsters like Hitler. 

“We must be getting close to the next clue,” she said, trying to stay 
focused. “Anyone see a tower? I’m guessing it’s part of the corridor 
somehow.” 

“What do you think they mean about it not yielding?” Fitz asked as 
the corridor made a sharp turn. 

Then another. 

And another. 

Sophie stopped. “I think were here. Vasari tore down pretty much 
anything in his way when he built this corridor. But there was a family 
named the Mannellis who refused to let their building be knocked 
down. So Vasari detoured the corridor around it, and I think that’s what 
we just did.” 

Keefe smirked. “Look who knows all the things.” 

Sophie looked away. Having to wonder if her memories were hers 
made her wish she could scrub her brain. 

“The clue said this is where we'd find the next steps in our journey,” 
Fitz said. “Everyone spread out and look for the sign of the swan.” 

They combed the walls, the floor, the ceiling. Sophie was starting to 
worry she’d guessed the clue wrong, when she realized a long scratch 
under her feet had a very distinctive curve. 

“Over here,” she called, tracing her fingers along the mark. The curve 
deviated from its design to make a full circle—but she could still tell it 
was the sign of the swan. 

“I feel a latch,” Dex said, pressing his palm against the floor. He 
twisted his hand a few times, miming turning a doorknob, and a quiet 
click made the floor drop away. 

They stared at the rusty ladder leading down into the misty darkness. 

“Okay, so who wants to climb down into the scary pit of doom first?” 
Keefe asked. 

“TIl go,” Sophie said. 


“Nope,” Fitz told her. “You’ve almost died enough times. Time to let 
me take a turn.” 

“Or you could just be careful,” Sophie said. 

He flashed his perfect smile. “That works too.” 

He slipped one leg into the opening, testing his weight on the rung 
before stepping onto the ladder. 

“Once I see what’s at the bottom I'll let you know if it’s safe.” He 
stepped down another rung. Then another. 

The darkness swallowed him on the next step, and Sophie kept one 
hand poised on the ladder, ready to rush down at the first sound of 
danger. 

After an agonizingly long time Fitz shouted, “All clear!” 

“Yes,” another voice called—one Sophie would’ve recognized even if 
he hadn’t started the next sentence with his favorite expression. “You 
kids took your sweet time getting here!” 


FIVE 


SOPHIE HAD ASSUMED the Black Swan would be done with disguises 


now that they were letting her and her friends join. But when she 
reached the bottom of the murky tunnel, she found Mr. Forkle looking 
as shriveled and swollen as ever. His huge belly barely fit between the 
curved walls, and the cramped space was filled with the dirty-feet stink 
of the ruckleberries he ate to alter his appearance. 

“Not to complain,” Keefe said as he stepped into the ankle-deep 
sludge, “but you guys seriously need to pick some better hideouts.” 

“This is not our hideout,” Mr. Forkle said, handing them each a 
pendant. 

They breathed on the crystals, and the warmth activated the balefire 
inside. The pale blue glow seemed especially eerie, but that might’ve 
been because Sophie despised balefire. 

The everlasting flames had been Fintan’s trademark—until he 
learned to spark Everblaze. But Sophie was still grateful to have light in 
the claustrophobic tunnel. Especially when she saw the shadowy path 
ahead. 

“Well, that looks fun,” Keefe said, pushing Fitz forward. “Lead the 
way, buddy!” 

“Actually, that path only goes to our demolished hideout,” Mr. Forkle 
said. 

“So it was at the Palazzo Vecchio?” Sophie asked. 

“No. That was marked as a decoy. But if the Neverseen found it, we 
knew it was only a matter of time before they located the real one. So I 
collapsed our grotto before I came here.” 


“Where are we going, then?” Dex asked. 

“Through our emergency exit.” Mr. Forkle licked one of the slime- 
covered bricks, opening a secret door hidden in the wall. 

Sophie gagged. “That’s gross.” 

“It certainly is, Miss Foster. But let that be a lesson. The best places to 
hide are the places no one wants to go.” 

He was right about that. The air in the tunnel smelled like eggs 
mixed with skunk spray, and cold slimy muck rained down on their 
heads as they walked. 

“Do you know how the Neverseen found your decoy?” Sophie asked. 

“I swear it wasn’t me,” Keefe jumped in. “I threw my Sencen Crest 
into the ocean, and Elwin melted off a ton of skin, so I am aromark free. 
Remind me to thank my mom for that one, by the way. So awesome of 
her to let me lead my friends into ambushes.” 

The sharpness in his tone made Sophie reach for his hand. 

“I’m fine,” he promised. But he didn’t pull away. 

“We do not blame you, Mr. Sencen,” Mr. Forkle said. “We assume 
they used Gethen. We'd been holding him here after we captured him 
on Mount Everest—but don’t worry, we’ve relocated him to somewhere 
much harder to reach. And we'll figure out what enzyme they’re tracking 
him with so this won’t happen again.” 

“Have you learned anything from him?” Keefe asked, voicing the 
question Sophie was sure they’d all been thinking. 

Gethen was the first member of the Neverseen they'd captured. He’d 
also been one of Sophie and Dex’s kidnappers. 

“Not yet,” Mr. Forkle said. “His mind is . . . tricky. We'll discuss it 
more later. Right now, I need to get you to your new homes.” 

Sophie wasn’t sure which felt stranger—trying to imagine feeling at 
home with the Black Swan, or the fact that he’d said “homes.” 

“Are we going to be living together?” Biana asked, noticing the plural 
as well. 

“Of course.” 

“Will you be living with us?” Sophie asked. 

“No. I live in the Lost Cities. I cannot disappear too long without 
someone noticing my absence.” 

“But you lived with humans for twelve years,” Sophie reminded him. 


“Yes, and someday I'll tell you how I managed to escape anyone’s 
notice.” 

“So wait,” Dex said. “Does that mean we could’ve met members of the 
Black Swan and didn’t know it>” 

“I’m sure you have, Mr. Dizznee. Many of us are fans of your father’s 
store.” 

Slurps and Burps was the Lost Cities’ most popular apothecary. 
Sophie could understand how a covert group would find their serums 
handy, since many could alter appearances. But it was strange to think 
she might’ve passed the real Mr. Forkle shopping in the cluttered aisles. 

And if the Black Swan hid among them, surely the Neverseen did as 
well. Sophie wondered if she’d seen the rebels in the streets of Atlantis, 
or if their kids went to school with her at Foxfire. She ran through a 
mental list of possible suspects—the primary being her longtime rival, 
Stina Heks—as Biana said, “So basically, you're all two different 
people>” 

“Or three,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “Perhaps even four or five. And yes, 
that can be rather challenging.” He lifted his double chin, revealing a 
registry pendant hidden underneath. “A clever Technopath rigged this to 
communicate where I want the Council to think I am. But it only covers 
blocks of time.” 

“Should I have done that to our pendants?” Dex asked. 

“No, you five have already drawn the Council’s suspicion. Better to 
sever your ties and seek refuge in our hideout.” 

“Any chance we'll be leaping soon?” Keefe asked as a blob of slime 
dripped into his hair. 

“We won't be leaping. The ogres have a gadget that can follow the 
trail of a leap to its source. It’s how they restrict entry to their cities and 
monitor intruders. Now that we know the Neverseen are working with 
the ogres, we must assume they'll try to track us.” 

“So we can’t leap anymore?” Fitz asked. 

“Not here, when they’re so close.” 

The words echoed through the tunnel, turning every shadow into a 
cloaked figure. 

“If they’re close, why aren’t we going after them?” Keefe asked. 


“We fight the fights we can win, Mr. Sencen. Right now, the 
Neverseen have too many advantages. They’re hidden somewhere in the 
city, likely somewhere with great potential for human casualties. That’s 
why I have our transport waiting downriver, where they’d never think to 
look.” 

“Uh, not to ask the obvious question,” Dex jumped in, “but why not 
have us meet you there in the first place?” 

“We have reasons for working in riddles, Mr. Dizznee, and 
convenience is never a consideration. But the trail you followed was 
incredibly secure.” 

“Maybe, if you ignore all the human technology I had to handle,” Dex 
mumbled. “And you're lucky Sophie remembered all those weird facts 
about Florence.” 

“Is that what you think it was?” Mr. Forkle asked. “Luck?” 

Sophie sighed. “Exactly how many weird memories have you given 
me?” 

“As many as you'll need.” 

“How can you possibly know that?” Fitz asked. 

“Very careful planning.” 

Sophie stopped walking. “Planning for what?” 

“Please keep moving, Miss Foster. We do not have time for such 
discussions.” 

“You're seriously not going to tell her?” Keefe asked. “Don’t you think 
she deserves to know?” 

“She deserves many things,” Mr. Forkle said. “But most important, 
she deserves a choice. And in order to give her that choice, she must 
discover her purpose on her own. There are also things we must keep 
secret—for her protection and ours.” 

“Sandor always says that secrets hinder his ability to protect me,” 
Sophie reminded him. 

“That applies to you keeping secrets from him. Not the other way 
around,” Mr. Forkle replied. “We must hurry. Our rides wont wait 
forever.” 

Sophie glanced at her friends, and she didn’t have to be a Telepath to 
know what they were thinking. After all the risks they’d taken—all the 


sacrifices they'd made—they’d been hoping the Black Swan would be 
more .. . cooperative. 

But it was too late to turn back. They had to keep moving forward and 
hope they could convince the Black Swan to work with them. 

She clutched the cache in her pocket, glad to know she had a secret of 
her own as she followed Mr. Forkle out of the tunnel. 

The river was empty. No people. No boats. No sign of whatever ride 
Mr. Forkle had arranged—until he blew into a slim copper whistle. It 
made no sound, but the brownish water rippled. Bubbles followed, 
growing larger until a scaly gray-green head popped out of the water. 

“Plesiosaurs?” Keefe asked as five more dinosaur heads burst out of 
the water. 

“Eckodons,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “Though Miss Foster likely knows 
them as Nessie.” 

Sophie smiled, no longer stunned when human myths turned out to 
be based on reality. The creatures did have long, hooked necks like the 
Loch Ness Monster, but their noses were a bit more pointed, and long 
gills lined their cheeks. 

“These are the dinosaurs that use sound vortexes, right?” Fitz asked. 

“Precisely why I chose them,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “They will be slower 
than light leaping, but faster than many other methods. And the 
Neverseen cannot track us underwater.” 

“Underwater?” Sophie repeated as he handed everyone a clear slimy 
membrane and told them to wrap it around their bags to keep them dry. 
“How will we breathe>” 

“Yeah, I can only hold my breath for fifteen minutes,” Dex said. 

“Fifteen minutes?” Sophie repeated. “How can you hold your breath 
that long?” 

“It’s a mind over matter skill,” Mr. Forkle explained. “One very few 
take the time to learn.” 

“My dad said the stuffy nobles underestimate it,” Dex said. “He made 
us practice all the time.” 

“Your father is wise,” Mr. Forkle told him. “Nevertheless, you will not 
have to hold your breath today. I brought lufterators.” 

He passed them each a T-shaped gadget and showed how they put the 
longer end in their mouths and let the other piece cover their lips and 


nose. It felt like sucking air through a teeny straw, and it made Sophie 
dizzy. But after a few tries, her lungs fell into a slower rhythm. 

“Do you have any more lufterators?” Biana asked. 

“One is all you'll need,” Mr. Forkle assured her. 

“Td still feel better if I had a spare,” Biana insisted. 

“I can check yours to make sure it’s working, if you want,” Dex 
offered. 

“No!” Biana said, a bit too quickly. “I’ll just . . . wait here and you guys 
can send someone back for me with another.” 

“Don't be absurd, Miss Vacker,” Mr. Forkle said. “Were all leaving 
now.” 

Biana shot Sophie a desperate Help me! look, but Sophie didn’t 
understand the problem. 

Keefe grabbed Biana’s wrist. “It feels like you're hiding 
something...” 

“I agree,” Mr. Forkle said. “So let’s see what it is, shall we?” 

“You don’t have permission to read my thoughts!” Biana shouted. 

“I do not need it if you're endangering us.” Mr. Forkle closed his eyes 
and Sophie knew there was nothing Biana could do to stop him. Even 
she couldn't block him—and he’d designed her mind to be impenetrable. 

Biana turned to her brother. “Please, don’t let him do this.” 

“It’s already done.” Mr. Forkle said, staring at the empty space behind 
her. “It appears we have a stowaway.” 


SIX 


How CAN WE have a stowaway?” Fitz asked as Mr. Forkle shouted, 


“Show yourself!” 

Nothing happened for a moment. Then Della appeared behind Biana. 

“Mom?” Fitz said, rushing to tackle-hug her before he shouted at his 
sister. “HOW COULD YOU KEEP THIS SECRET?” 

“I made her swear not to say anything,” Della explained. “And I only 
involved her because I needed to hold on to someone while we were 
teleporting.” 

“Why the subterfuge?” Mr. Forkle asked. “Please tell me you don’t 
doubt our ability to protect your children>” 

“Quite the opposite.” Della straightened her gown, looking like an 
ocean goddess in aquamarine silk. “I’m here to join the Black Swan.” 

The words seemed to dangle, waiting for someone to reach out and 
grab them. 

“Does Dad know?” Fitz asked. 

“Of course. He wanted to join, but we decided he’d be more useful if 
he stayed working with the Council. And my talents are far better suited 
for covert activities.” 

“Ms. Vacker—” Mr. Forkle started. 

“Della,” she corrected. 

“Your offer is very generous, Ms. Della,” Mr. Forkle emphasized with 
a slight smile. “But we already have a Vanisher working with us.” 

“No one can vanish the way I can. Not even my son—and I’m sure 
you've heard how valuable Alvar has been to the Council.” 


She blinked out of sight, reappearing a second later knee-deep in the 
river. Sophie wasn’t sure what was crazier, how fast Della had moved, or 
how she hadn’t caused ripples in the water. 

“Impressive,” Mr. Forkle admitted when Della reappeared next to 
Biana and showed how her gown was still dry. “But the question is 
whether letting you join would be wise. Someone as high profile as 
yourself—” 

“Could be an influential advocate,” Della finished for him. “When the 
Council finally comes to their senses, do you think the public will 
instantly trust you? The Vacker name may have had a few controversies 
lately, but it still holds incredible influence and power.” 

Mr. Forkle studied Della. “I see you’ve already removed your registry 
pendant.” 

“I would never put any of you at risk. Plus, I wanted to prove that I’m 
committed.” 

“And yet you make the commitment too lightly.” 

“Do I>?” Della’s melodic voice hardened. “I’ve trusted my children— 
and three others who might as well be my family—to your care.” 

“Your children’s situation is different,” Mr. Forkle argued. “We both 
know we can’t leave them to the Council’s caprice.” 

“But I could protect them on my own.” Della vanished again, 
reappearing with a melder pressed to Mr. Forkle’s head. “Do not 
underestimate me, sir.” 

“You're not the only one with tricks up their sleeve,” Mr. Forkle 
warned her. He tapped his right temple, and Della’s arm dropped to her 
side. 

“Are you a Mesmer?” Sophie asked, remembering Grady’s similar 
feats. 

“My tricks are more limited,” Mr. Forkle admitted. “But the mind is 
more powerful than the body—never forget that.” 

“I won't,” Della said, vanishing the same instant Mr. Forkle collapsed. 

She reappeared, balanced on his belly with one of her jeweled shoes 
pressed against his throat. He kicked and thrashed, but couldn’t throw 
her off. 

“I believe you’ve proven your point, Ms. Vacker,” he wheezed. 

She pressed her shoe down harder. “I told you to call me Della.” 


“Whoa, remind me never to get on your mom’s bad side,” Keefe said. 

“A valuable lesson for everyone,” Della agreed, jumping to the ground 
and offering Mr. Forkle a hand up. “Everyone believes I’m the fragile 
beauty hiding in my husband’s shadow. But I’m far more powerful than 
anyone imagines.” 

“I can see that.” Mr. Forkle wiped mud off his long black tunic. “But I 
alone cannot approve your admittance into our organization. All I can 
promise is to bring the matter before our Collective.” 

“Collective?” Sophie asked. 

“Our ruling order,” Mr. Forkle clarified. “Five overseers, each with 
equally weighted votes.” 

“So there are four other leaders we’ve never met?” Keefe asked. 

“There are many members you haven't met. But that is a good thing. 
The more people we have helping our cause, the more chance we have 
of making a difference.” 

“All the more reason to let me join,” Della said. 

“Perhaps,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “TIl make the suggestion when I speak 
with the Collective. But first we have a problem. I did not plan for a 
stowaway, so we are short one lufterator.” 

“I can tweak mine so two can share,” Dex said, bending his into a Z- 
shape. He made a few more tweaks before holding up the mouthpiece 
proudly. “Now it works on each end.” 

“They'll have to keep their faces very close together,’ Mr. Forkle 
noted. 

“Foster and I volunteer!” Keefe shouted. 

“Uh, if anyone’s going to share with Sophie it should be me,” Dex 
argued. 

“Wait, why do I have to share?” Sophie asked. 

“Yeah, I nominate Dex and Keefe,” Fitz agreed. 

“So do I,” Mr. Forkle decided. “Keefe, give your lufterator to Della.” 

“Wait—what just happened?” Keefe asked. 

Fitz, Biana, and Sophie cracked up. 

Dex fumed as Mr. Forkle ordered him and Keefe to test the gadget to 
make sure the lufterator still worked. They had to stand so close their 
noses practically touched. 


“Gross,” Keefe whined, spitting out his mouthpiece. “The air tastes 
like Dex breath.” 

“Keefe breath’s just as nasty,” Dex snapped. 

“But you can breathe?” Mr. Forkle clarified. 

When they nodded, he ordered everyone into the water. They gasped 
as the cold soaked through their clothes—except Della, who strode 
through totally dry. 

“Did you know your mom could do that?” Sophie asked Fitz. 

“I did,” Biana jumped in. “And I will figure out how to do it.” She 
blinked out of sight, and when she reappeared her hair was dripping wet 
and stuck to her face. “It’s going to take some practice.” 

“I still can’t believe you didn’t tell me Mom was with us,” Fitz 
grumbled. 

“Now you know how I felt when you and Dad were busy planning all 
your secret visits to the Forbidden Cities.” 

Sophie had never considered how much the search for her had 
affected the Vacker family. They’d all lived with secrets—and broken the 
law—for twelve years. 

The river grew deeper, and they switched from wading to swimming. 
Sophie struggled to paddle while holding her backpack, until Fitz 
reached over and carried it for her. 

“Thanks,” she mumbled, wishing she could swim so effortlessly. 
Within minutes he'd reached the elephant-size water dinosaurs. 

“Eckodons are friendly, right?” she asked Biana. 

“Of course.” Biana swam to a purple-toned eckodon and stroked the 
base of its neck. “See? Totally harmless.” 

Sophie swam to a blue-toned eckodon and it made a gurgley, 
growling sound. 

“That’s how it says hi,” Fitz promised, pulling himself onto his green 
eckodon’s back. 

Sophie copied him while transmitting Friend over and over. Her 
tweaked genes allowed her to communicate telepathically with animals. 
She couldn’t tell if the eckodon understood—some creatures thought in 
images or emotions. Still, the eckodon didn’t chomp her head off, so she 
took that as a good sign. 


Dex and Keefe, meanwhile, were having a very difficult time figuring 
out how to sit on their eckodon. After several hilarious attempts, they 
settled for Keefe facing backward with his arms wrapped around Dex, 
and Dex reaching around Keefe to hug the eckodon’s neck. 

“You guys look so cute,” Fitz told them. 

“Dude, your payback is going to be legendary,” Keefe warned. 

“Lufterators in!” Mr. Forkle called, before Dex could add his own 
threats. 

Sophie took one last deep breath and slipped the gadget into her 
mouth. She’d barely grabbed her eckodon’s neck before Mr. Forkle 
shouted, “Dive!” 

Down, down, down they plunged, all the way to the bottom of the 
river, where the water felt cold and gritty. Sophie’s balefire pendant gave 
her just enough light to see Fitz as his eckodon swam up beside her. He 
held out a thumbs-up to ask if she was okay. 

She nodded, taking several shallow breaths as he pointed to where 
Mr. Forkle and Della had taken the lead. Sophie was glad her eckodon 
seemed to be following on its own, since she had no idea how to steer a 
plesiosaur. 

Fitz stayed beside her, with Biana right behind, and Dex and Keefe a 
little farther back. The eckodons swam at a steady pace until the shore 
dropped away and Sophie realized they'd reached the ocean. Then each 
eckodon stretched out its neck, tucked its flippers, and let out a piercing 
scream. 

The shrill whine was louder than whale song, richer than dolphin 
squeaks, and powerful enough to part the tide. The sound pitched 
higher, then lower, swirling the water into a funnel that blasted the 
eckodon forward like a rocket. Whenever the vortex slowed, the creature 
cried again, blasting them faster and faster, until Sophie was sure they’d 
crossed the whole ocean. And maybe she was right, because when they 
finally slowed the water was tropical teal and swarming with colorful 
fish. 

They surfaced minutes later, floating along a river that cut through an 
enormous underground cavern. A thin crack split the ceiling, letting in 
just enough sunlight to bounce off the glinting rock walls. Everywhere 
the light touched, life had followed, transforming the cave into a 


subterranean forest. The farther the river led them, the more the cave 
widened, until all Sophie could see in any direction was the ever- 
stretching paradise. 

“Can you believe this place?” Fitz whispered. 

Sophie inhaled the sweet, heady scents: honeysuckle, jasmine, 
plumeria—plus dozens of other aromas she couldnt recognize. It 
definitely wasn’t the bleak cavern she'd expected after her previous 
experience with a Black Swan hideout. 

“Okay, I am done with Dex snuggle time,” Keefe announced as he and 
Dex’s eckodon swam up beside Sophie’s. He leaped from his plesiosaur 
to hers and prodded Sophie’s eckodon to swim away from the rest of the 
group. 

“Relax,” he said, tightening his grip on Sophie's waist. “I won't let you 
fall.” 

That wasn’t why she felt nervous. The last time she’d sat like this with 
Keefe, they were flying with Silveny across the ocean. The alicorn had 
been carrying them to the Black Swan that night as well. Sophie hoped 
this time wouldn’t end so violently. 

Keefe must’ve been sharing the same terrifying memories, because 
he whispered, “I will never let my mom hurt you again.” 

“You didn’t let your mom do anything, Keefe. You know that, right?” 

“You heard what Oralie said. The Council’s blaming my dad for not 
knowing what my mom was up to. But... he’s not the only Empath who 
lived with her.” 

“You told me yourself, you can’t feel a lie—only the emotions that go 
along with it.” 

“I still wasn’t paying close enough attention.” 

“Why would you? No one assumes their family is evil.” 

He tensed at the word and Sophie glanced over her shoulder. “Sorry. I 
didn’t mean that.” 

“Yes you did. And she is. And I should’ve seen it.” 

“You can't do that, Keefe. Edaline told me once that hindsight is a 
dangerous game. The clues seem too obvious when you know what to 
look for. Believe me, I would know.” 

She'd replayed her kidnapping—and Kenric’s murder—more times 
than shed ever admit. And each time she saw more warnings she 


shouldn't have missed. But she couldn’t let herself take the blame. The 
Elvin mind couldn't process that level of guilt. Their sanity shattered 
under the weight of the burden. She'd watched it happen to Alden over 
his guilt from what happened to Prentice—an innocent member of the 
Black Swan hed condemned to madness and Exile before he realized the 
Black Swan weren't really the villains. The only reason he could still 
function was because Sophie had found a way to heal him. 

“Please,” she whispered, “you have to protect your mind, Keefe. We 
both do.” 

“Okay,” he said after a painful silence. “So we catch these guys and 
make them pay for what they’ve done.” 

“Can you really do that?” Sophie asked. “I mean .. . it’s your mom. I 
know you think it won’t matter, but—” 

“It won't. She used me. Tried to kill me. Tried to kill my friends—and 
don’t say she saved Biana on Mount Everest—” 

“But she did! They would've rolled off that cliff if she hadn’t stopped 
them.” 

“Right, so she was saving herself, and Biana was lucky enough to 
benefit.” 

Sophie wanted to argue, but she could tell it wouldn't help. 

Plus . . . maybe Keefe needed to hold on to his anger. Anger was safer. 

“If you ever need to talk,” she whispered. 

“Thanks,” he whispered back, so close she could feel his breath on 
her cheek. His arms tightened ever so slightly, making her heart switch 
to hummingbird pace. 

“Listen, Sophie, I—” 

“You're still wearing your Sucker Punch,” Dex interrupted as his 
eckodon caught up with them. “If he’s annoying you, just knock him off 
with a good backhand.” 

“Man, one second you're sharing your air with a dude, and the next 
second he’s trying to get you punched in the face,” Keefe mumbled. 

“Isn't that pretty much what everyone wants to do after they meet 
you?” Fitz asked as he and Biana swam up beside them on their 
eckodons. 

“Keep it up, dude. You're just adding to my list of reasons to punish 
you,” Keefe warned. 


Fitz shrugged. “Bring it on.” 

“You guys are ridiculous,” Biana said, staring at the glinting rocks of 
the cave above them. “Does anyone know where we are?” 

“Yes,” Mr. Forkle called from up ahead. “Your new home.” 


SEVEN 


THE DWARVES CALL this cavern Alluveterre,” Mr. Forkle said as he 


slowed his eckodon to let Sophie and her friends catch up. “Which in 
dwarven means—” 

“The sands of dawn,” Sophie translated. 

Keefe laughed. “Always gotta show off.” 

Mr. Forkle ignored him. “The dwarves view this place as a testimony 
of our planet’s power to re-create itself. Above us is a barren wasteland 
of human pollution and destruction. But look what has surged to life in 
the safety below, thanks to a little light and a little peace. The dwarven 
king brought me here when I revealed the existence of our organization. 
He thought it would be the perfect place for us to make a fresh start.” 

“So King Enki is on our side?” Della asked. 

“He’s not against the Council, if that’s what you're wondering. But he 
has felt for some time that the Councillors’ methods are not working. 
Many dwarves have offered their assistance—though at the moment 
most have returned to their cities. They need time to mourn their 
friends who fell in the battle on Mount Everest, and to treat their 
wounded.” 

Sophie tried to remember how many dwarves had died that day—was 
it three? Four? 

She hated that she didn’t know—hated how easy it was to focus only 
on the people she knew, and forget that there were dozens of others 
risking their lives for the Black Swan’s cause. 

Before she could ask how the injured dwarves were doing, Mr. Forkle 
said, “Here are your new residences.” 


He pointed ahead, to where an arched bridge with a black gazebo in 
the center connected two enormous trees standing on either side of the 
river. Their trunks had been wrapped in wooden staircases that wound 
up to the tallest branches, where two massive tree houses overlooked the 
entire forest. 

“The residence on the east is for the girls. And the west is for the 
boys. The bridge in the center has a common area for you to share 
meals together.” 

“See, I think a group party house sounds way more fun. Who’s with 
me>” Keefe asked. 

Nobody agreed—though Dex looked like he wanted to. So did Biana. 

The eckodons crawled ashore, and Sophie transmitted, Thank you, as 
she and Keefe slid off her plesiosaur’s back. Three gnomes popped out 
of the bushes to greet them, flashing wide, green-toothed smiles and 
shaking the leaves off their earth-toned skin as they set a bucket of nasty 
wriggling things in front of each eckodon. Sophie had thought the 
sludgers she fed Iggy, her pet imp, were disgusting. But these looked 
like the evil spawn of scorpions and maggots. 

“Larvagorns,” a gnome with long braided hair said as the eckodons 
gobbled the creepy-crawlers up like candy. “Believe it or not, the dwarves 
consider them a rare delicacy.” 

Sophie was very glad to be an elf. The squisssssssssssssh-CRUNCH 
alone made her gag. 

“I thought we trained animals to be vegetarians,” Biana mumbled. 

“Only the ones we keep at the Sanctuary,” Della said. “It would be 
pointless to bring them there for preservation, only to have them hunt 
each other. But those in the wild are free to choose their own diets.” 

“So these things seriously live around humans?” Sophie asked as the 
eckodons licked the bug slime off their chops and waded back into the 
rivet. 

“Technically,” Mr. Forkle said, “they live in underwater caverns. And 
they swim far too fast for humans to spot them or catch them. Still, we 
make sure they’re safe and undetected. And one of these days we will 
catch that tricky lake dweller who keeps making headlines.” 

“Keep telling yourself that,” one of the other gnomes told him. Sophie 
assumed the gnome was a “he,” since he wore grass-woven overalls 


instead of a grass skirt like the other two. But it was hard to tell. Gnomes 
all had the same huge gray eyes and bodies like children. They lived 
with the elves by choice and were incredibly industrious creatures. More 
plantlike than animal, they absorbed all their energy from the sun, and 
needed very little sleep—and even less food. But they craved work and 
loved to garden, so they traded their harvest with the elves and filled 
their sleepless days with elvin tasks. Alden had called it a symbiotic 
relationship, and the longer Sophie had lived with the elves, the more 
she agreed. The elves cared for the gnomes, and the gnomes worked 
happily, neither side imposing upon the other. 

“I’m Calla,” the gnome with the braid told Sophie, “and this is Sior 
and Amisi. It’s an honor to finally meet you.” 

Sophie fidgeted as Calla dipped an exaggerated curtsy. “It’s nice to 
meet you too.” 

The other gnomes nodded and turned back to the eckodons, but Calla 
kept right on staring at Sophie. Her expression was a mixture of awe and 
curiosity, and Sophie wondered what the Black Swan had told the 
gnomes about her. 

“We'll take your bags to your rooms,” Sior—the gnome in the overalls 
—said. He grabbed Sophie’s backpack from Fitz. 

“And we have fresh clothes for you upstairs,” Calla added. “Well, for 
most of you. I didn’t realize you were coming, Miss . . .” 

“Della. And not to worry, I’m a surprise visitor.” 

“Should we add a room in the east tree house?” Calla asked. 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “Preferably up high, so it overlooks both 
residences.” 

“I thought the Collective had to approve me staying,” Della said. 

“They have to approve you joining our order,” Mr. Forkle corrected. 
“But either way, it would be too risky to send you home. The Council 
has surely discovered that you’re missing. So consider yourself our 
guest, and a much needed chaperone.” 

“Chaperone?” Keefe whined. “That’s going to cramp my style.” 

“Yes, it is,” Della agreed. “Remember, I kept Alvar in line for years.” 

Keefe sighed dreamily. “Alvar’s my hero.” 

Sophie had only met Fitz and Biana’s older brother a few times, and 
hed always seemed very polished and professional. But she’d heard 


rumors of Alvar’s wild side before, and knew it had to be pretty crazy for 
Keefe to look up to him. 

“We should have the new room ready by sunset,” Amisi—the third 
gnome—said. “Though there are fewer of us, so we might need another 
hour.” 

“Yes, where are Gora and Yuri?” Mr. Forkle asked. “I didn’t see them 
yesterday, either.” 

The three gnomes shared a look. 


“They . . . have gone to stay near Lumenaria,” Calla said after a 
moment. “In the hopes they’ll be allowed to visit the refugees. Yuri had 
family in Wildwood.” 


“I did not realize,” Mr. Forkle whispered. “I hope good news finds 
them soon.” 

“So do we.” 

Charged silence passed before the gnomes grabbed the buckets and 
satchels and shuffled off into the trees. 

“What’s Wildwood?” Sophie asked. 

Mr. Forkle sighed. “Is this how it’s going to be? Constant questions?” 

“Pretty much,” Sophie agreed. 

“Well, do not expect an answer every time. But Wildwood was where 
a small colony of gnomes lived. Most of their race fled to the Lost Cities 
after the ogres overthrew Serenvale, their ancient homeland. But a few 
gnomes refused to leave and took up residence in one of the Neutral 
Territories, in a grove not far from the borders of what has now become 
the ogres’ capital city.” 

“Why are you speaking past tense?” Della asked. “Calla said 
something about refugees.” 

“A better term would be ‘evacuees,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “Some sort 
of plague struck the colony a few weeks back, and forced them to flee. 
They arrived in Lumenaria three days ago for medical treatment. And 
that is the extent of my knowledge. The Council has been extremely 
guarded with their information, and at the moment they’re allowing no 
visitors. But I do know that all of our best physicians are working to 
isolate the pathogen. I’m sure they'll find the cure soon.” 

Della looked less than satisfied with the answer. 


999 


Sophie wasn’t thrilled either. “Oralie told us before we left that she 
thought the ogres were stirring in the Neutral Territories. Does this have 
something to do with that?” 

Mr. Forkle scratched his chin. “Interesting that a Councillor would 
agree with the theories.” 

“What theories?” Sophie pressed. 

“This is your last question,” he warned. “The Wildwood Colony has 
claimed ogre sabotage for centuries. But they’ve never been able to 
provide proof. I’ll have to rally my sources and see if Oralie has evidence 
for her suspicions. In the meantime, please put this out of your mind. 
You know better than most, Miss Foster, how truly powerful our 
medicine can be. I have no doubt the gnomes will recover soon. Shall 
we>” 

He motioned for everyone to follow him toward one of the stair- 
wrapped trees, and they climbed to the bridge that connected the two 
houses. 

He pointed to the gazebo in the center, filled with pots of vibrant 
flowers and a round table with cozy chairs. “Since you'll be dwelling in 
separate residences, we arranged this common eating area. Dinner will 
be served here—and you're in for a treat. Calla’s starkflower stew is life 
changing. Otherwise, boys are that way”—he pointed to the tree house 
across the bridge—“and the girls are just above us. I must return to the 
Lost Cities and be seen for a few minutes.” 

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a vial of green-and-orange- 
speckled berries. 

“So that’s how you de-Forkle!” Dex said. “I should’ve guessed it was 
callowberries. My dad uses them in his anti-inflammatory ointments. 
They smell like flareadon poop.” 

“Taste like it too,” Mr. Forkle agreed. 

“So all we need to do is crush a few of those into your breakfast, and 
bam! Instant Forkle-reveal?” Keefe asked. 

“Tve been consuming callowberries for thirteen years, Mr. Sencen. 
Do you honestly think I wouldn’t notice the smell?” 

“I dunno—I’m really good at hiding things in people's food.” 

Mr. Forkle ignored him, holding up a black crystal with a purple 
gleam. 


“Does that mean we can light leap from here?” Della asked. 

“Only with special crystals, which we will provide if needed.” 

“What’s this ‘if’ stuff?” Dex asked. 

“Yeah, it’s not like we’re prisoners,” Sophie said. 

“Of course you're not. But you are fugitives. And you came here for 
our protection. This is how we provide it.” 

“It sounds like we’re going to have to steal that crystal from you,” 
Keefe said. 

“You would be very disappointed if you did. This crystal leads to my 
safe house, where I go to change identities. Anyone who does not know 
the secret for leaving is instantly trapped.” 

“So... that’s it?” Sophie asked. “Here’s your tree houses, have some 
stew and good night?” 

“Hardly, Miss Foster. First you must get cleaned up and meet me at 
ground level in an hour. You all have an appointment with the rest of 
our ruling Collective.” 


EIGHT 


THANK GOODNESS THEY have decent taste in clothes!” Biana said, 


twirling in her pale pink gown, which was frilly and ruffled and looked 
like cupcake frosting with pearl sprinkles. 

Sophie was far less excited about hers. The smoky blue dress was 
dotted with diamonds, like the first glinting stars in the evening sky. But 
it was so fancy and fitted and screamed Look at me! 

“Seriously, whats with the gowns?” she grumbled. “Arent we 
supposed to be fighting rebels and solving conspiracies?” 

“Actually, right now we have an important meeting,” Della reminded 
her. “So why not look our best?” 

“But why do we have to look like pretty pretty princesses when the 
boys get to wear pants and tunics?” 

Della laughed. “Sometimes I forget how much your human 
upbringing has altered your worldview. Our society has not been 
plagued by the inequalities you’ve grown up with. No one views gowns 
as a sign of our gender’s lesser status. We don’t have a lesser status. So if 
you truly hate wearing a dress, you can choose to wear anything you'd 
like.” 

“Even if I visit a noble city?” Sophie asked. 

“Of course. The only mark of noble status is a cape, and even then, 
some instances do not require them. All of our clothes—male and 
female—are designed to enhance natural beauty.” 

*Buts... 

Sophie had been about to ask, What if someone isn’t beautiful?—until 
she’d remembered she was talking about elves. 


“Okay, but isn’t parading around like this’—she ran her hands over 
her jewel-encrusted bodice—“sort of shallow?” 

“Surely you know we value knowledge and talent above everything 
else,” Della said. “Beauty is simply a bonus, to make life more pleasing 
to the eye. And that applies to everything in our world—not just our 
physical appearance.” 

She waved her arm around the bright room, which was different 
from what Sophie had been imagining. There were no jewels or crystals 
like the elves usually built with. Instead, everything was earthy and 
natural. Fall-colored leaves had been woven into brightly patterned rugs, 
which felt softer than dandelion fluff but still made that great crunching 
sound when they walked. Flowering branches lined the walls, filling the 
air with the scent of spring. The furniture looked like carefully sculpted 
shrubs, and garlands of bright summer berries draped from the ceiling. 
But the most breathtaking element had to be the shimmering waterfall 
in the center. It trickled from the skylight along twisted icicles, dripping 
into a pool of frost-covered stones. 

Somehow the gnomes had taken the best parts of each season and 
transformed them into a place that was both elegant and inviting. 

“Everything in our world celebrates beauty,” Della said proudly. “Why 
surround ourselves with ugliness when there is wonder to showcase>” 

“I guess,” Sophie mumbled, fussing with her sash. No matter how 
many times she tied it, she couldn't get the bow even. 

“Here,” Della said, knotting it as perfectly as a Disney princess. “This 
color really sets off your eyes.” 

“Great,” Sophie mumbled. “Just what I wanted.” 

“Hey, your eyes are what I always hear everyone talking about,” Biana 
reminded her. 

“Yeah, because they’re calling me a freak.” 

“That’s only Stina and her bratty friends. Everyone else thinks they’re 
striking and unique.” 

Della sighed when Sophie shrugged off the compliment. “It must’ve 
been hard growing up as an elf among humans—and I don’t mean 
because you're a Telepath, though I know that came with its own 
challenges. Jealousy is such a powerful force in their lives—and you 
have so many gifts.” 


“How do you know so much about humans?” Sophie asked. 

“That is a story for another time. But I’ve walked among them, and 
the reception I received was less than friendly.” 

“Is that how it was for you?” Biana asked Sophie. 

“Everyone pretty much hated me,” Sophie admitted. “They’d call me 
the Freakazoid, or Superdork, or the Special Sophieflake. But it didn’t 
help that I skipped six grades and had a bad habit of reminding teachers 
to collect our homework.” 

“It’s better here, though, right?” Biana asked. 

“In some ways. But I’m also ‘the human girl’ And the Girl Who Was 
Taken. And now everyone looks at me like I’m public enemy number 
one.” 

“Well, they’re wrong,” Della said. “And someday they’ll see that. In 
the meantime, please try to remember that there’s a difference between 
hiding by choice and hiding from fear. You should never be afraid of who 
you are.” 

Sophie fussed with her perfect Della bow, accidentally messing it up. 

She decided not to fix it. 

“Look—they gave us Prattles!” Biana said, lifting a huge welcome 
basket she’d discovered. She handed Sophie the silver box with her name 
on it, then tore into her own, going straight for the tiny velvet pouch 
tucked among the nutty candy. 

Every box of Prattles came with a collectible pin, shaped as one of the 
various animal species on the planet. Prattles limited the amount of 
each pin to how many of that creature existed, which meant some pins 
were extremely rare. 

Biana held up her bluish green water-horse. “I’ve been wanting a 
Prattles’ kelpie forever! What'd you get?” 

Sophie crunched on a piece of the candy as she fished out her pin, 
nearly choking when she saw the silver bird with long, gleaming 
feathers. 

“The Prattles’ moonlark,” Biana whispered. “There are less than a 
hundred of those.” 

And yet somehow the Black Swan had now given Sophie two. 

The last time they gave her one, they'd been trying to convince her to 
stop the Everblaze. What were they trying to tell her this time? 


She checked for a note and found nothing, but she was sure the pin 
couldn’t be a coincidence. 

“Do you really trust the Black Swan?” Sophie asked Della, pinning the 
moonlark through the cord of her allergy remedy necklace before 
tucking it under her gown’s bodice. 

“There are many shades of trust,” Della said, “and most of them are 
gray. But I’ve decided to hope for the best. Do you know why?” 

Sophie shook her head. 

“Because of you. If all their scheming resulted in such an incredible 
person, that’s a cause I can get behind.” 

She meant the words to be comforting—and they were. Sort of. 

They also were a storm in Sophie’s mind. A heavy pressure and an 
ominous rumble, warning of turbulence ahead. 

Which reminded her . . . “You didn’t look happy with Mr. Forkle’s 
explanation about the gnomes from Wildwood.” 

Della smiled. “Alden warned me that you're very perceptive.” 

“I have to be. Otherwise no one tells me anything.” 

“I suppose that’s true.” She sank into one of the armchair-shaped 
shrubberies. “Have either of you studied the Wildwood Colony in 
multispeciesial studies>” 

They both shook their heads. 

“I guess I should’ve figured that. I think everyone would prefer the 
Colony didn’t exist. As Mr. Forkle said, the gnomes who live there often 
blame their problems on the ogres. And the timing of this plague seems 
especially deliberate. If the gnomes grew sick a few weeks ago, that 
would mean it started right around the time Sophie tried to read King 
Dimitar’s mind—” 

“Wait—it’s my fault the gnomes are sick?” Sophie interrupted. 

“There’s no fault,” Della promised. “You aren’t responsible for the 
actions of a hostile species.” 

“Besides,” Biana added, “how can ogres control disease>” 

Clearly Biana had never heard of ‘germ warfare.’ And if humans were 
capable of it, Sophie was sure the ogres were. Lady Cadence, her old 
Linguistics mentor who used to live with the ogres, had even told her 
that ogres were experts in biochemistry. 


“We have to find out more,” Sophie said, running to get her soggy 
clothes. She couldn't believe she'd forgotten that Oralie’s Imparter—and 
Kenric’s cache—were in her pockets before she'd stepped into the river. 

“Show me Councillor Oralie,” she whispered, wiping water spots off 
the Imparter’s silver screen. Several agonizing seconds passed before 
Oralie’s face appeared in the center. 

“Is something wrong?” Oralie asked. “Did you make it safely to the 
Black Swan>” 

“We did,” Sophie said. “But I need to know what’s happening with the 
Wildwood gnomes. Did ogres attack them? Is that why you said the 
Neutral Territories aren’t safe?” 

“Clearly I shouldn’t have said anything,” Oralie murmured. “I meant 
to keep you away from danger, not draw you into our investigation.” 

“So you are investigating?” Della asked, coming up behind Sophie. 

“Ms. Vacker,” Oralie said. “I suppose I should’ve figured you'd be 
there. Alden’s explanation for your absence felt rather thin.” 

“Is the infection at Wildwood connected to me trying to read King 
Dimitar’s mind?” Sophie asked, getting back to the question that was 
making it hard to breathe. 

Oralie let out a sigh. “The situation with the gnomes is far more 
complicated than you, or anyone, realizes. No single act is the cause for 
anything—and I cannot tell you anything more than that. But there’s a 
chance the ogres aren’t even involved. So far the only tracks we found at 
Wildwood—besides gnomish footprints—were made by elves.” 

“Does that mean the Neverseen are behind it?” Biana asked. 

“We do not know,” Oralie said. “But it’s possible.” 

The idea was too horrible for words. 

“This could crush Keefe,” Sophie whispered. 

“A good reason to keep this information quiet,” Oralie told her. 
“Nothing has been confirmed. The only lesson you must take from this 
is to stay out of the Neutral Territories. And please don’t let yourself 
carry the blame. Our problems go much further than anything you've 
done.” 

Sophie tried to believe her. “Will you keep me updated about the 
investigation?” 

“TIl do my best. For now, I must go.” 


“Well,” Della said, as Oralie clicked away. “I know your minds are 
flooding with theories, but we need to decide what to do about Keefe. If 
this is true, Sophie’s right, it will devastate him. Do we want to put him 
through that without proof?” 

Sophie glanced at Biana, relieved when she shook her head. 

“I think we should wait until we know more,” Della agreed, hooking 
her arms around Sophie and Biana. “For now, let’s go meet the Black 
Swan’s Collective.” 


NINE 


Okay, | FIGURED you guys were going to be weird,” Keefe said, “but I 


wasn’t expecting this weird.” 

Sophie knew she should probably elbow him, but all she could do was 
stare. 

The whole time she’d followed Mr. Forkle to the meeting point—a 
black pavilion hidden deep in the heart of the subterranean forest— 
she'd been imagining a group of pudgy, wrinkly elves who ate too many 
ruckleberries. Instead they found . . . she wasn’t sure what. 

“Everyone, I’d like you to meet Squall, Blur, Wraith, and Granite,” Mr. 
Forkle told them. 

“I know the titles might seem strange,” Squall said, “but we’ve found 
it’s easier to remember code names when they match the disguise.” 

A heavy shiver obscured Squall’s voice, and she was clearly a Froster. 
She'd covered herself head to toe in a thick layer of foggy ice. 

Next to her stood Wraith—or rather, Wraith’s hovering silver cloak. 
He was a Vanisher and had turned everything invisible except his 
clothes. His voice sounded distant and hollow as he told them, 
“Welcome to Alluveterre.” 

Blur introduced himself next, explaining that he was a Phaser, and 
could break his body down to pass through walls. But with the right 
concentration, he could re-form only partially. The effect reduced him to 
splotches of color and smudged lines and shadows. 

It would’ve been the craziest thing Sophie had ever seen—if Granite 
hadn't been standing next to him. Granite explained that he consumed a 
chalky powder called indurite, since his ability as a Telepath couldn't 


disguise him. The rare mineral caused his body to crystallize and 
harden, turning him into a talking, roughly carved statue. 

He sounded scratchy and gravelly as he said, “We're grateful to have 
all of you here—including you, Ms. Vacker.” 

“Della,” she corrected. “Surely if I have to call you those crazy code 
words, you can call me by my familiar name.” 

Squall’s face crackled as she smiled. “Della it is.” 

“We've been informed of your request to officially join our cause,” 
Granite said. “And . . . it’s a tricky situation. We realize your husband has 
clearly shown remorse for what happened with Prentice—and that 
errors occurred on both sides of that situation. Still, there are some 
among our organization who might find you hard to trust, and we 
cannot damage our unity.” 

“But you're accepting us,” Biana said, pointing to herself and Fitz. 

“You have proven yourselves,” Wraith reminded her. 

“I’m prepared to prove myself as well,” Della promised. “TIl swear any 
oath, submit to any test. All I want is a chance to set the past right.” 

The Collective turned to each other and Sophie was sure they were 
debating the matter telepathically. The Council used the same trick, so 
no one could hear them argue. 

“We believe you,” Mr. Forkle eventually said. “And are willing to give 
this arrangement a try. You can swear fealty tonight with the others.” 

“What exactly does that mean?” Sophie asked, hoping there was no 
embarrassing ritual. 

“It’s a simple process,” Granite said. “It’ll make more sense when you 
receive your packages. They’ll be delivered to your rooms before your 
bedtime.” 

“Wait—we have a bedtime?” Keefe asked. 

“Yes, Mr. Sencen, your curfew will be midnight—and that means 
lights out,” Mr. Forkle said. “We also expect you to stay in your separate 
houses for the remainder of the night. Every morning you'll meet for 
breakfast, then spend the rest of the day with your lessons.” 

“What kinds of lessons?” Biana asked. 

“Exercises to better prepare you for the tasks ahead. You're all very 
talented, but you’ve only begun to hone your abilities. We will mentor 


you when we can, and when we're unavailable, your rooms have been 
stocked with books and assignments.” 

“Or we could, y'know, work on hunting down the Neverseen,” Keefe 
suggested. 

“The Neverseen are not a pressing threat at the moment,” Blur said. 

“You're kidding, right?” Keefe asked. “They're running around 
starting fires—” 

“One fire,” Granite corrected. 

“That you know of,” Fitz countered. 

“No, Mr. Vacker, one fire,” Granite insisted. “We have eyes all over the 
world. If anything burns, we know about it. Just like we were there to 
extinguish the Florence fire. And now that Gethen has been moved, the 
Neverseen have disappeared without a trace. We must wait for them to 
reveal themselves before we take further action.” 

“Unless they already did something,” Sophie said, careful to keep her 
words vague. 

Mr. Forkle cocked his head. “I see you have all kinds of theories.” 

Sophie backed away. “Are you reading my mind>” 

“Of course.” He didn’t sound sorry. 

“Does that mean I can poke around your head?” she countered. 

“By all means, be my guest.” 

Sophie ignored his confident smile as she tried to open her mind to 
his thoughts... 

Or Granite’s thoughts . . . 

Or Wraith’s... 

Or Blur’s... 

Or Squall’s... 

“I made your Telepathy unstoppable,” Mr. Forkle said, “but that 
doesn’t mean it can’t be deceived. Once you figure out what that means, 
you'll earn the right to hear what I’m thinking.” 

“That’s not good enough!” Sophie snapped. “Just because I’m here 
doesn’t give you the right to invade my privacy.” 

Mr. Forkle started to argue, but Granite placed a rocky hand on his 
shoulder. 

“If we maintain the rules of telepathy,” Granite asked her, “would that 
make you more comfortable?” 


“A little,” Sophie mumbled. 

“Then consider that our arrangement—and remember that the rules 
apply to you as well,” Granite told her. 

I will still transmit to you on occasion, Mr. Forkle added, making Sophie 
jump as his voice filled her head. But I will not open my mind to your 
thoughts or hear your reply unless you transmit back to me. I hope this proves 
that we do consider your wants and concerns. Clearly it’s going to take time to 
adjust to our new working arrangement. But we are on the same side, even if 
our approaches differ. And since I already saw what you were thinking, let me 
go ahead and assure you that we are investigating the gnomes’ situation, and 
we have seen no obvious signs of the Neverseen’s involvement. The footprints 
Oralie mentioned—and by the way, you should use that Imparter she gave 
you very sparingly—hbelonged to two teenagers living nearby. 

Why are there teenagers living near Wildwood? 

Most likely they’ve been banished. But they were clearly not a threat to the 
gnomes. So you can let go of your conspiracy theories for the moment. Give us 
time to investigate properly. 

“We know you two are having a secret conversation,” Keefe 
interrupted. “Care to share with the rest of us?” 

“He was just clarifying something,” Sophie said. 

“Was it about Gethen>” Keefe asked. “You promised to tell us about 
the interrogations.” 

“There isn’t much to tell,” Mr. Forkle said. “Each time I’ve tried to 
probe his mind, he was . . . unresponsive.” 

“So do a memory break,” Keefe pressed. 

“You misunderstand what I mean by ‘unresponsive. His head 
currently appears to be empty. There are no thought processes. No 
dreams. No memories of any kind. I’ve never seen a defense like it, and 
I’ve yet to figure out how to counter it.” 

“Do you think it'd help if I tried to heal him?” Sophie asked. 

“That would be far too dangerous,” Granite said. “It’s possible his 
goal is to lure you into his mind and trap you there. Isn’t that what 
Fintan tried to do during his healing>” 

Sophie winced at the memory. If Fitz hadn’t dragged her back to 
consciousness, Fintan would’ve burned her alive without her even 
realizing. 


“But you're taking the same risk when you search his mind, aren’t 
you?” she asked Mr. Forkle. 

“I am far less valuable than you—as are we all.” 

“He’s right,” Squall agreed. “And I’m sorry, but I must get back or 
someone will notice I’m missing.” She removed a frosted purple-black 
crystal from her crackly cloak and leaped away in a flurry of snow. 

“Now, what was I saying?” Mr. Forkle asked, watching the snowflakes 
swirl. 

“You were making excuses for why we can’t find the Neverseen,” 
Keefe told him. “Pretty lame ones, if you ask me.” 

“So you feel it’s lame to keep Sophie safe?” Granite asked. 

“No—but it’s lame to not use me,” Keefe argued. “We know some of 
the Neverseen are in Ravagog. Give me a green crystal and I'll hunt 
them down.” 

“That is the most supremely absurd idea I’ve ever heard,” Mr. Forkle 
told him. 

Sophie had to agree. King Dimitar had taken out her humongous 
goblin bodyguard with a single punch from his apelike fist. And the ogre 
who'd grabbed her during the attack on Mount Everest had literally 
dragged her through ice and stone. 

“If they catch you, they'll kill you,” she whispered. 

“Well then, I guess it’s a good thing breaking into places is my 
specialty,” Keefe told her. 

“This isn’t sneaking into the principal’s office,” Fitz said. 

“I can handle it,” Keefe insisted. “And now is the time to make our 
move. The Neverseen are scrambling. We caught Gethen. Brant’s all 
charred and burned. And my mom”—he cringed at the word—“isn’t as 
tough as she’s pretending to be. She won't last long with the ogres. She 
needs gourmet dinners and fancy clothes—and she’s horrible with bad 
smells.” 

“That may be,” Mr. Forkle said, “but you're forgetting that trespassing 
on ogre land violates our treaty. We cannot spark a war.” 

“Haven't they already voided the treaty by helping the Neverseen?” 
Fitz asked. 

“King Dimitar is claiming that was done by a band of ogre rebels,” 
Blur explained. “If they’re acting without his permission, the Council 


can’t hold him responsible.” 

“Does the Council honestly believe him?” Sophie asked. 

“Besides, aren’t we rebels too?” Dex added. “If they caught Keefe, 
wouldn’t the Council be able to give the same excuse?” 

“Why is everyone assuming I’m going to get caught?” Keefe asked. 
“You guys are clearly forgetting how awesome I am!” 

“And yet you wore an ogre homing device for weeks with no inkling 
of its existence,” Mr. Forkle reminded him. “I’m not saying that to fault 
you. Simply to help you realize what we’re up against. The ogres have 
defenses far beyond our knowledge and experience. And as for your 
thoughts, Mr. Dizznee, you saw how King Dimitar reacted when Sophie 
attempted to read his mind. How do you think he’d react to someone 
invading his city?” 

Sophie cringed at the reminder of how serious the consequences of 
that single act had been. She still hadn’t shaken her doubts that it was 
related to the Wildwood plague. 

“We cannot be hasty with our efforts,” Granite told them. “We must 
be strategic.” 

“That doesn’t mean we should waste time, either,” Keefe argued. 

“Do not fool yourself into believing you are the only one feeling 
impatient,” Mr. Forkle warned him. “Tell me, do you know the names of 
the dwarves we lost on Mount Everest? They were Ermete, Irja, and Kun 
—and Yegor is still in critical condition. They were dear friends and we 
are anxious to avenge them. But that is not an excuse to take foolhardy 
actions.” 

“I know you've all spent months solving clues on your own and 
disobeying adults,” Granite added. “But you must remember we were the 
ones guiding you through that.” 

“We figured out a few things on our own,” Fitz argued. 

“Indeed, you did,” Granite agreed. “Which is why we're glad to work 
with you. But we must be a team.” 

“That'd be easier to believe if you guys weren’t keeping so many 
secrets,” Sophie reminded them. 

“The only secrets we keep are ours,” Mr. Forkle said. 

“What about the memories you stole from my head?” Sophie had two 
blank spots in her mind. One from when she was nine and had an 


allergic reaction to limbium—an elvin substance Mr. Forkle must’ve 
given her for some reason. The other was from when she was five, and 
Mr. Forkle triggered her telepathy. She could vaguely recall seeing a boy 
in elvin clothes disappear—but she couldn’t remember who he was. 

“Those memories were mine,” she said. “And you took them and 
expect me to pretend it’s not a big deal.” 

Mr. Forkle let out another long sigh and turned to telepathically 
debate with the Collective. As the silence stretched on, Sophie braced for 
a long “You kids” lecture. 

But when Mr. Forkle finally spoke, he said, “Very well. In the interest 
of earning your trust, would you like your memory back?” 


TEN 


SOPHIE HAD TO let the sentence slosh around in her mind before the 


words could soak in. Once they did, something still felt wrong. 

“You mean memories, right?” she asked. “You stole two.” 

“We are only offering one—the memory I know you desire the most.” 

“The Boy Who Disappeared?” Sophie asked, and the Collective 
nodded. 

Sophie turned to her friends, knowing she wouldn’t get a better offer. 
When she had their approval, she told the Collective, “Okay.” 

“All right, then,” Mr. Forkle said, reaching for her temples. 

Sophie flinched back. “Wait—you're doing it now? Since when is 
anything with you guys ever that easy?” 

She glanced at her right hand, where a small star-shaped scar 
commemorated the time Mr. Forkle reset her abilities. He’d had to give 
her an entire ounce of limbium and then inject her with a modified 
human remedy to stop the allergic reaction from killing her. 

Mr. Forkle cleared his throat. “Returning memories is a simple 
process—though you should prepare yourself for the fact that this 
memory was taken to spare you additional worry.” 

“I still want it back. Just like I want the other memory.” She turned to 
the Collective, trying to find their eyes amid their crazy disguises. “If 
you won't return it now, I think I deserve a guarantee that you'll give it 
back to me eventually.” 

“You deserve that and more,” Granite said. “So we can agree to your 
term—as long as you understand that we will choose when to return the 
other memory.” 


Sophie agreed, and Mr. Forkle turned to Fitz. “I’d like to have you 
assist.” 

“Why him?” Dex asked. “If you need another Telepath, why not use 
Granite?” 

“Because Miss Foster trusts Mr. Vacker,’ Mr. Forkle said. “And the 
two of them have an extremely unique connection. In fact, we’re hoping 
to train them as Cognates.” 

“REALLY?” Fitz asked, his eyes sparkling. 

“What’s a Cognate>” Sophie asked. 

“An incredibly rare telepathic relationship,” Granite explained. “One 
very few Telepaths are able to achieve. I know I’ve never found anyone I 
could partner with.” 

“Neither have I,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “Cognates combine their power 
through a deep personal connection. It’s too early to know if you're truly 
compatible, but it’s worth exploring—especially given the potential we’ve 
witnessed. On your own, Miss Foster, you came far closer to reading an 
ogre’s mind than any have before. Perhaps with the combined strength 
of a Cognate you would find true success—though I’m definitely not 
suggesting you attempt to probe an ogre’s mind again. I’m simply 
illustrating the potential. Your telepathy has proven far superior to even 
my most optimistic calculations. If you and Mr. Vacker achieve 
Cognatedom, it would reach another level entirely.” 

“You want to try it, right?” Fitz asked as Sophie resisted tugging on 
her eyelashes. 

“Of course I do.” 

“Ha, nice try, Foster,” Keefe said. “I can feel your dread all the way 
over here.” 

“It’s not dread,” she argued. “It’s just a lot of pressure. I don’t want to 
let anyone down.” 

“You could never let me down.” Fitz said something else too, but it 
was drowned out by the plethora of gagging sounds coming from Dex 
and Keefe. 

“Don’t Cognates have to share all their secrets with each other?” 
Biana asked. 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “It’s how they reach the necessary level of trust.” 

Keefe smirked. “Okay, now I feel the dread.” 


“A perfectly normal reaction,” Granite told him. “Sophie has been 
alone with her secrets for a very long time. Sharing them so openly is a 
whole new concept—one, I might add, that I myself have never been 
comfortable with.” 

“Yeah,” Sophie agreed. “Plus . . . this could be super dangerous—” 

“Nope! We're not doing the ‘I’m trying to protect you’ speech again,” 
Fitz interrupted. “You're not allowed to worry about me anymore—and I 
don’t want to have to worry about you. That’s why I want to do this. A 
Cognate is a Telepath’s ultimate backup. I promise, I won’t be mad if it 
doesn’t work out. But isn’t it worth trying?” 

He looked so adorably excited, Sophie could feel her cheeks blushing. 

“Okay,” she whispered. 

“Wonderful! So come over here, Mr. Vacker,” Mr. Forkle ordered. “I 
want your minds to be connected as I return Miss Foster’s memory.” 

Sophie’s mouth went desert dry as Fitz and Mr. Forkle reached for her 
temples. 

“Try to let your mind relax, Miss Foster,” Mr. Forkle told her. “And let 
me know once you clear the point of trust, Mr. Vacker.” 

The Black Swan had designed Sophie’s mind with a hidden entry 
point, where her subconscious could pull someone past her mental 
blocking. Apparently they had to transmit some sort of password to 
convince her mind she could trust them. 

She had no idea what word Fitz used, but he grinned and said, “I’m 
in!” 

“Very good,” Mr. Forkle told him. “Her mind is trusting you much 
faster.” 

“Of course it is,” Dex grumbled. 

“I’m going to return the memory,” Mr. Forkle said. “And it can be a 
bit disorienting, so perhaps you should hold someone’s hand, Miss 
Foster.” 

Dex and Keefe both offered, but Biana wrapped an arm around 
Sophie’s waist and had Sophie lean against her. 

“On three,” Mr. Forkle said. 

Sophie braced for pain, but when he got to “three” all she felt was a 
whisper of cold. 

“Is that it?” she asked. “I don’t see the memory.” 


“It takes a moment to register on your consciousness. You should feel 
it... now.” 

Sophie swayed as the memory hit, fighting to get her bearings. It felt 
like her mind had been dropped into the middle of a movie running on 
fast forward. 

That’s me, she realized as the scene slowed to a normal pace and she 
watched her five-year-old self reading on the steps in front of her small 
square house. 

What book is that? Fitz transmitted. 

Looks like an encyclopedia. I read the whole thing from A to Z by the time 
I was six. 

She wasn’t supposed to be reading that day. Her mom had ordered 
her to go outside and play with Bethany Lopez, the first-grader who lived 
across the street. But Bethany had called her Dorktionary and told her to 
go spell something. Sophie had just beaten a fifth grader in her school’s 
spelling bee. She didn’t understand why everyone was making such big 
deal about it. Why did it matter that she was only in kindergarten? Why 
was her principal talking to her parents about having her skip grades? 

That was the real reason her parents had sent her outside. They’d 
caught her listening to their whispered conversation. She’d still heard 
three words, though: “She’s not normal.” 

Sophie could feel her eyes burn as her emotions synced with the 
memory. Her five-year-old self hadn’t understood why it was so hard to 
fit in like her parents wanted. She’d been thinking about running away 
when she'd felt the prickly sense of someone watching her. 

She could feel Fitz lean closer as they relived the moment shed 
looked up and spotted the strange boy in the blue bramble jersey. He 
was peeking at her from behind her yard’s sycamore tree—or she 
assumed he was. His head was turned her way, but his face was a blur. 

Sophie fought to focus the memory, but the boy remained fuzzy, even 
as he raised a crystal up to the sunlight and disappeared. Now Sophie 
knew he'd light leaped—but at the time she'd been terrified shed seen a 
ghost. She’d grabbed her book and raced for the safety of her house. But 
her toe caught on the concrete stairs, and the last thing she remembered 
was the ground racing toward her and a sharp pain in her head. 


From there the memory skipped to the part Sophie already knew: 
waking up in the hospital, hearing thoughts for the first time and crying 
because she couldn’t understand what was happening. 

Whoa, Fitz transmitted. The voices feel like knives. 

I know, Sophie thought, fighting to shut down the memory. Her mind 
seemed determined to relive every second. 

I knew it had to be scary, manifesting so young, Fitz said, but I never 
realized it was like that. 

Fitz’s hands were shaking now, sharing five-year-old Sophie’s terror as 
she’d screamed and thrashed, begging someone to make the voices stop. 
The doctors hovered around her, sticking her with needles, checking 
equipment. 

How long was it like this before you figured it out? Fitz asked. 

The doctors gave her another sedative, Mr. Forkle told them, and while 
she was out I was able to plant the truth in her mind so she’d understand I'd 
tried to do that before, but hadn't been able to reach her while the ability was 
still manifesting. 

That makes sense, Sophie thought. I remember somehow knowing that I 
was hearing thoughts. Also that I couldnt ever tell anyone. I’d never felt so 
alone. 

I’m sorry, Mr. Forkle said. 

“Uh, are you guys okay>” Keefe asked. “Foster’s emotions are spiking 
all over the place, and Fitz feels . . . weird.” 

“I’m fine,” Sophie promised, shaking her head to clear it. She turned 
to Mr. Forkle. “But I still can’t see the boy’s face, or how you triggered 
my telepathy.” 

“You were unconscious for the telepathy triggering. And the boy’s 
face is blurry because he was wearing an addler. It’s a gadget that makes 
it impossible for your eyes to focus on the wearer’s face. They were very 
popular during the Human Assistance Program, since humans forget 
anyone they cannot recognize.” 

“Why would the boy have one?” Sophie asked. “And who was he? 
Why was he there?” 

“Those are the questions I’ve been trying to answer for the last eight 
years. Obviously he’s with the Neverseen, but I have no idea how he 
found you, or why he didn’t seem to realize what you truly were. I’m 


glad he didn’t, because I wasn’t watching you as closely back then. I 
hadn’t even known you were outside until I heard the neighbor girl 
shouting that you'd fallen. I ran out to check and found you bleeding 
and unconscious. When I probed your recent memories, I realized you'd 
seen an elf and I was tempted to grab you and flee. But there were too 
many people watching. Plus, the boy had disappeared, and I hoped that 
meant he’d crossed you off whatever list he was working from. Still, I 
decided to move up your timeline just in case. I called 9-1-1 and 
triggered your telepathy, knowing the head injury would be an excuse to 
help your mind accept the new ability. I also altered your memory to be 
sure you'd forget the boy. And then I never let you out of my sight 
again.” 

“If you erased the memory that quickly,” Keefe asked, “how did Foster 
write about the boy in her journal?” 

“I merely hid the memory at first. I was trying to avoid interfering any 
more than I had to. But the memory kept resurfacing. Sophie’s mind 
had latched on to the moment to try to understand it. When I caught her 
writing in her journal, I knew I had to be more drastic. That night I 
washed the moment completely and tore the page out of her journal.” 

“So you did sneak into my room while I slept?” Sophie asked, feeling 
especially squirmy when he nodded. 

“My job was far from easy, Miss Foster. I had to ready your abilities, 
keep you safe, and still have you believe you were a regular human girl.” 

“You failed pretty epically at the last one,” Sophie mumbled. “If you'd 
wanted me to feel normal, maybe you shouldn't have made me read 
minds—or at least taught me how to block the thoughts I didn’t want to 
hear.” 

“Believe me, I tried. Certain skills need conscious training, and I 
couldn't reveal the truth to you yet. So every night I searched your 
memories and helped your mind set aside anything too upsetting. I also 
tried to help with your headaches—don’t you remember how I was 
always asking about them? I even gave your mother remedies to try, but 
I doubt she gave them to you. She wasn’t a fan of medicine. She made it 
clear at her first fertility appointment that she was only there as a last 
resort. It was one of the reasons I selected her. So many human 
remedies do more harm than good, and I had to ensure you wouldn't be 


subjected to them constantly. The few times you went to the doctor, I 
had to monitor what they gave you and then find ways to undo the 
damage. I also had to change your records to ensure you looked human 
on paper—and your hospital stays were even worse. So many files to 
erase and treatments to adjust. You have no idea what a nightmare it 
was.” 

“I might, if you gave me back my other missing memory,” Sophie 
reminded him. 

“Nice try.” 

“But it’s not like this memory even taught me anything,” Sophie 
argued. “I still don’t know who the boy is.” 

“Perhaps that will convince you we are not withholding crucial 
secrets,” Granite said. 

Or that they picked that memory to return because they knew it was a 
bust... 

“And you really have no theories for who the boy could be?” Sophie 
pressed. 

Mr. Forkle heaved a heavy sigh. “In the interests of avoiding further 
questioning, I will tell you that we’ve spent many years investigating the 
children at Foxfire. And we’ve ruled out every single boy.” 

“Could you have missed someone?” Biana asked. 

“Our methods were very thorough. I’m convinced he was not there— 
and if I’m right, then there’s only one other place he could have been.” 

Fitz figured it out before Sophie did. “Exillium.” 

“And before you start plotting ways to find the campus,” Mr. Forkle 
told her, “keep in mind that you saw the boy eight years ago. He has long 
since aged out of their curriculum.” 

“So where do the Exillium kids go when they graduate?” Fitz asked. 

“There is no single place,” Granite said. “Some earn jobs in the Lost 
Cities. Others remain banished. Either way, the boy is just as 
untraceable as the rest of the Neverseen.” 

“There has to be a way to find him,” Sophie said. “Maybe the teachers 
saw something suspicious, or the Exillium administration kept records, 
or—” 

“I can assure you, Miss Foster, you will find no record saying ‘Boy X 
is a member of the Neverseen,” Mr. Forkle interrupted. “And the 


Coaches would be of no help. Exillium is designed for anonymity. Those 
who attend do not use their names. They also wear masks.” 

“Sounds like the perfect place for the Neverseen to hide,” Sophie 
pointed out. “They could have members there right now.” 

“I doubt it,” Blur said. 

“Why not?” Dex asked. 

“Well, don’t take this the wrong way,” Blur said, “but . . . Exillium is 
for kids.” 

“What he means,” Mr. Forkle jumped in as they all groaned, “is that 
the Neverseen haven’t demonstrated a pattern of relying on children.” 

“They did once,” Fitz argued. “Shouldn’t we at least look into it?” 

“It’s not worth the risk,” Mr. Forkle insisted. “Finding Exillium would 
require breaking into an incredibly secure database.” 

“I can do that, easy,” Dex said. 

“Don’t get overconfident, Mr. Dizznee,” Mr. Forkle told him. “And do 
not attempt it. Whatever modicum of information could be gleaned by 
searching Exillium’s records does not match the havoc that would occur 
if you were caught.” 

“Plus, we have far more important assignments for all of you to work 
on,” Granite added. He glanced at the rest of the Collective, waiting for 
them to nod before saying, “It’s time to rescue Prentice.” 


ELEVEN 


PRENTICE,” SOPHIE WHISPERED, not sure what to feel. 


Relief? 

Hope? 

Fear? 

Yeah . . . it was mostly fear. 

And then of course there was the shame—mostly because of all the 
fear. 

Prentice had allowed his mind to be broken in order to protect her. 
And healing him was the only way to be sure Alden’s sanity would never 
shatter again. 

But . . . Prentice had been trapped in his madness for thirteen years, 
and his whole life had fallen apart during that time. His wife had died— 
faded away during some sort of light-leaping accident. His orphaned 
son, Wylie, had been adopted. And even though Sir Tiergan—Sophie’s 
telepathy Mentor—had surely been a good father, Wylie was now all 
grown up, a Prodigy in Foxfire’s elite levels, having spent most of his life 
never knowing his dad. 

That was a lot of heartbreak for someone to wake up to. What if 
Prentice shattered all over again once he faced those cold realities? 

“Whatever concerns are causing that crease between your brows,” Mr. 
Forkle told her, “we do share them. But we cannot stall Prentice’s rescue 
any longer. He is too important.” 

“And we're not saying that because we miss our friend,” Granite 
added, clearing his throat several times. “Weve also long suspected that 


Prentice’s mind is hiding something crucial. It would explain why he 
called ‘swan song’ before he was captured.” 

“Swan song” was a code the Black Swan used if they feared their life 
was in danger. 

“Prentice used the code the day before his capture,” Mr. Forkle said. 
“Tve always wondered how he knew they were coming for him.” 

“As have I,” Granite agreed. “Id been monitoring Alden’s 
investigations most carefully, and he’d had no suspicion toward Prentice 
whatsoever. Then Prentice called swan song and suddenly he was 
arrested.” 

Della looked away, twisting and retwisting her graceful fingers. 

Granite turned to Sophie, his stony eyes almost pleading. “No one is 
more aware of the risks that come with healing Prentice than we are. 
But don’t you think it’s worth it, to find out what happened, and give 
him a chance at happiness?” 

Sophie pictured Prentice the way she'd last seen him, locked in a 
lonely cell, rocking back and forth, muttering to himself, drooling. ... 

“Okay,” she whispered, not sure if her heart wanted to race or 
explode. “But isn’t he still in Exile?” 

“Were working on a plan,” Granite said. “And it’s going to take 
everyone’s help. Biana—you'll need to be able to hold your vanish far 
longer than you currently can. Dex—we managed to get our hands on 
one of the bolts used on the cells. We’ll need you to master opening it 
quickly and silently. Sophie and Fitz—we’ll need your minds at their 
absolute strongest. So weve prepared notebooks with exercises to 
further your Cognate training. And Keefe—we have several Empathy 
books we need you to familiarize yourself with.” 

“Books?” Keefe asked. “You're giving me books?” 

“Never underestimate the power of the page,” Mr. Forkle told him. 
“Miss Foster would not exist without the decades I spent researching 
genetics—and you have just as much to learn about your ability.” 

“It will take us a few days to make the arrangements for this 
mission,” Granite added. “But when we're ready, we'll need to move 
quickly. So tonight, prepare your minds to swear fealty to our 
organization. And tomorrow, get ready to work.” 


“WELL THAT WAS interesting,” Dex said as they climbed the stairs to 
their tree houses. 

Sophie had thought she was too nervous to eat, but when they 
reached the gazebo in the center of the bridge, their dinner smelled 
amazing. She couldn’t tell what was in Calla’s famous starkflower stew, 
but Mr. Forkle was right. It truly was life changing. Every bite felt like 
home, warming her from the tips of her toes to the top of her head and 
making her feel safe, happy, and loved. 

“Was anyone expecting the Black Swan to be like that?” Fitz asked as 
he mopped up the last of his gravy with a piece of crusty bread. 

“You mean secretive and stubbornly unhelpful?” Sophie mumbled. “I 
guess I should have. But I’d hoped it'd be easier.” 

She'd agreed to their plan to help Prentice, and she didn’t regret it— 
but she also didn’t believe that should be their only focus. She wasn’t 
ready to drop the idea of trying to find the Boy Who Disappeared 
through Exillium’s records. And she wanted to find out more about the 
ogres and the Wildwood Colony. But she wasn’t sure if it was safe to 
discuss any plans with her friends. They were in the Black Swan’s 
territory now, so they were probably being watched. 

“I do think they might be onto something with the code names,” 
Keefe said as she searched all the shadows. “In fact, after I swear fealty I 
should have you all call me Emo. Fitz can be Brainwave. Biana and Della 
can be Blink and Wink. Dex, you’re Gears. And Foster? Hmm. That’s 
tricky. ... Maybe Enigma? Unless you want to be Cognate—or is Fitz the 
only one allowed to call you that?” 

Sophie sighed. 

“You do realize you basically agreed to merge your brain with his, 
right?” he pressed. “You'll be Fitzphie! Or Sophitz! Personally I’d go with 
Sophitz. Better make it clear you're the boss.” 

“You're just jealous,” Fitz said with his best attempt at a smirk. 

Keefe shrugged. “Team Foster-Keefe will always be cooler.” 

“Yeah, but Sophitz will be unstoppable,” Fitz said, pushing back his 
chair. “I can’t wait to start training tomorrow.” 

Sophie tried to feel the same way, reminding herself of all the 
important reasons she'd agreed to the Cognate thing. But her brain kept 


circling back to Biana asking, Don’t Cognates have to share all their secrets 
with each other? 

She was sure Keefe could feel her panic. But instead of teasing her, he 
said, “So, when are you going to tell me what you guys are hiding? 
Something about the gnomes, right—don’t think I didn’t notice all those 
nervous glances.” 

Biana couldn’t have looked guiltier. “We . . . just wanted to make sure 
it was true before we said anything,” she mumbled. 

“And it’s good we waited,” Sophie added. “Mr. Forkle gave me better 
information.” 

She explained their worry about the elvin footprints outside the 
Wildwood Colony, and how two teenagers made them, not the 
Neverseen. 

“So... you thought you had evidence that my mom was poisoning 
gnomes and you decided not to tell me?” 

Keefe looked so betrayed, Sophie wished she could think of 
something better to say than, “It turned out to be nothing.” 

“That’s still not cool. We're going to find out a ton of awful things 
about my mom as we go along. I don’t want to have to worry that 
everyone's hiding stuff from me. You know how that feels, Foster. You 
hate it as much as I do.” 

Sophie sighed. “Okay. From now on we'll share.” 

Keefe nodded, but he didn’t look happy. And his frown deepened 
when Della pulled Fitz close for a good-night hug. 

“Come on,” Dex told Keefe. “We need to brainstorm ways to punish 
Wonderboy.” 

“That’s right,” Keefe said, perking up a bit. “We'll form our own 
Empath-Technopath Cognatedom. We can be Keefex!” 

“Why not Deefe?” Dex asked. 

“Because Deefe sounds lame.” 

“You guys are lame,” Fitz said as he trailed behind them up the stairs. 

“Are you sure it’s smart to leave the boys alone?” Biana asked as she 
followed Sophie and Della to their tree house. 

““Smart’ isn’t the word I'd use,” Della admitted. “But we'll sleep better 
than they will.” 


The gnomes had been busy while they were gone, hanging glass orbs 
filled with swirling flashes of color all over their tree house. The effect 
was breathtaking, even if it also made Sophie squirmy when she realized 
the dots of light were some sort of iridescent flying bug. 

Della’s bedroom had also been finished, and it looked like a 
presidential suite, complete with a private bathroom and a closet full of 
radiant gowns. 

Sophie and Biana had new clothes too, and this time there were 
pants! Also: the world’s weirdest pajamas. Sophie had no idea why the 
Black Swan would choose a purple furry onesie—with feet. It was quite 
comfy when she put it on, but she was glad her windows had thick 
drapes so no one could see her padding around her room. 

Next she needed to find a place to hide Kenric’s cache, but her options 
were limited. Her desk only had one drawer, and her canopied bed sat 
on an elevated platform with no space underneath. Her best choice was 
to tuck it into a hidden pocket in the strap of her purple backpack. The 
cache barely fit, but the lump wasn’t noticeable, and she slipped the 
Imparter into another pocket and dumped out everything else. 

Her eyes welled with tears when she found Grady and Edaline’s note. 
They'd tied it to Ella, the bright blue stuffed elephant she couldn’t sleep 
without: 


We will never be more than a few words away. 
~Love, Mom £ Dad 


Sophie wasn’t sure what they meant, until she noticed the silver box 
they’d included. Inside was the teal memory log Alden had given her to 
record all of her dreams and triggered memories. And her illegal, 
unregistered Spyball from the Black Swan. 

Her hands shook as she picked up the palm-size silver sphere and 
whispered, “Show me Grady and Edaline Ruewen.” 

The Spyball turned warm, and a bright flash filled the orb, painting 
the sphere with an image of her adoptive parents. They sat with Alden 
in his curved office with sleek glass walls. Half the room was made of 
windows overlooking the lake, and the other half was a vibrant 


aquarium. Sophie knew the room all too well. Shed been in it often— 
usually when Alden needed to have an unpleasant conversation. 

But Grady and Edaline didn’t look upset. In fact, all three of them 
were reading long yellowed scrolls. More scrolls were piled on the desk, 
the floor—every flat surface in the room. Sophie couldn't tell what they 
were working on, but it looked important. 

“Stay safe,” she whispered, tracing her fingers over their faces. 

She watched for several minutes more, wishing one of them would 
look up. When they didn’t, she let the image blink away. She realized 
then, with a twinge of guilt, that she hadn’t checked on her human 
family in weeks—maybe even months. She’d been so distracted by all 
the huge problems she'd been facing, she'd . . . forgotten. 

“Show me Connor, Kate, and Natalie Freeman,” she told the Spyball, 
using the names she wasn’t supposed to know. The elves had changed 
her family’s identities after they’d erased Sophie from their lives, fearing 
she might try to contact them. Being erased had been Sophie’s choice— 
her final gift to spare her family a lifetime of grieving a missing child. 
The only reason she knew who they were was because the Black Swan 
gave her the top-secret information. 

The Spyball turned warm again, and when the image appeared it 
showed three different scenes. It must’ve been daytime where her family 
lived, because her dad was sitting at a desk in a windowed office, her 
mom was driving somewhere, and her sister was doodling on her 
notebook in a classroom. The normal, everyday moments looked so 
foreign compared to the things Sophie was now used to seeing. 

“Is that your family?” a soft voice asked, and Sophie dropped the 
Spyball. 

It rolled across the floor, stopping at Calla’s feet. 

“Sorry,” the tiny gnome said, retrieving the Spyball and frowning at 
the images. “Everything looks so gray in their world.” 

“Humans don’t have a lot of green in their cities,” Sophie agreed. 

“Such a pity.” Calla handed back the gadget. “Plants are the best for 
soothing. In fact”—-she hummed a song under her breath, and the vine 
growing over Sophie’s canopied bed bloomed with deep purple flowers 
—“I know you struggle with nightmares,” she told Sophie, “so I planted 
these reveriebells to give you sweet dreams. The secret is in their scent.” 


Sophie closed her eyes and inhaled. The smell reminded her of 
gardenias, with a hint of vanilla, and something spicier too. Maybe 
ginger? 

She could feel it settle into her muscles, making her shoulders relax. 

“Thank you,” she said. 

“It is my honor.” Calla wove a loose strand of the vine carefully in 
with the others. “I must confess, it feels very strange to talk to you, after 
all these years.” 

“Years?” Sophie repeated. 

Calla smiled her green-toothed smile. “I know this might be hard to 
believe, but I’ve been part of Project Moonlark since the beginning.” 


TWELVE 


You WERE PART of project Moonlark?” Sophie repeated, needing to 


hear it one more time. 

Calla nodded. “I was the one who chose the project’s name.” 

Moonlarks were incredibly rare because they didn’t nest with their 
eggs like other birds. They laid them in the ocean and let them drift at 
sea, so that only the strongest made it to shore. Once they hatched, the 
babies had to survive alone. It was a fitting metaphor, though Sophie 
wished it didn’t imply so much struggle. 

“I know it must sound strange,” Calla said, “a gnome helping with 
elvin genetics. But much of the project reminded me of cross- 
pollinating. Like these reveriebells. I blended dreamlillies, sweetshades, 
and aethrials, keeping the best traits of each.” 

“So... you helped tweak my genes,” Sophie clarified, hoping Calla 
wasn’t about to tell her she was part plant. It was hard enough knowing 
her genes had been modeled off alicorn DNA. She didn’t need to be the 
horse girl and the tree girl. 

““Helped’ is the wrong word. I was there to keep the Black Swan 
grounded, and ensure they never strayed from what was natural, or lost 
sight of the fact that they were sparking the life of an innocent girl.” 

“Does that mean you know what they’re planning for me?” Sophie 
asked. 

“‘Plaw is also the wrong word. I know their hopes—mostly because I 
share them.” She turned away, humming under her breath and making 
more reveriebells blossom. “Did you like the pin I gave your” 

It took Sophie a second to realize Calla meant her Prattles’ pin. 


She reached for her allergy remedy necklace, where the silver bird 
was still pinned through the cord. “How did you know the box would 
have the moonlark?” 

“I have a friend who helps at the Prattles’ bakery, and I’d heard that a 
baby moonlark hatched recently. I asked her to save me the box with the 
new pin. I wanted to show you that elves aren't the only ones who 
believe in you.” 

“Why?” Sophie had to ask. “I mean . . . I’m just one girl.” 

“All it takes is one to stand where others fall. Think of the way you 
defied the ogre king. No one on the Council was willing to take such a 
risk.” 

“But... wasn’t that a bad thing?” Sophie needed a deep breath before 
she could mumble her next sentence. “It sounds like the attack at the 
Wildwood Colony happened right after I read King Dimitar’s mind—” 

“Are you blaming yourself for the plague?” Calla interrupted. 

“It seems like they must be connected—assuming the ogres are 
responsible.” 

“Oh, they’re responsible,” Calla said darkly. “And someday we'll 
finally be able to prove it. But that doesn’t mean you should put the 
blame on yourself.” She took Sophie’s hands, and her green thumbs felt 
warm and smooth, like stones heated by the sun. “You are a sprout, 
fighting to take root among the rocks of our world. It’s going to cause a 
few cracks, but that is the only way for you to grow strong.” 

Sophie tried to feel the comfort Calla wanted her to feel. But all she 
found were more reasons to worry. “How bad is the plague?” 

“I wish I knew. It’s been very hard to get information.” 

“Mr. Forkle said the same thing. Why would the Council keep it 
secret?” 

Calla released her hands, turning back to her blossoms. “I’m sure 
they’re trying to spare us unnecessary panic. Hopefully Gora and Yuri 
will return with a happy report soon.” 

“They’re the gnomes you mentioned earlier, who had family in the 
Wildwood Colony?” 

Calla nodded. “Yuri’s sister lived there, along with her husband and 
two daughters.” 

“Daughters,” Sophie repeated. “So . . . they’re kids?” 


“Not as young as you,” Calla said. “Though they are still far too 
young...” 

. . . to die, Sophie’s mind finished. 

“The physicians should be able to find the cure, though, right?” she 
asked. 

Calla smiled. “That is the plan.” 

Sophie tried to think of something else to say. All she could find was 
half a sentence. 

“If there’s anything I can do...” 

“There may very well be,” Calla said. “Thats why youre the 
Moonlark.” 

She curtsied and turned to leave, then whipped back around. “Look at 
me, forgetting the reason I came here!” 

She reached into her skirt pocket and pulled out a fist-size black cube. 
“This is the package you were promised, to swear fealty to the Black 
Swan. There’s a sensor on the top that will respond to your DNA. Only 
when you truly mean your oath will the latch open.” 

“How can it tell?” 

“That’s one of the Black Swan’s mysteries. But you are their heir. Your 
spot is reserved. All you have to do is accept it.” 

She curtsied again, leaving Sophie alone with the tiny black box that 
suddenly felt very heavy. In her mind she could hear hundreds of 
unanswered questions mixed with all her doubts and worries and 
insecurities. 

She could also hear Mr. Forkle telling her she had a choice. 

Hands trembling and stomach fluttering, she raised the box to her 
lips and gave the sensor the tiniest of licks. 

As soon as her DNA registered, the cube flashed with white light. 
Words appeared through the glow, a single sentence written in frills and 
loops. The oath was far simpler than Sophie had imagined. But the 
words felt true. A promise she could stand behind. Believe in. Uphold. 

I will do everything in my power to help my world. 

Sophie closed her eyes, drawing the words from her heart as she 
whispered the oath. 

The last word had barely left her lips when a latch on the box snapped 
open. Inside she found a pendant made of curved black metal, shaped 


like the sign of the swan. Set into the center was a magnifying glass. 

Sophie assumed the tiny piece of paper enclosed with it would 
explain what the pendant meant. Instead it said—in Mr. Forkle’s familiar 
writing: 


Glad fou made the night choice. 


THIRTEEN 


How MANY TIMES did you have to say the oath before your cube 


opened?” Biana asked, fiddling with her Black Swan pendant as she 
followed Sophie and Della down to breakfast. 

“I think it was my fourth,” Della said, lifting the hem of her long 
black-and-white gown to descend the stairs. 

Surprisingly, Biana had worn pants—though the tunic she'd paired 
with them was embroidered with butterflies, and she had jeweled 
butterflies pinned in her hair. Somehow Biana made it all seem 
effortless—even her matching lip gloss. “I got it on my third try,” she 
told Sophie. “What about you?” 

Sophie looked away. “My first.” 

“I guess I should’ve figured that,” Biana said through a sigh. She held 
her pendant up like a monocle. “Do you have any idea what these do? All 
my note said was ‘to show you the world in new ways.” 

“Mine said, ‘For when you need to look closer,” Della added. 

They glanced at Sophie. 

“Mine said they were glad I made the right choice.” 

“Huh,” Biana said. “It must be weird to be you.” 

Talk about an understatement. 

All the things Calla had told Sophie were still buzzing around her 
mind—especially the part about Calla being involved with Project 
Moonlark. 

For some reason she’d imagined the project only included Mr. Forkle, 
sitting alone in a lab with a microscope and some Petri dishes. But now 
she could picture a whole team—multiple people and species 


brainstorming and planning, resting their hopes on her to be their 
Moonlark. And what if— 

All thoughts dropped away when they reached the gazebo. 

“Your hair!” Della gasped, rushing to where Fitz sat at the table. His 
usual dark waves had been dyed green, and they stuck out in every 
direction. 

“Someone slipped an elixir into my shampoo this morning,” Fitz said, 
patting the spikes and eyeing Dex. “But it’s cool. I kind of like it.” 

Dex snorted. “Keep telling yourself that.” 

“Actually, it’s not that bad,” Biana said. 

“Yeah, Fitz can pull off anything.” Sophie blushed as she considered 
the implication of her words. 

Keefe groaned. “I knew we should’ve gone with the balding elixir. 
Next time!” 

“Uh-uh,” Della told him. “You need to fix this—now. Do you really 
want the Black Swan to see what you’ve done?” 

Keefe shrugged and grabbed a pastry from one of the platters in the 
center of the table. “They’re walking around crusted with ice and 
turning their bodies to stone. Cactus head is nothing.” 

“Okay, lets try this a different way,’ Della decided. “If you get to 
makeover my son, then I get to makeover both of you.” 

“Works for me,” Keefe said. “I look awesome in everything.” 

“Tell that to your feet when they spend the rest of the week balancing 
in my tallest heels,” Della told him. 

“Okay . . . forget that.” Dex reached into his pocket and pulled out a 
tiny brown vial. “This will get rid of the green.” 

“Thank you.” Della rumpled Dex’s hair as he gave the vial to Fitz. 

Fitz downed it in one gulp, gagging at the taste. 

“No more pranks,” Della said, wagging a finger at all three boys. 

“Or—what if Fitz looks normal, but doesn’t smell very good?” Keefe 
asked. 

Biana giggled. 

Della sighed. “What am I going to do with you, Keefe?” 

“I hear the Lord of the Universe title is up for grabs. Unless Foster’s 
trying to snatch it.” 

“All yours.” Sophie had enough responsibility already. 


“So you guys didn’t have any problems with the oath?” Biana asked. 

“Nope! Got it on my third try,” Dex said proudly. 

“Me too!” Biana said. 

“Ha—beat you both,” Fitz told them. “Only took me two.” 

“Don’t get so smug. I’m sure Foster nailed it the first try.” Keefe 
laughed when she blushed. “I knew it.” 

“How many tries did it take you?” Biana asked him. 

Keefe looked away. 

“So what did everyone’s notes say?” Sophie asked, saving him from 
having to answer. 

“Mine said ‘Because seeing is believing,” Dex said. 

“Huh, I didn’t realize they were different.” Fitz smoothed his back-to- 
normal hair. “Mine said ‘The smallest things can be the most 
dangerous. ” 

Everyone looked at Keefe. 

“Do not lose your way.” 

Biana repeated the other notes and studied her pendant. “I still don’t 
get what they do.” 

“Typical Black Swan,” Fitz said. 

“Seriously,” Dex agreed. “Don’t they realize riddles are a huge waste 
of time?” 

“Are they?” Granite asked, crossing the bridge to reach the gazebo. 
His face looked like clay soil that had cracked in the sun. “And here I 
thought we were training your minds to think critically and solve 
problems.” 

“There are no easy answers in this world,” Wraith added, his silver 
cloak appearing beside Granite. 

Biana moved closer to study him. “How do you partially vanish like 
that?” 

“Work hard enough and I'll teach you,” he said. “But today we'll be 
perfecting the basics. Rescuing Prentice will require a level of precision 
you currently do not have, so prepare yourself for a long, exhausting 
day.” 

“Meanwhile, lll be initiating your Cognate Training,” Granite told 
Sophie and Fitz. “Today will be the test to see if Cognatedom is truly a 
possibility.” 


99) 


Sophie’s stomach dropped into her toes, and she was very glad she 
hadn’t eaten any of the pastries yet. 

“What about us?” Keefe asked, pointing to himself and Dex. 

“You both have study materials in your rooms,” Granite said. 

“You're seriously telling us to go read?” Keefe asked. 

Sophie leaned close to whisper, “It’s only one day.” 

“A lot can happen in a day, Foster. You know that better than anyone.” 

“It’s cool,” Dex jumped in. “I have a project we can both work on.” 

The way he said “project” made Sophie wonder what prank he was 
planning. She hoped itd be worth it, since she was sure Della would 
make good on her threat of high heels. But she was glad to see Dex once 
again keeping Keefe from getting too frustrated. 

Part of her wished she could go with them as they crossed the bridge 
and headed up the stairs. Instead, she followed Fitz and Granite down to 
the river, trying to convince herself Cognate training wouldn't be as 
scary as it sounded. 


“MR. FORKLE AND I spent last night preparing these,” Granite said, 
handing Sophie and Fitz each a black notebook labeled Cognate Lessons. 
“But as we developed the exercises, we realized we were skipping a 
crucial step.” 

The three of them sat in the shade of a tree with purple leaves, 
watching the glassy river rush past. Across the water, Della and Biana 
were practicing with Wraith, pacing back and forth while vanishing. 
Biana could only walk half the distance of the others before she’d 
reappear. 

“The Cognate relationship requires both trust and balance,’ Granite 
said, reminding Sophie she should be paying attention, “and it’s 
impossible to work on the former without the latter. In your case, Fitz— 
while you're an incredibly talented Telepath—your skills simply do not 
match Sophie’s.” 

Sophie cringed, wondering if the criticism would bother Fitz. But he 
grinned at her and said, “Yeah, she makes us all look bad.” 

“She does indeed,” Granite agreed, his face cracking further as he 
smiled. “So if you're going to be her Cognate, we need to get you up to 


her speed.” 

“But aren't her abilities strong because of all the tweaks you did to her 
genes?” Fitz asked. 

“Actually, much of Sophie’s strength comes from practice. Her ability 
was triggered eight years ago, and Mr. Forkle trained her mind every 
night until last year.” 

“He did?” Sophie asked, shuddering at the mental image. “I thought I 
had to be conscious to learn telepathic skills. Wasn’t that why he couldn’t 
teach me to shield?” 

“Certain skills, yes,” Granite agreed. “But others can be absorbed. I'll 
show you how.” 

He instructed them to scoot closer, until their knees were touching. 
“It'll be easier if you hold hands.” 

Sophie tried to return Fitz’s smile, but her palms were sweating— 
which was stupid. She'd held Fitz’s hand every time they light leaped or 
teleported. It was no big deal. 

“What now?” Fitz asked, twining their fingers together. Sophie hoped 
he couldn't feel her racing pulse. 

“Now I want you to observe Sophie’s mind in action. And Sophie, I 
think it’s best if you focus on the skill that seems to come to you the 
most effortlessly—transmitting long distances.” 

“Ohhh, I’ve always wondered how she does that,” Fitz said. 

“Who should I transmit to?” Sophie asked. “In my telepathy sessions 
I always practiced on Fitz. Or I call for Silveny, but I’m guessing that 
won't work, since she’s not an elf.” 

“Actually, that could be interesting,” Granite said. “It might open 
Fitz’s mind to two skills—distance transmission and telepathy with 
animals. I’m not sure the latter skill can be taught, but it’s worth the 
attempt.” 

“Does Silveny think in the Enlightened Language?” Fitz asked. 

“Only the few words I’ve taught her,” Sophie said. “Otherwise it’s her 
language or images and memories.” 

“That may make it confusing,” Granite warned, “but still a good test. 
In fact, this should be a definitive indicator of your Cognate success. If 
Fitz’s mind can’t learn from yours, it’ll prove you're not compatible.” 


The last word dumped about a million pounds of pressure on 
everything. 

I won't care if this doesnt work, okay? Fitz transmitted after she gave 
him permission to slip past her blocking. 

But she could see the hope in his eyes—feel the excitement in his 
grip. And she definitely didn’t want him thinking they weren't 
compatible. 

“Okay,” she said, stalling one second longer. 

She closed her eyes and pictured the Sanctuary, with its rainbow sky 
and rolling pastures. The dwarves had built the lush animal preserve 
inside the Himalayan Mountains to keep it secret from humans. The 
rock walls also prevented the alicorns from teleporting away. Sophie 
wished Silveny could've kept her freedom, but the precious alicorn 
needed protection. The Neverseen had tried to capture Silveny twice. 
One time they’d even broken her wing. 

Silveny? she transmitted, making Fitz jump. 

“Sorry,” she mumbled. “I should’ve warned you it'd be loud.” 

“But it’s awesome,” Fitz promised. “I need to learn how to project 
with that kind of power.” 

“Hopefully this process will teach you,” Granite reminded him. 

Silveny, Sophie said again, and this time Fitz barely flinched. He even 
held steady as she repeated the call a few more times. But he did jump 
when an exuberant shout filled her mind. 

FRIEND! SOPHIE! VISIT! FLY! 

“That is so crazy,” Fitz said. 

“Does that mean you can hear Silveny?” Granite asked. 

Fitz laughed. “I’m surprised the whole universe can’t. Every word she 
sends needs to end with an exclamation point.” 

“Tell me about it,” Sophie said. 

“Can you understand what she’s saying?” Granite asked Fitz. 

“So far. But I think she’s speaking the Enlightened Language.” 

“She is.” Sophie’s mind filled with a new round of VISIT! VISIT! 
VISIT! plus several KEEFEs. 

Wow, she really loves Keefe, doesn't she? Fitz transmitted. 

It’s adorable and obnoxious, isn’t it? Sophie asked. 


There were so many KEEFE! chants going, Sophie almost didn’t 
notice when Silveny added a GREYFELL! to the mix. 

Is everything okay? she asked. 

Greyfell was the male alicorn who lived at the Sanctuary. Hed grown 
violent not long after Silveny arrived, but only because he was afraid of 
the ogre homing device hidden in Silveny’s tail. Once the aromark had 
been removed, he’d calmed down. Still, Sophie remembered the ferocity 
in Greyfell’s eyes and the darkness she’d seen in his memories. Hed 
lived a much harsher life than Silveny, and it had made him cold and 
waty. 

And yet, the memories Silveny sent showed the two alicorns playfully 
dipping and diving through the hologram sky and chasing each other 
through the colorful meadows. If they hadn’t been sparkly flying horses, 
Sophie would’ve teased them for flirting. 

Plus, she honestly hoped that was what they were up to. Silveny and 
Greyfell were the last of their kind, and everyone was counting on them 
to repopulate the species. That was why the alicorns needed so much 
protection. The elves believed that letting any creature go extinct would 
cause the planet irreversible damage. So whoever controlled the alicorns 
controlled the Council. 

I’m glad you have a friend, Sophie said, wishing she could reach across 
the world and stroke Silveny’s shimmering nose. You'll have to tell him 
“hi” for me. 

MISS, Silveny told her, making Sophie’s eyes burn. 

I miss you too. But you're safe? 

SAFE! SAFE! SAFE! Silveny promised. 

Which of course led her back to more pleas for Sophie to visit, and a 
host of additional KEEFEs. 

Somewhere around the tenth chant a new voice joined the mix—one 
with a crisp accent. 

Hi. 

It was a small word, but its effect was huge. 

Silveny pummeled Sophie with worries as Fitz shouted, “I DID IT!” 

Sophie could hear Granite and Fitz celebrating, but first she had to 
calm Silveny down. 

That’s Fitz, she told the suspicious alicorn. 


FRIEND? Silveny asked. 

Yes, a very good friend. She sent her memories of the few times Fitz 
had been around Silveny to remind her who he was. When that didn’t 
seem to be enough, she replayed the moment Fitz had saved her life, 
finding her when she was fading away after her kidnapping. 

LIKE, Silveny decided. 

I like him too—as a friend, she added quickly, in case Fitz was 
listening. But he and Granite were too involved in their deep discussion 
on Fitz’s progress. 

“It’s only the first step,” Granite told them. “But it’s very encouraging. 
You two truly have the most unique connection I’ve encountered in all 
my years of telepathy.” 

Sophie’s cheeks burned, and she was glad Fitz was too busy trying to 
transmit again. It took his mind two tries, but he managed another Hi! 

FITZ! Silveny replied. SOPHIE! FITZ! FRIEND! 

FRIEND! Fitz repeated, his voice louder. More confident. 

They spent the rest of the day in a bizarre one-word-at-a-time 
conversation. Fitz couldn’t understand Silveny unless she spoke the 
Enlightened Language, and no matter how hard Silveny tried, he 
couldn’t pick up the emotions or images she sent. Still, Granite was very 
pleased with their progress. 

“I have absolutely no doubt you two will be able to serve as 
Cognates,” he announced when the lesson finished. 

Fitz beamed at that, and Sophie smiled too, until she remembered 
that meant they’d have to get to work on the sharing-all-their-secrets 
thing. ... 

She told herself she'd find a way to get used to it, and she put on a 
brave face through dinner. But her mind was swimming, swimming, 
swimming, thinking of all the things she couldn’t—shouldn’t—share. 

She figured she was in for a long, restless night, but Calla’s 
reveriebells chased away her worries. She was dreaming of mallowmelt 
and custard bursts and cute boys flying on alicorns when a voice 
dragged her back to consciousness. 

“Hey, Sophie—wake up. I think I found something.” 


FOURTEEN 


Ir TOOK SOPHIE several seconds to realize Dex’s voice wasn’t part of a 


dream. A few more after that, she caught the silhouette of him sitting on 
the edge of her bed. 

She gasped and pulled her covers around her neck, then remembered 
she was wearing her crazy pajamas. Dex looked just as furry, though his 
onesie was lime green. 

“What are you doing here?” she whispered, turning toward her wall 
of windows. A triangle of gray-orange light leaked in where the curtains 
parted slightly, so she assumed that meant it was dawn. 

“I had to show you this.” Dex held up a gadget that looked like a 
gutted obscurer. The sphere had been sliced in half, and all kinds of 
springy coiled wires stuck out of the center. “I know it’s ugly, but now 
it’s a really powerful Evader. It let me break into the Council’s archives 
and find records on Exillium—and I know what you're going to say,” he 
added quickly. “I know the Black Swan told us to drop it. But I think 
Exillium’s worth looking into. If we could find the Boy Who 
Disappeared, we might be able to find the Neverseen. Plus, I knew I 
could sneak in without getting caught. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you first—I 
wasn’t sure if we were being watched.” 

“You are.” 

They both yelped as Della blinked into sight near the curtains. “Don’t 
tell me you thought I’d let you sneak into Sophie’s room while she’s 
sleeping and not see what you're up to.” 

“Good to know,” Keefe said, striding into the room in a red furry 
onesie. “And don’t think I was going to allow a Sophex meeting to 


happen. Hmm, maybe we should call it Deephie. Sophex sounds weird. 
Anyway, my point is, no secret meetings without me!” 

“And me!” Fitz said, trailing behind in furry gray pj’s. 

“I’m here too!” Biana appeared in the corner wearing shaggy pink. “I 
followed my mom when she followed Dex.” 

“Wow, it’s really crowded in here,” Sophie mumbled. “And really .. . 
furry.” 

Even Della had a blue onesie that made her look like Cookie Monster. 

“Cool, your window is right across from mine!” Keefe said, opening 
Sophie's curtains. “We could throw things at each other!” 

“Or not.” Della herded everyone to the bed. “Sit. We need to discuss 
the incredibly dangerous thing Dex has done.” 

“It wasn’t dangerous,” Dex argued. “I designed this Evader perfectly.” 

He held out the rickety gadget, and Della looked less than impressed. 

“Did you find anything good>” Biana asked. 

“Hopefully. I got all their prodigy records,” Dex said. “Well, Exillium 
calls them Waywards, but it’s the same thing. Every kid who’s ever gone 
there has a file telling what year they started attending, who their family 
is, how old they are, what their talents are, what they did to get banished 
—all kinds of stuff. So now we just go through and search for anyone 
who looks suspicious.” 

“What counts as suspicious?” Della asked. 

“Well, we sorta know his age, right?” Dex said. “At least a pretty good 
guess? And we know he was probably at Exillium about eight years ago. 
So we start with that.” 

“That’s still going to leave you with hundreds of different boys,” Della 
reminded him. “And even if you do find a good candidate, what then?” 

“Then I break into the registry—” 

“No you do not,” Della interrupted. 

“Don't worry, the registry is super easy to access, and I know how to 
make sure they don’t catch me. Then I can cross check any suspicious 
names against pendant locations to find out where they are.” 

“You're assuming they’ll be back in the Lost Cities,” Della said. “I 
don’t think you understand that Exillium is for the Unworthy. It removes 
those that do not belong in our world. Anyone sent in error can earn 
their way back. But very few do. Very few should.” 


Sophie wasn’t sure she liked how casually Della talked about 
banishing, as if it were the perfect solution. 

Then again, was locking them in Exile better? 

“Well, I still think it’s worth going through the records and seeing 
what we can learn,” Dex said. “Even if we can’t find the Boy Who 
Disappeared, we might find a Neverseen member hiding there now.” 

“Or it could be a waste of time,” Della countered. 

“But its our time to waste,” Keefe said. “And it’s better than reading 
boring books. Do you know what I learned yesterday? That when our 
minds break from extreme guilt, they can shatter different ways. Most 
people shut down and can’t function anymore. But some turn erratic 
and reckless. Sometimes people even get violent.” 

“That’s important!” Della told him. 

Sophie had to agree. That explained why Alden went catatonic over 
his involvement with Prentice’s memory break, while Brant turned into 
a deadly pyromaniac after he killed Jolie. 

“Right, but how long did that take me to explain?” Keefe asked. “Ten 
seconds? Five? But it took me three hundred and twenty-nine pages to 
read! So yeah, I'll take searching through Exillium files any day.” 

Della started pacing. “What are the odds of you listening if I tell you 
not to pursue this?” 

“Slim to none,” Keefe said. 

“That’s what I thought. So fine—you already have the records. If you 
want to go through them, I won’t stop you. But no breaking into the 
registry without consulting with me—clear?” 

“Fine,” Dex agreed. “TIl build something so you guys can see the files 
I copied. Maybe if I rewire an Imparter—I’d probably need gold instead 
of copper wire and—” 

“Yeah, yeah, Technopath stuff we don’t understand,” Keefe jumped 
in. “What do we do while you do all of that?” 

“How about we change out of these crazy outfits?” Biana said. “I 
mean really, what was the Black Swan thinking?” 

“That if your pajamas were embarrassing enough, you kids would be 
discouraged from after-curfew meetings.” 

Everyone scrambled as Mr. Forkle stalked into the room, followed by 
Granite and Blur. 


“Clearly our plan was not as successful as we'd hoped,” Mr. Forkle 
said. “Dare we ask what made you willing to suffer the furry disgrace?” 

“I think the better question is, what are you guys doing here so 
early?” Keefe countered. 

“We promised we'd report to Calla as soon as we'd learned anything 
about Wildwood,” Granite said. 

“And?” Sophie asked. 

“So far there’s been no change—but that’s good news in some ways,” 
Blur said. “The gnomes’ symptoms seem to be holding steady.” 

“But they still don’t have a cure,” Sophie clarified. 

“No,” Mr. Forkle admitted. “But they’re working on it.” 

“They should have my dad try,” Dex said. “He’s the best alchemist out 
there.” 

“I’m sure he'll be their next call. Right now Lady Galvin is trying her 
hand,” Granite said. 

Even months later, Sophie still flinched at the name. Her old alchemy 
instructor had made her first year at Foxfire equal parts humiliating and 
stressful. 

“So if all the best people are working on it,” Sophie said, “why haven't 
they found the cure?” 

“It comes down to isolating the pathogen,” Mr. Forkle explained. 
“They haven’t been able to find the source, and without that crucial 
information, they don’t know what to target. The physicians suspect 
each gnome is plagued by only a single parasite, so finding it is a bit like 
that old human expression about needles in haystacks. But at least 
they’re not pressed for time. The gnomes have responded well to the 
symptom treatments, so the need for the cure isn’t as dire.” 

His eyes drifted to the Evader in Dex’s hand, and his expression 
darkened. “Please tell me that’s not what I think it is—or that you've at 
least had the common sense to not put it to use.” 

“Well... if you want me to lie... ? Dex mumbled. 

Mr. Forkle’s sigh sounded more like a growl. “This is about Exillium, 
right? I told you it wasn’t worth the risk.” 

“But there was no risk,” Dex said, pointing to a thinner wire on the 
Evader. “I call this a wiper. It erased every step I took, so there’s no way 
the Council will know I was there.” 


Mr. Forkle took the gadget, examining it from all angles. “Well, ’'m 
no Technopath—and this is one of the most bizarre executions I’ve seen 
—but I must say, it’s rather . . . inspired.” 

Blur took the Evader and passed his smudged hand through. “It’s a 
totally different approach than anything I’ve felt. But maybe that’s what 
we need.” 

Dex looked ready to float away with the praise, and Sophie didn’t 
blame him. After being underestimated his whole life, he deserved the 
recognition. 

“Do not let our compliments overshadow our disappointment,” Mr. 
Forkle said, bursting their brand-new bubble. “When we give orders, we 
expect them to be followed.” 

“Not if they’re dumb,” Keefe argued. 

“I’m not going to debate this any further,” Mr. Forkle said. He turned 
to Dex. “I'd rather you focus your energy on a much more important 
assignment.” 

He paused to confer with Blur and Granite before he continued. “You 
have an incredibly unique approach to technopathy, Mr. Dizznee, and 
perhaps that fresh take can solve a problem we've been facing.” 

“For months we've been trying to gain access to a secret archive,” 
Granite jumped in. “In fact, ‘secret’ isn’t a strong enough word. It’s an 
archive that should not exist. Our best Technopath discovered it, but 
hasn't been able to breach beyond that.” 

“What kind of archive?” Dex asked. 

“We have no idea,” Blur said. “All we know is it’s hidden in 
Lumenaria.” 

Della’s eyes widened. 

“Yes,” Mr. Forkle told her. “As I said, it should not exist. Lumenaria is 
where all the worlds gather for crucial negotiations,” he added when he 
saw Sophie’s confusion. “Any meetings there are not to be recorded, 
beyond the wording of the treaties. But it appears that someone has 
been transcribing the sessions.” 

“What kind of security are the files protected by?” Dex asked. 

“That’s the strangest part,” Blur told him. “We’d assumed the archive 
was the Council’s dirty little secret. But it’s guarded by technologies from 
all of the intelligent species.” 


Dex whistled. “So I have to hack ogre technology?” 

“And dwarven. And trollish. And goblin. And gnomish. And elvin as 
well,” Mr. Forkle confirmed. 

“I didn’t even know the gnomes had technology,” Biana said. 

“Not all technology comes in the form of gadgets,” Blur reminded her. 
“Which is why I think you'll be perfect for this, Dex. Only you would 
build a crazy Evader like that. So let’s see what else you can do.” 

“And if you do manage to gain access,” Granite added, “we'd like you 
to search for information on the Wildwood Colony. The Council’s 
silence on the plague has made us want to further explore the Colony’s 
history.” 

“Pll have supplies sent within a few hours,” Mr. Forkle said. “And we 
need you to make this your number one focus. No more wasting time 
on this.” He shoved the Evader into his pocket before turning to the rest 
of them. “You have assignments and training to work through as well. I 
suggest you get started.” 


“ANYONE ELSE GETTING tired of the Black Swan bossing us around?” 
Keefe asked after they'd de-furry-pajamaed and regrouped in the 
common room of the boys’ tree house. 

The room was decorated like a campsite, with indoor trees, a ceiling 
glinting with stars, and an enormous fire pit in the center. The flames 
burned in every color of the rainbow, and Sophie was sure the gnomes 
meant it to be just as stunning as the waterfall in the girls’ house. But 
she would never see fire as anything but death and destruction. 

“I think they just want to make sure everything goes right when we 
rescue Prentice,” Biana said. She was working with Della by the window, 
learning to hold her invisibility in shifting light. 

“It is annoying, though,” Sophie mumbled, following Fitz to a clump 
of boulders that turned out to be beanbag chairs. 

Dex had fortunately been smart enough to save a copy of the Exillium 
records he'd stolen, and he'd promised to make a gadget they could use 
to search through them. In the meantime, it was back to Cognate 
training, and it felt extra nerve wracking doing it in front of everyone. 
Dex had taken over most of the floor with tools and bits of gadget 


supplies. And Keefe had slumped into a chair in the darkest corner, 
pretending to read another empathy book. Every few minutes hed 
mutter, “This is the stupidest thing ever.” 

“Should we start at the beginning?” Fitz asked, opening his Cognate 
training notebook. 

Sophie nodded. Biana hadn’t been exaggerating about Cognates 
having to share everything. Each exercise was designed to make them 
reveal more and more secrets. 

The first assignment wasn’t that bad. Just a list of questions they were 
supposed to ask while their minds were connected, so they could see 
each other’s first thoughts. 

“Is it okay if I enter your mind?” Fitz asked. 

“Dude, do you realize how creepy that sounds?” Keefe interrupted. 

“It’s less creepy than reading her feelings all the time without telling 
her,” Fitz argued. 

“Hey, it’s not like I try to do that! You’re just mad that Foster can’t 
hide things from me.” 

“Pretty soon, she won't be hiding anything from me, either.” 

“Yeah, and I can feel how not excited she is about that all the way over 
here.” 

Fitz turned to Sophie. “Is that true?” 

“You make her super nervous,” Keefe answered for her. 

Sophie wished the Black Swan had given her laser eyes so she could 
skewer Keefe with her death glare. 

“I take it that’s a yes?” Fitz asked. 

“Well . . . yeah. But, have you met you?” she asked. “You're, like, 
Captain Perfect! And I’m—” 

“The most powerful elf our world has ever known?” Fitz finished. 

“Grady’s way more powerful than me.” 

“Grady is powerful,” Della jumped in. “But not as powerful as you'd 
think.” 

“How can you say that?” Sophie asked. “Grady made all twelve 
Councillors smack themselves in the face!” 

Della laughed. “Wish I’d been there to see that. But I’ve seen him test 
his power, and his limit was twenty-four people—and that left him 
drained and vulnerable. He can also only maintain his hold for so long. I 


assume that’s why the Black Swan didn’t make you a Mesmer. Mesmers 
have limits, and their power rarely triggers a permanent solution. Did 
the Council suddenly change their minds because of what Grady did?” 

“They backed down a little.” But Della had a point. In the end, Grady 
still had to let her be sentenced to the telepathy restrictor. 

Sophie gave Fitz permission, but before he could pass her blocking, 
Keefe slammed down his book and shouted, “I refuse to read this!” 

“The book can’t be that bad,” Della insisted. 

“Yeah, it is. My dad wrote it.” 

“Your dad’s a writer?” Sophie asked. 

“More like a torturer of innocent readers.” He held up the cover as 
proof. The Heart of the Matter, by Lord Cassius Sencen. “It’s just a long 
ramble about how he’s the only one smart enough to realize that 
emotions come from both the heart and the brain, and that Empaths can 
only read what’s in the mind. Too bad he forgot to explain why anyone 
cares!” 

Sophie hoped Keefe was far enough away that he couldn't tell she 
actually found the idea fascinating. Councillor Bronte had taught her 
that inflicting pulled emotions from her heart—and Fitz had seen an 
emotional center in her mind. So did that mean people could feel 
different things in different places? 

Okay, I’m in! Fitz transmitted, making her jump. Sorry, I thought you 
could feel me slip through. 

Nope. I never know you're there until you say something. Is that how it is 
for you? She stretched out her consciousness until she could hear his 
thoughts. Did you feel that? 

I wish. I always catch everyone else. My old Mentor said I should be a 
Keeper someday. And the fact that you can sneak by me means you would 
make an awesome Probe. 

Huh. I always thought I was a Keeper, since, y’know, secret information 
planted in my brain and all. 

Well, I’m pretty sure you could be either one. Way to make the rest of us 
look bad. 

Sophie smiled. If we’re going to be Cognates, do we each have to be a 
different thing? 


I think that’s usually how it works. I know that’s how it was for my dad 
and Quinlin. 

They're Cognates? 

They were. Until they did the memory break on Prentice. Quinlin told my 
dad afterward that he hadn't wanted to do it, and it turned into this big fight. 

Huh, when your dad brought me to see Quinlin in Atlantis, they acted like 
friends. 

They got over it eventually. But they couldn’t go back to being Cognates. 
The trust between them was breached, since Quinlin had proven he held 
things back. 

Sophie shifted in her seat. 

Wow, it really freaks you out having to share everything, doesn’t it? 

It doesn’t scare you? 

Not really. You already know about Mr. Snuggles. 

Sophie laughed. Yeah, but Mr. Snuggles is the best. 

Fitz had confessed about the sparkly stuffed dragon he couldn’t sleep 
without during one of their previous trust exercises. He'd even brought 
it over to her house to cheer her up. 

Did you bring him here? she asked. 

Of course! We'll see how long it takes before Keefe catches me. 

You don't care if he does? 

I thought I would. I even spent forever finding a good hiding place for him. 
But now... I don’t know There are way bigger things to worry about than a 
little embarrassment, you know? I mean, we're getting ready to break into 
Exile. 

The words made her shiver. 

So what do you say? he asked. 

What do you mean? 

I mean, why not just blurt out whatever you're super embarrassed to tell 
me and get it over with. Wouldn't it be a relief? 

Or it could be the biggest disaster ever—it depended on how he felt. 

How I feel about what? Fitz asked, reminding her he could hear what 
she was thinking. 

Come on, he begged as she scrambled to get her thoughts under 
control. I promise, whatever it is, it’s not going to change anything. 

But it would. 


It had to. 

Come on, he urged. All you have to do is trust me. 

Sophie looked away, her brain and heart beating so fast she was sure 
she would soon implode. 

How about you just blurt it out on three? Fitz pressed. You can do it. 
Here we go. 

One... 

Two... 


FIFTEEN 


You GUYS OKAY over there?” Keefe asked, right as Fitz transmitted, 


three. “Foster’s emotions are seriously wigging.” 

“Come on, man, we were so close!” Fitz said. 

“Close to what?” Keefe and Dex asked at the same time. 

“Nothing!” Sophie scooted her beanbag back, needing room to 
breathe. 

“You're blocking me,” Fitz said, his tone more hurt than accusatory. 

“Am I? Sorry...” But it felt good to have her thoughts all to herself 
again. 

Had she actually been considering telling Fitz she liked him? 

She shuddered just thinking about what would’ve happened. 

“Seriously, you okay there, Foster?” Keefe asked. 

“You,” Fitz told Keefe, “have the worst timing ever.” 

Keefe smirked. “I try.” 

Fitz’s eye roll was epic. “Sorry,” he told Sophie. “I’m not mad at you. I 
just really thought we were making progress.” 

She looked away. 

She knew she wouldn’t die if Fitz didn’t like her. But it would be crazy 
humiliating. And how would they ever be Cognates? 


But . . . how would they be Cognates if she was hiding secrets from 
him? 
She sighed. 


Everything would be so much easier if she could just get over her silly 
crush. Would it be so bad to just be friends? It wasn’t like she was ready 
for a boyfriend. She doubted she was even allowed to date, given the 


whole matchmaking thing. Not to mention all the problems it would 
cause with Dex—and maybe Biana. 

She needed to let it go... 

And yet, when she stole a glance at Fitz, her stubborn heart still 
fluttered. Especially when he flashed his movie-star smile. 

“Whoa, now there’s a whole lot of staring into each other’s eyes going 
on,” Keefe said. 

“Let them work,” Della told him. “And you should be working too— 
really working, not flipping pages and complaining. The Black Swan 
gave you that book for a reason.” 

“Right. Because they’re more evil than we think,” Keefe muttered 
under his breath. 

“So...,” Fitz said through the silence that followed. 

“Sorry I blocked you,” Sophie mumbled. 

“I’m getting used to it. But do I have permission to go back in?” 

Keefe snickered. “Smooth, Dude.” 

They both ignored him. 

Sophie gave Fitz permission, and within seconds she could hear him 
in her head. At least her subconscious still trusted him, even if her 
conscious wasn’t quite as brave. 

Sorry again, she thought. 

It wasn’t all your fault. He glared at Keefe, and Keefe blew them a kiss. 
He’s lucky I don’t shove that book somewhere he really won't appreciate it. 
Especially since I’m guessing you're not going to tell me whatever it was you 
were about to say? 

Maybe . . . another time, when we don’t have Keefe paying such insanely 
close attention. 

I guess that makes sense. Okay, we should get started on this exercise. 

They agreed to take turns, and Fitz went first. 

Favorite animal? he asked. 

Instantly Sophie pictured her pet imp, Iggy. 

Huh, I thought you would've said Silveny, Fitz said. 

I know, me too. 

Leave it to her to pick the stinky imp over the majestic alicorn. Then 
again, she never thought of Silveny as an “animal.” Plus, Iggy’s breath 


might be toxic—and his farts could be weaponized—but he needed her 
as much as she needed him. 

Okay, she said. Favorite subject in school? 

Telepathy. 

Her face flashed through his mind and Sophie had to force herself 
not to wonder what that meant. 

This one’s harder, he said, moving to the next question quickly. Biggest 
regret? 

Sophie assumed it would be the moment she'd chosen to let Brant get 
away. But her mind filled with her friend Marella’s face instead. Maybe it 
was because deep down she knew shed had to let Brant go to save her 
friends. Or maybe it was because the last time she’d seen Marella, she’d 
let Marella’s hurtful words get to her, even though she could tell there 
was something bigger going on. And now she'd run away and might 
never have a chance to make things right. 

Think we'll ever go back to Foxfire? she asked Fitz. 

I have no idea. 

She could see how painful the thought was for him. He’d dreamed of 
being an elite level prodigy all his life, and now he might not even finish 
Level Five. 

Don't say you're sorry, he told her. This was my choice—and it was the 
right one. It’s just hard not to want it all sometimes, you know? 

She did. 

She checked her list again. What are you most proud of? 

Her face popped into his mind again—but this time it was her 
terrifyingly transparent face from the day he’d rescued her. 

Where were we when you found us? she asked, focusing on the strange 
tree in the background. She vaguely remembered describing it to Fitz in 
her desperate transmissions. It looked like four trees in one, each 
quarter representing a different season. 

That’s the Four Seasons Tree, a gift the gnomes planted for us in 
Lumenaria. 

As soon as he said the words, the worries she'd been trying to set 
aside flooded back. 

Wow, I didn’t realize you were blaming yourself for what’s happening with 
the plague, Fitz thought. Why didn’t you tell me? 


Because I’m trying to believe that the physicians will have a cure soon. 

I’m sure they will. 

She could see the doubts in his mind. 

I wonder why we ended up in there, Sophie thought, trying to focus on 
less troubling things. Do you think the tree is connected to the Neverseen, 
somehow? 

My dad wondered the same thing, and he went back to investigate. But he 
didnt find anything important. And the pathfinder you took from the 
Neverseen was totally standard. So he’s guessing it was just random. 

Maybe... 

But the tree was so unique, it seemed to beg for attention. If she was 
ever allowed back in the Lost Cities she wanted to see it again. 

I’m forgetting whose turn it is, Fitz said, reminding her that they should 
be training. 

Me too. So I'll go. If you could visit anywhere in the world, where would it 
be? 

A dark city flashed through Fitz’s mind as he thought the word 
Ravagog. 

Half of the city was above ground, carved into the side of a stark 
mountain. The other half was underground, in an enormous swampy 
cavern. A glowing green river separated the two halves, carving a deep 
canyon between them. A single bridge at the top provided the only 
connection. The dark metal structure was lined with arched towers 
glowing with green flames that blazed in hovering fireballs. 

It’s like the ultimate Forbidden City, Fitz said. That doesn’t make you 
curious? 

No, I hope I never have to go there. 

But she had a horrible feeling that someday they would. 

Two questions left, Fitz said. Least favorite school subject? 

Her mind was a three-way-tie between her horrible alchemy sessions, 
her torturous inflicting sessions with Bronte, and her stressful 
linguistics sessions with Lady Cadence. 

Wow, I will never complain about my boring elvin history sessions again, 
Fitz thought. 

Yeah, you havent known fun until you've spent some time with Councillor 
Bronte, learning to inflict pain. 


And Bronte was one of her only supporters on the Council. No 
wonder she'd had to go into hiding. 

Person you look up to? she asked him. 

Alvar’s face popped up in his mind. 

Huh, you'd think it'd be my dad, Fitz thought. 

Well, Alvar’s your big brother. 

Yeah, but we’ve never been that close. He moved into the elite towers when 
I was still a kid, and never moved back after that. Plus, he’s spent huge 
chunks of time with the ogres. I’m lucky if I see him more than twice a year. 
But maybe— 

Fitz’s thought was cut short by Calla bursting into the room. 

“Sorry for the interruption,” she said, stooping to catch her breath. “I 
could not reach the Collective, and this cannot wait. Two of our guards 
just arrived with an emergency report.” 

“What guards?” Sophie asked. 

“The gnomes that keep watch over one of the Neutral Territories. 
They saw members of the Neverseen.” 


SIXTEEN 


Two GNOMES STOOD waiting by the river, watching the colorful 


reeds sway in the rushing water. It should’ve been a peaceful moment, 
but their stance was too rigid. Their gray eyes were clouded with trouble 
when they turned to watch Sophie and Calla barrel down the winding 
stairs, with Fitz, Keefe, Dex, Della, and Biana behind them. 

“This is Lur,” Calla said, struggling to catch her breath as she pointed 
to a gnome in pants and a vest woven from leaves. “And his wife, Mitya.” 

“We asked for the Collective,” Lur said in gnomish. 

Calla used the same swishy language, sounding like rustling leaves. 
“The Collective is in the Lost Cities, so I brought the Moonlark and her 
friends to help.” 

Lur and Mitya straightened at that, and their eyes stayed fixed on 
Sophie as Calla introduced the rest of the group. 

“She looks younger than I imagined,” Mitya whispered in gnomish. 
“Too young to bear this burden.” 

“She has borne far worse,” Calla reminded them. 

Sophie couldn’t tell if Calla knew she could understand them, but she 
decided to clue them in. “Whatever it is, I can handle it,” she said with a 
perfect accent. 

Lur and Mitya lowered their heads and switched to the Enlightened 
Language. 

“We meant no disrespect, Miss Foster,” Lur said. “We did not realize 
how far your gifts stretched. And it is an honor to meet you in person.” 

“Lur and Mitya have served the Black Swan nearly as long as I have,” 
Calla explained. “Usually from afar, keeping an ear to the ground, so to 


speak. They were actually the ones who found the hideout where the 
Neverseen held you captive.” 

“You did>” Dex asked. “I’ve always wondered how they found us.” 

“So have I,” Sophie agreed. 

“It really was not much,” Mitya said. “The roots told us of the voices 
hiding deep in the earth. All we did was listen.” 

Sophie had no idea what that meant. But she knew enough to say, 
“Still. Thank you.” 

“Yeah,” Dex mumbled. “Td be dead right now if it weren't for you 
guys.” 

“Those were dark days,” Calla agreed. “It was an All Call to action, 
everyone scrambling, using any resource they had to search the layers of 
our planet. We were beginning to lose hope when Lur and Mitya 
delivered their report.” 

“And what is the report you came to give today?” Della asked, 
reminding everyone why they were there. 

Lur and Mitya shared a look, then focused on Sophie, switching back 
to gnomish. 

“We will tell you,” Lur said, “and let you decide if you'll share with the 
others.” 

“I would not recommend it,” Mitya added, her focus drifting to Keefe. 

Sophie’s heart deflated, and she barely remembered to use gnomish 
when she said, “This is about his mother.” 

Lur nodded. “We spotted three of the Neverseen on our patrol today, 
on the far side of the Lake of Blood.” 

“The Lake of Blood,” Sophie repeated, making sure she’d properly 
translated the words. 

“That is what we call it,” Mitya agreed. “The Starkrial Valley was once 
lush and hearty. But the ogres dammed the river and let everything 
wither on the southern end. The lake that remains is red and acidic. 
Many things that touch its surface do not survive.” 

“And the elves allowed that?” Sophie asked. 

“The elves allow many things.” An edge had crept into Lur’s tone, 
turning the words to a windstorm. 

“The Lake of Blood lies in the Neutral Territories,” Mitya explained. 
“And many have long suspected the ogres ruined the valley to allow 


them to hide a stockade in the mountains.” 

“Uh, are you guys going to start using words us non-Polyglots can 
understand?” Keefe interrupted. “Because I think I speak for everyone 
when I say we want to know what’s going on!” 

“I will soon,” Sophie promised. “I still need the rest of the story.” She 
switched back to gnomish. “What was his mom doing?” 

“Nothing,” Lur said. “And that is the problem.” 

“She is in serious danger,” Mitya added. “It’s even possible she . . .” 

“What?” Sophie asked when neither of them finished. 

Lur heaved a sigh. “His mother was badly injured when we saw her.” 

“Injured how? From the battle?” The last time Sophie had seen Lady 
Gisela, shed hurled herself off a cliff on Mount Everest, relying on a 
mysterious ogre skill called “phase shifting” to save her. 

Mitya shook her head. “Her marks were the work of an ogre. They 
have a tool that leaves a very recognizable wound.” 

“Why would they ... ,” Sophie started, then answered her own 
question. “They tortured her?” 

“Quite brutally.” Lur shuddered. 

Sophie sucked in air, trying to think through the explosion of 
emotions. “But the Neverseen are partners with the ogres.” 

“Yes, but the ogres do not tolerate failure,” Lur explained. “Especially 
when it comes to the capture of prisoners. In the ogre code of warfare 
that is the worst possible offense.” 

And Lady Gisela allowed Gethen to be taken. 

“So, you think the ogres tortured her and brought her to that stockade 
you mentioned?” 

“It’s possible,” Lur said. “Or...” 

Mitya took Sophie’s hands. Her fingers were calloused, but still soft as 
they tightened around her own. “There are other rumors about the Lake 
of Blood—stories of a pyre, where the ogres burn the bodies of those 
they kill. It is possible that it’s only a legend. But . . . the Neverseen 
dragged Lady Gisela into a cave. She was bleeding and wounded and 
screaming for mercy. After they were gone, all I found was blood.” 

“The cave could've been a secret entrance to the prison, though, 
right?” Sophie asked. 


“Anything is possible,” Lur agreed. “But that would not explain the 
smoke we saw drifting from the mountains.” 

Sophie swayed and Keefe grabbed her, holding her steady as he 
whispered, “Please tell me what they’re saying. You said you wouldn't 
hide things from me.” 

“I won't,” Sophie told him, hoping she could keep her promise. She 
pulled slowly away from him, asking Lur and Mitya in gnomish, “Is that 
all you saw?” 

“Yes,” Lur said. “But we will continue investigating. We stopped only 
because we felt the Collective should know that the hierarchy of the 
Neverseen has shifted. Lady Gisela holds no authority. She is either a 
prisoner or a casualty.” 

“Can you understand what they’re saying, Mom?” Biana asked. 

“I’m only catching bits and pieces.” But the hitch in Della’s voice 
made it clear she’d understood enough. 

“Please, Foster,” Keefe begged. “I’ve heard them say my mom’s name. 
I’m going crazy here.” 

“I need to verify first,” she told him. “There could be a 
misunderstanding.” It was a frayed strand of hope, but she was going to 
cling to it with everything she had. 

“Can I have permission to search your memories?” she asked Mitya. 
“I need to see exactly what you saw.” 

“Reading our minds is not like reading that of your own kind,” Mitya 
said. “It will be exhausting, and you already look weary.” 

“I can handle it,” Sophie said, reaching for Mitya’s temples. 

She rallied her full mental strength, slipped into Mitya’s mind and... 

... tangled in a web of memories. 

No—not a web. 

These were branches. 

A mental forest, wild and unruly. 

Each memory coiled like vines, wrapping so tightly there was no way 
to shove through. Even a brain push—a specialized telepathy trick— 
couldn’t break past the gnarled chaos. And the trees seemed to grow and 
stretch until Sophie couldn't see how to escape the endless woods. 

“You need help,” Fitz said, sounding very far away. “I’m coming in.” 

Sophie was too lost to warn him. 


Wow, this is insane, Fitz transmitted as his consciousness tangled near 
hers. 

We can't stay here, Sophie said. It’s pulling us farther and farther away. 
But I’m not strong enough to break out. 

Okay, so what if we pool our energy? Fitz asked. 

Worth a try. 

She imagined her consciousness slithering across the vines like a 
snake. Fitz did the same, and when they finally reached each other . . . 

Whoa, is this what it’s like to be Cognates? she asked as a surge of warm 
energy worked like the sun, drawing the trees toward their light and 
leaving spaces for Sophie and Fitz to move. 

No idea, Fitz admitted. But it’s awesome. 

It definitely was. The memory forest had divided into dozens of 
paths, and Sophie chose the darkest. Nightmares clawed with thorny 
stems, but with Fitz’s help they pushed to the path’s end. There they 
found a cold, stark tree, empty and quiet. But Sophie could see the truth 
hidden in the branches at the top. 

Fitz’s consciousness gave Sophie a boost and they climbed together, 
watching in wary silence as the memory unfolded. Two black-cloaked 
figures dragged a decloaked Lady Gisela past a red lake with dead 
carcasses scattered along the shore. Sophie could tell Keefe’s mom had 
been wounded, but she couldn’t see how bad the injuries were until 
Mitya snuck ahead of them and slipped into the bushes. The Neverseen 
passed by, mere feet from where Mitya hid, and Sophie felt her stomach 
heave when she saw the deep, curved puncture wounds on Lady Gisela’s 
face. She had dozens of them, carved into her cheeks, her chin, her 
neck. 

“Please,” Lady Gisela begged as the figures dragged her toward the 
mountains. 

Her captors ignored her cries, kicking her when she stumbled. 

Her pleas grew more urgent as they headed for a rift, but the 
Neverseen did not slow. Mitya tried to follow, but by the time she found 
a way into the cave, the Neverseen had vanished, leaving nothing but 
red. 

As she turned to head back, Mitya heard Lady Gisela scream, “Don’t 
do this!” Then everything fell silent, and a raspy voice said, “It’s done.” 


A million icicles stabbed Sophie’s heart as she recognized the voice. 

Brant. 

Clearly he’d recovered from his wounds. 

The memory shifted forward, to when Mitya rejoined Lur by the 
poisonous lake. He was studying the trail of red, which was darker than 
the deadly water. They both turned as the scent of smoke laced through 
the air. A single black plume rose into the sky, before the mountain 
winds whisked it away. 

“That is all we know,” Mitya said as Sophie removed her shaking 
hands from Mitya’s temples. 

“You'll share this with the Collective?” Lur asked. 

“We will,” Fitz answered when Sophie couldn't. 

Mitya stepped closer, wiping the tears off Sophie's face. “I am sorry to 
burden you with this responsibility, Miss Foster. No one should face 
such horrors. Especially you.” 

“I’m not worried about me,” Sophie told her, not feeling brave enough 
to look at Keefe. 

“We must leave you now,” Mitya said, dipping a slow bow. “But we 
promise to report anything new we discover.” 

“Be careful, my friends,” Calla said, hugging them both. “Things are 
not as they seem.” 

“Indeed they are not,” Lur told her, kissing Calla’s cheeks. 

They both took one last look at Sophie, their eyes focused on her 
moonlark pin. Then they disappeared into the trees. 

“Okay,” Keefe said, taking Sophie’s hands again. “You have to tell me 
what my moms done.” 

Do you want me to talk to him? Fitz transmitted. 

Sophie shook her head. Keefe was asking her. 

I'll be right inside if you need me, Fitz promised before he led the 
others away. 

“Come on,” Sophie whispered, pulling Keefe toward a tree that had 
fallen by the river. The bark felt rough and damp, but she knew this was 
the kind of conversation that needed to happen sitting down. 

“If she killed someone, just tell me,” Keefe whispered. 

Sophie tangled their fingers together, squeezing so tight their 
knuckles faded to white. “It’s not about what she’s done, Keefe. It’s about 


what might’ve happened to her.” 

Once she started, the story poured out, in every horrifying detail. 

“But they haven't found a body,” she finished. “So we don’t know 
anything for sure.” 

Keefe stared blankly at the river. 

“What are you thinking?” Sophie asked, when the silence turned 
suffocating. 

“Strange question, coming from a Telepath.” 

“You know I would never invade your privacy like that.” 

Keefe sighed. “I’m thinking . . . she deserves to be dead.” 

His voice meant the words. But his eyes didn't. 

“It’s okay to be sad, Keefe.” 

“No it’s not—not after what she’s done.” 

“She’s still your mom, no matter how angry you are.” 

“I’m more than angry, Sophie. I’m . . . I don’t know what the word is. 
But I don’t care what happens to her.” 

“Then why are you crying?” She reached up to wipe his cheek and 
showed him the tear on her finger. 

“I...” The rest of his words twisted into a sob. 

Sophie held him tightly, letting him soak the shoulder of her tunic 
with tears. She wondered if Fitz had felt this helpless when she’d done 
the same thing to him. He’d seemed so strong and steady that day, when 
he'd taken her from her human family. She wished she could be the 
same for Keefe. 

“We don’t know anything for sure yet,” she repeated. 

“It doesn’t matter. I don’t even know what I’m rooting for.” 

“You don’t have to root for anything. But as much as you hate her, part 
of you still loves her. So whatever happens, you're going to have to 
grieve.” 

“Not if I can help it.” Keefe pulled away. His eyes were red and puffy, 
but they seemed dry now as he turned back to the river. 

“Want me to leave you alone?” Sophie asked. 

Keefe nodded. “Actually, no. It’s not good for me to be alone right 
now. I'll do something stupid. I need . . . I don’t know what I need. Just 
don’t go.” 

Sophie stayed. 


Keefe leaned his head against her shoulder and Sophie counted his 
breaths, considering what a strange thing grief turned out to be. 

Grady and Edaline closed themselves off. 

Fitz pushed everyone away. 

She couldn't figure out how Keefe was handling it all yet. But she was 
glad he wanted her to stay. 


THEIR HOUSES WERE dark by the time Sophie and Keefe returned 
from the river, and Keefe clung to her hand until the last possible 
second. She tried to think of something to tell him, something that 
might help him sleep. The best she could come up with was, “If you 
need me, throw something at my window.” 

Keefe tried to smile, but it looked too painful. “See you tomorrow, 
Foster.” 

Then he was gone. 

The girls’ house was quiet when Sophie crept into the main room. 
Shed missed dinner and bedtime, but it didn’t matter. Eating and 
sleeping were definitely out of the question. 

“How’s he doing?” Biana’s voice asked as soon as Sophie set foot in 
her bedroom. 

She bit back her scream as Biana appeared in the shadows. 

“Sorry,” Biana said. “I couldn’t sleep.” 

She followed Sophie over to her bed and they both sat on the edge. 
Neither of them bothered to turn on the lights. 

Sophie knew she should probably tell Biana everything was fine. But 
she went with the truth. “I think this is going to change him.” 

“Me too,” Biana whispered. “So... what do we do?” 

“I don’t know,” Sophie admitted. “Somehow we'll have to find out the 
truth. Keefe is going to need answers—or closure. In the meantime, 
we'll have to keep him together.” 

Seconds passed before Biana said, “I can’t believe the Neverseen 
would do that.” 

Sophie couldn't either, which was the scariest part. She’d known their 
enemies were dangerous, but this was a whole other level of evil. 


Lady Gisela was one of their leaders, and they’d tortured her and 
imprisoned her—maybe murdered her. So what would the ogres and 
Neverseen do to them, if they were ever captured? 

“Is it okay if I sleep in here tonight?” Biana asked, the tremble in her 
voice hinting that she shared Sophie’s worries. 

“Sure,” Sophie whispered. 

She got up to change into her pajamas, and by the time she'd brushed 
her teeth, Biana had already crawled under the covers. The bed was so 
big she could barely tell anyone else was there. But the soft sound of 
Biana’s breathing made the room feel warmer. 

She'd thought Biana was asleep, until Biana asked, “We’re going to 
stop them, right?” 

Sophie stared at the wall, her mind flashing through all the losses 
they'd suffered. 

Kenric. Jolie. Prentice. The dwarves on Mount Everest. Maybe Lady 
Gisela. 

She had a horrible feeling there would be more casualties before this 
was over. But she was sure of one thing. “Yes, we’re going to stop them.” 


SEVENTEEN 


Mr. FORKLE SAT ALONE with Della when Biana and Sophie made 


their way down to breakfast. The tight line of his frown told them he’d 
already been given a thorough update. 

“Tve asked Sior to help Lur and Mitya,” he said, handing them each a 
bowl of green porridge. 

“That’s one of the gnomes we met the first day, right?” Biana asked. 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “This forest will miss him, but Calla feels 
confident she can cover his absence. And I think it’s important we get 
answers quickly, don’t your” 

“I do,” Keefe said, striding across the bridge with Dex and Fitz right 
behind him. “And I have a plan.” 

“Do you, now?” Mr. Forkle asked, studying Keefe closer. 

The bruiselike dark circles under Keefe’s eyes made it clear he hadn't 
slept. But Sophie was much more concerned about the state of his hair. 

It hung flat against his head, completely unstyled. 

Mr. Forkle handed Keefe a bowl of green sludge, but Keefe set it aside 
and plopped into a chair. 

“I wish you would not punish the body over a troubled heart,” Mr. 
Forkle told him. 

“Fine. How about I eat if you promise to hear me out?” Keefe asked. 

Mr. Forkle gave him a spoon. 

Keefe devoured his porridge in three giant bites, then wiped his lips 
and said, “I want to speak to Gethen. I know he’s unresponsive or 
whatever you called it. But his consciousness can’t just disappear. I’m 
sure he can hear me. Or, more importantly, he can hear this.” 


He cleared his throat and his voice shifted several octaves higher as 
he said, “Gethen—it’s time to go!” 

Sophie cringed at how uncannily he sounded like his mother. 

“Your mimicking is very impressive,” Mr. Forkle told him. 

Keefe sounded both bitter and sad as he said, “I was trained by the 
best. And now we can use what she taught me to fool Gethen. If we 
stage it right, I can make him think he’s being rescued, which should 
draw his consciousness back. Then we can find out what he knows.” 

“You're assuming he knows something worth all of that risk,” Mr. 
Forkle said. 

“Why else would his capture get my mother . . .” He cleared his 
throat. “It has to be something important. And I can find out what it is. 
If he thinks he’s being rescued, he'll come back. Then you can probe his 
memories.” 

Mr. Forkle stroked his double chin. “Your plan does have its merits, 
Mr. Sencen. But it’s still far too dangerous. We have already determined 
what our priorities are at the moment—though we are amending them 
to include an investigation of Lur and Mitya’s findings.” 

“That’s not good enough!” Keefe snapped, pounding the table. 

“Keefe,” Della tried. 

“No.” He pulled his hand away from her before she could take it. 
“Aren't you guys sick of being treated like their little puppets? Go here. 
Read this. Wait for this. Eat this.” 

He whacked his bowl, knocking it off the table and sending it 
spinning across the floor, spraying the remaining bits of his green 
porridge. 

“Keefe!” Della said again. “I know you're upset—” 

“No, I’m just tired of being ignored,” he interrupted. “This is a good 
plan—Dex and Fitz agreed.” 

Both boys shifted in their seats. 

“It does seem like it might work,” Fitz said after a second. 

“I never said it wouldn't.” Mr. Forkle rose and placed his hand on 
Keefe’s shoulder. “But we’ve been over this with your schemes about 
Exillium. Just because a plan is feasible does not mean it’s worth the 
risk. I understand your desire to bring something positive from 


everything that’s happened. But one should never rely on their enemies 
to give them hope.” 

“I don’t care about my mom—” 

“Yes you do. As you should. And while I cannot base this on 
evidence, I wouldn’t count your mother out yet.” 

Keefe snorted. “You say that like it’s a good thing. Yay—she’s alive so 
she can keep being evil!” 

“Evil is better than dead, Mr. Sencen. Evil can change. Though 
neither is in your power.” 

“Nothing’s in my power—that’s the problem.” 

Mr. Forkle squeezed Keefe’s shoulder tighter. “You are very important 
to our organization. You wouldn't be here if you weren't. I mean it”—he 
added when Keefe rolled his eyes—“You will play a crucial role when we 
rescue Prentice. And that is the mission that must remain our focus.” 

“Whatever.” Keefe stood and stalked toward the boys’ house. 

Sophie rose to follow, but Mr. Forkle stopped her. “Best to give him 
space. He'll come back when he’s ready.” 

Keefe didn’t come down to dinner. At breakfast the next morning he 
picked at his food and didn’t say much of anything. By the third day of 
one-word answers, Sophie was ready to stage an intervention. 

But Fitz and Biana reminded her of how badly they’d handled 
themselves when Alden’s mind had broken. 

“We were awful,” Biana mumbled. “Especially to you. And there was 
nothing anyone could say to make us act better. Alvar tried. Keefe even 
tried.” 

“I’m still figuring out how to make it up to you,” Fitz added. 

“No need,” Sophie promised. 

Her heart made an extra leap when Fitz smiled and said, “I’ll keep 
trying anyway.” 

“Ugh, Keefe needs to get better,” Dex mumbled. “I need someone to 
barf with me over Fitzphie.” 

“My point,” Biana said as Dex made gagging sounds, “is that as long 
as Keefe knows we're here, that’s really all we can do.” 

Sophie knew Biana was right. That didn’t make waiting any easier. 
She found herself checking her window every night before bed, wishing 
she'd find Keefe standing at his. 


On the fifth night, his curtains were at least open a crack, unleashing 
a shred of light. She decided to take the tiny opening. 

She didn’t have any rocks to throw, so she settled for her shoes, 
picking the wobbliest, most uncomfortable-looking heels. 

Nothing happened from the first THUNK! But the second THUNK! 
did its job. 

“Are you throwing shoes at me?” Keefe asked, sliding open the 
window. 

“Seemed like a good idea. Now I don’t have to wear them.” 

He gave her a half smile, but it faded as he waved the air away from 
his face. “Wow, that is a lot of worry you're hurling at me.” 

“You kind of deserve it.” 

Keefe mussed his still-unstyled hair. 

“I’m guessing you don’t want to talk about it?” she asked. 

“Not really.” 

She dragged out her sigh. “Is there anything I can do?” 

He started to shake his head, then stopped. “Actually . . . yeah.” 

“What?” Sophie asked, leaning out her window. 

She didn’t hear him the first time, and had to make him repeat. 

“Promise me you won't hate me,” he whispered. 

“Why would I hate you?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe you'll decide I wasn’t worth sacrificing your 
shoes.” 

“Now, that’s never going to happen.” She'd hoped that might earn her 
a smile, but Keefe wouldn’t look at her. “I would never hate you, Keefe. 
Why would you even think that>” 

“I don’t know. I guess I just feel like I don’t belong here anymore.” 

“You do. But . . . I know how it feels to be the outsider. The one with 
the past. The one with the shaky future. But you know what I’ve realized 
—or what I’m trying to realize, at least?” 

“Is this the part where you give me some speech about how it’s our 
choices that show us who we truly are?” 

“Nah, that sounds like something an old guy would say.” 

Finally, he gave her a real smile! 

“What I’m trying to realize is that it’s okay to be different. If everyone 
were the same, we'd all make the same mistakes. Instead we all face our 


own things, and that’s not so bad because we have people who care 
about us to help us through. You have that, Keefe. We're all here for you. 
No matter what. Okay?” 

Several seconds crawled by before he nodded. 

“You should go to bed,” Keefe said as a gust of wind made Sophie 
shiver in her furry pajamas. 

The suggestion was tempting—Alluveterre was so much colder than 
Havenfield. But she was afraid the glints of progress she’d made would 
be snuffed out when she left Keefe alone. 

“I’ve got a better idea,” she said, racing to her bed and grabbing Ella, 
her pillow, and the thickest quilt. She coiled the blanket around her and 
waddled back to the window like a fluffy burrito. “See? Window slumber 
party!” 

Keefe laughed—laughed—and, after a slight hesitation, disappeared 
and returned with his own blanket and pillow. 

The floor felt hard and cold. The problems ahead of them 
unimaginable. 

But they weren't alone. 

And that made all the difference. 


EIGHTEEN 


SOPHIE WOKE WITH the sunrise and found Keefe still asleep by his 


window, his cheek smashed against the glass. 

She smiled at how peaceful he looked—no signs of any nightmares. 

She smiled even wider when she noticed the tiny trail of drool near 
his lip. 

“You slept on the floor?” Calla asked from the doorway. 

Sophie clutched her chest to calm her startled heart. “It was for a 
good cause.” 

She took one last look at sleeping Keefe before pulling her drapes 
closed. “How come you're up so early?” 

“I’m always awake at this hour. I take my ten minutes at midday, 
under the warmth of the high-noon sun.” 

Sophie couldn’t imagine living on so little sleep, but she was more 
worried about the way Calla was nervously twiddling her green thumbs. 

“Is everything okay?” she asked. 

Calla’s wide gray eyes met hers. “I... need help from the moonlark. 
There’s something I need you to check for me—a whisper in the forest I 
do not understand.” 

The words felt colder than the floor as Sophie fumbled to change into 
pants and a tunic. She was still struggling into her boots as she followed 
Calla to the waterfall common room. 

“We should leave a note for the others so they do not wonder where 
you are,” Calla whispered, plucking a dry leaf from the carpet and 
carving a message with her thumbnail. 


“Wait—are we leaving Alluveterre?” Sophie had assumed the forest 
Calla meant was the trees right outside. 
Calla handed her the message she’d cut out in frilly lettering: 


Wih Calla in Deane Be home soon. 
ae & Wahi 


“Biana?” Sophie asked. 

Calla pointed to the corner. “I assume you're planning to join us?” 

“I am,” Biana agreed, appearing in the shadows. “But how did you 
know I was there?” 

“Gnomish eyes are not fooled by tricks of light,” Calla told her. 

“Seriously?” Biana asked. “How did I not know that?” 

“It’s not something we think to mention,” Calla said. “Elves have no 
reason to hide from us. Are we ready? The journey ahead is long.” 

“Just let me grab my shoes,” Biana said, and Sophie was relieved to 
see her return from her bedroom in a pair of sturdy walking boots. 

Calla placed the leaf note on a table and led them down the winding 
stairs. Biana used the walk to play “how many invisible fingers am I 
holding up>” and Calla passed every test with flying colors. 

“Wow, I can’t believe you can see me,” Biana said, blinking in and out 
of sight. “Can you teach me how you do it, so I can try to find a way 
around it?” 

“I suppose we can give it a try.” They'd reached the ground by then, 
and Calla dropped to her knees, pressing her palms against an exposed 
tree root. 

She closed her eyes, singing a deep, slow song. The language 
sounded earthier than gnomish, and Calla seemed to sink straight into 
the soil. The roots started twisting and twirling and sweeping aside the 
soil, creating a narrow tunnel that stretched underground. 

Biana looked at Sophie, her eyes pleading you first as Calla motioned 
for them to follow her into the earth. 

Sophie had to duck her head as she plodded into the dark tunnel, her 
eyes barely registering Calla’s silhouette up ahead. Biana stayed close, 


keeping one hand on Sophie’s shoulder. After several minutes of 
stumbling in the dark, Calla told them to hold still. 

“You need to be secured,” Calla said, coiling roots around their feet 
and waists. “The trees will carry us to Brackendale. All you must do is 
trust—and try not to scream.” 

The not screaming part definitely wasn’t reassuring. Neither was the 
way Calla hummed to make the roots squeeze even tighter. 

Sweat trickled down Sophie’s spine and she reached for Biana’s hand, 
glad Biana’s palm felt as clammy as hers. 

“Where is Brackendale?” Biana whispered. 

“The one place I should not take you. But I must. It’s in the Neutral 
Territories.” 


SOPHIE COULDN’T DECIDE which was scarier: knowing she was 
heading somewhere Councillor Oralie had specifically warned her to 
stay away from, or riding Nature’s Most Terrifying Tree Root Roller 
Coaster. 

Calla sang as they traveled, and the lyrics seemed to spur the roots 
faster until they were tearing through the earth so fast Sophie could feel 
her cheeks ballooning out like a cartoon character. She did not want to 
know what things were getting stuck in her teeth. She also had no idea 
where they were going. The tunnel was pitch black, and every few 
minutes they would stop and Calla would tangle new roots around them 
to change direction. 

“Can you travel anywhere like this?” Sophie asked. 

“Within limits. Deeper parts of the earth can only be reached by 
ancient root systems. And the ogres uprooted all the pathways into 
Ravagog—unless you believe the legends.” 

Sophie wanted to ask what legends Calla meant, but she could feel 
the roots pulling them toward the surface. 

“What are we supposed to do when we get to Brackendale?” she 
asked. 

“You will be serving as my eyes and ears. A friend of mine used to 
live here, but I received word that she had fled. She said the forest felt 
too anxious, and I need you to find out what that means.” 


“How can a forest be anxious?” Sophie asked—but Biana had a much 
better question. 

“Does that mean you're not coming with us?” 

“I do not think it would be wise. The whispers in the roots feel like a 
warning. They sing of weakness, and darkness, and some sort of 
unnatural tampering.” 

The lump in Sophie’s throat made it hard to whisper, “The plague.” 

“It’s possible,” Calla agreed. “That’s why I need you. The plague only 
harms plant life, and plant-related things. You and Biana will be able to 
search the forest safely.” 

Assuming there were no ogres running around infecting the 
TEES. vas 

Biana must’ve shared Sophie’s worry because she leaned closer and 
whispered, “I’m guessing you aren’t carrying a melder?” 

“I wish. But I have my Sucker Punch. And Dex’s panic switch. And I 
can inflict. And you can turn invisible.” 

“I also brought you these.” Calla pressed a cool, smooth crystal into 
each of their palms. “They'll leap you to a forest in the Forbidden Cities, 
should you need to make a quick getaway. I will find you there and 
return you to Alluveterre.” 

Sophie squeezed the crystal, trying to convince herself it would be 
enough. All they’d need is a few seconds and a beam of light and they’d 
be far away from any danger—they could do this! 

The pep talk didn’t ease her nerves nearly as much as she wanted. 
Especially when the roots screeched to a stop. 

Calla hummed a new song and the soil parted above them, letting 
light stream into the tunnel, burning their eyes like laser beams. 

“The roots say to follow the sun,” Calla whispered. 

“And you don’t have any idea what we’re looking for?” Biana asked. 

Calla shook her head. “But I suspect you'll know it when you see it. 
lIl leave the tunnel open so it’s easier to find when you return.” 

Sophie nodded, tucking her crystal into her easiest to reach pocket. 
Biana did the same and latched onto Sophie’s hand with a death grip as 
they climbed the slippery soil wall and emerged into the forest. 

The scene looked normal enough—mossy trees, overgrown paths, an 
abundance of green and brown. But something felt wrong. 


Sophie tried to tell herself it was only her paranoia, but she still 
scooted closer to Biana as they shoved through the ferns and bushes. 

“Bet you're wishing you hadn’t gotten up to spy on me, huh?” Sophie 
whispered. 

“Actually, I was already awake.” Biana twisted her hair into a fancy 
knot to keep it from blowing in the damp wind. “It’s hard sleeping in a 
strange bed.” 

An earth-shaking ROAR! drowned out Sophie's reply. 

“What was that?” Sophie glanced over her shoulder, sure she’d spot 
some sort of hungry beast come to devour them. 

Biana pointed to a high branch, where a black parrot-size bird 
watched over them with glittering dark eyes. “Don’t worry, it’s just a 
boobrie.” 

“That’s seriously its name?” 

“Yup. You should hear the jokes Fitz and Keefe make.” 

The bird’s head was crowned with a yellow feather Mohawk, but its 
most distinct feature was its long, curled eyelashes. It looked like it 
should be doing a mascara commercial as it batted its eyes and let out 
another ROAR! 

That was when Sophie realized what was wrong with the forest. 

It didn’t rustle. 

Or crackle. 

Or make any of the sounds trees normally made. 

Other than the roaring boobrie, the whole place seemed to be holding 
its breath. 

“Come on,” Sophie said, checking the sky to make sure they were 
heading in the right direction. “We shouldn't spend too much time 
here.” 

They doubled their pace, chasing the sun as it curved across the 
horizon. Sophie tried to make a mental note of each place they rerouted 
around rocks or streams or overgrown patches, but she wished she had 
something to mark their trail. 

“How much farther do you think we should walk?” Biana whispered 
when they stopped to catch their breath. 

“How about we count to one thousand, and if we still haven’t found 
anything, we double back on a different path?” 


They counted every footfall, and at step seven hundred and ten, they 
curved around another rocky outcropping and froze. 

“What is that?” Sophie breathed, pointing ahead to a small thicket, 
where one of the trees was shrouded under a dome of pure white light. 

“It looks like some sort of force field,” Biana whispered. 

Sophie grabbed a small stone and flung it at the tree. As soon as it 
touched the force field, white lightning flashed, and the stone ricocheted 
toward her head at ten times the speed. She barely managed to duck 
before it streaked past, embedding in a nearby trunk. 

“I don’t get it,” Biana whispered, pulling Sophie behind the rocks to 
hide. “Why would anyone shield a tree?” 

Sophie had a theory—and it wasn’t good news. “I need to get a closer 
look.” 

Biana grabbed her wrist to stop her. “Do you think it’s safe?” 

“If someone’s around, don’t you think they would’ve checked after all 
that lightning?” 

“True.” Biana reluctantly followed Sophie to the tree, glancing over 
her shoulder the whole way. “I don't like this,” she mumbled. 
“Something feels wrong.” 

Indeed it did—but not for the reason Biana probably meant. 

Sophie had expected the shielded tree to show some sign of the 
plague. But it looked perfectly healthy. In fact, its leaves were a brighter 
green than the other trees around it, and the bark almost had a sheen. 

She squatted and grabbed a handful of fallen sticks, holding them up 
to see if the dried leaves matched. 

“What are you doing?” Biana asked. 

“Trying to see if any of these are from the same tree—though it 
might be better to dig up a root. That way we can bring a sample back to 
Alluveterre and test if this tree is infected.” 

“But if the tree is infected, you'd be exposing Calla and Sior and Amisi 
to the plague.” 

Sophie dropped the stick—but she'd already touched it. 

Were her hands contaminated? 

“Maybe I should leap away and you can tell Calla to send someone 
else to get me—someone with a lot of disinfectant.” 

“I don’t know if it’s a good idea to split up,” Biana said. 


“Isn't that better than putting Calla at risk?” 

“Of course,” Biana said—though she didn’t look happy about it. 
“But... we could still walk back at least part of the way together.” 

“I shouldn't go more than halfway, though, just to be safe.” 

They'd only taken a few steps when a flash of light drew their 
attention. A black-cloaked figure appeared a few feet away, his sleeve 
bearing the unmistakable white eye symbol of the Neverseen. 


NINETEEN 


Tue MEMBER OF the Neverseen seemed as surprised as they were, 


but Sophie recovered quicker. Her instincts took over, red fury rimming 
her vision as she pooled her anger, preparing to inflict. 

“That’s enough of that,” the Neverseen member said, raising his 
hands and triggering a flash of blinding light. 

Sophie charged forward, hoping to grab him before he could leap 
away, but Biana blocked her, shouting, “He’s a Psionipath!” 

The warning rang in Sophie’s ears as the light solidified, encasing the 
cloaked figure under a glowing dome. 

“He makes force fields?” Sophie asked. 

“You sound impressed.” He smoothed the sleeves of his black cloak 
and gave a bow. 

Sophie knew it wouldn’t work, but she grabbed a rock anyway, 
launching it at his head with all the strength she had. 

Biana yanked them out of the way as the rock ricocheted, knocking a 
football-size crater in the tree they’d been standing in front of. 

“You have to stop doing that,” Biana said. 

“I agree,” the Neverseen member told them. “Those energy blasts are 
such a waste. And I believe this is what we call a stalemate. You can’t get 
to me—and if I leave this shield, you'll unleash your Inflictor rage. So 
I’m going to stay right here, where it’s nice and cozy.” 

Sophie turned to Biana, keeping one eye on the Psionipath. “How 
long before the force field wears off?” 

“Long enough for someone to come to check on me,” he told her. 


“And there’s no way to break through the force field?” Sophie 
whispered. 

Biana shook her head. “Psionipaths created the shields that keep 
Atlantis livable underwater.” 

“Like I said”—he traced his fingers along the glowing field of white 
energy—“we have a stalemate. So what are you going to do?” 

“More of them could show up any second,” Biana whispered. 

“But one of the Neverseen is right there—how can we just leave?” 
Sophie asked. 

They hadn’t learned what he was doing to the tree—and what if he 
knew what happened to Keefe’s mom? 

“Your Telepath tricks won't work,” he said, somehow guessing what 
Sophie was planning. 

Sophie ignored him, hoping her tweaked abilities would come 
through as she gathered her mental strength and reached for his mind. 
As soon as her consciousness hit the force field, it split into a thousand 
directions, like shoving her thoughts in a blender without the lid on. 

The Psionipath laughed as she clutched her temples, struggling to 
fight through the headache. “Clearly the Black Swan forgot to give you 
any common sense.” 

Fury and frustration clouded Sophie's vision, and she fought them 
back, knowing she had nowhere useful to inflict them. 

“Don't think I haven't realized you’re not here alone,” he added. “You 
couldnt have leaped here—our sensors would’ve detected it. So that 
leaves dwarves and gnomes, and I’m betting on a gnome. Where’s your 
little friend hiding? Probably not close, otherwise they would’ve tried to 
help you.” 

“You seem to know a lot about us,” Sophie said, hoping she sounded 
calmer than she felt. 

Maybe if she egged him on, he’d slip and tell her something useful. 

“How could I not?” he asked. “I’ve been hearing about Project 
Moonlark for years. How does it feel to know the sum total of your 
existence is to be someone else’s puppet?” 

“She’s not a puppet,” Biana spit through gritted teeth. 

“No, perhaps you're right,” he agreed. “I’ve always suspected her role 
would be far more sinister.” 


“You want to talk about sinister?” Sophie asked. “I know what you're 
doing here. This has to do with the plague, right?” 

He snorted so loud, snot probably crusted the inside of his hood. “Is 
that my cue to outline our entire plan for you? Would you like names 
and dates, too, or just the general gist? I could also use hand puppets if 
youd like, to make it more entertaining.” 

Okay, so maybe egging him on wasn’t going to work. 

But Sophie had realized something much more troubling. 

He could’ve leaped away when they first startled him. But he chose to 
Stay. 

Why would he do that—unless he had a plan? And why did she have 
a feeling they were playing right into it? 

Her feet itched to run, but if they turned their back on him, he could 
drop his force field and attack. And if they leaped away he could go after 
Calla. 

“Ah, you're turning pale,” he said. “I’m guessing that means you've 
finally realized the gravity of your situation. So what’s it going to be? 
Run and hide? Don’t think I won't find you. I know this place better than 
anyone. I came here all the time when I was a kid.” 

“Why would you be in the Neutral Territories?” Biana asked. “The 
only people who . . . ohhhhhhhhhh.” 

“What?” Sophie asked as Biana shielded her eyes to squint through 
the force field. 

“He went to Exillium,” Biana whispered. 

Sophie covered her mouth. 

That would mean... 

“Whatever you think you've figured out—you're wrong,” he insisted. 

But Sophie could tell by his rigid shoulders that he was lying. 

“Okay, I’m done with this game,” he said. “Surrender now, and save 
yourselves the pain IIl put you through otherwise.” 

“Or, we could do this,” Biana said, ripping off her Black Swan 
pendant and flinging it toward the force field. 

Sophie braced for the ricochet to blast them with a swan-shaped 
meteor. But when the glass of the monocle hit the force field, it refracted 
the light a hundred different directions, unraveling the energy shield in 
a burst of white flames. 


The Psionipath screamed as fire licked up his cloak, and he leaped 
away before Sophie could charge him. 

“Come on,” Biana said, dragging Sophie back the way they came. “We 
have to get to Calla before he returns with reinforcements. 

They channeled all their energy to their legs, letting it fuel their 
sprint. Their feet barely skimmed the ground as they raced through the 
forest. 

Somehow Biana knew exactly where they were going, and within 
minutes they’d made it back to Calla. 

“No time to explain,” Biana shouted as they tumbled underground. 
“Just get us out of here.” 

Calla belted out a song, collapsing the tunnel’s entrance as she coiled 
roots around them and the trees whisked them to safety. 


“WHAT WERE YOU THINKING?” Mr. Forkle shouted the second they 
resurfaced in Alluveterre. The other four members of the Collective 
stood beside him, along with Fitz, Keefe, Dex, and Della. 

Sophie stepped forward, ready to plead her defense—but Mr. Forkle 
wasn’t focused on her. 

“I did not give you permission to put these children in danger!” he 
growled at Calla. 

Calla didn’t blink. “I thought the only permission I needed was their 
own.” 

“Yeah, we chose to go with Calla,” Biana agreed. 

“And we're fine,” Sophie added. 

“Plus, we found something big,” Biana said, giving a quick recap of 
their encounter. 

Only then did Sophie realize the dangerous detail she’d forgotten. She 
backed away from Calla. “I touched those sticks—and then I let you tie 
the roots around me—what if I just gave you the plague?” 

“Relax, Miss Foster,” Mr. Forkle said. “The plague has shown no signs 
of being transmitted by touch. And anything outside the force field likely 
wouldn’t have been contaminated—assuming anything was.” 

Calla nodded her agreement. “Do not worry over me. Our real 
concern is the Neverseen.” 


“Yeah,” Keefe jumped in. “We're going after them, right?” 

“You are not going anywhere,” Mr. Forkle told him. 

“But this is our chance to finally catch these jerks!” Keefe said. 

“We might not get another opportunity like this,” Blur agreed. 

“You aren’t actually considering staging an ambush?” Granite said 
when Mr. Forkle stroked his chin. 

“There’s no time to prepare,” Squall added. 

“Why are we arguing about this?” Keefe asked. “It’s a no-brainer. 
They’re going to come back to that tree at some point, and when they 
do, we blast them with everything we have.” 

“There will be no blasting!” Mr. Forkle told him. “And again, there is 
no ‘we.’ You kids are not a part of this. Go upstairs to your rooms. And 
you”—he wheeled on Calla—“need to explain yourself when we return.” 

“I can explain on the way,” Calla said. “You'll need me to bring you to 
Brackendale.” 

“You can't leap,” Sophie agreed. “He said something about sensors.” 

Mr. Forkle sighed. “Then Amisi can—” 

“She doesn’t know her way around as well as I do,” Calla interrupted. 
“And she doesn’t know where we were today. So you can take my help 
now and be angry with me later.” 

“All of us should be going,” Keefe said. 

“For the last time, Mr. Sencen, you are staying here!” Mr. Forkle 
snapped. “And I do not want to hear another word about it!” 

“We're wasting time fighting,” Sophie said, stepping between Mr. 
Forkle and Keefe. “Every second we delay gives the Neverseen time to 
prepare.” 

“You will not change my mind,” Mr. Forkle added. “We're going. 
You're staying.” 

“What if something happens to you?” Della asked the Collective. 

“If we’re not back by sunrise, have Amisi alert our Proxies,” Granite 
told her. 

Sophie waited for Mr. Forkle to assure her they didn’t need to worry. 

Instead he said, “Upstairs. All of you!” 

“Come on,” she told her friends, who looked just as nervous as she 
felt. “There’s something else we need to work on.” 

“It better involve studying your lessons,” Mr. Forkle warned. 


Sophie didn’t bother replying as she dragged Keefe toward the stairs. 
He fought her for a second, but eventually gave in. 

No one looked at each other or spoke as they climbed to the tree 
houses. The only sound was the slow melody of Calla opening a new 
tunnel into the earth to bring the Collective to confront the Neverseen. 


TWENTY 


KEEFE GLOWERED AT the campfire in the boys’ common room, 


keeping his back turned to all of his friends. “I can’t believe you went to 
face the Neverseen without me!” 

“And me,” Fitz added. 

“And me,” Dex said. 

Both boys had very noticeably chosen beanbag chairs as far from 
Sophie and Biana as the room allowed. 

“We didn’t know that’s what we were doing,” Sophie said, holding out 
her arm so Della could smear ointment on a deep scratch. “Calla only 
told us there were weird whispers in the forest—and she needed us to 
leave right away.” 

“If it makes you feel any better,” Biana added, uncoiling the knot in 
her hair and looking way too good for someone who'd just survived a 
showdown with their enemy. “I’m pretty sure Calla only brought me 
because I happened to be there.” 

“It’s a good thing you were,” Sophie told her. “You stopped me from 
making a ton of dangerous mistakes. And I never would’ve thought to 
throw my pendant at the force field.” 

Warm spots colored Biana’s cheeks. “I just remembered what Fitz’s 
note had said about the smallest things being the most dangerous and I 
thought... why not?” 

“Well, it was brilliant,” Sophie said. “You saved us.” 

Biana smiled. “Anytime.” 

Keefe ruined the moment by grumbling, “But you didn’t learn 
anything! You had the Neverseen right in front of you—you talked to 


him!” 

“I know,” Sophie mumbled. “I tried to trick him into telling me 
something, but he was too smart. And when I tried to probe his mind, I 
couldn’t push through the force field.” 

“I bet we could’ve done it together,” Fitz said. 

“Maybe,” Sophie admitted. “I wish you could’ve been there.” 

“Me too. Don’t run off like that again, okay?” he asked. 

“Pll try not to.” Sophie hoped his small smile meant she’d been 
forgiven. 

“And we did learn something super important,” Biana added. “The 
Neverseen guy we met today went to Exillium.” 

“Does that mean he’s the Boy Who Disappeared?” Fitz asked. 

“It seems like it,” Sophie said. “And even if he isn’t, now we might 
have a way to find out who he is.” 

“Already on it,” Dex said, running toward his bedroom. He raced back 
a minute later holding a Dexified Imparter, with wires jutting out the 
corners of the small silver square. 

“I put all the stolen Exillium records on here,” he said, twisting the 
wires and tapping the screen. “We’re looking for Psionipaths, right?” 

Sophie nodded. “There can’t be many of those, can there?” 

“You'd be surprised,” Della said, treating a thin scratch on Biana’s 
cheek. “The talent can be unstable, like pyrokinesis. Not quite as 
dangerous, but it’s one of the most common abilities among the 
banished.” 

“Well, we still know his age range and his special ability,” Sophie said. 
“That will have to narrow things down. And once we figure out who he 
is, we'll work on finding him—assuming the Black Swan hasn’t caught 
him already.” 

Dex frowned. “Looks like there’s eight guys with that ability who were 
at Exillium at the right time. And none of them ever made it back to the 
Lost Cities.” 

“Great—so it’s another dead end,” Keefe said, looking like he wanted 
to punch something. 

Sophie heard him mumble under his breath, “He was right in front of 
them.” 


She wished she could make him understand how much she'd wanted 
to learn something about his mom. Instead, she joined Fitz and Biana, 
who had gathered around Dex, studying the list of eight Exillium 
Psionipaths. None of the names looked familiar, and they were all 
banished for some variation of the same reason: proven unstable and unfit 
for society. But surely there had to be something that would clue them in 
to which one was him. 

“That does not look like an approved assignment,” Mr. Forkle said, 
stomping into the room. 

Sophie was too happy he was still alive—and safe—to care about his 
grumbling. 

The rest of the Collective filed in behind him, all equally unharmed. 

Her joy evaporated when Mr. Forkle said, “All of Brackendale is an 
inferno of Everblaze. The Neverseen must’ve torched the area after you 
left.” 

“Do you think the tree will survive in its force field?” Sophie asked. 

“I suspect it was already gone,” Calla said. “I searched underground 
most carefully and couldn't find a single root.” 

“So that’s it?” Fitz asked. 

“For the moment,” Mr. Forkle said, collapsing into one of the empty 
beanbag boulders. “We'll find a way to alert the Council so they can 
extinguish the Everblaze.” 

A loud THUMP! turned everyone’s heads, and they spotted Keefe 
shaking his fist. 

“We echo your frustrations, Mr. Sencen,” Mr. Forkle said. “But 
punching walls is not the answer. Remember, Miss Foster has a 
photographic memory.” He turned to Sophie. “I’m going to need to see 
all of your memories of the tree.” 

Sophie nodded, proud of herself for not fidgeting as he poked around 
her mind. She tried to feel his presence, but his telepathy was 
completely undetectable. 

“The tree was healthy?” he asked after several seconds. 

“I thought that was strange too,” Sophie said. “I’d figured it was 
incubating the plague under the force field, but if that were true, the 
branches or leaves would’ve looked sickly, right?” 

“One would assume,” Mr. Forkle said. 


“So maybe they were incubating something else.” Granite glanced at 
the other members of the Collective before adding, “It’s possible the 
Neverseen could be working on a cure.” 

“That almost makes sense,” Mr. Forkle admitted. “If they develop a 
cure before the Council, they could use it as leverage, much the same as 
if they’d managed to capture the alicorns in their previous attempts.” 

“But how can a tree be the cure?” Dex asked. 

“It could be a test subject,” Blur suggested. 

“Or it could be a Panakes,” Calla breathed. 

For a second Sophie thought Calla had said “Pancakes” and found 
herself picturing a tree made of fluffy griddle cakes drizzled with syrup 
and butter. 

“What’s a Panakes>?” she asked. 

“Nothing more than legend,” Squall said. 

“That is what many believe,” Calla agreed. “But I’ve never been 
convinced either way. There are so many songs, all telling the same story 
of the Brave Ones—the Trees of Healing that grew along the shores of 
the Eventide River during our years in Serenvale. Some say the trees 
were lost when the river ran dry and we were forced to flee our 
homeland. Others claim they never existed beyond the stories. And still 
others claim the Panakes thrive today, imprisoned behind the gates of 
Ravagog.” 

“The last myth has never been confirmed by any who’ve visited the 
city,” Mr. Forkle reminded her. 

“Yes, but hasn’t their access been severely limited?” Calla asked. “I’m 
not a fool. I know the possibilities are slim. But until I have proof either 
way, I will not completely abandon my hope.” 

“Do you know what the Panakes look like?” Sophie asked. 

“Only my imaginings,” Calla said. 

“Well,” Mr. Forkle said, shattering the silence that followed. “These 
are all certainly things we must investigate. But first, we have bigger 
issues.” 

He rose from his beanbag—which required quite a lot of thrashing 
and flailing—and moved to stand over Calla. “You acted without orders.” 

“I did,” Calla agreed. “But I will not apologize.” 


Sophie wasn’t sure if she wanted to give Calla a high five or hide her 
from the furious Collective. 

Calla, meanwhile, remained remarkably calm. “Have you ever 
wondered why moonlarks do not bring their hatchlings back to their 
nests?” 

“What does that have to do with anything?” Wraith asked. 

Calla ignored his question. “They leave their hatchlings alone 
because they know their young need to be strong. Moonlarks face more 
predators than most other creatures. So even though the parents follow 
their eggs across the ocean and are never far away from the babies, they 
do not make contact, and they do not bring them to the nest. Their 
instincts know that if they did, they would shelter the younglings and 
weaken their ability to survive.” 

“So if I’m understanding you correctly,” Granite said, “you're 
implying were overprotecting our moonlark>?” 

“Have you put her—or her friends—to use since bringing her here?” 

“It’s only been a few days,” Squall argued. 

“And we're giving them in-depth training,” Granite added. 

“Plus, we'll be putting them in major danger when we rescue 
Prentice,” Blur finished. 

Sophie wasn’t sure she loved that emphasis on “major danger.” But 
she also knew Calla was right. 

“The mission we went on today,” she said, “was no different than any 
of the other places you’ve sent me with your notes and clues. How many 
times have I almost died?” 

“All the more reason why we're taking only calculated risks,” Mr. 
Forkle said. 

“Which is what this was,” Calla insisted. “Youve known me for 
centuries. You know that endangering Sophie—or any of these children 
—is the last thing I would ever do. But you also must accept the reality 
that sometimes we're going to need their help.” 

Mr. Forkle walked to the fire and stared at the flames so long Sophie 
felt twitchy. 

“Perhaps you're right,” he finally said. “We have not been utilizing 
their talents to the full. And in light of today’s developments, it’s crucial 


we attempt to discern what the Neverseen are planning. So I think it’s 
time we attempt Mr. Sencen’s plan.” 

“My plan?” Keefe asked, looking as confused as Sophie. 

Surely the Black Swan weren’t implying they were going to go 
barreling into Ravagog. 

But then she remembered that Keefe had suggested another plan— 
one Mr. Forkle had even said had its merits. 

Mr. Forkle confirmed her suspicions when he said, “Tomorrow the 
three of us will pay a visit to Gethen.” 


TWENTY-ONE 


What DO YOU mean by ‘three’?” Fitz asked the Collective. “There 


are five of us—six if you include my mom.” 

“I’m aware,” Mr. Forkle said. “But I only need Miss Foster and Mr. 
Sencen for this.” 

“But I’m Sophie’s Cognate!” Fitz argued. 

“Cognate-in-training,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “Besides, Miss Foster will 
only use her abilities if I decide it’s safe. And Mr. Sencen is only going to 
be the ruse.” He turned to Keefe. “You're confident you can mimic your 
mother’s voice?” 

“You have no idea how many detentions I’ve talked my way out of.” 

Mr. Forkle didn’t find that as reassuring as Keefe intended. But all he 
said was, “Be ready at sunrise.” 

He met them in the bridge’s gazebo the next morning, wearing a long 
black cloak with the Neverseen’s symbol on the sleeve. To say the 
costume triggered panic was an understatement. 

When everyone was done screaming and bracing for attack, Mr. 
Forkle tossed back his hood and gave Sophie and Keefe matching cloaks. 
Sophie’s hands shook as she slipped on her costume, and she couldn't 
take her eyes off the sleeve, remembering all the times the same white 
eye had taunted her dreams. 

Keefe looked just as pale, but his jaw was set with determination. 

“Be safe,” Della whispered, pulling them both close for a hug. 

“You're sure you don’t want me to come?” Fitz tried one more time. 

“Yes, Mr. Vacker. But don’t worry, you'll have plenty of opportunities 
to risk your life in the future.” 


The sad part was, Mr. Forkle wasn’t really joking. 

“Remember your panic switch if you need me,” Dex told Sophie. 

“That is very generous, Mr. Dizznee. But we’re going somewhere 
you'll be unable to follow unless you have one of these.” 

Mr. Forkle pulled a grayish vial out of his cloak pocket, and Sophie 
groaned when she recognized the weak glow of Candesia—one of the 
five unmapped stars. Sophie had endured a leap with its light once 
before, during an exhausting test the Black Swan put her and Keefe 
through to try and figure out how the Neverseen kept following them. 

“It is not my first choice either, Miss Foster. But there was only one 
place we could think to move Gethen that the Neverseen could not easily 
burn.” 

Sophie sighed. “Underwater.” 


THE LEAP FELT every bit as endless as Sophie remembered, as if time 
had screeched to a halt, trapping them forever in the empty gray 
nothing. And yet, somehow it still seemed too soon when they collapsed 
in the soggy circle of sand. An invisible force field created a dome of air 
around them. 

“Was this made by a Psionipath?” Sophie asked, holding up her 
balefire pendant to inspect the edges of the force field. 

“One of the best,” Mr. Forkle agreed. 

“Where’s our kraken buddy this time?” Keefe asked, squinting at the 
empty ocean. 

“The water is too warm here. Last time I sent you to our northern 
retreat. This is our eastern hold.” 

Sophie shouldn’t have been surprised that the Black Swan had more 
than one underwater hideout—or a Psionipath on their team. But it was 
hard to process how truly huge their organization was turning out to be. 

“Am I the only one who doesn’t see a prison?” Keefe asked, pacing the 
length of the bubble. 

Mr. Forkle stomped his feet. “The prison is beneath us.” 

He removed a parcel from his cloak pocket, releasing a plume of stink 
as he unwrapped a blob of solidified black slime. 


“What’s that?” Sophie asked, plugging her nose to block the sour- 
cheese smell. 

“Congealed selkie skin,” Mr. Forkle said. “I’ve just signaled the 
dwarves below to take out the slice I sent them. A tredgeon will soon 
find the smell irresistible and create our tunnel.” 

Sophie had no idea what a tredgeon was, but she had a feeling it was 
better not to ask. Instead she said, “Does that mean the dwarves are 
working with us again?” 

“A handful of them, yes. And they are incredibly generous to do so 
considering Yegor passed away yesterday.” 

Sophie’s heart felt like it had been dunked in ice water. “He was the 
dwarf injured on Everest, wasn’t he>” 

Mr. Forkle nodded. 

The fury made Sophie shake—or she thought that was the reason, 
until she realized the ground was shaking as well. Seconds later she 
noticed a giant bump racing toward them, but when she flinched back, 
Mr. Forkle told her, “Remain still. And make no sound.” 

He tossed the selkie skin to the center of their small space, just as a 
huge iridescent claw popped out of the sand. A second claw followed, 
along with way too many squirming legs and antennae and some sort of 
giant glowing opalescent shell. 

The tredgeon gobbled up the selkie skin and burrowed back into the 
sand, leaving a gaping tunnel. 

“Our path awaits,” Mr. Forkle said. 

“Isn't that thing still down there?” Sophie whispered. 

“Probably. But it’s perfectly harmless.” 

“It didn’t look harmless.” In fact, Sophie was pretty sure those claws 
would feature prominently in her nightmares. 

Still, she followed Mr. Forkle into the tunnel. Every shift of the sand 
made her jump, anticipating a tredgeon attack. 

“Easy, Foster,” Keefe told her, offering her his hand. 

She took it. “You're shaking. . . .” 

“Uh, yeah. Giant claws could come popping out of the sand any 
second!” 


“Honestly, have you two never seen a sand crab before?” Mr. Forkle 
asked. 


“Teeny tiny ones I caught in the waves when my parents took me to 
the beach,” Sophie said. “Is that what those things look like when they’re 
bigger?” 

She scratched her arms, feeling like the time shed seen a butterfly 
under a microscope and deeply regretted ever letting them land on her 
fingers. 

“Actually, tredgeons are much prettier,” Mr. Forkle promised. “The 
dwarves esteem tredgeon carapace above any gem. King Enki’s crown is 
carved from a single piece.” 

“That’s ... super gross,” Keefe said. 

Mr. Forkle ignored him and they moved in silence, until the tunnel 
brightened with flickering blue light. 

“Is everyone ready?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

Keefe flipped up his hood. “Bring it on.” 

Their plan was simple: pretend to break into the chamber, and hope 
Gethen believed he was being rescued. Mr. Forkle had already alerted 
the guards so they’d know to play along. 

“There it is,” Mr. Forkle whispered as a round door came into view. It 
looked like a giant abalone shell with swirling blotches of blue, green, 
and silver. 

Keefe moved to the lead. 

“Remember, if at any point you need to abort, cry swan song and our 
guards will get us out,” Mr. Forkle told him. 

“I can handle it,” Keefe promised. 

Sophie hoped that was true. The warning Mr. Forkle had given Keefe 
a few days earlier kept echoing through her head. 

One should never rely on their enemies to give them hope. 

“Here goes nothing,” Keefe whispered, then shouted “NOW!” and 
rammed his shoulder against the abalone shell, slamming the door 
open. 

The next few minutes were filled with more screams and bangs and 
crashes than a summer blockbuster movie. The dwarven guards made 
an excellent show of resisting before collapsing to the ground with 
defeated groans. Keefe shouted orders in his mother’s voice and threw 
open another abalone door, revealing a thick net of dried kelp. 


Sophie backed away as Mr. Forkle shattered his balefire crystal 
against the crackly leaves. Blue sparks showered the kindling, filling the 
cavern with thick, salty smoke. The fire burned hot and fast, and then it 
was gone. As the smoke cleared, Sophie got her first glimpse of Gethen 
hunched against the wall, bound, gagged, and blindfolded. His black 
Neverseen cloak was gone, revealing a wrinkled shirt and military-style 
vest. Yet he still bore the Neverseen symbol on a wide black band tied 
around his bicep. 

“Gethen, wake up!” Keefe-as-Lady-Gisela shouted. “Time to go— 
someone untie him.” 

This was the trickiest part—the moment where everything could 
unravel. 

Gethen had likely been trained to wait for some sort of code word in 
case of traps like this. And they were hoping all the excitement would 
have him thinking about the word. Sophie and Keefe needed to amp up 
the charade while Mr. Forkle plucked the code word from his mind. 

Keefe shouted more commands in his mother’s voice, and Sophie set 
to work removing Gethen’s gag. The fabric was soaked with drool, and 
Sophie felt her stomach lurch as the slimy moisture coated her fingers. 
She wiped them on his wrist bonds as she removed those next, her eyes 
fixating on the crescent-shaped scar on Gethen’s hand. The mark had 
been a present from the dog Gethen used the first time he tried to 
kidnap her, and it had faded since the last time Sophie saw it. 

Why did he get to heal, when the hurt he’d caused would never go 
away? 

She was so focused on the scar, she hadn’t noticed that Keefe had 
come up beside her. So she jumped when he shouted, in Lady Gisela’s 
voice, “Polaris!” 

Mr. Forkle nodded at Sophie, confirming that was a word he’d found 
in Gethen’s mind. 

“Polaris,” Keefe repeated. When Gethen didn’t stir, he slapped 
Gethen’s face. “Didn’t you hear me? I said Polaris!” 

Keefe went to hit Gethen again, but Sophie grabbed his wrist and 
pointed to Gethen’s hand, where two fingers had begun to twitch. 

“That’s right,” Keefe said in his mother’s voice. “Wake up, we have to 
get out of here.” 


Gethen moaned and thrashed, knocking off his blindfold. 

Sophie had about three seconds to celebrate their victory. Then 
Gethen’s lips cracked with a smile as his eyes settled on her. “Sophie 
Foster. Just who I wanted to see.” 


TWENTY-TWO 


You DIDN’T HONESTLY think you could fool me, did you?” Gethen 


asked, laughing as Mr. Forkle scrambled to pull Sophie away from him. 
“Apparently you did. That’s hilarious.” 

He tossed his blond hair out of his face, revealing a black eye from 
where Sophie had Sucker Punched him during his capture. His nose 
also looked swollen and crooked. Sophie hoped it was broken. 

Her fingers curled into a fist—ready to pummel him again—when he 
told her, “Thank you for untying my hands. I probably should’ve waited 
until you'd untied my feet, too.” 

“There’s no way you can escape,” Mr. Forkle said, motioning to the 
fire-scarred doorway. Half a dozen dwarves stood in a tight line with 
melders trained on Gethen’s head. 

“Do I look like I’m trying to leave?” Gethen asked. “I honestly haven’t 
minded my visit here. I do my best thinking when I can tuck my 
consciousness away. I only came back because I couldn’t pass up a 
chance to chat with Miss Foster. Plus, I couldn’t take another second of 
your charade.” He turned to Keefe. “Your mother will laugh when she 
hears about your performance just now—though clearly some of her 
preparation has taken hold.” 

“Preparation for what?” Sophie demanded. 

Gethen’s smile dripped with ice. “Can’t ruin the surprise. He'll find 
out soon enough.” 

“Yeah, I don’t think I will, seeing as how my mom is dead.” 

Sophie was stunned at how calmly Keefe delivered the news—almost 
as stunned as Gethen was to hear it. 


“Another part of the trick?” Gethen asked. 

Keefe leaned closer. “You tell me. Some gnomes saw her all cut up 
and bleeding and being dragged into the mountains near the Lake of 
Blood. We’re assuming the ogres had her killed because she let you get 
captured.” 

“That does sound like something King Dimitar would do,” Gethen 
said quietly. 

“You really think Lady Gisela is . . . >” Sophie couldn't say the last 
word. 

Gethen stared at the ceiling. “How would I know? I’ve spent the last 
days locked away in my own mind. I told you I'd been trained for this.” 
He turned to Mr. Forkle. “I feel you poking around, by the way. Your 
telepathy isn’t nearly as clever as you think. Hers is, of course.” He 
winked his unbruised eye at Sophie. “Too bad she doesn’t know how to 
use it.” 

“I know plenty,” Sophie snapped. 

“STOP!” Mr. Forkle grabbed Sophie by her shoulders. “Do not— 
under any circumstances—attempt to read his mind. Do you understand 
me?” 

“Forkle’s right. I can feel too much hope coming off him.” Keefe 
slammed Gethen into the wall and pinned him by his neck. “What were 
you planning to do to her?” 

Gethen wheezed for breath. 

“Let him go,” Mr. Forkle ordered. 

Keefe hesitated before he dropped him. Gethen doubled over, 
clutching his throat as he hacked and coughed. 

“You'd make this a lot easier on yourself if you’d just answer our 
questions,” Sophie told him. “Tell us what the Neverseen were doing in 
Brackendale.” 

“Brackendale?” Gethen asked. 

“Don’t play dumb. We found your stupid force field around the tree,” 
Keefe snapped. 

Gethen’s brows shot up. “That is . . . unexpected.” 

“We also met one of your buddies,” Sophie added. “He thought he 
was so special with his Psionipath tricks.” 

“He is special,” Gethen said. “I recruited him myself.” 


“But he’s not supposed to be taking action yet,” Mr. Forkle said. “Is 
he?” 

Gethen’s eyes narrowed. “Very good. Your pathetic telepathy scraped 
out one secret—a worthless one you already know most of. Yes, we have 
many timelines. And yes, it looks like one has changed. All that means 
is everyone's roles will soon be much clearer.” 

“Why are you looking at me?” Keefe asked, backing up a step. 

“Why do you sound so afraid?” Gethen countered. “Wouldn't it be 
nice to finally feel useful—not that you haven’t had your moments. But 
someday you'll be more than just the wannabe rebel. Once you stop 
trying to impress the Black Swan’s little doll.” 

“SHUT UP!” Keefe shouted. 

“Oh, come on. Haven’t you always wanted to hear that someone 
believes in you?” Gethen asked. “We do. Or rather, your mother 
convinced us that we should.” 

“Maybe we should go,” Sophie said when she noticed how hard Keefe 
was shaking. 

“Yes, I think that’s a good idea,” Mr. Forkle agreed. 

“Not yet,” Keefe said, stalking closer to Gethen. “How long have you 
known my mother?” 

“She joined us not long after she got pregnant with you. Puts things 
in perspective, doesn’t it? All the lies you believed. All the clues you 
missed. And now she could very well be gone and you'll never get to 
know why. Unless I tell you.” 

“You're a monster,” Sophie growled. 

“Said the living lab experiment. Tell me, did he spark your life and 
then freeze you and keep tweaking?” 

“Of course not!” Mr. Forkle turned to Sophie. “Any tweaks I made to 
your DNA were done before your inception. I implanted your embryo 
immediately.” 

“Okay,” Sophie said, not sure why he seemed so upset by the idea. 
Humans froze embryos all the time. And either way, she was still an 
experiment. 

But for the first time, she didn’t care. 

She stalked closer. “If whatever they did to me makes it so I can stop 
you, it’s worth it.” 


“You may inconvenience us occasionally,” he sneered. “But you will 
never stop us.” 

“We'll see about that,” Mr. Forkle told him. “She’s done an excellent 
job keeping you distracted. And now I’ve found the information we 
came for. Looks like the next stage of your timeline will be in 
Merrowmarsh.” 

Gethen’s jaw dropped. 

“I can divide my consciousness,” Mr. Forkle said with a smile. “One 
part of my mind was being rather obvious while the other slipped past 
and dug out what I needed. Clever enough for you?” 

“Itd be more clever if you had any chance of stopping what’s 
happening.” 

“There’s always a way,” Mr. Forkle said, dusting off his hands. “Oh, 
and we'll also be removing that bludgeblot from your nails so we won't 
have to worry about your friends tracking you.” 

Gethen snorted. “There’s no way to remove bludgeblot—that’s why 
the ogres use it. Burned like the sun when they painted it on.” 

“Well then. I guess we'll just have to remove your nails entirely. Our 
Froster will be by soon to freeze them off. So I'd recommend you go 
back to that place you’ve been hiding and hope your pain receptors stop 
working.” 

Gethen shouted threats as they left, but the warnings were as empty 
as his sandy cell. 

His final words to Keefe were the only ones with any impact. 

“You're choosing the wrong side, boy. You'll regret it when you see 
your mother’s vision realized. But then it’ll be too late.” 


TWENTY-THREE 


You GUYS DON'T look so good,” Dex said as Sophie and Keefe 


stumbled back to the girls’ main room. “What happened?” 

Sophie didn’t know where to begin as she collapsed into the nearest 
chair. Keefe flopped onto the ottoman next to her and stared at the 
ceiling. 

They’d had to use light from Marquiseire to leap home, and the 
unmapped star’s glow felt like getting sliced and diced by a shattered 
disco ball. But Sophie’s unease had much more to do with the fact that 
Calla and Blur were on their way to Merrowmarsh—another Neutral 
Territory—to investigate, while Mr. Forkle had left to get Squall so she 
could freeze off Gethen’s fingernails. 

The latter task haunted Sophie more than the first, making the black 
swan pendant around her neck grow a million pounds heavier. She 
knew they had to stop the Neverseen from finding Gethen, but .. . 
wasn’t what they were doing to him torture? 

Della crouched in front of Sophie and turned Sophie’s face from side 
to side, then squeezed Sophie's cheeks, giving her a fish face. 

“What are you doing?” Sophie asked—though it came out more like 
“Wharyoooing?” 

“Attempting to fill in for Elwin. He gave me a Sophie Survival Kit, as 
well as a separate list called Crazy Messes That Sophie Will Find A Way 
To Get Herself Into.” 

Sophie sighed as Della fished a huge collection of crumpled papers 
from her pocket, each covered in Elwin’s messy writing. 


“Here it is,” she said after flipping through several. “Light poisoning. 
Symptoms include fatigue, severe dehydration, bluish tint to the gums, 
and glints of sparkle in the irises.” 

“Poisoning?” Sophie repeated. “And wait—what about my irises?” 

“It means your body re-formed with light particles still in it. Not 
surprising considering you were leaping with the unmapped stars.” 
Della handed Sophie a mirror. “See what I mean>” 

“Great. My eyes look like alicorn poop.” 

Della laughed. “It is a strange effect, lll admit. Even stranger how it 
makes Keefe look like a Vacker.” 

Della was right. The shimmer in Keefe’s eyes made them look teal for 
some reason. 

“Always wanted to be part of the family,” Keefe mumbled. The 
sadness in his voice broke Sophie’s heart. 

“Are you okay?” she whispered. 

Keefe shrugged and scooted away from her. 

“You'll both feel better once you take Elwin’s remedy.” Della opened a 
huge medicine cabinet—which Sophie had thought was just a big 
shrubbery—and studied the shelves of small glass vials. There were 
elixirs, balms, and poultices in every color. Della handed them each a 
tarlike vial and one that looked a lot like snot. 

Sophie uncorked the black one and took a whiff. “Ugh, this smells 
like Iggy burp.” 

“Here,” Della said, giving them each a bottle of Youth. “Wash it down 
with this. You need it for the dehydration, anyway.” 

The slightly sweet water helped a little. But Sophie could still taste the 
burpy medicine even after she’d swallowed. And the snotty elixir tasted 
like a bug smoothie. 

“So are you guys ever going to tell us what happened?” Biana asked. 
“Because I think Dex is going to explode if you don’t.” 

“Hey, don’t put it all on me,” Dex argued. “If Biana twists her hands 
any tighter, she’s going to pull off one of her fingers.” 

Biana blushed. “I guess we're all a little worried.” 

Sophie turned to Keefe. “Do you want to tell them?” 

He shook his head. “You'll do a better job.” 


Sophie doubted that, but she did her best to sum up everything 
Gethen had said. Every word seemed to make Keefe slouch smaller. 

“You know he was just saying that stuff to get in your head, right?” 
Fitz asked him. 

“Well, mission accomplished.” Keefe rubbed his temples so hard, he 
left red marks on his forehead. “I mean . . . according to him, she was in 
the Neverseen my entire life. That means every memory I have of her is a 
lie. Every. Single. One!” 

Della wrapped an arm around him. “I know it’s hard, Keefe—” 

“Do you? Because I can’t imagine any of the perfect Vackers being 
longtime traitors.” 

The silence felt painful. 

“Sorry,” Keefe mumbled. “It’s not your fault she’s evil. And don’t try to 
defend her—there’s no debating it anymore. I mean, don’t you realize 
what this means?” His eyes darted to Sophie. “My mom was probably 
part of everything that went down with Jolie.” 

The words were a punch to the gut, and Sophie knew Keefe could tell. 
Jolie’s journal had mentioned a woman communicating with her when 
the Neverseen tried to recruit her. She’d also mentioned a woman being 
there the night the Neverseen tried to force her to set fire to a human 
nuclear power plant. Either could’ve been Lady Gisela—or both. 

“Do you have any theories for the ‘vision’ your mom had for the 
future?” Sophie asked. “Or what this timeline is with the Neutral 
Territories?” 

“Not yet. But I will figure it out. Do you have any fathomlethes in 
there?” he asked Della. 

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” she said. 

“Why, what are fathomlethes>” Sophie asked. 

“Tiny pearls we sometimes find in rare river oysters,” Dex told her. 
“They give you crazy dreams, but they can also help you access your 
long-term memories—” 

“Which is exactly what I need,” Keefe jumped in. “Please?” he asked 
Della. “He said she’s been preparing me. That means there have to be 
clues I didn’t pick up on. Now that I know what to look for, I can find 
them.” 


Della sighed and took out a bottle filled with what looked like blue- 
green caviar. “You can have one,” she said, removing it with tiny tongs. 
“And this is a one-time-only thing.” 


Keefe popped it into his mouth and swallowed. “How long do I have 
before it hits me?” 


“Probably about fifteen minutes,” Dex said. 


“I guess that’s my cue, then.” Keefe waved good night and left for the 
boys’ tree house. “Time to get some answers.” 


TWENTY-FOUR 


Cara AND MR. FORKLE still hadn’t returned by bedtime, and even 


the reveriebells couldn't calm Sophies tangled dreams. Lady Gisela’s 
wounded face kept morphing into Gethen’s as he sat chained in his cell. 
Squall loomed over him, and he screamed in Keefe’s mom’s voice. Then 
his fingernails turned to ice and everything splattered red. 

She dragged herself out of bed at sunrise, hoping a walk by the river 
would clear her head. A soft song rustling through the forest caught her 
attention. 

She raced into the trees, chasing the sound to a small clearing where 
she found Calla singing with her palms pressed against one of the 
trunks. 

“You're back!” she said, startling Calla so much the poor gnome 
nearly fell over. “Sorry. I’m just glad you’re okay. I was worried when you 
weren't home last night.” 

“We only returned an hour ago, wanting to make sure we hadn't 
missed anything.” 

“And?” Sophie pressed. 

Calla slumped against the tree. “And . . . we found nothing. No 
shielded trees. No whispers of warnings in the roots. The Black Swan is 
moving one of Gethen’s dwarven guards to keep an eye on the area, but 
it’s possible that will only make the Neverseen change their plan.” 

“Do you have any idea what they’re up to?” 

“I don’t. And that’s what terrifies me. In all my four thousand, three 
hundred and twenty-nine years on this planet—” 


“Four thousand,” Sophie interrupted. “You're four thousand, three 
hundred and twenty-nine years old?” She knew the elves had indefinite 
lifespans, so it wasn’t that big of a stretch to know that gnomes did too. 
But the number was too huge to fit in her brain. 

“I believe that’s the right age,” Calla agreed. “Though there have been 
stretches where I lost count. But in all that time, I’ve never felt anything 
like the worry I felt coming from Brackendale. That’s why I took such a 
risk to bring you and Biana to investigate. Whatever we're facing is 
unlike anything I’ve experienced. The melodies reminded me of our 
ancient warnings.” 

“Warnings?” Sophie repeated. 

“Songs so old we don’t even know who first sang them. They warn of 
a great Withering before an endless Fall. But our history holds no record 
of any such occurrence.” 

Sophie wasn’t a fan of the word “endless.” “But you believe there’s a 
cure?” 

Calla pressed her ear against the tree. “I believe nature always finds a 
way. But it also does so on its own timeline. We must hope that timeline 
is faster than the Neverseen, or whoever is behind this plague.” 

Sophie wanted to do more than hope—she wanted to act. There had 
to be missing something, some deeper meaning behind what Gethen 
had said, or some detail in the Exillium records they’d overlooked to help 
them find the Psionipath. 

She returned to her tree house prepared to gather her friends and 
come up with a plan. But they’d already gathered—all except Keefe—and 
were waiting around the waterfall. 

Dex held up a gadget that looked even crazier than his Evader. “I 
figured out how to break into the Lumenaria database!” 

It looked like hed wired pieces of Imparters together and shaped 
them into a pyramid, with six long antennas sticking out of the top 
point. Five were made of different metals—gold, silver, bronze, copper, 
and iron. And the sixth looked like a twig. 

“I know the stick part is weird,” Dex said, “but I needed this thing to 
broadcast in all six technologies. The elves, ogres, trolls, goblins, and 
dwarves were easy to figure out, but I had no idea what to do for the 


gnomes. I tried solar-powered stuff, but it still seemed too techie. Then I 
saw some branches on the ground and thought, why not?” 

Only Dex would decide to jab a gadget with a stick. 

“You should’ve heard him squeal when it worked,” Fitz said. “I 
thought a banshee had snuck into the room.” 

“Ignore my son,” Della told Dex. “You deserve to be excited.” 

“Yeah, I can’t believe you figured it out so fast,” Biana told him. 

Sophie smiled. “Dex is a genius.” 

Dex’s grin turned supernova. 

He pressed the base of the gadget, making the pyramid glow green. 
He had to wave it around a few times, like when humans try to search 
for a stronger cell phone signal, but eventually a crackly hum filled the 
room and a fuzzy hologram appeared. 

Sophie squinted at the image. “Is that a scroll?” 

“A super old one. The database is filled with them. I’ve just started 
going through. I was looking for stuff about the Wildwood Colony, but 
this one caught my eye because of all the smudges.” He pointed to black 
smears covering whole paragraphs. “These runes have been blacked out, 
which means someone is trying to keep something secret. But they 
must’ve run low on ink because at the end it’s thin enough for a few 
words to peek through—and if I’m reading them right, it proves the 
ogres have something that gives them leverage with the Council.” 

It took a moment for the gravity of the revelation to hit. 

“So... you're saying the ogres have a way to control the Councillors?” 
Sophie asked. 

“It kinda makes sense,” Fitz said quietly. “Alvar’s always talking about 
the crazy restrictions the ogres put on him when he visits Ravagog, and 
how none of the other creatures would get away with them.” 

“Right,” Dex agreed. “And the really weird part is, you can see it right 
in the treaty—I checked. The treaties for the other species basically say, 
‘We will allow you to remain free because you will do whatever we tell 
you.’ But the ogre treaty is like, ‘We promise we won't use our abilities 
on you, or visit your cities, or ask too many questions about anything 
youre doing, and you're allowed to continue building weapons as long 
as you promise not to use them, and you can do all kinds of other 
dangerous things too and we won’t stop you, and if we do, you have the 


right to declare war’ Why would the Council agree to any of that? It 
doesn’t make sense. Until you look at this.” 

He twisted the gadget again, and the hologram zoomed in to part of 
the scroll where the ink had run thin. 

Sophie squinted at the runes peeking through the faded ink. “What 
does it say>” 

“You can’t read it?” Biana asked her. 

“Only if it’s written in the Black Swan’s code.” 

Mr. Forkle had taught her mind to translate their special cipher 
runes, which came in handy—until she needed to read anything in 
normal runes. Great plan, guys! 

“It’s hard to tell without most of the context,” Dex said, “but this 
sentence is talking about how the ogres will retain possession of 
something that’s clearly super important, and the word they tried to 
black out is ‘drakostomes.’” 

Sophie frowned. “That sounds like some sort of fungus.” 

“So it doesn’t trigger any memories?” Dex asked. 

His shoulders slumped when she shook her head. “I was hoping I’d 
say the word and the memory would click and you'd have all the 
answers.” 

Sophie sighed. “Welcome to working with the Black Swan. It’s full of 
disappointments!” 

“Or maybe the Black Swan doesn’t know either,” Fitz reminded them. 

“Well, whatever they are, they seem to be something the Council 
really wants,” Dex said. “And I’m guessing the Neverseen allied with the 
ogres because of them, probably after they realized they'd never get their 
hands on Silveny and Greyfell. Wouldn't that explain why the Council’s 
gotten so weird lately? Haven’t their craziest decisions happened since 
the ogres got involved? Then suddenly Sophie was the number one 
enemy and they were vowing to hunt down the Black Swan instead of 
the Neverseen?” 

“It does explain a lot,” Della agreed. “Alden and I have had many 
conversations about how the ogres have slaughtered hundreds of 
goblins without punishment. They also stole the gnomes’ homeland— 
dammed up the river and starved the gnomes out. And even after the 


gnomes came to us for aid, the ancient Council let the ogres keep 
Serenvale as part of the treaty.” 

“I thought that was because the ogres refused to leave,” Fitz said. “So 
the only way to force them out would’ve been war.” 

“That’s true,” Della agreed. “And they offered the gnomes protection 
in the Lost Cities—and and not because they suspected how useful the 
gnomes would become. I’ve heard stories from the ancient Vackers 
about how stunned they were the first time the gnomes shared their 
harvest, and it was the gnomes who volunteered to help with other tasks. 
Still, the Council made the trolls return the dwarven mines they’d stolen 
—but in that case, the trolls needed our medicine.” 

“Exactly,” Dex said. “And these drakostomes seem to work the 
opposite way. Something the Council wants—or maybe something 
they’re afraid of—that gives the ogres the upper hand.” 

“But what are they?” Biana asked. “What would make the Council 
grant the ogres’ demands?” 

A question formed in Sophie’s mind—one she didn’t want to ask, 
even after all the times the Council had sided against her. 

“Do you think they have something to do with the plague?” she 
whispered. 

“I thought of that,” Dex said, “but . . . this scroll is olllIIIlld. So if the 
ogres have had the drakostomes all this time, why would they suddenly 
be like, ‘Let’s use it on Wildwood!’” 

Sophie didn’t have an answer. 

Could trying to read King Dimitar’s mind have been that big of a 
deal? 

“And that’s all you've found about the drakostomes?” she asked. 

“So far. But there’s a lot to sort through.” Dex tapped his gadget, 
shutting down the hologram. “TIl search as fast as I can. But right now I 
have to check each scroll one by one. I’m hoping I can make some 
tweaks to search by keyword or something.” 

“Please be careful,” Della said. “It’s amazing that you've been able to 
gain access this quickly, but doesn’t that worry you? I don’t mean this as 
an insult—yourre clearly a brilliant Technopath—but doesn’t it almost 
seem too easy?” 


Dex flipped over the gadget to show her a tightly coiled wire. “Don’t 
worry. This emits a signal that erases any trace of where I’ve been. No 
one will have any idea I was there.” 

“Assuming you haven’t missed a security protocol,” Della reminded 
him. “Let’s all try not to underestimate the Council. If these 
drakostomes are a crucial secret, they’ll have gone to great lengths to 
protect it.” 

“She’s right,” Sophie said. “And we should be really careful who we 
tell about this—especially Calla.” 

If the drakostomes were related to the plague, they wouldn't just have 
proof that the ogres were behind it. 

They'd have proof the Council knew this could happen and never 
warned the gnomes. 


TWENTY-FIVE 


Tue NEXT FEW days were quiet—too quiet for Sophie's liking. 


The dwarf stationed in Merrowmarsh kept reporting “no change,” as 
did Sior when he’d check in with the Collective to update them on his 
search for Keefe’s mom with Lur and Mitya. Keefe hid in his room, 
searching his memories, and so far he hadn’t found anything worth 
sharing. Even Dex didn’t make any progress with his new gadget. He'd 
named it the Twiggler, because it seemed to grow more powerful with 
every stick he added. But he still couldn’t make it search the scrolls any 
faster. 

Mr. Forkle must’ve sensed everyone’s angst, because he kept 
reminding them to focus on their training. The Collective was still 
moving forward with their plan for rescuing Prentice. 

She kept busy by working through trust exercises with Fitz, which did 
at least seem to be helping. By the end of the week Fitz could transmit to 
Sophie even when Calla had led her deep into the forest. And Sophie 
could feel herself needing way less concentration, even when she 
worked alone. She barely had to strain when she called Silveny to check 
on her, and the alicorn’s memories were so sharp Sophie often had to 
remind herself she was still in her tree house. 

Biana made progress as well. She could hold her vanish for so long, 
Sophie would forget she was in the room. But Biana couldn’t figure out 
how to hide from Calla, and neither could Della. Calla kept explaining 
that she saw “glints of life’—which sounded a bit like pollen—gathering 
on their skin and giving them away. But they couldn't sense those glints, 
so they didn’t know how to block them. Biana was determined to figure 


it out, though, and tried all kinds of crazy methods, most of which did 
nothing more than give her a headache. 

When they weren't improving their abilities, Della insisted they learn 
basic fighting skills, since self-defense was a type of violence the elvin 
mind could tolerate. The moves weren't all that different from human 
martial arts. And of course Sophie’s clumsy limbs refused to cooperate, 
while Fitz, Biana, and Dex excelled. 

Sophie quickly grew tired of feeling sore and pathetic—and even 
more tired of only seeing Keefe when he sulked out of his room for 
meals—so when Fitz, Dex, and Biana were practicing some sort of 
scissor-kick that would surely tear every muscle in her body, she slipped 
away and pounded on Keefe’s bedroom door. 

“I’m not leaving until you talk to me,” she told him. 

When Keefe finally relented, she ducked under his arm and snuck 
into his room. 

“Um... wow,” she whispered, stepping back to take in the full effect. 

Three of his four walls had been covered floor to ceiling in scribbled- 
on pieces of paper, like something a serial killer would do. More notes 
were scattered on the floor, his desk, the bed. 

“So... you've been busy,” Sophie said carefully. “Did the fathomlethe 
make you remember all this?” 

Keefe kicked a crumpled note under the bed. “It gave me a surge. But 
the rest is just me.” 

Sophie crossed to the most cluttered wall and squinted at his messy 
writing. 


First day of box€ire-where was she? 

level Four midterm gi€t—reason? 

Why did she make them test me twice to see E I'd 
manitested as a Conjurer 


Keefe kicked another crumpled note that said something about the 
Celestial Festival. “It’s a lot to search through, y'know? Photographic 
memory.” 


Sophie nodded. She turned to the wall that sat catty-corner, where the 
notes seemed to be focused on his more recent memories. 


Dad*s missing blue pathFinder-was it her’ Where did 
she go? 

When did she vig my Sencen Crest? 

Was she one of Sophie and Dex`s kidnappers’ Did she 
hut them? 

What is she “preparing” me Eor? 


Sophie traced her fingers over the last note. “Can I help?” 

“I don’t see how. It’s all about what’s in my memories, and lucky for 
you, you didn’t grow up in that house.” 

“I’m a Telepath,” she reminded him. “I can search your memories 
and project them in a memory log. Wouldn’t it be nice to have the whole 
picture, instead of just scraps of paper?” 

Keefe ran his hands through his hair. “I don’t know.” 

Sophie picked up a note that said: Did she ever love me’ 

“Please let me help,” she begged. 


Keefe sank onto his bed. Scraps of paper fluttered to the floor and 
Sophie checked the messages: 


Door on level thirty-three-where does it go? 
Why so many books in her cfFice-she never reads! 
Did she ever wear the necklace I gave her? 


“Please,” she whispered. “Working alone is so much harder—it’s 
what I used to do, remember? Until someone forced me to include 
them.” 

One side of his mouth twitched with the hint of a smile. “Sounds like 
that person is a genius. Probably shockingly good-looking, too.” 

“Eh.” She laughed when he actually looked wounded. “Oh please, you 
know you're a heartbreaker. You don’t need me to tell you that.” 


“Hey, I have never broken any hearts.” 

“Maybe not intentionally. But come on. When you or Fitz start dating, 
there will be crying in the Foxfire halls. I bet there are girls crying now, 
wishing you guys hadn't left.” 

“Not if they’ve heard how awesome my mom is.” 

“There are still just as many Keefe fangirls, trust me. Everyone loves 
the bad boys.” 

She expected some epic Keefe teasing about her use of the word 
“everyone.” Instead, his shoulders dropped and he asked, “So... you 
think I’m bad?” 

She grabbed a note that said “The Great Gulon Incident” and handed 
it to him. 

His half smile returned. “Point taken.” 

She brushed more notes off the bed and sat next to him. “You haven't 
answered my question, by the way. Will you let me help?” 

Keefe stared at his ceiling. “I don’t know if it’s a good idea.” 

“Why not?” 

“Let’s just say my head is not an awesome place right now.” 

“So? I’ve been in Prentice’s head, remember? And Fintan’s. And 
Brant’s!” 

“Great. So you think I’m the same as a bunch of psychos.” 

“I never said that. And Prentice isn’t psycho.” 

“Close enough. For right now.” 

Sophie hated that he was right. “All I meant was that nothing could 
shock me.” 

“I seriously doubt that.” 

“I don’t. I’ve also been in Alden’s mind after it shattered, remember? 
Shoot, I’ve been in an ogre’s mind—though that was surprisingly soft 
and calm. But still. An ogre brain! And I’ve been in Lady Galvin’s head 
too, when I stole the Alchemy midterm questions.” 

“I forgot about that. Who knew you were such a rebel>” 

“I have my moments.” 

He almost looked proud. “But . . . now you're used to spending your 
days trading secrets with Captain Perfect. And I guarantee you, my mind 
is nothing like his.” 

“Who said it should be? And Fitz isn’t perfect, by the way.” 


“He’s close enough.” He moved to the one wall in his room not 
covered in paper scraps. “I hate watching it,” he whispered. “Them and 
Della. It’s all so happy and easy.” 

Sophie moved to his side. 

He didn’t look at her as he added, “I used to wish I was a Vacker. I’d 
be over at their house, dreading the moment I had to go home. But 
nope. I’m a Sencen. And it just keeps getting worse and worse.” 

No words existed to make anything better. So she reached for his 
hand. 

On the wall in front of them was a particularly small note with only 
three words: 


Who am I? 


“Easy question,” she said, taking it down. “You're Keefe Sencen. 
Master mischief-maker. Tormenter of principals. Frequenter of 
Detention. And one of the best guys I know.” 

He raised one eyebrow as he turned to study her. “I’m not the best?” 

“It’s a three-way tie. And you're also always there when your friends 
need you. So how about you let one of us be there for you for a change?” 

He looked away again. “You really think you can handle it?” 

“Psh, I can handle anything.” She usually didn’t feel comfortable 
making such bold, confident statements. But for once it actually felt 
right. “Please? Don’t keep doing this alone.” 


Keefe sighed. “Okay . . . but remember—you promised you wouldn't 
hate me.” 

“I did. And that’s one promise IIl have no problem keeping.” 

“We'll see . . .” He looked like he wanted to say something else. 


Instead he turned away. 

“So do you want to get started now?” she asked. 

“Not really.” He rubbed his eyes, and the dark circles seemed to sink 
deeper into his skin. “I’ve been up all night the last few days. And the 
one time I did sleep was with the fathomlethe. Dex was right about the 
dreams.” He tangled his arms around himself and shuddered. “But I 
don’t know if I can fall asleep.” 

“Well, you're never going to relax in this hive-of-crazy!” 


She grabbed a handful of notes and pulled them off the nearest wall. 

“Don’t—” 

“I’m just getting them out of sight so we can organize them. This was 
you working alone. Now you have me.” 

“I do.” 

Sophie couldn’t tell if that was a statement or a question. 

“Try to rest,” she told him. “rll be out of here as soon as I’m done 
cleaning up.” 

Keefe opened his mouth to argue but the words were swallowed by a 
yawn. He crawled into bed and buried his face in his pillow. Sophie 
resisted the urge to tease him about drooling. 

It took her longer than she’d expected to de-serial-killer his room. But 
by the time she’d pulled down the last note, Keefe’s breathing had 
slowed. She listened to the rhythmic sound as she stacked the tattered 
pages together, wishing she could clear away his worries as easily as she 
could clear away the scraps. 

“Sweet dreams,” she whispered as she turned to leave. “You deserve 
them.” 

Keefe didn’t move, and his breathing stayed steady. But when she 
turned off the lights, she could’ve sworn his lips were smiling. 


“HOW TROUBLED IS he?” Mr. Forkle asked, giving Sophie a minor 
heart attack as she entered the boys’ main room. He stood by the fire pit, 
his eyes reflecting the flickering flames. 

“Mr. Sencen,” he clarified. “How concerned should we be>” 

“What do you mean by ‘concerned’?” Sophie asked. 

“You did see the state of his room just now, yes?” 

Sophie looked away. “I took down all the notes, so hopefully that’ll let 
him sleep. And he agreed to let me search his memories and record 
them.” 

Mr. Forkle traced his fingers along his chin. 

“Do you think we're going to find a clue about the Neverseen in his 
memories?” she asked, the words so quiet she could barely hear them. 

“It seems likely. No one keeps up a pretense perfectly. In fact, I’ve 
made several slips I’m stunned you didn’t catch.” 


“Like what?” Sophie asked. 

A smile was all he gave her. 

“I’m also inclined to believe Gethen wasn’t exaggerating about the 
Neverseen having plans for Mr. Sencen. He’s a very talented boy. But as 
for whether we'll find clues . . . well . . . searching an entire lifetime is a 
daunting task. Either way, I’m counting on you to keep me informed of 
anything concerning—and by ‘concerning, I mean anything relating to 
our fatal flaw. You’ve likely heard of the concept in your human studies. 
Elves all bear the same one.” 

“Arrogance?” Sophie guessed. 

“Pll pretend you didn’t look at me as you said that. And that is a vice. 
Our fatal flaw is guilt. We all react to it in different ways. In Mr. Sencen’s 
case, it appears to have set him on a quest for understanding. Such 
quests often end at a crossroads, and should that be the case I cannot 
say which path Mr. Sencen will choose.” 

“You realize that makes zero sense, right?” 

He shrugged. “Let us hope it remains that way. But keep your eyes 
open to warning signs. And be sure to get some rest. Tomorrow will be 
very . . . complicated.” 


TWENTY-SIX 


Don't SCREAM,” A deep voice told Sophie as she passed through the 


breakfast area on her way for another early morning river walk. 

Of course she screamed—but who wouldn't scream if they found a 
strange figure lurking in the shadows? Especially if that figure happened 
to look like a giant two-legged poodle? 

Curly white fur covered his body, leaving only his dark blue eyes and 
pink lips exposed. 

“W-who are you?” she whispered. 

The poodle figure rubbed his furry arms. “Apparently my code name 
is Coiffe.” 

“I hope that means you're part of the Black Swan,” Sophie said. 

“Would I be here if I weren’t?” He stepped closer and she backed up. 
“If I meant to harm you, Sophie, I would’ve grabbed you when you 
entered the gazebo. I had plenty of time, and I’m much stronger than 
you.” 

“Is that supposed to reassure me?” 

“Yes.” He scratched his shoulder, then his chest, then his arms and 
legs. “Argh—I swear I’ve picked up ichrites in this infernal fur.” 

“Ichrites?” Sophie asked. 

“A type of insect that feeds on unicorn blood.” He leaned against the 
post of the gazebo, rubbing his back like a bear scratching on a tree. “My 
involvement with the Black Swan is usually more hands off. But today I 
must play babysitter, so I get to be this.” He waved his hands at his fur 
before going back to scratching, and Sophie got a feeling she wasn’t 
going to be a fan of Coiffe. 


“Sophie?” Dex shouted, racing down the stairs two at a time. “Are you 
okay? I heard you scream.” 

Fitz and Biana were right behind him, with Keefe a few steps farther 
back. They froze when they spotted Coiffe. 

“Is this guy bothering you?” Fitz asked. 

“Ts that a guy?” Dex added. 

“He says he’s with the Black Swan,” Sophie told them. 

“Couldn't anyone say that?” Fitz asked. 

Coiffe rolled his eyes and pulled a monocle pendant like theirs out of 
the curls of his fur. “Happy now?” 

“Just when I thought this place couldn’t get any weirder,’ Biana 
mumbled. 

Dex moved closer to Coiffe and squinted at his fur. “What'd you do, 
mix a bunch of Curly-dew with Macho-Macho and a couple drops of 
Body Warmer?” 

“I don’t know. But I wouldn’t be surprised if your father’s ridiculous 
store was involved,” Coiffe muttered. “Only Kesler Dizznee would waste 
time figuring out how to give someone a fur coat.” 

Yeah ... Sophie definitely wasn’t going to be a fan of Coiffe. 

“My father is one of the most talented alchemist’s in our world,” Dex 
snapped. 

“He is,” Coiffe agreed. “But even you must admit he gravitates toward 
the absurd.” 

“That’s intentional,” Sophie told him. 

Kesler kept Slurps and Burps strange to make the stuck-up nobility 
uncomfortable. 

“So wait,” Keefe jumped in. “Are you naked right now? Because I 
think I speak for everyone when I say: Yuck.” 

Sophie smiled, relieved to see Keefe acting more like his old self. 
Shadows still darkened his eyes, but his smirk had returned with full 
force. 

“If you must know,” Coiffe snapped, “I’m wearing a bathing suit 
under all of this. You try wearing ten pounds of fur and see if you feel 
like putting a cloak on top of it—especially with the way it tugs. And 
shouldn't there be one more of you? I was told there would be six.” 

“There are.” Della appeared next to him. 


He scrambled back, tripping over the black bags piled at his feet. “Ms. 
Vacker. How ironic to see you among our ranks, considering the task we 
are about to perform.” 

“And what task would that be?” Della asked, not bothering to correct 
her name. 

“Isn't it obvious?” He tossed them each one of the black bundles. 
“Get dressed. It’s time to see if you're talented enough to break into 
Exile.” 


“THIS ISN’T THE desert,” Sophie said as they reappeared in a forest 
high in the mountains. 

“How astute of you,” Coiffe told her, leading them up a narrow path. 
A thin layer of snow had turned the mountain gray and crunchy, and 
Sophie snuggled deeper into her dark cloak, glad the heavy fabric was 
extra warm. 

“Question,” Keefe said after they’d climbed for several minutes. “Why 
do all the trees look like they want to eat us?” 

He wasn’t wrong. The gnarled, bulbous trunks reached for them with 
clawed, branchy hands, and the knots in the wood looked like eyes. 

Sophie checked each one, squinting as far into the distance as she 
could, wondering if she'd find any with a force field. 

“You okay?” Dex asked as Sophie tripped over the edge of her heavy 
cloak. 

“Yeah. I just wish this thing fit better.” 

“Tell me about it.” His sleeves completely covered his hands. 

“Are you sure this is the right way?” she asked Coiffe as the forest 
thinned around them. “Last time we entered Exile through a sand pit.” 

“And last time you had permission to be there,” Coiffe reminded her. 
“Do you really think you can walk in the main entrance?” 

“No. But it’s hard to know what’s going on when no one’s told us the 
plan,” she snapped. 

“That was not my decision.” 

They passed several more trees before Coiffe doubled back. “Finally,” 
he said, tracing his furry fingers down a sun-bleached trunk. “It takes a 
keen eye to find the trail.” 


“Yeah, well, did those keen eyes of yours also see you just stepped in 
a big pile of sasquatch poop?” Keefe asked. 

Coiffe muttered something about the Black Swan testing his patience 
as he attempted to scrape his furry foot clean. Then he led them west, 
counting eight trees before turning north and counting four more. They 
repeated the process through several more twists and turns, until they 
reached a tree on the edge of a slope. 

It wasn’t the biggest tree they’d seen, but Sophie could tell it was 
ancient. Its curled branches stretched toward the clouds, daring a storm 
to take it down. 

Coiffe knocked on the lumpy trunk, making five quick thumps, two 
soft pats, and seven slaps in a strange rhythm. 

“And now,” he said, “I’m free of further responsibility.” 

“You're leaving?” Fitz asked as Coiffe pulled a crystal pendant from 
his tangled fur. 

Coiffe laughed. “Surely the Champions of the Everest Ambush have 
no reason to fear an empty forest—though it doesn’t feel empty, does it? 
Better hope whatever’s nearby isn’t hungry.” 

“He’s kidding, right?” Biana asked as Coiffe glittered away. 

“I’m sure he is,” Della said. But she scanned the forest carefully. 

“The Black Swan needs a better screening process for their helpers,” 
Dex decided. 

Sophie tucked her hands into her cloak pockets to keep them warm, 
and her fingers grazed the edge of Kenric’s cache. She'd figured that 
breaking into the world’s most secure prison was the kind of place 
where it might be smart to have a powerful bargaining chip. 

“Anyone have any theories on where we are?” Fitz asked. “I’m 
guessing somewhere human, since I don’t see any Pures.” 

The Pures were palmlike trees with fan-shaped leaves that filtered 
any pollutants out of the air. Every elvin city and manor had at least one. 

Sophie hoped they were in a Neutral Territory and continued 
scanning the forest for any trace of the Psionipath. But something about 
the tree Coiffe had chosen felt familiar, and after a moment she 
remembered where she'd seen it. 

“I think we're in California,” she said, “and one of these trees—maybe 
even this one—is the Methuselah. Humans think it’s the oldest living 


thing on the planet. But clearly they’ve never met Bronte.” 

“Ha! Good one, Foster,” Keefe told her. “How old is the Miss-use-a- 
what-a tree?” 

“Methuselah,” Sophie corrected. “And something like forty-seven 
hundred years.” 

Fitz whistled. “That might be older than Bronte. But not older than 
Fallon Vacker, our great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great- 
great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather. 
He’s one of the three founding members of the Council, and served for 
about a thousand years, before he fell in love with my great-great-great- 
great—” 

“Yeah yeah, your really old grandma,” Dex interrupted. “We get it. 
You guys have lots of super-old, super-important relatives. Whoop-de- 
do.” 

“Uh, the Vacker legacy is one of a kind,” Fitz snapped back. 

“Why is that?” Sophie asked, making Dex grin. “I mean, I know the 
Vackers are legendary—but what I don’t get is . . . if all elves have an 
indefinite lifespan, doesn’t everyone have a bunch of super-old, super- 
important, pointy-eared relatives>” 

“Ancient, yes,” Della agreed. “But as Fitz said, the original Council 
was only three members. And they added Emissaries much later. So for 
a long time only a handful of elves were classified as nobility. Hence the 
Vacker legacy. It can be quite intimidating, actually. That’s why I initially 
rejected your father’s advances. I wasn’t sure I wanted that kind of 
scrutiny.” 

“Ugh, can we please not talk about you and dad and advances?” Fitz 
asked. 

“Seriously,” Biana agreed. 

“You mean you don’t want me to tell you about the first time your 
father kissed me?” Della teased, laughing as she pulled her children into 
a squirmy hug. 

Keefe looked away. 

“So,” Sophie said, changing the subject for him, “do you think the 
tree is supposed to do something? We’ve been standing here for a pretty 
long time and nothing’s happened.” 


“That’s because you havent been paying attention,” Calla said, 
leaping from the top branches and landing gracefully on her toes. 

“Looks like those old bones still have some spring in them,” another 
gnome said, emerging from among the tree’s roots. It took Sophie a 
second to recognize her as Amisi, the other gnome who lived at 
Alluveterre. 

“Sorry we couldn’t bring you here ourselves,” Calla told them. “It took 
longer than expected to gather the others.” 

“Others?” Sophie asked. 

Four gnomes Sophie didn’t recognize appeared among the branches. 

“What are we all doing here?” Della asked as the newest gnomes 
leaped to the ground. 

“Waiting for us.” 

They spun around to find Mr. Forkle and Squall marching up behind 
them. Wraith appeared soon after, followed by Blur. 

Granite arrived a few moments after. “Sorry I’m late. King Enki was 
still perfecting the carvings.” He held up six sleek black pendants cut 
with jagged facets. 

Magsidian. 

Only dwarves could mine the rare mineral, and the dwarven guards 
in Exile could sense its presence—or lack thereof—and determine if 
someone had permission to be there. The stone also changed its power 
depending on how it had been cut. Sophie had seen it draw water from 
the air, affect the pull of a compass, and create special beams of light. 
But she'd never seen Magsidian cut so sharply. 

Granite passed the pendants to Sophie, Fitz, Dex, Keefe, Biana, and 
Della. 

“You guys don’t need them?” Sophie asked, noting that the Collective 
members also weren’t wearing heavy cloaks. 

“We have other protections,” Mr. Forkle said. “Has everyone been 
introduced?” 

“Sorry, I got distracted,” Calla said. “This is Brier, Kloris, Nesrin, and 
Vered.” 

“I thought we needed nine,” Granite said. 

Calla twiddled her thumbs. “This was the best I could gather. After 
what happened in the Strixian Plains—” 


“What happened in the Strixian Plains?” Sophie interrupted. 

“That’s another Neutral Territory, isn’t it?” Della added. 

“Yes,” Mr. Forkle said, through a sigh that made his shoulders slump. 
“It’s where a family of gnomes recently contacted the plague.” 

“We thought it would be best to inform you after today’s mission,” 
Granite said when they all shouted “WHAT?” 

“We needed to make sure your minds were focused,” Wraith added. 

“So you've been lying to us?” Dex asked. 

“Not lying. Withholding,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “And youre 
overestimating the gravity of this news. Only one more family of 
gnomes has been added to the quarantine in Lumenaria.” 

“Yeah, but it means the plague is spreading,” Sophie argued. “That’s 
how it turns into a full-fledged outbreak.” 

“That’s what many of the gnomes I spoke to today feared as well,” 
Calla whispered. 

Mr. Forkle rubbed his temples. “I do not have to check your thoughts 
to know you're angry with me, Miss Foster. And I understand everyone's 
worries. But chasing clues about this plague is like chasing the wind. 
The only way to gain control is to get ahead of it—which is something 
we are working on. In the meantime, we can’t ignore other important 
matters, like what we’re here to achieve. We know Prentice is hiding 
something. Perhaps it relates to some of these problems. But even if it 
doesn't, we are freeing him today. All our surveillance indicates that this 
is our best chance. A group of additional dwarven guards arrives 
tomorrow. So please set your emotions aside and prepare yourselves for 
the mission.” He turned to Calla. “The six of you can hold the tunnel?” 

“Our voices are strong,” she agreed. 

The gnomes spread out, forming a circle around the old tree as they 
sang a slow song. The tree swayed as the roots twisted and tightened. 
Dirt, rocks, and debris were swept aside until a burrowlike opening 
appeared. 

“Vered will keep the exit open,” Calla told them as all but one gnome 
scurried into the dark tunnel. 

The Collective followed the gnomes. 

Sophie glanced at her friends, wondering how they felt about risking 
their lives when the Collective had just admitted to lying to them. 


“Come on,” Fitz said. “Let’s go get Prentice.” 


TWENTY-SEVEN 


ANYONE ELSE THINK it would be easier to just carry Foster?” Keefe 


asked as Fitz caught Sophie from falling for what had to be the two- 
billionth time. 

In her defense, it was dark, and the roots under their feet kept 
shifting—but still. Couldn’t the Black Swan have given her a little more 
coordination when they tweaked her genes? 

“Any reason we're not letting the roots drag us along this time?” 
Sophie asked. 

“Roots this ancient do not hold the same strength,” Calla explained. 
“We're saving their energy for our escape.” 

The tunnel narrowed as they sank further into the earth, forcing 
them to walk single file. 

“Couldn't we at least have more than one balefire pendant lighting up 
this place?” Dex called from the back. 

“This tree has been generous enough to lend us its strength,” Mr. 
Forkle told them. “The least we can do is try not to bother it.” 

“You also don’t want to see what’s crawling around us,” Blur said. 

Something rustled near Sophie and she decided to take his word for 
it. 

She counted her steps, and each time she reached about ten 
thousand, one of the gnomes stayed behind to ensure the song kept the 
tunnel open. 

“It won't be long now,’ Mr. Forkle said when Calla was the only 
gnome left journeying with them. “And once we're inside, a small team 
of us will go after Prentice. The rest of you will be in charge of causing 


as much chaos as you can generate. Squall, Blur, and Mr. Sencen will 
head to the most unruly residents. Between your various abilities, you 
should be able to get them sufficiently riled up. Just be sure to stay on 
the move so the dwarves don’t catch you.” 

“Meanwhile, lll take Della and Biana,” Wraith said, “and we'll head 
for the main entrance. We want to look like we're fleeing, so they divert 
other patrols to prevent our escape.” 

“Does that mean we shouldn’t vanish as we run>” Biana asked. 

“Only intermittently,” Wraith said. “We need to ensure they follow us 
—but also not give away that it’s our intention. And once we reach the 
Room Where Chances Are Lost, we'll vanish completely and hold for Mr. 
Forkle’s signal.” 

“For the record,” Keefe told Biana, “my job sounds way better.” 

“But they are both equally important,” Mr. Forkle said. “Our hope is 
that all of your efforts will create enough of a distraction for Sophie to 
lead the rest of us to Prentice. Mr. Dizznee will then be in charge of 
opening his cell, and Granite and I will tend to Prentice and signal when 
we're ready to leave.” 

“What about me?” Fitz asked. “It doesn’t sound like I’m doing 
anything.” 

Dex laughed at that, but fell silent when Granite said, “You're here for 
Sophie. She will need someone to lean on, to keep her calm and boost 
her strength while she tackles our most difficult task.” 

“And what is that?” Sophie asked. 

Mr. Forkle cleared his throat. “Prentice has been moved to one of the 
adjuncts, and we've been unable to determine precisely which one. 
Imagine the main prison as a spiral, with smaller spirals branching off 
the outermost edge. The adjuncts have been added over the centuries to 
house the special cases.” 

“He means the most dangerous cases,” Granite clarified. “Another 
reason we will not want to choose the wrong one.” 

“How many adjuncts are there?” Fitz asked. 

“We have no idea,” Squall admitted. “There are no blueprints for 
Exile.” 

“So how do I... ,” Sophie started to ask. But then she knew. 


“Whoa, let’s not add projectile vomiting to the list of Awesome 
Things We Get To Do Today,” Keefe said, clutching his stomach. 

“Sorry,” she whispered, but she couldn’t fight back the nausea. 

“What are you guys forcing her to do?” Dex asked. 

“Were not forcing her to do anything,” Mr. Forkle said. “But we are 
asking her to track Prentice’s thoughts.” 

“You mean like what she does when we play base quest?” Biana 
asked. 

Sophie nodded. She had the rare ability to follow someone’s thoughts 
to their source. It was how she'd found Silveny, and why her team always 
won in their games. 

“Why is that so bad>” Biana asked. 

“It’s not,” Sophie tried to tell herself. “It’s just going to be. . . intense.” 

“You have to open your mind to all the thoughts,” Fitz guessed. 

“Yeah, until I can lock in on his.” 

“And how many prisoners are in Exile?” Fitz asked the Collective. 

“Last reported count showed five hundred and eleven,” Mr. Forkle 
said quietly. 

“Dude,” Keefe breathed. “And these are all psychopathic murderers 
and stuff? Yeah, never mind, that is definitely vomit worthy, Foster. 
Panic away.” 

“Is there any way I can help?” Fitz asked. 

“Too many broken minds,” Sophie reminded him. “I’m the only one 
who won't get dragged under.” 

“She’s right,” Granite agreed. “But we'll still support her any way we 
can.” 

The promise sounded as empty as the tunnel ahead. 

“Is everyone clear on what they need to do?” Granite asked. 

“Uh, did I miss the part where you told us how we're getting out of 
here?” Keefe asked. 

“We leave the same way we came in,” Blur said. “Unless the worst 
should happen. Then you use those pendants we gave you to create a 
unique path of light and leap away.” 

“Why don’t we just do that in the first place?” Keefe asked. “That 
sounds way more awesome than carrying Prentice through a tunnel 
with angry dwarves chasing us.” 


“I can assure you, it isn’t,” Mr. Forkle told him. “The Council has 
added a new force field around Exile, designed to pulverize anyone 
trying to leap through. The cloaks you're wearing will dissolve into a 
protective coating, but the leap will still take a large toll. So only use your 
pendants if we're captured.” 

“Then why aren’t you wearing them too?” Biana asked. 

Several seconds passed before Mr. Forkle said, “We will foolishly be 
viewed as the more important targets. Our surrender would give you a 
chance to leap away.” 

“WHAT?” Sophie and her friends shouted together. 

“Don't look so afraid,” Granite said. “This is only a last resort. But if it 
comes to that...” 

“This is crazy,” Della said after a stunned silence. “You should’ve sent 
lower members of the order to help us.” 

“And make the Council’s mistake?” Mr. Forkle asked. “No, I think 
not. The centuries they’ve spent delegating responsibilities to their 
Emissaries have made them lose touch with the realities of our world.” 

“Leaders must lead,” Granite agreed. 

“But arent you worried about what secrets they’ll learn if you're 
captured?” Fitz asked. 

“We're prepared,” Mr. Forkle said. 

All five of the Collective held up their hands, revealing identical black- 
banded rings. 

“They have poison in them,” Sophie guessed. 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “But it only erases our memories.” 

“Duuuuuude. You guys need some better planning skills,” Keefe said. 
“How about—” 

“There will be no amending the plan,” Mr. Forkle interrupted. “But 
we do need all of you to promise that you will respect our wishes.” 

“You seriously expect us to just leave you?” Sophie asked. 

Mr. Forkle’s voice filled her mind. You think the Black Swan cannot 
function without us—but you're wrong. Our Proxies would handle things 
until you five are ready. 

It was the second time hed mentioned Proxies, and she wasn't 
entirely sure she knew what he meant, but she was more nervous about 
the last part of the statement. 


Yes, he told her as an impossible thought started to form. That is our 
eventual hope. 

Are you reading my mind?! 

These are not normal circumstances. 

He was right about that. 

Five members of the Collective. 

Five of her and her friends. 

But... we're just kids, she thought. 

For the moment, yes. But we are talking about the future. 

You really think we'll still need a Black Swan that many years from now? 

Yes. I believe we will always need a Black Swan. The world has gotten too 
complicated to leave any one group solely in charge. There needs to be a 
system of checks and balances. We do hope to someday work hand in hand 
with the Council. But even if that never happens, we should be there to keep 
them honest. 

“So, are we all in agreement?” he asked out loud. 

No one said yes, but no one argued. 

They marched in silence the rest of the way, until they reached a web 
of roots. Calla pulled a specific thread and the whole web unraveled, 
revealing a wooden door. 

“It begins now,” Mr. Forkle said as Calla removed a pouch from her 
pocket. Sophie smelled anise, saffron, and something smokier as Calla 
sprinkled them each with dried leaves. 

“These herbs are the gnomes’ version of magsidian,” Granite 
explained. “Hopefully the dwarves will scent them and assume were 
here for a food delivery. It will not buy us long, but it should give us a 
few precious minutes.” 

“From this moment on the mission begins,” Mr. Forkle said. “Trust 
yourselves. Let your talents aid you. And above all, remember your 
promises.” 

Sophie remembered her promise all right—but she’d silently made a 
new one. 

She was getting everyone safely out of Exile, no matter what. 


TWENTY-EIGHT 


SOPHIE HAD FORGOTTEN the sharp, bitter smell of Exile. But this 


time there was an underlying sourness, masked by something artificially 
sterile—as if the whole place were a carelessly bandaged wound, oozing 
beneath the surface. 

The hallway they'd entered was plain, cold metal. No windows, no 
doors, and thankfully no blaring alarms or guards. Mr. Forkle closed the 
door behind them and it vanished seamlessly. 

“That was supposed to happen, right?” Keefe asked. “Because it feels 
like we just got locked in.” 

His voice was barely a whisper, but the sound felt like a T. rex roaring. 
Sophie remembered Exile being filled with muffled moans. But she 
heard nothing except the rush of their hurried breathing. 

“We must not linger in the somnatorium,” Granite warned. “These 
prisoners are the irredeemable cases, brought here for permanent 
sleep.” 

“So... basically they’re dead,” Sophie said. 

“If you want to see it that way,” Blur told her. “But they’re also very 
much alive, which is what keeps the guilt from shattering the 
Councillors’ minds. It’s also why we need to move quickly. We shouldn’t 
test the thoroughness of the sedatives.” 

Sophie wasn’t sure the whole sedate-the-evil-people plan sounded all 
that solid—but what did she want the Council to do? Kill them? 

“That light up ahead is the main corridor of Exile,” Mr. Forkle told 
them. “That’s where we must separate. I’d also advise you to keep your 
eyes on the floor from here on out.” 


Sophie had used that trick last time, avoiding any glimpse through 
the porthole windows into the cells. But she was determined to face 
whatever waited for her. 

“What’s so scary about—” Keefe started to ask. Then a face slammed 
against the glass. 

The ogre’s lumpy skin was so swollen that it could barely open its 
eyes—and yet, the glare it fixed on them burned with rage as it licked its 


bloody teeth. 

“Oooooo00000000kay, looking down now,” Keefe whispered, pressing 
his chin into his neck. “So... are we going to be messing with creepy 
dudes like that?” 


“Worse,” Blur said, clapping Keefe on the back. “Welcome to the land 
of monsters.” 

And Prentice, Sophie thought. 

One weak star, tucked among the suffocating darkness. She 
wondered if any other innocents were trapped in these metal cages. 

“Your group goes that way,” Mr. Forkle told Blur, pointing to the left 
as the hall forked. 

“Come on,” Blur told Keefe and Squall. “Time to see who can cause 
the most chaos.” 

“Well... when you put it that way!” Keefe rubbed his hands together. 

“Please be careful,” Sophie begged. 

“There you go caring about me again, Foster. Your fan club is going 
to get jealous.” 

He zipped away with the others before anyone could respond. 

Granite pointed down the opposite path. “The Room Where Chances 
Are Lost is that way. Avoid the adjuncts and the hall will dead-end there.” 

Wraith and Biana turned to leave, but Della hesitated. 

“Pll be fine, Mom,” Fitz promised. “Just take care of yourself—and 
Biana.” 

Della strangled him with a hug and pulled Sophie and Dex in. “Take 
care of each other.” 

“We will,” they promised. 

Della held them a second longer, then took Biana’s hand and they ran 
after Wraith, vanishing down the hall. 

“I guess that means I’m up,” Sophie whispered. 


She leaned against the wall to hold herself steady, then gasped as a 
shock of cold stabbed through her cloak. 

“A Froster froze the walls,” Mr. Forkle explained. “After Fintan, the 
Council is not taking any chances with excess heat.” 

“Is there a Pyrokinetic here>” Sophie asked. 

“Two,” Granite said. 

Sophie hoped her path to Prentice kept her far away. 

“Here,” Fitz said as she tried to lean against the freezing wall again. 
“Lean on me—that’s what I’m here for.” 

Sophie doubted the Black Swan had meant it quite so literally. But he 
was much warmer than the wall. Fitz wrapped his arms around her 
shoulders, and Sophie was grateful Keefe wasn’t there to feel her mood 
shift—though she was proud that her heart kept an even tempo, even 
when Fitz leaned closer and whispered, “You can do this.” 

She pinned the words in her mind, saving them in case she needed 
them later. 

Three... 

Two... 

One. 

She spread out her consciousness, and hundreds of voices rampaged 
into her brain. 

Just take it one mind at a time, she told herself as their thoughts 
scraped and clawed at her defenses like wild animals. She concentrated 
on the nearest memory. 

A starved, rabid troll chased two teenagers through a lonely forest. The 
teens were fast, and for a second it looked like they might get away. Then the 
troll was on top of them, raising its clawed hands over their stomachs and— 

Sophie shoved the memory away. 

She’d thought she understood what evil looked like—but clearly she’d 
only experienced the PG version. The uncensored director’s cut was a 
thousand times worse. 

Every memory she searched was madness and mayhem, blood and 
gore, death and destruction. It didn’t matter what species they were— 
though the ogres’ minds were surprisingly the most bearable, their 
hidden thoughts like sticky spiderwebs. 

“You okay, Sophie?” Fitz asked. 


“They’re so awful,” she whispered. “I can’t...” 

“Yes you can,” he told her. “You're stronger than them.” 

Maybe she was. But she needed something good to cling to. 

“I need a happy story,” she said. “Something that always makes you 
feel confident.” 

“Okay. Um... Gah—I’m drawing a blank.” 

“TIl do it,” Dex offered. 

“No wait—I’ve got it! When I was five, my dad brought me with him 
to pick Alvar up after hed been descryed. Id been so jealous, since 
Councillor Terik was making a huge exception to his no-descrying policy 
just for my brother. But when we got to Councillor Terik’s castle he 
offered to descry me, too. It was the best surprise ever. And then he told 
me I'd grow up to become an even more powerful Telepath than my dad, 
and... that was the first time I ever thought I could be special. It made 
me feel unstoppable. And you're a thousand times more talented than I 
am, Sophie. I know you can do this.” 

Sophie stacked his words into a wall, and the violent noise seemed to 
dim, clearing her head enough to think. 

The last time shed been in Prentice’s mind, hed responded when 
she’d transmitted her name. She tried that again, powering the words 
with the last of her mental strength. 

Agonizing seconds slipped past, but eventually she caught a faint 
whisper through the darkness. 

Swan song. 

“I found him!” She pointed the way Della, Biana, and Wraith had 
gone. 

“You're sure?” Mr. Forkle asked. “It’s strange that they would place 
him near the exit.” 

Sophie checked again, and the sound was definitely coming from that 
direction. But Prentice’s voice was slipping away. 

She took off running. 

Dex caught up with her first, “You okay?” 

“I’ve been better,” she said as the path forked, and she turned down 
the narrower hall. No one questioned her, even as the hall shrank with 
each curve of the spiral. 

The third turn led them to another fork. 


“An adjunct within an adjunct?” Granite asked. “How is that even 
possible?” 

“One path goes up to higher ground.” Mr. Forkle turned to Sophie. 
“Which way?” 

Sophie listened for Prentice, but his ghostly voice had gone silent. 
She transmitted her name again, and when he didn’t respond, she tried 
Black Swan! Follow the pretty bird across the sky! Wylie! 

The last word brought him back. 

“Left,” Sophie said, taking the path that went up. 

“Why would they want him closer to the surface?” Mr. Forkle asked 
Granite as they followed. “That seems illogical.” 

“Perhaps there was no more room for additions. Or—” 

A groaning alarm drowned out the rest of Granite’s sentence. 

Sirens rumbled and croaked, reminding Sophie of a didgeridoo. 

“Sounds like they know we're here!” Mr. Forkle shouted. 

Their run turned to a sprint, leaving them breathless as the hallway 
widened again. Sophie could feel Prentice ahead, each step turning his 
presence warmer. 

Warmer. 

WARMER. 

“There,” she said, dashing up a flight of stairs. 

They dead-ended in an unmarked silver door and Dex set to work on 
the enormous padlock. 

“This is different than the one you gave me to practice on,” he 
grumbled. 

“But you can open it?” Granite asked. 

“I hope so.” 

“How are you feeling?” Fitz asked Sophie as she shivered against the 
frozen wall. “Have you blocked out the voices?” 

She rubbed her throbbing head. “Some are a little too strong right 
now.” 

“Then let me give your mind a boost.” Fitz reached for her temples, 
and as soon as his fingers touched her skin, a burst of energy rushed 
into her consciousness. It felt like her brain had guzzled about fifty of 
Elwin’s healing elixirs and then got showered with caffeine. 

“Is that better?” he asked, his hands shaking as he lowered them. 


Sophie nodded. “What did you just do?” 

“He shared his mental energy,” Mr. Forkle said. “Impressive, Mr. 
Vacker.” 

Fitz blushed. “I’ve been practicing.” 

“Got it!” Dex shouted, and they all spun toward the door. 

Something passed between Granite and Mr. Forkle then, a look equal 
parts fear and hope as they pulled open Prentice’s cell. 

The room was massive—easily as big as Sophies bedroom at 
Havenfield, which took up the entire third floor of the house. And it was 
empty, save for a large bubble of glass in the center, lit by silvery 
spotlights. Curled on the floor inside, lying on a thin blanket, was 
Prentice. His dark skin glistened with sweat and his hair was a tangled, 
matted mess. Drool streamed from his lips as he whispered words they 
couldn’t hear. 

“Is there a way in?” Sophie asked as Dex placed his palms against the 
bubble. 

“I don’t know. This glass feels solid. But there has to be a door.” 

“Perhaps underneath?” Mr. Forkle suggested. 

Dex dropped to his knees and put his ear against the floor. 

The room made Sophie’s nerves prickle. Why waste all this space if 
they were going to keep Prentice locked in a bubble? And why was the 
ceiling a web of roots and wires and metal rods? Everything else in Exile 
was solid metal, to prevent anyone from tunneling in. 

And now that she was thinking about it, hadn’t the Collective said 
that today was some sort of special day, before extra security arrived? 

“I can’t figure out how this stupid cage works!” Dex shouted over the 
still blaring alarm. “It’s like they designed it specifically to resist 
Technopaths. But don’t worry, I came prepared.” He pulled open the left 
side of his cloak to reveal a half-dozen small metal cubes strapped to his 
chest. “I wasn’t sure what we'd need, so each of these does something 
different. And at least two of them should be able to shatter the glass.” 

“Wouldn’t Prentice get speared by the raining shards?” Fitz asked. 

“Perhaps we could shield him using telekinesis,” Granite said to Mr. 
Forkle. 

“I do not like leaving so much to chance,” Mr. Forkle said. 


Sophie shook her head, no longer able to ignore the prickles. “This is 
wrong. It has to be a trick.” 

“Finally, someone who sees wisdom,” a voice said behind them. 

The alarm went silent as they turned to face all twelve Councillors, 
blocking their only escape. 


TWENTY-NINE 


SURRENDER IS YOUR only option,” Councillor Emery told them, his 


eyes looking as dark as his skin and hair. 

Once upon a time, Sophie had counted the spokesman for the 
Council among her advocates. But she heard no trace of compassion in 
his velvet voice. 

“We designed this trap most carefully,” he said. “Nothing was missed 
—including your inflicting ability, Miss Foster.” 

Sophie unclenched her fists, but held fast to the frenzy she’d been 
brewing. “How are you going to stop me?” 

“Councillor Bronte will. Should you attempt to inflict, he will be 
obligated to respond. And we are confident his power will overshadow 
yours.” 

Several Councillors nodded, though a few looked apologetic. 
Surprisingly, Bronte fell into the latter category. 

For months the sharp-featured, pointy-eared Councillor had fought to 
make Sophie’s life miserable. But something had changed between 
them, and now she believed Bronte when he traced a hand across his 
cropped hair and said, “I am bound by my oath. If forced, I must protect 
the Council, regardless of how distasteful it may be.” 

“Distasteful,” Councillor Alina scoffed. “Look around you, Bronte. 
These children were attempting to steal a prisoner from Exile!” 

“A prisoner you should’ve pardoned weeks ago,” Fitz argued. 

Councillor Alina sighed as she tucked her wavy, caramel-colored hair 
behind her ear. “Clearly this is your mother’s influence, Mr. Vacker. 
She’s hiding here somewhere, isn’t she? Don’t worry. We'll find her.” 


It was no secret that Councillor Alina had tried to stop Alden and 
Della’s wedding, begging Alden to marry her instead. Alden had dodged 
a bullet there—though she hadn’t been as bad when she was principal of 
Foxfire. The power of being a Councillor had gone to her head. 

“I feel you trying to invade my mind, Emery,” Mr. Forkle said. 
“Having any luck?” 

“Enjoy your last moments of anonymity,” Councillor Emery told him. 
“They will soon end rather dramatically.” 

“Perhaps.” Mr. Forkle twirled the ring on his finger, and terror boiled 
through Sophie. 

Not yet, he transmitted. All is not lost yet. 

He must’ve sent Dex and Fitz the same message, because they both 
straightened, neither looking particularly reassured. 

“We knew you would use Miss Foster to rescue your associate,” 
Councillor Emery told them, “and we knew we could leak enough 
information to draw them here today. But I must say, we never imagined 
youd be foolish enough to come along.” 

“I could say the same for you,” Granite told him. “All twelve 
Councillors out on a mission—and without their goblins?” 

“Our bodyguards exist to make our opponents underestimate us. But 
you do not look properly intimidated.” Councillor Emery glanced over 
his shoulder. “Would you mind, Clarette>” 

A bronze-skinned Councillor stepped forward, her silky black hair 
swaying with each swish of her hips. She reminded Sophie of a volcano 
goddess, and the comparison made Sophie brace for some sort of 
earthquake. But all Clarette did was part her lips. 

The sound that came out wasn’t elvin or human. Sophie wasn’t 
entirely sure it was earthly. The clicks and chatters and flutters sounded 
like a dolphin crying as a million dragonflies attacked. 

“That’s it?” Dex asked. “That’s .. .” 

His voice trailed off as the ceiling rumbled. 

Mr. Forkle pulled Sophie to his side while Granite grabbed Dex and 
Fitz. The five of them barely got out of the way before a dozen massive 
boulders crashed into the room. 

No—not boulders. 


Boulders couldn't uncoil, or stretch eight feet tall, towering over them 
with hundreds of writhing legs. 

“Arthropleura,” Councillor Emery said. “Remarkable, aren’t they?” 

Sophie remembered learning about the giant, supposedly extinct 
arthropods in her human science classes. “I think they’re plant eaters,” 
she told her friends. 

“True,” Councillor Emery agreed. “But that doesn’t mean they’re 
defenseless.” 

He pointed to the long antennae jutting off the creatures’ heads. The 
ends had forked points, glistening with some sort of clear slime. 

Councillor Clarette clicked again, making all the arthropleura drop to 
a ready-to-pounce position. 

“Polyglots,” Mr. Forkle grumbled. 

Sophie met his eyes. 

No, you cannot control these creatures, he transmitted. Clarette is 
arguably the most powerful Polyglot our world has known—and has 
hundreds of years of practice. 

“And this is merely one of our defenses,” Councillor Emery warned. 

Sophie studied each of the Councillors, realizing how little she knew 
about many of them. She didn’t even know most of their names, much 
less their special abilities. But it seemed safe to assume they were all 
absurdly powerful. 

It’s time for you to use your emergency pendant, Mr. Forkle told her. 

I’m not going to abandon you— 

Yes, you are! I have no intention of surrendering, but I can’t have you here 
for the fight. I’m ordering Dex and Fitz to do the same. 

What about Keefe, Biana, and Della? she asked. 

Almost on cue, Councillor Emery turned toward the doorway. “It 
looks like the rest of your group has arrived.” 

The line of Councillors parted to allow Squall, Blur, Wraith, Della, 
Biana, and Keefe to march into the room, followed by a group of 
dwarves. Keefe’s eyes went right to Sophie, and she could see the panic 
he was trying to hide. Even more troubling was the state of his cloak. 
Huge chunks of fabric were missing, along with one of the sleeves. 
Sophie doubted there was enough left to protect him in a leap. Worse 
still: Della and Biana no longer had their escape pendants. 


I'll find a way to spare them, Mr. Forkle transmitted. You must leave— 
now! 

I’m not leaving my friends! 

Biana screamed as one of the arthropleura hissed at her. 

Keefe pulled Biana behind him. “Yo guys, I hate to break it to you, but 
giant bugs are so last year. All the cool villains are threatening with ogres 
now.” 

“We are not the villains,” Emery snapped. 

“Are you sure?” Granite asked. “Threatening children seems rather 
villainous to me. As does leaving a damaged prisoner in a cell without so 
much as a bed.” 

“Brave words coming from a talking rock,” Councillor Alina said. “Do 
you honestly expect us to take you seriously in those disguises?” 

“We do indeed,” Squall said, tilting her frozen head. 

All twelve Councillors’ circlets crusted with hoarfrost. 

“We can do tricks too,” a female Councillor said, holding out her 
hands. Electricity sparked from the edges of her fingertips, tiny 
lightning bolts filling the air with static. 

“You're not honestly going to electrocute us, are you, Zarina?” Mr. 
Forkle asked. 

“There are different levels of shock.” She made the air crackle until 
their hair stood on end. 

LEAP AWAY NOW! Mr. Forkle screamed in Sophie’s mind. 

But Sophie wasn’t going anywhere. 

She let the fury in her heart swell and surge, filling her with a rush of 
churning energy. She didn’t care if Bronte would inflict on her, she 
could handle the pain. She could— 

“RUN!” Dex shouted, flinging a copper cube into the line of 
Councillors. 

The gadget exploded in a mist of green, putrid smoke that burned 
like rotten jalapefios. The Councillors hacked and wheezed, and the 
arthropleura scattered as Dex charged into the fray, hurling a second 
gadget that filled the room with loud squawking. 

Dex yelled something to Sophie, but she couldn’t make out all the 
words as he placed a third cube in the center of the room and scrambled 


toward her. Blinking lights in the corners flashed like a countdown, but 
before it reached its end, Councillor Zarina zapped it with her lightning. 

She probably meant to fry the circuits and shut the device down, but 
the gadget absorbed the power instead. The metal turned red-hot and 
the lights on the gadget started flashing and beeping a whole lot crazier 
as smoke curled out of the top. 

“EVERYBODY GET DOWN!” Dex screamed. 

The room was too loud to hear him—too many other things 
happening. The only person who noticed was Fitz. 

He lunged for the cube, grabbing it with a yelp of pain as he raced for 
the door and flung it away. The gadget launched into the hall—but even 
with the distance, the explosion flung Fitz backward. He flew several feet 
before crashing down, right on the antenna of a charging arthropleura. 

Sophie screamed as the barb pierced Fitz’s chest and snapped off 
clean. He crumpled to the floor in a convulsing heap. 


THIRTY 


Stop” SOPHIE YELLED, Barely recognizing her voice. 


The room fell silent—even Dex’s gadget stopped wailing—as those 
who hadn’t seen Fitz’s fall took in the carnage. 

Sophie hurdled the wounded arthropleura and dropped to her knees 
at Fitz’s side. Dex had beaten her there, and his hands were pressed on 
Fitz’s chest trying to stop the bleeding. 

“What happened?” Della asked, fighting her way to her son. Her skin 
turned ghostly pale when she saw how painfully still Fitz was. 

“It was an accident,” Councillor Zarina said. “He—I—” 

“It was my fault,” Dex mumbled. 

Della removed her cloak and draped it around Fitz. “He needs a 
physician!” 

“Exile has medical facilities,” Councillor Emery said, shouting orders 
at two dwarves. 

“He needs elvin medicine, not dwarven,” Mr. Forkle insisted. 

Sophie agreed. She'd seen how the dwarves had treated Alden’s head 
wound when he'd collapsed in Exile. Fitz needed much more than a 
plasterlike patch. 

His blood was thickening like applesauce from the venom, and his 
breathing sounded shallow and ragged. 

“Mr. Forkle says to leap Fitz out of here,” Dex whispered. 

Sophie could hear the same instructions filling her head, along with 
details for how to contact the Black Swan’s physician. She wanted to 
grab Fitz and leap away, but she couldn’t leave the rest of her friends 
trapped in Exile. 


Dex must’ve decided the same thing, because he held up his leaping 
crystal. “I’ll take care of him,” he promised as he grabbed Fitz and 
leaped the two of them away. 

Outrage erupted, the Councillors ordering the dwarves to restrain the 
rest of their group. 

“You're seriously going to arrest us?” Biana shouted. “After what you 
just did to my brother?” 

“It was an accident!” Councillor Zarina insisted. 

It was—but it shouldn’t have happened. 

A glance at Oralie told Sophie the pretty Councillor knew what she 
was planning—and a nod told her Oralie agreed. 

Before Sophie could change her mind, she reached into her pocket 
and stepped to the center of the crowd. “You're going to let us go now— 
or I’m going to use this.” 

She held out Kenric’s cache, eliciting a round of gasps, even from the 
Collective. 

Councillor Emery reeled on Oralie. “Is this your doing?” 

“It is,” she said. “I honored Kenric’s last request. He feared Sophie 
would need protection—and he was right.” 

“Treason!” Councillor Alina shouted, and several other Councillors 
agreed. Bronte and Terik tried to calm them, but it turned into a 
screaming match. 

The only Councillor not arguing was Clarette, who sat hunched over 
the wounded arthropleura, whispering promises that its antenna would 
regrow. 

Sophie was glad to hear it, but she hated that she couldn't say the 
same for Fitz. A wound like his might not— 

She shut the thought down before it could finish. 

But what if Dex hadn’t been able to reach the physician? 

Or what if something happened during the leap? 

Mr. Forkle had warned them that leaping through the force field was 
dangerous—what if the two cloaks Fitz had been wrapped in weren't 
enough? 

“We don’t have time for this!” she shouted, grabbing her pendant and 
holding the crystal to the dim light. “So here’s how this is going to work. 


You let us go right now, or I will leap out of here and you'll never see 
this cache again.” 

This is too dangerous of a game, Mr. Forkle warned. 

I dont care, she transmitted back. She would find a way to make it 
work. 

“Too hasty, Miss Foster,” Councillor Alina told her. “Caches can only 
be accessed by the person who created them.” 

“Do you really think Kenric would’ve given it to her if he hadn’t made 
a way for her to gain access?” Oralie asked. 

“Even if that’s true,” Councillor Emery said, “are you going to betray 
your world and hand it over to our enemies, Miss Foster? Do so, and you 
will prove that you're every bit as evil as we’ve expected.” 

The word “evil” hit hard, but not as hard as the question. 

What would she do with the cache? 

“You're right,” Sophie said after a moment. “The cache can never go 
to the ogres or the Neverseen. But I could give it to Sandor. Or maybe 
King Enki would want it.” 

Sophie had no idea if the cache held any secrets related to the goblins 
or dwarves, but it was the only card she could think to play. 

Another nod from Oralie told her she'd played it well. 

Councillor Emery closed his eyes to moderate the thoughts of the 
other Councillors, and Sophie bit her lip so hard she tasted blood. 

“What are your demands?” Councillor Emery finally asked. 

“Let us go!” Sophie said. 

“Yes, we figured that. What else?” 

“Full pardons for all of us, including Prentice!” 

Emery gritted his teeth. “That is not an option.” 

Sophie leaned toward the jagged beam of light. 

“Stop!” Bronte shouted. “Grant them the pardons! That cache must 
not fall into anyone else’s hands.” 

“So they break our laws with no consequences?” Emery asked. 

“Expel them from Foxfire,” Bronte suggested. 

Councillor Alina snorted. “That goes without saying! They need a 
proper punishment, not a slap on the wrist.” 

“Then send us to Exillium,” Sophie said, hardly believing the words 
as they came out of her mouth. 


Mr. Forkle couldn't believe it either, and filled her mind with a 
plethora of objections. Oralie was shaking her head as well. 

But it would give them a chance to find out more about the 
Psionipaths who'd gone there. 

It was also too late. Councillor Emery accepted the deal. 

“What of their leaders?” Alina asked. “Surely we're not letting them 


go.” 

Do not worry about us, Mr. Forkle transmitted to Sophie. 

But she wasn’t leaving anyone behind. 

“They’re coming with us,” she said, moving her foot closer to the 
light. 

Councillor Emery sighed. “Fine, we'll grant a temporary reprieve— 
and resume our hunt tomorrow.” 

“And Prentice?” Granite asked. “He does not belong here.” 

Emery frowned at the bubble cage. “Rumor has it you’ve captured one 
of the Neverseen. We'd be willing to make an exchange.” 

“Deal,” Mr. Forkle jumped in. When he saw Sophie’s surprise, he 
transmitted, Prentice is more important than Gethen. 

“Very well,” Councillor Emery told them. “Bring your prisoner to 
Lumenaria at sunrise tomorrow for the trade. Are you done?” 

“What about Oralie?” Sophie asked. 

“I can handle myself,” Oralie promised. 

“She can,” Bronte agreed. “So hand over that cache, Miss Foster, and 
you may leave.” 

“The cache isn’t part of the deal,” Sophie said. “Otherwise how do I 
know you won't betray us tomorrow?” 

When they started to argue she moved toward the light. “Does that 
mean you'd rather I take this to the goblins? Or maybe the gnomes?” 

The last word triggered the strongest reaction yet and left Councillor 
Emery waving his arms for silence. 

“If you leave here with that cache, Miss Foster,” he warned, “you will 
be accountable for its protection. And should you fail, the consequences 
will be far worse than Exillium.” 

“I can handle it,” Sophie said. 

Emery glared at Oralie. “So be it. And you can find your own way out 
of Exile,” he told Mr. Forkle. “We'll give you ten minutes, then the 


guards will restrain anyone in the halls.” 

“We'll be gone in five,” Granite promised as the Councillors raised 
red crystals up to the light. 

Before they glittered away, Councillor Alina’s eyes met Sophie's. 

“You're forgetting that Exillium is for the Unworthy,” she said. 
“You’ve just banished yourself and your friends from the Lost Cities— 
permanently.” 


THIRTY-ONE 


Puysic IS TREATING Fitz right now,” Dex told everyone as they 


rushed into the boys’ tree house. He sat on the floor, his legs curled into 
his chest, staring at the flickering fire pit. 

“Can we see him?” Sophie asked. 

Dex shook his head. “She said I should stay out here because it was 
going to get messy.” 

“I’m his mother,” Della said. “I can handle messy.” 

“I can as well,” Mr. Forkle said, following Della down the hall. 

“Will you be okay?” Granite asked Sophie, Biana, and Keefe. “The rest 
of us should get back to the Lost Cities to avoid suspicion.” 

Sophie nodded, wishing she could leap away with them—but she was 
banished. 

She could never go home. 

Never see her family or friends again ... 

She wanted to curl up in a ball on the floor—or at least pace anxiously 
back and forth like Keefe and Biana. But Dex’s eyes were rimmed with 
red, and tears stained his cheeks. 

“Hey,” she said, sitting beside him. “You okay?” 

Dex wiped his runny nose. “My invention caused all of this.” 

“No, that was the Council,” Sophie corrected. “They set the trap. And 
Fitz’s injury really was an accident.” 

“Still, if I hadn’t rushed to attack—” 

“You were trying to help,” Sophie told him. “No one blames you for 
that.” 


“I know my brother won't,” Biana promised as she sat on Dex’s other 
side. 

Dex didn’t look convinced. 

“So what’s Physic like?” Keefe asked, sitting next to Sophie. “Did it 
seem like she knew what she was doing>” 

“I don’t know,” Dex mumbled. “Normally I’d think someone wearing 
a sparkly mask and calling themselves Physic was crazy. But it’s the 
Black Swan, so...” 

Sophie sighed. “She better be as good as Elwin.” 

“If she’s not, we'll sneak into the Lost Cities and kidnap him,” Keefe 
promised. When she didn’t smile, he nudged her with his elbow. “Aw, 
don’t worry too much, Foster. Fitz didn’t look half as bad as you did 
during your last few brushes with death, and youre still with us— 
though maybe you two could cool it with the almost dying thing, okay?” 

“I agree,” Mr. Forkle said, striding into the room. “Physic has things 
stabilized if you would like to see Mr. Vacker.” 

Sophie’s knees shook so hard Keefe had to steady her on her way to 
Fitz’s room. 

“Relax,” Keefe told her. “You'll be back to Sophitz in no time. I 
Det aan 

His joke died on his tongue when they slipped through the doorway 
and caught their first glimpse of Fitz. He was shirtless and unconscious, 
his chest covered in a black spiderweb of veins. Della sat beside him, 
holding a silver compress against his forehead. 

“I killed Wonderboy,” Dex whispered, not helping things. 

Keefe tightened his hold on Sophie’s shoulders. 

“It looks worse than it is,” Physic promised, adjusting her mask, 
which looked Mardi-Gras style, with black swans painted around the 
eyes and purple jewels rimming the edges. The same purple jewels had 
been woven into her long, thin braids, and dotted along her dark skin. 
“I’ve already sealed the wound,” she added. “And I have the damaged 
tissue repairing. Now we just need to get the venom out of his system.” 

She fished through a golden trunk, pulling out handfuls of tiny 
bottles. “This will make for a pretty awful day, she warned as she 
emptied a vial of dried leaves into her palm. “But I’m guessing that’s 
probably true already. Now, which one of you can help me>” 


“Foster volunteers!” Keefe said, then whispered in her ear, “You'll feel 
better if you help.” 

“Ah, it’s the moonlark,” Physic said as Sophie stumbled forward. 
“Glad we get to meet—though I wish I weren’t stuck behind this mask. 
I’d tell you my real name, but then I’d face the wrath of that one.” She 
tilted her head toward Mr. Forkle, who did not look pleased. “See those 
serums I took out?” she asked, pointing to a cluster of vials on the bed. 
“Pop the lid on the purple one and hand it to me. Then uncap the green 
and blue and wait until I’m ready.” 

Sophie did as she instructed, and Physic smashed the herbs in her 
other hand until the leaves formed a pulp. “Okay, on three I need you to 
pour those on his chest at the same time I pour this one. Got it?” 

Sophie nodded. 

On “one” Physic sprinkled the leaf-mush all over the veiny spiderweb. 

On “two” she massaged the pulp into Fitz’s pale skin. 

On “three” they both drizzled the syrupy elixirs all over the leaves 
until every single bit of the spiderweb was covered. 

“That will draw the venom out of his skin,” she explained as she 
wrapped Fitz’s chest with a roll of silver silk. “And this’—she dusted off 
her hands and poured a vial of thick yellow sludge under Fitz’s tongue 
—“will get it out of his system. It will make him vomit. A lot.” 

“Don’t we need to get him a bowl or something, then?” Della asked. 

“Way ahead of you.” Physic pulled out what looked like a shiny silver 
handkerchief and shook it a few times, turning it into a bag big enough 
to hold a bowling ball. “Keep this sealed tight when he’s done. I need an 
uncontaminated sample.” 

“You want a bag of Fitz’s barf?” Keefe asked, snapping out of his 
daze. “Wow, that’s even too gross for me.” 

Physic shrugged. “It’s not even in the top ten grossest things I’ve 
done.” 

“What’s in the top ten?” Keefe asked. 

“Pll tell you another time.” 

“Wait, are you leaving?” Biana asked as Physic closed her trunk. 

“Only briefly. I need to run to the apothecary to pick up one more 
supply to make sure none of this leaves a scar.” 


“Are you going to Slurps and Burps?” Dex asked. “My dad will get us 
anything you need. I could even go with you to make sure.” 

“You're sweet to offer,” Physic told him, “but that would ruin my 
incognito thing.” She adjusted the tilt of her mask and glanced at Mr. 
Forkle. “You know it’s only a matter of time before I slip and use my real 
name, right? But today I'll play along. And I actually need to go to a 
gnomish apothecary,” she told Dex. “They have a much better selection 
of feces.” 

“Is that in the top ten?” Keefe asked. 

“Not even close. And speaking of gross things, someone needs to stay 
here with Fitz and make sure he doesn’t choke on his vomit.” 

“Fun as that sounds,” Keefe jumped in, “I have a project to work on.” 

“And what project would that be>” Mr. Forkle asked. 

Keefe’s eyes darted to Sophie before he said, “I . . . might have 
remembered something.” 

He slipped out the door before Mr. Forkle could ask more questions. 

Physic left too, but not before she warned them that Fitz looked ready 
for “Retching round number one.” 

“So we'll take turns?” Sophie asked, feeling less than excited. 

“Actually, why don’t you let Della go first,” Mr. Forkle said. “You and I 
need to talk. Now.” 


THE SOUND OF Fitz’s violent vomiting felt oddly appropriate as Sophie 
and Mr. Forkle paced in front of the common room campfire. 

“You've been lying to me,” he said. “You should’ve told me about 
Kenric’s cache. And you definitely should’ve consulted with me before 
you volunteered for Exillium.” 

“I didn’t lie, I withheld,” Sophie said, using his earlier excuse against 
him. “And it’s not like you tell me anything—or involve any of us in your 
decisions.” 

Mr. Forkle rubbed his temples. “I gave one of your memories back.” 

“And I swore fealty. But that doesn’t make us equals, does it? All you 
guys do is boss us around.” 

“And all you kids do is push.” 

“Because we have to!” 


Mr. Forkle’s sigh ran so long, Sophie was sure he'd pass out from lack 
of breath. “What would earn me more trust?” he eventually asked. 

“A name would be nice. Physic is willing to give us hers and she just 
met us.” 

“Have you considered that it’s easier for her because she’s just met 
you?” Mr. Forkle asked. “She’s never had to lie straight to your face.” 

“And continuing to lie makes it better?” Sophie countered. 

The most endless silence in the history of endless silences followed. 

“Fine,” he whispered. “Have it your way. You want my name?” 

It took Sophie several seconds to remember to nod. 

“Very well, then.” Mr. Forkle paced the room twice more. 

When he finally spoke, his voice had turned soft and whispery, a 
ghost in the shadows. “You also know me as Sir Astin.” 


THIRTY-TWO 


Sir ASTIN,” SOPHIE repeated. “As in . . . my Level Two Universe 


Mentor.” 

“That would be me, yes.” 

She tried to picture Mr. Forkle looking young and pale with long 
blond hair, but her brain refused to cooperate. 

His new whispery voice did sound awfully familiar, though .. . 

“How else do you think you got assigned the list of stars to find 
Elementine>” he asked. 

The room tilted sideways—or maybe that was Sophie. 

She needed to sit. 

That Universe assignment had changed everything. She went from 
being the slightly weird “human girl” to Project Moonlark. She'd also 
had to face a Tribunal, and the Council had ordered her to keep a 
memory log, and she'd had to be descryed by Councillor Terik and... 

“Wait—Sir Astin testified at the Tribunal that the lists for that 
assignment were given at random,” she argued. 

“Of course I did! I couldn’t exactly say, ‘I’m with the Black Swan and 
this was part of our plan!’ This is what I mean, Miss Foster. Disguises 
require lies. I had to be so careful of every word I spoke to you, every 
gesture I made, to be sure I didn’t remind you of this.” He waved his 
arms around his Mr. Forkle-shaped self. “You'd just spent so many years 
seeing me every day, I knew the slightest cue might trigger a 
connection. And up until that Universe assignment your mind had been 
so sweetly unsuspicious. I was there simply to build your confidence as 


you struggled to adjust to life at Foxfire. Wasn’t my session one of the 
few you didn’t worry over?” 

It definitely had been. 

“But . . . Sir Astin was surprised when I showed him the bottle of 
Quintessence.” 

“Well, yes, because I never thought youd bring it to Foxfire! Or carry it 
around in your satchel, letting it get shaken and jostled all day! It’s 
amazing you didn’t blow the school to pieces. That was when I learned 
to never make assumptions about what you'll do. I’d foolishly figured 
youd run straight to Alden. Just like I’d figured Mr. Dizznee would have 
you two wearing protective gloves—proper starlight bottling procedure. 
Instead you burned your hands and called for Elwin, and then you 
showed up to your session and plopped the bottle on the table. Of course 
I panicked! I knew I’d have to make a report to Dame Alina, and you'd 
face a Tribunal, and all kinds of other consequences we could’ve avoided 
if you'd gone to Alden.” 

“Oh.” Sophie stared at her hands, remembering the burns. “So... 
you really were Sir Astin?” 

“I still am Sir Astin. Mind you, he’s taking some time away from 
Foxfire now that you're a Level Three. But as far as our world is 
concerned, Sir Astin is off mapping stars.” 

Sophie wasn’t sure if she wanted to cry or laugh. All the time shed 
spent wondering about him, and he'd been right there, teaching her for 
two hours a week. 

“So... should I call you Sir Astin now?” she asked. 

“Td prefer you didn't. It’s easier to compartmentalize my life. When 
I’m here, I’m Mr. Forkle. Though you are welcome to tell the others.” 

“Oh, I will.” Even if part of her still struggled to believe it. 

She kept replaying her Universe sessions, searching for any clue that 
might have given him away. But there were none. He’d played his role 
perfectly. 

“Are you satisfied now?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

“Satisfied” wasn’t the right word. 

It all felt a little anticlimactic. She’d asked. Hed answered. He hadn't 
even taken one of those callowberries and morphed into Sir Astin. And 
she couldn't think of any of the “slips” he'd mentioned earlier. 


“Is that your only identity?” she asked. “Or are there others?” 

“Sir Astin is the only one I’m willing to share.” 

“How many are there?” 

He sighed. “One for my actual life. Another for a role I’ve taken on. 
Another for the fertility doctor I played to your human parents. I 
couldn’t be their doctor and their next-door neighbor, after all—but I’m 
assuming you already guessed that.” 

She nodded, even though she hadn’t really thought about it. 

Yet another layer of weirdness to her life. 

“And that’s all I’ll say for now,” Mr. Forkle said firmly. “Can you accept 
that?” 

Sophie studied his eyes, still not seeing Sir Astin staring back at her. 
“You're not Alden, right?” 

Mr. Forkle laughed. “Even with every elixir ever made, I could never 
be that handsome.” 

He had a point. 

“What about Tiergan?” Her telepathy mentor had always been a 
mystery. And he’d been close with Prentice. 

“You can stop guessing. Even if you get it right, I’m not going to tell 
you.” 

“So that’s a yes, then?” she pressed, not sure what she’d do if it were 
true. 

“I’m not Tiergan. And that is the last thing I’m going to tell you.” 

“No, you have to at least tell me if I’ve met the other yous.” 

“I most certainly do not. We've talked enough about me. It’s time for 
you to share. Can I see Kenric’s cache?” 

Sophie’s palms turned sweaty as she handed him the marble. 

“I can’t believe you’re carrying it in your pocket,” he said. 

“What am I supposed to do with it?” 

“That’s what we must figure out.” He held it up to the light. “Oralie 
was very brave to give this to you.” 

Sophie swallowed a lump of guilt. “What do you think her 
punishment is going to be?” 

“It’s impossible to know. She’s crossed a line that has never been 
crossed. But she knew that when she gave this to you, so I’m sure she’s 


prepared. Oralie is far cleverer than you know. It’s easy to underestimate 
the quiet beauties.” 

“Ain’t that the truth,” Keefe said, striding into the room. 

“You are many things, Mr. Sencen, but quiet is not one of them.” 

“So you're saying I’m a beauty?” 

Mr. Forkle scowled. “Were trying to have a private conversation.” 

“Then you shouldn't have it in a common room.” Keefe plopped into 
one of the boulder-beanbag chairs, propping up his feet. “And by the 
way, Sir Astin? How’d you pull off being a Mentor while you were living 
next to Sophie in human land?” 

“That is a secret I’m not willing to share.” 

Keefe got up and circled Mr. Forkle. “I bet if I really think about it I 
can guess the other yous.” 

“I thought you had a project to work on,” Mr. Forkle reminded him. 
“Something to do with a memory?” 

“Yeah . . . it wasn’t what I thought it was.” He tried to shrug it off, but 
his fists were clenched. “Besides, I thought I should be a good friend 
and check on Fitz. Do not go in there. It’s pretty much the Great Vacker 
Hurlfest. Every time Fitz spews up black gunk, it makes Biana barf, and 
then Della loses it—and repeat!” 

“Does that mean he’s getting worse?” Sophie asked. 

“Actually, he looks pretty good—y’know, when he’s not gagging up 
bug venom. He’s awake now, and he’s got some color back in his cheeks. 
But I couldn’t stick around. I don’t know how Dex is doing it.” 

“It’s remarkable what one can withstand when one feels they must 
punish oneself.” Mr. Forkle rolled the cache around his palm before 
handing it back to Sophie. “Protecting this is your responsibility now. 
And you must take it as seriously as the Councillors do. They swear on 
their lives to never let it out of their possession.” 

“But I thought you didn’t want me carrying it around.” 

“I don’t. You haven't tried to access the secrets within the cache, have 
you?” 

Sophie shook her head. 

“Good. Do not attempt it. I couldn’t tell if Oralie was bluffing when 
she suggested that Kenric made a way for you to open it, but her 
reasoning makes sense—and trust me when I say you don’t want that 


responsibility. There are reasons the Councillors erase these secrets 
from their minds.” 

“Are the secrets the same in every cache?” Sophie asked, wondering if 
any involved the drakostomes. That would explain their reaction when 
she'd mentioned giving it to the gnomes. 

“The Council divides the secrets up to ensure each of them is only 
responsible for protecting a portion. This cache contains seven.” 

“Okay, but here’s what I don’t get,” Keefe jumped in. “How does it 
help to forget about something? It’s not like that makes it go away.” 

Sophie had been wondering the same thing. It was like an ostrich 
hiding its head in the sand. 

“Some of the secrets are removed for the Councillors’ self- 
preservation,” Mr. Forkle explained. “Ruling the world is full of 
impossible choices. Sometimes they must act in ways that would shatter 
them from guilt. So they erase it from their minds to spare themselves 
the agony. But there are also secrets that would send the planet spiraling 
into chaos if they ever came out. The safest option is to ensure no one 
knows about them.” He stared longingly at the cache. “Never let me have 
this. The temptation is too great.” 

“So what do I do with it?” Sophie asked. 

“Pll have to enlist the aid of a trusted Conjurer. In the meantime, that 
cache must not leave your possession—and you will not leave this 
hideout. Is that clear?” 

“But I have to go to Exillium.” 

“No you don’t. You're in hiding,” he reminded her. “The Council can 
hardly force you.” 

“But I want to go,” Sophie argued. 

“So do I,” Keefe jumped in. “I’m tired of being cooped up in this 
hideout all day.” 

“You mean you're tired of being safe?” Mr. Forkle asked. “Tired of 
training and improving your abilities?” 

“Pretty much,” Keefe said. 

“Most of our training was to prepare us to rescue Prentice,” Sophie 
added, “and now we've done that. Well, we’ve almost done that. He'll be 
rescued tomorrow morning. Meanwhile, we still don’t know what the 


Neverseen is doing with those trees. And we're about to hand Gethen 
over—” 

“Not a good trade, by the way,” Keefe interrupted. 

“It was, actually,” Mr. Forkle told him. “We’ve learned all we can from 
Gethen. Plus, the Council is not without their talents. Why not let them 
try their hand? Anything they learn we'll be able to recover.” 

“Okay, but my point,” Sophie said, getting back to her argument, “is 
that with Gethen gone, Exillium is our best chance of discovering more 
about the Psionipath. Someone has to remember something about him. 
Or if nothing else, we'll learn about the Neutral Territories.” 

Mr. Forkle rubbed his head, leaving red marks from pressing so hard. 
“All I can promise is that I will discuss the matter with the Collective.” 

“That usually means ‘yes,” Physic said, making everyone jump as 
she swished back into the room. “He knows the Collective never rejects 
his ideas. Why else do you think we have these stupid code names?” 

“Well, now we know one of his identities,” Keefe said. 

“He told you he’s—” 

“Sir Astin,” Mr. Forkle jumped in. “And nice try, Mr. Sencen. No one 
will be revealing any of my other identities, accidentally or otherwise. 
Physic will also not be revealing hers. Did you get the ingredient for Mr. 
Vacker?” he asked her. 

Physic held up a palm-size white jar. “It wasn’t easy. My usual 
apothecary was closed, so I had to go to the Hekses’ unicorn preserve. 
Why didn’t you tell me the plague had spread to the Starkrial Valley>” 

Mr. Forkle looked pale as he mumbled, “I wasn’t aware that it had.” 

“Wait, isn’t that where the Lake of Blood is?” Sophie asked. 

“It is,” Mr. Forkle said. “But it’s a large valley, and the Lake of Blood is 
on the other side. Still, I’d better check on Sior, Lur, and Mitya.” 

He pulled his crystal from his cloak and turned to Physic. “You can 
handle things without me>” 

“Don't I always?” She offered Sophie her hand as Mr. Forkle leaped 
away. “Come on, let’s go finish healing your friend.” 


THIRTY- THREE 


Puysic’s GOOPY, POOPY salve—or as Keefe called it, the pooplosion! 


—did its job, erasing the last remains of the black spiderweb veins on 
Fitz’s chest. After that it only took another hour of dry heaving and 
fifteen other medicines before Physic pronounced Fitz “cured.” 

“You're not healed,” she warned Fitz. “You’re going to need another 
week of recovery for that. And you'll need to drink a vile tea every 
morning.” 

“Did you say ‘vile’>” Della asked. 

“Oh yeah—it’s nasty stuff. But so is getting impaled by a giant bug.” 
She set a jar on the table filled with seven spiky red flowers. “Steep one 
hollowthistle into a cup of boiling water and make him down the whole 
thing in one gulp. Try not to throw it up,” she told Fitz. “And no getting 
out of this bed except for essential things.” 

“So, like, a few rounds of tackle bramble?” Keefe asked. 

“Very funny,” Physic said. “But seriously—no. Fitz will look worse 
before he gets better. Just know that’s part of the process. I promise he'll 
be his old self by the seventh cup.” 

“Can't I just down all seven cups right now?” Fitz asked. 

“Not unless you want your insides to liquefy.” 

“Am I the only one who thinks that would be kind of cool?” Keefe 
asked, earning another laugh from Physic. 

“I like your style, kid,” she told him. “Though I have a feeling I’m 
going to need to keep an eye on you.” 

“You can try,” Keefe told her. “And dude, now that you’re done with 
the Great Vacker Hurlfest, we can tell you that Foster found out one of 


Forkle’s identities. Sir Astin.” 

Della’s eyes widened the most. “He was my Mentor when I was a 
Level Three.” 

“He was?” Sophie asked. “Do you think he was in the Black Swan 
back then?” 

“I don’t know, it was a long time ago.” Della stared out the window, 
her mind in the past. 

Fitz, Dex, and Biana meanwhile didn’t seem that impressed. They 
were surprised, of course. But crazy as the revelation was, it still felt like 
Mr. Forkle’s other identities had to be an even bigger mind blow. 

Sophie jolted back to the present when Fitz yelped. 

“Sorry,” he mumbled, “I was just trying to sit up.” 

“Vertical is not your friend yet,” Physic told him. “Make horizontal 
your buddy for the next seven days.” 

Fitz sighed, and winced from the sigh. “Can I at least practice 
Telepathy?” 

“You might be up to it in a few days,” she told him. “But I doubt it. 
You need to rest. You came pretty close to dying.” 

“I knew it,” Dex mumbled from the corner. Sophie hadn’t seen him 
this miserable since the Council had forced him to adjust her ability- 
restricting circlet. “CanI...um... talk to you for a sec?” he asked Fitz. 
“Alone?” 

“Uh... sure,” Fitz said slowly. 

“Come on,” Della said, herding everyone out. “Physic should check 
us, too.” 

“Indeed I should,” Physic agreed. 

“But we're going to stand close enough so we can eavesdrop, right?” 
Keefe asked. 

Fitz flung a pillow and smacked Keefe in the head—then yelped, 
clutching his shoulder. 

“Don’t make me restrain you!” Physic warned him. “And don’t you 
dare fling that pillow back!” she told Keefe as he lined up his aim. 

Sophie was the last to leave the room, trying to guess why Dex 
wouldn't look at her. Her theories evaporated when she entered the 
main room and found Mr. Forkle and Calla whispering. 

“What’s going on>” she asked. 


“Probably nothing,” Calla said, but the strain in her voice was too 
noticeable. 

Mr. Forkle cleared his throat. “I was unable to find Lur, Mitya, or Sior. 
I’m sending Calla to make a more thorough search.” 

“Won't she be exposed to the plague?” Sophie asked. 

“I won't surface unless the roots assure me it is safe,” Calla promised. 

Keefe’s eyes darkened. “If anything happened to them because they 
were searching for my mother—” 

“The two would have nothing to do with each other,” Calla promised. 

When Keefe started to argue, Calla made her way to his side. Sophie 
couldn’t hear what Calla whispered to him, but his whole expression 
softened. 

“Pll be home soon,” Calla said, nodding to Sophie. “Try not to worry.” 

“Here,” Physic said when Calla was gone. She handed Sophie a small 
green vial. “This will help you destress.” 

Sophie sniffed the elixir. “This doesn’t have limbium in it, right?” 

“Nope—I learned my lesson last time.” 

“Last time?” 

Physic adjusted her mask. “Oh, you know. The time we healed your 
abilities. I was consulted on the cure. Looks like we missed a spot with 
that scar on your hand.” 

The story made sense, and Sophie would’ve accepted it—if Physic 
weren't studiously avoiding her eyes. 

Did that mean Physic was there for her other allergic reaction? The 
one the Black Swan had erased from her memory? 

I know what you're thinking, Mr. Forkle transmitted. And not because 
I’m invading your privacy. So in the interests of our newfound honesty . . . 
yes. Your theory is correct. And that is all I will say. 

Thank you, Sophie transmitted back. He wasn’t giving her all the 
answers she wanted. But she could live with this compromise. 

Further discussion was interrupted by Dex shuffling past. He headed 
straight for his room, but Sophie wouldn't let him escape that easily. She 
caught him before he closed his door. 

The floor of his room was strewn with gadgets and tools and things 
that could only be described as “doodads.” Dex kicked some aside to 
clear a path, mumbling, “You don’t have to check on me.” 


“I know I don’t have to. I want to. Besides, how many times have you 
checked on me?” 

“Yeah, but this is different.” He picked up what looked like a 
dismantled melder and started tweaking the wires. 

“So what did you and Fitz talk about?” she asked. 

Dex added a new gear to his contraption. “I told him I’m sorry.” 

“What happened today wasn’t your fault, Dex.” 

“It kinda was. But that isn’t why I’m sorry.” He added another wire to 
the gadget and it whirred to life, playing a tinkling musical sound. He let 
the notes play until the song came to an end. “I told him I’m sorry for 
hating him so much.” 

“Oh,” Sophie said. “That must’ve been awkward.” 

“Yeah.” 

“So... what did he say?” 

“He wanted to know why.” 

“Why do you hate him?” 

“You can’t guess?” 

She had one theory—but it would start a conversation she didn’t 
know how to finish. Plus, Dex had made it clear he was not a member of 
the Vacker fan club from her very first day at Foxfire, when Fitz didn’t 
remember Dex’s name. 

“I know he wasn’t always nice to you,” she tried. 

“He used to ignore me. And he’s just so perfect.” Dex sighed, pulling 
apart his new gadget and dropping the bits to the floor. “But . . . he’s not 
a bad guy. And he saved us today.” 

It was the nicest thing Dex had ever said about Fitz, and Sophie could 
tell part of him only begrudgingly admitted it. 

“So what did Fitz say?” she asked. 

“He said we should be friends. And I said I’d try. And then he looked 
like he wanted to hug it out, so I bolted out of there.” 

Sophie laughed. “Wow, you and Fitz—BFFs! That'll be new.” 

“He’s not my best friend. That spot’s already taken.” 

“It is?” Sophie asked. 

“Duh. Did you really think it changed?” 

“I don’t know. So many things are changing.” 

“I know,” he agreed quietly. “But that one won't. Ever.” 


She felt her lips stretch into the biggest smile she’d had in a long 
time. “Same. You know that, right? Best friends no matter what.” 

“Does that mean we're supposed to hug it out?” he asked. 

“I... guess we could.” After the day they’d had, a hug sounded pretty 
good. 

Dex looked a little nervous as he curled his arms around her 
shoulders. But it didn’t feel awkward. It felt like coming home. 

“I’m always here,” he whispered. 

“Me too.” She knew she should probably let go, but she stayed a little 
longer. 

They pulled apart when Keefe shouted, “YOU GUYS HAVE TO SEE 
THIS!” 

They ran to the main room and found Keefe standing under the 
skylight, holding up Mr. Snuggles like it was a baby lion about to be 
made king. The sparkly red dragon twinkled almost as much as Keefe’s 
eyes as he said, “I went in to check on our boy and found him cuddling 
with this!” 

“Isn't that the same dragon Fitz brought to your house that one 
time?” Dex asked Sophie. 

“WHAT?” Keefe shouted. “YOU KNEW AND YOU DIDN’T TELL 
ME?!” 

“Mr. Snuggles wasn’t my secret to share,” Sophie said. 

“IT’S NAME IS MR. SNUGGLES?! That is....I cant even...” 
Keefe ran back to Fitz’s room shouting, “ARE YOU MISSING YOUR 
SNUGGLE BUDDY?!” 

“Fitz is going to die of embarrassment, you know that, right?” Biana 
asked. 

“I didn’t know he had a stuffed dragon,” Della said. “I wonder where 
he got it.” 

“Elwin gave it to him when Alden was sick,” Sophie explained. “And 
Elwin named him.” 

“Wow, you really know my brother super well, don’t you?” Biana 
asked. 

Sophie’s cheeks flushed. “Well . . . we have to do a lot of trust 
exercises.” 

Dex sighed. 


Down the hall, Sophie could hear Keefe laughing hysterically. 

“I better make sure Fitz is still talking to me,” she said. 

“You should be worried about me,” Keefe told her, stalking back into 
the room. “You deprived me of the Snuggles—that cannot be forgiven! 
Actually it can, but you have to convince Fitz to call himself Lord of the 
Snuggles from now on.” 

Sophie laughed. “TIl see what I can do.” 

Fitz’s door was closed, so she knocked before going in. 

“I told you, Mr. Snuggles’s visiting hours are over,” he called through 
the door. 

“What about your visiting hours>” she asked. 

“Oh! I thought you were Keefe.” 

Sophie pushed open the door. “I get that a lot.” 

“YOU SHOULD BE SO LUCKY!” Keefe shouted from the main 
room. 

Fitz had Mr. Snuggles perched on his lap, and the sparkly dragon 
looked almost defiant. Like, Yeah, I’m cute and glittery—what'’s it to you? 

“So... I guess the secret’s out,” she said. 

“Looks like it. You'd think almost dying would earn me a little slack.” 

“NOT WHEN YOU’RE CUDDLING WITH A GLITTERY DRAGON, 
DUDE!” Keefe shouted. 

Fitz smiled. 

“So you're not mad?” Sophie asked. 

“Nah. It’s good to see Keefe acting normal again.” 

“It is,” Sophie agreed, hoping it would last. “But what about you? 
How are you feeling>” 

Fitz shrugged, then winced again, which made it a little hard to 
believe his “Fine.” 

“I’m mostly embarrassed,” he promised. “I mean, who gets impaled 
by a giant bug? And I’m feeling guilty for all the times I’ve teased you 
about almost dying. It’s not a lot of fun.” 

“It really isn’t.” Sophie sat on the edge of his bed. “Don’t do it again, 
okay>” 

“I won't if you won't.” 

Sophie sighed, knowing it was a deal neither of them could honestly 
make. 


He yawned, and she patted Mr. Snuggles on the head as she stood to 
leave. 

Fitz mumbled something, the words too sleepy to be coherent. But 
Sophie could’ve sworn he'd said, “Miss you.” 

“How is he?” Mr. Forkle asked as she entered the hallway. 

She shrugged. “Resting.” 

“You should do the same. We have an early morning tomorrow. 
You're coming with us to make the exchange for Prentice. And then 
we'll start the process of learning what he’s hiding.” 


THIRTY-FOUR 


Tue LAST TIME Sophie had stood outside the glowing castle in 


Lumenaria, she’d been with Fitz, learning that the world was not at all 
what she'd thought it was. 

Somehow, it didn’t feel any less surreal to be standing in the cold 
ocean breeze again, waiting for the Council to deliver Prentice. 

All five members of the Collective waited at her side, along with four 
dwarven guards, each holding one corner of the cot Gethen had been 
bound to. He seemed as lifeless as before, and Sophie wondered if he 
realized he was being moved, or if he’d retreated so far into his mind 
he’d lost connection with his body. 

Squall checked the sun, which had risen well beyond the horizon. 
“The Council’s late. I don’t like leaving Gethen in the open.” 

“I thought the Neverseen can’t track him now,” Sophie said, looking 
anywhere but at Gethen’s hands. 

“It bothers you that we removed his nails,” Mr. Forkle said. 

“Well, you did torture him,” she mumbled. 

“Is that what you think?” Granite asked. 

“The process was painless,” Squall promised. 

“I only said otherwise to frighten him,” Mr. Forkle added. “It does 
raise an interesting question, though, doesn’t it? How far are we willing 
to go in this fight? For instance, would you have been willing to hand 
your cache over to the dwarves or goblins if the Council had called your 
bluff?” 

“I don’t know,” Sophie said—but that was a lie. 

You would've done it, Mr. Forkle transmitted. 


Is that bad? 

Quite the opposite. It’s a sign that you're close to being ready. 

Sophie knew better than to ask, Ready for what? 

“Where are the gnomes under quarantine?” she asked instead. 

She'd hoped to catch a glimpse of the treatment area, but all she could 
see was the solid stone and metal of the castle’s walls and gates. 

“There’s a small grove behind the inner tower,” Mr. Forkle said. “I 
hear they’re being contained there.” 

“You haven't seen them?” Sophie asked. 

“Only physicians are allowed to enter, and they haven’t been allowed 
to share any details.” 

The castle bell ended their conversation, followed by the echo of 
heavy footsteps. When the gates creaked open, ten goblins stood arm in 
arm to block them from entering. 

Sophie searched for Sandor among them, knowing it was a vain hope. 
She found only strangers, and none who looked friendly enough to ask 
if they’d heard any news about her recovering bodyguard. 

Behind them, the Four Seasons Tree stood proudly on a small patch 
of grass. As Sophie studied its colorful branches, Bronte and Emery 
leaped into the courtyard. 

“Where’s Prentice?” Mr. Forkle demanded. 

“On his way,” Councillor Emery promised. “He didn’t respond to the 
sedatives Terik gave him for transport, so we sent Alina to calm him.” 

“Alina is a Beguiler,” Granite explained to Sophie. “Her voice can be 
irresistibly soothing.” 

“Then why is she always so awful?” Sophie had to ask. 

Bronte’s lips twitched with a smile, and even Emery sounded mildly 
amused as he told her, “Much like Telepaths, Beguilers have restrictions 
for when they can use their power.” 

“Without those restrictions, Alina would surely be a Vacker,” Granite 
added. 

Sophie felt her jaw drop. “She’s that powerful?” 

“It’s why we elected her to our ranks,” Emery agreed. “In these 
troubling times we may very well need the power of persuasion.” 

His tone wasn’t threatening—but the words still felt that way. 


“I take it this is our prisoner?” Bronte asked. “I see he had no issue 
with the drugs.” 

“You will find him much the same when the sedatives wear off,” Mr. 
Forkle told him. “He’s using some sort of telepathy trick to keep his 
consciousness hidden.” 

“Tve never heard of such a skill,” Emery said. 

“Neither had we,” Granite agreed. “But we’re growing used to finding 
ourselves in unfamiliar territory.” He motioned to the goblins standing 
at the ready. “You honestly thought this was necessary>” 

“You are fugitives,” Emery said. “And this area is under quarantine.” 

“It is indeed,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “Any progress on the cure?” 

“All work is progress,” Emery said. 

“Which is political-speak for ‘no’?” Granite pressed. 

Bronte cleared his throat. “Unfortunately, it means we have little 
news to report.” 

Sophie wished she could ask about the drakostomes, but it would be 
too risky. The Council had gone to great lengths to keep their existence 
hidden, and she couldn't risk hindering the exchange for Prentice. 

“Are you monitoring the Neutral Territories?” she asked. 

“We're watching everywhere the plague has spread,” Emery agreed. 

“And have you found any trees with force fields around them?” she 
asked. 

Bronte frowned. “What do you mean>” 

“The Neverseen have a Psionipath working with them,” Mr. Forkle 
explained. “We've been trying to ascertain his purpose.” 

“Then why have we heard nothing of this?” Emery snapped. 

“Well, I suppose that’s the problem with treating us as fugitives,” Mr. 
Forkle said. “It makes it rather hard to work together.” 

Emery and Bronte shared a look, but Emery shook his head. 

“What about the Vacker boy?” Emery asked. “How is he faring?” 

“He’s expected to make a full recovery,” Mr. Forkle said. 

Both Councillors looked noticeably relieved. 

“What about Oralie?” Sophie asked. “What did you decide for her 
punishment?” 

“She should have been removed from the Council,” Emery said. “But 
our world does not need the uncertainty of another election, so she has 


been put under surveillance and relegated to menial assignments until 
she earns back our trust.” 

“At the moment, she’s enduring our most odious task,” Bronte said. 
“Monitoring Lord Cassius’s investigation.” 

“What is Keefe’s father investigating?” Sophie asked. 

“His own memories. He’s working with Telepaths, hoping to uncover 
any clues his wife might’ve given. Oralie’s there to read his emotions 
and ensure he’s honest about what he finds.” 

“Has he found anything?” Blur asked. 

“Nothing of note. Lady Gisela was very careful.” 

Before anyone could respond, a light flashed next to Bronte, and 
Councillor Alina appeared in all her jeweled finery. 

“Where's Terik?” Bronte asked her. 

“He should be here right . . . now.” Alina waived her arms like a 
spokesmodel and Councillor Terik appeared beside her. Something dark 
was slung over his shoulder, and Sophie realized it was Prentice. 

“The sedatives kicked in once Alina calmed him down,” Terik 
explained through huffing breaths. “Id given him some pretty strong 
stuff, so he’ll probably be out for hours.” 

Granite moved forward to help, but the goblins raised their swords. 

“First, our prisoner,” Emery told him. 

“You think we're going to betray you?” Mr. Forkle snapped. 

Councillor Alina adjusted her peridot circlet. “I wouldn’t put it past 
you.” 

“Fine.” Mr. Forkle turned to their dwarves. “Make the exchange.” 

The dwarves passed Gethen’s cot to two of the goblins, and Terik 
handed Prentice to Granite. 

“What did you give him?” Granite asked, cradling Prentice like a 
baby. Prentice’s head lolled to the side, his body limp and pale. 

“You can blame his condition on Alden Vacker,” Alina told him. “And 
yourselves, for violating our laws.” 

Sophie was tempted to grab a handful of dirt and throw it in Alina’s 
face, but somehow she found the willpower to refrain. 

“He should be fine once the drugs wear off,” Terik promised, wiping 
sweat off his forehead. “Well . . . as fine as he ever is.” 

Granite held Prentice tighter, whispering, “It’s going to be okay.” 


Sophie wanted to believe him, but she could see the clammy sheen 
on Prentice’s skin. 

“Thus ends our truce,” Councillor Alina said, raising a hand to order 
the remaining goblins back into position. 

“Your real enemy is tied to that cot,” Mr. Forkle warned the 
Councillors. 

“Said the elf hiding behind a disguise,” Alina argued. 

Sophie didn’t understand why the Council refused to see that the 
Black Swan wasn’t evil. But then she remembered the doubt she'd felt 
because of Gethen’s fingernails. 

It was far too easy to misunderstand a single action. 

Prentice was living proof of the pain such mistakes could cause. And 
now she had a chance to set things right. 


THEY BROUGHT PRENTICE to a stone cottage, surrounded by 
crumbling paths and mossy walls. It sat nestled in a verdant valley, 
blanketed with grassy fields and rolling hills, under a gray sky swirling 
with mist. 

“Are we in England?” Sophie asked, feeling like she’d fallen into a 
period movie. The only thing missing were horse-drawn carriages. 

“It’s possible,” Mr. Forkle said, licking one of the stones to open the 
door to the house. “We rarely consider human land claims when we 
choose our hideouts.” 

He led everyone inside, and the house’s interior reminded Sophie of 
the Healing Center at Foxfire. The floor was sleek silver, and along one 
wall was a neatly blanketed cot, as well as a table covered in bottles of 
Youth and vials of medicine. Two of the other walls were floor-to-ceiling 
apothecary shelves—hundreds of tiny square drawers Sophie was sure 
were filled with all manner of elixirs. The last wall had a window 
overlooking the lush valley, along with a counter, a sink, and a full set of 
alchemy equipment. 

“How long have you had this place?” she asked. 

“Since Prentice’s memory break,” Mr. Forkle said. “We knew we had 
years to wait for your abilities to develop—but we wanted to be ready 
just in case.” 


“Pll take the first shift,” Blur said, heading down a flight of stairs in 
the corner. Another flight went up to some sort of loft. 

“Private quarters,” Mr. Forkle explained. “So that those staying here to 
care for Prentice have somewhere to rest.” 

Granite set Prentice on the bed as Squall grabbed a crystal basin from 
the counter and filled it with water. They toweled off Prentice’s face and 
hands and tied back his dreadlocked hair. Blur returned with a clean 
robe, and Sophie turned away as they changed him. She helped Wraith 
and Mr. Forkle sort through the drawers, pulling out various ointments 
and unguents. By the time everyone was finished, Prentice’s skin looked 
clean and smooth—all cuts and scratches healed. 

If he hadn’t been so unnaturally still, he might’ve looked normal. 

“It’s strange for the sedatives to take such a strong effect, isn’t it?” 
Granite asked. 

“Indeed it is,” Mr. Forkle said. “And to last this long.” 

Sophie thought back to the dark days after Alden’s mind had broken, 
when Elwin was attempting to treat him. The sedatives had worn off so 
fast, Elwin couldn’t keep up with them. 

“Do you think there’s something wrong?” she whispered. 

“I don’t know what to think,” Mr. Forkle admitted. “Not until I have 
more information.” 

She realized that everyone was looking at her. “You want me to heal 
him right now?” 

“Not heal,” Granite said. 

“Unless you feel like you're capable,” Mr. Forkle jumped in. “But what 
we truly need is a better sense of his mental state. None of us can enter 
a broken mind except you.” 

Sophie’s mouth went dry, but she took a deep breath and stepped 
closer, trying not to think about the last time she’d been in Prentice’s 
mind. She focused on Alden—and the joy she'd felt bringing him back 
—as she reached for Prentice’s temples and pushed her consciousness 
into his. 

His mind was dark—but not like any darkness she'd experienced 
before. She was used to blackness that had a shape. A space. An end. 

This was absolute nothingness. 

No light. No sound. 


Not a whisper. A breath. A flutter. 

She tried to call Prentice’s name, but the transmissions vanished. It 
felt like trying to light a match in a room with no oxygen. 

Heaviness settled over her, burying her in the emptiness, until all she 
had left was a single, solitary thought—a truth so inescapable, it turned 
solid in her mind, creating a lifeline to climb up and out of the black. 

Sophie stumbled back from Prentice, the world crashing around her 
in a tornado of senses. But even the chaos of reality couldn’t change the 
heartbreaking truth she'd discovered. 

She gave herself several long breaths before she turned to face the 
Collective. 

Their hopeful expressions crumbled as she whispered, “Prentice is 
gone.” 


THIRTY-FIVE 


Is HE USING the same trick as Gethen?” Biana asked when Sophie had 


finished her update. 

After hours and hours of trying, Mr. Forkle had brought her back to 
the tree house to rest. 

Sophie sighed. “I don’t know.” 

She wandered to her window, staring at the dark forest. She had no 
idea what time it was. It didn’t matter. 

It was too late. 

“Mr. Forkle and Granite tried to check,” she whispered. “Since they’d 
both been in Gethen’s mind and knew how it felt. But neither of them 
could last longer than a few seconds. They said Prentice’s head felt like 
being thrown into a pit of boiling tar.” 

“I’ve never heard of anything like that before,” Della said, appearing 
in the doorway. 

“Neither have I.” And it made Sophie want to kick things. 

She knew so little about her purpose—but one fact had been made 
perfectly clear: the Black Swan designed her to heal minds. 

And yet, the one person who'd counted on that ability more than 
anyone else was lying on a cot in a small stone house, and she couldn't 
do a single thing to help him. 

“Prentice’s mind felt like the darkness had somehow taken over,” she 
whispered. “And what I don’t understand is, what changed? The last 
time I read his mind it was a cage of nightmares—but he was there. He 
gave me a vision of Jolie, and told me how to escape.” 


“But you said he was drugged today, right?” Biana asked. “Maybe he 
was still sedated?” 

“Drugs rarely have any effect on a broken mind,” Della said. The 
sadness in her voice made it clear she was reliving the days she'd spent 
holding down Alden’s thrashing body while Elwin struggled to keep him 
sedated. 

“Unless...” 

“Unless what?” Della and Biana both asked, making Sophie realize 
she’d spoken aloud. 

“What if... Dame Alina did something?” she whispered. “We all saw 
him yesterday, and he wasn’t catatonic like this. Terik even called for 
backup because he needed someone to calm Prentice for transport.” 

“But what could she have done?” Biana asked. 

“I don’t know,” Sophie admitted. “I know nothing about Beguilers.” 

“Neither do I,” Biana said. 

The bigger question Sophie had was: Why? 

Why would Dame Alina risk harming her own sanity by hurting 
Prentice? 

“What’s wrong?” Biana asked her mom. 

Della shook her head and wiped her eyes. “I’m just . . . glad Alden 
isn’t here to hear this.” 

Biana covered her mouth. “You don’t think he’s going to...” 

“No,” Della said, rushing over to hug her daughter. “Your father is 
strong, he won't let this break him again.” 

Biana’s eyes welled with tears anyway. 

Sophie’s eyes burned as well. “If it helps,” she said, trying to convince 
them as much as herself, “the Collective thinks we just need to give 
Prentice time. He’s been surrounded by so much misery in Exile, he 
might’ve retreated to protect himself. So now that he’s free, we can 
surround him with happier things to draw him back out. Plus, Fitz and I 
haven't tried working together as Cognates yet.” 

“That’s true,” Della said, clearing thickness from her throat. “We all 
have to remember, Prentice has only been free for a few hours. We need 
to be patient.” 

“I’m tired of being patient,” Biana said. 

Sophie was too. 


Della hugged them both. “It’s late,” she said. “We should all get some 
sleep so we're ready for whatever the Black Swan needs tomorrow.” 

Sophie tried to take Della’s advice. But her head was too full of 
questions. She stayed up reading, scouring the telepathy books the Black 
Swan had given her, hoping to find some clue that might explain what 
was happening. 

“I feared I might find you like this,” Mr. Forkle said from her 
doorway. 

Sophie jumped so hard she knocked the books off her lap. 

“Any news?” she asked, sitting on her hands to stop from reaching for 
her eyelashes. 

“No change—but were counting that as a good thing. At least he is 
not getting worse.” 

He crossed her room and pulled open her drapes, staring out the 
window. It was brighter outside than Sophie had expected it to be. 

“Caring for Prentice is going to be far more time consuming than 
we'd originally planned,” he said. “Especially since Calla and the other 
gnomes have yet to return. Do not let that trouble you,” he added 
quickly. “Calla warned us it would take several days for her search. 
But . . . the fact that the plague keeps spreading proves we should be 
doing more to investigate. We’ve been pinning so many hopes on 
Prentice that it’s made us shortsighted. So I brought your request to the 
Collective, and we’ve reached a decision.” He turned back to face her, 
and she could see the worry in his eyes as he said, “We’ve agreed that 
the five of you should attend Exillium.” 

Sophie nodded, her voice momentarily abandoning her. 

“You're right to be nervous,” he told her. “Exillium is on the front 
lines of this plague. And their program is far more rigorous than 
anything you've experienced. But we have no doubt that you and your 
friends can handle it. You’ve proven time and again that you are both 
resourceful and brave. Still, you will need to prepare. And we'll have to 
wait until Mr. Vacker is fully recovered. You also must secure your cache 
in the void.” 

“The void?” Sophie asked. 

“It’s a confusing process,” Mr. Forkle admitted. “But I’ve brought a 
Conjurer to guide you through. She’s waiting for you in the main room.” 


Sophie dressed quickly, expecting to find another elf in a crazy 
disguise. 

Instead she found an achingly familiar figure in a simple blue gown 
waiting for her by the waterfall. 

“Edaline?” 


THIRT Y-SIX 


TEARS STREAMED DOWN Sophie’s cheeks as she tackled her mom 


with a hug. “I can’t believe you're here!” 

“I’m having a hard time believing it myself,” Edaline whispered. She 
glanced around the room, smiling at Della and Biana. “This definitely 
wasn’t what I’d been imagining for your hideout. It feels almost. . . 
homey.” 

“It’s not as good as home,” Sophie promised. 

Edaline traced her hands across Sophie's back, and for a second it felt 
like they were back at Havenfield, everyone safe, nobody hurt or 
banished. 

“I love you, Mom,” Sophie whispered, taking her chance to say it. 

“I love you too.” 

Sophie leaned back, trying to read the shadows on Edaline’s face. 
Rings under her eyes hinted that she wasn’t sleeping, and a crease 
between her brows gave away her stress. But otherwise she looked pretty 
normal. 

A sniffle from the doorway made them turn to where Dex stood. 

“Sorry,” he mumbled, wiping his eyes. “Just . . . you know.” 

Dex’s mom and Edaline were sisters, and they looked a lot alike— 
same wide turquoise eyes and soft, amber-colored hair. 

“Come here, Dex,” Edaline said, stepping aside to include him in the 
hug. “Your family is going to be so jealous when I tell them I got to see 
you.” 

“They don’t know you're here?” Sophie asked. 


“No, even Grady doesn’t. He’s off with Alden. I was out working in 
the sasquatch pasture when Mr. Forkle appeared.” 

“Sorry to catch you by surprise,” Mr. Forkle said. “The Council is 
monitoring Havenfield extremely closely.” 

“Are they doing the same to my family?” Dex asked. 

“Of course,” Edaline said. “But your dad’s enjoying it. He’s been 
rigging traps all over Slurps and Burps to catch anyone snooping. Several 
Emissaries have left covered in pink slime.” 

Dex grinned. “Wish I could be there.” 

“He wishes you could too. But he’s so proud of you. Your whole 
family is—Ohl! I can’t believe I forgot!” 

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a wriggling bundle of 
orange fur. 

“IGGY!” Sophie and Dex shouted at the same time. 

The tiny imp squeaked and flapped his batlike wings, fluttering over 
to Sophie’s waiting hands. She kissed his furry cheeks, gagging from the 
Iggy breath. 

Dex coughed. “Whoa, I think he’s gotten stinkier.” 

“He has,” Edaline agreed. “He’s been refusing to clean himself. And if 
I leave him in his cage, he flings his poop. So I’ve been carrying him in 
my pocket and bribing him with treats.” 

Sophie poked Iggy’s belly, which felt chubbier—though it was hard to 
tell under the orange dreadlocks. His natural fur was gray, but Dex had a 
habit of slipping Iggy elixirs. 

“Next time you're getting shorter fur,” Dex told Iggy. “So it won't hold 
the stink in.” 

“You should make him blue,” Biana said. “With sparkles!” 

Iggy responded with an extraordinarily loud fart. 

“Fine, no sparkles,” Sophie said, rubbing his fuzzy chin and filling 
the room with his squeaky purr. “I didn’t realize how much I missed 
him. I wish Grady...” 

“I know,” Edaline said. 

“What is he doing with Alden?” Della asked. 

“Does it have to do with the scrolls I saw you reading through my 
Spyball,” Sophie asked. 

Edaline smiled. “I’ve wondered if you were watching.” 


“What’s in the scrolls?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

“We're honestly not sure. The Council had ordered them destroyed, 
so Alden snuck them home to figure out why. So far they’ve all been 
about testing trees for something called drakostomes.” 

Sophie, Dex, and Biana shared a look. 

“Why do I feel like there’s something you haven’t told me?” Mr. 
Forkle asked them. 

Dex explained what hed found in the archive, and how the 
drakostomes seemed like something the ogres held as leverage against 
the Council. 

Mr. Forkle rubbed his temples. “That’s the kind of information I 
expect you to tell me.” 

“We meant to,” Dex said. “But things have been crazy.” 

“Yes, I suppose they have,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “But if the Council 
wants those scrolls destroyed, they’re clearly trying to cover their tracks.” 

“So you think the ogres are behind the plague?” Sophie asked. “And 
that the Council knew it could happen?” 

Mr. Forkle sighed. “It’s looking more and more possible.” 

“Then why hasn’t the Council sent the goblins into Ravagog to shut 
the ogres down?” Dex asked. 

“Because war with the ogres will kill thousands,” Mr. Forkle reminded 
him. “And presently the plague hasn’t killed a single gnome.” 

“It could,” Sophie pressed. “Any day we might get the bad news. How 
could the Council not warn the gnomes that this could happen?” 

Mr. Forkle glanced over his shoulder, lowering his voice before he 
said, “You must be very careful with these accusations, Miss Foster. That 
is the kind of revelation that would shake the very foundation of our 
world. Let’s also not forget that the only gnomes currently affected are 
those who chose to live beyond the protection of the Lost Cities—and 
that we don’t even know what these drakostomes are. Can I borrow 
those scrolls when I bring you back to Havenfield>” he asked Edaline. 

Sophie grabbed Edaline’s hand. “You're not leaving already, are you?” 

“No, but l'll need to bring her home soon,” Mr. Forkle said. “So we 
should focus on hiding the cache.” 

Edaline flinched at the word. “I can’t believe you’re responsible for 
guarding one, Sophie.” 


“It'll be much safer once the cache is tucked into the void,” Mr. Forkle 
promised. 

“Do you mean the same void I go to when I teleport?” Sophie asked. 
“How do you hide something there?” 

“Everything in the universe is connected,” Edaline said. “Tied 
together with thin threads of energy. The void is where all those threads 
converge. Conjurers can pull at the threads in small ways, snapping 
things back and forth.” She snapped her fingers and a plate of custard 
bursts appeared in her hands. When everyone had taken one of the 
crunchy-gooey treats, she snapped her fingers again and the plate 
disappeared. “I can also leave something tangled in the web, if I choose.” 

“Does that mean I won't be able to reach the cache without your 
help?” Sophie asked. 

“Not if I do my job right. I can tie a new thread between your mind 
and the cache, which you'll be able to pull on. I’ll also add an emergency 
command, to be safe.” 

That sounded a bit wibbly-wobbly for Sophie, but she took Edaline’s 
word for it. Plus, it explained how Oralie had made Kenric’s cache 
appear. 

“Do you have the cache with you?” Edaline asked. 

Sophie removed the tiny marble from her pocket. As soon as the light 
hit the glass, Iggy zipped off her shoulder and snatched the cache in his 
tiny paws. 

“Give that back!” Sophie shouted as he flitted to the top of the 
waterfall. 

Iggy’s eyes narrowed and he dragged his teeth along the cache with a 
cringe-worthy scraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaape. 

Edaline snapped her fingers and the cache popped back into Sophie’s 
palm. When Iggy dove to steal it back, Edaline snapped again, bringing 
his cage from Havenfield and dropping it right in his flight path. The 
startled imp crashed inside, and Edaline slammed the cage shut behind 
him. 

“Well,” Mr. Forkle said, clutching his chest. “Perhaps we should send 
that infernal creature home, before it does any permanent damage.” 

“Aw, we can't send him away,” Biana said. “He looks so sad. Can’t he 
stay here?” 


“You want to keep him?” Dex asked. “You don’t think he’s gross and 
stinky?” 

“Uh, I grew up with two older brothers—and Keefe. I’m an expert on 
gross and stinky—and troublemakers,” Biana reminded him. “Plus, he’s 
so cuddly, and my room feels so empty at night and—” 

“You want to keep him in your room>” Sophie interrupted. 

Biana’s cheeks flushed. “I know he’s your pet. I just thought it might 
help me sleep.” 

“He snores like a growling bear,” Sophie warned. “But if you want to 
brave it, I can tell Iggy likes you.” 

“I like him, too.” Biana slipped her fingers through the bars of the 
cage and Iggy snuggled against them. 

“Fine,” Mr. Forkle grumbled. “But I will hold you responsible if he 
causes any more trouble, Miss Vacker.” 

“He wouldn’t do that, now would he?” Biana said, proving how little 
she knew about imps. “Come on, let’s get you all set up in my room— 
and then we'll see what we can do about this stinky fur.” 

“I can brew up a new elixir,” Dex offered, following Biana. “You really 
want him blue?” 

“Td better make sure things don’t get out of control in there,” Della 
said, leaving Sophie alone with Mr. Forkle and Edaline. 

Edaline motioned for Sophie to sit in one of the shrubbery chairs. 
“We should get to work. So I need you to study the cache like it’s the 
only thing in the universe.” 

Sophie leaned closer, focusing on the cache’s minute details. She'd 
never noticed the hairline fissures peppered through the glass, or how 
each jewel was wrapped with a single threadlike ring. Some of the rings 
were silver. One was gold. The others were black. She was trying to 
guess the significance when she felt a soft Pop!, like what her ears did 
every time the altitude changed. 

A blue thread glinted off the cache like a laser, shooting straight into 
Sophie’s forehead. 

“That’s supposed to happen, right?” Sophie asked, resisting the urge 
to flail. 

“That’s the thread I tied between you and the cache,” Edaline 
explained. “It won't always glow. Now we just have to move the cache to 


the void.” 

Edaline snapped her fingers and the cache disappeared. The glowing 
blue thread also blinked away. But when Sophie concentrated, she could 
still feel a soft tug, as if her mind were clinging to the string of a kite 
drifting high on the breeze. 

“Perfect,” Edaline said. “Now you can drag the cache wherever you 
want in the web. It works best if you find something identifiable to leave 
it near.” 

Sophie closed her eyes and tried to focus as everything turned swishy 
and swoopy. She noticed a patch of warmth, and it led her to what felt 
like a pool of bubbling energy. She was about to leave the cache there 
when she realized everyone probably chose the comfortable paths. She 
turned her mind toward the coldest corner of the void. 

Her teeth chattered as she left the cache surrounded by frosty waves. 
“Now what?” 

Edaline snapped her fingers, and it felt like someone shoved Sophie 
back into her body and dumped a bucket of water on her brain. 

“You okay?” Edaline asked. 

Sophie rubbed her forehead. “That was really weird.” 

“Conjuring is a strange ability,” Edaline agreed. “But now your cache 
is safe. And to retrieve it, all you have to do is find the pressure in your 
mind, wrap your consciousness around it, and focus.” 

Sophie did as Edaline said and... SNAP! 

“Okay, before we put it back,” Edaline said, “you need to think of a 
word or phrase—one you won't forget, but also would never accidentally 
Say.” 

Every word that ever existed vanished from Sophie’s mind. 

“Take your time,” Mr. Forkle told her. “This will be your failsafe if 
something makes you lose your hold. It will only work once, and it will 
sever all other connections.” 

Sophie’s brain darted to silly things like, Accio cache! Allons-y! Use the 
force! Bibbidy-Bobbidy-Boo! My preciousssssssssssssssssss. But then she 
remembered how when she was little and had moved to the “older kids’ 
school,” her parents gave her a code phrase to say if she ever wanted to 
be picked up and didn’t want anyone to know she'd called her parents. 
Her dad was a huge Sherlock Holmes fan, so hed chosen “221B Baker 


Street.” She remembered complaining that no one could work those 
words into normal conversation, and her dad had just said, “But you'll 
never forget them.” 

“I think I’ve got it,” she said. 

“Okay, keep those words as the only thing in your mind, and when I 
tell you to, say them to the cache.” 

Edaline’s brows scrunched so tightly they nearly touched, and the 
cache glowed warm in Sophie’s hand. 

“Now,” Edaline said. 

The cache disappeared as soon as Sophie said the phrase. 

Edaline leaned wearily back in her chair. “That should do it. If you say 
those words and snap your fingers, the cache will find you.” 

“Does that mean you guys can call for it?” Sophie asked. “Since you 
know the words?” 

“It has to be your voice,” Mr. Forkle said. 

“And remember, it will only work once,” Edaline added. “So keep it 
for a last resort.” 

“I assume this means we're done,” Mr. Forkle said, pulling out his 
leaping crystal. 

Sophie threw her arms around Edaline, wishing she could beg her 
mom to stay. 

“At least this time I’m saying a proper goodbye,” Edaline whispered. 
“I’m sorry we didn’t before.” 

“You don’t have to be sorry,” Sophie said, wiping her eyes. “It made it 
easier, actually. Made it feel more temporary.” 

“This is temporary.” Edaline tightened her hold. “I won't let the 
Council keep us apart forever—that’s a promise. And now I need you to 
promise something to me. Don’t worry, I won’t tell you not to take risks, 
or not to worry about us, or any other impossible things. I just need you 
to promise that you'll never give up. No matter how hard it gets. Or how 
hopeless it feels. Never, ever give up.” 

“I won't if you won't,” Sophie whispered. 

“Never,” Edaline promised. 

“And tell Grady I love him.” 

“I will,” Edaline said, kissing both of her cheeks. 


She swiped a strand of hair off Sophie’s forehead. Then she took Mr. 
Forkle’s hand and the two adults leaped away, leaving Sophie alone. 


THIRTY-SEVEN 


Fitz's RECOVERY MOVED slowly, just like Physic had warned—and 


yet Sophie kept worrying it was too slow. He got dizzy every time he 
stood, and felt a stabbing pain in his chest if he took a deep breath. And 
the elixirs Physic gave him during her check-ins seemed to be making 
him worse. 

Sophie was starting to put serious thought into Keefe’s “kidnap 
Elwin” plan. But she knew she should at least wait until Fitz was done 
with the vile tea. If he wasn’t better after the last sip, she was running a 
heist in the Lost Cities. 

It didn’t help her mood that Calla still wasn’t back. The Collective also 
wouldn't bring her to see Prentice. She'd offered many times, and they 
told her she needed to save her mental energy. But when Della asked to 
go, they agreed—which Sophie tried not to find insulting. 

Meanwhile Dex spent all his time wrestling with the Twiggler, and 
Biana was obsessed with Iggy. Dex had given the tiny imp a coat of silky 
blue fur, and Biana spent every free second trying to train Iggy to eat 
vegetarian. 

Which left Sophie on her own, with a notebook full of Cognate 
exercises and a bedridden telepathy partner. The only useful thing she 
could do was help Keefe search his memories. Part of her was desperate 
for them to find a clue about the Neverseen’s plan. The other part of her 
was terrified of how Keefe would handle that. 

“You never told me about the memory you thought was going to be 
useful,” she said as she paced around his room, noticing he’d added new 
notes to the walls. 


“That’s because it was stupid.” He grabbed a crumpled piece of paper 
off the floor. “I was trying to figure out how she stayed in touch with the 
Neverseen, and I remembered she had this bracelet my dad hated, so I 
knew he didn’t give it to her. I thought maybe it was a communicator, 
but I don’t see how.” 

He uncrinkled the paper and showed Sophie a sketch he'd done of a 
bracelet made of round sparkly beads. 

“Wow, I didn’t realize you could draw.” 

“It’s no good.” Keefe snatched it away and crumpled it again. 

He was wrong—his drawing looked like a photograph. But he was 
also right—Sophie didn’t see how the bracelet could be a clue. 

“Well,” she said, “that’s why I’m here. It’s easier to see what's 
important when you can look at the memory on paper.” 

She held up her memory log and flipped to a blank page. 

“We'll start with something easy,” she promised when Keefe turned 
almost as green as Fitz had during the Great Vacker Hurlfest. “I was 
thinking itd be smart to record your memories of the Neverseen’s 
attacks. You might spot something you didn’t notice before, and you'll 
get a feel for how this is going to work. And it shouldn’t be too weird for 
you, since I was there.” 

Keefe’s shoulders relaxed. “Yeah, I guess that could work. So how do 
we do this>” 

“Well, first you need to think about those memories so they’re in the 
front of your mind. And then you need to give me permission to enter 
your consciousness—and yes, I know, you think that sounds creepy.” 

Keefe smiled half a smile. “It sounds less creepy from you.” 

She reached for his temples. 

He flinched. “Sorry. Wasn’t expecting that. You don’t do that with 
Fitz.” 

“I’m so used to his mind I don’t need to make contact anymore. Just 
relax—this isn’t going to be a big deal.” 

Keefe nodded and held still, sucking in a slight breath as her fingers 
settled against his skin. That was when she realized how close they were 
standing. 

“You okay there, Foster?” he asked, the other half of his smile curling 
his lips. “Seems like your mood just shifted.” 


“Just bracing to relive those attacks. You ready?” 

He swallowed hard before he nodded. 

Sophie did the same, adding a couple of deep breaths before opening 
her mind to his. 

She still wasn’t prepared for how vividly Keefe remembered 
everything. Fitz didn’t have a photographic memory, so his memories 
were always slightly faded. But Keefe’s mind was in high definition— 
and the soundtrack could’ve been THX certified. 

Her hands trembled as she watched herself leave the Black Swan’s 
ocean cave with Keefe. Silveny had barely lifted off the ground when five 
black-cloaked figures knocked them out of the sky. For Sophie, the fight 
had happened through a haze of pain and exhaustion after nearly dying. 
But Keefe had lived the full-color reality. His rage made her stomach 
heave—especially when one of the cloaked figures flung a rock at his 
head. They knew now that the figure was his mom, but as the fight 
replayed, Sophie saw nothing to clue them in. Lady Gisela never used 
her real voice—even when Keefe sliced her arm with a goblin throwing 
star. And she fought without remorse, even when challenging her son. 

Good old Mom, Keefe thought. Doesn't it give you warm, fuzzy feels? 

His memories shifted, bringing them to Mount Everest, during the 
part of the battle Sophie had missed. An ogre had dragged her through 
the cave’s ceiling, and she’d never realized how hard her friends fought 
to get to her. No one fought harder than Keefe. His aim with the 
throwing stars was flawless, nailing one dwarf in the hand right before it 
threw a rock at Fitz, clipping another dwarf in the leg so it couldn’t chase 
them. He waded through snowdrifts, trudged through the freezing 
winds, refusing to stop until he caught up with the Neverseen. And 
then . . . panic slowed his hand when he pointed his weapon at the 
figure he thought was his father. 

More dwarves burst out of the snow, and Keefe chased down his dad, 
his only thought, I need to end this. When he'd caught up, he’d been ready 
to do what was necessary. But then the wind threw back his father’s 
hood and Keefe saw who it really was ... 

“Oh,” Sophie said as Keefe’s emotions exploded. 

Shock. 

Anger. 


Betrayal. 

Hate. 

But the strongest emotion was grief. 

As the sadness swelled in Keefe’s mind, so did a cyclone of older 
memories. Keefe tried to push them back, but they were too strong. 

Sophie saw a young Keefe—he couldn't have been older than three or 
four—curled up on the floor of his room, crying. His mom came in to 
tell him to be quiet and realized he’d wet the bed. “Dad’s going to be so 
mad,” he whispered. His mom agreed and started to walk away, then 
sighed and called for the gnomes. She asked them to change out the 
bedding and have the room looking normal by morning. “Your father 
doesn’t have to know everything,” she told Keefe. “But don’t let this 
happen again.” 

In another memory Keefe was six or seven, waiting by a fountain in 
Atlantis. 

And waiting. 

And waiting some more. 

Crowds came and went. The balefire streetlights dimmed. And still, 
Keefe sat all alone. Finally his parents rolled up in a eurypterid carriage, 
along with another dark-haired elf that Keefe didn’t recognize. Keefe’s 
father was so deep in conversation with his friend that he didn’t even 
look at his son. Keefe’s mom said, “Sorry, we forgot you.” 

The memory shifted again, to Keefe wearing an amber-brown Level 
Three Foxfire uniform. He’d just gotten home from school and found 
his parents waiting in his room. Keefe’s father demanded Keefe show 
him his notebooks, and when Keefe handed them over, his dad freaked. 
The pages were covered in sketches, each more intricate and amazing 
than the last. But his father tore out each drawing, crumpling them 
beyond ruin as he shouted about Keefe needing to pay attention during 
his sessions. Keefe argued that he could draw and learn at the same 
time, and his father stormed off, calling Keefe a disappointment. Keefe’s 
mom said nothing as she followed her husband out. But she did retrieve 
one of the drawings from the floor—a sketch of her—and tucked it into 
her pocket. 

The theme of each memory became achingly clear. 

Two awful parents. 


But one was better—or that was what Keefe had believed. 

Keefe stepped back, severing Sophie’s connection. “So .. . that just 
happened.” 

“It’s okay,” she whispered. 

He shook his head. “I never wanted anyone to see that.” 

“I know. But... I’m glad I did. You shouldn’t have to carry all of that 
alone.” 

“And you shouldn’t have to know I used to wet the bed.” 

“Lots of kids wet the bed.” 

“Not according to my father.” 

He kicked the wall so hard it had to be painful. 

Sophie inched closer, hesitating before resting a hand on his 
shoulder. “You know what I think when I see things like that?” 

“‘T never should've agreed to help such a loser—even if he has 
awesome hair?” 

“Not even close. Okay, fine, the hair part is kinda true. But other than 
that, all I think is, ‘Keefe’s even braver than I thought’ And I already 
thought you were incredibly brave. Between the way you held your cool 
in those battles, and the way you've stayed my friend despite all the 
rumors and gossip about me. You're just . . . I don’t even know how to 
say it. But you're so much more than what your family made you believe. 
And by the way, I want to see more of your drawings.” 

“I don’t have any,” he told the floor. “I stopped drawing years ago.” 

“You have that one you just drew of your mom’s bracelet.” 

“That one was stupid.” 

“Td still like to keep it—can I>?” she bent and picked it up, tucking it 
into her memory log. 

“Anyway,” she said after an endless stretch of silence, “I guess I 
should record those attacks with the Neverseen.” 

She projected the battle scenes on the pages using a telepathy trick. 
Keefe watched over her shoulder and took the book from her when she 
got to the moment he’d learned the cloaked figure was his mom. 

“You made her look afraid,” he said. 

“That’s how she looked. Photographic memory, remember?” 

Keefe frowned. “I remember her looking angry.” 


“She did look angry. But first she looked scared—like she didn’t want 
you to see her.” 

Keefe stared at the projection for a painfully long time, then shut the 
book and handed it back. “You're not going to record the other 
memories, right?” 

“No. I think we should keep those between us.” 

He nodded. 

“Is this going to be too hard for you?” she whispered. 

“Is it going to be too hard for you?” 

Sophie chewed her lip. “I hate seeing them hurt you. If I ever face 
your father again . . . well, he better hope I’m not wearing my Sucker 
Punch, because I’d knock him to Timbuktu.” 

“I would pay so much money to see that.” 

She smiled sadly. “I don’t want you dealing with all of this alone, 
Keefe. You’ve spent long enough hiding the bruises and scars behind 
jokes and pranks—” 

“He never hit me,” Keefe interrupted. 

“I know. But words cut deeper than goblin throwing stars. So I hope 
you'll keep letting me help.” 

He raised his eyes to the window, looking as scared as his mom. 
Sophie could definitely see the family resemblance between them. But 
Keefe was missing her hard edges. 

“Just promise me that if this gets to be too much for you, you'll run 
away,” he whispered. 

“It won't be too much.” 

“It might be. I have a major dark side, Sophie.” 

“So does everyone.” 

He raised one eyebrow. “Even the Mysterious Miss F.?” 

“Uh, yeah, I’m an Inflictor, remember?” 

Keefe turned away again. “I wanted to manifest that ability so bad. I 
begged my ability detecting Mentor to try to trigger it. But no, I got my 
dad’s ability.” 

“Hey, being an Empath is a way better talent. I’ve wondered 
sometimes why the Black Swan didn’t give it to me.” 

“Maybe you'll trigger it eventually. Along with another fourteen or 
fifteen talents.” 


“Man, I hope not. Four is enough.” 

“Psh, you should at least go for five. But don’t waste your last slot on 
empathy. Go for something cool, like Hydrokinetic.” 

“Okay seriously—how many abilities are there?” 

“A lot. That’s why they make such a big deal when someone doesn’t 
get one. There are so many chances to have a talent.” 

“I still don’t think it’s right to treat them like a secondary citizen 
because of it,” Sophie mumbled. “Even if they have the same money or 
whatever, it’s still not fair.” 

“I bet that’s why you scare the Council so much,” Keefe said after a 
second. “I never thought about things like that until I met you.” 

“That’s why she’s the moonlark,” Calla said from the doorway. 

Sophie smiled as she turned to greet her friend, but it vanished when 
she saw the tears staining Calla’s cheeks. 

“What happened?” Sophie asked, hoping she hadn’t already guessed 
the answer. But it was everything she'd feared, and so much more. 

“I found Lur and Mitya—and Sior,” Calla whispered. “They're in 
Lumenaria. Under quarantine. All three of them are infected with the 
plague.” 


THIRT Y-EIGHT 


Tue WORDS BOUNCED around Sophie's head, making her ears ring. 


Lur and Mitya and Sior had the plague. 

They could be dying. 

No—not “could be.” 

They were dying, if someone didn’t find a cure. 

“How long can someone have the plague before... ?” She couldn't 
finish the question. 

“We still do not know—but that’s good news, in a way,” Calla said. 
“All the Wildwood colonists are still alive and fighting.” 

The answer helped a little—but it didn’t change the fact that the 
infected gnomes were running out of time. Maybe they had months. 
Maybe weeks. Maybe days. Whatever it was, they deserved more. 

“But you're safe?” she asked Calla. “You haven't been exposed?” 

“I was very careful,” Calla promised, drying her eyes with her long 
braid. “I would not have come back if I wasn’t certain. I would never risk 
Amisi’s safety.” 

“So what happens now?” Keefe asked. 

Calla let out a slow, heavy breath. “I don’t know. This . . . there was no 
plan for this.” Her eyes welled up again. 

“Does the Collective know yet?” Sophie asked. 

“I couldn't find them.” 

“They’re taking care of Prentice,” Sophie said. 

“Does that mean he hasn't been healed?” Calla asked. 

“I tried—” 


“It’s okay,” Calla interrupted. “I have no doubt you'll do everything 
you can. Do you know if they’re at the Stone House?” 

“Is that a cottage in the middle of the Moors?” Sophie asked. 

Calla nodded and turned to leave. “I need to speak with them before I 
tell Amisi. They might know something that could bring her better 
comfort. She and Sior are courting.” 

“I’m going with you,” Sophie said, following Calla down the hall. 

Keefe rushed after them. “Me too.” 

“I don’t know where you're going,” Dex said as they entered the boys’ 
main room, where he sat on the floor, surrounded by Twiggler supplies. 
“But you're not going without me.” 

“I suppose that means you’re coming too?” Calla said, glancing 
toward an empty corner. 

“Ugh, I really thought I’d figured out how to hide that time!” Biana 
said as she appeared. “But yep, I’m in. Where are we going?” 

Sophie did her best to catch them up. 

Dex looked like someone had crushed all his gadgets to dust. “We 
have to help them,” he whispered. “They saved us, Sophie. Lur and 
Mitya.” 

“I know,” Sophie said. 

Biana rushed to give Calla a hug. “Are you sure its safe for you to 
leave Alluveterre? The plague seems to be popping up everywhere.” 

“We'll travel deeper than normal, and I’ll steer clear of the Neutral 
Territories,” Calla promised, heading outside and down the winding 
stairs. When they reached ground level, she sang a deep, earthy song to 
create a tunnel and tangled the roots around them. The journey was 
faster than ever—so fast Sophie was sure she lost her stomach several 
times. But it was worth the nausea when they arrived at the Stone House 
after only a few minutes of journeying. 

Sophie had assumed it would still be sunny, but when they climbed 
out of the tunnel the sky was bruised by twilight, the only light coming 
from the early stars and the hideout’s windows. 

“Should we knock?” Biana asked as they crept toward the cottage’s 
door. 

“No need,” Blur said, phasing through the wall and making them all 
scream. “But you do need to explain what on earth youre doing here. 


” 


How... 

His voice trailed off when he noticed Calla. “Better come in.” 

They squeezed into the room, trying to find places to stand in the 
small, crowded space. Sophie’s heart twisted when she saw that Prentice 
hadn’t changed at all since the last time she’d seen him. 

He also had guests. 

Della stood with three figures that Sophie recognized right away, even 
though her brain kept telling her they couldn’t possibly be there. 

“Magnate Leto?” Keefe asked, sounding equally confused to see 
Foxfire’s principal in a Black Swan hideout. 

Next to him stood Tiergan, Sophie and Fitz’s Telepathy mentor. And 
on his other side was his adopted son, Wylie. 

Prentice’s son. 

Sophie had only talked to Wylie twice, and both times had been a 
disaster. She’d never forget their fight at his mother’s grave, when he’d 
told her, “You were supposed to make it right.” That was when she’d 
realized shed been designed for healing minds, and that something 
must be wrong with her if she couldn’t. Shed gone to the Black Swan 
and risked her life to reset her abilities. And yet, there Prentice rested, 
farther from being healed than ever. 

Wylie resembled his father even more than Sophie had realized. His 
skin was a slightly lighter shade of black, and his features a bit sharper. 
But he had his father’s hair and lips and eyes. 

“I’m guessing you weren’t expecting to find us here,” Magnate Leto 
said. 

“It’s weird,” Biana admitted. “Are you part of the Black Swan?” 

“That would be rather impossible.” Magnate Leto smoothed his black 
hair, even though it was coated with so much gel it couldn't possibly 
move. “I’m here to cover for these two.” 

Sophie shouldn’t have been surprised that Magnate Leto would help 
—he’d protected her when he’d discovered the ability-restricting circlet 
didn’t completely stop her telepathy. 

“The Council is watching us,” Tiergan said, tugging on the sleeves of 
his simple gray tunic. His usually deep olive skin looked almost as pale 
as his blond hair as he added, “The Collective hopes that if Prentice 
hears our voices, it might reach him.” 


“So they pretend to be meeting with me in my office every evening,” 
Magnate Leto added. “And instead we come here.” 

“Our pendants have to stay near each other or the Council won't 
believe we've been together,” Tiergan explained. 

“I might be able to fix that,” Dex offered. 

“Maybe another time,” Blur said. “Right now you need to tell us why 
youre here.” 

“Should we wait for the rest of the Collective?” Sophie asked. 

“They can’t get away from their other identities right now,” Blur said. 

Calla asked everyone to head downstairs, not wanting to reveal the 
bad news in front of Prentice. The round bedroom below was simple 
but cozy—a bit too cozy once they’d all squeezed in. Sophie was 
surprised Blur let Tiergan, Magnate Leto, and Wylie join them. 

She spent most of Calla’s update staring at her feet so she wouldn't 
risk meeting Wylie’s eyes. Every time he looked at her, she could see 
such heartbreaking sadness and disappointment. She was trying to 
think of something to say to him when she realized the room had gone 
quiet. 

“Calla was wondering if you could transmit to Lur, Mitya, and Sior,” 
Keefe whispered to catch her up. 

“I can try,” Sophie said, hoping her voice sounded less shaky than she 
felt. “What do you want me to say?” 

Calla cleared the thickness from her throat. “Tell them were not 
giving up, so they must not give up on themselves. And remind them 
that the good in nature is always stronger than the bad. Ask them if 
there’s anything they can share that might help us find the cure. And... 
tell them we love them.” 

Sophie translated the message to gnomish and transmitted it in every 
direction. Her brain hurt from the strain, but she kept repeating the call, 
stretching out her consciousness and listening for any trace of a 
response. 

For several endless minutes all she found was a headache. Then a 
voice that sounded like Mitya’s filled her mind. 

“They say the plague works in stages, and that they’re only stage one,” 
Sophie whispered. 

“How many stages are there?” Magnate Leto asked. 


Sophie transmitted the question and the room seemed to hold its 
breath. 

“They don’t know,” Sophie said. “So far the healers have counted six. 
But they won't know the final count until someone dies.” 

The word struck a blow, and Sophie was glad Biana could take Calla’s 
hand—especially since she had an even more upsetting message to 
deliver. 

“They say there are two hundred and thirty-seven gnomes in 
quarantine.” 

The number was too big to fit in such a small room. 

Two hundred and thirty-seven gnomes, all sick and slowly dying. 

We're going to find the cure, Sophie transmitted. We'll do whatever it 
takes. 

Calla was crying by then, and Sophie nudged through the crowd, 
hugging her tight and repeating the promises she’d given Lur, Mitya, 
and Sior. 

Calla swallowed hard and reached for the chain of Sophie’s allergy 
remedy, which still held the moonlark pin. 

“If anyone can do it, it’s you,” Calla whispered, then pulled away. “I 
need some air.” 

She disappeared upstairs, and others started to follow. 

“Can 1... talk to you for a second?” Wylie mumbled as Sophie passed 
him. 

“Uh, sure,” Sophie said, even though her stomach felt like a nest of 
fire ants had taken over. She wasn’t sure she could handle another fight. 

“Let’s give them some space,” Tiergan said, herding Dex, Keefe, and 
Biana away. 

Once they were alone, Sophie studied the patchwork quilt and the 
crystal lamp—anything to spare her from having to look at Wylie. 

He cleared his throat. “You know I blame you for what happened to 
my dad—and I can’t promise I’m ever going to stop. But... I think I 
finally get why he sacrificed himself for you. What you just did there— 
sending that message around the world. And the way everyone was 
looking to you . . . they all believe in you.” 

“Thank you?” Sophie said, not sure if it was the right reaction. 


He nodded, and she thought maybe the awkwardness was over. But 
he stepped closer, his voice deep and intense. 

“Just make it worth it, okay? Everything he did. Make. It. Worth. It.” 

Sophie wanted to tell him she would. But she didn’t want to lie. “I 
promise I’ll try as hard as I can.” 

Wylie nodded. 

He turned to leave, but before he disappeared up the stairs she told 
him, “Don’t give up on your dad yet, Wylie.” 

He reached up, wiping tears from his cheeks. “I won't if you won't.” 

She held his gaze. “I won't.” 


THIRTY-NINE 


Tue NEXT MORNING Fitz drank the last cup of vile tea and was 


instantly back to normal, just as Physic had promised. 

He spent the day working through Cognate exercises with Sophie, 
but their progress didn’t feel like enough. Neither did Dex’s attempts to 
improve the Twiggler. And Biana and Keefe found nothing new in the 
Exillium records Dex had stolen. 

“We need a plan,” Sophie said, pacing around the girls’ common 
room. Della was visiting Prentice again, so they had time to scheme. 
“Exillium is our chance to finally get some answers. We need to find out 
who the Psionipath is and figure out how to find him, and what he was 
doing with that tree. We'll also be in the Neutral Territories, so we need 
to learn anything we can about the plague. We need proof that the ogres 
are behind this—if they’re behind it—and we need to figure out if the 
drakostomes are involved.” 

“That is quite a large to-do list,” Mr. Forkle said. 

He stood in the doorway, holding a large gray trunk. Granite lurked 
behind him, carrying the same. 

“Lur and Mitya saved my life,” Dex said as the two members of the 
Collective shuffled into the room and set their trunks in the center of the 
floor. “Now they need our help.” 

“I understand the stakes,” Mr. Forkle told him. “But that doesn’t 
mean you can put aside caution. One of the hardest parts of our role is 
not letting things become personal.” 

“But it is personal,” Keefe argued. 


“It is and it isn’t,” Mr. Forkle said. “The problems our world is facing 
go beyond protecting the people we know and care about. Believe me—I 
understand the struggle. Do you think we were never tempted to break 
Prentice out of Exile before now? We knew where he was. We knew the 
nightmare he was trapped in. But we couldn't risk that kind of exposure 
until Sophie was ready. And now”—his voice cracked—“it’s possible we 
were too late. But that doesn’t mean we were wrong to focus on Sophie’s 
safety.” 

“Were not saying you can’t investigate,” Granite added quickly. “Were 
saying to manage your risks wisely. Enduring Exillium will be your 
greatest challenge yet, in many ways. Do not let your goals distract you 
from surviving.” 

“Surviving?” Sophie repeated. “Enduring” didn’t sound very awesome 
either. 

“Exillium is not so much a school as it is an institution,” Mr. Forkle 
warned. “It exists for the Unworthy—the hopeless cases that must be 
kept in line. Expect rules—lots of rules—which absolutely must be 
followed, regardless of how unfair or bizarre they may seem. Names are 
forbidden. Friendship is forbidden. Talking or interaction of any kind is 
forbidden. Refusing an order or an assignment is—” 

“Let me guess,” Keefe jumped in. “Forbidden?” 

“Yes, Mr. Sencen,” Mr. Forkle said. “And as our resident rule breaker I 
cannot emphasize enough how important it will be for you to submit to 
authority this time. Exillium is beyond the protection of the Lost Cities, 
which means there are no restrictions for how the Coaches punish 
disobedience. Also, the less you draw attention to yourselves, the safer 
youll be. You need to blend in at Exillium. Embrace your anonymity.” 

“Will we really be wearing masks?” Biana asked. 

“You will.” Granite opened the chests, which Sophie noticed had been 
painted with a black X across the top and the letter E embossed where 
the lines intersected. “Your uniforms are the same for boys and girls, 
and they are designed to hide your identities.” 

He handed them each a thick stack of gray and black clothes, along 
with a pair of heavy black boots, and a silver-studded black half mask. 

“TIl try it on,” Biana said, heading toward her bedroom. 


She clomped back a few minutes later in the steel-toed boots, which 
laced up over the fitted black pants. The long-sleeved shirt was also 
black, and worn tucked under a gray vest with silver buckles and chains 
across the front. The back half of the vest draped low and flared like a 
trench coat. Sewn under the collar of the vest was a hood with a deep 
cowl that cast Biana’s face in deep shadow. Paired with the mask, it was 
impossible to tell what Biana looked like, and the full effect was 
incredibly intimidating. 

“I never thought I’d say this,” Sophie mumbled, “but I miss the dorky 
Foxfire capes.” 

“I dunno,” Fitz said. “I think it’s kinda cool.” 

“See, and I’m not on board with the hood,” Keefe said. “It totally kills 
the Hair.” 

“The mask smells funny,” Biana added. “And this heavy fabric is 
making me sweaty.” 

“Is the campus somewhere cold?” Dex asked. 

“It changes every day, as part of their security,” Mr. Forkle said. “But 
it’s always in the Neutral Territories. You'll find the campus tomorrow at 
dawn using these.” He reached into one of the trunks and pulled out a 
small black pouch, which contained five long black cords strung with a 
single bead. 

The bead was blue and dotted with a flake of crystal no bigger than a 
speck of glitter. 

“The crystal only works for a single leap,” Granite explained. “After 
that, you'll have until sunset to prove that you deserve another bead to 
return the next day.” 

“What happens if we don’t get one?” Dex asked. 

“Do not find out,” Mr. Forkle warned. “I have no doubt that all of you 
are capable of handling their curriculum. Exillium focuses on skills, not 
abilities. Tasks like night vision, slowing your breath, regulating body 
temperature, suppressing hunger, levitating, blinking in and out of 
perception, telekinesis, on and on. It will be exhausting, and physically 
demanding, but could prove useful in the future. We know you'll also be 
trying to gather information—and we'll be grateful for anything you 
learn. But do not do so at the expense of your safety.” 


Keefe fiddled with his necklace, coiling the cord so tightly around his 
finger it turned his fingertip red. 

“You okay?” Sophie asked him. 

He shrugged. “You know what gets me? My dad always said I’d end 
up in Exillium.” 

“Well, if it makes you feel any better, Biana and I will be the first 
Vackers ever sent there,” Fitz said. “Pretty sure that means were 
officially the disgrace of our family.” 

“No, youre not,” Della said, appearing in the doorway. Her eyes 
looked shadowed as she studied the uniform Biana was modeling. 
“You're sure sending them to Exillium is a good idea?” 

“Were going,” Biana said before Mr. Forkle could answer. “And we'll 
be fine.” 

She adjusted the collar of her vest and her fingers grazed a button- 
style pin. It had a cloudy sky as the background with a black outline of 
half of a standing figure. Squiggly lines in all the colors of the spectrum 
had replaced the other half of the figure. 

“Is this because I’m a Vanisher?” she asked. 

Granite nodded. “You each have pins to reflect your abilities.” 

“So Sophie’s going to have four?” Fitz asked. “Won’t that kind of ruin 
her anonymity?” 

“We raised that question with the Magistrate,” Mr. Forkle said, “and 
were told the ability pins are mandatory.” 

“But I thought Exillium was about skills over abilities,” Sophie 
argued. 

“It is,” Granite agreed. “And that’s why you have to wear them. The 
Coaches need to see what you're naturally able to do, in order to ensure 
youre not using your abilities to cheat.” 

“It’s also a safety measure,” Mr. Forkle added. “To warn what 
strengths the other Waywards have. The Coaches keep careful records of 
what everyone can do.” 

“Speaking of which,” Granite said, reaching into one of the trunks 
and pulling out a stack of thick gray envelopes with the same X symbol. 
“We need you to verify that we filled out these forms correctly so we can 
return them to the Magistrate.” 


“Should we really give them this much personal information?” Della 
asked, reading over Biana’s shoulder. 

“We have to,” Mr. Forkle said. “The records must exist in case you are 
ever granted a return to Foxfire.” 

Sophie snorted. “Like that’s ever going to happen.” 

“You never know,” Granite told her. “Timkin Heks managed it, and 
he’d been caught up in quite the scandal.” 

Sophie frowned, remembering some gossip shed once heard. “I 
didn’t know he went back to Foxfire after he was expelled.” 

“Only for his final weeks, so he could graduate with his class,” 
Granite said. “It was a rather strange case. Perhaps someday Timkin will 
share the story with you.” 

“Yeah, I’m sure he'll have me over for lushberry juice and 
mallowmelt,” Sophie mumbled. “Right after he tells me to call him 
Uncle Timkin.” 

The Heks family included most of Sophie’s least favorite people in 
the Lost Cities. Their daughter Stina was one of the biggest brats at 
Foxfire, and both her parents had spread more slander about Sophie 
than anyone. 

“You might be surprised,” Granite insisted. “Timkin has a 
challenging personality, no doubt about that. But you both see problems 
with the Council’s current methods. And perhaps you may understand 
him further after your time in Exillium.” 

Sophie seriously doubted that. 

She also didn’t want to think about what the Hekses must be saying 
about her. Stina had predicted she'd end up in Exillium, and now here 
she was, with “Sophie Elizabeth Foster” printed across an Exillium 
registration form, along with her height, weight, hair color, eye color, 
and all kinds of other personal information. 

“Why does it say my address is the Crooked Forest?” Keefe asked. 

“They all say that,” Mr. Forkle explained. “They needed to know 
where you'd be going after you left campus. We could hardly mention 
Alluveterre, so Calla will meet you in the Crooked Forest every day and 
escort you home.” 

“That’s not in the Neutral Territories, right?” Sophie asked, worried 
about the plague. 


“No, it’s actually in the Forbidden Cities,” Mr. Forkle said. “It’s one of 
those ‘unsolved mysteries’ humans are always spinning out wild 
theories for. Calla requested it specifically.” 

He passed them each a leaping pendant with an oval crystal cut with 
only a single facet. Sophie tied it around her neck along with her 
Exillium bead. She was getting quite the necklace collection. 

“How come Foster’s form says ‘et cetera’ on the line for special 
abilities?” Keefe asked, making Sophie wonder when he'd grabbed her 
pages. “On mine it says ‘Empath.’ But on hers it lists the four and then 
has an ‘et cetera.” That means she has more hidden abilities, doesn’t it?” 

“You cannot read too much into a simple ‘etcetera.’” Mr. Forkle told 
him. 

“Psh, with you guys we can,” Keefe insisted as Sophie snatched her 
forms back. “And please tell me she’s not a Beguiler—that would get way 
too complicated.” 

Keefe kept listing talents he hoped Sophie did or didn’t have and 
Sophie knew she should probably be listening. But her eyes had found a 
much more life-changing line on her form. 

Written in clear block letters, on the line designated for the names of 
her family. 


MR, ERROL L, FORKLE, 


FORTY 


SOPHIE SCOOTED BACK her chair, needing room to breathe. 


There’d been a time when she'd wondered if Mr. Forkle could be her 
real father, but somewhere along the way she'd shoved the thought out 
of her mind. She couldn’t imagine her real father would experiment on 
her, or abandon her as many times as he had—not to mention looking 
her in the eye every time he saw her and never saying anything. 

“You?” she asked Mr. Forkle. “All this time it was your” 

A pucker pressed between his brows. Then understanding dawned. 
“I’m not who you think I am.” 

“Who does she think he is?” Biana asked as Fitz snatched Sophie's 
forms. 

His jaw fell. “He’s . . . her father.” 

“No, I’m not.” 

“Then why would you list yourself as family?” Fitz asked. 

“Because I am family. My name is the one on her Inception 
Certificate. Someone had to vouch for her existence. And since her 
genetic parents couldn’t reveal themselves, I took the responsibility. 
Though of course I had to use an assumed identity. But Mr. Forkle is 
still me.” 

“Why the secrecy?” Della asked. “Can’t she know her family?” 

Granite and Mr. Forkle shared a look. 

“Someday you may understand,” Mr. Forkle told Sophie. “But for now 
I can at least assure you—as I did with your concerns about Jolie—that I 
am not your genetic father.” 


Keefe grabbed Mr. Forkle’s wrist. “He’s telling the truth. And... he 
actually feels kinda bad about it.” 

“Of course I do! Project Moonlark may have been unconventional. But 
I am your family. And you are mine.” 

His voice cracked as he said the last sentence, and he turned away, 
wiping his eyes. 

Was he... crying? 

I’m aware of the offenses you hold against me, he transmitted. And I 
won't claim I don’t deserve them. But I need you to know that I do care about 
you, Sophie—as much as I can allow myself to. And you may not want to 
believe this, but your genetic parents care too. They have incredibly important 
reasons for remaining anonymous—but that does not mean they don’t wish 
they could be a part of your life. 

Have I ever met them? Sophie transmitted back. 

I can’t tell you that—and I’m begging you to stop guessing. Should you 
finally settle on the correct answer, you will trigger a chain reaction that could 
topple our world. 

How would me knowing who they are “topple” anything? Unless .. . 

A new idea emerged—one far more heartbreaking than any of her 
other theories. 

Mr. Forkle sighed. I can tell you're still pondering possibilities. So I will 
add that your genetic parents had no connection to each other. There was no 
unrequited love. They weren't even friends. I did that purposely, because I 
couldn't allow them to know who each other were. 

But they do know I’m their daughter? Sophie asked. 

Yes. And that truly is the last I can say. 

His voice went silent in her mind, but her head was still reeling with 
her new theory. What he'd told her ruled out half of it—but not the most 
heartbreaking part. 

Her father still could be... 

She couldn’t bear to think the name. 

But he was a Telepath. And he’d always been incredibly kind to her. 
And it would explain why he’d given her his cache... 

“Okay, you guys are doing that staring into each other’s eyes thing,” 
Keefe said, “and it’s a lot creepier when it’s Sophorkle.” 

Mr. Forkle looked away, drying his eyes. “So... are we good?” 


Sophie nodded. “I guess everyone has a few crazy family members 
they'd don’t know what to do with. You'll be mine.” 

Granite cracked up at that. 

Fitz handed her back her Exillium papers, and Sophie studied Mr. 
Forkle’s name. 

“Errol?” she asked. 

“It’s a good strong name,” he agreed. 

“You do realize your initials spell ELF, right?” Keefe asked. 

“Of course. I couldn't resist, once I knew my surname would start 
with an F.” 

“How did you choose ‘Forkle’?” Della asked. 

“Somewhat randomly. I was looking for a word that was memorable, 
but not too complicated, and I wanted the meaning to bear some sort of 
logic. Forkle is close to the word for ‘disguise’ in Norwegian, a part of the 
human world I’ve always been partial to, so it seemed the best fit— 
though strangely, I believe it also means ‘apron. Ah, the quirks of 
human languages.” 

“What does the L stand for?” Dex asked. 

Mr. Forkle looked slightly flushed as he mumbled, “Loki.” 

“Loki,” Sophie repeated, tempted to roll her eyes. “You named 
yourself after the Nordic trickster god>” 

“Actually, he was inspired by me. Do not credit me for the insane 
stories humans made up—especially that one about the stallion. But as I 
said, I’ve always been partial to that part of the world, and in my younger 
days I may have had a bit too much fun there. It was so easy to take on 
disguises and cause a little chaos. And over time my escapades morphed 
into the stories of a shape-shifting trickster god. So I thought it only 
fitting, as I assumed yet another disguise, that I accept the title officially 
as part of my new identity.” 

“Guys, I think the Forkster just became my hero,” Keefe said. “And is 
anyone else wondering about the stallion?” 

“Trust me, you don’t want to know,” Granite promised. “And getting 
back to relevant things, have you all ensured that your forms are 
accurate?” 

“Mine is,” Biana said, handing hers back. 


Sophie was about to do the same when she noticed a field her eyes 
had glossed over the first time. “What does ID mean?” 

“That’s your inception date,” Mr. Forkle said. “The moment your life 
began.” 

“But the date you put is months before my birthday.” 

“Of course. Birth comes after inception.” 

“Wait—I remember seeing something about this in one of those 
human movies my dad has,” Dex said. “Humans celebrate birthdays, 
right?” 

“Most of them, yeah,” Sophie said, wishing her brain could work 
faster. She could tell there was something important she was missing, 
but she couldn’t seem to catch up to it. 

And then it clicked. 

“Wait—do elves count age from this ID thing?” she asked. 

“Of course,” Mr. Forkle said. “The day you were born is simply the 
day you took your first breath—no more significant of a milestone than 
when you spoke your first word or took your first step. And don’t worry, 
despite your unusual beginning, I was very careful to ensure your 
inception wasn’t affected. There were only seconds between the moment 
I sparked your life and the moment I had you safely implanted in your 
mother. Her belly button even turned pink and popped out like it 
would’ve if she were an elf—I still can’t understand why it did.” 

The important thought Sophie had caught nearly slipped away in the 
deluge of super-weird information. 

“Okay,” she said, counting the months on her fingers to double check. 
“My ID and my birthday are nine months apart.” 

“Technically, they’re thirty-nine weeks apart,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “It 
should’ve been forty, but your mother delivered a week early. I’d worried 
that meant something had gone wrong, but it was a flawless delivery, 
even if watching her fight through the labor pains made for one of the 
longest nights of my life. Honestly, it’s incredible human women ever 
choose to have children. The agony they go through is unimaginable.” 

“It doesn’t hurt for elves?” Sophie asked. 

“Not at all,” Della said. “It’s exhausting, of course, and there are a few 
moments where it’s difficult to find a comfortable position. But then 


they hand you your beautiful baby, and the baby gazes up at you and 
says hello, and your heart just melts.” 

“It talks?” Sophie asked, then remembered Alden telling her months 
earlier that elvin babies spoke from birth. It sounded even stranger now 
that she could picture it. 

“Your speaking caused quite the uproar,’ Mr. Forkle told her. 
“Though luckily no one could understand the Enlightened Language, so 
they thought you were babbling. I spent the majority of your infancy 
inventing excuses for the elvin things you did.” 

“Okay,” Sophie said, wishing he'd stop with the weird-info overload. 
“But what I mean is... I’ve been counting my age from my birthday.” 

Mr. Forkle didn’t look surprised. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked. 

“How could I? Humans built everything around their birthdays. As 
long as you were living with them I had to let you do the same. And 
since you've been in the Lost Cities, weve had so little contact. I 
assumed someone would notice, since your proper ID is on your Foxfire 
record—and in the registry. But I don’t think anyone realized you were 
counting differently.” 

“Alden wouldn’t have thought to check,” Della agreed. “Neither of us 
knew humans didn’t count inception.” 

“So wait,” Biana jumped in, “does that mean that by our rules Sophie 
1s—” 

“Thirty-nine weeks older than she’s been saying,” Mr. Forkle finished 
for her. 

Fitz cocked his head as he stared at Sophie, like everything had 
turned sideways. “So then you're not thirteen . . .” 

“Not according to the way we count,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “Going by 
Sophie’s ID, she’s fourteen and a little more than five months old.” 

Keefe laughed. “Only Foster would find a way to age nine months in a 
day. Also, welcome to the cool fourteen-year-olds club!” 

He held out his hand for a high five. 

Sophie was too stunned to return it. 

“Please try not to stress, Miss Foster. Nothing has actually changed. 
You're the exact same girl you were a few minutes ago. You're simply 
learning the proper way of counting.” 


She knew he was right—but it felt so much huger than that. 

Especially when Biana said, “Huh, so you're older than me.” 

Based on their IDs, Biana was a little more than thirteen-and-a-half. 
Dex was also thirteen, but he would be fourteen in a few weeks. Keefe 
was less than a month away from turning fifteen, and Fitz was about 
two months away from turning sixteen. 

“So, you're kind of in the middle,” Dex said. “But you and I are still 
the closest in age.” 

He was right—though now she was six months older than him. And 
the gap between her and Keefe and Fitz had narrowed significantly. 

“Wait—was I in the wrong level in Foxfire?” Sophie asked. 

“Your age falls in the middle of the grade level brackets,” Mr. Forkle 
said. So you could’ve started as a Level Two just as easily as a Level 
Three. And given how behind you were from your human education, 
you needed the time to catch up.” 

“I guess,” Sophie said, still fighting to squish all this huge 
information into her already full brain. 

So... she was fourteen—as far as elves were concerned. Almost 
halfway to fifteen. 

“Why do humans count age differently?” Biana asked. 

“I suspect it’s partly because their bodies do not have such a clear 
indication of the moment of inception the way ours do,” Mr. Forkle said. 
“And partly because their pregnancies are much more uncertain. 
Humans miscarry all the time, at any stage of the pregnancy.” 

Della clutched her stomach, like the very idea pained her. 

“I know,” Mr. Forkle told her. “Sophie’s mother lost five babies before 
she sought my help. And while I was working at the clinic I met 
hundreds of women like her. The most heartbreaking part was that I 
could’ve fixed them all with a few elixirs—much like I did with your 
mother. She had no trouble having your sister after you, right?” 

Sophie nodded. “So why didn’t you help them?” 

“Because humans lost the right to our assistance when they violated 
our treaty and prepared for war. We even tried to help them secretly 
afterward. But they took the gifts we gave them and twisted them into 
weapons, or bargaining chips for their political agendas, or soggy, 


chemical-filled Twinkies. So I understand why we had to stop. But it was 
hard to watch.” 

“I bet,” Della said, still holding her middle. “Humans are such 
temporary creatures.” 

“They are indeed,” Granite said. “I’ve often pondered what it would 
be like to live each day knowing you only have seventy or eighty years on 
this planet. I wonder if that’s the real reason they wait those nine 
months and begin their timeline at birth. Once their clock starts ticking, 
there’s no turning it back.” 

“That was one of the most striking things I noticed during my years 
living among them,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “Each generation dumps their 
problems on the next because they simply do not have enough time to 
deal with them. I suspect that if they could see a bigger picture, they 
would not destroy themselves and their planet the same way.” 

Sophie nodded, remembering some of the thoughts shed heard 
growing up. Death truly was humans’ constant companion. Maybe if it 
wasn't, they’d care more about others and take the time to do things the 
right way. 

And yet, later that night, as she tossed and turned in bed, nervous for 
what the first day at Exillium would bring, Sophie couldn't help 
wondering if the elves’ indefinite lifespan hindered them just as much 
as the humans’ fleeting lives. 

Would the Council—and even the Black Swan—be so willing to sit 
back and ignore problems if they couldn’t rest so comfortably in the 
knowledge that they still had centuries and centuries ahead of them? 

The more she thought about it, the more she realized both sides had 
lost an important alternate perspective. And maybe that was what she’d 
been created for. 

A girl from both worlds, who'd seen the follies and triumphs of each 
side. 

And her job was to shake things up and do something new. 


FORT Y-ONE 


Biana WAS RIGHT—these masks smell funky,” Keefe said as the five 


friends leaped to Exillium. 

The fleck of crystal on their beads dissolved as soon as they arrived 
on the slope of a misty mountain. Sharp winds stung their cheeks while 
they climbed the rocky path ahead, and the slender trees around them 
looked normal and healthy. 

“No sign of the plague here,” Sophie said, not sure if she was relieved 
or disappointed. No plague meant no chance of finding any clues, either. 

“So, um ... where’s the school?” Biana asked. “Do you think we 
leaped to the wrong place?” 

“How?” Dex asked. “We used their beads.” 

“True.” But Sophie had yet to see another person, or even a sign that 
anyone had ever been there. No footprints marred the path, no voices 
buzzed in the distance. “If we're lost . . .” 

“Then we all jump off these cliffs,” Fitz said, “and teleport as close as 
we can get to Alluveterre.” 

“Or she could take us to Foxfire,” Keefe jumped in, “and we could run 
through the halls screaming, ‘YOU CAN’T GET RID OF US THAT 
EASILY!” 

“T like that plan,” Dex said. 

“Me too,” Biana agreed. 

“Of course you do. It’s brilliant.” 

Their path curved, leading to a rocky clearing so thick with mist, they 
couldn’t see the ground. An enormous arch made of jagged black metal 
loomed over the entrance, woven from iron thistles. 


“This place is freaky,” Dex whispered. “Do you think this is it?” 

Sophie pointed to the center of the arch, where the same X symbol 
they’d seen before seemed to taunt them. 

“Okay,” she whispered. “From this point on we keep a low profile, 
and if we find something we—” 

The rest of her instruction disappeared in a scream. 

A thick rope had tightened around her ankle, yanking her off the 
ground and leaving her dangling upside down from the arch. Her 
friends hung beside her, flailing and thrashing, the ground very far 
below. 

“Welcome to your Dividing!” a raspy female voice shouted from 
somewhere in the fog. 

The mist parted and a figure in a red hooded cloak stepped forward, 
followed by a figure in a blue cloak and another in royal purple. 

“You must find your way to freedom,” the purple figure told them. 
Her voice sounded stiffer than the other figure. More reserved. 

“There’s no right answer to the problem,” the blue figure added, his 
voice high and nasal. “But light leaping doesn’t count. You must untie or 
sever the cord. And choose wisely. This will determine which one of us 
will be coaching you.” 

Sophie’s brain throbbed from the head rush, and her snared foot went 
numb as she tried to curl her body up to reach the knot. She couldn’t 
even make it halfway before her abs gave up. 

Why had that always looked so much easier in movies? 

“Anyone having any luck?” Fitz asked, clearly not experiencing the 
same ab challenges as Sophie. He pried at the rope with shaking hands. 
“This knot is impossible.” 

“Almost out,” Keefe said. 

Sophie tried to catch sight of him, but Dex was in the way. 

Keefe mumbled “ow” several times before shouting, “YOU THINK 
YOU CAN HOLD M—” 

A loud RIIIIIIIMIMIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIITIIITIITP cut him off, and he 
shouted a bunch of words that would earn him a month of detention 
before a CRUNCH! left him silent. 

“Are you okay?” Sophie called. 

“I’ve been better,” Keefe groaned. “Guess I forgot to brace for the fall.” 


“He also forgot his pants,” the blue-cloaked figure noted. 

A wave of snickers followed, and Sophie realized the whole school 
was hiding in the mist, watching them dangle like sides of beef at the 
butcher shop. Keefe’s boot dangled with them, along with a shredded 
pair of black pants. 

“Oy, his boxers are covered in little banshees!” a kid shouted. 

“Bet he peed himself too,” another said. 

“SILENCE!” the blue Coach snapped. “Those of you still trapped 
should not concern yourselves with those who are free. He’s passed the 
test. Can you say the same?” 

“I can in a second!” Dex shouted back. 

Sophie spun around and found Dex curled up like a monkey, sawing 
at his rope with something silver. The cord snapped a second later, 
leaving him hovering there. 

Levitating. 

“Should’ve thought of that,” Keefe grumbled as Dex floated to the 
ground and tossed his silver blade—fashioned out of his vest’s buckles 
—at the purple figure’s feet. 

“Impressive,” the purple Coach said. “Too bad you won’t be in my 
hemisphere.” 

“And then there were three,” the red Coach called to Sophie, Fitz, and 
Biana. 

“Try two!” Biana shouted, pumping her arms to swing back and forth. 
Her rope frayed against the metal thistles of the arch, and she stopped 
her fall with shaky levitating. She got most of the way down before her 
concentration gave out, but she was able to tuck and roll when she hit 
the ground. 

Sophie tried Biana’s method, but her rope refused to fray. And there 
was no way she was dropping down pantless, like Keefe—not that she 
really understood how he’d managed that. She also had no idea how to 
turn her vest into a blade. But there had to be something else she could 
use. She checked all of her pockets. 

“GOT IT!” Fitz shouted, doing a gold medal—worthy flip to stand on 
top of the arch. He unknotted his rope easily, then climbed over to 
Sophie. 

“NO ASSISTANCE ALLOWED!” all three Coaches hollered at him. 


“I’m not going to leave her up here!” Fitz shouted back. 

“It’s okay,” Sophie told him. “I have a plan.” 

She doubted it was a good plan—but he didn’t need to know that. She 
refused to be the only one who couldn’t get out on her own. 

Fitz reluctantly floated to the ground, and Sophie reached under her 
vest and dug out her Black Swan pendant, remembering how it had 
worked with the force field. She held it by the swan-shaped handle and 
tipped the glass into the orangey rays of sunrise. As soon as the light hit 
the lens, a blue beam flashed like a laser. She aimed it for her rope and it 
erupted with white-hot flames, spreading down her boot and igniting 
the metal arch in a shower of sparks. 

She thrashed and broke free, but the fire kept burning her leg, the 
pain making it impossible to levitate as she fell. She curled into a ball, 
bracing for a brutal landing and... 

A powerful stream of cold water knocked her back. 

She sank into the wet, glad to feel the flames vanish on her leg. Then 
the wave rolled forward, tossing her gently to the dirt like the ocean 
crashing onto the shore. She gasped for breath and tried to pull herself 
to her feet, but the searing pain of her burns was too unbearable. 

The last thing she saw was a giant wave crashing against the burning 
arch. Then everything faded to black. 


FORTY-TWO 


LEAVE IT TO you to try to burn down Exillium on the first day,” Keefe 


said as Sophie’s eyes fluttered open, revealing that she’d been moved to a 
dimly lit tent. Her narrow mattress rested on the floor, and her ankle felt 
tender, but the rest of her seemed okay—until she realized her boots 
were missing. And her pants... 

She scrambled for a blanket and discovered she’d been dressed in a 
faded gray robe. She decided not to ask when and where the change had 
happened. 

She rolled to her side, and the bed made an embarrassing squeaking 
sound. 

“That was the mattress,” she said. 

Keefe giggled. “Everybody farts, Foster. It’s cool. I still think you're 
cute.” 

Sophie became very interested in studying the tent. The canvas had 
been decorated with bold swirls of color. It might have once been pretty, 
but there were too many patches and tears, and the whole thing looked 
like it could use a thorough wash. 

“How’s your ankle?” she asked Keefe as he stretched and winced. He 
wore a robe just like hers and had a black bandage wrapped around his 
foot. 

Keefe hiccupped. “The boobrie dude said it’s not broken. And he gave 
me this to help with the pain.” He held up an empty vial and hiccupped 
again. 

“Boobrie dude>” Sophie asked. 


“He wouldn't tell me his name. And he has this crazy bird mask.” He 
giggled again. 

“Where did he go>” Sophie asked. 

“Hopefully to get me more of this.” Keefe tried to take another drink 
from the empty vial, then settled for licking the rim. 

Must’ve been a powerful elixir. 

“What’s in it?” she asked. 

“No idea. All I know is it tasted like kissing a muskog.” 

“And you have a lot of experience with that?” 

“Hey, I never say no to a dare!” 

“Wait—you seriously kissed a muskog?” Sophie asked, remembering 
the burpy froglike thing Stina had put in Dex’s locker once. 

Keefe hiccupped again. “I’ve kissed lots of things! Just ask Biana.” 

“You kissed Biana?” 

“A couple years ago, yeah,” he mumbled. “Mostly on the cheek.” 

“What do you mean by ‘mostly’?” 

“You want a demonstration?” 

“Um... I think I’ll pass.” She was sure her face was redder than Mr. 
Snuggles. 

“It wasn’t a big deal,” he told her. “It was just a dare.” 

“Okay,” she said, not sure why she was clenching her fists so hard. 

Keefe narrowed his eyes. “You're a hard one to read, Miss F., you 
know that? Sometimes I think you—ohhhh, the boobrie dude gave you 
some of the awesomesauce!” He pointed to a vial on the floor next to her 
mattress, filled with swirly purple syrup. “You should take it. Or if you 
don’t want it, you should give it to me!” 

Sophie snatched the vial out of his reach. “I think you’ve had 
enough.” 

“Boo—you're worse than my mom! Actually, no you're not. No one is. 
Was. What’s the right verb? It needs to be past tense, right?” 

The thought seemed to sober him up and he rolled onto his side, 
curling his legs into his chest. He tapped his empty vial with his 
fingernails. 

Tap. Tap. Tap. 

Sophie studied his expression, wondering if this was the real Keefe. 
Without the jokes to hide behind, he looked angry. And really scared. 


“Right now it’s in the ‘we don’t know’ tense, Keefe,” she said gently. 

“Yeah.” Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. “I made her a necklace one time. Did 
I tell you that? I made it out of beads to match her favorite bracelet. I 
painted a different flower on every one. And do you know how many 
times she wore it?” 

Sophie was pretty sure she could guess. 

He held up both of his fists with no fingers raised. “That many. I 
really thought she would. She even defended it. My dad said I’d wasted 
an afternoon when I could’ve been preparing for my Foxfire entrance 
exams, and she told him she thought it was pretty. I’d painted the 
flowers from memory after studying for the agriculture exam—not that 
my dad cared. So I thought she’d wear it. But nope. She always wore the 
ugly ruby necklace he bought her.” 

He tapped the bottle so hard it slipped out of his hand and bounced 
to the edge of the tent. 

Sophie got up to grab it, sucking in a breath as she put weight on her 
burned leg. 

“That’s what you get for climbing out of bed before I tell you,” a sharp 
voice scolded. 

“Hey—it’s the boobrie dude!” Keefe said as a green-cloaked figure 
slipped into the tent. “Got any more of the good stuff>” 

The boobrie dude frowned, which looked especially strange now that 
Sophie understood what Keefe meant about his mask. The black metal 
had been decorated with yellow feathers that stuck through the fabric of 
his hood. 

“I don’t think you should give him any more,” Sophie told him. 

“No, I don’t think so either,” the boobrie dude agreed. “Don’t worry, 
his head will clear soon. What about you?” he asked Sophie. “You're not 
having the same side effect?” 

Sophie held up her still-full vial. “Didn’t seem like a good idea. Plus, I 
had to make sure there’s no limbium in it.” 

“Ah, so you're the one with the allergy—I wasn’t sure if it was you or 
the other girl. I was careful just in case. Now let’s see that burn.” 

Sophie stretched out her leg, cringing when she saw the blisters 
coating the top of her foot and running all the way to the middle of her 
calf. 


He pulled out a nearly empty tube and squeezed the last of its 
contents onto the burn. The cream was gray and chalky and felt scratchy 
on her blisters. 

“We're out of numbing ointment,” he explained. “We’re out of most 
everything, but this should be enough. I make what I can with any herbs 
I stumble across, but what I wouldn’t give for one measly supply 
shipment.” 

“The Council doesn’t send any?” 

He snorted. “All they ever send is more Waywards—though never five 
in a single day before. How’d you manage that?” 

Sophie shrugged. “The Council doesn’t like us.” 

“Well, it’s good you're used to that, since the Coaches don’t like you 
either. You ruined the Arch of Dividing.” 

“They were the ones who left us dangling like pifiatas.” 

“Pifiatas?” he asked. 

“They’re a human thing.” 

“Well, I'm assuming comments like that are what got you here. 
Probably those eyes, too.” 

“Hey, I like Foster’s eyes,” Keefe told him. “Brown is so much 
warmer than blue.” 

“You two should be careful,” the boobrie dude said as Sophie blushed. 
“Names are not welcome here.” 

“Does that mean I can keep calling you boobrie dude>” Keefe asked. 

“If you must. But I’m serious about my warning. Keep to yourself. 
Focus on the skills. And wipe off that leg.” 

It took Sophie a second to realize he wanted her to use the towel he 
was offering, which didn’t necessarily look clean. But there weren't any 
other towels, so Sophie wiped the gray gunk off her skin, relieved to see 
no trace of the blisters. 

The boobrie dude nodded. “You're lucky she put out the fire so 
quickly.” 

“She?” Sophie asked. 

“Our Hydrokinetic. She called the wave that caught you—which 
should’ve gotten her ejected, by the way. But she also put out the rest of 
the fire, so the Coaches let it slide.” 


“Why would helping me get her ejected?” Sophie asked, hoping it 
meant “expelled” and not actually being launched out of the campus. 

“Because here it’s about everyone for themselves. And since you 
seem like the type, you should know it would be a terrible idea to thank 
her. Communication will get you both in trouble—and then you'll have 
to deal with the Shade.” 

The way he said the word gave Sophie chills. “Who’s the Shade>” 

“The worst Wayward here. And he’s incredibly protective of the 
Hydrokinetic. If you want to survive here, you'll keep your distance from 
both of them.” 

He turned his attention to Keefe, unwrapping the bandage and 
rubbing a green gel on Keefe’s ankle. 

“How long have you worked here>” Sophie asked, hoping he’d say a 
long time. If she could learn something about the Psionipath, it would 
make the whole physician-visit-on-the-first-day thing less embarrassing. 

“Honestly, I’ve lost count,” he said. “I think it’s been ten years, but it 
all blurs together.” 

Ten years was a good answer. “Did you ever treat a Psionipath—or 
remember meeting one—over the years?” 

“Tve met several,” he said, turning back to face her. “Why?” 

Sophie shrugged, hoping she looked casual. “I ran into one a few 
weeks ago and he said he used to go to Exillium.” 

He shook his head. “If this is a crush thing, you can do better.” 

“It’s not a crush thing,” Sophie said, ignoring Keefe’s snickers. She 
realized it was going to take a little more “truth” to coax out the right 
answer, so she added, “I think he might be part of some sort of 
rebellion.” 

The boobrie dude flinched, and she knew she was onto something. 
Especially when he said, “Stay away from him.” 

“So you know who I’m talking about?” 

“I’m pretty sure I do, though I couldn’t tell you his name. And he’s 
even worse than the Shade. Anger at the Council is pretty standard 
around here, but I remember thinking, ‘This guy could spark a 
revolution.’ And given the strangeness I’ve seen in the Territories . . .” 

“What strangeness?” Sophie asked, her heart officially in thunder 
mode. 


“These are dangerous questions,” he said. “The kind that could get 
you ejected—or worse.” 

“It’s wrong to want to know what’s happening in our world?” Sophie 
asked. 

“You don’t have a world anymore. You're banished.” 

“She’s just trying to settle a bet,” Keefe jumped in before Sophie could 
argue any further. “I bet her that the guy was lying about being at 
Exillium to sound tough, so she’s trying to prove me wrong. And my leg 
feels all better now. Thanks.” 

The boobrie dude didn’t look convinced by Keefe’s excuse. But all he 
said was, “Both of you need to get dressed.” He pointed to new pants 
and boots at the foot of their beds and lowered a curtain between their 
beds to give them privacy. “The Coaches are ready to mark you.” 

“Mark us?” Sophie asked, trying not to picture a dog marking its 
territory. 

“Yes. It’s time for you to learn your place in Exillium.” 


FORT Y- THREE 


Tue BOOBRIE DUDE escorted them from the Healing Tent to a stage 


under a golden canopy, where the three Coaches stood in their colored 
robes in the center of the platform. The rest of the Waywards were lined 
up in front, in neat rows with their arms at their sides, like soldiers. 

Sophie searched the crowd for the rest of her friends, but the hoods 
and masks made it impossible to recognize anyone. The only 
distinguishing marks were colored handprints on their sleeves—either a 
red handprint on their left arm, a blue handprint on their right arm, or a 
purple handprint on both arms. The colors corresponded to the 
Coaches’ robes, and also to the three tents set up in the remaining 
corners of the campus. The canopies reminded Sophie of the pictures 
she’d seen of celebrity weddings, with raised peaks in the middle and 
silky panels of fabric flapping in the strong mountain winds. The tent 
on the right was deep blue, the left tent was ruby red, and the center tent 
was royal purple. The Coaches stood in the same order, each holding a 
bowl of matching paint. 

“Since these two have taken it upon themselves to delay today’s 
lesson with their accidents,” the red Coach said in her raspy voice, “we 
will be skipping lunch and switching today’s skill to appetite 
suppression.” 

Every Wayward groaned, and Sophie was pretty sure she was officially 
the most hated girl in school. Fortunately, that was familiar territory. 

“And now, for your marking,” the red Coach said. 

The blue Coach stepped forward and faced Keefe. “Your immediate, 
impulsive action—despite being foolish—made it clear that you belong 


in the Right Hemisphere.” 

He dipped his hand in the paint and smacked Keefe’s right arm, 
leaving a blue handprint on his sleeve. 

“You enjoyed that, didn’t you?” Keefe asked. 

“Very much,” the blue Coach said. 

He moved back to the other Coaches, and the purple Coach stepped 
forward, handing Sophie the bowl of purple paint. 

“Your indecision to act, as well as your unconventional solution, 
made it clear you are neither right nor left, but Ambi.” She dipped both 
of her hands in the purple paint and marked each of Sophie’s sleeves. 

Sophie stared at the purple handprints, wishing she wasn’t being 
separated from Keefe. The Coaches dismissed the crowd, and she hoped 
she'd find at least one of her friends at the purple Ambi tent. But there 
were definitely no friendly faces. A few Waywards even tried to trip her 
as she walked past. 

The tent had no chairs. Only mats on the floor, and the fabric had 
seen better days. Everything was frayed, with patches and stains. She 
chose a spot in the back to hide. No one sat near her—though no one sat 
next to anyone, except for one boy and a girl who sat as close as they 
could sit without technically touching. Sophie sucked in a breath when 
she noticed the girl’s pin: swirling waves and drops of rain. She had to 
be the Hydrokinetic. 

The girl sat hunched, like she was trying to shrink away. The boy was 
her opposite. Everything about him felt defiant. His uniform sleeves 
were rolled up, and he angled his body toward the girl, making it clear 
he would not be kept away from her. His ability pin was silver, with a 
black hand reaching from the center like it was trying to claw free. 
Sophie assumed that meant he was the Shade. 

She was still studying the boy, trying to decide if she believed the 
boobrie dude’s warnings about him, when the purple Coach shouted for 
everyone to get into position. Sophie copied the others as they folded 
their legs crisscross-applesauce and kept their backs rigid. 

“Our bodies need food,” her Coach said, “but they do not need to be 
hungry. Hunger is a choice—a warning system that can be switched off 
by those strong enough to defy it. Take control. Concentrate. And put 
your head between your knees if you feel faint.” 


The first hour passed easily, though Sophie had to keep tilting her 
legs so her butt wouldn’t go numb. But as the second hour stretched 
into the third, she could feel the sloshy sourness in her belly growing. 
She hadn’t had breakfast—choosing to nab an extra fifteen minutes of 
sleep. She regretted that decision when her stomach started growling. 

“Stop giving in to your weakness,” her Coach told her. 

GROOOQOOQOOQOOWWWWWWWLLLLLLLLLL! her stomach protested. 

She tried to take her mind off it by repeating what little she’d learned. 
Clearly the physician knew something about the plague, but he wasn’t 
telling. She wondered if asking adults was the wrong way to go. Maybe 
she'd have better luck if she found a way to talk to one of the Waywards 
—but who? Without seeing their faces she couldn't tell if any of them 
looked friendly. All she had to go by were their ability pins. 

She knew the Telepath pin was blue, with a silhouette of a face and a 
lightning bolt zapping across the brain—way prettier than her Inflictor 
pin, which was black with a silver hand radiating jagged silver lines. Her 
Polyglot pin had a purple background with pink lips and a white speech 
bubble, and her Teleporter pin was her favorite—a starry sky with a 
flying alicorn. She also knew from Dex that the Technopath pin was 
dark green with a silver handprint covered in black lines like circuits and 
wires, and Keefe’s Empath pin was red with an open book and a silver 
heart painted across the pages. 

But the rest she had to guess. Could the yellow pin with two hands 
holding the sun mean a Flasher? Was the tree with wind-whipped 
branches a Guster? And what did it matter anyway? Were certain 
abilities friendlier? 

Her eyes traveled back to the Shade and she sucked in a breath when 
she realized his head was tilted toward her. 

Sophie? Fitz transmitted, nearly making her scream. Sorry for slipping 
past your blocking without permission, he said. I kept trying to get your 
attention, but you never looked over, and I realized you didn’t know Biana 
and I both ended up in Left Hemisphere. I'll cough so you can see where we 
are. 

Soft hacking drew her gaze to two cloaked figures somewhat close 
together on the far side of the red tent. 

Where’s Dex? 


He’s with Keefe in the Right Hemisphere. You okay over there all alone? 

Of course. But her mind wandered to the Shade. 

Why’s he staring at you? Fitz asked, reminding her he could see what 
she was thinking. 

I don’t know. But the physician said he’s the worst Wayward here. 

I wouldn’t be surprised. Shades control darkness with a force they call 
shadowvaper. I don’t really understand it. But you should never trust a Shade 
—especially one who ends up here. 

And yet, when the Hydrokinetic girl started swaying from hunger, the 
Shade scooted closer, helping her put her head between her knees until 
she caught her breath. 

That’s the girl who saved you, Fitz transmitted. You should’ve seen how 
crazy her power is. She waved her arms and this huge wave curled out of the 
fog, and I swear it looked like she grabbed you with a giant water hand. Then 
she set you down and the hand reached up and smacked the arch until all the 
flames had been stamped out. I’m pretty sure everyone thinks you're a 
Pyrokinetic now, by the way. Even I wondered for a second—especially when I 
saw how fast the flames moved. And they were white, like those fires Brant set 
before. 

I know—I don’t understand, Sophie said. Why would the Black Swan 
give us something to make fire like Pyrokinetics? 

Maybe they wanted to even our chances against Brant. 

Maybe. Not that she loved the idea. 

Her stomach growled again and she clamped her hands around her 
middle. 

Wow, I heard that all the way over here. You need to think about food. It 
tricks your stomach. What would you eat right now if you could? 

Sophie’s mouth watered as she thought of Calla’s starkflower stew. 
But the happy memory quickly drifted to how she imagined the gnomes 
in quarantine must look—which did at least kill her appetite. 

How long do you think we have before someone dies? she asked Fitz. 

Hopefully long enough. 

And hopefully tomorrow they move the campus to somewhere we actually 
learn something—assuming I get a bead. My fire incident was a pretty epic 
disaster. 

Try not to worry—I think you'll be fine. 


But really, were any of them “fine”? 

She thought about Keefe in the physician’s tent, in that brief glimpse 
of the fear and anger he was hiding. 

Do you think Keefe is really okay? 

I... don’t see how he could be. 

It was an honest answer—and totally terrifying. Neither of them 
seemed to know what to say. So they sat in silence, connected but 
separate as the sun slowly sank toward the horizon. 

A gong finally dismissed them, and Sophie followed the Waywards to 
the golden pavilion, where the blue Coach held a jar of green beads. The 
purple Coach clapped her hands, making the beads float until each 
Wayward had a bead hovering over their head, even Sophie. 

“To our new Waywards, who do not understand our traditions,” the 
red Coach said. “We offer beads only to those we deem deserving. But 
it’s always your choice to refuse or accept.” 

“Accepting comes with sacrifice,” the blue Coach warned. “The cost of 
continuing your fight for redemption. Refusing has no consequence, but 
it is also irreversible.” 

“We won't tell you how to decide,” the purple Coach finished. “You 
choose your path.” 

Sophie reached for her bead and a jolt of electricity stung her hand. 
She hadn't realized the sacrifice would be such a literal consequence. 
But she was glad to know she could survive it. 

She tied the bead onto her black cord, and it looked so small next to 
the blue one. Especially considering how many beads the Waywards 
around her had. 

“If you're thinking it'll get easier, it won't,” a deep voice whispered in 
her ear. 

She turned to find the Shade with his head tilted toward her. But he 
was too far away to be the whisperer. 

She opened her mouth to reply and he nudged her attention to where 
the purple Coach stood watching. 

“You should be careful,” his whispery voice said, despite the distance 
between them. “The Coaches are very interested in you.” 

She couldn’t figure out how he was doing it, until she glanced down 
and noticed his shadow crossing hers. 


Wait, Sophie transmitted, as he turned to walk away. 

She hadn’t forgotten the physician’s warnings—or Fitz’s—but she 
couldn’t pass up a chance to make a connection. 

She didn’t trust him, though, so she went with something safe. 

Can you tell your Hydrokinetic friend “thank-you” for saving me? 

His shadow slipped over hers again, and she could almost feel his 
eyes studying her. “You're different,” his voice whispered. “I can’t decide 
if that’s a good thing.” 

It is, she transmitted, surprised at how much she wanted him to 
believe her. 

He walked away without another word. 


FORTY-FOUR 


Tue FIVE FRIENDS held hands as they leaped away from Exillium, and 


all the Coaches and Waywards stared. 

“I don’t think we're doing so great at the whole ‘blending in’ thing,” 
Keefe said as they reappeared in a gray-skied forest. “Which is why you 
guys are my favorite.” 

“What happened here?” Biana whispered as she turned toward the 
trees. Their trunks were unnaturally bent and crooked. “It’s not the 
plague, is it?” 

“No, the forest has been like this for decades,” Sophie said. “I 
remember seeing pictures of this place on the Internet.” 

“The Internet,” Dex snorted. “Humans and their technology.” 

“It looks like somebody bent them intentionally,” Fitz said, tracing his 
hand down one of the C-shaped trunks. 

“I did.” Calla dropped into the clearing from the top of one of the 
trees. “I sang to them, and they followed my voice.” 

“Why only these trees?” Sophie asked. There were hundreds with the 
same distinct shape, but the forest beyond was straight and normal. 

Calla placed her palm against the sharpest part of the curve, where 
the tree stood only inches above the ground. “These trees were dying. 
My friends told me I should uproot them to spare the rest of the forest. 
But I could feel too much life in their trunks to pluck them from the 
ground.” 

“How did you save them?” Biana asked. 

“I listened. And I realized their voices had been silenced. So I gave 
them mine. I sang of sunlight and rain and rich soil. And hope. Always 


hope.” She moved to another tree, one that had the widest curve of them 
all, and lay in the slope of its trunk. “For a week I stayed right here. I 
didn’t stop, even to rest my throat. I could barely rasp by the end, but I 
could feel their strength returning. They’ll forever bear the mark of their 
trials, but they are survivors. Proof that anything can be overcome.” 

Keefe sat on one of the curved trunks, and Sophie waited for him to 
make a joke. But he just slid his fingers over the rough bark. 

“I thought we could all use the reminder that nature tells us what it 
needs,” Calla whispered. “That’s why I chose this as our meeting place.” 

She closed her eyes, singing a slow melody. It was the sweetest song 
Sophie had ever heard, and the forest shimmered in response. The 
crooked trees rustled as if they were joining in the chorus, and the wind 
whistled through their leaves. 

“It’s beautiful,” Biana whispered, waving her fingers in front of her 
face. “I think I finally see the glints of life you told me about, Calla.” 

“If that’s true, then you now know how I see you.” Calla smiled when 
Biana’s eyes lit up. 

Calla repeated the song again, and the sparkles intensified, until the 
whole forest looked painted with glitter. It faded when she kneeled at the 
foot of the tree. Her song turned softer, and the roots twisted and 
twirled until they’d swept aside the soil and formed a tunnel. 

Calla motioned for everyone to follow her underground, and as 
Sophie stepped into the earth she swore she heard a new song take over 
—a hushed whisper circling around her, prickling her consciousness. 

Her eyes found Calla’s in the dim light, wondering if Calla could hear 
it too. 

“I don’t know where it’s coming from,” Calla said. “It’s as if the earth 
itself has joined the call, trying to tell us what it needs.” 

Goose bumps peppered Sophie’s skin as her mind translated the lyric. 
A single word, sung over and over and over. 

Panakes. 


“WHAT IF WE'RE focusing on the wrong thing?” Sophie asked when 
they'd regrouped in the girls’ common room, after they'd eaten and 


changed out of their uniforms. “Maybe we should be searching for the 
Panakes instead of the drakostomes.” 

“If you're saying we should sneak into ogreville instead of sitting here 
watching Dex poke a gadget with sticks, I’m in,” Keefe said. 

“Easy there,” Sophie told him as Keefe tried to drag her toward the 
door. “That’s not what I’m saying—not yet at least. I meant we should be 
searching for information about the Panakes.” 

Keefe flopped back into his chair with a sigh so dramatic it had to 
have hurt his throat. 

“And excuse me,” Dex said, “this happens to be an incredibly 
technical process.” He held up the Twiggler, which now looked like 
some sort of twig-and-wire spider. “You try merging six different 
technologies into one gadget.” 

“I’m not saying it’s not important,” Keefe said. “But the rest of us are 
just sitting here wasting time.” 

“Speak for yourself,” Biana said, appearing by the waterfall. “I think I 
figured out how to hide from Calla. I just need to make sure I can hold 
it.” 

“Yeah, and Sophie and I are about to do some Cognate training,” Fitz 
added. 

“But what do you mean by focusing on the Panakes?” Dex asked 
Sophie. 

“I meant we should be trying to find information about the cure, not 
the cause of the plague. Calla said nature tells us what it needs, and 
nature was singing about the Panakes. We need to figure out what they 
are and how to find them.” 

“Assuming they're real,” Fitz reminded her. 

“If the earth is singing about them, wouldn’t they have to be?” Sophie 
asked. “And if there’s any record of them, I’m betting it’s in there.” She 
pointed to the Twiggler, wishing it didn’t look so ready to fall apart. “Are 
you getting any closer to making it search by keyword?” 

“I’m trying,” Dex said. “But the different technologies are super 
specific. They’ll each only serve a single function. The elvin tech 
provides all the power I need, and the dwarven stuff works like a backup. 
The goblin tech is my security, the trollish tech is what breaks through 
the barriers and whatnot, the ogre tech is the really sneaky stuff that gets 


me past the subtle defenses. And the gnomish tech seems to smooth out 
all the connections between everything. That’s why I keep adding more 
sticks, hoping it’ll make the parts cooperate better. But none of that 
helps with searching. It almost feels like that comes from a totally 
different technology. But I already have all the intelligent species 
represented, so I don’t know what that means.” 

“What about humans?” Sophie asked. “I know they’re not part of the 
treaties anymore—but they were.” 

“The archive is super old, right?” Fitz added. “So it could’ve been 
built before the humans betrayed everyone, and that would mean it 
includes their technology.” 

Dex scratched the top of his head. “I guess. But I have no idea what 
I’m supposed to use for human technology.” 

“There’s my iPod,” Sophie offered, even though she really didn’t want 
it destroyed. The small human gadget had been her constant companion 
growing up, her only way to drown out the bombarding human 
thoughts before she knew how to shield. Plus, it was one of the few 
human things she had left from her old life—and Dex had made all 
kinds of cool tweaks. 

“Nah,” Dex said. “Anything modern would be too advanced. I don’t 
even know if humans knew electricity existed back when this archive 
was made.” 

They didn’t, Sophie realized. “Okay . . . so we have to figure out what 
they did have.” 

Chariots? Plows? Bows and arrows? Were any of those thousands of 
years old? 

“I remember learning in school about an Iron Age, a Bronze Age, 
and a Stone Age,” she told them. “Where humans made tools from 
those different materials.” 

“Hmm. I’m already using bronze and iron for some of the other 
creatures,” Dex said. “But I guess I could try stone—though I have no 
idea how stone counts as ‘technology.’” 

“It makes a pretty decent weapon,” Keefe mumbled. “Just ask my 
mom.” 

He rubbed his head where she'd given him a gash during her attempt 
to steal Silveny. 


No one seemed to know what to say to that. 

“I think that’s my cue,” Keefe said, heading for the door. “Call me if 
you decide on an ogre invasion.” 

Dex stood too, stuffing the Twiggler into his satchel. “Guess I need to 
go rock hunting. Wanna come with me>” he asked Sophie. 

“We really need to work through some Cognate exercises,” Fitz 
reminded her. “We lost a whole week when I was sick.” 

The old Dex would’ve glowered and muttered something about 
Telepaths. But the new Dex just nodded and said, “Yeah, that makes 
sense.” 

“Can I go with you?” Biana asked him. “If I don’t let Iggy get some 
exercise, he’s going to shred another one of my favorite shoes.” 

Biana must really love the little imp if she was willing to forgive 
footwear destruction. 

“At least he’s doing well on his diet,” she told Sophie. “I think he’s 
finally getting a taste for vegetables!” 

It turned out Iggy had most definitely not gotten a taste for 
vegetables, and Biana stomped back an hour later, muttering about 
“stubborn imps.” Sophie assumed it had something to do with the giant 
moth wing Iggy was crunching on. 

Della returned not long after, looking uncommonly frazzled. Her hair 
was tied back in a sloppy bun, and her gown was stained and wrinkled. 

“Everything okay?” Sophie asked. 

Della shook her head. “Physic had done some research on human 
comas, and she'd come up with a treatment plan for Prentice, with cold 
and hot compresses and balms and elixirs. We tried it today, but 
somewhere in the process he stopped breathing and everything 
unraveled. We got him breathing again—don’t worry. But .. .” Della 
stared at the ceiling. “I think we’re officially out of ideas. Nothing seems 
to matter.” 

If words could cast a shadow, they would’ve darkened the whole 
house. 

“I’m sorry,” Della said, heading toward her room. “I don’t mean to 
despair. I’m just tired of sitting at Prentice’s bedside telling happy stories 
and trying to pretend I’m not partially there for completely selfish 
reasons. I want him to get better, but. . .” 


Sophie knew what she meant. 

Della was still worried about how Prentice’s condition would affect 
Alden. 

“Anyway, good night.” Della kissed her son on the top of the head, 
then did the same to Sophie before she headed for her room. “Don’t stay 
up too late working. You'll need plenty of rest before another day at 
Exillium. 

Sophie knew Della was right, and went to bed an hour early. She also 
ate a double portion of breakfast the next morning in case they were in 
for another round of appetite suppression. She was prepared for 
anything Exillium could throw at her—until they leaped to campus and 
arrived in the heart of a plague zone. 


FORTY-FIVE 


Now SOPHIE KNEW what the ancient gnomish songs had meant by 


their warnings of a great Withering and an endless Fall. 

The Exillium tents had been set up along the edge of a sheer cliff, 
overlooking a blackened, shriveled woodland. The tree trunks were 
twisted and cracked, their branches sagging and drooping, and their 
speckled leaves blanketed the ground in heaps of mold green and sallow 
yellow. 

“Where are we?” Sophie whispered. 

“It doesn’t matter,” her purple Coach said behind her. 

The five friends turned to find all three Coaches looming over them. 
Waywards milled nearby, pretending they weren't eavesdropping. 

“How can you say that?” Biana asked the Coaches. “Don’t you know 
what’s happening down there?” 

“We don’t,” the red Coach said, “and we aren’t supposed to.” 

“That’s not our world,” the blue Coach added. “It’s simply scenery.” 

“So you don’t care that—” Sophie started. 

“We don’t,” the blue Coach interrupted. 

“We can't,” the purple Coach clarified. “We know our place, and the 
role we're expected to play. The five of you need to learn yours.” 

“You're no longer part of a community,” the red Coach added. “You're 
fighting for survival and redemption.” 

“But how is it redeeming to only care about ourselves?” Sophie asked. 

The silence that followed felt like it was breathing down their necks, 
probably because the whole school was watching. 


The Coaches’ eventual reply was to order everyone to their 
Hemispheres. 

Sophie kept her head down as she ran to her purple Ambi tent and 
sat near one of the tent poles. A shadow passed over her, and she looked 
up to find the Shade and the Hydrokinetic standing beside her. 

The Shade’s whispery voice filled her head. “You'll get in huge trouble 
if you keep talking to the Coaches like that.” 

Probably, Sophie transmitted. But someone needs to tell them they’re 
wrong. 

The way he tilted his head made her wonder if he was smiling. It was 
impossible to tell between the mask and the hood. 

“This place is called Bosk Gorge,” he whispered, “and it’s not the 
worst we've seen of the desolation.” 

Where was the worst? 

“Wildwood. There’s pretty much nothing left.” 

Before Sophie could reply, the purple Coach stormed into the tent 
and clapped her hands. 

“Everyone rise!” she ordered. 

Sophie moved to stand, then realized the Coach meant a different 
kind of “rise.” 

The rest of the Waywards floated off the ground as the Coach 
announced they’d be practicing levitation-in-motion. 

“Choose any movement you'd like,” the Coach said. “But you must 
keep moving. Every time you fall, you prove yourself Unworthy.” 

Sophie could’ve sworn the Coach looked at her as she said the last 
part, and it made her determined to stay airborne. She closed her eyes, 
pushed against gravity, and floated her body off the ground. But she 
couldn't figure out how to move like the other Waywards. Motion 
required resistance—something to bounce off and create thrust. So 
when she tried to “walk,” her legs only flailed, and the longer she 
hovered there, the heavier her body felt. 

How you holding up? Fitz transmitted as she collapsed for a break. 

I don’t understand how they’re all doing this, she grumbled. 

Neither do I. I’ve dropped twice already, and Biana’s hit the ground three 
times. My Coach says we’re not motivated enough. 


You're lucky you guys are together. I’m the only one struggling in my 
group. 

She forced herself to levitate again, and tried flapping her arms, 
which mostly made her look like a giant chicken. She felt even more 
ridiculous when she stole another look at the plague-infested forest. 

I can't believe we're wasting time on this when we could be down there 
investigating. 

Maybe it’s better, Fitz said. We wouldn't want to accidently infect Calla. 

Sophie definitely didn’t want that—but it still felt like they were 
missing an opportunity. They could be learning things that might help 
the gnomes, and instead she was trying to air-swim. 

“You're focusing your efforts too narrowly,” her Coach said as Sophie 
dropped on her belly so hard it knocked the wind out of her. “Gravity 
isn’t the only force you have to work with.” 

A gong announced their break before Sophie figured out what that 
meant. 

She stumbled to the eating area, where all the Waywards were lining 
up for lunch. The food itself was simple—baskets of whole fruit for 
them to choose from—and Sophie noticed everyone only took one piece. 
They also sat separately, on threadbare blankets the same color as their 
Hemisphere. The only sounds were the wind and the awkward crunch 
of chewing. 

She'd chosen a pear-shaped fruit with a smooth teal skin. It looked 
too pretty to eat, and Sophie wished she’d gone with that instinct. It 
tasted like juicy cheese, and each bite felt greasier than the last. The 
Shade and the Hydrokinetic sat across from her, sharing a purple spiky 
fruit between them. Sophie wondered if that meant they were boyfriend 
and girlfriend. 

“You should be more careful about your telepathic conversations,” the 
Shade’s voice whispered inside her head. 

One of these times you're going to give me a heart attack, Sophie 
transmitted. How do you talk like that? 

His shadow stretched farther over hers. “It’s called shadow- 
whispering. My shadow is carrying my consciousness, so no one can 
hear me except you—but I still only do it when no one’s looking. You 
need to take the same precaution. If the Coach catches you, they'll 


punish everyone. They want us to hate each other. It’s how they keep 
control. They know there are only three of them and hundreds of us. If 
we unite, we could take them out easily.” 

Or they could try getting us to like them, Sophie suggested. Fear isn’t the 
only way to control people. 

“No, but it’s the quickest. I would know.” 

The darkness in his tone was almost as unsettling as watching his 
shadow crawl back to its proper angle. Sophie could definitely see why 
Fitz would find Shades creepy. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that 
this one was worth knowing. 

The gong rang again, ordering them back to their tents, and the 
stronger afternoon gales made the exercise even more challenging. 
Waywards were tossed around the tents, crashing into the poles and 
each other. Sophie tried to use the wind’s momentum to finally get 
herself moving, but the wind seemed to be a force she couldn't 
manipulate. 

She stretched out her mind, feeling for other forces to play with, and 
instead picked up a feint sound. It came from the withered woods, and 
after a minute of concentrating she realized it was a voice. 

A word. 

The same word over and over, growing more chilling every time. 

Help. 


FORT Y-SIX 


SOPHIE RACED TOWARD the cliff and jumped, planning to teleport 


into the woods to find whoever needed help. 

But as the forces whipped around her, she realized that levitating 
would be easier. She could feel a strange rush of resistance in the air 
now that she felt the thrill of falling. And when she focused on that 
energy, she finally had the thrust she needed to propel herself forward. 
A little additional concentration and she was sprinting so fast it made 
her eyes water. 

“Where are you going?” Fitz asked, racing up beside her—and 
triggering a panicked plummet. 

“Sorry,” he said as she fought to regain her concentration. “Didn't 
mean to scare you. When I saw you jump, I jumped. Biana tried to come 
too, but our Coach grabbed her. What’s wrong?” 

“Someone needs help. I can hear them calling me, but I don’t know 
where they are. I’m trying to track them now.” 

She closed her eyes, but all she could hear were the angry voices 
shouting from the cliff above. Sophie was pretty sure they were setting a 
record for Exillium disobedience. 

Fitz grabbed her hand so they could keep pace together. “How can I 
help?” 

“Can you boost my concentration? It might clear my head.” 

“Done,” he said as warmth trickled into her mind. 

The extra energy snapped everything into focus. “He’s that way,” she 
said, pivoting in midair and running toward the densest part of the 
woods. 


They sank lower as they moved, until their feet were skirting the tops 
of the withered trees. 

“Down there,” she whispered, pointing to a small clearing. 

The speckled leaves made a sickening squish as they touched down. 

“He’s here somewhere—I can feel it,” she said as they combed the 
ground, kicking up the fallen leaves. 

Several agonizing minutes passed before Fitz shouted, “I found him!” 

Sophie raced to his side, feeling her stomach lurch when she saw the 
body lying in the shadow of the tallest, most shriveled tree. 

The frail gnome’s eyes stared blankly ahead, and his skin was covered 
head to toe in the same speckles as the leaves. 

“What do we do?” Fitz asked, shaking the gnome gently by the 
shoulders. “He’s breathing—but only barely.” 

Sophie’s brain felt like it was trying to run in sixteen directions at 
once. 

She took a breath. “Okay, we need to get him to the physician. Maybe 
he has some medicine that would make the gnome stronger. And then 
we'll have to figure out how to get him to the quarantine in Lumenaria.” 

“So back up the cliff?” Fitz asked. 

“Yeah, is your levitating strong enough for that?” 

“No idea.” Fitz scooped up the unconscious gnome. “When I jumped 
I just focused on your mind and followed your lead, like our Cognate 
training.” 

“Well... I guess we should do the same thing again, then.” 

Her panic fueled her push as she shoved against the forces in the air 
and launched straight up, with Fitz keeping pace beside her. The 
shouting grew to a deafening roar as they landed on the cliff’s ledge and 
faced the gathered crowd. 

“We need the physician,” Sophie said, running toward the small tent. 

The purple Coach blocked her. “You're exposing us all.” 

“The plague only affects gnomes and plants,” Sophie said, but she 
noticed the other Waywards were still scrambling away from her. 
“Please, this gnome needs help—it’s not going to hurt anyone.” 

“Stay right there,” the physician called, shoving his way through the 
cluster of onlookers with the help of the red Coach. He helped Fitz set 
the gnome on the ground and checked the gnome’s pulse. “I’m not 


familiar with gnomish medicine. Even if I had a full apothecary, I 
wouldn’t know where to begin.” 

“Then we need to get him to Lumenaria—quickly,” Sophie told Fitz. 

“That’s impossible,” the red Coach called from the front line of 
Waywards. “All of us are banished from the Lost Cities.” 

“Who cares?” Sophie asked. 

“Yeah, do you seriously think the Council will arrest us for delivering 
a sick gnome?” Fitz added. 

Councillor Alina probably would, but Sophie decided not to mention 
that. 

“Even if the Council would spare you,” the blue Coach said. “You're 
forgetting that none of us have crystals to leap you there.” 

“We don’t need a crystal,” Sophie told him. 

And she was tired of wasting time. 

She turned to Fitz, glad to see he was already ahead of her. 

He lifted the gnome over his shoulder and carried him to the cliff’s 
edge. 

“Lumenaria’s on the other side of the world,” the purple Coach told 
them. “You can’t levitate there.” 

“No,” Sophie said, reaching for Fitz’s hand. “But we can teleport.” 

They jumped without another word, holding tight to each other as 
thunder crashed and they slipped into the void. 

Sophie started to envision Lumenaria, but all she could picture was 
the burly goblin guards, blocking the city’s gates with their deadly 
swords. 

“Do you think the Council will have us arrested?” Sophie whispered. 

“I don’t know,” Fitz admitted. “I want to say no—especially since we 
still have the cache. But last time we were around them it didn’t go so 
well.” 

His hand moved to his chest, rubbing where the arthropleura barb 
had pierced him. 

Sophie decided it wasn’t worth the risk. 

She'd also realized there was a safer place they could take the gnome, 
where he could get medical treatment, and they could count on a few 
allies. 


“Change of plans,” she said, then pictured their destination so vividly 
that white light cracked the darkness. 

They launched out of the void and Sophie focused on the force of 
their fall, using her newfound levitating skills to make her first gentle 
landing. 

Their feet touched down on the soft purple grass outside the glass 
pyramid in the center of the Foxfire campus. 


FORT Y-SEVEN 


SOPHIE HAD NEVER thought she could feel more conspicuous than 


she had on her first day at Foxfire, when Dame Alina had literally shined 
a spotlight on her to introduce her to the other prodigies. 

But as she and Fitz clomped through the glittering main building in 
their crazy Exillium uniforms, she felt like they might as well be 
carrying a sign that said WE DON’T BELONG HERE! 

Instead, they were carrying a very sick gnome, so she was glad it 
seemed to be the middle of session. The colorful halls were vacant, and 
Sophie was very familiar with the path to the Healing Center. They 
rushed through the doors in record time. 

Sophie called for Elwin as she surveyed the three rooms—a treatment 
area, a working laboratory, and the physician’s office. 

All three were empty. 

“Now what?” Fitz asked, setting the gnome on one of the beds in the 
treatment area. 

“I don’t know,” Sophie admitted. She’d never considered that Elwin 
might not be there. “I guess we could leave him here and go find 
Magnate Leto.” 

But then she imagined the gnome waking up all alone, not knowing 
where he was or what had happened to him. 

“Should one of us stay here?” she asked. 

The slamming of the Healing Center’s doors saved them from 
making a decision. 

“This is why you're not supposed to catch more than one lightning 
bolt at a time,” Elwin said, leading a familiar round-faced boy into the 


treatment area. 

“I thought I’d found a way to do it,” Jensi said, patting the ends of his 
brown hair, which was sticking out in every direction. 

Both Jensi and Elwin froze when they spotted Fitz and Sophie—and 
the panic in their eyes reminded Sophie they still had their masks on. 

“It’s okay,” she said, tossing back her hood and shoving her mask up 
on her forehead. 

Fitz did the same, and Jensi and Elwin each did a double take. 

Then Elwin laughed. “Should’ve known you'd find a way to end up 
here,” he said, wrapping them up in a group hug. 

Sophie hugged him back, remembering how once upon a time she'd 
been afraid of Elwin. It hadn’t been Elwin’s fault—she’d been afraid of 
all doctors after growing up with needles and hospitals and scary human 
medicine. But now she knew that Elwin was a giant teddy bear, with 
dark, messy hair, and smiling dragons all over his tunic. 

“Yeah—they told us you were banished,” Jensi said in his trademark 
rapid-fire manner. “But I knew they couldn’t keep you away—and cool— 
you have to tell me about Exillium—are those the uniforms—they’re 
awesome—but what are the masks for>” 

The happy reunion lasted about ten seconds, until Elwin noticed 
their patient. 

“What happened?” he asked, scrambling for his crazy iridescent 
spectacles and flashing a blue orb of light around the gnome. “Where 
did you find him?” 

“We were in Bosk Gorge today,” Sophie said. 

Elwin frowned. “Bosk Gorge?” 

“It’s in the Neutral Territories,” Fitz explained. 

“I know. But that doesn’t make any sense. I heard the goblins 
reporting in when I was working in Lumenaria a few days back, and 
Bosk Gorge was still on their safe list.” 

“Well, the plague must’ve spread,” Sophie said, “because the whole 
place was overrun with it.” 

“That doesn’t make sense either. All our reports say the plague moves 
slowly. Wildwood took weeks to get overwhelmed.” Elwin switched to a 
red orb of light. “And he has injuries that aren’t plague related. Like 


these here?” He held up the gnome’s limp hand, pointing to the blisters 
on the palms. “These are burns.” 

“Maybe he lit a fire to keep the plague away,” Fitz suggested. 

Elwin scratched his chin and flashed a few more colored orbs. “Well, 
I can treat the burns and get some fluids in him. But all the remedies 
are in Lumenaria.” 

“Remedies?” Sophie asked. 

“Not a cure,” he said. “But they slow the symptoms, and make it a bit 
more bearable. It’s a good thing you guys found him—he’s progressing 
faster than I’m used to seeing.” 

Sophie sank onto the edge of one of the beds, more exhausted than 
ever. Maybe it was the adrenaline fading, but she had a feeling it had 
more to do with how much shed been hoping Elwin could fix 
everything. 

“Hey now,” Elwin said. “Don’t go looking so defeated. Bullhorn’s 
staying quiet—see>” 

He pointed to the bed in the corner, where the beady-eyed banshee 
was resting. Banshees could sense when someone was dying, and 
squawked his heads off around anyone in mortal danger. So if Bullhorn 
wasn’t bothering to get up, the gnome still had some time left. But how 
much time? 

“Td better hail Magnate Leto and let him know whats going on,” 
Elwin said. “You're both going to need to shower and change uniforms 
—and you're both getting a full checkup.” 

“What about me>” Jensi asked. “I need a new uniform too.” 

“And a checkup,” Elwin agreed. “But first I need to take care of the 
fugitives.” 

Elwin said it with a smile, but the word still turned Sophie’s stomach. 

Jensi tugged on his cape, showing Sophie the blackened edges. “This 
reminds me of the first time we met—remember? I walked you to your 
elementalism session—and I warned you not to get zapped?” 

Sophie smiled. “I remember.” 

Jensi was one of the first kids who reached out to her at Foxfire. 

“So how’s it been around here?” she asked. 

Jensi looked away, his words slower than normal as he said. “Not the 
same.” 


Magnate Leto arrived then and put the Healing Center on lockdown. 
After that, there was a lot of showering and changing, and drinking ten 
billion elixirs. Sophie was stunned that Elwin could find signs of 
everything she’d been through, from the healed burns of her Dividing to 
the light poisoning Della had treated after they'd gone to see Gethen. 
But the weirdest part was putting on a Foxfire uniform again. Magnate 
Leto had brought her a green Level Four uniform, and Sophie kept 
staring at her reflection, wondering if she'd ever make it back to Foxfire 
to wear one for real. She suspected Fitz was thinking the same thing as 
he fidgeted with the cape of his white Level Six uniform. 

“Are you going to tell the Council we brought the gnome here today?” 
Fitz asked. 

“Of course,” Magnate Leto said. “They should know who the true 
heroes were.” 

Fitz smiled at that—and Sophie tried to do the same. But it was hard 
to feel heroic every time she looked at the gnome. Elwin had moved him 
to a clear quarantine bubble, and his skin looked less pale—and his 
sleep looked more restful—but he was clearly very, very sick. 

“You kids should head back,” Magnate Leto said. “Assuming Elwin’s 
given the all clear, of course.” 

“Yep, they’re totally clean,” Elwin said. “Though I hate to see them 
go.” 

“Me too,” Jensi agreed. “Will you tell Biana I said hi—and Dex and 
Keefe?” 

Sophie nodded, her voice too thick to work. 

“Don’t worry,” Magnate Leto said. “I suspect this won't be the last 
time we see you standing among these halls. 

Sophie stared out the window at the expansive Foxfire grounds and 
let herself hope he was right. But as she took Fitz’s hand and prepared to 
leap to the Crooked Forest, she realized getting back into Foxfire wasn’t 
their biggest problem. 

After everything they’d done, and all the rules they’d broken, there 
was a very good chance they’d gotten themselves expelled from Exillium. 


FORT Y-EIGHT 


SOPHIE HADN’T KNOWN what to expect when she and Fitz arrived 


in the Crooked Forest, but she'd assumed lecturing and freaking out 
would play a major role. 

Instead, her friends greeted them with the tacklehug to end all 
tacklehugs, and when they finally let them breathe—and were done 
pestering them for every detail about their time at Foxfire—she noticed 
Calla watching from her perch on one of the curved trunks. 

“We're safe,” Sophie promised. “Elwin quarantined us before we left.” 

“I can tell,” Calla said. “I just . . . don’t know how to thank you. The 
risk you both took.. .” 

She looked away, trailing her green thumb along the straightened 
edge, where the tree had morphed into a survivor. 

“I wish we could’ve done more,” Sophie said, swallowing back the 
knot of all her frustrations. “How bad was it at Exillium after we left?” 
she asked her friends. 

“Well, let’s see,” Keefe said. “The purple Coach fainted when you guys 
teleported, and I’m pretty sure the other two peed their pants. Then 
everyone started screaming and freaking out about the plague, and it 
took a couple of hours for the Coaches to calm them down. That’s when 
a group of Waywards started demanding to know if you guys were going 
to be ejected or expelled or whatever they call it—” 

“Are we>” Fitz interrupted. 

Dex, Keefe, and Biana shared a look. 

“They wouldn't give me any extra beads when I asked for them,” Dex 
said, “which turned into another whole-school shouting match. But the 


Coaches said their decision was final.” 

“So I guess that’s that,” Sophie mumbled. 

“Not necessarily,” Biana said. “Before we left, the Shade came up to 
me and did this freaky whisper-in-my-head thing.” She shuddered. “And 
he said to tell you ‘If you really want to prove the Coaches wrong, you 
should return with your friends and make a stand. So I’m guessing he 
wants you to leap with us in the morning—but I don’t know if it’s a good 
idea.” 

“Me either,” Dex said. “Who knows what the Coaches will do>” 

“I don’t think the Shade would’ve suggested it if he thought we'd be 
punished,” Sophie said. “He told me when they punish someone, they 
punish everyone.” 

“Maybe he thinks we're all going to be punished anyway, so he wants 
you to suffer with us,” Dex said. 

Sophie shook her head. “That doesn’t sound like him.” 

“But you barely know him,” Fitz reminded her. 

“Yeah, and isn’t this the guy I heard the boobrie dude warn you 
about?” Keefe asked. 

“It is,” Sophie agreed. “But I think the real reason the Coaches don’t 
like him is because he disagrees with their rules and finds ways around 
them—sound familiar?” 

“Right,” Keefe said. “But I’m not a Shade.” 

“You're seriously going to judge him because of his ability?” Sophie 
asked. 

“We do it with Pyrokinetics,” Dex jumped in. 

“And I don’t know if that’s right either,” Sophie admitted. “Think of 
how much the ban on pyrokinesis has made them what they are. That’s 
why Fintan rebelled. And why Brant joined the Neverseen. If being 
Talentless hadn’t made him a bad match for Jolie, their story might have 
had a very different ending.” 

“Maybe,” Keefe agreed. “But Shades will always be shady. It’s in the 
name! And they control shadowvaper, and call it ‘the darkness within us 
all?” 

“Does that mean they can control us, like Mesmers?” Sophie asked. 

“It’s more about being able to read people,” Fitz said. “It’s kind of like 
what Councillor Terik does when he descrys someone—only Shades are 


looking at your potential for darkness.” 

“Tell me that’s not creepy!” Keefe said. 

“Uh, I can inflict pain on people,” Sophie reminded him. “Besides, 
how is judging him for his ability any better than judging people for 
being Talentless?” 

“So you're saying you want to trust him?” Fitz asked. 

“I don’t know. Maybe we should see what the Collective thinks. They 
may not want any of us going to Exillium anymore, so we can focus on 
what’s happening with the plague.” 

She was honestly hoping for the latter, so they could go back to Bosk 
Gorge and figure out why the plague seemed to be spreading faster 
there, and make sure no other gnomes were stranded in the area. 

But when they returned to Alluveterre, Mr. Forkle was waiting for 
them in the bridge’s gazebo—and hed brought Sophie and Fitz new 
Exillium uniforms. 

“I take it this means we'll be going to school tomorrow,” Fitz said. 

“You did the right thing, helping that gnome,” Mr. Forkle told them. 
“The Coaches should see that.” 

“And if they don’t?” Dex asked. 

“Then it’s your job to convince them. We need to get them on our 
side—they know more about what’s happening in the Neutral Territories 
than anyone.” 

“But they don’t seem to care,” Sophie mumbled. 

“Then make them care. That’s one of your greatest gifts, Miss Foster 
—one we had nothing to do with. You're a natural force for change. And 
here’s a chance to make a true difference.” 

Her friends looked as nervous as Sophie felt, but they didn’t argue as 
they headed for their rooms. 

Actually, Mr. Forkle transmitted to Sophie. If you could stay behind, 
there’s something I need to discuss with you . . . privately. 

Sophie figured it had to do with the sick gnome or her visit to Foxfire. 
So she definitely wasn’t prepared when he told her, “I have news for Mr. 
Sencen.” 

“Is it about his mom?” she asked, sinking into one of the chairs. She 
had a feeling this was the kind of conversation she wanted to be sitting 
down for. 


“It is—but not in the manner you're thinking. The news is about her 
past, not her present, and that’s why I’m sharing it with you. You seem to 
have a better sense of how Mr. Sencen is handling things, so I trust you 
to decide how we proceed from here. As you know, Councillor Oralie 
has been working with Lord Cassius, searching for clues to his wife's 
Neverseen activities. And word has reached me that a few days ago they 
discovered a trunk hidden in Candleshade. I’m sure you can imagine 
how easy it would’ve been for the family to overlook it all these years.” 

Sophie nodded. Keefe’s house had at least two hundred stories—but 
Sophie didn’t care about that. “What was in the trunk>” 

“Lots of maps. The Council’s still working to determine their purpose. 
And a kit for making temporary leaping crystals, like the ones you use at 
Exillium. Were assuming that’s one of the ways she slipped away to the 
Neverseen’s hideouts without anyone noticing.” 

“And?” Sophie pressed, since none of that merited a private 
conversation. 

“And... there was also a note. Lord Cassius wanted it returned to his 
son, so it found its way to me.” 

He reached into his cape pocket and handed her a plain piece of 
paper that seemed too large for the tiny message scrawled at the top in 
loopy writing. 


Dear Keefe, 
O'm doing this OF fou, 
Love, Mom 


“So what are we going to do?” Mr. Forkle asked. “Tell Mr. Sencen? Or 
spare him?” 

Sophie stared at the page, trying to decide what bothered her more: 
the word “love,” or all the blank space. 

And she kept picturing the Keefe shed seen in the physician’s tent, 
the angry scared Keefe lurking just under the surface. 

But shed promised Keefe she wouldn't hide things from him, and 
this was a Very. Big. Thing. 


“It’s not easy, is it?” Mr. Forkle asked. “Deciding how to protect 
someone you care about? I’m sorry to add this burden to you—especially 
after the day you’ve had. But I know youre the one who will choose 
what’s best for him.” 

Sophie sighed. “Can I think about it?” 

“Take all the time you need. All I ask is that you warn me before you 
share it with him—if you decide to share it with him. Otherwise Pll 
assume you've kept this to yourself.” 

Sophie nodded and stumbled back to her room. She was up most of 
the night going back and forth, making up her mind and changing it the 
next instant. 

Eventually, she tucked the note into her purple backpack in the 
cache’s old hiding place. 


FORT Y-NINE 


Á RRIVING AT EXILLIUM the next morning felt like a scene in a 


movie where the soundtrack scratched to silence and everyone turned to 
stare. 

Fitzs hand turned clammy in Sophie’s as the two of them stood 
together, with Keefe, Dex, and Biana flanking them on all sides. 

They’d leaped to the middle of a sweltering desert, with the school’s 
tents scattered across the rolling dunes. Sophie saw no sign of the 
plague, but there was no life for it to contaminate. Not even a cactus or a 
scrubby bit of brush. Just endless dry sand, rippled by the wind and 
bleached white by the sun. 

From the corner of her eye Sophie could see the Shade nod his 
approval, but she was too focused on the three Coaches stalking toward 
them, kicking up clouds of dust. 

“So you've chosen the path of defiance,” the blue Coach said, his tone 
as heated as the air. 

“We mean no disrespect,” Sophie told him. “Just like we meant none 
yesterday.” 

“We were just trying to do the right thing,” Fitz added. 

“And yet your ‘right thing’ disregarded our authority,” the red Coach 
said. “You understand the position this puts us in, don’t you?” 

Sophie had a whole speech prepared, ready to shame the Coaches for 
their selfish lack of consideration. But as she studied the three figures in 
front of her—and the hoard of anxious Waywards gathered behind them 
—she realized the Coaches weren't trying to be cruel. They were fighting 
an impossible battle, placed in charge of a group that even the highest 


authorities in the Lost Cities couldn’t control—without proper resources 
or backup to support their efforts. 

They were simply struggling to keep their fragile hold. 

“Sometimes the greatest power comes from showing mercy,” she told 
them quietly. “Especially to those who may not deserve it.” 

The Coaches looked at each other, something silent passing between 
them. 

“Aren't we all hoping for a second chance?” Sophie added. 

Several agonizingly long seconds crawled by before the red Coach 
nodded—only once, but the small movement was enough. 

“Don't make us regret this,” the blue Coach said. 

“We won't,” Fitz promised as the red Coach ordered everyone to 
disperse to their tents. 

Sophie plodded through the sand, nearly losing her balance when her 
purple Coach came up beside her. 

“The gnome we saw yesterday,” her Coach whispered. “Is he... >” 

“He’s in quarantine with the others,” Sophie told her. “Still waiting for 
someone to discover the cure. So if you’ve seen anything in the Neutral 
Territories that might be helpful . . .” 

“I haven't,” the Coach said. She started to walk away, then slowed her 
pace long enough to add, “But I will keep my eyes open.” 

“Thank you,” Sophie said. 

They’d reached the tent by then, and her Coach ordered everyone to 
grab their mats and drag them into the sweltering sun. The rest of the 
day was very long and hot and sweaty as they practiced body 
temperature regulation. Around the third blistering hour, Sophie 
learned to shift her concentration to her cells and turned her skin 
hyperaware to any traces of coolness. Then the tiniest breeze felt like a 
blast of arctic wind and the slightest trickle of sweat felt like a bucket of 
ice water. 

When the sun sank low enough to stretch the shadows into angled 
smudges, the Shade’s whispered voice filled her mind. 

“How were you not arrested yesterday?” he asked. 

I still have a few friends in the Lost Cities. She debated a second before 
adding, I hope I have a couple here, too. 


“You already have the four you came with,” he reminded her. “Do you 
really have room for more?” 

Can you have too many friends? she asked. 

He was silent for a long time. Then he whispered, “I wouldn’t know.” 


THE NEXT DAY Exillium brought them to the side of a rocky mountain, 
where a gaping hole granted entrance into a dark cavern. The Coaches 
led them inside, and they walked farther and farther until the damp, 
black air blotted out the light. 

“Today you'll be improving your night vision,” the Coaches said in 
unison, their voices echoing off the cavern walls. “Let your eyes adjust 
and your mind will do the rest.” 

It sounded far simpler than it turned out to be. 

Sophie tried everything she could think of, but all she ever saw was 
inky darkness. And the longer it surrounded her, the heavier it felt, until 
she had to remind herself that she could still breathe and the air wasn’t 
running out. 

“Are you afraid of the dark?” the Shade whispered in her head. 

I’m afraid of things that use darkness to hide, she told him. 

“Creepy crawly things?” he asked. 

Those aren’t my favorite, she admitted. 

“But clearly not what’s making you shiver,” he said. “Monsters, then?” 

His whispered voice was teasing, but Sophie couldn't smile. 

She'd been kidnapped from a cave—which probably wasn’t the best 
memory to relive at the moment. 

Monsters come in all shapes and sizes. 

“Like the ones behind the plague?” 

What do you mean? she asked. Did you see something? 

“Tve seen a lot of things.” 

Like what? 

Her eyes were finally adjusting—or maybe her mind was—because 
blurry forms were taking shape around her. The closest silhouette was 
the Shade. 

Like what? she transmitted again, leaning closer. 

He backed a step away. “Not now.” 


When? she pressed. 
“When I know whether or not I can trust you.” 
He vanished into the shadows, taking his whispers with him. 


BY THE TIME they'd reached the end of the week, Sophie had never 
been so tired, between the long Exillium days and the late nights of 
Cognate training. But she was more tired of the lack of progress. Her 
friends had been trying to learn about the Psionipath, but their Coaches 
were too guarded to answer their questions. And the campus had moved 
to yet another location without the slightest trace of plague. 

They'd leaped to a glassy lake at the base of a snowcapped mountain 
to practice holding their breath, and two small tents had been added so 
they could change into wetsuits. Swim caps covered their hair and 
enormous goggles covered their faces, and they waded into the chilly 
water to float facedown and try to stay there. 

It was the most brutal skill yet, and Sophie’s lungs were constantly 
screaming, BREATHE NOW OR YOU WILL DIE! Even the Hydrokinetic 
struggled with the assignment—in fact, she seemed to have it harder 
than anyone. As soon as she'd put her face in the water she’d thrash and 
flail, and when the Shade tried to calm her she kept mumbling, “I can't, 
I can't, I can't.” 

By the second hour, the girl was in tears, and Sophie realized she 
might be able to help. 

I can keep you calm, she transmitted to the girl. But I wanted to ask 
before I tried it. If you don’t want me to, make a sound so I know. 

The girl stayed silent. 

Okay, here goes. 

Inflictors were only supposed to be able to inflict negative emotions, 
but thanks to Sophie's alicorn-inspired DNA, she could trigger positive 
emotions as well. She closed her eyes and replayed a bunch of memories 
that made her feel happy and calm, letting the feelings gather in her 
heart until it felt like her chest would burst. Then she shoved the heat 
away, sending it shooting across the water. She couldn't tell if it was 
working, but the Hydrokinetic stayed quiet, so she kept sending 
additional waves. 


She was so focused on her inflicting that she forgot about everything 
else. It wasn’t until two hands pulled her out of the lake that she realized 
she hadn’t been breathing. 

“It appears we have a new record!” her purple Coach announced. 
“Forty-six minutes.” 

“Forty-six?” Sophie gasped for breath, wincing at the burn in her 
lungs. 

Her Coach helped her wade back to shore and gave her a fraying gray 
towel to dry off. “Take one hundred deep breaths and your head will 
clear.” 

Around breath seventy-three, a shadow slid across hers and the 
Shade’s voice filled her mind. “You want to know what we know?” 

Of course, she transmitted. 

“Okay.” She waited for him to say something, but he turned and 
walked away. 

After they’d gotten their beads and changed into their regular 
uniforms, though, he slunk up beside her and whispered, “Now or 
never.” 

The Hydrokinetic girl held a scratched yellow crystal up to the 
sunlight, and Sophie tried to think through the risks as she reached for 
the Shade’s offered hand. 

I'll be back soon, she transmitted to Fitz. 

The light pulled her away before he could respond. 


FIFTY 


Tue LEAP FELT shakier than normal, or maybe that was Sophie. She 


couldn't believe she'd left Exillium with two strangers—without even 
asking where she was going. 

They'd leaped to a place that had probably once been a beautiful 
garden. But now the cascading vines and enormous trees looked 
withered and crunchy and speckled with plague. 

“Where are we?” Sophie asked. 

“Introductions first,” the Shade said, throwing back his hood and 
tearing off his mask. 

The Hydrokinetic girl did the same, and Sophie was stunned by the 
similarities between them. They both had the same pink lips and 
creamy complexion. But the biggest similarity was their eyes—the palest 
of pale blue, with flecks of silver glinting in the sunlight. Touches of 
silver in their hair enhanced the effect. The girl’s waist-length jet-black 
hair looked like the ends had been dipped in platinum, and the tips of 
the boy’s jagged bangs glinted every time he tossed them out of his eyes. 

Together they looked like K-pop idols, or like they’d stepped straight 
out of anime. But Sophie realized the more logical option was, “You're 
brother and sister.” 

“Twins,” the Shade corrected. “Is that going to be a problem?” 

“Why would it... ,” Sophie started to ask, then remembered how rare 
multiple births were in the Lost Cities—and how judgmental most elves 
were when it happened. “Of course not,” she promised. “I know what it’s 
like to be different.” 


She threw back her hood and pulled off her mask, not missing the 
way they gawked at her eyes. 

The Shade glanced at his sister before he said, “I’m Tam, and this is 
Linh.” 

Sophie smiled. “I’m Sophie.” 

“That’s a human name,” Tam said. 

“It is.” Sophie realized then that Tam and Linh wouldn't have heard 
any of the gossip about her. Judging by the length of their necklaces— 
long enough to wrap around their necks four times—they’d been at 
Exillium way before her arrival to the Lost Cities. In fact, she doubted 
they knew about anything that had happened over the last year, except 
whatever they’d seen in the Neutral Territories. 

“So where are we?” she asked again. 

“Home sweet home.” Tam kicked a piece of rotted, speckled fruit. 

“It used to be beautiful,” Linh said. “We used to feel so lucky to have 
found it. But that was before the gnomes fell ill.” 

“Wait,” Sophie said, climbing on a fallen trunk to get a better view. 
Farther down the weed-lined path she spotted a grove of black, 
collapsing trees with colored pieces of wood in their trunks, like doors. 
“Was this the Wildwood Colony?” 

Linh nodded. “They used to bring us dinner every night, and I loved 
falling asleep to their songs.” She brushed aside a blackened vine as she 
whispered, “Do you know what’s happened to them?” 

“Only that they’re in quarantine—and that they’re all still alive,” 
Sophie added to reassure her. “But wait . . . you’re the teenagers who 
made the footprints they found>” 

“Who are they?” Tam demanded. 

Sophie stumbled back a step as she told him, “The Council 
investigated after the colonists arrived at Lumenaria.” 

The twins might look similar, but their personalities were opposites. 
Linh was a baby bird. Tam was a stalking tiger. 

“I wouldn’t call it an investigation.” Tam snorted. “They didn’t seem to 
care. They were here for five whole minutes, scraped some bark and 
gathered a few leaves. They didn’t even ask us about the lights.” He 
pointed to the speckled forest in the distance. “We’d been seeing white 
flashes for weeks before the plague hit. We tried to find what was 


causing them, but it was coming from somewhere across the ogres’ 
borders.” 

“You've seen ogres?” Sophie asked. 

“Not recently.” He turned toward the dark mountains to the east. “But 
Ravagog is through that pass.” 

The name slipped icy pins into Sophie’s spine. “Do you think the 
lights were connected to the plague?” 

She wondered how brightly a force-fielded tree could glow—enough 
to be seen from that far away? 

“You ask a lot of questions,” Tam said, making a slow circle around 
her. 

“I thought you brought me here to tell me everything you know,” she 
countered. 

“I don’t remember promising everything,” he said. 

“She’s trying to help the gnomes,” Linh reminded him. “Just like she 
helped me today. You must think me so foolish, by the way—a 
Hydrokinetic afraid of drowning.” 

“Hey, having an ability doesn’t mean everything’s suddenly easy,” 
Sophie told her. 

“Said the girl with four abilities.” Tam leaned closer, squinting at her 
Teleporter pin. “So the big question is—what did you do to get 
banished>” 

“Most of the Councillors wanted me gone the moment they knew I 
existed,” Sophie admitted. “I just finally gave them a good enough 
reason. What about you guys?” 

Tam started to shake his head, but Linh put her hand on his shoulder. 

“She can know the truth, Tam. It was my fault.” She raised her hands 
and mist swarmed around them, glinting with a million rainbows. 
“Water pleads for my attention. But too often it’s a trick.” 

As she spoke, the mist thickened into a storm that soaked them with 
a heavy downpour. 

“I became the Girl Of Many Floods,” she whispered. “And after too 
many mistakes, my parents had no choice but to let them banish me.” 

“They had a choice,” Tam spat. 

“You'll have to excuse my brother. He carries more bitterness than I 
do. But he doesn’t have to be here—” 


“Yes,” Tam interrupted, “I do.” 

His voice had softened. So had the angles of his face. 

“No one sentenced my brother to Exillium,” Linh explained. “He 
chose to stay with me.” 

“I didn’t want her to face this alone,” he mumbled. “And I wouldn't 
stay with my family anyway. They’d always wished they didn’t have the 
shame of twins. I wasn’t going to let them pass me off as an only child.” 

Linh flinched, and Sophie wished she could hug both siblings. The 
elves were supposed to be this superior, enlightened species—but they 
sure had some terrible parents in the mix. 

“How long ago was that?” she asked. 

Linh’s hand moved to her Exillium necklace. “Twelve hundred and 
fourteen days.” 

A little more than three years, Sophie realized. “That’s a long time to 
be banished.” 

Linh nodded, pulling the water from their clothes and hair with a 
sweep of her arm. “We should get out of sight. There have been many 
visitors to the Colony since the gnomes left.” 

Sophie froze. “Were any of them wearing black cloaks?” 

“Three were, yes,” Linh said. “They came a week ago and checked the 
roots.” 

Sophie ran to the abandoned grove and dropped to her knees in front 
of the largest tree. Curled red roots jutted out of the ground all around 
her. 

“Did you hear the Neverseen say anything?” she asked. 

“The Neverseen?” Tam repeated. 

“Remember when you asked me about monsters? They’re who I was 
imagining. If you ever see them again—hide. They’re involved with this 
plague somehow. The ogres are too. We just haven't been able to prove 
it.” 

She reached to take a sample of the roots, then realized it could infect 
Calla. 

“Who’s ‘we’?” Tam asked. 

“Me. My friends. And... others.” Sophie wasn’t sure how much to 
tell them about the Black Swan. “Let’s just say I know people who are 


good at uncovering secrets. And when you're facing a group like the 
Neverseen, you need lots of backup.” 

Branches crunched behind them, making the three of them jump. 
But it was only the wind creaking through the sickly trees. 

“This way,” Linh said, leading them up the crest of a hill, where they 
could see the span of the narrow valley. 

A river cut down the center before it disappeared into the jagged gray 
mountains, and an enormous iron gate barred the pass beyond the 
foothills. 

“Ravagog,” Sophie whispered, her feet itching to run toward the city 
—and far, far away. 

“Sometimes, at night, we can hear them marching,” Linh said. 

“Are you sure it’s safe to stay here?” Sophie asked. 

“Were banished,” Tam reminded her. “Nowhere is safe.” 

They’d reached the river by then, and Linh raised her hand, flicking 
her wrist and making the water lift out of the riverbed. The river made 
an arch over their heads, leaving dry ground for them to cross 
underneath. As soon as they reached the other side of the shore, the 
water crashed down and surged away. 

“Wow,” Sophie breathed. 

Linh blushed. 

Tam headed for a thicket of gnarled trees, which didn’t look 
particularly inviting, but at least the grove hadn’t been infected yet. He 
waved a clump of shadows away, revealing a gap hidden in the branches. 
Sophie followed Linh through, finding herself in a nook of green grass 
with two weathered tents. The threadbare quilt Linh spread out for them 
to sit on had been patched together from the craziest bits of fabric—old 
human T-shirts, lace doilies, the butt pockets of a pair of jeans. 

“This is really where you guys live?” she had to ask. 

“We don’t need much,” Linh said. 

Maybe not, but the twins didn’t seem to have anything. 

An idea formed then—one Sophie knew would be gloriously 
complicated. But it could give Tam and Linh a better life, and make use 
of their incredible talents. 

“How long are you going to wait before you tell her the rest?” Linh 
asked her brother, reminding Sophie she should be paying attention. 


“Tell me the rest of what?” Sophie asked. 

Tam shook his head. “We still don’t know her well enough.” 

“Okay, so what do you need to know?” Sophie said. “Ask and Pl 
answer.” 

Tam smoothed his bangs over of his eyes and gave her his most 
defiant stare. “Answers can be lies. If you really want me to trust you, I 
need to read your shadowvapor.” 

“It doesn’t hurt,” Linh promised. “He just has to let his shadow pass 
through your mind.” 

“That . . . might be a problem,” Sophie said. “It’s hard to explain 
without getting into a bunch of crazy stuff about my genetics. But my 
mind is impenetrable. Even Councillor Terik couldn’t descry me.” 

“Shadowvaper is simpler to sense than potential,” Linh said. 

“Since when are you the expert on my ability?” Tam asked her. 

“Same reason I know you're stalling,” Linh told him. “I’ve lived with 
you for almost fifteen years. And this is why we brought her here. Do 
the reading and we'll tell her—assuming you don’t mind,” she added, 
turning to Sophie. 

Sophie wasn’t thrilled with the idea, but she knew she needed their 
information. “You can try the reading,” she told Tam. “But you have to 
promise you'll tell me even if you can’t understand what you see in my 
head.” 

“Deal,” Linh said, earning a glare from her brother. But he moved 
toward Sophie without further argument. 

“Hold still,” he said as Sophie flinched away from his shifting 
shadow. “Linh’s right—it won’t hurt. But it will give you chills.” 

Chills was an understatement. It felt like a blizzard blasting through 
her head. But once his shadow retreated, the freezing thawed 
immediately. 

“I can see why Terik struggled with his descrying,” Tam said, rubbing 
the spot between his brows. “You have a lot of shadowvapor. But you also 
have a lot of illumination, and they cancel each other out.” 

“Is that a good thing?” Sophie asked. 

“Balance is good,” Linh agreed. 

“But it can be hard to hold on to,” Tam countered. 

“Which only matters for her future,” Linh pressed. 


The words felt like a warning, and Sophie wanted to pick them apart. 
But Linh was urging her brother to share his secret, and it looked like 
Tam was finally ready. 

He moved across the clearing, staring at Wildwood through a small 
gap in the trees. “Before I tell you, you should know that what I’m going 
to say technically counts as treason. And you told me you still have a few 
friends in the Lost Cities, so youre probably hoping to go back 
someday.” 

“I still want to know,” Sophie said. 

Tam nodded and turned to face her. “When the Council was here 
gathering samples, they didn’t think I could hear them. But I used my 
shadow to carry my consciousness to where they were working. I 
couldn’t tell which Councillors it was—only that it was a male and a 
female. And the female Councillor said, ‘We should’ve warned them this 
could happen. Then the guy said, ‘No one can know. ” 


FIFTY-ONE 


Ou GOOD, SHE’S back,” Keefe said as Sophie arrived in the Crooked 


Forest. “Now we can clobber her.” 

Fitz stalked forward. “We’re supposed to be a team! That means you 
take us with you when you run away with strangers, not give me four 
lousy words and disappear!” 

“I’m sorry,” Sophie said, her brain still reeling from the afternoon’s 
revelations. To know the Council could’ve prevented everything that was 
happening was too terrible of a thought to settle. 

But she couldn't tell her friends with Calla nearby. So she focused on 
safer explanations. “Tam only gave me a second to decide and—” 

“Tam>” Dex interrupted. 

“Yeah. That’s the Shade’s name. And his sister is Linh.” 

“They’re brother and sister?” Biana asked. 

“Twins,” Sophie agreed. “They’re also the teenagers who left the 
footprints near Wildwood.” 

“You were at Wildwood>” Calla called from the treetops. 

“Are you worried I’m contaminated?” Sophie asked. “I tried to be 
careful. The only time I got close was to check the roots. Linh said she’d 
seen the Neverseen inspect them, so I almost took a sample, but then I 


” 


“Describe them to me,” Calla interrupted, jumping to the ground. 

By the time Sophie had finished, Calla looked as green as her 
thumbs. 

“The roots were red?” she whispered. 


“What does that mean?” Biana asked, draping an arm around Calla’s 
shoulders to hold her steady. 

“It means their time is almost up,” Calla said. “Red roots are the end. 
Always. Every time.” 

“How long does that mean the colonists have?” Sophie whispered, 
clutching her stomach, trying to fight down the nausea. 

“It’s hard to say,” Calla murmured. “Trees have simpler systems than 
us. But the path is the same. Once those infected see red, they will only 
have days.” 


“LUR AND MITYA said none of the colonists are showing any red,” 
Sophie told Mr. Forkle as his pacing wore a groove in the rugs of the 
girls’ common room. 

“Yet,” he added. 

Calla had asked Sophie to transmit to Lumenaria as soon as they’d 
returned to Alluveterre, to find out if any of the gnomes had reached the 
final stage. None had, and Sophie had been careful not to tell Mitya what 
the red meant. But everyone could guess. And the gnome she’d found in 
Bosk Gorge was still progressing through the stages at a much faster 
rate. Sophie asked if he remembered what happened to him, or anything 
that might be useful. But he only remembered blacking out, and then 
the pain of the plague. 

Sophie glanced over her shoulder to make sure Calla was gone before 
she said, “Now we have proof that the Council knew about the plague.” 

“Do we?” Mr. Forkle asked. “I thought we had the word of two 
banished teenagers—one of whom is a Shade and known for 
insubordination.” 

“You think Tam and Linh are lying?” she asked. 

“Of course not. But their word doesn’t hold the weight you think it 
does. Especially when you consider how vague the conversation was. All 
they heard was ‘this could happen, and the Council will claim they didn’t 
mean the plague.” 

“They did also say, ‘No one can know, didn’t they?” Dex asked. 

“Which applies to everything the Council does,” Mr. Forkle said. “The 
majority of their investigations are classified.” 


“And that’s their problem,” Sophie mumbled. “Too many secrets.” 

She thought about Kenric’s cache, wondering what horrors it 
contained. How many tragedies could that knowledge prevent? 

“I’m often the last to defend the Council, Miss Foster,’ Mr. Forkle 
said, pausing to stare at the waterfall. “But if they’ve chosen to keep this 
secret, they must’ve had their reasons. Over the centuries the 
Councillors have shown deep affection for the gnomes. I can’t believe 
they would intentionally endanger them. Which is why we should focus 
on the larger discoveries you gained today, and keep our other 
suspicions to ourselves until we have actual, concrete proof. The lights 
in the forest could’ve been many things, but I suspect the Psionipath is 
involved—which would mean the tree you saw before likely has more to 
do with the plague than a cure. We need to figure out how. And why the 
tree within had appeared greener and healthier.” 

“Okay, so how do we do that?” Sophie asked. 

“I say we storm Ravagog,” Keefe said. “Who’s in?” 

Mr. Forkle ignored him. “Honestly, Exillium is still the best answer. 
Look at how much we've learned from your attendance there.” 

Keefe sigh-growled. “So we're wasting the whole weekend?” 

“We never waste anything,” Mr. Forkle told him. “You all have very 
important things you should be studying and learning. But first, we 
must address Miss Foster’s plan.” 

“My plan?” Sophie asked, feeling just as confused as her friends. 

“You were going to suggest having the twins join our order, were you 
not?” 

Sophie’s jaw dropped. “Were you reading my mind?” 

“I could have,” Mr. Forkle told her. “Your reckless actions today more 
than called for it. But no. I simply know you too well. I was there when 
you found the starving kitten in the bushes and begged your parents to 
let you keep him. What did you name him?” 

“Marty.” Sophie was surprised at the way her voice caught. He used to 
sleep on her pillow every night, even though his big fluffy body stole 
most of the space for her head. 

“Tam and Linh aren't a cat,” Sophie said. “And I don’t want to keep 
them. I just thought . . . we have these huge houses, and plenty of food, 
and they’re really talented, and—” 


“And it’s a phenomenally bad idea,” Mr. Forkle finished. “They know 
nothing of our organization, or the sacrifice it requires. We need 
members who are committed and understand the heavy responsibility, 
not who are looking for a good meal and warm bed.” 

“But—” 

He held up his hand, silencing her next argument and making her 
realize how very quiet her friends were being. 

None of them had said a single word in Tam and Linh’s defense. In 
fact, they all seemed to be avoiding her eyes. 

“I’m not saying we won't help them,” Mr. Forkle added. “I’ll make 
arrangements to ensure they have food and safe shelter. But it won't 
have anything to do with the Black Swan. Nor should you tell them 
anything about us.” 

Awkward silence followed, and haunted Sophie the rest of the night. 
Even after she went to bed, the quiet of her room made her twitchy. 

So she nearly jumped out of her skin when Silveny transmitted, 
FRIEND? 

Is everything okay? Sophie asked. This was the first time Silveny had 
been the one to reach out to her. 

OKAY! Silveny promised. SOPHIE OKAY? 

Sophie tried to convince her she was fine, but Silveny could feel her 
mood, and after some coaxing, Sophie found herself telling Silveny 
everything. She knew it was silly—she doubted the alicorn could 
translate half the words she was saying. And yet, Silveny understood 
enough to transmit, SOPHIE. GOOD. FRIEND. 

Maybe, Sophie thought. Though she wasn’t so sure. She kept thinking 
about how ready shed been to endanger Tam and Linh’s lives by 
bringing them into the Black Swan. She’d already separated her friends 
from their families and gotten them banished. When would she stop 
putting people at risk? Even Silveny had endured major changes as a 
result of their friendship. Before they met, the alicorn had been free to 
explore the world. Now she was stuck in the Sanctuary, unable to 
teleport through the mountain walls. 

NO, Silveny insisted. HAPPY! HAPPY! HAPPY! 

She filled Sophie’s mind with memories of Sophie petting her. Caring 
for her. Protecting her. Flying with her. 


AND KEEFE! Silveny added. AND GREYFELL! 

More memories flooded Sophies head of Silveny’s life at the 
Sanctuary—everything clean and comfortable and cared for. 

Plenty of food. 

Plenty to do. 

Flying with Greyfell. Chasing Greyfell. Playing with Greyfell. 

Wait—that wasn’t playing. ... 

“Gah!” Sophie said, shoving the last images out of her mind. TMI, 
Silveny. Too. Much. Information! 

She knew it was supposed to be a natural, beautiful thing. But 
EWWWWWWWWWWWWWWW. 

TRUST, Silveny told her. FRIEND. SHARE. 

That’s okay—you don’t have to share anymore, I’m good! 

But Silveny had something she needed to tell Sophie. A new word 
she’d learned, even though Sophie had never taught it to her. 

BABY. 


FIFTY-TWO 


SILVENY’S PREGNANT,” SOPHIE told her friends when she joined 


them for breakfast. 

Fitz dropped his fork. “Are you sure?” 

“Oh yeah,” Sophie mumbled, sinking into the chair next to him. “She 
showed me. ...” 

“GAH!” everyone said. 

Keefe pushed his plate away. “I’m done with food forever.” 

“Me too,” Dex agreed. 

“Me three,” Biana said. 

“Seriously, that is one batch of memories you do not have to share 
with me,” Fitz told Sophie. “I don’t care if it’s part of our Cognate 
training.” 

“But it’s still huge,” Biana added. “Do you know how far along she is>” 

“I’m guessing it’s new, since the last few times I transmitted to her 
she didn’t mention anything about—” 

“STOP!” Keefe held up his hands. “Ground rules for this 
conversation: All talk of alicorn baby-making is off the table—got it? 
Otherwise IIl have to rip my ears off. And for the record, I do not want 
to be there when Baby Glitterbutt arrives.” 

“Me either,” Fitz said. “My dad made me go to the Hekses’ unicorn 
preserve for a delivery one time.” He shuddered. “Who knew they came 
out so slimy?” 

“Ew, dude,” Keefe said. “I did not need to know that. Can we talk 
about something else? Anything else>” 


“Does anyone know how long alicorns stay pregnant for?” Sophie 
asked. 

Biana shook her head. “Weve never had a baby alicorn before. But 
I’m pretty sure unicorns are pregnant for eleven months. So maybe it’s 
the same?” 

“Do you think Silveny knows?” Fitz asked. “If her instincts are telling 
her she’s pregnant, maybe they'll also tell her how it’s going to work.” 

“I guess I can ask. It was hard to get information out of her. All she 
wanted to tell me about was—” 

“STOP!” Keefe said. 

“I wasn’t going to say that. She was telling me that she’s really hungry. 
I’m not sure if it’s a pregnancy craving or an excuse to get more treats, 
but she went on and on and on about how she needs more swizzlespice. 
We'll have to find a way to let Jurek know.” 

“Do you think he already knows?” Fitz asked. “He’s the equestrian 
caretaker at the Sanctuary. Maybe he. . . saw stuff.” 

“WHAT DID I SAY ABOUT THE GROUND RULES?” Keefe shouted, 
covering his ears. “That’s it, this conversation is officially over. Next 
person who says ‘alicorn’ is getting pelted with fruit.” 

“What’s wrong with the alicorns?” Granite asked behind them. 

He’d arrived with Mr. Forkle, each of them carrying stacks of scrolls. 

“Silveny’s pregnant,” Sophie said, and all the scrolls went THUNK! 

“Are you certain?” Granite whispered, bending to gather the 
uncurling paper. 

Sophie nodded, and Mr. Forkle rushed to her side. “Tell me 
everything.” 

“And I’m out!” Keefe said, covering his ears and singing, 
“LALALALALA! I CAN’T HEAR YOU!” as he raced up the stairs to the 
boys’ tree house. Fitz, Dex, and Biana followed—but not before Granite 
gave them scrolls and asked them to put them somewhere safe. 

It was a good thing they left, because Mr. Forkle wanted all the 
details. When Sophie finished, both he and Granite stared at each other 
so long she was sure they were having a telepathic conversation. 

“Is something wrong?” she asked. “I thought this was what 
everyone’s been waiting for.” 

“It is,” Granite said. “But it also complicates things.” 


“The Council had plans to move the alicorns,” Mr. Forkle explained. 
“So that will obviously have to be canceled.” 

“Why were they going to move them?” Sophie asked. 

“Secrecy is better than security,” Granite said. “No one can steal 
something they can’t find.” 

“A few days ago the Neverseen attempted to breach the Sanctuary,” 
Mr. Forkle added. 

“WHAT?” Sophie asked, knocking over her chair as she stood. “Why 
didn’t you tell me>” 

“The Council is getting better at protecting their information,” Mr. 
Forkle said. “I only learned of it yesterday—and then we were 
sidetracked by your expedition. But that’s what we came to tell you. Both 
members of the Neverseen managed to escape—and both were male. 
There were also no reports of force fields, so we have no news on the 
Psionipath or Lady Gisela.” 

Sophie sank back in her chair, feeling her brain reach Maximum 
Worrying Capacity. 

Wasn't it enough that they had the plague, and Prentice, and Keefe’s 
mom, and the ogres, and the Council, and Exillium to wrestle with—did 
they have to worry about the alicorns, too? 

“They're never going to stop trying to capture them, are they?” she 
asked. 

“Unfortunately,” Granite said, “the alicorns are too important. It’s 
strange, all the years we only had one alicorn, no one cared. I guess the 
situation felt too hopeless. But now that we actually have a chance to 
reset the Timeline to Extinction—” 

“Are you guys even sure that’s a real thing?” Sophie interrupted. “For 
all you know, the planet could be fine if something goes extinct.” 

“Is there any creature that you could imagine the world without?” Mr. 
Forkle asked. 

“I doubt I’d miss spiders,” she mumbled. “Or mosquitos.” 

Granite’s cracked lips twitched. “I'll admit, those aren’t my favorite 
either. But nature is an intricate jigsaw puzzle, and every piece matters. 
Unfortunately, that means that certain species—like the alicorns—leave 
us vulnerable. But that may change with the baby. And thankfully the 
Sanctuary has extensive security measures.” 


“Then how did the Neverseen almost get in?” she asked. 

“Through an old air shaft the dwarves used when they were 
hollowing out the mountains,” Mr. Forkle said. “We’re assuming the 
Neverseen thought we didn’t know about it—and in truth, we didn't. If 
Lord Cassius hadn’t found those maps in Lady Gisela’s trunk, we might 
be reporting different news. The Council added guards to the area only 
days ago. That’s why we brought those scrolls today. They’re copies of 
everything Lord Cassius found. The map of Ravagog seems particularly 
important. It has a number of places marked that both Alvar and Lady 
Cadence claim hold no significance, based on their own journeys 
through the city.” 

Sophie sat up straighter. “Do you think they could be the Panakes?” 

“We're not ruling out any possibilities,” Mr. Forkle said carefully. “But 
legends can be misleading. Think of the human legends about elves— 
there are seeds of truth, of course. But not enough to treat as a valid 
theory—but we'll get to that later. First we must let the Council know it’s 
not safe to move Silveny.” 

“Pll take care of it,” Granite said as Sophie asked, “Why can’t they 
move her? She’s pregnant, not sick.” 

“Ah, but pregnancies are fragile things,” Mr. Forkle said. “They’d need 
to sedate Silveny for transport, and the drugs could harm the baby—not 
to mention the stress Silveny would feel while adjusting to her new 
home. Even in an ideal case, a move will be a huge change. And a case 
like this, with a species we literally have no experience with when it 
comes to childbirth, I have no doubt the Council will decide it’s too 
dangerous.” 

“Can I tell Alden you'd be willing to use your telepathy to check on 
Silveny and give reports to Councillor Oralie?” Granite asked, pulling a 
dark leaping crystal from his cape. 

“Of course,” Sophie said. “And wait—you’re going to see Alden?” 

“In some form,” Granite agreed. 

“Can I go with you?” Biana asked, appearing in the corner. 

“Ah, Miss Vacker,” Mr. Forkle said. “Getting good at vanishing, I see.” 

“I fooled Calla this morning,” Biana said proudly. “I finally figured 
out how to feel the pollen and keep it off my skin. But youre ignoring 
my question. Can I go?” 


Granite shook his head. “Your father is being monitored too closely. 
Besides, I can’t have you learning one of my identities.” 

“Couldn't we just hail Alden later and ask him who visited him?” 
Sophie asked. 

“Do you think I’m brand new at having an alternate identity?” Granite 
leaped away before Sophie could answer. 

Biana stared sadly at her feet, and Sophie knew how she felt. 

“Do you want to use my Spyball to see your dad?” she offered. “You 
can't talk to him, but you can see how he’s doing.” 

“Wait—if we watch through the Spyball, would we see the real 
Granite?” Biana asked. 

Mr. Forkle sighed. “You kids think we’re such amateurs. The answer 
to any of your theories is: No—it’s not that easy. Besides, I have 
something else for all of you to do today. We’ve made arrangements with 
King Enki for the twins to live in Ermete’s former residence. He’s one of 
the dwarves we lost in the battle on Everest, and he had no family to 
inherit his possessions. Dwarven residences are different from ours, but 
your friends will adjust. And they’ll be safe and have plenty of food.” 

“Wow. That’s . . . really great,” Sophie said, though living in a dead 
dwarf’s house sounded mildly depressing. But it couldn’t be worse than 
living in Wildwood. 

“Good. Because you'll be the one telling them.” Mr. Forkle removed a 
special pathfinder from his cape. The yellow crystal at the end was 
barely larger than the wand’s point, and it only had a handful of facets 
carved into it. “This will take us to the Neutral Territories,” he explained, 
adjusting the crystal. 

Sophie was about to reach for his hand when she realized her 
mistake. 

“Hang on,” she told him, racing for the stairs. “If were going, we're 
all going.” 


FIF TY- THREE 


Stop TAM SHOUTED from across the river as he stretched out his 


arms and pulled every shadow toward his grasp. 

“It’s okay!” Sophie promised, running ahead of the others. “They’re 
with me.” 

Tam flicked his wrists, launching the shadows across the water. “I 
never said you could bring people here.” 

“We mean you no harm,” Mr. Forkle said calmly. “There’s no need for 
your darkness tricks.” 

“It’s not a trick,” Tam said. “Unlike your disguise. And you don’t 
come any closer unless I take a reading of all of you.” 

Keefe scrambled away from the shadows. “Uh, forget that.” 

“It doesn’t hurt,” Sophie told him. “It just feels really cold.” 

“I don’t care. It’s not happening,” Keefe insisted. 

“The only people who refuse readings are those with darkness to 
hide,” Tam told him. 

“Or maybe I just don’t want some creeper putting his shadow in my 
brain,” Keefe snapped back. “Especially a dude with silver tips on his 
bangs. What'd you do, melt down the buckles on your Exillium uniform 
and dip your head in?” 

“My registry pendant, actually. I melted down the chain after I ripped 
off the crystal and threw it in my father’s face. Now if I ever face him 
again, he'll see exactly how little I miss living in his glittering prison.” 

Keefe looked away, for once without a snappy comeback. 

“I think we've gotten off track,” Mr. Forkle said. “I appreciate your 
wariness, Mr. Song, but—” 


“How do you know that name?” 

“Relax. I know your name because I’m careful—like you appear to be. 
I don’t visit someone I haven't investigated.” 

Tam snorted. “All you know are the Council’s lies.” 

“I assure you, I searched well beyond the registry’s files. Which is 
why I know that your sister was banished after she flooded part of 
Atlantis—even though it was your parents’ fault. They should’ve known 
better than to bring a fledgling Hydrokinetic under the ocean. It’s like 
bringing a Guster into a hurricane and expecting them to leave the wind 
alone. I also know that your father tried to convince people you were a 
year older than Linh, but you and your sister refused to go along with 
the lie. I know you scored off the charts on your entrance exams to 
Foxfire, but your sister scored even higher. And yet your performance at 
Exillium has been mediocre at best. You refuse to apply yourself during 
the skill lessons, and you’ve broken several bones due to careless risks. 
I’ve also met your father several times. Can’t say I was impressed.” 

Tam’s jaw fell and he lowered his arms, all trace of his shadows 
vanishing. “I’ve never heard anyone speak ill of my father.” 

“Then you haven’t been talking to the right people,” Mr. Forkle said. 
“Do not make the mistake of assuming all adults are like him. Now, 
where is your sister hiding?” 

Tam hesitated a second. Then waived his hand, and the shadows 
around a clump of trees shifted to reveal Linh. 

“Wow, that’s like an antivanish,” Biana said. “How did you do that?” 

“We can trade ability secrets another time,” Mr. Forkle interrupted. 
“At the moment, I have a proposition for the Song twins. Shall we?” 

He pointed to the river dividing them. 

Linh swept her arm and raised the water into an arch before taking 
her brother’s hand and guiding him forward. 

“Wow,” Fitz breathed, and Sophie hoped he meant the river trick— 
but it was hard to tell with the way he was staring at Linh. 

Dex seemed equally stunned as the twins crossed under the river and 
Linh set the water down for its normal flow. The only boy who didn’t 
look impressed was Keefe—but that was probably because he was too 
busy glaring at Tam. 


“So who are you guys?” Tam asked, frowning as he studied Mr. 
Forkle’s ruckleberry wrinkles. 

“This is Mr. Forkle,” Sophie said. “He . . . takes a little getting used to. 
And these are my friends, Dex, Keefe, Fitz, and Biana.” 

Linh bowed shyly and introduced herself. 

“I really love your hair,” Biana told her. 

Linh pulled at the long strands, brushing the silver tips against her 
palms. “Mine is less of a protest than my brother’s. I melted my pendant 
to remind myself what happens when I lose control.” 

“Enough about our hair,” Tam said. “Why are you here?” 

“To make you an offer.” Mr. Forkle turned to Sophie, and she 
explained about the arrangements the Black Swan had made with the 
dwarves. 

“What’s the catch?” was Tam’s first question. 

Mr. Forkle’s lips curled with half a smile. “There is none. King Enki 
and I have everything arranged. All he asks is that you respect his laws 
while you live there—which are really no different than elvin laws, 
except perhaps slightly less restrictive.” 

Tam blinked several times. “Why are you helping us?” 

“Because someone should.” Mr. Forkle stepped closer, his wrinkled 
features softening. “I make a point of trying to right the wrongs I see in 
my world.” 

Linh wiped her eyes. “This is far more than we ever could’ve 
expected.” 

“Tt still seems like there has to be a catch,” Tam mumbled. 

“There isn’t,” Sophie promised. 

“Please,” Linh whispered to her brother. “I can’t stay here any longer.” 

Her eyes roved to the dying Wildwood Grove, and fresh tears welled. 

Tam sighed, tugging on the ends of his bangs. “I guess we could give 
it a try.” 

“A wise decision,” Mr. Forkle told him. “If the arrangement doesn’t 
suit you, we can find another. Do you need assistance packing up your 
tents?” 

Linh shook her head. “We always keep everything gathered in case we 
have to flee. Give me five minutes.” 


She raised the river again, earning yet another “wow” from Dex and 
Fitz as she ran for the grove of trees. 

“So,” Tam said, circling Mr. Forkle. “I’m assuming Sophie told you 
everything I told her yesterday?” 

“She did. It made me wish I’d spoken to you and your sister the last 
time I was here.” 

Tam froze. “When was that>” 

“Several weeks ago, when I came to investigate the plague. I’m afraid 
my search was no less hasty than the Council’s—a mistake I intend to 
correct.” 

“But I don’t remember seeing you,” Tam said. 

“That’s because I didn’t want to be seen. One cannot live the lives I 
lead without mastering the art of hiding.” 

Tam glanced at Sophie. “You're right. This guy’s going to take some 
getting used to.” 

“It’s worth it though,” Sophie said. 

“I hope so.” Tam’s shadow fell over hers, and he shadow-whispered, 
“I’m trusting you. I don’t care about me, but if something happens to 
Linh...” 

I promise, we're only trying to help, Sophie transmitted. 

Keefe let out a sigh that sounded more like a groan. “And I thought 
secret Telepath conversations were the worst. Just so we're clear,” he told 
Tam. “I’m the president of the Foster fan club. And we're closed to new 
members.” 

Tam’s cheeks flushed. “Uh . . . not sure what that’s about but . . . no 
worries there—no offense!” he told Sophie. 

She noticed he stole a quick glance at Biana after he said it. 

Sophie couldn’t decide if she should feel relieved or insulted. She was 
saved from having to decide by the river rising again. 

“Wow,” Dex and Fitz whispered, right on cue. 

Linh crossed the riverbed carrying two small bags and a long cylinder, 
with poles sticking out of one end. 

“You won't need the tents,” Mr. Forkle told her. 

“I hope not,” Linh said, “but IIl feel safer knowing we still have a 
backup plan. Plus, we try not to leave a trace of anywhere we've lived.” 

“You're going to wash the campsite, right?” Tam asked her. 


Linh nodded and raised her arms, gathering a storm over their 
former home. As soon as the clouds were in place, she clapped her 
hands and the storm burst, raining so hard the trees bent. 

The rush of water flooded the river, but before it overflowed Linh 
waved her hands, wiping out the storm even faster than it had formed. 

“Impressive,” Mr. Forkle told her. “You show more control than you 
realize.” 

“I’ve learned to create fixed points,” she said. “Tiny drops of steady 
among the chaos. They give me something to focus on and help me to 
keep a tighter hold. But the more water there is, the more it slips beyond 
my control.” 

“Of course,” Mr. Forkle said. “Water is an element, no less volatile 
than fire or air. All you can hope for is exactly what you’re achieving— 
victory within limits. I know someone who might be able to help.” 

“Who?” Sophie asked. 

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” Mr. Forkle reached into his pocket 
and pulled out two simple chains hanging with a tiny piece of magsidian 
shaped like a star. “The dwarves gave me these. They will take you to 
your new home and signal that you have permission to be there. Keep 
them safe, and never take them off. King Enki said he’d have provisions 
sent to you this afternoon. If there’s anything you're missing, bring Miss 
Foster a list to Exillium and Pll make sure you get it.” 

“You're not coming with us?” Linh asked as she looped her pendant 
around her neck. 

“No. These are your lives. We won't interfere.” 

Tam looked relieved until Mr. Forkle added, “But before you go, I do 
have a request for Mr. Song.” 

“There’s the catch!” Tam said, as if his world finally made sense. “And 
don’t call me that.” 

“Is Mr. Tam acceptable?” Mr. Forkle asked. “I prefer to keep things 
formal. And it most definitely is not a catch. You're free to leave right 
now if you'd like—that is your choice. But I hope you'll consider my 
request and read the shadowvapor of the Wildwood Grove.” 

“You want me to do a reading on a bunch of sick trees .. . ,” Tam said 
slowly. 

“Assuming you're willing,” Mr. Forkle agreed. 


“I can already tell you it’ll be off the charts,” Tam told him, “since, 
y know, the trees are dying.” 

“That is what one would expect from a plague. But as I said before, I 
plan to improve upon my previous investigation. This time I intend to 
be incredibly thorough.” 

Tam shrugged and stretched out his shadow, letting the darkness 
cover the grove in a smoky blanket. 

“I don’t understand,” Tam said as the seconds ticked by. 

“So it is as I thought,” Mr. Forkle said. “Thank you—you've been very 
helpful.” 

“Wait,” Tam said as Mr. Forkle pulled out his pathfinder. “How did 
you know I wouldn't feel anything?” 

“I didn’t. But I’d hoped that would be the result.” 

“Why?” Sophie asked. “What does that mean?” 

“It means the plague feeds off shadowvapor. And hopefully we are 
one clue closer to a cure.” 


FIFT Y-FOUR 


You WERE RIGHT,” Fitz said as they climbed the stairs to their tree 


houses. “I do like the twins.” 

“So do I,” Dex agreed. 

Mr. Forkle had left to update the physicians in Lumenaria on their 
findings about the plague. Sophie tried to feel his optimism, but she 
couldn't quite get there. 

Knowing more about how the plague worked was a good thing. But it 
still didn’t feel like enough. 

“Someone needs to tell Shade Boy the role of Troublemaker with 
Daddy Issues is already filled,” Keefe mumbled, pulling her back to their 
conversation. 

“You could’ve told him that when you warned him about the Foster 
fan club,” Biana suggested. 

“Or not,” Sophie jumped in. “Seriously, why don’t you like Tam>” she 
asked Keefe. 

“What’s to like?” He pretended to flip imaginary bangs, deepening 
his voice before saying, “The only people who refuse readings are those 
with darkness to hide.” 

His impersonation was spot-on. But Sophie could hear a trace of 
something deeper behind the tease—the same thing shed seen on 
Keefe’s face when he’d refused Tam’s reading. 

He’d turned into the boy in the boobrie dude’s tent again—scared and 
angry and lost. 

“I think you'll change your mind when you get to know him,” Sophie 
said. “It sounds like you guys have a lot in common.” 


They’d reached the tree houses by then, and Granite was waiting in 
the girls’ common room, along with Della, who looked wrung out after 
another visit with Prentice. 

“The Council has decided to keep Silveny’s pregnancy secret,” Granite 
told Sophie. “And they’ve accepted your offer to help them 
communicate. In fact, they gave me some questions they’d like you to 
ask her today, so Vika can prepare before she visits.” 

“Vika Heks?” Sophie asked, her nose crinkling when he nodded. 

The last time Vika had been around Silveny, shed tried to tie the 
alicorn up and drag her to her family’s unicorn preserve. But . .. much 
as Sophie hated to admit it, they probably were going to need Vika’s 
help. The Heks family had been breeding unicorns for centuries. 

Sophie sent out a call for Silveny, and within a few seconds her mind 
filled with Silveny’s exuberant greeting. Silveny confirmed that she 
hadn’t told anyone about the baby—not even Greyfell, which earned her 
a lecture about telling the daddy. She also said she was two weeks 
pregnant, and that the baby would arrive in forty-two weeks, during the 
blue moon. She then spent the rest of their talk begging for 
swizzlespice, and complaining about her new pasture. 

Apparently the Council had moved the alicorns away from the normal 
equestrian area and set them up in a much smaller meadow with blue 
grass that Silveny found scratchy and sour. Sophie promised to find out 
if there was anywhere else the alicorns could live—and to get her a 
double shipment of treats. And while Silveny was not thrilled about a 
Vika visit, she perked up when Sophie gave her permission to drag Vika 
through the mud like she had the last time. 

The next step was hailing Councillor Oralie to give her the update. 
Sophie’s stomach twisted as she gave the command to the Imparter. 

Oralie wasn’t alone when she answered. Councillor Terik stood 
behind her and explained that hed been assigned to monitor the 
conversation, to make sure no treasonous activities were happening. 

Sophie studied their faces, wondering if she was speaking to the 
same Councillors who Tam had overheard in Wildwood. 

The idea made her insides twist even tighter. 

“Is something wrong?” Oralie asked. 


Sophie started to nod, but then her mind flashed to the night Oralie 
risked everything to give her Kenric’s cache. 

Terik was also one of her few steady defenders. 

“I’m just worried about the gnomes,” she said. “I don’t understand 
how this happened.” 

“Neither do we,” Terik murmured—and there. 

Right there. 

Sophie saw the fear, mixed with a tiny bit of shame. 

It only lasted a fraction of a second. 

But it had definitely been there. 

Which must mean the Council really had known—not that Sophie 
could prove it. And she was sure if she did, they’d claim they had 
reasons. 

Mr. Forkle had said the same, but . . . could any excuse be good 
enough for blindsiding the gnomes? 

“Did you hear me?” Councillor Terik asked, reminding her she was 
supposed to be listening. 

“Sorry, what was the question?” Sophie asked. 

“I asked how things are going at Exillium.” 

“Oh.” She bit her lip. “Do you really want to know?” 

“If we must,” Terik said, and the sigh in his voice made Sophie snap. 

Even if the Council did have a reason for keeping the plague secret— 
there was no excuse for the neglect Sophie saw every day at Exillium. So 
she told them about the physician’s lack of supplies, and how threadbare 
all the tents and mats and towels were, and how meager the food was at 
lunchtime, and how the Coaches were forced to rely on fear and 
suffocating rules to keep control without enough help. 

“You build entire cities out of jewels and live in glittering castles,” 
Sophie said, “but you can’t spare any medicine or food for a group of 
kids who are smart and talented and would try way harder if they 
weren't constantly being told they’re worthless? What’s the point of 
having the school in the first place? It could be a valuable rehabilitation 
center if you supported it. But you're letting it go to waste.” 

Silence followed her outburst, and Sophie braced for a lengthy 
lecture. 


Instead Oralie whispered, “You're right. Exillium was originally 
created to be a center for alternative learning. I’m not sure how we lost 
sight of that, but . . . not anymore. Give me a list of everything they need, 
and IIl get it—you have my word.” 

“Just like that?” Sophie asked. 

Oralie nodded. “Thank you for opening my eyes. Kenric would be so 
proud of you.” 

The name felt warm, and it relaxed Sophie’s nerves, untangling some 
of her knots. 

Kenric would’ve known about the plague, too. But he'd also been a 
good person—she was absolutely certain of that. 

So maybe finding the truth would show her how he was able to be 
both. 


“FVE BEEN THINKING about legacies,” Calla said when she found 
Sophie outside the next day, letting Iggy have a few minutes of bug 
hunting time. 

Iggy had nearly ruined the replacement monocle pendant the Black 
Swan had given Biana—so Sophie had taken over imp babysitting for 
the day. 

“Legacies,” Sophie repeated, the word sour on her tongue. 

Weren't legacies what people talked about when someone died? 

“I’m not despairing, if you're worried,” Calla said. “And obviously I 
don’t have the plague. Still, I find myself wondering what I would leave 
behind, should the worst happen.” 

Her eyes dropped to Sophie’s moonlark pin, and the necklace gained 
about a million pounds of pressure. 

“Td like to share something with you,” she whispered. “Will you let 
me?” 

“I... of course,” Sophie said. “But only if you promise this doesn’t 
mean anything.” 

“Being prepared is never a bad idea,” Calla told her. “No matter what 
happens, I won't be here forever. And when I think of what I want to be 
remembered for, it comes down to two things. You. And my starkflower 
stew. So what better legacy could I have than to combine them?” 


“You're not planning on cooking me for dinner, right?” Sophie asked. 

Calla laughed, and Sophie got a glimpse of why Keefe hid behind 
humor. Telling the joke had knocked loose the lump in her throat. 

She followed Calla into the forest to a wide, bulbous tree dripping 
with flowering vines in every imaginable color. Nestled up against it was 
a small cooking area. 

“Is this where you live?” Sophie asked as Calla started a fire within a 
circle of stones. 

“I live among the forests. But this is where I rest.” 

She hung a silver cauldron over the flames and brought Sophie a 
basket of vegetables. Some of them Sophie recognized. Most she didn't. 
But Calla showed her how to slice them and add them in a specific 
order. 

The air filled with familiar scents—caramelizing onions, simmering 
garlic, spicy peppers—and deeper earthier fragrances that made Sophie’s 
mouth water. 

“Gnomes don’t eat much,” Calla said, ladling in water in slow 
intervals. “But when we do, we want it to count.” 

She disappeared into her house and returned carrying two baskets, 
one overflowing with fresh herbs, the other filled with vials of colored 
powders. She made Sophie memorize each one, and the order it was 
added in. By the time she was done Sophie’s stomach was growling. 

“Final ingredient,” Calla said. “The most important one.” 

The starkflower could’ve won the prize for ugliest flower, between its 
curled, shriveled black petals and gray speckles. 

“For centuries we ignored them,” Calla said. “But one day a blossom 
landed in my cooking pot, and this happened.” 

She dropped the flower into the stew, and Sophie watched as all the 
color leeched out in streams of shiny black. 

“Shadowvapor,” Calla explained, fishing out the blossom with the 
ladle to show her how it had turned gleaming white. The petals had also 
plumped, making the flower lush and hearty. 

Looking at the pristine, shadowvaper-free flower reminded Sophie of 
the gleaming leaves of the Psionipath’s shielded tree. 

Had it looked so bright and healthy because the plague was feasting 
on its shadowvapor? 


“You look pale,” Calla said. “Are you feeling okay?” 

“Of course,” Sophie promised. “I’m just getting hungry.” 

She tried to smile as Calla served up heaping bowls of stew for 
everyone, and even remembered to invite Calla to join them for dinner. 

But all she could think about was that she’d had the person causing 
all this pain trapped in a force field right in front of her. 

And she'd let him get away. 


FIFT Y-FIVE 


Lers SEE WHAT torture Exillium has for us today,” Keefe said as they 


arrived on top of a blustery mesa. The desert basin below was nothing 
but cactus and scrub brush—no sign of the plague. 

They made their way to the campus, and Sophie barely recognized 
the place. 

New tents. 

New mats. 

Shiny new tables filled with... 

“Is that breakfast?” Fitz pointed to the platters heaped with pastries 
covered in pink jam. 

“Yes,” a voice said behind them, and they turned to find Sophie's 
purple Coach. “We'll be starting each day with a meal. And our lunch 
supply has vastly improved as well. I’ve also been told that six new 
Coaches are being chosen to assist us, as well as a team of goblin 
bodyguards for protection. Plus this.” She held up her new pendant—a 
leaping crystal with three glittering facets. “Our access to the Lost Cities 
is limited, but we as Coaches are no longer completely banished, to give 
us a better channel of communication. It appears the Council has 
decided to pay more attention to our program.” 

She leaned closer to Sophie and added, “And I hear we have you to 
thank, Miss Foster.” 

“You know my name?” Sophie asked. 

“It will be impossible to forget a Wayward with friends on the 
Council—especially one who triggered these changes. I’ve never seen 
anything like it in all the years I’ve been here.” 


“How many years is that?” Sophie asked, taking her small 
opportunity. 

“Coming up on fifty. Seems too long, doesn’t it?” 

Her Coach let out a wistful sigh, and Sophie tried to sound casual as 
she asked, “So does that mean you were one of the Coaches who ejected 
a rebellious Psionipath a few years ago?” 

Her Coach’s back straightened. “Why?” 

“I need to find him.” She moved closer and whispered. “He’s involved 
with what’s happening to the gnomes.” 

Her Coach didn’t move. 

Sophie wondered if she was still breathing. 

“You know who I’m talking about, don’t you?” Sophie asked. 

“I might,” her Coach whispered. “But he was ejected. Thats where 
my knowledge ends.” 

“What about his name?” Sophie pressed. “You know mine now. Did 
you know his?” 

“I’m sorry,” her Coach said. “I can’t help you.” 

“Do you know someone who can? Maybe the other Coaches?” 

“I can ask them. But I wouldn’t get my hopes up.” 

“I have to,” Sophie told her. “Hope is all we have left.” 


WHEN SHE GOT home from Exillium, Sophie used the afternoon to 
study the maps Lord Cassius had found. She hadn’t told Keefe where 
they came from—and she didn’t want him asking too many questions— 
so she hid in her bedroom and spread them across the floor. 

There were maps of the Neutral Territories in the mix, along with 
maps of the Forbidden Cities and the Lost Cities. The Neverseen clearly 
had their eyes on everything. 

Sophie focused on the Neutral Territories, hoping she could find a 
pattern between the plague locations. Maybe then she'd be able to guess 
where the Neverseen would strike next. 

She rearranged the maps so she could see where everything was in 
relation to each other, and started with Wildwood. From there she 
moved to Brackendale, where they’d found the Psionipath’s tree. Next 
was Merrowmarsh, which Gethen had thought would be the next place. 


As far as Sophie knew, nothing had happened there, but she decided to 
count it anyway and assume the Neverseen’s plans had changed because 
the Black Swan posted a dwarven guard. After that was the Strixian 
Plains, where the family of infected gnomes had been found, and then 
the Starkrial Valley, where Physic’s apothecary had been closed because 
of the plague. Then Bosk Gorge, where Sophie had found the gnome. 
That was where the plague seemed to be spreading faster, so had the 
Neverseen changed something there—maybe to make up for the time 
they’d lost with Merrowmarsh? 

Or, Elwin had said the gnome had burns as part of his injuries. Could 
he have done something to the force field to unleash the plague earlier? 

After hours of plotting and arranging, all she really knew was that the 
plague seemed to be heading west. But there were dozens of Neutral 
Territories to the west of the last strike, so she was going to need more 
information to pin it down. 

“This is quite a project,” Calla said from her doorway. She held up a 
plate heaped with food. “You missed dinner.” 

Sophie glanced out her window, realizing the sun had almost set. She 
hadn't noticed how dark her room had gotten—maybe her Exillium 
night vision training was helping. 

“Thanks,” she mumbled, turning back to her maps. 

“Take a break,” Calla insisted, handing Sophie the plate. “All of this 
will still be here in a few minutes.” 

Sophie wished it wouldn’t be. 

Why couldn't it solve itself and go away? 

Calla sucked in a breath and unrolled one of the maps sitting half 
exposed on the floor. “This is the closest I’ve ever come to seeing 
Serenvale.” 

Sophie glanced over Calla’s shoulder and studied the map of Ravagog, 
with its jagged lines and blank, unmarked spaces. 

“You never lived there?” Sophie asked. 

“I’m too young. By the time I was born, the ogres had taken over. But 
I still hope to go there someday.” 

“Really?” Sophie asked. “Wouldn't it be hard to see how much the 
ogres have ruined it?” 


“Yes,” Calla said. “But there has to be something left. So if I ever found 
the hidden path, I would take it.” 

“You mentioned that before,” Sophie said. “Is there really a hidden 
path into Ravagog>?” 

“It depends on who you ask. There’s a legend among my people of a 
secret tunnel back to our homeland, a tunnel that can only be found by 
those willing to ‘embrace the heartache.’ I don’t know what the riddle 
means, but I’ve always dreamed I would someday solve it. I’m sure the 
path is treacherous—and I know it would only cause me sorrow. But I 
have to believe it’s out there, nestled in the lonely earth, waiting for me 
to try to find the Panakes.” 


THE REST OF the week was full of changes, but they only seemed to 
happen at Exillium. The Coaches started using their names—the purple 
Coach was named Coach Rohana, the blue Coach was Coach Bora, and 
the red Coach was Coach Wilda—and Waywards were encouraged to do 
the same. They started working with partners or in groups, which made 
the lessons much more manageable. And at the end of the lesson on 
Friday, masks and hoods became optional. 

“Never thought I’d see the day,” Coach Rohana murmured to Sophie 
as the Waywards tossed their masks into the ocean. 

Sophie turned to study her Coach, who had creamy brown skin and 
straight, shiny black hair. 

“Do all of these changes make you nervous?” Sophie asked. 

“Of course. Change always has rewards and costs. But, it will be nice 
to have more interaction with the Waywards—most of them, at least.” 

“I’m guessing you never found out anything about the Psionipath I 
mentioned?” 

Coach Rohana sighed. “Actually, I did. I found his list of 
transgressions, and it was far longer than I’d remembered. He’s not 
someone you want to encounter.” 

“But I have to,” Sophie told her. “Please, if there’s anything else you 
know...” 

Her Coach stared into the distance, her expression both weary and 
wary as she whispered, “His name was Ruy Ignis.” 


FIFT Y-SIX 


Ruy IGNIS,” DEX said, tapping on the screen of the Dexified Imparter, 


where he’d stored all the Exillium records he’d stolen. They’d met up in 
the boys’ common room to see what they could learn about the 
Psionipath. 

Dex handed the gadget to Sophie and she memorized every detail of 
Ruy’s file—not that it was much to go on. His parents both worked in 
Mysterium, but they’d been the ones to turn Ruy in to the Council, so it 
seemed unlikely he would be in touch with them. And his location was 
listed as “banished and ejected.” 

“I wonder if my brother knew him,” Fitz said, reading over her 
shoulder. “He’s a year older than Alvar, so he probably was a Level ahead 
at Foxfire. But they still would’ve crossed paths during PE and stuff.” 

“Do we have a way to reach Alvar and ask him?” 

“My mom might,” Fitz said. “Huh, it looks like Ruy got expelled when 
he was a Level Four, not long after he manifested.” 

The file didn’t say what Ruy had done, just the “proven unstable and 
unfit for society,” they'd seen before. But at the very end of the record 
Sophie noticed two words she hadn’t seen before: 

Actions trredeemable. 

“What do you think that means?” Dex asked. 

“It is not a phrase the Council marks someone with lightly,” Mr. 
Forkle said from the doorway. “Whom are we discussing?” 

Sophie explained what she'd learned from her Coach, and Mr. Forkle 
stroked his chin. “I’ll have to pool my resources to uncover the specifics 


of Mr. Ignis’s crime. But his past is unlikely to lead to his present 
location.” 

“It’s still important to know as much about our enemies as possible, 
right?” Sophie asked. 

“Indeed,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “But for the moment, I need you to 
focus on your Cognate training. As this situation continues to unravel, 
it’s more important than ever that the two of you reach your greatest 
potential. And currently, you're progressing slower than we'd hoped.” 

“Hey, I was almost dead for a week!” Fitz argued. “And we’ve worked 
through a ton of trust exercises.” 

“You have,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “But therein lies the problem. Few 
people think of trust as an emotion. They prefer to view it as a force they 
control. But in its basest form, trust is as involuntary as sadness or anger 
or fear. A newborn child instinctively trusts its parents. Sophie’s mind 
instinctively trusts mine—and now yours as well, Mr. Vacker. So what 
does that tell us?” 

“That Foster has questionable taste in Telepaths>” Keefe guessed. 

“No, Mr. Sencen. It’s that emotions affect our telepathy in powerful 
ways. Joy gives us strength and confidence. Love pushes us to try harder 
and never give up. Fear clouds our judgment or holds us back. Sorrow 
strips us of our energy and hope. Anger makes us reckless, or too 
aggressive. And we cannot fully control these forces on our own—but 
Cognates can, if they learn to recognize each other’s emotions.” 

Keefe snorted. “Definitely not Sophitz’s strong suit.” 

“I agree,” Mr. Forkle said. “Which is why I created a new exercise. I 
should’ve been diversifying your lessons earlier, to include a range of 
emotions beyond trust. We must make up for lost time today.” 

“What about the rest of us?” Biana asked as he led Sophie and Fitz 
toward the stairs. 

“Wraith should be here to train with you within the hour,” Mr. Forkle 
told her. “And Blur is coming to take a look at that database contraption 
of yours, Mr. Dizznee, to see if he can find a way to integrate those 
stones internally. And Mr. Sencen—” 

“Oh, let me guess,” Keefe interrupted. “Another exciting day of 
reading?” 


“Actually, Pd like you to assist with Miss Foster’s and Mr. Vacker’s 
training. Your skills as an Empath will be invaluable.” 

Biana giggled. 

“What?” Fitz asked. 

“Oh, nothing,” she said. “The three of you training together and 
working with emotions? I don’t see how anything could go wrong there.” 


MR. FORKLE BROUGHT THEM to a cave filled with enormous glowing 
blue mushrooms and walls covered in twinkling glints of purple. Sophie 
felt like Alice in Wonderland as she sat on a toadstool as big as a table. 

“What is this place?” she asked. 

“Gora and Yuri’s fungus garden. That musty scent you're smelling 
comes from the mold on the walls. Breathing it in can make emotions 
feel more potent.” 

“Fun as it sounds to have a fungus rush,” Keefe said, bouncing on his 
toadstool, “why do I have to be here for this?” 

“To ensure their interpretations of their emotions are accurate. And 
the mold’s effect is incredibly subtle. All it does is clear the mind of 
other distractions.” Mr. Forkle turned to Fitz. “Do you remember how to 
find Miss Foster’s emotional center?” 

“I think so.” 

Keefe laughed. “Annnnnnnnd, the Foster panicking begins.” 

“I’m not panicking,” Sophie told him, with a very unconvincing 
squeak. 

She ignored Keefe’s laugher as she gave Fitz permission to enter her 
mind. 

Several uncomfortable seconds passed before Fitz said, “Okay, I think 
I’m there—and whoa, it’s even more overwhelming than last time.” 

“Sorry,” Sophie mumbled, wanting to hide under her giant 
mushroom. 

“Powerful emotions are an asset,” Mr. Forkle told her. “Especially for 
this. And now I must lead you to the same point in Mr. Vacker’s 
consciousness. Try to follow my lead and memorize the trail.” 

The “trail” was a thread of warmth winding deep into Fitz’s mind. It 
ended in a patch of darkness that hummed with energy. 


Push through, Mr. Forkle transmitted, and Sophie gasped as she 
obeyed. She'd studied fractals in her human math classes, but she'd 
never been surrounded by a 3-D version. Every color. Every pattern. 
Every style and shape were woven together into something both 
breathtaking and completely overwhelming. 

“It takes some getting used to,” Mr. Forkle said. “But what you're 
seeing is a visual representation of each other’s moods.” 

“So, does that mean if I do this. . .” Keefe tickled Sophie’s neck. 

“GAH—everything just went supersonic!” Fitz said. 

Sophie snatched Keefe’s wrist as he reached to tickle her again. 
“Don't. You. Dare.” 

“Whoa, now everything’s red and ripply,” Fitz said. “Is that because 
she’s angry?” 

“Precisely, Mr. Vacker. Every time her emotions shift, the patterns and 
colors will change. And with practice, you'll learn to interpret what you 
see.” 

“Okay, but . . . can’t they just say, ‘Hey—lI’m feeling this’?” Keefe 
asked. 

“People arent always honest about their feelings—even with 
themselves,” Mr. Forkle told him. “Plus, many telepathic assignments 
involve stealth and secrecy. So for this exercise I’m going to need you 
both to forget everything around you. Let the world drop away, leaving 
only you two.” 

Keefe sighed. “Just tell them to stare into each other’s eyes and they’ll 
be good.” 

“None of that, Mr. Sencen. From this moment on, you have one job 
and one job only: to judge their translations of the various emotions I’ll 
be triggering.” 

“Triggering how?” Sophie asked. 

“You'll see soon enough. And you'll guess first, Miss Foster. For this 
to work, Mr. Vacker, it’s crucial that you not react externally. No yelling 
or thrashing or screaming or—” 

“Uhhh, what are you going to do to me?” Fitz asked. 

“Nothing you won't survive. Consider it an exercise in self-control. 
And try not to listen to his thoughts, Miss Foster. Study only the changes 
in his emotional center and make your deduction. We begin now.” 


Sophie closed her eyes and focused on the colors weaving around 
Fitz’s mind. She was about to ask if she was missing something when 
the pattern exploded into a swirl of pale blue tendrils. The color felt too 
bright to be sad, but also too wild to be peaceful. 

“Tension?” she guessed. 

“Kinda close,” Keefe told her. 

The laughter in his voice made her wonder what had happened to 
poor Fitz. 

She tried to think of other emotions as his mind turned electric blue. 

“Shock?” she guessed. 

“That counts,” Keefe said. “Though the best answer would’ve been 
‘surprise. ” 

“Is that an emotion?” she asked. 

“Indeed it is,” Mr. Forkle said. “One of the most common emotions 
you ll experience as you navigate someone’s mind—hence why I chose it 
as our starting point.” 

“Can I talk now?” Fitz asked. “Because that was seriously disgusting!” 

Sophie opened her eyes and tried not to laugh when she saw red fruit 
smashed all over Fitz’s face. He wiped his cheeks on his sleeves, but that 
only smeared the pulp. 

“I think I’m going to like this assignment,” Keefe said. “What else can 
we fling at Fitz?” 

“Nothing for the moment,” Mr. Forkle told him. “It’s his turn to 
interpret. Everyone close your eyes. And remember, no cues of any kind, 
Miss Foster.” 

Sophie counted the seconds, bracing for the worst—and when 
nothing changed, she opened her eyes and found Mr. Forkle with his 
finger over his lips in a “shhh” sign. 

“Um... confusion,” Fitz guessed. 

“That works,” Keefe said. “It started as anticipation, but then it 
shifted.” 

“Very good,” Mr. Forkle said. “And well done, Mr. Sencen. I wasn’t 
sure you'd recognize confusion. It’s one of the more challenging 
emotions for Empaths.” 

“Maybe on other people,” Keefe said. “But on Foster it’s easy. Why are 
her emotions so much stronger?” 


“Honestly, I’m not sure,” Mr. Forkle admitted. “I suspect it stems 
from the combination of her inflicting ability and her human 
upbringing. But it was one of the surprises of her development. Much 
like her teleporting. Okay, Miss Foster, it’s your turn to guess again.” 

She closed her eyes and watched as the lines of color in Fitz’s mind 
blossomed to a snowflake of purple. 

“Pride?” she guessed. 

Keefe laughed. “Wow, add more fail points to Sophitz.” 

“Quiet,” Mr. Forkle told him. 

The brightness in Fitz’s mind dimmed, and the pattern seemed to 
melt into a swamp of murky gray green. 

“Disappointment?” she tried. 

“Now it is,” Keefe said. “Before it was jealousy.” 

“Jealousy over what?” Sophie asked. 

“Is it my turn to guess?” Fitz said, changing the subject. 

Fitz guessed Sophie’s next emotion: embarrassment from Mr. Forkle 
giving her a big hug. And Sophie guessed right when Fitz panicked after 
Mr. Forkle placed an especially hairy spider on his knee. They nailed the 
next few as well: stress, joy, and bravery. And the more they practiced, 
the more Sophie could sense their minds syncing. Eventually she could 
actually feel the emotion as Fitz experienced it, not just see the change in 
color and pattern. 

“Remarkable, isn’t it?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

“Kind of,” Fitz said. “It’s cool to feel what she’s feeling. But I still don’t 
see how this helps with telepathy.” 

“Then stand up,” Mr. Forkle ordered. “Both of you. And put your 
hands on my temples. Don’t think. Just feel your way through my 
blocking—if you can.” 

They stretched out their minds, and Fitz’s consciousness seemed to 
merge with Sophie’s as they moved almost like a dance, sweeping 
around barriers and sidestepping defenses. When Sophie’s excitement 
bubbled up, Fitz’s steadiness slowed her down, saving her from pushing 
into a trap. And when Fitz grew too impatient, Sophie was there to calm 
his mind before he rushed the wrong direction. They ducked and 
dipped and scuttled, until they reached a swarm of cold currents 
dragging them up while Sophie’s brain told her to keep fighting down. 


Fitz struggled with her, and they’d almost fought their way through 
when she remembered what Mr. Forkle had told her about her abilities 
being deceived when she'd tried to read his mind before. 

Maybe Fitz’s confidence made her more daring—or maybe she was 
crazy—but she told Fitz to let the cold currents drag them up and away, 
against their instincts. 

When they did, they crashed through a prickly barrier and... 

... Mr. Forkle’s thoughts filled their minds. 

“WE DID IT!” Fitz shouted as Mr. Forkle scrambled to shut them out. 

Sophie didn’t feel like celebrating. 

A second later, Fitz’s smile collapsed as his brain processed what 
they’d both seen. 

Sophie tried to warn him not to say anything—but he was already 
wheeling on Mr. Forkle to ask, “Why have you been meeting with Lord 
Cassius?” 


FIFT Y-SEVEN 


Youve BEEN TALKING to my dad?” Keefe shouted, his voice slicing 


around the cave. 

Mr. Forkle mumbled something about not planning the exercise 
carefully enough, before he told Keefe, “Your father reached out to us 
after he found those maps in your mother’s possessions—” 

“Wait—those were hers?” Keefe’s eyes narrowed at Sophie. “Why 
didn’t you tell me>” 

“I agreed to the meeting,” Mr. Forkle jumped in, “assuming he’d 
either found something else, or wanted an update on you.” 

“Yeah, I’m sure he’s been real worried about me,” Keefe muttered. 

“Actually he has,” Mr. Forkle promised. “And he was incredibly 
relieved to know you're safe.” 

Keefe shook his head and turned back to Sophie. “I can’t believe you 
knew about this.” 

“Only some of it,” she promised. “I didn’t know they'd met up in 
person.” 

“I didn’t tell you that part,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “I knew how you would 
feel about it.” 

“Why?” Keefe asked. “What did he want?” 

Sophie could tell bad news was coming. She could feel it in the pit of 
her stomach, a sour bubbling and churning. 

Still, she never would’ve guessed Mr. Forkle would say, “He asked to 
join the Black Swan.” 

“WHAT?” the three of them asked. 


“Please tell me you laughed hysterically and kicked him out the door,” 
Keefe begged. 

“I told him we had many concerns about his trustworthiness.” 

That wasn’t the same as a no—and Keefe definitely caught it. 

“You're not actually considering letting my dad join, right?” he asked. 
“Because you realize that would be the dumbest decision in the history 
of dumb decisions.” 

“I know your father is a difficult person, Mr. Sencen. And I do not 
agree with his parenting methods. But there are ways he could be useful 


” 


“Unbelievable!” Keefe shouted. “Please tell me this isn’t happening.” 

“Nothing has happened yet. We are far from deciding. But. . . it’s not 
outside the realm of possibility.” 

Keefe laughed—a dark, angry sound. “You know what is outside the 
realm of possibility? Me staying here if you let him in.” 

“He wouldn't live here. He would maintain his identity in the Lost 
Cities.” 

“I DON’T CARE!” 

“Keefe,” Sophie tried. 

He jerked away as she reached for his hand. “Uh-uh. You promised 
you weren't going to hide anything from me.” 

“I’m really sorry.” She glanced at Mr. Forkle, knowing she was about 
to make everything so much worse. But if she didn’t tell Keefe now, 
she'd never be able to tell him. “I was afraid if I told you, I’d have to 
show you your mom’s note. They found it when they found the maps, 
along with a kit to make leaping crystals like the ones we use at 
Exillium. Mr. Forkle gave it to me and I was saving it until we knew 
more about what happened to her.” 

“That wasn’t our deal,” he snapped. 

“I know. But I was worried about you. We've all been dealing with so 
much.” 

“So lying to me is better?” He rubbed his head so hard it looked 
painful. “Seriously, what is happening?” 

“Perhaps we should leave this cave,” Mr. Forkle suggested. “Away 
from the affect of the mold.” 


“TM NOT MAD BECAUSE OF THE FUNGUS—I’M MAD 
BECAUSE YOU’VE BEEN LYING TO ME.” 

All Sophie could do was stare at her feet. 

“Why didn’t you tell me about this?” Fitz whispered to her. 

“Dude, you don’t get to ask that,” Keefe told him. 

“If you want to read the note we can go right now,” Sophie told Keefe. 
“I have it hidden in my room.” 

Keefe shook his head. “Just tell me what it says.” 

“It says, ‘Dear Keefe, I’m doing this for you. Love, Mom,” Mr. Forkle 
told him when Sophie hesitated. 

Keefe mouthed the words to himself, over and over and over. Finally 
he asked, “Doing what for me?” 

“She didn’t say.” Sophie tried for his hand again and he jumped off 
his toadstool and backed away. “No—you lied to me.” 

“I know,” Sophie whispered. “I’m sorry.” 

“That’s not good enough!” 

“Come on, it’s not her you're mad it,” Fitz said. “I know—lI’ve been 
there.” 

“Have you? Because I seem to remember you having a bummer few 
weeks and then everything went back to perfect Vacker-land. So where's 
my perfect fix? Why does it just keep spiraling and spiraling and 
spiraling?” 

“How can we help?” Sophie asked as he covered his face with his 
hands. 

“Right now? You can leave me alone.” He turned and stalked away. 

The glowing mushrooms turned to a blur in Sophie’s eyes. 

Her tears felt cold. 

Everything felt cold. 

“Come on,” Fitz said, draping his arm around Sophie's shoulders. 
That was when she realized she was shaking. 

He'd only led her a few steps before Sophie stopped and turned back 
to Mr. Forkle. 

“If you let Lord Cassius join the Black Swan, I’m out.” 

“Me too,” Fitz said. 

“It’s not about who we want to work with,” Mr. Forkle told them. “It’s 
about putting aside differences for the greater good.” 


“I don't care!” 

“I understand your anger, Miss Foster. I feel the same way every time 
I see Ms. Vacker sitting at Prentice’s bedside. But I still let her sit there.” 

“My mom had nothing to do with what happened to him.” 

“I know that in my head, but not my heart. Emotion isn’t logical. All I 
can control is how I act. Remember the oath you each swore when you 
joined us? You swore to do everything in your power to help your world. 
That includes relying on those we do not like, if they can help with 
something we need.” 


SOPHIE GAVE FITZ the note from Keefe’s mom. He promised to slip it 
under Keefe’s door if he didn’t answer. Sleep felt impossible, so Sophie 
checked on Silveny, watching the alicorn’s memories of when Silveny 
told Greyfell he was going to be a daddy. 

The joy that sparked in Greyfell’s eyes was one of the purest, most 
beautiful things Sophie had ever seen. It made her wonder what Lord 
Cassius had looked like when he discovered Lady Gisela was pregnant 
with Keefe. 

Could a tiny bit of that spark have been there? 

She hoped so. 

She tossed and turned for another hour, then wandered to her 
window. She knew Keefe didn’t want to talk to her, but when she saw his 
lights on she couldn’t walk away. 

It cost her three pairs of shoes to get his attention, and he refused to 
open the window. Fortunately, shed prepared for that with a premade 
sign. 


IM HERE. 


Time seemed to slow down as Keefe stared at the words. 

He didn’t look at her as he turned away, and her heart crashed like 
stone. But he turned back a second later, holding his blanket and a 
pillow. No smile, but it was still an invitation. 

Sophie raced to grab hers, and they both set up for another window 
slumber party, each leaning against the glass. 


The distance between them had never felt so enormous. 
But Sophie was willing to settle for “close enough.” 


FIFT Y-EIGHT 


KEEFE WAS SILENT at breakfast, and the meal became awkward with 


a side of miserable. Dex and Biana were smart enough not to ask what 
was going on. 

Keefe disappeared into his room the second he was done eating. The 
rest of them moved to the boys’ common room to work. Dex was 
hammering tiny stone wheels—apparently he and Blur had decided that 
was the best way to add them to the Twiggler. Biana and Calla worked by 
the windows, testing to see how long Biana could fool Calla’s eyes. And 
Fitz and Sophie plopped into the boulder beanbag chairs for another 
Cognate exercise. 

The next assignment was called Trigger Cues, a trick to make them 
more efficient at probing memories. Apparently each elvin mind was 
filled with tiny threadlike trails, and Telepaths could learn to follow them 
to something called a “cue.” 

The more uncomfortable the trail felt to navigate, the more the 
person had tried to hide the truth at the end. Their assignment was to 
follow a difficult path and say the cue out loud. The shock of hearing it 
was supposed to trigger some sort of mental reaction that would 
uncover the secret to the other person. 

Fitz let Sophie go first, and she chose a trail that felt like crawling 
through an itchy wool sweater. Waiting at the end were two words: 
Barcelona, Spain. When she spoke them, Fitz’s mind filled with a boy’s 
startled face—obviously a human boy, based on his clothes. He shouted, 
“{Imposible!” and chased Fitz through the busy streets. 





That happened back when I was trying to find you, Fitz transmitted. I’d 
already ruled out the girl I'd gone to see, and I was getting ready to leave 
when I saw a group of kids kicking pigeons. One bird had a damaged wing 
and I was worried they were going to kill it, so I used telekinesis to lift it to 
safety. I didn’t know anyone was near me. But that kid saw, and when I ran, 
he chased me, and he kept shouting things in a language I couldn't 
understand. 

Wow, I can’t believe how much you went through when you were trying to 
find me. 

It was worth it. 

Her cheeks flamed, which was of course when Keefe came out of his 
room. He didn’t acknowledge anyone as he plopped into one of the 
beanbag chairs near Sophie, but she could’ve sworn he muttered 
something about Sophitz. 

“My turn?” Fitz asked. 

Sophie nodded, imagining that all her most embarrassing secrets had 
trails lined with the safe, pretty things they were supposed to be 
avoiding. The trick might’ve worked, because the cue Fitz learned wasn’t 
embarrassing—though it was the kind of secret she should’ve been 
guarding much harder. 

“221B Baker Street,” he said. 

Her mind showed him a glass marble floating in a black void. 

“Oh, is that how you retrieve the cache?” Fitz asked, then covered his 
mouth. “Sorry, didn’t mean to say that out loud. And I didn’t wreck 
anything by saying the words, right?” 

“Nope, it only works with my voice.” 

Dex ended their conversation by jumping to his feet, screaming, “I 
DID IT!” 

“You got the Twiggler to work?” Sophie asked, rushing to his side. 
“Does that mean you can use keywords now?” 

“And all kinds of other things,” Dex said. “Like, if I do this’—he spun 
the wheels he’d attached like knobs—“it pulls up all the files that have 
text blacked out. And right here’—he spun to the middle of the scroll 
—“it tells us what the drakostomes are. They’re nematodes!” 

“Are those some sort of frog?” Biana asked. 


“They're parasites,” Calla corrected. “Microscopic parasitic 
roundworms. I’ve cured many kinds from many forests.” 

The five friends looked at each other, knowing what that meant. 

“What am I looking at?” Calla asked, leaning closer to the hologram. 
“This looks like an ancient scroll.” 

Dex nodded slowly, realizing their mistake the same moment as 
Sophie. 

“Maybe we should—’” she started. 

But she was too late. 

“Is this a transcript of the ogre treaty negotiations?” Calla asked. 
“Why is it talking about nematodes? I don’t...” 

Calla sank to her knees as the understanding washed over her. 

“They knew?” she whispered. Her eyes locked with Sophie’s. “You 
knew?” 

“Not for sure,” Sophie promised. “Not until right now.” 

Calla stumbled back, rushing for the stairs. 

“Wait,” Sophie called, chasing after her. “I know this is huge, but we 
need to think this through before we tell anyone. Once the news breaks, 
there’s going to be chaos.” 

Calla’s voice was as hollow as her eyes as she whispered, “The 
Council has wasted far too much time already. Now we're too late.” 


“YOU TOLD CALLA?” Mr. Forkle shouted, storming around the girls’ 
common room. 

“Not on purpose. Calla was here when Dex had the breakthrough,” 
Fitz said. 

“Oh, so it’s my fault?” Dex asked. 

“I didn’t say that. I’m just saying that’s how it happened,” Fitz said. 

“Plus ... Calla has a right to know, doesn’t she?” Sophie asked. 

She couldn’t stop picturing the betrayal she’d seen in Calla’s eyes. 

Mr. Forkle rubbed his temples. “I think it’s important we try to 
remember that the Council still could have good reasons.” 

“Like what?” Sophie had to ask. 

“Perhaps they didn’t want the gnomes to live their lives under 
constant fear,’ Mr. Forkle suggested. “Or perhaps they worried what 


would happen if other species discovered the ogres held this powerful 
weapon? Don’t you think someone else might try to get their hands on 
the drakostomes as well? It would put them in exponentially more 
danger.” 

Sophie sighed, no longer sure what to think. 

“I must speak with the Collective,” Mr. Forkle said. “We must try to 
prepare for the backlash.” 

“What kind of backlash do you think there will be?” Sophie asked. 

“Like nothing we've ever seen.” 

He leaped away before she could ask any further questions, and when 
he returned hours later, she’d never seen him look so pale. 

“The gnomes are gathering in Eternalia for a protest,” he said, 
sinking into one of the chairs. “The Lost Cities are in chaos.” 

“So what happens now?” Biana asked. 

“Now we wait for the Council to respond.” 

Three endless days passed, giving everyone a glimpse of life in the 
Lost Cities without the gnomes. Fruit fell from wilting trees, bushes 
sagged, grass shriveled, gardens yellowed. 

On the morning of the fourth day, the Council sent out scrolls 
informing everyone that they’d be giving a statement in Eternalia that 
afternoon. 

“Can we go?” Sophie asked Mr. Forkle. 

“Need I remind you that you have been banished?” he asked. 

“So?” Dex said. “Give me five minutes in Slurps and Burps and I'll 
have us all unrecognizable.” 

“What are the odds of you actually staying here and obeying me?” Mr. 
Forkle asked. 

“Soooo not gonna happen,” Keefe said. 

The rest of them nodded—even Della. 

Mr. Forkle muttered a string of things that started with “you kids.” 
But in the end, he pulled out a pathfinder with a dark crystal, adjusted it 
to a facet, and handed it to Fitz. 

“Give me fifteen minutes to help Kesler prepare. Then use that to 
come find me.” 


FIFT Y-NINE 


THE STREETS OF Mysterium—one of the elvin working class cities— 


were eerily quiet when Sophie and her friends arrived. 

The small, plain, identical buildings were closed up and dark, and the 
food stalls and vendor carts were all empty. Still, Della and Biana 
vanished, and Sophie, Keefe, and Fitz kept the hoods of their cloaks 
pulled tight around their faces as Dex led them to the only unique 
building in the whole city. 

With its curved walls and twenty different colors of paint, the 
Dizznee’s store looked like it had popped out of a nursery rhyme. A 
glowing sign read: SLURPS AND BURPS: YOUR MERRY APOTHECARY. 

The door belched as they entered, and Sophie’s stomach did a few 
quick flips. 

Waiting for them at the entrance were Dex’s dad and... 

“Grady?” 

Grady scooped her into his arms and she buried her face in his 
shoulder, giving herself ten seconds to soak up the hug before leaning 
back to study him. His blond hair was longer than she remembered, and 
his chiseled features looked a tiny bit sharper. But his eyes were bright 
and glassy with so much emotion it hurt her heart. 

“I love you, Dad,” she whispered. 

“I love you too,” he whispered back. “I’ve missed you like crazy.” 

From the corner of her eye she could see Dex giving his dad the 
biggest bear hug he could. 

Keefe cleared his throat. 

“Sorry,” Sophie told him, wishing Keefe had someone to hug. 


Dex let go of his dad too, and both father and son wiped their 
periwinkle eyes. Sophie had forgotten how much the two of them 
resembled each other. 

“Well,” Kesler said, straightening his white lab coat. “This is an 
amazing surprise.” 

“How did you know we'd be here?” Sophie asked Grady. 

“Kesler hailed me after Mr. Forkle contacted him.” 

“I hailed your mom, too,” Kesler told Dex, “but she wasn’t sure she 
could slip away. Plus, we didn’t want to bring the triplets, since we know 
you can’t stay. She said to give you this.” 

He pulled Dex in for another big hug, and Sophie noticed Keefe cross 
his arms and shift away. 

Kesler tousled Dex’s hair, then frowned and stepped back, “You're 
taller!” 

“Iam?” 

Sophie tilted her head. “Whoa—he’s right.” 

Dex had always been shorter than her, but now they were the same 
height. He must’ve gone through a growth spurt over the last few weeks. 

“Don’t go changing too much while you're gone, okay?” Kesler made 
Dex promise. “And I know time is of the essence, so I already gathered 
the elixirs I thought would work best.” 

He handed them each a small silver pouch filled with glass vials. 

“In case you're worried,” he told Sophie, “yours are all limbium-free.” 

Technically, Kesler was Sophie’s uncle—though she never thought of 
him that way. Just like she never thought of Dex as her cousin. It was 
only by marriage—and adoption—so it wasn’t like they were actually 
related. Still, Kesler always treated her like family. 

“I didn’t gather any for you,” he told Della, “but I can if you'd like.” 

“No, I prefer invisibility,” Della said, vanishing. 

“Wish I could hold my vanish for long enough,” Biana mumbled. 
“These elixirs taste like feet.” 

“You're lucky,” Keefe said, choking down one of his vials. “Mine tastes 
like armpit.” 

“The bad taste is intentional,” Kesler told them. “To deter anyone 
from growing addicted to altering their appearance.” 


Sophie plugged her nose and downed her elixirs. Hed given her Sea 
See, Absolutely Auburn, Freckle Juice, and Tanny Fanny. She wasn’t sure 
she liked the sound of the last one—and she definitely didn’t like the 
taste. It was like drinking trash that had rotted in the sun for a couple of 
weeks. 

“Should we be seeing a change yet?” Biana asked, pulling a mirror 
from her pocket. 

“Usually takes about three minutes,” Dex said, darting into the maze 
of shelves. 

“What are you looking for?” Kesler called after him. 

“You gave me boring ones!” Dex returned with seven vials and 
chugged them all. 

Kesler shook his head. “You're going to regret that.” 

“Why?” Sophie asked. 

“Let’s just say too many appearance elixirs at once can be unpleasant 
when it’s time to pass them. Another way we make sure no one takes 
them too often.” 

“Ew,” Biana said, tilting her mirror another angle. “I still don’t see 
anyth—E EP!” 

She stumbled back as her dark hair turned red and coiled into tight 
curls. Her teal eyes paled to ice blue, and her skin turned even paler, 
giving her a translucent glow. 

“Wow,” Sophie whispered, barely able to recognize her friend. 

Fitz looked even weirder. His eyes had turned sky blue and his hair 
had turned dirty blond. He tossed the strands off his forehead and 
asked, “How do I look?” 

“Like a wannabe me,” Keefe said. 

The edge to his voice made it hard to smile at the joke. 

Keefe started to say something else, but a sneezing fit cut him off. 
When he finished, he had thick black hair covering his upper lip. 

“You gave me a stache?” he asked, cracking an actual smile. He 
twisted the ends into points as his hair and eyebrows turned the same 
dark shade, and his skin took on a deep tan. 

“You have to see yourself,” Biana told Sophie. “You look a little like 
me.” 

“Ew, she’s right,” Fitz said with a shudder. 


Sophie tried not to take the “Ew” personally as she checked her 
reflection. Her hair hung in dark, soft waves, and her eyes had turned 
aquamarine. Freckles dotted her nose and cheeks, and she had a deep 
tan to match Keefe’s. 

“How long will this last?” Sophie asked. 

“Two hours at most. And the final twenty minutes can be hit and 
miss, depending on your metabolism. So I’d be away from any crowds 
before that happens,” Kesler warned. 

“They’re not going there alone, right?” Grady asked. 

The door belched. “No, they’re going with me.” 

All eyes turned to find Sir Astin standing in the doorway. 

“Whoa, so it really is him,” Dex said. “I mean, I know you told us, but 
still.” 

“Him who?” Grady asked. 

“This is Mr. Forkle,” Sophie said. “One of his other identities.” 

Everyone squinted at the figure in front of them, trying to find any 
trace of Mr. Forkle in the pale blond elf. 

“We need to split into two groups,” Mr. Forkle-as-Sir-Astin said. Even 
his voice had shifted to the high whisper Sophie remembered. “There 
will be less chance of anyone seeing through our disguises if the size of 
our group does not match expectations.” 

“Pll take Fitz and Biana with me,” Della said. 

“That should work. Have your son transmit to either myself or Miss 
Foster if you have any problems.” 

If you see Alvar, ask him about Ruy, she transmitted to Fitz, hoping the 
Vackers would try for a covert family reunion. 

Fitz nodded as Sir Astin asked, “Are we ready?” 

“Almost,” Dex said, then burped a huge belly-shaking burp that 
would’ve put Iggy to shame. He was still saying, “Excuse me,” when his 
skin and hair turned five shades darker. His periwinkle eyes turned so 
deep blue they almost looked black, and muscles bulged in his arms and 
shoulders, stretching the fabric of his shirt. 

“Okay, ready,” Dex said, his voice at least an octave deeper. 

Sir Astin rolled his eyes. “The Council’s address will be starting soon. 
Della, let’s have your group go first.” 


She took Fitz’s and Biana’s hands and glittered away, using the path 
Sir Astin created for them. 

“Where are you taking Sophie?” Grady asked. 

“I believe the Council set up their stage in the diamond plaza,” Sir 
Astin said. “So I was thinking the ruby arches would be a safe place to 
tuck ourselves away.” 

Grady nodded. “Pll keep an eye on the guards.” 

“Thank you. And thank you for your assistance, Mr. Dizznee. Your 
generosity will not be forgotten.” 

“Just keep my boy safe and we're even.” Kesler pulled Dex in for a 
final hug. 

Sophie strangle-hugged Grady, wishing she’d gotten to see him for 
more than ten minutes. 

Keefe stood there watching. 

“I’m sure we'll see each other soon,” Grady promised when Sophie 
pulled away. 

She tried to believe him, giving one last smile as she took Sir Astin’s 
hand and leaped to Eternalia. 


SIXTY 


SOPHIE HADN'T BEEN to Eternalia since the day Kenric died, when 


she'd stood with Alden and Fitz, watching the jeweled city melt in the 
Everblaze. She’d heard it had been rebuilt, but she'd assumed it would 
look patched together. Instead the new city shined brighter than the 
original. 

Each new building was made from multiple jewels, and the colors 
were artfully arranged. It felt like walking through a world made entirely 
of stained glass. And yet, the breathtaking beauty felt wrong. A place 
blanketed with so much tragedy shouldn't be allowed to shimmer. 

Sophie hid behind her dark hair as they entered a crowded square. 
Elves had gathered around a fountain with a statue in the center, resting 
under arching streams of colored water. Sophie’s breath caught when 
she recognized the statue’s face. 

The sculptor had captured Kenric’s toothy grin and the twinkle in his 
eyes. And yet, stone could never capture the warmth Kenric had 
radiated. 

She studied the statue’s features, trying to spot a similarity between 
his and hers—something to prove, or disprove, her theory. The slope of 
his nose looked familiar, as did the corners of his eyes, but it was too 
ambiguous to mean anything. 

“Come along,” Sir Astin said. “The protest is this way.” 

A river divided Eternalia, with the main city on one side, and the 
Councillors’ twelve crystal castles glittering on the other. The Pures 
lined both shores, filtering the air and casting slender shadows. The 


shadows spread wider that day, from the hundreds of gnomes clinging 
to the towering trunks and balancing on the fan-shaped leaves. 

More gnomes gathered along the river, lined up in neat rows like 
crops. They sang as one, demanding justice, their earthy voices echoing 
off the jeweled walls. 

A row of goblins had stationed themselves in front of the gnomes, 
creating a blockade of rock-hard muscle. Sophie couldn’t tell if they were 
trying to protect the gnomes, or stop them from entering the diamond 
courtyard where a stage had been set up for the Council. Either way, one 
goblin toward the center was the biggest, grayest, gobliniest sight for 
sore eyes ever. 

“Sandor,” she whispered, wishing she could tear through the crowd 
and tackle him. But that would be the kind of crazy security risk hed 
give her a never-ending lecture for. 

Sandor didn’t show any scars, and when he moved, she saw no sign 
of a limp. It seemed too much to hope that he could survive a fall like 
that with no permanent damage. But maybe Elwin was that good. 

The crowd of elvin onlookers kept a safe distance from the goblins, 
stretching into the city and scattering among the jeweled buildings. Sir 
Astin led them to a ruby tower off to the side, with graceful arches lining 
the bottom floor that gave them enough shadows to hide in and still 
have a perfect view of the stage. 

Sophie searched the crowd, hoping to spot Fitz. But she saw no trace 
of any of the Vackers. The only face she recognized was Jensi. He stood 
with his parents and an older brother Sophie had never seen before. 
Several guys with long greasy ponytails stood at Jensi’s side, and Sophie 
wondered if that meant Jensi had gone back to hanging out with the 
group Marella had nicknamed the Drooly Boys. She wished she could 
catch his eye and give a small wave, but she knew he wouldn’t recognize 
her. 

“There’s my mom,” Dex said, pointing to a woman with amber- 
colored hair. She looked so much like Edaline, it took Sophie a second to 
notice Edaline standing next to her. 

“I can’t believe she brought the triplets,” Dex said, laughing as the 
three wild-haired kids ran circles around Juline and Edaline. 

“I guess everyone’s here,” Keefe mumbled. “Even him.” 


Sophie followed Keefe’s gaze to where his father stood with the goblin 
guards, ordering a small group of them to divide off and cover the stage. 

“So he’s back in charge of security,” Keefe said, his voice as dark as his 
mustache. 

“He regained his title recently,” Sir Astin explained, “after those maps 
—and the guards he recommended—saved the alicorns from the 
Neverseen’s latest attempt at capture.” 

“Wait—what?” Keefe asked, and Sophie was forced to tell him what 
little she knew. 

“Great,” Keefe grumbled. “Guess I can add that to the list of awesome 
things my mom is doing ‘for me.’ Or was doing for me. Or . . . whatever.” 

Sophie reached for his hand, hoping he wouldn't pull away. He 
twined their fingers so tightly it cut off her circulation. 

“Don’t look now,” Dex whispered, “but I spy Stina.” 

Sophie followed the tilt of Dex’s head. “Ugh—you have to be kidding 
me!” 

Of all the people they could’ve ended up standing near, they had to 
wind up right by the Heks family? Stina had tamed her frizzy hair into a 
sweeping braid and wore a loose gown that made her look much more 
statuesque than gangly. But her scowl definitely hadn’t changed. 

“Is that Marella?” Dex whispered, pointing to a petite girl next to 
Stina, leaning against an arch, unraveling one of the tiny braids in her 
long blond hair. 

Marella had befriended Stina not long after her falling out with 
Sophie, and Sophie was sure she'd done it to spite her. 

“We should be careful,” Sophie said, pulling Dex and Keefe deeper 
into the shadows of their archway. “If any of them recognizes us, I’m 
sure they’ll turn us in.” 

“I wouldn’t be so quick to judge the Hekses—or Miss Redek,” Sir 
Astin said under his breath. “The Heks family has proven there is more 
to them than we once thought. And as for Miss Redek, has she never 
told you about her parents>” 

“No,” Sophie admitted. Dex shook his head as well. 

Marella gossiped about everyone except herself. 

Sophie stole another glance at the couple standing with Marella. Her 
dad had wide ice blue eyes like his daughter, and her mom had the same 


unruly hair. They looked normal enough. 

Sir Astin leaned closer. “Her mother suffered a traumatic brain injury 
when Miss Redek was barely a toddler. It’s unclear exactly what 
happened—though many suspect an abundance of fizzleberry wine 
came into play. All we know is that Lady Redek fell off the balcony of 
their house and cracked her skull. Elwin did all he could, but some 
wounds cannot fully heal. At times her emotions get overloaded. I 
remember one conversation I had with her, she laughed, cried, and 
screamed at me in a matter of minutes. She drinks elixirs to manage it, 
but it still takes its toll on her family. In fact, young Miss Redek keeps 
trying to manifest as an Empath in hopes that she can help her mother 
gain further control. A couple of months ago we thought her mind had 
finally cooperated, but it turned out to be a misunderstanding.” 

“A couple of months?” Sophie whispered, realizing that synced 
perfectly with the time Biana manifested as a Vanisher. 

That was the day she’d first noticed Marella not acting like herself— 
and not long afterward, her and Marella had their big fight. Shed 
thought Marella might’ve been jealous because she’d said once that she 
wanted to be a Vanisher too—but that must’ve been something Marella 
had made up to cover her secret. Now Sophie wished she could run over 
and apologize for not understanding. Or go back in time and be a better 
friend. 

An immense fanfare reminded her why they were there, and her 
pulse sped as all twelve Councillors glittered onto the stage. Their 
jeweled cloaks and circlets glinted in the sunlight, but this time it didn’t 
make them look regal. Compared to the gnomes in their overalls and 
grass-woven dresses, the Council looked frivolous and cold. 

Oralie stood between Bronte and Terik, and Sophie could see the 
unease in their stance. Even Councillor Alina’s confident smile was 
missing. 

“Thank you for coming today,’ Councillor Emery said, his eyes 
focused on the gnomes. “As promised, we’re here to answer your many 
questions. But we’re going to start with the main one. Why were you 
kept in the dark about the plague? We did have a reason—one that was 
not actually our choosing. We kept the secret because your ancient 
leaders begged us not to tell you. In fact, it was their dying wish.” 


He paused to let the news rustle through the crowd. Even Sir Astin 
seemed surprised to hear it, and no one seemed to know how to react. 

“Keeping our promise has been one of the greatest challenges we’ve 
ever faced,” Emery continued. “But we felt it was important to honor the 
word we gave. We still feel it’s important, which is why we must at least 
ask that you leave the matter here, trust that we’re following the wishes 
of your leaders, and return to your lives.” 

Murmurs rose among the gnomes, swelling into angry shouts, and 
Councillor Emery held up his hands. “We assumed that would be your 
reaction. So be it. We'll provide the whole story—though it is not a 
happy one. It goes back five thousand years, to the time you lost your 
homeland.” 

Councillor Bronte stepped forward. “I was an Emissary when 
Serenvale was overthrown—newly appointed. In fact, Emissaries were a 
new thing for our world. I suppose that’s not a detail you'd consider 
relevant—but what is relevant is that our hearts were broken when your 
refugees arrived in the Lost Cities. Their stories of famine and 
bloodshed inspired immediate action, and I was ordered to contact the 
ogres and make it clear that the only way to avoid war was to commit to 
a treaty. At first, the ogres cooperated, and agreed to meet under a truce. 
King Gowg—the ogre king at the time—even invited us to Serenvale. 
Councillor Fallon Vacker went with me, as did both of the gnomish 
leaders. But when we arrived, we began to see the depth of our dilemma. 
Serenvale had been destroyed. The Eventide river ran with polluted 
water, and the trees had all been torn from the ground. Even if the ogres 
surrendered the land, there would be nothing for your people to return 
to.” 

Angry shouts erupted among the gnomes, and Bronte paused to 
allow their rage before he continued. 

“Our goal was still to negotiate peace,” he said. “To ensure nothing 
like this would ever occur again. So with your leaders permission, we 
continued our treaty negotiations. But the ogres refused to consider our 
demands. We were preparing to return to the Lost Cities, when King 
Gowg invited us to dine with him. He claimed it would be a chance to 
better understand one another. I cannot tell you how much I wish we 
hadn’t agreed. The conversation was as horrible as the food, and he 


ended dinner with an ultimatum. He told us in three weeks we would 
see that he had the upper hand in these negotiations. We returned to the 
Lost Cities and prepared for an attack. But nothing changed and the 
deadline passed uneventfully. We were determining our next steps when 
we received word that your leaders had fallen ill.” 

Bronte’s voice cracked, and he had to clear his throat several times. 

“I’m sure you don’t need me to describe their symptoms. It was the 
same plague we face now. And it had spread to their spouses, as well as 
the trees they’d taken up residence in. At first, we didn’t understand the 
connection. We thought they'd encountered a new pathogen in our 
world, and we kept the quarantine quiet to avoid panic. The only 
gnomes who knew were the healers who worked with our physicians, 
searching for a cure. None of them could find the mysterious parasite. 
And then King Gowg paid Lumenaria a visit. That was the first time any 
of us heard the word ‘drakostomes.’” 

The word sounded heavier on Bronte’s lips, as though it were a 
burden he'd been carrying for far too long. 

“The drakostomes are an accident of nature,” he whispered, and yet 
the sound still rang off the jeweled buildings. “A force that was never 
meant to be unleashed. Had your people not lost Serenvale, it’s likely the 
plague wouldve remained undiscovered. But the ogres stole your 
homeland, tore down your beloved Panakes, and split open their bark.” 

A sharp gasp echoed through the crowd. 

“Yes,” Bronte told them. “The trees of your legends were real. And 
their fall unleashed the greatest danger your people have ever faced. We 
don’t know how the ogres discovered the parasite—or how they infected 
your leaders—but King Gowg assured us he'd harvested enough to 
infect the entire gnomish population. He also insisted that there was no 
cure.” 

The crowd erupted, both elves and gnomes shouting in anger and 
grief and disbelief. 

“That was our reaction as well,” Bronte said. “But King Gowg claimed 
that the only substance able to resist the drakostomes was the bark 
they'd once been preserved in. And he took quite a lot of delight in 
explaining that he’d burned every last piece of the Panakes in order to 
harvest the parasites.” 


Bronte let that sink in before he added, “That was when he gave us an 
ultimatum. We could surrender to his demands, and he would swear 
never to unleash the plague. Or we could sacrifice the entire gnomish 
species.” 

“It’s important to note,” Councillor Emery jumped in, “that the King’s 
demands were surprisingly manageable. We assume that was because 
he feared war. He knew he would lose if he pushed us too far. So he 
made demands that would still give him the advantage, but that we 
would be willing to accept. The choice was clear, even if it still pains us 
all these centuries later.” 

“Our decision was made with the full support of the ailing gnomish 
leaders,” Bronte added. “Their only request was that we protect the rest 
of the population. They asked us to house your people within our 
borders, knowing the Lost Cities were the only place the ogres would 
dare not tread. We promised that any gnomes who chose to live among 
us would be able to go about their lives any way they wanted. We have 
been incredibly grateful that you’ve chosen to assist us while you've lived 
here, and share your produce—but that was never a requirement. And it 
never will be. Our only desire is to shelter and protect your species.” 

Unease settled over the audience, no one sure what to say. Eventually 
a gnome braved the question no one else wanted to ask. “What 
happened to those infected with the plague?” 

The Councillors reached for each other’s hands, and a moment of 
silence passed. 

“Our physicians never ceased searching for a cure,” Bronte promised. 
“But they were unable to produce one. With their final breaths, your 
leaders made us swear never to tell anyone what had killed them. They 
didn’t want your lives darkened by the shadow of the ogres’ threat. And 
they didn’t want any other creatures to discover the drakostomes existed, 
for fear they'd find a way to unleash them. Their only other request was 
that they be brought to Lumenaria to assume their final forms—a silent 
testimony to the ogres’ atrocities. You know them well, though you likely 
have not realized. They asked us to call them the Four Seasons Tree.” 

The crowd’s reaction to the news was a mix of shock, horror, and 
anger. But their shouts soon faded to cries of mourning. 


“So is the Four Seasons Tree like a Wanderling>” Sophie whispered to 
Sir Astin. “Where some of their DNA gets incorporated into the seed 
after they die?” 

“No, when gnomes meet their final end, they stand rooted to their 
final resting place. They’re plantlike in life, and truly plants in death.” 

“Please tell me every tree isn’t a dead gnome,” Sophie begged. 

“Not every tree. But generally the most spectacular ones.” 

Sophie doubted she could ever walk through a forest without feeling 
sad again. Meanwhile, the crowd’s grief seemed to be morphing into a 
single cry—a demand for justice so loud it shook the Pures. Sophie 
could see Councillor Emery fighting for control, but the crowd was 
whipping into a frenzy. Roots stretched out of the ground and pulsed 
with a thumping beat, fueling the gnomes’ furious chants. 

Finally another Councillor stepped forward—a male Councillor with 
a shock of black hair pulled into a ponytail. He cupped his hands around 
his mouth and made a sound like screeching tires and squealing 
children and yowling cats all competing to see who could be the loudest. 
It rippled through the air, leaving stunned silence in its wake. 

“Thank you, Noland,” Councillor Emery said as Noland reclaimed his 
place among the other Councillors. “Having a Vociferator in our ranks 
comes in handy. And we understand your anger. We hear your cries for 
action. But the fact is, a cure still has not been found. Over the centuries 
we've researched every parasite that ever affected a tree. And we've 
searched high and low for another Panakes. Both efforts have been 
unsuccessful. We did manage to create medicines that are slowing both 
the progress of the plague and easing the symptoms. But they’re not 
enough to risk any action that might lead to further infestation.” 

“So those infected have no hope?” someone shouted, and Sophie 
could've sworn the voice was Callas. “And the ogres get away with 
murder?” 

“For the moment, the only answer we can give is ‘yes,” Emery said 
sadly. “We cannot punish the ogres for using this weapon without 
risking that they’ll attempt an attack on those of you here in the Lost 
Cities. Even if we increase security, we know too little of how they spread 
the plague. And all it would take is one case to trigger an outbreak.” 


997 


More angry shouting followed, and Sophie braced for Councillor 
Noland to unleash another sonic scream. But the ground in front of the 
stage rumbled first. 

The goblins scrambled to regroup, forming a circle around an 
enormous brown beast crawling out of the earth. 

King Dimitar, the ogre king. 


SIXT Y-ONE 


Kina DIMITAR LOOKED every bit as ridiculous as Sophie 


remembered, between his riveted metal diaper and his hairless gorilla- 
shaped body. 

He also looked extra terrifying. 

He wore no cape or crown—just a series of swirling tattoos across his 
forehead, and yellow stones set into his earlobes. But everything about 
him testified to his kingship. He moved with authority and confidence, 
as though he knew he could defeat the goblins towering over him 
without even needing his evil-looking sword. 

If barbed wire were as thick as King Dimitar’s head and sharpened to 
a wicked point, it would look a lot like his blade. A single stroke likely 
wouldn't just kill someone, it would disembowel them. 

“Oh, relax,” King Dimitar said in his painfully familiar voice as the 
goblins pointed their curved swords at his chest. “If I wanted to kill you, 
youd already be dead.” 

“And if your presence was welcome, we would’ve invited you,” 
Councillor Emery countered. 

King Dimitar smiled—a cruel curve made jagged by his pointed 
teeth. “You accuse me. That’s invitation enough. If you're going to 
insinuate that my people are behind this plague—” 

“Do you deny it?” Councillor Emery interrupted. 

“I don’t deny that the drakostomes exist. Nor that they are one of my 
favorite possessions. But tell me this: Have you found any signs of ogres 
at the sites of the infestations?” 


The Council’s silence made his smile stretch wider. “That’s what I 
thought.” 

The gnomes resumed their cries, hurling insults and accusations. 
Councillor Emery called them to order before he told the king, 
“Evidence can be missed.” 

“Or it can never be left in the first place.” He stalked closer to the 
goblins, forcing them back a step before turning to the crowd. “Your 
rebels came to me with this grand scheme for domination. I’ve simply 
sat back and watched it unfold.” 

“He’s right,” a new voice shouted from somewhere high above them. 

Gasps echoed through the city as a black-cloaked figure waved from 
the roof of an amethyst and emerald tower. Even from that height, the 
white eye symbol on his sleeve taunted them. 

“I wouldn't move if I were you,” the figure told the goblins scaling the 
walls to arrest him. He snapped his fingers, and a sphere of neon yellow 
Everblaze sparked to life over his left hand. “You just rebuilt this city, 
didn’t you?” he asked the Council. “I suspect you'd prefer not to do it 
again. Especially since this time I hardly think you can count on the 
gnomes to help.” 

King Dimitar laughed, picking bits of something Sophie didn’t want 
to identify out of the jagged barbs of his blade. “Now you see my new 
strategy. I don’t have to defeat the elves. You'll do that yourselves.” 

“Why?” Councillor Emery asked, his eyes focused on the Neverseen 
figure. “Why would you harm so many innocent gnomes?” 

“Because sometimes you have to let things burn to let something 
better rise from the ashes.” He tossed the fireball up and caught it with 
his other hand a split second before it would’ve ignited the building. 
“And lets not ignore the role you've played. We’ve been waiting for you 
to come forward, confess the secrets you've kept. We timed each release 
of the plague in careful stages—and look how many it took to get us 
here today. Even now, you only stand there because the gnomes pieced 
things together. That’s become the elvin way, secrets and lies, while 
those who depend on you suffer in ignorance. But things don’t have to 
stay that way!” 

Sophie tried to think, but every time the flames flickered, her mind 
was paralyzed by memories of the jeweled buildings melting into 


glittering lava. 

She was too lost in the past to ask the question Dex asked next—the 
question that changed everything: “There’s no way to grow back a hand, 
right?” 

The logic shattered her panic, and in the brief seconds of clarity she 
managed to realize, “That’s not Brant.” 

In fact, now that her brain was catching up, she recognized the raspy 
tone of the figure’s voice. 

“No,” she whispered. “It. . . it can’t be.” 

But she knew it was, even before the figure pulled back his black 
hood. 

“I’m tired of disguises,” he said. “Tired of living like I’m the one with 
something to hide. Tired of letting you think I fear you. I stand before 
you now as the future of our world, every bit as unstoppable as my 
flames.” 

Sophie stared in horror at the face that was every bit as real as it was 
impossible. 

Blond hair. 

Slender features. 

Cold blue eyes. 

“Surprise,” he said as Oralie screamed and Terik had to hold her back. 

Somewhere in the chaos Sophie could hear King Dimitar laughing. 
But she was too shocked to feel anything. 

Fintan had survived the Everblaze. 


SIXTY-TWO 


How COULD HE be alive?” Sophie asked. “Alden saw the flames 


overwhelm him.” 

“Clearly there was some trick,” Sir Astin whispered. 

“Does that mean—” 

“No.” He cut her off before she could fully form the question. “Kenric 
is gone.” 

“So was Fintan!” 

“Yes. But do you think Kenric would let us mourn his loss? Let that 
thought go—now. It will only distract you from our actual problem.” He 
pointed to the roof, where Fintan stood, stroking the smoke around the 
Everblaze as if it were his pet. 

It wasn’t fair—if she had to have Fintan back, why couldn’t she have 
Kenric, too? 

But Sir Astin was right. Kenric would never let Oralie suffer. Just 
watching her thrash and flail and sob broke Sophie’s heart. 

Fintan turned to the goblins, who'd huddled up to work out a plan. 
“Remember, the only reason these flames aren’t devouring this building 
is because I’m holding them back. If anything happens to me, this 
whole city burns.” 

“This is madness,” Councillor Terik shouted at Fintan. 

“No—it’s called taking action,” Fintan snapped back. “A new concept 
for you, I realize. I remember when I was a Councillor. Always sitting 
back, thinking we needed more time, more information, more thorough 
consideration. We claimed it proved our superior wisdom. But really? 


We were cowards. Afraid to make the hard choices and do what needed 
to be done.” 

“And what are you accomplishing by killing innocent gnomes?” 
Emery shouted. 

“It’s called getting your attention,” Fintan said. “We have a plan—one 
I wish I could take credit for, but that’s owed to our previous leader. It’s a 
shame she couldn’t be here to see her vision realized. In the end, she 
was a coward too. She wanted to think more. So I removed her to see the 
Lodestar Initiative through.” 

Keefe’s hand fell slack in Sophie’s, and she needed Dex’s help to keep 
him steady when Lord Cassius shouted, “What have you done to my 
wife?” 

“Nothing more than she deserved,” King Dimitar said, reminding 
everyone that Fintan wasn’t the only monster among them. “And no 
more than Id be willing to do to any of you.” 

“Is that a threat?” Councillor Bronte shouted. 

“It’s an end to the ridiculous charade we keep playing,” King Dimitar 
told him. “Aren’t you as tired of it as I am? You despise us every bit as 
much as we despise you. And were your minds not so pitifully weak, you 
would’ve attacked us long ago.” 

“And if you didn’t know we could beat you, you would’ve attacked us,” 
Councillor Emery snapped. 

“For the moment,” King Dimitar agreed. “But let’s see what happens 
when we cut off your resources.” 

“Yes, lets, Fintan said, turning to the gnomes. “Everything the 
Council told you about the drakostomes is true—with the exception of 
one crucial detail.” He paused to make sure he had their full attention 
before he added, “There is a cure.” 

King Dimitar reached into his metal diaper and pulled out a narrow 
test tube filled with a muddy liquid. Sophie wasn’t sure which disgusted 
her more—where that test tube had been, or the fact that the ogres had 
withheld the cure all this time. 

“You didn’t honestly believe we wouldn’t save some of the Panakes 
bark, did you?” King Dimitar asked the Council. 

“So here’s how this is going to work,” Fintan told the gnomes. “You 
agree to our deal, and we'll give you the cure to save your ailing 


kinsmen. There should be enough time to save them—no thanks to the 
Council and their stalling.” 

“And what is your deal?” Councillor Emery asked. 

“I’m not talking to you. This decision is entirely up to the gnomes. 
Are you listening?” he asked them. “I’m only going to say this once. 
We're willing to share the cure on a single condition. You must leave the 
Lost Cities and serve in Ravagog.” 

“The gnomes do not serve us,” Councillor Zarina shouted. 

“I love that you’ve managed to believe that lie after all this time. 
Perhaps you leave their chores to their discretion. Perhaps you tell them 
they can leave anytime. But they’ve been trapped by their ignorance, and 
those who dared to live beyond the Lost Cities had no knowledge of the 
danger of their situation. You also left them without a homeland, by 
your choice, not theirs, and your word that it was the request of their 
leaders.” 

“It was!” Bronte shouted. “Every decision we made was in an effort to 
protect your people. We can see now that there were flaws in our 
reasoning—but don’t confuse the situation. The villains are not those 
who shielded you from the truths of these revelations. It’s those who 
broke the treaty and unleashed the plague. Those who stand before you 
now ready to enslave you, not save you.” 

“It’s true,” Fintan told the gnomes. “Our offer isn’t one of freedom. 
You will serve the ogres in Ravagog. But your loved ones will survive this 
infestation.” 

“I have a project for you,” King Dimitar added. “One that requires 
your special talents. Serve me well and you have my word that Ill never 
unleash the drakostomes again.” 

“Why should we believe you?” someone shouted, and again, Sophie 
wondered if it was Calla’s voice. “How do we know the cure is even 
real>” 

“Were willing to prove it,” Fintan said, nodding at King Dimitar. 

King Dimitar flung the test tube toward the Pures, and the gnomes 
scrambled to catch it before it shattered. 

“Test it,” Fintan told them. “And as you watch it work, keep in mind 
that—by their own admission—the Council has tried to create a similar 


remedy for nearly five thousand years. They can’t provide you with a 
cure. And you can’t cure yourselves. We're the only ones who can help.” 

“You have one week to make your choice,” King Dimitar added. 
“Either I will find you at the gates to Ravagog, ready to serve, or I will 
unleash the plague. And I wouldn't count on the protection of the elves. 
The distribution system is already in place. Hide here, and the 
drakostomes will contaminate the Lost Cities.” 

“A life serving the ogres is no life at all,” Oralie shouted to the 
gnomes. 

“Funny, I thought death from disease was far less of a life,” Fintan 
corrected. “But as I said, it’s your choice. You have a week.” 

With that, Fintan leaped away—but not before tossing his sphere of 
Everblaze at the Council. The silver stage burst into flames, and the 
Councillors scattered as the goblins rushed to pull them to safety. 
Others cried for the reserves of frissyn. Through the chaos, Sophie 
caught the briefest glimpse of King Dimitar laughing as he vanished 
into the ground. 

“This was my mom’s vision,” Keefe said, shaking so hard Sophie 
knew he would collapse any second. His skin felt cold to the touch and 
his eyes looked glazed. 

“What’s wrong with him?” Dex asked. 

“I think he’s in shock.” Sophie hoped that was all it was, but she 
couldn’t help thinking about how Alden had looked after he first saw 
Prentice in Exile—when his mind first started to shatter. 

Keefe had just seen his father. And King Dimitar pretty much 
confirmed his mom was dead. And Fintan had claimed that this horrible 
mess had been her idea. And thanks to Lady Gisela’s note, Keefe knew 
she did it all for him. 

“Keefe needs help,” she told Sir Astin. 

“I agree,” he said. “Your disguises are also nearly gone. But it would 
be unwise to head straight to Alluveterre, in case the ogres are tracing 
any leaps.” 

“So where are we supposed to go>” Dex asked. 

“With me,” a sharp voice said behind them. “I can hide them at 
Sterling Gables.” 


Sophie spun around and found Timkin Heks. Her confusion 
morphed into disbelief when Sir Astin agreed. 

“Wait,” Sophie said as Timkin tried to take Keefe from her. 

“It'll be okay,” Sir Astin promised, holding a crystal up to the 
sunlight. “I’ll meet you there as soon as I speak with the Collective.” 

He was gone before she could argue. 

“Come on,” Timkin said, dragging her, Dex, and Keefe toward his 
wife, who had a path already created for them. 

“We can’t leave Fitz and Biana,” Sophie argued. 

“Alden already took them away,” Timkin said. 

“And why should we trust you?” Dex asked, locking his knees to slow 
their momentum. 

“Because Mr. Forkle isn’t the only one with multiple names.” 

It took Sophie a second to figure out what he meant—and also who 
he could be. 

She squinted at Timkin, trying to imagine him covered head to toe in 
white curly fur as she asked, “Coiffe?” 

“Yes. Now come with me.” 


SIXT Y- THREE 


Tmk BROUGHT THEM to an expansive manor made of silver and 


crystal, surrounded by lush pastures filled with grazing unicorns. 

“This is where you live,” Sophie said, not sure what surprised her 
more—that she was at Stina’s house, or that it was so bright and lovely. 
Shed always imagined the Hekses lived somewhere with blackened 
windows and crumbling walls, surrounded by gargoyles and craggy trees 
and a bunch of growling animals. 

“We need to get him to lie down before he gets any paler,” Timkin 
said, dragging Keefe toward the house. 

Dex grabbed Sophie’s arm. “Do you really think we can trust him?” 

“He’s Coiffe,” she reminded him, still trying to wrap her head around 
it. 

“But it’s the Hekses,” Dex said. 

“I know. But . . . Fintan is alive. The Neverseen and the ogres are 
trying to force the gnomes into slavery. I think it’s time to admit the 
world no longer makes any sense.” 

Dex couldn't argue with that. 

So they followed their enemy into his house, which was decorated in 
pale blues and greens, like grass and sky. The furniture was plush, and 
the crystal walls were hung with family portraits. It wasn’t as grand as 
Everglen, or as pristine as Havenfield, but it was the most homey house 
Sophie had encountered in the Lost Cities. 

“Do you have an Imparter on you?” Timkin asked as he brought 
Keefe to the couch. 

Sophie shook her head. “I left it back at Alluveterre.” 


“Fine, wait here,” Timkin told them, “And don’t touch anything.” 

Sophie dropped to her knees next to Keefe and tried to get him to 
look at her. “It’s going to be okay,” she said, taking his clammy hand. 

Keefe didn’t blink. 

“This place gives me the creeps,” Dex said, studying a humongous 
portrait of Stina on the wall. “Nothing about it makes any sense.” 

“You don’t make sense,” a snotty voice said behind them. 

Sophie cringed, allowing herself one breath before she turned to face 
Stina—and found a fun bonus to put the cherry on top of the awkward 
moment. 

Marella looked anywhere but at Sophie as she asked, “What’s wrong 
with Keefe?” 

“I don’t know,” Sophie admitted. 

Keefe didn’t seem to have a headache—which was a good sign. When 
Alden’s mind broke, he’d clutched his head and cried out in pain. 

But guilt affected people in different ways. 

“Elwin will be here soon,” Timkin said, stalking into the room, 
carrying a blanket. He froze when he noticed his daughter. “Where's 
your mother>” 

“She stayed to make sure no one noticed you taking them away.” 

“Probably wise.” Timkin draped the blanket around Keefe and placed 
his palm over Keefe’s forehead to check his temperature. “I wish shed 
kept you with her. I don’t want you involved in any of this—” 

“Why not?” Stina asked. “If she can be a part—” 

“Unlike others in the Black Swan,” Timkin interrupted, “I do not 
endanger children. Especially my children.” 

Sophie had seen the look on Stina’s face many times, and fully 
expected a screaming match to follow. But after a second, she tossed her 
hair and stomped upstairs. 

Marella turned to follow, and Sophie rushed to her side, taking her 
chance before her former friend could walk away. 

“I’m sorry for anything I said before I left,” she mumbled. 

Marella frowned. “Huh. I thought you were going to apologize for 
leaving without me.” 

“IT...” Sophie didn’t know how to finish her sentence. She’d never 
realized Marella would’ve wanted to go with her to the Black Swan. 


And . . . if she was being honest, she wouldn’t have ever thought to 
include her. 

She liked Marella—she did. But she didn’t know her that well. 

So she let Marella follow Stina upstairs, hoping Stina would be a 
better friend than she'd been. 

“She’s better off,” Timkin said, echoing her thoughts. 

“If you hate the Black Swan so much, why are you one of them?” 
Sophie asked. 

“I don’t hate the Black Swan.” 

Sophie snorted. “You’ve said nothing but horrible things about them.” 

“Yeah, I always figured you'd join the Neverseen someday,’ Dex 
added. “If you weren’t part of them already.” 

Timkin smiled at that. “I'd wager you think anyone who dares not to 
like Miss Foster has allied themselves with evil. And truth be told, I still 
see no value in Project Moonlark. But our world needs change. And 
while I don’t agree with all of the Black Swan’s politics, I can agree that 
they’re the best chance we have of surviving. So if that means spending 
my days pandering to a group of children who will surely never live up 
to the Black Swan’s foolish expectations . . . so be it. I’m hoping to be 
proven wrong.” 

Sophie sighed, marveling at Timkin’s gift to insult her in every 
possible way while still sounding logical. And she couldn’t fault him for 
doubting her capabilities. She often doubted them herself. Plus, she 
remembered what Mr. Forkle had told her about their world needing 
checks and balances. Why shouldn’t the Black Swan have similar voices 
of opposition? 

She was spared from further musings by a familiar voice saying, 
“Look who’s back in the Lost Cities again and already needing a 
physician house call!” 

She rushed to hug Elwin, grateful for a friendly face. And as he patted 
her shoulders, she felt her knots of panic loosen. Elwin would fix Keefe. 
Everything was going to be okay—if she didn’t think about the 
Neverseen and the gnomes and the million other catastrophes. 

“Okay, let’s tend to the runner up for Most Frequent Patient,” Elwin 
said, turning his attention to Keefe. He flashed orbs of different color 
around Keefe’s face to examine him. 


As the minutes stretched on, Sophie forced herself to voice her worry. 
“Could his mind be breaking>” 

“I can’t tell,” Elwin admitted. “That’s doesn’t show up medically.” 

“Then IIl have to check,” Sophie whispered. 

“Is that safe?” Dex asked. 

“If I survived the madness in Exile, I should be up for this.” Still, her 
hands trembled as she reached for Keefe’s temples. 

She braced for chaos and confusion, shards of memories and pockets 
of emptiness. Instead, Keefe’s mind looked like a long, shadowy hall, 
leading to a single memory. 

The scene was cracked and distorted, as if the memory had been 
repressed—or damaged. Keefe was only a kid, no older than five or six, 
and he’d climbed the endless staircase in Candleshade, following his 
mother’s voice. He found her on the roof, standing in the moonlight, 
talking to two figures in black hooded cloaks. Keefe hadn’t recognized 
the voice when the taller figure spoke. But Sophie did. 

Brant. 

“We need to move up the timeline on the Lodestar Initiative,” he 
whispered. 

“Why?” Lady Gisela turned to the other figure. “You said the girl had 
brown eyes.” 

Sophie’s mind buzzed, realizing she had to be looking at the Boy 
Who Disappeared. 

“But the real child is out there somewhere,” Brant jumped in. “If 
Alden finds her first—” 

“Were monitoring Alden closely,” Lady Gisela interrupted. 

“Not close enough,” Brant argued. 

The Boy threw out his hands. His words were garbled—damaged in 
the memory—but Sophie was pretty sure he said, “It’s not easy to leave 
Foxfire.” 

“Then perhaps you should go to Exillium,” Lady Gisela told him. 
“Ruy is having no problems there.” 

“You know I would draw way too much attention if I left,” the Boy 
whispered. 

The memory crackled too much to hear Lady Gisela’s reply. Brant 
said something too, but the words mushed together—or maybe that was 


Sophie’s brain trying to make sense of what she’d just learned. 

The scene cleared as Lady Gisela said, “It’s a good thing Fitz is close 
to my son’s age. Perhaps they need to spend more time together.” 

At the mention of himself, Keefe stepped forward. “Mom? What’s 
going on?” 

Lady Gisela hid her surprise well. 

“Nothing, baby,” she said, opening her arms for a hug. “Why are you 
out of bed>” 

Sophie couldn’t decide what made her sadder: watching Keefe cuddle 
against his mom, or watching Lady Gisela turn to Brant and whisper, 
“Go get our Washer.” 

Washers were Telepaths with the ability to erase memories. That 
explained why the scene had blips and damage. Lady Gisela had it wiped 
from Keefe’s mind. 

But washed memories could come back. All it took was something to 
trigger it. Fintan mentioning the Lodestar Initiative must’ve been 
enough, and now Keefe’s mind was fixated. 

The memory started over, and Sophie watched it replay, searching for 
clues she’d missed. One thing she knew for sure: Ruy—the Psionipath— 
wasn’t the Boy Who Disappeared. 

But that didn’t matter at the moment. She needed to get Keefe back. 

“He’s remembered something his mom erased,” she told Elwin when 
she pulled her mind back, “and now his brain is stuck on it.” 

“What did he remember?” Timkin asked. 

Sophie stayed silent. Her trust in Timkin Heks only went so far. 

“If that’s the case, what his mind really needs is to rest long enough 
to reset,” Elwin said, reaching into his satchel and pulling out a vial filled 
with deep purple serum. “This will knock him out for twenty-four 
hours, which should be enough time. I wouldn’t leap him until he wakes 
up, though. He already looks a little faded. TIl give him something for 
that—don’t worry.” 

“He can stay here,” Timkin said. 

“I’m staying with him,” Sophie told him. 

“I assumed.” 

Sophie helped Elwin prop Keefe up and pour the elixir on Keefe’s 
tongue. Thankfully, Keefe swallowed it without a fight. 


“Pll bring him to his room,” Timkin said, lifting Keefe and heading 
for the stairs. 

Sophie turned to follow, but Elwin blocked her, forcing her to drink 
several elixirs while Dex endured a full checkup. 

“Do you think Fitz and Biana will be safe at Everglen?” Sophie asked 
Dex. 

“Of course they will,” a stern female voice said behind them. “The 
Council has far larger problems than teenage runaways.” 

Vika stalked into the room, eyeing Sophie and Dex like intruders. She 
was tall, like her daughter, and her dark hair was slicked into a ponytail 
as tight as her features. 

Sophie stood taller. “What’s happening with the gnomes?” 

“They’re testing the cure. And then . . . who knows?” Vika undid her 
ponytail, letting her wild hair fall over her face. “Going to Ravagog is a 
death sentence for them. But so is staying here.” 

“You really think the ogres can unleash the plague in the Lost Cities?” 
Elwin asked. 

“Assuming they haven't already,” Vika said. “They could’ve done it 
today, while we all stood there watching. They’ve already done an 
excellent job of making us look the fools.” 

Sophie shivered as she realized that Vika was right. All the gnomes 
were gathered in Eternalia—it would’ve been the perfect chance to 
unleash the plague. 

But she hadn’t seen any sign of the Psionipath. 

Then again, Fintan had made it sound like the force-fielded trees 
were just part of their timing system. 

“For what it’s worth,” Elwin said, resting a strong hand on Sophie’s 
shoulders, “I think the ogres need the gnomes, and that’s what they’re 
really aiming for. King Dimitar said he had a project for them, 
remember? So I doubt they’re infected yet, but I’d sure like to get my 
hands on that cure.” 

“Do you think we can make more from the sample they gave?” Dex 
asked. 

“I’m sure the healers will keep a bit to try,” Elwin said. “But I’m 
betting the Neverseen would have planned for that. I’m going to stop by 


Lumenaria after I leave here and see what’s up. IIl be back to check on 
Keefe when the sedatives wear off.” 

Elwin was about to leap away, when Sophie ran over and whispered 
one additional request. 

Elwin smiled. “Consider it done.” 

“What was that about?” Dex asked when Elwin was gone. 

“Just ... something that might help Keefe when he wakes up.” 

Mr. Forkle showed up later to take Dex back to Alluveterre. The 
Collective needed him to comb through the Lumenaria archive for any 
information on the Four Seasons Tree. He didn’t have much of an 
update, though he said most of the gnomes had decided to leave for 
Ravagog if the cure worked. 

“But they'll be slaves,” Sophie whispered. 

All Mr. Forkle said was, “We’re working on alternatives.” 

He leaped away then, taking Dex and leaving Sophie alone at Sterling 
Gables with the Hekses, Marella, and an unconscious Keefe. She 
couldn’t decide who was worse. 

She stayed by Keefe’s side, even though it meant sleeping in a rather 
uncomfortable chair. Night stretched into morning, and Sophie began to 
realize how long twenty-four hours could feel. Vika brought her 
breakfast: sliced fruit that didn’t taste ripe, a sour reminder of how 
different things would be without the gnomes in the Lost Cities. 

“Can't you do some weird Telepath trick to fix him?” Stina asked 
when she checked on Keefe at lunchtime. 

“Keefe’s mind isn’t broken,” Sophie said. “But I do keep checking his 
dreams.” 

“Ugh, how creepy is that?” she asked. 

“You can go now,” Sophie told her. 

Stina stalked away, and Sophie figured that would be the last she'd see 
of her. But Stina brought her dinner. 

“It shouldn’t be that much longer, right?” she asked as Sophie forced 
down a few bites of a purple root that was too mushy. 

Sophie checked the time. “Should be about two hours. Any news on 
the gnomes?” 

“My dad said the cure is working, so . . . that’s good, right?” 


“Yeah.” Except it meant the gnomes really would be heading to 
Ravagog. She tried to imagine Calla serving King Dimitar, trapped in a 
land with no trees. 

Stina sat on the floor and curled her long legs underneath her. 

“Where's Marella?” Sophie asked to break the silence. 

“She went home hours ago—nice job noticing.” 

“Um, I’ve been a little busy.” 

“Yeah,” Stina said, “you always are. Why do you think she got sick of 
you?” 

“Let’s not do this,” Sophie said. “I get it, you hate me. I don’t get why, 
but—” 

“You really don’t know?” Stina interrupted, shaking her head. “The 
first time I saw you, you laughed at me. At Slurps and Burps, 
remember? You didn’t even know me. And you didn’t know Dex. But 
you sided with him, even though he'd turned me bald.” 

It had been a little more complicated than that, since Stina and her 
mom had been incredibly rude to Dex and Kesler. But Stina was right. 
Laughing at someone going through a hard time was never nice. 

“I’m sorry,” she told Stina. “I mean it. I am.” 

More awkward silence passed until Stina stood. “I still don’t like you. 
But . . . I could change my mind if you find a way to fix this mess with 
the gnomes.” 

“Gee, no pressure there.” 

Stina shrugged. 

She was halfway out the door before she added, “If you can’t do it, I 
don’t know who can.” 


SIXT Y-FOUR 


Wien KEEFE’S SEDATIVE finally wore off, Elwin declared him better. 


His cheeks had color again, and his eyes werent glazed over, and he 
could even answer all of Mr. Forkle’s questions. 

But he wasn’t better. 

Sophie tried to get him to talk after Mr. Forkle brought them back to 
Alluveterre, but he closed himself in his room. 

“It’s not safe to talk to me,” he called through the door. “Apparently 
I’ve been reporting on my friends for years.” 

“That doesn’t matter,” Sophie promised. 

“Uh, yeah it does. For all I know, I’m the one who told the Neverseen 
that Fitz found you. Haven't you wondered how Gethen knew to show 
up with that dog to try and grab you?” 

“The only person who knew I found Sophie was my dad,” Fitz said, 
joining Sophie outside Keefe’s door. “I never told you.” 

“Okay, fine,” Keefe said. “But I’m sure there were other times my 
mom had me spying on you.” 

““Spying’ implies intent, Keefe,” Sophie reminded him. “You were 
used.” 

“Great. Because that makes it better.” 

He stalked away from the door and stopped responding when they 
called to him. Even when Sophie tried to give him the gift she'd asked 
Elwin to buy. She had to settle for leaving it in the hall outside his door. 
She hoped he'd find it later, and the fluffy green gulon stuffed animal 
would make it easier for him to sleep. 


“The revelations of yesterday have bruised deep,” Mr. Forkle warned 
her as she sulked to her room. 

Sophie was more afraid they'd left a giant gaping wound that no 
amount of time could ever heal. 

She kept replaying what shed learned about guilt—how some elves 
reacted differently. 

Based on what she knew about Keefe, she was pretty sure his 
response would be reckless. 


“GOING SOMEWHERE?” SHE asked from the shadows of the gazebo as 
Keefe tried to sneak down the stairs. 

It was the middle of the night, and she’d been camped out for hours, 
waiting to see if her theory was right. 

Sure enough, Keefe was there, fully dressed and carrying a satchel. 

“So where are we going?” she asked, standing to show that she was 
dressed too. 

“You're going back to bed,” he said. 

“I will if you will,” she told him. 

He shook his head. “I have to do this.” 

“Please tell me you're not honestly thinking of sneaking into Ravagog 
by yourself.” 

“Someone has to steal that cure. It’s the only way to stop the plague 
and save the gnomes from slavery.” 

“I know,” Sophie said. “But you can’t do this by yourself. How are you 
going to get inside the city? And if you do get in—what then? You don’t 
even know where you're going.” 

“TIl figure it out.” 

“Or you'll get yourself captured—or killed. You can’t leave without a 
plan.” 

“We don’t have time for plans! We have a week.” 

“Then we'll have to plan quickly.” 

She crossed the room and grabbed the strap of his satchel, which felt 
unexpectedly light as she pulled it off his shoulder. 

“The Neverseen have been planning this for years, Keefe. You can’t 
defeat them with zero thought and .. .” She opened his satchel and 


smiled as she peeked inside, where a fluffy green stuffed gulon stared 
back at her. “Mrs. Stinkbottom will help you sleep, not defeat ogres.” 

“I know,” Keefe mumbled. 

She wished he would smile, or crack a joke, or do something Keefe- 
like—especially at the name Elwin had chosen. 

All he said was, “I also have a melder in there. And some of those 
cube things Dex used in Exile.” 

“That’s not enough to take on ogres, Keefe. Ogres. Remember what 
King Dimitar did to Sandor?” 

“That doesn’t scare me.” 

“It should. I know it terrifies me.” 

“That’s why I’m going by myself.” 

“No, you're not. We're a team. We're stronger together.” 

He reached for his satchel, but she wouldn't let go. 

“At least give me one day,” she begged. “One day to come up with a 
better plan.” 

His sigh stretched so long it sounded painful. 

“Fine. IIl wait until tomorrow night,” he said. “Then I’m leaving.” 


“WE NEED A guide,” Sophie told her friends as they gathered around 
the breakfast table for a How To Break Into Ravagog brainstorming 
session. “And not a telepathic guide. An actual guide, who knows their 
way around the city. We can’t afford to get lost.” 

They only knew two people who'd been to Ravagog: Lady Cadence, 
Sophie’s former linguistics mentor, and Alvar, Fitz and Biana’s brother. 

“It has to be Alvar,” Keefe said. “Lady Cadence is scarier than the 
ogres.” 

Sophie agreed. 

“Did we ever find a way to contact Alvar?” Sophie asked Fitz and 
Biana. 

“I did,” Della said, appearing in the corner of the gazebo, next to the 
pile of underripe fruit they’d picked for breakfast. “He didn’t remember 
the boy you'd asked about. I forgot to tell you.” 

“I thought you were with Prentice,” Biana said. 


“I was on my way. Then I heard five of the people I care about most 
in this world talking about sneaking into the ogre capital. So I figured I 
should stick around and make sure you don’t do anything crazy. And 
before you start to argue’—she held out her hands to silence them 
—“I’m not going to try to stop you. I knew when I followed you to the 
Black Swan that there would be times, like right now, where I’d have to 
stand by and watch you take huge risks. It’s not easy. Part of me wants to 
barricade the doors and keep you safe until you're at least three hundred 
years old. But. . . I trust you—all of you.” Her eyes lingered on Keefe. 
“And I know the incredible things the five of you can do. So I’m not 
going to talk you out of this. Pll even ask Alvar to help. But I need you 
five to promise you won't run off until you’ve discussed your plan with 
the Collective. I don’t care if you think they'll try to stop you. You're 
strongest when you all work together.” 

Della left after they agreed—though Keefe didn’t sound very 
convincing—and Sophie looked at her list of problems they hadn't 
solved. “Okay, so assuming Alvar is our guide, we need to figure out 
how we stay hidden.” 

“That’s easy,” Biana said, vanishing. 

Fitz rolled his eyes. “What about the rest of us?” 

“And how do you know the ogres aren’t like the gnomes and have a 
way to see you?” Sophie asked. “Even if they can’t, they’ll be able to 
smell that we don’t have a Markchain.” 

A Markchain was a silver necklace housing a tiny ecosystem of 
bacteria, and it served as a hybrid between the elvin registry pendants 
and the dwarves’ magsidian. The scent made it clear to any nearby ogres 
that the person with the Markchain had permission to be in their city. 

“Maybe Lady Cadence would let us borrow hers,” Fitz said. 

Sophie made a note of the suggestion, even if she couldn’t imagine 
Lady Cadence agreeing. “We're going to need disguises, too. In case 
we're spotted. I still have the Neverseen robe I used when we went to 
visit Gethen.” 

“I have mine, too,” Keefe said. His voice hid a slight quiver. 

“Okay, so that’s two. We'll have to find a way to make three more. 
And he had the Neverseen symbol on his arm, too—maybe we should 
add that. In fact, maybe we should try to re-create his whole outfit. He 


had this fitted vest that looked almost military style. The ogres probably 
don’t know all the members of the Neverseen, so the harder we work to 
get the details right, the better chance we have of them letting us go if 
we get stopped.” Sophie made another note, and drew a quick sketch of 
Gethen’s vest, wishing she had Keefe’s artistic skills. 

“So, just to recap,” Dex said, setting down the gadget hed been 
tweaking. “We might have a guide. And we might have one Markchain. 
And we might have a way to make disguises. And I might be able to 
make enough weapons in the next, like, five hours. Anyone else see the 
problem?” 

“Yeah, this is why I should go by myself,” Keefe said. 

The suggestion was met with a resounding, “No!” But Sophie knew 
Keefe wasn’t going to listen. If she didn’t figure something out, he would 
go alone. 

“No, the problem,” Dex said, “is that we still haven't figured how were 
getting into the city. I’m guessing teleporting is out?” 

“I remember Alvar saying the city is surrounded by force fields,” Fitz 
said. “Who knows what they’d do to us as we tried to pass through.” 

“Maybe Alvar knows a secret entrance,” Biana suggested. 

“Maybe,” Sophie agreed. But she doubted it. 

“I know the way,” Calla said from the staircase, making Sophie drop 
her pen midnote. She hadn’t seen Calla since Calla had left to tell the 
other gnomes the truth about the drakostomes. 

Calla gave her a reassuring smile as she moved to Sophie’s side. Her 
gray eyes were rimmed with red, and Sophie couldn’t tell if that was 
from exhaustion or crying. But Calla’s voice was confident when she told 
them, “I know how to get into the city.” 

“How?” Sophie asked. 

Calla was about to answer, when she noticed the pathetic pile of fruit 
they'd gathered. She picked up one of the pieces, tracing her fingers 
sadly over the peel before setting it down and shaking her head. “One 
problem at a time,” she whispered. 

“What do you mean, you know the way?” Dex asked, getting back to 
the subject. 

“I mean theres a secret path into Ravagog,” Calla said. “I finally 
solved the riddle. All the songs said to ‘embrace the heartache, and now 


that I know the truth about our past, I know what the words mean. Our 
leaders would've known we'd never give up on our homeland, and made 
the way back for us to return. If I sing the song of the Four Season’s Tree 
and embrace their heartache, their roots will open a tunnel to the ogre 
city.” 

“Does that mean you have to come with us?” Biana asked. 

“I don’t have to. I want to.” 

“But it’s dangerous—especially for you,” Sophie warned. 

“I know the risks. But I will see my homeland, however lost it is. And 
I will take back freedom for my people.” 

Sophie could tell there would be no arguing the point, and made a 
note that they'd need to make another Neverseen robe for Calla. 

“Okay, so that’s progress,” she said. “But I feel like we still need a 
better plan for how to stay hidden.” 

“I might be able to help with that,” Mr. Forkle said. “No need to hide 
that paper, Miss Foster,” he added as he made his way to the table to join 
them. “I know what you're planning.” 

“You're not going to try to stop us>” Fitz asked. 

“I doubt I could even if I tried. Plus, I learned from the mistakes in 
Exile”—his eyes strayed to Fitz—“that it’s far better if we coordinate our 
efforts.” He took her list and scanned it. “I assume your mother is 
working on reaching out to Mr. Vacker?” 

Fitz nodded. 

“Good. I’ll have Granite talk to Lady Cadence about the Markchain. 
Perhaps she knows how to amp up its aroma to better cover a group of 
nine.” 

“Nine?” Sophie asked, doing a quick mental head count. With Alvar 
and Calla she only had them at seven. “Who are the other two?” 

“Two elves with incredibly powerful abilities, who should solve many 
of these problems you're tackling. The trick will be convincing them to 
help.” 

“Who?” Fitz asked, but Sophie had already guessed. 

It looked like she’d be dragging Tam and Linh into danger after all. 


SIXT Y-FIVE 


[Hars A LOT of information to get in five minutes,” Tam said, 


staring at the curved ceiling of the small den. 

Their dwarven house looked like a clump of bubbles inside the earth, 
with tiny round rooms that somehow felt cozy, not claustrophobic. 
Maybe it was the subtle glow from the flecks of lumenite peppered 
through the walls. Or the way the stone furniture had been hand painted 
with intricate patterns of lines and dots. But even with Mr. Forkle filling 
a large portion of the space, Sophie didn’t want to leave. 

Or maybe that was because she knew her friends were back in 
Alluveterre working with Calla to arrange the supplies they’d need. Once 
Tam and Linh were on board—if Tam and Linh were on board—they 
would be departing for Ravagog that evening. 

Part of her wanted to lock everyone up to keep them safe. But then 
the gnomes would die—or end up King Dimitar’s slaves. And knowing 
Keefe, he’d find a way to sneak off on his own. 

Teamwork was the best option—but she’d made Mr. Forkle promise 
he’d be upfront with Tam and Linh about all the risks. 

“So...if I’m understanding this correctly,” Tam said, “you want us to 
take a secret tunnel into Ravagog to steal the cure from the King?” 

“It might not be directly in King Dimitar’s possession,” Mr. Forkle 
said. “Were actually not sure where he’s keeping it, or what kind of 
vessel it will be contained in.” 

“Oh good,” Tam said. “And here I thought it was going to be 
impossible.” 


“Nothing is impossible with the right team,” Mr. Forkle told him. 
“That’s why we need your help. Your shadows can keep everyone 
hidden.” 

“I wouldn't be so sure,” Tam said. “I’ve never covered more than two 
people.” 

“But I can add mist to thicken the shadows,” Linh reminded him. “It 
may not work under close scrutiny, but it will hide us from a distance.” 

“There’s always going to be some danger,” Sophie added quietly. “But 
some risks have to be taken.” 

Tam brushed his bangs out of his eyes and paced the ten steps the 
floor allowed. “Here’s what I don’t get. You said the gnomes can already 
tell the cure is working, right? So why did the ogres give a whole week 
for them to decide?” 

“I’ve been pondering that question myself,” Mr. Forkle said. “And I 
suspect the deadline is strategic. It’s possible King Dimitar is hoping the 
Council will send in goblin forces, and he'll finally have his war. More 
likely though, the Neverseen is hoping we'll attempt something like 
this.” 

“You think this is a trap?” Sophie asked, her voice too loud in the 
small space. 

“Quite simply . . . yes,” Mr. Forkle said. 

“Then, uh, why would you walk right into it?” Tam asked as Sophie's 
mind exploded with new worries. 

“Were not,” Mr. Forkle said. “Were taking advantage of their 
distraction. They’ll be so focused on what they assume we're going to do 
that they won’t be prepared for us to go a different way. That’s why it’s so 
important that we have you and your sister on the team. Your unique, 
unexpected abilities will give our strategy the advantage we need.” 

“Right, but—” Tam started to argue, but Linh stepped forward. 

“I cannot speak for my brother,” she said, “but I will go. The gnomes 
at Wildwood took care of us for years. I’m honored to have a chance to 
help.” 

“I guess that means I’m in too,” Tam said. His eyes latched onto 
Sophie as he added, “Don’t make me regret this.” 


“OH GOOD, BANGS Boy decided to join us,” Keefe grumbled as 
Sophie and the others returned to the girls’ tree house. 

Tam didn’t seem to notice the insult, too distracted by the leaves 
flying everywhere as Dex tested one of his Sucker Punches against the 
shrubbery chairs. 

Sophie, meanwhile, was focused on a familiar face. “Alvar!” she said, 
rushing over to give him a hug. She realized halfway there that her 
friendship with the eldest Vacker sibling hadn’t really reached the 
hugging stage—but she was too committed to abort. 

Fortunately, Alvar laughed and set down the scroll he’d been reading 
to hug her back. 

“Always good to see the famous Sophie Foster!” he said. 

Alvar had the Vacker accent and the Vacker insane good looks, 
though he was more meticulous about his appearance. His dark hair 
was perfectly gelled, and his clothes never had a speck of lint or a 
wrinkle. He also had his mom’s cobalt blue eyes instead of teal. 

“Thanks for coming to help us,” Sophie told him. 

“How could I not? Apparently I’m the only member of my family not 
helping the Black Swan.” 

“Remember when you didn’t think the Black Swan existed?” Biana 
asked her brother. “You and Dad used to fight about it all the time.” 

Now that Biana mentioned it, Sophie remembered that too. “But wait, 
Fitz said you used to go out looking for me. Why would you do that if 
you didn’t think the Black Swan existed?” 

Alvar laughed. “I was wondering when you guys were going to call 
me out on that. Honestly? I did the Sophie Search just to keep my dad 
happy—and because it was fun to sneak to the Forbidden Cities. It was 
probably good that Fitz took over. I’m sure my biases affected my search. 
I visited each girl expecting not to find an elf. All I needed was one detail 
to prove I was right, and I was out of there. I never could’ve looked past 
your eye color.” 

“I almost didn’t, either,” Fitz admitted. “As soon as I saw the brown, I 
thought I should leave. But . . . there was something about her. The way 
she kept herself separate. The way she was so much smarter than her 
teacher. And other than her eyes, she definitely looked like an elf.” 


Sophie was fairly sure he’d just implied she was pretty—and had to 
look away to hide her grin. 

“So you really lived with humans?” Tam asked. 

Sophie nodded. “It’s a long story.” 

“One we do not have time for,” Mr. Forkle added. 

“I don’t think we’ve met,” Alvar said, turning to Tam and Linh. “New 
recruits?” 

“More like temporary assistants,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “Much like 
yourself. We would never expect any of you to swear fealty with so little 
information.” 

“But now we've seen your secret hideout,” Alvar teased. “How can you 
keep us away?” 

Mr. Forkle didn’t return the smile. “I dare you to find it again.” 

“What if we want to join?” Linh asked, ignoring her brother as he 
elbowed her. 

“That’s something we could discuss,” Mr. Forkle said. “After this 
mission. For the moment, we must stay focused. How is our progress?” 

“Sucker Punches are almost done,” Dex said. “Then I’ll make as 
many of these as I can.” He held up one of the cube-shaped gadgets he’d 
used in Exile. 

“The cloaks are also finished,” Calla said, pointing to a stack of black 
robes. “I’m still assembling the rest of the outfits.” 

“We're wearing disguises?” Linh asked. 

“As an added precaution,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “In case there are 
moments you and your brother cannot keep everyone hidden, it’s best 
for you to blend in.” 

“They’re hiding us?” Alvar asked. “What are their abilities?” 

“I’m a Hydrokinetic,” Linh said. “And my brother is a Shade.” 

Alvar scratched the back of his head. “Huh. That definitely changes 
things up.” 

“Why?” Keefe asked. “How do we know his little Shade tricks are 
even going to work? What if the ogres can see through them like Calla 
can see through the vanish?” 

“They can't,” Alvar said. “I used to sneak around the city all the time 
—but wait, gnomes can see us?” He disappeared and tried the how many 
fingers am I holding up test. “Whoa. Total mind blow.” 


“I know how to get around it,” Biana said smugly. 

“What’s the secret?” Alvar asked as she vanished to prove it. 

“Like I'd tell you!” She shoved her brother as she reappeared. 
“Honestly, though, you kinda have to figure it out yourself. I’ve been 
trying to teach Mom, but she still can’t do it.” 

“Can you see Tam?” Sophie asked Calla, getting back to the bigger 
worry. 

Tam gathered the shadows and faded from sight. A faint outline 
remained, but Sophie had to really look for it. 

“My eyes see nothing beyond yours,” Calla said. “The glints of life 
ignore him.” 

Keefe snorted. “How does it feel to be rejected by dust?” 

“Pretty good, actually,” Tam snapped back, “since it means I can 
survive this mission. Can you?” 

“Yes,” Mr. Forkle jumped in, “with your help.” He eyed both boys. 
“Whatever differences the two of you have must be settled immediately. 
You're a team now. It’s time to start acting like it.” 

“That'd be a whole lot easier if he’d let me take a reading,” Tam said. 
He pointed to Alvar. “Td like to do one on him, too.” 

Keefe rolled his eyes. “Forget it, dude.” 

“That’s twice now you've refused. Do you really have that much to 
hide?” Tam asked. 

“Hey, I’m not up for it either, and I’m not hiding anything,” Alvar 
jumped in. “You want to know something about us—ask.” 

“Okay,” Tam said, glaring at Alvar. “Why should I trust you?” 

“Because I’m the only one here who knows the back paths of the city. 
It'd be easier if I knew exactly where we're going, though. I can think of 
several places they might keep the cure.” 

“Choose the one that would be the most obvious,” Mr. Forkle said. 

“Mr. Forkle thinks this is a trap,” Sophie explained. She did her best 
to convince them it was the advantage Mr. Forkle believed, but they all 
looked a lot more fidgety, and she didn’t blame them. 

“That ... complicates things,” Alvar said, going back to studying the 
scroll he'd set aside. It turned out to be the map of Ravagog from Lady 
Gisela’s possessions. “Does anyone have any idea which side of Ravagog 
this secret tunnel is going to bring us to?” 


“Side?” Linh asked. 

“Ravagog is separated by the Eventide into two parts,” Fitz explained. 
“Half the city is underground, the other half is carved into the 
mountain.” 

“It’s cute how he repeats things I’ve taught him like he’s an expert, 
isn’t it?” Alvar asked—and with that joke, Dex officially jumped on board 
Team Alvar. Even Keefe cracked a smile. 

Tam still looked wary, and Sophie could see his shadow crawling 
closer to Alvar. 

“Seriously, guy,” Alvar said, scooting his chair away. “Respect people’s 
boundaries. You don’t see the Telepaths poking around everybody’s 
heads, do you?” 

“No, you do not,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “Though Shade readings are far 
less intrusive than telepathy.” 

“Whatever,” Keefe said. “Can we go now? We're losing time.” 

“We're going tonight?” Tam asked. “Wouldn’t a night raid be exactly 
what they’re expecting?” 

“It’s still safer than broad daylight,” Keefe argued. 

“Not for me,” Tam said. “I can control the shadows at any time. It’s 
safer to go when they’re not on alert.” 

“I actually agree with Mr. Song,” Mr. Forkle said after a long minute. 
“That will also give you a few hours of rest before a very long day.” 

Sophie could see the fury in Keefe’s eyes and slipped to his side, 
leaning in to whisper. “It’s only a few more hours. Please wait with us.” 

“I could be back with the cure while the rest of you guys are still 
sleeping.” 

“Or you could be dead,” Sophie reminded him. “Please don’t make 
me beg.” 

Keefe let out a sigh. “Fine. lll wait until dawn.” His eyes found hers 
as he whispered, “For you.” 

Sophie didn’t know what to make of the last part, but her heart 
flipped to hummingbird mode. 

Mr. Forkle cleared his throat. “I suggest you all head to bed. Is anyone 
willing to share their room?” 

“Of course,” Sophie said, quickly adding, “I meant with Linh.” 

“I guess IIl take Alvar with me,” Fitz said. 


“Actually, I'd rather bunk with Keefe.” Alvar turned to the group and 
whispered, “Fitz is a cuddler.” 

“You can have my room,” Dex told Tam. “I’m going to stay up 
tweaking the wiring on these cubes—” 

“No, Mr. Dizznee, you're going to rest,” Mr. Forkle interrupted. “You 
all are. Even you,” he told Calla, “at least take a few minutes.” 

“I cannot rest while my people are suffering,” Calla argued. 

Mr. Forkle decided not to argue. He shooed everyone else to their 
rooms, and Linh dozed off as soon as her head hit the pillow. But Sophie 
tossed and turned and tossed some more. 

“You should be sleeping,” Calla said when Sophie tiptoed out to the 
main room. 

Sophie sank into the shrubbery chair across from her. “I know. But I 
can't rest while your people are suffering either.” 

Calla set down the vest shed been sewing, which looked exactly like 
the one Gethen had worn. She’d made eight others, though one was 
purple and had ruffles along the edges. 

“Biana designed her own,” Calla explained. “I didn’t fight her since 
she can vanish. Plus, her design is fairly clever.” She lifted up the ruffles 
to show a row of carefully concealed goblin throwing stars. 

Sophie traced her fingers over their shiny blades. 

“You're afraid,” Calla said quietly. 

“Aren't you?” Sophie asked. 

“Mine is a different kind of fear. I don’t mind if something happens 
to me. But I fear for those I care about—especially you. I wish you 
would get the rest you need.” 

She moved behind Sophie, combing her fingers through Sophie's 
hair. “This was a trick my mother used when I was a little girl. Gnomish 
children must sleep when it’s dark, but I was a restless child. I took the 
needs of the forest very seriously. So my mother declared this my 
‘tomorrow braid.’ As she wove it, she'd tell me to imagine anything I 
feared being drawn out of my mind and folded into the braid. That way 
those worries were tucked away for the night, but still waiting to bounce 
back as soon as I unbraided my hair in the morning. It’s why I still plait 
my hair—though now I do it to remember her.” 


Sophie closed her eyes and tried to imagine her worries twisting with 
each careful weave Calla made. 
By the time Calla was done, she was asleep. 


SIXT Y-SIX 


Any REASON WHY we're not having the roots pull us to Ravagog>” 


Keefe asked as they fought through the cramped tunnel. “It would be 
way faster than walking.” 

“The same reason we didn’t have the roots carry us to Exile,” Calla 
said. The brief pause in her song made the tunnel close tighter, and it 
tightened further when she added, “Roots this old only have the strength 
to carry us one way, and the escape will be far more crucial.” 

She belted out the next verse to widen the tunnel again, and Sophie 
had to dry her eyes on her cloak sleeve. The lyrics officially won the 
prize for Most Depressing Gnomish Song Ever. Now Sophie knew why 
the legends had warned of embracing the heartache. 

Their Exillium skills came in handy, allowing them to see through 
the darkness and stay cool despite the stuffiness of the tunnel. Sophie 
channeled energy to her muscles to keep moving steady, but she still 
battled exhaustion, especially when the tunnel started to slope up. 

The longer they walked, the more the roots narrowed, as if the Four 
Seasons Tree was stretching as far as it could reach. When the roots 
were no thicker than gossamer threads, Calla announced that the 
surface was right above them and asked if she should sing open an exit. 

“Let me go out first,” Alvar whispered. “I need to figure out where we 
are. As soon as it’s safe, lIl come back and get you.” 

“TIl go with you,” Biana offered. 

“You should save your energy,’ he said. “And I should take the 
Markchain to cover my scent.” 


Sophie removed the silver pendant hanging from her neck and 
handed it to Alvar. She was still stunned Lady Cadence had agreed to 
loan it to them. 

Tam had thought they shouldn’t bring it, worried the scent canceled 
his concealment. But Alvar insisted they needed to camouflage their 
smell as well as their appearance. 

Calla sang a deep, low verse, which sounded more ominous than 
Sophie would’ve liked as the earth nudged open, letting in streams of 
greenish light. 

“Pll be back as soon as I can,” Alvar said, turning invisible. The only 
sign that he’d left was the shifting dust as he climbed out of the tunnel, 
and the rustling of the roots as Calla closed the earth again. 

Fitz offered everyone water from a magsidian flask Mr. Forkle had 
given him, and Keefe guzzled the whole thing. Fortunately, the flask had 
been carved to draw moisture out of the air and refill itself. 

“I wouldn’t drink that,” Linh warned. “There’s something wrong with 
the water.” 

She gathered more and molded it into an orb hovering over her hand. 
It had a slight greenish glow that turned Sophie’s stomach. 

“Sorry guys,” Keefe mumbled. “I would’ve saved some if I’d known.” 

“How much do you trust him?” Tam shadow-whispered in Sophie’s 
ear. 

Alvar? she asked. 

“Him too. But I’m much more worried about your Empath buddy. 
He’s hiding something. That’s why he won't let me take a reading.” 

He is, Sophie agreed. But I know what it is. 

Keefe probably wouldn't want her to tell Tam, but it was the kind of 
secret that couldn’t stay hidden. Keefe’s mom was one of the leaders of the 
Neverseen. 

“What do you mean by ‘was’?” 

Sophie did her best to explain the situation. A long silence passed 
before he asked, “What do you think he'll do if he finds out his mom is 
still alive?” 

“I know you guys are talking about me,” Keefe said, making Sophie 
jump. “Care to fill me in>” 


“I was asking her why the president of her fan club spends more time 
styling his hair than the girls do,” Tam told him. 

“Dude, you did not just insult the Hair.” 

Calla silenced both boys, reminding them that someone on the 
surface could hear them. After that, the waiting felt endless, especially 
since Keefe seemed determined to stare a confession out of Sophie. She 
closed her eyes and counted the seconds slipping away. 

Eight hundred and twenty-two passed before Fitz said, “Alvar’s been 
gone a long time.” 

“Do you think something happened to him?” Biana whispered. “I 
could go out and look.” 

“We shouldn’t split up again,” Fitz told her. “If we leave, we all leave 
together. But let’s give him a few more minutes.” 

Another two hundred and thirty-three seconds went by before dust 
rustled above them. “All clear,” Alvar whispered. “But hurry.” 


SIXTY-SEVEN 


Okay, THIS PLACE is way creepier than I thought it would be,” Keefe 


whispered as they crawled out of the tunnel and into the underground 
section of Ravagog. 

The city was silent, save for a steady low-frequency rumble that felt 
like an itch under their skin. Glowing green moss coated the dark stone 
walls, casting sickly light through the enormous cavern beyond. The 
buildings were carved into the humongous stalagmites and stalactites 
jutting from the floor and ceiling like sharp, jagged teeth, with tufts of 
stagnant fog swirling like rancid breath. 

“Where are the ogres?” Fitz whispered, scanning the dark windows 
pressed into the rock. 

“We got lucky,” Alvar said, appearing beside him. “This is the 
working end of the city, and right now it’s naptime. That’s why I waited a 
few minutes to come get you. They just went down for the count, and 
should be out for an hour.” 

“Ogre naptime?” Dex asked. 

“Not as cuddly as it sounds,” Alvar told him. “They basically push 
their workforce until they collapse. Then they let them rest just long 
enough to get back on their feet and drive them until they crash again. 
Their workers never get more than an hour of sleep at a time, and they 
keep working them until they have nothing left to give.” 

Sophie shivered, realizing that would’ve been her fate if King Dimitar 
had gotten to choose her punishment after she had tried to read his 
mind. And it was the life every gnome would endure if they didn’t steal 
the cure. 


“Hoods up,” Alvar said. “We need to get to the other side of the river 
before the workforce wakes up.” 

Tam blanketed them with shadows and Linh added hints of mist— 
though she was surprised at how little control she had over the green 
fog. Their progress was slowed further by how closely they had to stick 
together, and how many twists and turns they had to make. The city had 
no streets or sidewalks, and there was no rhyme or reason to the jagged 
buildings. If Alvar hadn’t been there to guide them—they followed 
Calla, since she could see him—they would’ve gone in circles. 

Despite the confusing layout, Sophie couldn't help worrying that 
things were going too easily. After all they’d heard about the dangers of 
Ravagog and the efficiency of its security, they hadn't seen a single ogre. 
Could everyone really be asleep? 

Her question was answered when they reached the main bridge: cold 
metal and dark stones stretching across an enormous canyon. Pointed 
silver arches were scattered along the bridge, with fiery green orbs in 
their centers. It looked exactly how Fitz had shown her in his mind, with 
one dangerous exception. 

At either side of the bridge, dozens of lumpy-faced ogres marched 
back and forth in a careful pattern, their massive barbed swords drawn 
and ready. 

“Does the bridge always have that many guards?” Sophie asked. 

“No,” Alvar whispered. “It seems like they’re expecting someone.” 

“Us,” Sophie said. “They’re expecting us.” 

The air turned colder as the reality settled over them. 

Fitz cleared his throat. “So how do we get across?” 

“I’m still working that out,” Alvar admitted as he led them behind a 
stalagmite where they still had a view of the bridge. 

“How thick can you make the shadows?” Sophie asked Tam. 

“Not enough to get past that many guards—especially in this weird 
green light. And look at the pattern they're making as they march. 
There’s no way all nine of us could slip past at the rate we move.” 

“And the bridge is the easy part,” Dex said, pointing to the other side. 

In the distance, the other half of the city had been carved into the 
mountain—a series of dark ledges jutting out of the rockface like bark 
mushrooms climbing up a tree. Each ledge was lined with metal 


columns and covered by metal awnings. Stone staircases netted the 
ledges together and wove around the misty waterfalls cascading down 
the mountain. 

But before they could reach the city, they'd have to cross a stretch of 
empty dust land, without a single tree or rock or shrub to camouflage 
their shadows. 

“I could go on my own,” Alvar suggested. 

“Uh, you're not the only Vanisher,” Biana reminded him. 

“And what do we do? Sit here and wait to get caught?” Fitz asked. 

“We might be able to cross the water,” Linh said. “And then I could 
call clouds from the waterfalls to obscure our shadows.” 

“Can you really control the river?” Tam asked. “That isn’t normal 
water.” 

He pointed to the base of the steep canyon, where the river glowed 
with the same greenish tint as everything else. 

“The ogres add an enzyme,” Alvar explained. “It makes them 
stronger, but I’m pretty sure its toxic for everyone else. The gates filter it 
out before the water flows into the valley.” 

Everyone turned to Linh, whose brows were pressed together. “I can’t 
part or lift the water, but . . . there might be a way. I need to get closer.” 

Alvar found a trail down the sheer slope, and after several precarious 
minutes—and many near falls—they reached the riverbed and ducked 
into the shadow of the bridge. 

“No one can see us here,” Tam promised as Linh moved to the water’s 
edge. She waved her hands back and forth, whispering strange, 
swishing words. 

“Assuming we find a way across,” Sophie said to Alvar, “where exactly 
are we going?” 

“I’m still deciding,” he admitted. “It has to be in either the Armorgate 
or the Triad. The Armorgate is their military university. It has secret 
caverns deep in the mountain where they develop their weapons.” 

“That sounds impossible to break into,” Sophie said, imagining 
something out of a spy movie with lasers and retina scanners and a 
million kinds of alarms. 

“It is,” Alvar agreed. “The Triad isn’t any better. That’s where King 
Dimitar holds court, in the most visible spot in the whole city. His best 


warriors are always at his side.” 

“That would be a better place for a trap,” she realized. 

King Dimitar would want something public, so everyone could 
witness his triumph. 

“My shadows won't fool the ogres up close,” Tam warned, guessing 
what she was thinking. 

Sophie nodded. “We'd need a distraction.” 

A plan was piecing together in her mind—one far too insane to share 
until shed thought it through. But she knew one thing, “I think the 
Triad should be our focus.” 

“Is she okay?” Dex asked, pointing to where Calla had her ear pressed 
against the ground, tears streaming down her cheeks. 

Sophie crawled to Calla’s side. “What happened>” 

Seconds ticked by. Then Calla whispered, “I can feel them. The 
Panakes. They’re still here.” 


SIXT Y-EIGHT 


SOPHIE GLANCED DOWN the river, desperate for a glimpse of the 


miraculous trees. All she saw were dark, barren rocks. 

“The trees themselves are gone,” Calla whispered. “But traces of their 
roots remain. I can hear them singing. But I don’t understand . . .” 

She pressed her ear to the ground again, closing her eyes and 
humming a melody that felt both heartbreaking and hopeful. 

“I found a way across!” Linh whisper-shouted, reminding Sophie 
where they were. “But I can’t hold it for long.” 

Everyone rushed to the shore, where Linh raised her foot over the 
glowing river and stepped down. 

“Follow my path exactly,” Linh said as the water turned solid under 
her foot. “And do not lose your balance.” 

Sophie willed her clumsiness into submission as she stepped onto 
Linh’s rippled footprint. The water felt springy, like standing on a 
trampoline. Keefe followed in her wake, then Biana, Dex, and Fitz. Tam 
coaxed Calla away from the ground and stepped out after her. Alvar was 
the last to cross, and his feet had barely touched the opposite shore 
when Linh sank to her knees, her skin as green as the river. 

“I need a moment to catch my breath,” she said. 

“Take a minute—but only a minute,” Alvar told her. “From here on 
out it’s going to be a lot trickier, especially if we make it across the playa. 
Biana—make sure you stay vanished. Tam—do your best to shade the 
rest. Hoods up. No talking. Walk with purpose. The more you look like 
you belong, the more likely someone is to believe you if they spot you. 
And if our cover is blown—run. Use your abilities. Do whatever you 


have to do. If they capture you, there will be no getting out of here. 
Everyone clear?” 

He waited for each of them to nod. 

“Oh, and here,” he said, returning the Markchain to Sophie. “Stay in 
the center of the group, so the scent is the most evenly dispersed.” 

Sophie clasped it around her neck as Alvar vanished, whispering for 
everyone to follow him. The path out of the canyon was steep and 
narrow, and they were out of breath when they reached the top. None 
looked shakier than Linh. 

“Are you sure you can handle this?” Tam asked his sister as she 
reached toward the sky. 

“The falling water has not been tainted.” Linh closed her eyes, her 
brows pressing together. Mist curled off the waterfalls and gathered into 
two thick gray clouds, blocking the sun and casting shadows across the 
playa. 

“You're pushing yourself too hard,” Tam said, catching her when she 
collapsed. 

“I know my limits,” Linh promised, but her voice sounded ragged. 
And when she tried to stand, she fell over. 

“We need to keep moving,” Alvar said. “The ogres could find those 
clouds suspicious.” 

“Pll carry her,” Fitz told Tam. “You need to concentrate on the 
shadows.” 

Tam reluctantly handed his sister over, and Alvar and Biana vanished 
again as everyone headed into the playa. They walked with slow, 
deliberate steps to avoid kicking up dust. Sophie kept her eyes trained 
on the mountain as the city came into better focus. 

Metal pillars capped by green glowing fireballs illuminated the paths 
through the city, which were all zigzagging and narrow and treacherous. 
There would be no quick climb to the top, nor any way to avoid the 
busier parts of the city. 

“That’s the Triad,” Alvar whispered, his arm blinking into sight long 
enough to point to the center of the mountain. A ledge jutted farther 
than all the others, stretching to a sharp point between two wide 
waterfalls. 


They were too far away to see the throne or guards, but Sophie knew 
they were up there. 

“You sure you want to do this?” Alvar asked. 

She swallowed the bile on her tongue and nodded. 

The more she thought about it, the more she had to accept that there 
was no way they could get the cure without being seen—and King 
Dimitar had to be counting on that. So if they could turn his expectation 
on its head with a trick, it might buy them enough time to get what they 
needed and get out alive. 

“Okay,” Alvar said, letting out a breath. “Now we head into the city.” 

He led them to a stairway on the far side of the mountain, and they 
climbed to the lowest level of Ravagog. Alvar had them pause at the top, 
pressing their backs against the rockface. Sophie couldn’t tell if they 
were hiding or resting. 

This level was a curved platform, about as wide as the bottom floor of 
the glass pyramid at Foxfire, and it was crammed with booths selling all 
kinds of foul-smelling things. Ogres bartered for better prices as the 
shopkeepers shouted to get their attention, the ogre language sounding 
blunt and clipped. 

Sophie had never seen a female ogre before, and they were even 
harder to look at than the males. They wore only two narrow tubes of 
leather, one around their chest, the other their hips, leaving most of their 
warty skin on display. Brittle white hair grew from a single patch in their 
lumpy foreheads and stuck out like wild feathers, and their eyes had a 
strange milkiness to them. There were children too, playing with 
strange metal toys that reminded Sophie of pinwheels. They chased 
each other through the markets, laughing as they scurried around their 
mother’s legs. The scene felt unnerving, but also incredibly normal. 
Families going about their daily lives. Sophie wondered if they even 
knew what terrible threats their king had made. 

Fitz set Linh down and she called mist around them, thickening 
Tam’s shadows before they tiptoed into the crowd. Their snail’s pace 
went against all of Sophie’s instincts, but it gave Tam time to adjust the 
shadows with every movement, and Alvar time to select the best path 
through the ever-moving ogres. Sophie was soaked with cold sweat 


when they reached the end of the market and started up another flight 
of stairs. But they made it. One down—many more to go. 

The second level was narrower and blissfully ogre-free, though 
Sophie was sure there were plenty of ogres behind the massive barred 
doors heading into the mountain. They sprinted the whole way across, 
to yet another stairway, wider than the others, with jagged carvings on 
each step. 

As they climbed, Sophie decided it was time to transmit her crazy 
plan. She started with Tam and Linh, since she had no idea what they 
would say. Naturally, Tam shadow-whispered that he thought she'd lost 
her mind. But both twins promised they’d help however she needed. 

Sophie transmitted the plan to Fitz next, knowing he would have a lot 
of questions. They’d crossed another entire level—some sort of 
construction zone that time, filled with ogres in chains hammering at 
the mountain—before Fitz told her, If that’s what you think we should do, 
I trust you. 

Biana was easy to convince, as was Dex. Which meant it was time to 
stop stalling and ask Keefe. She almost changed her mind—the role she 
needed him to play would be the most dangerous thing any of them had 
ever done. But he was the only one who could pull it off. 

I was wondering when you were going to include me, Keefe thought, the 
second her voice filled his mind. 

Oh, you're part of this, she promised. You’re the most important part. 
But if you don't think you can handle it— 

I can handle it, Keefe interrupted. Boss me, Foster. I’m in. 

He responded to the plan better than she'd thought. In fact, he almost 
seemed . . . excited. 

This isn’t a game, Keefe. 

No, but it’s what I’ve been wanting to do for weeks. I got this, Foster. Trust 
me. 

I do, Sophie promised. I wouldnt be asking if I didn't. 

She transmitted her plan to Calla next, and the tiny gnome nodded. 
Which meant she only had one more person to convince before things 
became real. 

She waited until they reached the next level—another row of barred 
doorways, which was thankfully ogre-free—before she transmitted, Can 


I open my mind to your thoughts? 

Alvar appeared at her side. “I don’t like people in my head,” he 
whispered. “Hazard of growing up with a telepathic father.” 

“Okay,” she said, stumbling back a step. “I just wanted to tell you the 
plan.” 

“I thought the plan was to grab the cure and run.” 

“That'll be part of it,” Sophie said. “We’re also going to create a 
distraction—” 

“Bad idea,” Alvar interrupted. 

“I know it’s dangerous, but we need something to keep King Dimitar 
busy, so Fitz and I have a chance to probe his mind.” 

“WHAT?” Alvar’s whisper was so loud it sounded screechy. “Are you 
crazy?” 

“We have to try,” she insisted. “There might be more to the 
Neverseen’s plan than we realize, and this is our chance to find out.” 

Alvar shook his head so hard his hood slipped off. “You’re changing 
too many things.” 

“No were not. Were just taking every opportunity we get,” Fitz 
whispered. 

“Um, guys,” Tam interrupted. “Were in the middle of Ravagog. All 
this debating is going to get us killed.” 

Alvar swore under his breath and pulled his hood back over his head. 
“Fine. Lets keep moving. Transmit the plan to me and Pll do whatever 
you want.” 

Sophie glanced at her friends, who seemed as unsure as her. Her plan 
had needed Alvar to be a lot more committed than he sounded. 

As they climbed the next flight of stairs, she made a last-minute 
amendment. Originally shed been thinking Alvar could share Keefe’s 
role, but she didn’t know him well enough to trust him with that 
responsibility. 

She transmitted the change to Keefe before telling Alvar, All you have 
to do is stay invisible—and when it’s time to run, guide us back to the tunnel. 
If you have a problem with that, let me know. 

He stayed silent. 

They made their way up two more levels, one busy with ogres, the 
other mostly empty, until they reached a staircase by a waterfall. 


“Next level’s the Triad,” Alvar whispered. “Last chance to see reason.” 

“We're doing this,” Keefe said, his voice shaky. 

He looked like the boy Sophie had seen in the physician’s tent at 
Exillium, but that was who she needed him to be at the moment. 

She turned to her friends, and one by one they all signaled to show 
they were ready. 

Alvar sighed. “Let’s hope nobody dies.” 

Sophie refused to let the warning shake her, as Linh blanketed them 
in so much mist it soaked their cloaks. Alvar took the lead, with Sophie 
right behind. Which meant she was the first to get a glimpse of the 
Triad. 

The level had no railing. Just a sheer, deadly edge lined with cold 
metal pillars that supported the black metal awning overhead. The space 
was a triangle, and at the farthest point, a twisted tangle of metal formed 
a barbed throne, overlooking the entire kingdom. Perched proudly in the 
center, still wearing nothing more than his metal diaper, was King 
Dimitar. 

A dozen ogre guards were lined up on either side of him, each one 
big enough to wrestle a bear one-handed. Resting at his feet was a small 
metal chest locked by a single round padlock, surely the cure, set out 
like bait. 

It wasn’t too late to turn back. They might even make it out of 
Ravagog safely. But they needed that box—and more than that, they 
needed the truth. 

She took one steadying breath and gave her friends the signal. 

Tam called more shadows as Dex scooped up Calla and everyone 
except Keefe locked hands. They levitated to the top of the metal awning, 
hoping the roar of the waterfalls covered the soft thunk as they touched 
down. 

Keefe waited until they were all safely out of sight. 

Then he threw back his hood and stepped out of his shaded hiding 
spot, shouting, “I demand an audience with the king!” 


SIXT Y-NINE 


SOPHIE WAS PRETTY sure the elves didn’t have anything like the 


Academy Awards, but if they did, she would’ve given one to Keefe for his 
performance as the Desperate Runaway. 

He managed to hide his anger and look both terrified and innocent as 
King Dimitar’s guards swarmed around him. 

“I’m unarmed,” Keefe promised. “And I’m not here because of the 
Council. In fact, they banished me weeks ago.” 

“Bring him to me,” King Dimitar ordered. 

His guards dragged Keefe forward, the largest one pinning Keefe’s 
hands behind his back with a single meaty fist. 

King Dimitar scraped at his pointed teeth as he asked, “Do you know 
what happens to those who trespass in my city?” 

Keefe bowed his head. “Most trespassers mean you harm. I’m just 
here for answers.” 

“So youre not here for this?” King Dimitar scooted the locked chest 
forward with his clawed toes. 

“I don’t know what’s in there,” Keefe said, “but it has nothing to do 
with me.” 

King Dimitar nodded at his guard, who lifted Keefe by his neck. “If 
youd like to continue breathing, you'll tell me how you succeeded in 
entering my city.” 

“Kind of hard to talk when you're choking me,” Keefe wheezed. 

“Let him breathe.” 

The guard loosened his grip enough to let Keefe suck in a ragged 
breath. 


King Dimitar repeated his question. 

“Old gnomish or dwarven tunnel,” Keefe rasped. “By the river. It 
collapsed as I crawled through.” 

Sophie had known Keefe was a brilliant liar, but shed never fully 
appreciated his talent. He’d blended just enough truth to sell his story, 
and misdirected the ogres far away from the real tunnel. 

“Put him down,” King Dimitar said, and the guard dropped Keefe like 
trash. 

Keefe collapsed to his knees and hacked and wretched. Each 
anguished sound twisted Sophie’s heart. 

He'll be okay, Fitz transmitted. He’s probably laying it on thick for 
sympathy. 

If that was Keefe’s plan, it wasn’t working. 

“Elves are such weaklings,” the King said, jumping down from his 
throne. “Your only asset is your mind—and I could crush your skull 
with my thumb.” 

“Maybe,” Keefe said, rising shakily to his feet. “But you don’t want to 
do that.” 

“Oh, I believe I do,” King Dimitar said, wrapping a meaty hand 
around Keefe’s head. 

Keefe didn’t struggle. He even sounded calm as he said, “Then you'll 
never know what I came here to tell you.” 

King Dimitar leaned closer, sniffing Keefe’s neck. “I know you're not 
one of the rebels.” 

His claws shredded Keefe’s black cloak, leaving him in his green cape, 
brown vest, black shirt with .. . 

“Interesting,” King Dimitar said, tracing a claw over the black 
Neverseen armband. “They claimed only their own knew this detail. 
And you do look familiar.” 

“Must be the family resemblance,” Keefe said. “Which is also how I 
know about this.” He pinched his Neverseen armband before covering it 
with his cape. “My mother is Lady Gisela.” 

The king didn’t blink. 

“Okay, maybe you know her better as the elf you tortured a few weeks 
ago, and had dragged into the mountains,” Keefe told him. 


“Oh, her.” King Dimitar sounded so gleeful it made Sophie want to 
vomit. “The disappointment.” 

Tam shadow-whispered in Sophie’s ear, “This isn’t going well.” 

Too early to tell, she transmitted back, hoping she was right. 

She didn’t know how Keefe found the strength to stay so calm as King 
Dimitar circled him, studying him from all sides. “Please, King,” Keefe 
whispered. “I came here to know if she’s still alive.” 

“Of course you did.” He tilted Keefe’s chin up with a claw. “The 
question is, why would I tell you?” 

“Because I can tell you a secret about the alicorns.” 

Sophie’s hands curled into fists. It was what she’d told him to say— 
but she still hated it. 

She knew Keefe would have to offer King Dimitar a secret he would 
actually consider valuable. And it couldn’t be something that would 
cripple the elvin world, either. So, shed chosen the secret she knew 
could only be kept for so long. 

“Why do you think I have any interest in a pair of winged horses?” 
King Dimitar asked. 

“Because you know the Council would do anything to protect them,” 
Keefe said. “They care about them even more than they care about that.” 
He pointed to the locked chest. “They know they can keep at least a few 
colonies of gnomes alive. But if you take the alicorns, they have no other 
options.” 

Now he had the King’s attention, and Sophie hoped hed be able to 
keep stalling long enough for the next phase of the plan. 

Ready? she transmitted, slipping into Fitz’s mind. 

Think this is going to work? he asked. 

It has to. If he catches us, we're all dead. 

With that cheerful prospect, they locked eyes and stretched their 
consciousness toward King Dimitar. 

It'll feel soft, she warned Fitz. Almost smothering. 

We can do this, Fitz told her. It’s what we’ve been training for. 

Together they pushed into King Dimitar’s mind, falling through a sea 
of feathers. It felt like they’d been plummeting forever, but then they 
crashed into a pillow stuffed with dandelion fluff and suffocated in the 
fuzz. 


Someday Sophie wanted to understand why ogres’ cruel, murderous 
minds felt like giant marshmallows. But for the moment, she just 
wanted to survive. 

Fitz’s consciousness stuck close to hers and they pooled their energy, 
bracing for King Dimitar to discover them. 

Thirty seconds ticked by. Then a full minute. 

When another minute passed, Sophie decided they were safe. 

They couldn’t transmit to each other without giving themselves away, 
but Fitz knew to follow her lead. She imagined the fractals of his 
emotional center and without even trying, a portion of her 
consciousness drifted there. The other portion of her mind waded 
deeper into the sweltering cotton candy. 

Hopelessness swelled as the softness seemed to expand around her, 
but Fitz beat it back with a rush of confidence. And when his emotions 
turned weary gray, she boosted him with a rush of energy. Together, they 
balanced each other and kept pushing, pushing, pushing until finally, 
with a firm tug, Sophie peeled back the last veil of King Dimitar’s mind. 

Darkness lurked beyond—an inky pool of poison waiting to drown 
her. 

Fitz sent her another burst of energy as Sophie plunged into the 
swamp of memories alone. She'd been in some sludgy minds before, but 
this was a boiling tar pit, and each bursting bubble unleashed a revolting 
memory. 

Sophie had expected to witness evil. But nothing could’ve prepared 
her for the devastating truths she scooped out of the mire. 

Did you get it? Fitz asked as she pulled their minds back to the eerie 
green light of Ravagog. 

Sophie wanted to lie—spare him the heartache. But they were a team. 
He needed the truth. So she gathered what little courage she had left 
and transmitted, The cure is a hoax. 


SEVENTY 


Does THAT MEAN the chest King Dimitar has is a fake? Fitz 


transmitted. 

Yes, Sophie said, feeling tears leak down her face. But it was so much 
worse than that. It was all a lie, Fitz. There is no cure. The one they gave the 
gnomes in Eternalia wasn't real. 

And even that wasn’t the worst thing she’d discovered. But before she 
could crush Fitz’s spirit any further, she heard Tam’s shadow voice 
whispering in her ear. 

“I hope you guys got what you needed, because your boy is about to 
lose it. Biana’s already on her way down for retrieval.” 

Sophie couldn't decide which of those facts was more terrifying as 
she looked down and found Keefe getting choked again, this time by 
King Dimitar himself. 

“That’s where I’ve seen you!” the king shouted. “You were with that 
foolish girl who thought she could get away with invading my mind. Is 
she here>” 

And that—unfortunately—was the exact moment Biana chose to steal 
the silver chest. 

The second the chest moved King Dimitar dropped Keefe and 
lunged, snatching Biana and shaking her until she appeared. 

“Another one!” he bellowed, as Dex shouted, “EMERGENCY PLAN— 
GO!” and flung one of his cube gadgets at the king’s feet. 

King Dimitar scrambled back as the gadget exploded, and Sophie 
couldn’t see through the smoke to know if Biana got away. More gadgets 


flew—smoke bombs, stink bombs, sound bombs—as Sophie and the 
rest of her friends levitated into the fray. 

Fitz had Calla in his arms, but he set her down and charged into the 
smoke screaming, “Biana, where are you?” 

“Over here!” Keefe shouted, Sucker Punching the ogre who was 
trying to grab both of them. The punches barely elicited a grunt from 
the ogre, but Keefe kept fighting anyway. 

“Duck!” Linh shouted, and Keefe and Biana dropped to their 
stomachs as a stream of water blasted the ogre like a fire hose. 

The ogre swayed off balance and toppled off the cliff. 

“Don't worry,” Sophie told Linh when she screamed. “Ogres can 
phase shift as they fall—you didn’t kill him.” 

“TIME TO GO!” Tam shouted, running toward them with ogres 
lunging after him. He grabbed his sister’s hand and ran full speed off 
the edge of the platform. 

Fitz and Biana followed, carrying Calla between them. 

“Come on, Foster,” Keefe said, pulling her toward the edge. 

“What about Dex?” 

“Right behind you!” Dex threw a modified obscurer and whited-out 
the world. 

“Next time warn us that you’re going to blind us,” Keefe said, clinging 
tighter to Sophie. “Nothing like jumping off a cliff you can’t even see.” 

“I can see,” Sophie said, pulling Keefe forward. “Jump right... now!” 

They leaped together, and for a horrifying second Sophie couldn't 
concentrate enough to levitate. Keefe held her up with him until she got 
control. Her steps were shaky, but she remembered her Exillium 
training, and they put a good distance between themselves and the 
mountain. If only it were safe to teleport through Ravagog’s force fields. 
Instead, they’d have to make it back to the tunnel. 

“Are you okay?” she asked, noticing the bruises forming on Keefe’s 
neck. 

“PI live,” he said. “Well . . . assuming we survive that.” 

He pointed to where dozens of heavily armed ogres had phase shifted 
to the dusty ground below. More ogres were swarming over the bridge, 
moving shockingly fast for such bulky creatures. They stormed the 


empty playa, waving their swords and snarling, waiting for their victims 
to land. 

“Uh, Dex, I hope you have some of those exploding gadgets left,” 
Keefe said, “because I’m not sure how much longer Fitz and Biana can 
carry Calla.” 

Dex flung two more gadgets, and he must’ve boosted his arm 
strength, because they launched to the other side of the bridge. Sophie 
worried it was a mistake, until one explosion created a crater near the 
bridge’s first arch, and the other erupted with an ear-splitting screech 
that sent the ogres scattering away. 

It stemmed the tide of incoming reinforcements—but they still had 
more ogres than they could handle. And Dex had to ruin the small 
victory by saying, “That was all I had.” 

“Then it’s my turn!” Linh shouted, spinning in midair and thrusting 
her arms toward the mountain. Jet streams blasted out of the waterfalls, 
flooding the playa and washing the ogres over the edge of the canyon. 

Before Sophie could celebrate, Fitz, Biana, and Calla collapsed into 
the crashing waves. 

“Linh!” Tam screamed, and Linh whipped her arms again, sweeping 
the water back toward the mountain in a massive tidal wave. 

Fitz, Biana, and Calla dropped into the mud, coughing the water out 
of their lungs. 

Keefe, Dex, and Sophie landed as close as they could get, sinking up 
to their knees in the paste-thick muck. Tam set Linh down beside them. 

“Wow,” Keefe and Dex said—a “wow” Linh definitely deserved. 
Somehow she was holding the tidal wave steady, keeping it as a wall 
between the mountain half of the city and where they stood. 

Across the canyon, the ogres stared at the wave with a mix of fear and 
fury, none daring to cross the bridge and risk getting washed into the 
river like their brethren. 

“You guys okay?” Sophie asked, stumbling through the mud to help 
Fitz and Biana to their feet. 

“I think so.” Biana tore off her soggy Neverseen cloak and flung it 
away. Her clothes underneath weren’t as muddy, and Fitz and Calla 
quickly copied her. Sophie did the same. Dex dropkicked his cloak across 
the soggy plain. 


And then Biana asked the question Sophie hadn’t thought to ask: 
“Where’s Alvar?” 

A moment of silence passed—followed by frantic shouting as they 
fanned out to search. 

Sophie explained to a hysterical Biana that she was going to track 
Alvar’s thoughts, when a deep laugh behind them sent them spinning 
around. 

“Didn’t mean to freak you guys out,” Alvar said as Biana tackled him 
with a move that seemed more strangle than hug. “I just wanted to see if 
I’d figured out how to fool Calla’s eyes. Looks like I have.” 

“Dude, now was not the time,” Fitz said, and even Keefe nodded in 
agreement. 

“Oh, relax. I also grabbed this!” He kicked at a pile of mud, revealing 
the silver chest. 

He seemed so proud of himself, Sophie didn’t have the heart to tell 
him the chest was useless. Plus, she knew what was in the chest, and it 
wasn’t something she wanted the ogres having their hands on. 

“Uh—are you guys forgetting that my sister is holding back a tidal 
wave over here,” Tam yelled, pointing to Linh’s trembling form. “She’s 
not going to last much longer, so you'd better figure out how to get us 
out of this place before it crashes.” 

Sophie checked the other side of the canyon, where hundreds of 
ogres paced impatiently. “We’ll never make it back to the tunnel,” she 
said. 

“Gee, you think?” Alvar asked. “But you're the girl with all the plans. 
I’m sure you'll figure out something.” 

“What if we let the tidal wave go?” she said. “Would it wash the ogres 
away?” 

“The canyon is too wide,” Linh said, her voice strained. “All it will 
wash away is the bridge.” 

“Then we'd really be trapped,” Alvar said. 

“Would we?” Sophie asked, turning to Dex. “I know it’s not a gadget, 
but what do your Technopath senses say. Could we survive it?” 

“Survive what?” Biana asked. 

Dex knew. His eyes widened as his brain seemed to work the 
problem through. He nodded slowly. “Yeah . . . I’m pretty sure we 


would. Depending on where this river ends up.” 

“It’s the same river we used to live by in Wildwood,” Tam said. 

“And the flood would be strong enough to break down the gates?” 
Sophie asked Linh. 

Sweat poured down her face as she nodded. 

Sophie turned to her friends. “What do you guys think? Linh can’t 
hold on much longer.” 

“Just so I’m clear,” Keefe said. “You’re suggesting we unleash the tidal 
wave and destroy the bridge while were on it, and hope the broken 
pieces smash through the gates without squishing us and carry us out of 
Ravagog like a raft?” 

“Unfortunately . . . yes,” Sophie said. “I don’t see another option, do 
you?” 

Everyone stared at the bloodthirsty ogres. 

“I guess it’s time for you to flood another city,” Sophie told Linh. “And 
this time, let’s destroy everything while you're at it.” 


SEVENTY-ONE 


Neep ME TO help?” Sophie asked Tam as he carried Linh toward the 
bridge. 

“I’ve got her.” But every time he lost his balance, Linh’s concentration 
would falter and the wave would swell higher. 

“Hang on, Linh,” Sophie told her. “You can do this.” 

“I can,” Linh said, gritting her teeth so hard they looked ready to 
crack. “There will be no flood until were ready.” 

The ogres roared to a frenzy when Sophie’s group reached the bridge. 
A few even crept to the first fiery arch, hovering near the crater Dex had 
made, eager to spill the first blood. 

“Let’s try to stay in groups through this,” Fitz said. “No one should be 
alone.” 

Keefe hooked his arm through Sophie's, and Biana took his arm. Fitz 
stayed with Tam and Linh, helping hold Linh steady as she clung to the 
edge of the bridge and kept her eyes fixed on the wave. Dex, Calla, and 
Alvar made a small circle, the two boys each holding Calla with one 
hand and the silver chest with their other. 

“Don't take any risks to save that thing,” Sophie told them, pointing to 
the chest. “It’s not worth it.” 

“Why not?” Alvar asked. 

“Brace yourselves!” Tam shouted before Sophie could answer. “Linh 
needs to let the water go.” 

“Do it!” Sophie said, clinging to the stone railing. 

With an anguished cry Linh lowered her hands and called the wave 
toward them. The ogres who'd crawled out onto the bridge scrambled 


back, but Sophie and her friends stayed locked in place, staring down 
the oncoming flood. 

“It needs to hit us from behind,” Dex shouted. “Otherwise we'll be 
crushed against the canyon. 

“Working on it!” Linh said, screaming as she twisted her arms and 
curved the massive swell as much as she could. 

For one surreal moment, Sophie and her friends stood, slack-jawed, 
clinging to anything they could grab hold of. Then the tidal wave 
crashed over them. 

The bridge cracked on impact, splitting into two parts, showering 
them with green sparks as the flaming arches toppled. Dex’s group was 
forced to split, and he dragged Calla with him to share the piece of 
bridge holding Tam, Linh, and Fitz. Alvar jumped with the silver chest 
onto the piece of rubble that Sophie, Keefe, and Biana clung to, right as 
it broke free and took off down the river. 

Their debris dipped and ducked and thrashed through the white- 
capped water, rushing so fast the world smeared to a blur. 

“So, um, not to freak you out more than you already are,” Keefe 
shouted, catching Sophie’s arm and dragging her back before a smaller 
wave could wash her overboard. “But . . . what happens when we go 
KABOOM?” 

He pointed ahead, where the gigantic iron gates were growing larger 
by the second. Linh had seemed sure the force of the water and debris 
would break the gates open—but that didn’t explain how they would 
survive the crash. 

“Time for the famous Sophie Foster to come up with another brilliant 
plan and save us, right?” Alvar asked. 

But Sophie was out of ideas. Even with all four of their minds 
combined, their telekinesis strength would never be enough to shove the 
gate open before they got there. And with the rushing wind and the 
panic pumping through their veins, Sophie didn’t see how they’d ever be 
able to levitate safely away. 

Linh says to jump into the river, Fitz transmitted from his raft. She can 
cushion you in the water. 

Sophie could think of many things wrong with that plan, but she 
wasn’t in a position to argue. “Linh says we have to jump!” she shouted, 


pulling the others to the edge of their rubble and leaping into the flood. 

The water was freezing, but it had a strange burn too, like lemon 
juice in a cut, and the stinging pain made Sophie forget any of the tricks 
she’d learned in Exillium to hold her breath. The currents knocked the 
last of the air from her chest, and as the bubbles slipped toward the 
surface, Sophie followed, kicking her legs frantically, her lungs 
screaming, her vision dimming until her head broke through the water 
and she sucked in a grateful breath. 

Keefe surfaced beside her and she clung to him. He held on tight and 
reminded her they had to get underwater for Linh’s protection. Sophie 
had just enough time to fill her lungs with air before Keefe dove, pulling 
her under with him. 

She forced herself to swim, ignoring the pain as bits of rubble 
pummeled them from all sides. She tried to remember that she owned 
the new record at Exillium for holding her breath—she just needed to 
slow her body down, slow her lungs down, slow her heart down. 

An explosion blasted through the water, but as the storm of shrapnel 
hurtled toward them, it split down the center, half of it drifting over their 
heads, the other half below their feet. Sophie had no idea how Linh 
could control so many things at once, but she sent silent thanks for 
protecting them as they washed through the blast zone to safety. 

“WE’RE ALIVE!” Keefe shouted when they surfaced again in the 
middle of the raging flood. “And so are Alvar and Biana! I can see them a 
few feet behind us.” 

“What about the others?” Sophie asked, kicking away debris before it 
smashed them. 

“I can't see that far, but the gate’s open now, so they should have a 
smooth ride. Plus, they’ve got Linh. She'll keep their raft steady.” 

“True,” Sophie said. “You probably should’ve grouped up with them.” 

“Nah, I like my group better.” He pulled her closer, just in time to 
miss a jagged rock. 

The river rushed at a breakneck speed, waves tossing them back and 
forth, knocking them into flotsam. They clung to each other until the 
currents washed them into a bed of broken reeds. 

Sophie waded out of the shallows, collapsing on the grassy ground 
and gulping as much air as she could. 


“I think we made it,” Keefe said, crumpling beside her. 

Sophie stared at the sky—a red sunset so bold it felt almost violent. 
Still, she preferred it to the sour green light of Ravagog. 

“Any sign of the others?” she whispered. 

“I saw their chunk of bridge wash ashore a while back,” Keefe said. 
“So I’m betting they’re on foot now.” 

Sophie knew they should get up and search, but her body felt like it 
had been molded from mashed potatoes. The best she could do was lean 
her head on Keefe’s shoulder, trying to stay warm in the chilly evening 
wind. 

“Awwww, you guys look so cute!” Alvar said, stumbling toward them a 
few minutes later. “Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt cuddle time,” he 
added as Sophie scrambled away. 

Sophie was sure her cheeks were redder than the sky, especially when 
she realized Biana was there too. She pulled her soggy hair forward to 
cover her face. “It’s cold here.” 

“It is,” Biana agreed. 

Sophie couldn’t tell if the strain in Biana’s voice was exhaustion or 
something else. She decided to change the subject. “Where are we?” 

“Near Wildwood,” Alvar said. “Which is good. I was hoping that’s 
where we'd end up.” 

“Really?” Sophie asked. “Why?” 

Alvar lifted the silver chest, which he'd managed to carry through all 
that chaos. “Seemed like a good place to bring this!” 

His smile was so bright, Sophie couldn’t look at him as she told him 
the truth. “That’s not the cure. That’s how the ogres were planning to 
get the plague into the Lost Cities. They wanted us to steal it and bring it 
there. Then when we opened it—poof! The plague would be our fault.” 

Alvar tested the lock on the chest. “Are you sure?” 

“I saw the whole plan in King Dimitar’s mind. He’s also plotting to 
get rid of the Neverseen once he’s done using them.” 

“He thinks he’s using them?” Alvar asked. 

“He’s using everyone,” Sophie said. “Letting us tear our world apart 
so he can crush the pieces to bits.” Sophie shook her head. “We’ll have to 
destroy that chest. And I don’t know how I’m supposed to tell Calla 
there’s no cure.” 


“I already know,” Calla said behind them. Sophie scrambled to her 
feet to find Calla, Tam, Linh, Dex, and Fitz, shuffling closer. It should’ve 
been a moment of celebration—they’d invaded Ravagog and lived to 
fight another day! But the devastating realities cast a shadow far 
gloomier than any Tam could create. 

“You know the cure is fake?” Sophie whispered. 

Calla nodded, her eyes focused on what remained of the Wildwood 
Colony in the distance. “The Panakes told me. I finally understand their 
song. The cure lies in their blossoms, not their bark. But hope is not 
lost. Pll explain how later. Right now we should get somewhere safer. 
I’m sure the ogres will come after us.” 

“Yeah,” Keefe said. “You guys realize we just destroyed Ravagog, 
right? What do you think that means? Like . . . did we just start a war?” 

“We didn’t start anything,” Fitz said. “This whole thing was a trap the 
ogres set.” 

“Somehow I don’t think King Dimitar is going to care about that,” 
Keefe mumbled. He glanced at Sophie. “And I’m guessing you didn’t 
learn anything about my mom?” 

“I tried,” she whispered. “But his mind was too fixated on the 
drakostomes.” 

“That has always been the ogres’ problem,” a frighteningly familiar 
voice said. “They always fail to see the bigger picture.” 

Sophie and her friends scrambled together as they turned to find 
Brant and Fintan walking toward them, each holding spheres of 
Everblaze. 


SEVENTY-TWO 


Iu GUESSING THIS is the part where you demand to know how we 


found you,” Fintan said as Brant moved to block their path from behind. 
The Everblaze flamed brighter with their slightest movement, making it 
clear that pain would follow any attempt at escape. 

“You keep forgetting that this was our plan from the beginning,” 
Fintan added. “Well—not the flood. You managed to surprise us with 
that one. And you stopped us from infecting Brackendale and 
Merrowmarsh. But the rest has gone like clockwork.” 

Biana stepped in front of Calla, shielding her from the fire. “How 
could you do this to the gnomes? After everything they’ve done for the 
Lost Cities?” 

“To expose the Council’s lies,” Brant said. “Now everyone knows how 
much they hide, and how little protection they truly give their people.” 

“Which accomplishes what?” Sophie asked. “All you’ve done is make 
people afraid.” 

“Indeed, Miss Foster,” Fintan agreed. “And fear is the world’s greatest 
motivator. Look at the power your group harnessed today as a result of 
your terror.” His eyes roved to Keefe as he added, “That was your 
mother’s mistake. She surrendered to her fear, and it cost her 
everything.” 

“Including her life?” Sophie asked. 

“Interesting that the question does not come from her son,” Fintan 
noted. 

“That’s because I don’t care about her!” Keefe said. 


Fintan smiled. “I suppose it wouldn’t matter, then, if I told you she’s 
currently locked in an ogre prison? And that your role in today’s 
invasion surely earned her a death sentence>” 

“You're lying,” Keefe said, his voice cracking. 

“Not this time,” Brant told him. “We're the ones who sealed her in her 
cell.” 

“I suppose there’s a chance we could barter her freedom,” Fintan said. 
“But we'd need proper motivation.” 

Brant said something else after that, but Sophie couldn’t listen. When 
he spoke, all she could see were his new scars. Shed thought his 
handsome features had been ruined before. Now they were gone. 

One of his ears. 

Parts of his lips and chin. 

Most of his jet-black hair. 

His face was more scar tissue than face. And that didn’t include the 
mottled, veiny stump at the end of his right wrist where his hand used 
to be. 

“Why, Miss Foster, you don’t look happy to see me,” he said, adding 
more flames to his fireball. “Didn’t you swear you would find me again? 
I’ve been looking so forward to thanking you for my makeover. You too,” 
he told Dex. “I have excellent things planned for you both.” 

“Forget it!” Tam shouted as a wave crashed over Brant, and Linh 
yelled, “RUN!” 

They'd barely made it a step before a wall of fire erupted in their path. 

“That’s quite enough of that,” Fintan said, curling the fire into a 
circle, closing them inside a cage of Everblaze. 

“You can stop wasting your energy on water tricks,” Brant told Linh. 
“You've complicated things enough already. Luckily, we’ve had eyes on 
you this whole time.” 

“What does that mean?” Sophie asked. 

“It doesn’t matter,” Alvar said. “What do you want from us?” 

The two Pyrokinetics shook their heads. 

“I told you, Mr. Vacker,’ Fintan said. “The charade is over. I spent 
weeks in Exile. I let my mind be broken. I let them declare me dead. I’m 
not going to hide anymore. It’s time you make your choice. Stand with 
us, or turn against us.” 


“What?” Keefe said as the walls of Everblaze flared brighter, painting 
everything in its eerie yellow glow. 

Biana and Fitz stepped away from their brother. 

“What does he mean>” Fitz asked. 

“I mean that your brother is one of our longest standing members. 
Youngest to ever enlist—though he made a lot of mistakes back then. 
One especially big one.” 

Fintan’s eyes flicked to Sophie, and his meaning sank in. 

Dex held her steady as she wheeled on Alvar. “You were the Boy Who 
Disappeared?!” 

The words seemed to shatter whatever remained of Alvar’s facade. He 
smoothed his hair and shed his soggy cloak as he said, “Yes.” 

Rage-fire burned in Sophie’s stomach, searing hotter than the 
Everblaze. “How could you?” 

“You wouldn’t understand,” he said. 

“Try me,” Fitz told him. 

“You really wouldn’t understand,” Alvar snapped. “You're the Golden 
Son. I had to find people who appreciated my talents.” 

“More like overestimated them,” Brant muttered. “You had her right 
in front of you, and you walked away. Scratched her off the list.” 

“You want to compare mistakes?” Alvar snapped. “Ruy let both of 
them get away a few weeks back. And let’s not forget the worst 
kidnapping in the history of kidnappings.” 

“NO!” Keefe shouted as Fitz and Biana backed away from their 
brother. 

“You were there?” Dex asked, shaking so hard Tam and Linh had to 
keep him steady. 

“Of course he was,” Fintan said. “He helped plan it.” 

Sophie reached for Fitz, relieved when he didn’t pull away. She had 
no idea how the Vackers were going to survive another family tragedy. 

“How could you?” Biana asked. 

Alvar’s expression softened when he looked at his sister. “You'll 
understand, someday, when you see the Vacker legacy for what it is.” 

“In the meantime,” Fintan said, “you're all coming with us. The seven 
of you have proven very useful. Especially you two,” he told Tam and 
Linh. “Who'd have thought I’d find so much value in a pair of twins?” 


And with that final insult, Sophie decided it was time for Plan C. 

She transmitted a warning to her friends and reached for her Black 
Swan pendant. Fury and disgust fueled her as she held the glass in the 
fading sunlight. 

A beam of white fire sparked to life, igniting the silver chest at Alvar’s 
feet. 

“That,” Fintan said calmly, “was a very dumb move.” 

But the flames wouldn't stamp out, and they ignored every command 
the Pyrokinetics shouted. 

“If that’s how you want to play,” Brant said, ordering the wall of 
flames to tighten. 

Sophie launched another beam of her own fire, and it parted the wall 
of Everblaze. 

“Time to go!” she screamed, dragging her friends through the gap. 
Flames nipped at her skin, but she barely felt them. 

“Is there a cliff nearby?” she asked Tam and Linh as they ran. 

“No need,” Calla said. 

She belted out a song that made one of the withered trees bend down 
and tangle its branches around their feet. A quick THWANG! snapped 
the tree back, whipping them into the sky. They clung to each other as 
they soared higher and higher. 

As soon as they started to drop, Sophie split a crack in the sky. 

The last thing she saw was Alvar’s pained expression as they slipped 
into the void and teleported away. 


SEVENTY-THREE 


Graby AND EDALINE weren't outside when the traumatized group 


appeared in Havenfield’s pastures. But as soon as Sophie called for help, 
they came rushing out of the glittering crystal mansion. 

Within minutes Elwin had arrived to treat any burns, cuts, scrapes, 
and bruises they'd picked up during their various escapes. But nothing 
could ease the shock that had settled over everyone. 

No one wanted to answer the questions Grady and Edaline kept 
repeating. Even Sophie could only cling to her parents and let her silent 
tears soak their tunics. But when Alden arrived, looking equal parts 
worried and relieved, Sophie knew it was time to speak. 

She held tight to Grady’s and Edaline’s hands as she gave a brief 
summary of the havoc they'd caused in Ravagog. The adults’ eyes 
seemed to widen with each dangerous detail. Their fear turned to fury 
when she moved on to the further chaos with the Neverseen, and Sophie 
pulled Grady closer so he wouldn't try to go after Brant. Alden hailed the 
Council and asked them to send someone to extinguish the Everblaze 
and start cleaning up the toxins that would’ve leaked into the valley from 
the ogres’ tainted river. Then he hailed Mr. Forkle-As-Sir-Astin and told 
him the Collective should gather at Havenfield. 

Sophie decided to wait until everyone had arrived before revealing the 
devastating truth about the gnomish cure. But Alden deserved to receive 
the news about Alvar in the privacy of close friends. 

“There’s something else I have to tell you,” she mumbled. “But first, I 
need you to promise that your mind is strong enough to handle it.” 

Alden glanced at Fitz and Biana before he nodded. 


“Wait,” Elwin said, handing Alden a vial filled with clear liquid. “This 
will take the edge off reality, if you need it.” 

“Surely the news can’t be that bad,” Alden said. 

“It is,” Biana whispered, reaching for her dad. “Alvar’s part of the 
Neverseen.” 

The vial slipped from Alden’s hand, hitting the grass with a soft thud. 
Elwin tried to hand it back to him, but Alden waived the elixir away. 
“You're sure?” he whispered. 

“Positive,” Fitz mumbled, tearing out chunks of grass by the roots. 
“He was also one of Sophie’s kidnappers.” 

Alden wobbled as the words hit him, and Biana helped him sit on the 
grass. Elwin tried again to make him take the elixir, but Alden waived 
the medicine away, calling Fitz to come closer. The three Vackers clung 
to each other and cried. 

Dex turned to Sophie with a look like, Do something. 

Grady and Edaline looked just as helpless. Even Tam—who could’ve 
been smug, since he'd never trusted Alvar—wiped tears from his silvery 
eyes and held his sister’s hand. 

Keefe, meanwhile, wandered away from the group, sitting with his 
back pointed in their direction. Sophie joined him. 

“Alvar was my hero,” he whispered. 

She reached for his hand, wondering how many betrayals Keefe could 
survive. “It’s not your fault for believing his lies.” 

“It still makes me an idiot. Plus . . .” Keefe stared at the sky, which 
seemed too pink and peaceful as the sun slowly dipped below the 
horizon. “Last night, when Alvar slept in my room, he said I reminded 
him a lot of himself.” 

“He has good qualities too, Keefe.” 

“Yeah, but I don’t think that’s what he meant. I think he was trying to 
recruit me.” 

“They tried to recruit Jolie too, remember? All that means is he 
thinks you're talented.” 

“Maybe,” Keefe said, still not looking at her. “He even told me to 
reach out to him if I ever needed anything. Said he thought of me like a 
brother.” 


“He’s not all bad. No one is. That’s what makes villains so scary. 
They’re not as different from us as we want them to be.” 

“Villains,” Keefe repeated, saying the word like it tasted sour. “And 
they think I could be one of them. Gethen even made it sound like my 
mom planned for it...” 

“So? When have you ever done what either of your parents wanted 
you to do?” Shed hoped that would earn her at least half a smile, but 
Keefe shook his head. 

“Are you worrying about what Fintan said?” she asked. “About your 
mom...” 

“I don’t care what happens to her.” 

He must’ve cared a little, though, because after several awkward 
seconds he asked, “What do you think Fintan meant about bartering for 
her freedom?” 

“I don’t know. But the Neverseen are never going to do anything to 
help us. It’s all a trick, just like the cure. That doesn’t mean we give up 
hope, though. There are lots of things we haven’t tried.” 

“Like what?” 

Sophie couldn't think of any, but she knew they existed. “We'll figure 
it out, okay?” 

His shrug wasn’t really an answer. 

“Sophie?” Alden said, waiting for her to turn around. He looked pale, 
and the tight lines in his features added years to his face. But he didn’t 
seem ready to shatter as he said, “I’ve often wondered how the 
Neverseen knew we'd found you. I never considered that I’d told Alvar 
when Fitz returned from San Diego. He used to be part of the search so 
I thought he deserved to know . . . I owe you a huge apology.” 

“No you don't,” she promised, rushing over to give him a hug. 

Fitz and Biana joined in, and after a moment she felt more arms add 
to the group as Grady, Edaline, Elwin—even Dex—held everyone tight. 
Sophie glanced to where Keefe sat alone and glared at him until he 
reluctantly got up and hugged his friends. Tam and Linh were the last to 
wrap their arms around the group, but they fit right in. 

“What happened?” Della asked, sending everyone scrambling back. 

She stood with all five members of the Collective, but Sophie could 
only focus on Della. She knew in a few seconds Della would go from 


worried to utterly devastated, and Sophie wished she could stop time so 
it wouldn't have to happen. 

Alden cleared his throat. “There’s much to discuss, my love. But we 
should go home.” 

Della shook her head. “Where's Alvar? What’s going on—” 

“It’s not what you think,” Alden interrupted. “He's. . .” 

His voice faded away. Fitz and Biana couldn’t seem to say it either. 

Grady stepped forward. “Alvar has . . . lost his way. Like Brant. And 
Lady Gisela.” 

Sophie could see the moment of understanding dawn in Della’s eyes. 
Grief turned to shock—then fury and confusion, all of the chaos spilling 
out in thick tears. 

“No,” Della whispered. “He wouldn't . . .” 

“Oh, he would.” Fitz’s voice was black ice. 

“Come on,” Alden said, hooking his arm gently around his wife. 
“They can handle this one without us.” 

He turned to Mr. Forkle, who nodded gravely. 

“If it helps,” Granite said quietly, “this changes nothing for us. We 
trust your commitment implicitly—same for Fitz and Biana. Whenever 
—if ever—you're ready to return to our cause, there will always be a 
place.” 

Except now they’d be working to capture their son and brother, Sophie 
realized. 

And when Fitz and Biana had fought the Neverseen on Mount 
Everest, there was a good chance they’d been fighting Alvar without 
realizing it. 

But Keefe was facing that too, and he was doing okay. Ish. 

Now they could band together, once they recovered from the shock of 
it. 

Fitz took his dad’s free hand, Biana clung to her brother, and the four 
Vackers leaped away as a family. 

“The Council is on their way, I assume?” Mr. Forkle asked Grady. 

“Oralie said they were going to make sure the fire was contained in 
Wildwood before they came here,” Grady said. 

At the mention of the devastated colony, all eyes turned to Calla, who 
was leaning against a tree, her ear pressed to the bark. 


“There is so much life here,” Calla whispered, her eyes turning to the 
pastures. “More than I’ve felt anywhere.” 

Havenfield was one of the rehabilitation centers for the Sanctuary, so 
the expansive grounds were divided into pastures for all manner of 
impossible creatures. 

“This is where you live?” Calla asked Sophie. 

“When I’m not banished,” she said, forcing a smile. 

Calla turned to the rows of bulbous trees in the distance, where the 
Havenfield gnomes normally lived. “I like it here. This will be good.” 

“What will?” Sophie asked. 

“Pll explain when the Council arrives,” Calla promised. 

She stood to wander the grounds, humming to the various trees, and 
the adults murmured among themselves, discussing things Sophie 
couldn’t make herself pay attention to. She sat with her friends, the five 
of them lost in their own worries as the sky faded from sunset to 
twilight. 

The evening star had just risen when the Council glittered into the 
clearing. 

“Still wearing disguises?” Councillor Alina said, frowning at the 
Collective. 

“We would love to work with you openly,” Granite told her. “You're 
the ones who've denied us the privilege.” 

Councillor Emery held up his hand, silencing Alina before she could 
respond. “We have more important things to discuss than our 
divisions.” 

“Indeed we do,” Mr. Forkle said. “I assume you know about Ravagog.” 

“We've seen the damage,” Councillor Emery agreed. 

He didn’t sound furious. He sounded impressed. 

Still, Sophie had to ask, “Does this mean we're going to war with the 
ogres?” 

“It’s possible,” Councillor Emery warned. “But too early to tell. You 
have dealt King Dimitar a heavy blow. You’ve demolished Ravagog’s gate 
and removed the only bridge connecting his city. Our goblins are already 
forming a perimeter around the city to remind the ogres that we are far 
more prepared for battle than they are at the moment. And now that the 
king has lost his secret weapon with the drakostomes, our hope is that 


he will finally negotiate a real treaty—one that gives us the level of 
control we expect.” 

“This is assuming, of course, that they truly have lost their secret 
weapon,” Councillor Terik chimed in. 

All eyes shifted to Calla. 

She finished the song she'd been humming and took a slow breath, 
keeping her shoulders square. “The ogres’ cure was a fake,” she said, 
allowing them a second to process. “But it doesn’t matter. I will be the 
cure.” 


SEVENTY-FOUR 


Waar EXACTLY DOES that mean?” Elwin asked Calla. “How can 


you be the cure?” 

“Because I know what the Panakes are,” Calla said. “The legends 
called them the Brave Ones and I never understood why. But their roots 
sang of a life given freely. Thats where the healing comes from. The 
blossoms sprout from the sacrifice.” 

“Anyone else confused?” Dex asked. 

Sophie definitely was. 

But she didn’t like the word “sacrifice.” 

She ran to Calla’s side, grabbing her green-thumbed hands. “Please 
tell me you're not sacrificing yourself.” 

Calla stared at the pastures, her eyes both sad and dreamy. “I’m old. 
I’ve enjoyed thousands of years on this earth. And now I'll enjoy 
thousands more in a different form.” 

“But—” 

Calla placed her finger on Sophie’s lips. “You can’t change this, 
Sophie. Do not try.” 

“So you're saying the Panakes were gnomes,” Councillor Emery said, 
breaking the silence. 

“Brave Ones who choose to shift their form,” Calla agreed. “Their 
sacrificed life energy nourished the Panakes to give them the power of 
healing.” 

“Fascinating,” Councillor Terik whispered. 

Bronte shook his head. “All this time, we never realized the cure was 
within our control.” 


“What control?” Sophie asked. “She has to die for this. Calla, you can’t 


” 


“I must,” Calla interrupted. “Don’t tell me you would not do the 
same, if you could save your friends.” 

Tears gathered in Sophie’s eyes, spilling down her cheeks. “But you're 
my friend too.” 

Calla smiled. “I know. And I do this to help you, as well.” She turned 
to the Council, her gray eyes hardening. “Remove the banishment from 
these children—all of them. Even the two who've left. They saved my 
species. I wouldn’t know this path to the cure without them.” 

“I agree,” Councillor Bronte said, ignoring Councillor Alina’s huff. “It 
is time we start correcting our past errors.” 

The Councillors murmured among themselves, but Sophie couldn’t 
listen. She was too busy trying to think of a way to change Calla’s mind. 

She only paid attention when Councillor Emery called, “All in favor?” 

All twelve Councillors raised their hands. 

Grady and Edaline rushed to hug Sophie, scooping up Dex and Keefe 
in the process. Sophie pulled away, not ready to celebrate. 

“Calla,” she started. 

“This was my choice,” Calla interrupted. “I made it willingly. And it 
cannot be undone. I’ve already let my final song settle into my heart. 
There’s no stopping the shift now.” 

Elwin made his way over, flashing colored orbs around Calla. “She’s 
right. It looks like everything inside her is slowing down.” 

“How long do you have?” Grady asked, holding Sophie steady as 
everything spun too fast. 

Calla stared at her hands, where the green coloring was already 
spreading beyond her thumbs. “Sometime tonight the final shift will 
happen, and by morning you'll find my tree.” 

“Morning,” Sophie repeated, her voice breaking. 

That was too soon. Everything was happening so fast—she 
couldn't... 

“Hey,” Keefe said as Sophie pulled away from Grady. He took her 
hands. “It’s okay.” 

“How is it okay?” she yelled. “Calla’s dying.” 

“Tm changing,” Calla corrected. “And I don’t mind—see>” 


She offered Keefe her hand, and he placed his palm over hers and 
closed his eyes. 

“She really does feel at peace,” he said. 

“I am.” Calla wiped Sophie’s tears. “Please don’t cry for me. This is 
my happy ending. How many get to choose their last breath, and make it 
for the good of everyone?” 

“But I’m going to miss you so much,” Sophie cried. 

“And when you do, you can come sit under my tree.” Calla turned to 
Grady and Edaline. “I have one favor to ask. I must set my roots down 
somewhere. And the earth feels peaceful here.” 

“Of course,” Edaline whispered. “Our home is your home.” 

“Anywhere you'd like,” Grady added. “Even if you want the middle of a 
pasture.” 

Calla pointed to a small hill overlooking the other pastures. Sophie 
knew if she stood there, she could see the ocean. 

“That will be my place,” Calla said, “from this day forward.” 

“We'll make sure your Panakes is nurtured and protected,” Grady 
promised. 

“No,” Sophie said. “There has to be something I can do—” 

“There is,” Calla interrupted. “You can listen to my songs. And you 
can make starkflower stew and pour a bowl into the ground to share it 
with me. And you stay my brave moonlark, always.” 

She reached for Sophie’s allergy remedy necklace, planting a kiss on 
the pin. 

Then she pulled Sophie close for a final hug. 

“You must go now,” Calla whispered. “I don’t want you to witness the 
shift. Go inside—all of you. Please.” 

Everyone watched in silence as Calla climbed the hill—her hill. The 
last place she would ever stand. 

“Go,” she said again, planting her feet firmly in the center. “Let us all 
find rest.” 

She closed her eyes then, swaying with the breeze. The faintest hum 
of her melody drifted through the night, turning the air restful. Singing 
of the coming dawn. 

“Goodbye,” Sophie whispered, so softly she was sure Calla couldn't 
hear her. 


Calla opened her eyes. “Farewell, Sophie Foster.” 


SEVENTY-FIVE 


[hey MOVED OUT of Calla’s sight, near a pasture filled with grazing 


griffins. The Council left quickly, promising they'd return in the 
morning to check the Panakes. 

Elwin vowed to come as well, in the hopes that there'd be blossoms 
ready to harvest. None of the gnomes in Lumenaria were showing red 
yet, but the sooner they got the cure, the better. 

“What about you?” Mr. Forkle asked Tam and Linh. “I can bring you 
to your family. Or, we have two tree houses that now have vacancies— 
regardless of whether you join our order.” 

The twins exchanged a glance. 

“If you mean that,” Linh said, “we'd like to take your offer.” 

“Someday we'll face our family,” Tam added. “But not until we’re 
ready” 

“Fair enough,” Mr. Forkle said. “And what about you, Mr. Dizznee? 
I’m assuming you'll be going home?” 

Dex nodded. “Unless Sophie needs me.” 

Sophie choked down the lump in her throat. “Give the triplets a hug 
for me.” 

Dex hugged Sophie first, telling her to hit her panic switch if she 
needed him. She promised she would as he glittered away. 

“Which leaves you,” Mr. Forkle told Keefe. “You can stay with Tam 
and Linh. Or I’m sure Alden has a place for you at Everglen.” 

“We have one here as well,” Grady said. 

“Wow, didn’t see that coming,” Keefe told him. “And thanks. But... 
I’m going back to Candleshade—and there’s no need for that tidal wave 


of worry you're hitting me with, Foster. I'll be fine.” 

“Fine?” Sophie repeated, remembering Keefe’s epic freak-out when 
he’d found out the Black Swan were considering letting his father join 
their ranks. “You can’t go back there, Keefe. You hate it.” 

“I do,” he agreed. “But I can’t keep running from who I am.” 

His voice hitched on the last words, and he wouldn’t look at her as 
Mr. Forkle created him a path to Candleshade. When he glittered away, 
she caught a glimpse of the scared angry boy she was starting to know 
too well. 

Part of her wanted to chase him, drag him back to a better place. The 
other part of her couldn’t handle any more drama that day. 

“Pll see you tomorrow,” Mr. Forkle told her. “And [ll send your 
belongings within the hour. I know there’s a certain blue elephant you 
cannot sleep without. As well as a troublesome imp!” 

Sophie mumbled her thanks, but sleep was out of the question. How 
could she sleep when she knew Calla was out there, changing? 

“Come on, kiddo,” Grady said, wrapping his arm around her. Edaline 
did the same, and they walked inside arm in arm. 

Sophie studied Havenfield’s living room, with its crystal walls 
overlooking the ocean and its wide curved staircase, trying to feel like 
she was truly home. Edaline made custard bursts while Sophie 
showered and changed, and she was glad to be wearing nonfurry 
pajamas. But even with Ella in her arms and Edaline rubbing her back, 
her bed felt weird. 

Her room felt weird. 

Everything was wrong. 

When her parents finally left, she squeezed her eyes tight and 
stretched out her mind to Silveny. 

FRIEND! the alicorn transmitted. SOPHIE! FRIEND! VISIT! 

Sophie only had one question. 

Safe? she transmitted. 

SAFE! SAFE! SAFE! Silveny agreed, and Sophie felt her shoulders 
relax. She hadn’t forgotten the secret Keefe had shared with King 
Dimitar. 

Tomorrow, she would have to ensure Silveny stayed safe— 
permanently. 


CALLA’S PANAKES TREE was the most exquisitely beautiful tree in the 
history of beautiful trees. It stood stately and elegantly on its hill, with 
long sweeping branches floating on the ocean breeze. The tree 
reminded Sophie of a weeping willow, but it didn’t make her sad like 
she'd thought it would. Somehow, the tree felt hopeful—and friendly. 

It might’ve been the braided bark, which reminded her of Calla’s 
plaited hair. Or the way she could hear soft whispers in the rustling star- 
shaped leaves. Most likely, though, it was the colorful blossoms. 
Thousands of them—maybe millions—turning the branches into 
garlands of silky fluff. 

The flowers changed colors in the shifting sunlight, sometimes pink, 
sometimes purple, sometimes blue. Their indescribably sweet scent 
made Sophie’s head feel clearer, her heart lighter. She had no doubt they 
truly could heal anything. 

The Council invited all the gnomes to come to Havenfield to gather 
the petals. And while there were definitely tears, there was also a 
bittersweet celebration. Every one of the gnomes knew the sacrifice Calla 
had made for them and vowed to honor her memory. Grady and Edaline 
invited them to visit the tree any time they wanted, and the gnomes 
joined hands and circled Calla’s tree, singing a song of love and 
gratitude. 

With each powerful lyric, Calla’s tree grew taller, and new blossoms 
sprouted to replace those that had been harvested. 

The Council arrived later, quieting the celebration by reminding the 
gnomes that they now had a choice: They could remain in the Lost 
Cities, or they could start a new homeland. 

“The ogres hold no threat over your species any longer,” Councillor 
Emery assured them. “So if you'd prefer to establish a world of your 
own, we'll do all we can to support you. The Neutral Territories hold 
many beautiful places, and once we eradicate the plague, you would be 
welcome to any of them. We’d also provide any help and protection you 
require.” 

Stunned silence followed. 

“You don’t have to decide today,’ Councillor Emery told them. “We 
realize this is a rather large decision.” 


The gnomes didn’t need the extra time. They all spoke in unison, 
shouting, “We choose to stay in the Lost Cities. Our lives are here—and 
they have always been happy. All we ask is that you promise there will be 
no more secrets.” 

“Agreed,” Councillor Emery promised. 

“And for the record,” Councillor Terik added, “we’re honored you've 
chosen to stay. Please don’t ever think of yourselves as our guests. The 
Lost Cities are your home.” 

That triggered a huge eruption of cheers, followed by celebratory 
songs as the gnomes called roots to carry them away to their regular 
residences. Grady and Edaline tried to convince the Havenfield gnomes 
they should take time to rest, but the gnomes were itching to get back to 
work. Within hours, the animals were bathed, the pastures looked 
pristine, and they’d built a gorgeous fence around Calla’s Panakes tree. 

By evening it almost felt like Sophie had never left Havenfield. The 
Council even gave her a shiny new registry pendant. 

But when Edaline offered to clasp it around her neck, Sophie 
hesitated. The Council had yet to prove they were truly going to work 
with her. She had one demand—one she knew they would resist. She 
had to make sure they’d agree to it before she committed to her return. 

Grady didn’t ask questions when Sophie asked him to arrange a 
meeting with the Councillors at the Sanctuary. He did insist that he and 
Edaline join her, but shed wanted them there anyway. She also asked 
Keefe to meet her there, but decided not to bother the Vackers. They 
were dealing with enough at the moment. And Dex, Tam, and Linh 
weren't really involved. 

Keefe was the first to arrive outside the humongous snow-covered 
gates in the shadow of the great mountain. The smile he greeted her 
with definitely wasn’t convincing. She noticed he wasn’t wearing his 
registry pendant either. 

“So what’s with all the vagueness and mystery?” he asked. 

“TIl explain when everyone gets here.” 

Keefe nodded, but his eyes strayed to the sun, like he was checking 
the time. 

“Do you need to be somewhere?” Sophie asked. 


“Still worrying about me, I see,” he said. “I guess it’s good to know 
the Mysterious Miss F. hasn’t gotten sick of me yet.” 

“TIl never get sick of you, Keefe.” 

“We'll see.” 

She noticed he hadn’t actually answered her question. 

Before she could press him, he reached into his pocket and handed 
her a small blue-velvet pouch. “By the way, um . . . this is for you.” 

Sophie’s cheeks warmed, despite the biting cold. And when she 
poured the pouch’s contents into her palm, she found a long necklace, 
each bead painted with a different flower. 

“This is the one you made for your mom,” she said, tracing her 
fingers over the stunning beads. The intricate details hed given each 
blossom made them look like photographs. 

“Yeah,” he mumbled, fussing with his hair. “I know you already have 
a ton of necklaces and stuff, but . . . I wanted you to have it.” 

“You're sure you don’t want to keep it?” 

He shook his head. 

He still wasn’t looking at her, so she leaned closer and whispered, 
“She’s not gone yet, Keefe.” 

“I know. But either way, it’s yours now. I even made you a new bead.” 

He showed her one in the bottom center, slightly larger than the 
others, and decorated with... 

“Is this a Panakes blossom?” she asked, squinting at the lacy pink, 
purple, and blue flower he’d painted. He'd set a tiny crystal on the largest 
petal, like a sparkle of dew. “How did you know what they looked like>” 

“I stopped by around sunrise to see Calla.” 

“Why didn’t you wake me up?” 

He shrugged. “I didn’t want to interrupt your Ella cuddle time.” 

“So... you just sat outside by yourself? For how long?” 

“Not that long. It wasn’t a big deal. I was heading home from a thing 
and decided to check on Calla on a whim.” 

“A thing...” she said slowly, waiting for Keefe to elaborate. When he 
didn’t, she told him, “If you hate being at Candleshade, Keefe, you don’t 
have to stay there.” 

“I know. I probably won't. Aren’t you going to put that on?” he asked, 
changing the subject. 


The beads felt cool on her skin as she slipped the necklace over her 
head. “How does it look?” 

Keefe’s smile looked more sad than happy. She wanted to ask if he 
was okay, but she could see Edaline giving her one of those isn’t that the 
CUTEST? smiles straight out of every teenager’s nightmares. 

“Thanks,” she mumbled, tucking her hair behind her ears. “It’s really 
beautiful.” 

Keefe shrugged. “It’s nice to see someone finally wearing it.” 

“Well, you'll be seeing a lot of it. I’m going to wear it every day.” She 
hoped that would earn her a smile, but Keefe’s eyes returned to his feet. 
He seemed almost . . . nervous. His palms even looked a little sweaty. 

The Council arrived then, ending the uncomfortable moment— 
though they brought their own tension to the mountain. 

“Just because you’ve been pardoned, Miss Foster, doesn’t mean you 
get to demand our attention,” Councillor Alina snapped. 

“Tell us, Miss Foster,” Bronte said. “Why have you called us here>” 

Sophie reached for Keefe’s hand, needing his support as she stared 
into the faces of the twelve Councillors and said, “I want you to set 
Silveny and Greyfell free.” 


SEVENTY-SIX 


At FIRST THE Councillors laughed, assuming Sophie was joking. But 


when the punch line never came, they switched to shouting and 
arguing. 

Sophie stood in silence, waiting for one of them to get to the right 
question. Oralie was the one to finally ask it. 

“Why?” 

“We had to tell King Dimitar that Silveny’s pregnant,” Sophie said, 
causing a whole lot more yelling and arguing. “It was the only way to 
sell the lie we used to distract him. So he knows. And I’m sure he’s 
going to go after the alicorns even harder, now that he doesn’t have the 
drakostomes. It’s only a matter of time before he finds a way to break 
into the Sanctuary. They’re getting closer each time.” 

“So we move the alicorns,” Councillor Terik suggested. 

“To where?” Sophie asked. “Some tiny underground cavern where 
Silveny and Greyfell will be miserable? How will that be good for the 
baby?” 

“We also don’t know if the Neverseen have any other spies helping 
them,” Grady added. “They’ve been pretty good at hiding right under 
our noses.” 

“And how is it safer to release the alicorns and leave them completely 
unprotected?” Councillor Emery asked. 

“Because they can teleport,” Sophie reminded the Council. “Why do 
you think it took you so long to find Silveny? The only reason she let me 
catch her was because she chose to come to me—and it took tons of 
convincing to prove to her I was safe. I’m sure she'll be even more 


careful now that she has a family to protect. And the ogres can’t steal her 
if they don’t know where she is.” 

“Her reasoning does have its merits,” Councillor Clarette said quietly. 

“How?” Councillor Alina demanded. “This world is too dangerous.” 

“The alicorns survived for thousands of years on their own,” Bronte 
argued. 

“Yes, and Greyfell very nearly didn’t,” Councillor Emery reminded 
him. “We’ve all seen his scars—and those happened decades ago, before 
humans built their weapons of mass destruction.” 

“They'll also have ogres hunting them this time,” Councillor Alina 
added. “And the Neverseen.” 

“Not if we make them think the alicorns are still in the Sanctuary,” 
Edaline suggested. “They’d never expect us to set them free. So let them 
keep their focus on the wrong place.” 

“And Sophie can transmit to Silveny and check to make sure she’s 
okay,” Oralie added. 

“Silveny can also transmit to me if she needs anything,” Sophie 
agreed. 

Councillor Emery frowned at the other Councillors. “It appears we 
have much to discuss.” 

“We can’t wait too long,” Sophie told them. “King Dimitar might 
already be planning something. We have to let them go before it’s too 
late. There’s no way to completely guarantee the alicorns’ safety. Just like 
we couldn't truly protect the gnomes. So maybe we have to trust that 
other creatures can take care of themselves. Calla was the one who saved 
her people, wasn’t she? Not us.” 

She could see several Councillors nodding. But not enough, so she 
added one more thing. “Believe me, I don’t want to let Silveny go—or 
Greyfell, or the coming baby. I just lost Calla. I can’t lose them.” Her 
voice cut out and she cleared her throat. “But I want them safe more 
than I want them close. I want to know they can run away if they need 
to, not be trapped under a mountain like sitting ducks.” 

Councillor Emery sighed. “Give us a moment.” 

He closed his eyes to moderate the telepathic debate. 

Minutes ticked by and Sophie tugged on her eyelashes. After all she’d 
been through, she deserved a nervous habit. 


“I can’t believe we're going to do this,” Emery eventually announced. 
“And we do so only if you agree to our conditions.” 

“You must check on Silveny daily,” Bronte jumped in, “and give us a 
report so we know what’s happening. And if any of us see any signs that 
this new arrangement is too dangerous, you must do everything in your 
power to help us bring the alicorns back to the Sanctuary.” 

Sophie glanced at Keefe, glad to see him nodding. Grady and Edaline 
seemed to approve of the plan as well. 

“Deal,” she told the Council. 

She tried to celebrate the victory—cling to it as proof that she and the 
Councillors could work together. But a wave of sadness tried to drown 
her when Councillor Emery hailed Jurek and told him to bring the 
alicorns. 

All too soon the massive gates swung open, and the blast of bright 
sunlight made Sophie's eyes burn. Or maybe that was her tears when 
she spotted the two glittery winged horses galloping toward her. 

Her head filled with an endless stream of SOPHIE! SOPHIE! 
SOPHIE! KEEFE! KEEFE! KEEFE! VISIT! VISIT! VISIT! 

Yes—I’m here! she transmitted as a familiar tall figure with long 
dreadlocked hair approached. 

Jurek held the alicorns with thick golden ropes tied loosely around 
their necks. He didn’t smile as he bowed to the Council. “I’m hoping I 
misunderstood your instructions.” 

“So am I,” Councillor Emery said. 

Silveny trotted closer, nuzzling Sophie’s shoulder. The female alicorn 
had always been stunningly beautiful, between her gleaming silver 
wings, wavy silver mane, and the swirled silver-and-white horn in the 
center of her forehead. But she seemed to be benefitting from that 
famous “pregnant glow.” Her fur looked almost opalescent, and her 
brown eyes shined. 

Greyfell looked far less excited. Sophie could see the tension 
twitching in every muscle of his body. And his blue-tipped wings kept 
flapping nervously. 

It’s okay, Sophie transmitted. Trust. Friend. 

Greyfell whinnied, but he kept right on twitching. Silveny, 
meanwhile, had switched to nuzzling Keefe, and had finally coaxed a 


real smile out of him. 

“Hey there, Glitterbutt,” he said. “Glad to know you missed me.” 

KEEFE! KEEFE! KEEFE! 

Sophie choked back a sob as she realized this could be the last time 
she ever saw Silveny. The alicorn could ignore her transmission, or fly 
so far away she couldn't reach her, or . . . worse things she was trying 
very hard not to think about. 

SAD? Silveny asked. 

Yeah, Sophie admitted. But it’s going to be okay. 

She willed the words to be true as she did her best to explain to 
Silveny and Greyfell what was about to happen. They didn’t seem to 
understand, until she told Jurek to untie the golden ropes, leaving the 
alicorns able to fly away if they wanted. 

Free, Sophie told them. Fly free. 

Silveny glanced back at the Sanctuary. STAY? 

Sophie shook her head. You guys will be safer on your own. 

STAY, Silveny repeated. SOPHIE. FRIEND. 

Safe is more important, Sophie promised. You need to protect your baby. 

The final word ended Silveny’s resistance. 

Greyfell stretched his wings and stared at the grayish blue sky. It 
wasn’t as beautiful as the rainbow sky inside the Sanctuary, but it was 
the first real sky Greyfell had seen in decades. Sophie watched his brown 
eyes glint and knew she was making the right choice. The alicorns 
deserved to be free. They could take care of themselves. 

She brushed her fingers down Silveny’s nose and patted Greyfell’s 
side. Better get going before the Council changes their minds. 

Silveny nuzzled her again, releasing a whinny that broke Sophie’s 
heart. Then she flapped her wings and launched into the sky. 

Greyfell followed immediately, and they circled above, climbing 
higher and higher with each rotation. 

“Let’s hope this isn’t a mistake,” Councillor Terik murmured. 

Sophie was making the same wish. 

Keefe’s hand reached for hers, and together they watched the alicorns 
dive, racing toward the ground so fast they split the sky. 

Right before they disappeared, Silveny transmitted, SOPHIE. 
FRIEND. ALWAYS. 


But the best words were her last two: VISIT. SOON. 


SEVENTY-SEVEN 


So WHAT NOW?” Keefe asked after the Councillors had leaped away 


and Jurek had closed the Sanctuary’s gates. “You off to Everglen to check 
on the Fitzter>” 

“I thought I’d give them a little space.” She’d probably hail him later 
to make sure he was okay. But she knew they’d need some time. “This is 
a family thing, y’ know?” 

“I guess.” Keefe kicked a pile of snow, sending it scattering. “So you're 
going back to Havenfield, then?” 

“Yeah. Why, what are you up to?” 

“Nothing,” he said—a little too quickly. 

“So ...do you want to come over, then?” she asked, fidgeting with 
the necklace he’d given her. “I thought I might try to make starkflower 
stew to give to Calla’s tree—and I know that sounds super exciting, 
but . . . you could make fun of me. And then you could stay for dinner, 
and—” 

“Foster, you don’t have to take care of me.” 

“Maybe I just like you,” she said—then realized how that sounded. 
“I’m just . . . worried about you.” 

Keefe stepped closer. “I know. It’s one of the things I like about you.” 

Her stomach filled with fluttering things, which flitted around even 
more when she noticed how close they were now standing. The toes of 
their boots were almost touching, and his breath felt warm on her 
cheeks. 

Someone cleared their throat, reminding them they weren't alone. 
When Sophie turned, she found Grady glaring and Edaline smiling that 


goofy smile again. She couldn’t decide which was worse. 

“We're heading home—” Grady started. 

“But you don’t have to leave with us,” Edaline finished. “Just make 
sure you let us know where you are if you decide to go somewhere.” 

Grady started to say something else, but Edaline created a path of 
light and whisked him away. 

“That was weird,” Sophie mumbled, sure her face was bright red. 

“Yeah,” Keefe said, his cheeks flushed too—but that was probably 
from the freezing wind. 

“So you really don’t want to come over?” she asked. “Even for a little 
while?” 

“I... cant. But you should go to Dex’s. Or go hang with my buddy 
Bangs Boy.” 

“Still refusing to call him Tam, huh?” 

“Some things should never change.” 

“What about you?” Sophie pressed, wondering why it seemed like he 
was trying to get rid of her. “Where are you going?” 

“What makes you think I’m going anywhere>” 

“I don’t know. You're acting really weird. You keep avoiding the 
question—don'’t think I haven’t noticed.” 

“I’m fine,” he promised. 

“That’s still not a real answer.” 

He reached up and mussed his hair. “Don’t worry about it, okay>” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Nothing, I swear. I meant .. . I’m dealing with something right 
now.” 

“You're really worrying me now, Keefe. What is it?” 

Keefe looked away. “I’m just going to see someone. It’s not a big 
deal.” 

“Can I go with you?” 

He shook his head. “Please forget it, okay?” 

She watched him shuffle from foot to foot, his fingers twitching, 
twitching, twitching. “I don’t know what you're up to, Keefe—but you 
promised you'd let me help.” 

“I know. But this is something I have to do by myself. It’s fine, 
though, I swear. It’s all going to be fine.” 


He sounded like he was trying to convince himself. 

“Remember when we were at the Black Swan’s ocean hideout, and 
you ate the drugged cookie and left me all alone with Silveny?” he asked. 
“I trusted you. I’m just asking you to do the same.” 

“I seem to remember almost dying that day...” 

“And I’m saving the near-death experiences for you and Fitz. I like 
being alive.” He stepped closer then, so close she could count the 
snowflakes in his eyelashes, which were much longer and darker than 
she’d realized. “Please just trust me, Sophie.” 

She chewed her lip. “You'll hail me later and let me know youre 
okay>” 

“I'll hail you as soon as I can.” 

That wasn’t the answer she'd been looking for, and it definitely added 
to her worries. But she couldn't think of anything else to say except, 
“Okay.” 

He grinned at her then, a real Keefe grin, and she let herself believe 
she was making the right decision. 

She managed to stay convinced as they said a quick goodbye—even as 
she pulled out her home crystal and held it up to the light. 

But then she noticed the crystal in Keefe’s hand and realized it was 
pale yellow—the same color as the crystals that went to the Neutral 
Territories. 

Without thinking, she lunged and grabbed Keefe’s shoulders, letting 
the light carry her with him as he glittered away. 

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” Keefe yelled as they reappeared by a 
bloodred lake, surrounded by stark, misty mountains. 

Sophie recognized it from the memory she'd seen in Mitya’s mind. “I 
should ask you the same question. Are you serious right now? Were you 
actually thinking of breaking into an ogre prison by yourself?” 

“Go home, Sophie.” 

“I’m not leaving without you.” 

He grabbed her home crystal pendant and tried to hold it up to the 
light, but she wrestled the pendant away. 

“Please,” he begged. “You have to get out of here.” 

“So do you!” 

“I can’t.” 


Round and round the arguing went, and Keefe lunged for her home 
crystal again. It flew out of her hand, splashing into the red lake. 

Keefe was shaking now, tearing through his pockets, searching for 
another crystal. 

“You don’t have your home crystal with you?” she asked. “How were 
you planning to get back?” 

“He wasn't,” a familiar voice said behind them. 

Sophie studied Keefe’s face, noting that he didn’t look the least bit 
surprised as she turned to find Alvar, Fintan, and Brant. 


SEVENTY-EIGHT 


[his IS A trap, Sophie realized. But it didn’t seem to be the 


Neverseen’s doing. 

Somehow, some way, Keefe had set this up. 

So what was his plan? 

And why hadn't he told her?! 

“I must say’—Fintan raised his hands, ready to call down flames 
—“you've really outdone yourself, Mr. Sencen. Miss Foster is an 
excellent addition to our bargain.” 

Keefe jumped in front of Sophie. “She’s not supposed to be here.” 

Brant’s scarred smile crawled straight out of Sophie’s nightmares. 
“Then we'll consider her an excellent bonus.” 

Sophie hadn’t noticed that Alvar had vanished until she felt his arms 
wrap around her. She screamed and thrashed and kicked, but he was too 
strong. He pinned her arms behind her with one hand while he ripped 
her Black Swan pendant off her neck and tossed it to Brant. 

“Let’s leave the fires to the professionals, shall we?” Brant asked as he 
crushed the monocle under his heavy black boot. “TIl take yours, too.” 

Keefe jerked away as Brant yanked the pendant off his neck. 

“Must we really do this again?” Brant asked, snapping his fingers and 
creating a sphere of Everblaze. 

“Not if you let her go,” Keefe said. 

“I’m finding it rather hard to believe your commitment,” Fintan told 
him. “Surely you've realized that switching sides means betraying your 
friends.” 


Sophie’s stomach switched to vomit mode. “What is he talking about, 
Keefe?” 

“You can’t guess?” Brant asked. 

She was developing some terrifying theories—but none of them 
made sense. Or they didn’t until Fintan asked Keefe, “Where’s the 
cache?” 

The only way they would know she had the cache was if Keefe had 
told them. He must be running the same trick shed had him use on 
King Dimitar, offering something the Neverseen wanted in order to get 
information. 

But what kind of information? 

And then she knew. 

There are better ways to save your mom, she transmitted to Keefe. Let’s 
get out of here and we'll figure it out together. 

Not that she had any idea how they were going to get away. Her home 
crystal was gone, and Keefe didn’t seem to have one either. But the 
mountains weren't that far away. If they made a run for it they might be 
able to get high enough to teleport—assuming she could get out of 
Alvar’s viselike grip. 

“We should finish this at the hideout,” Alvar said, as if he knew what 
she'd been planning. “Ruy will be wondering where we are.” 

“Not until he proves he can deliver the item,” Fintan said. “Show us 
the cache.” 

“Let her go first,” Keefe snapped back. 

“There you go again, making it hard to trust you. So let’s make this 
easier.” Fintan shoved Keefe to the ground and grabbed Sophie from 
Alvar. He squeezed her arm so hard she wondered if the bone might 
snap. 

Everblaze erupted in his free hand and he held the flames under 
Sophie’s nose. “Give me the cache,” Fintan said, “or I'll start giving her 
scars like the ones she gave Brant.” 

“Okay,” Keefe said, stumbling to his feet. “I’ll get it right now.” 

Sophie was trying hard to think of a way to help him out of his bluff 
when she heard the sound of her voice saying, “221B Baker Street.” 

The cache dropped into Keefe’s palm with a plop, and Sophie’s jaw 
fell. 


“How did you...” 

Keefe wouldn't look at her. “I pieced it together after I heard you 
training with Fitz. And mimicking’s easy.” 

“Give it here,” Fintan ordered. 

Don't do it, Sophie transmitted. 

Keefe kept his focus on Fintan. “You'll honor the rest of our deal?” 

“Ifyou prove your loyalty,” Brant snapped. 

“I brought the cache—what more do you need?” Keefe asked. 

“You havent actually given it to us,” Fintan reminded him. He 
pointed to Alvar, who was the only one with free hands. 

Sophie couldn’t breathe when she saw the look on Keefe’s face. There 
were sO many emotions stretched across his features: Pain. Sorrow. 
Regret. 

But the worst was shame. 

“Don't do it,” she begged. “That cache could destroy everything.” 

“That’s the point,” Fintan agreed. “Three seconds, Mr. Sencen, then 
things get ugly.” 

Sophie couldn’t fight back her sob as Keefe handed Alvar the cache. 
She tried to grab it telekinetically, but Alvar’s grip was too tight. And as 
soon as he had it, he leaped away. 

Gone. 

“Now we're getting somewhere,” Fintan said, still holding the flames 
under Sophie’s nose. “But you still have one more test before IIl trust 
you. And since the strongest bonds are created with fire .. .” 

Brant smiled and picked up the bent frame of Sophie’s ruined 
monocle pendant. He passed the dented metal through the flames of 
Everblaze, then offered it to Keefe. “Brand her a traitor and maybe we'll 
believe your commitment.” 

“Why are you doing this?” Sophie asked as Keefe took the red-hot 
pendant. “How can you join them after everything they’ve done?” 

Keefe’s eyes stayed focused on the brand. “I can’t pretend I’m who 
you want me to be anymore.” 

“What does that even mean>” she screamed. 

Keefe’s voice was choked now, but Sophie was too angry to cry. 

“It means I got more memories back,” he said. “I’m not like you. You 
were made to be the hero. I was raised to be something . . . else.” 


He reached toward her face, and she braced for searing pain. But all 
he touched was the necklace hed given her. “I wanted you to have this 
before I left,” he whispered. “I thought it would be good for you to have 
something to remember me by. In case someday . . .” 

“I’m growing impatient, Mr. Sencen,” Fintan warned. 

“Give me a second!” Keefe traced his fingers over the beads, lingering 
on the one he’d made. “I know why my dad hated it now. It looks like 
our Exillium necklaces, doesn’t it? That’s why my mom must’ve liked it. 
She knew I was meant to be the outcast. You keep trying to fix 
everything, Sophie. You even fixed Exillium. But you can’t fix me.” 

His eyes met hers then, and they held some sort of plea. 

He glanced to his left, and she followed his gaze, spotting the faintest 
trace of a light path, glinting out of the tiny crystal on the new bead he'd 
painted for her. 

“You understand, right?” Keefe asked. 

“No.” But she did. Sort of. 

Come with me, she transmitted. 

“I have to do this,” he said. “Please don’t hate me.” 

Their eyes met again and he nodded toward the faint trail of light he 
was still holding in place. 

Sophie swallowed hard, wishing there was something—anything— 
she could do to take him with her. But her only choice was to channel 
the full force of her mental strength and twist free of Fintan’s iron grasp. 
She fell toward the path, taking one last look at Keefe’s anguished face as 
the light he’d created for her pulled her away. 


SEVENTY-NINE 


l THINK WE need to go through this one more time,” Mr. Forkle said, 


pacing across the petaled carpet of Sophies Havenfield bedroom. The 
rest of the Collective stood near the doorway, and Grady and Edaline sat 
with her on the bed. 

They'd wanted to hail Elwin, but Sophie wasn’t injured—unless 
crushed hearts counted. 

The path Keefe had made for her had brought her straight home, 
erasing any doubt that he’d wanted her to escape. He’d probably used his 
mom's crystal-making kit when he painted the bead. But none of that 
changed the fact that he’d given the Neverseen the cache—using her 
voice. And that he’d clearly arranged the whole meeting. 

If she hadn't followed him, he’d still be with the Neverseen right now. 

He’d still be a traitor. 

The word made her dizzy and nauseous and ache in places she didn’t 
know could hurt. And it only got worse as she recited the story from the 
beginning again. 

Grady’s hands curled into white-knuckled fists. “I knew we shouldn't 
have left you alone with that boy!” 

“If it makes you feel any better,” Sophie mumbled, “he didn’t want 
me there either.” 

“Which is significant,” Granite jumped in. “He clearly never meant to 
put Sophie in danger, and he took quite a risk getting her out of there.” 

“What do you think the Neverseen will do to him?” Sophie 
whispered. “They’ll have to know he helped me.” 


“Perhaps not,” Mr. Forkle said quietly. “Mr. Sencen has always had a 
talent for spinning convincing stories and excuses.” 

“You mean lying,” Grady corrected, the word dripping with bitterness. 

“It’s a trick weve all been forced to rely on at times,” Granite 
reminded him, gesturing to his rocky disguise. “I understand the 
disappointment you're feeling—” 

“I’m more than disappointed!” Grady snapped. Edaline took his hand, 
trying to calm him. 

“I know,” Granite tried again. “But right now, our focus should be on 
developing our contingency plan.” 

“What do you mean?” Sophie asked. 

“Mr. Sencen knows quite a lot about our organization,” Mr. Forkle 
said, “including the location of Alluveterre, and my identity as Sir Astin, 
as well as the Hekses involvement.” 

“You don’t think he’d tell the Neverseen that, do you?” Sophie asked. 

“We have to prepare for the possibility.” Granite turned to Blur, 
Squall, and Wraith. “Can you increase security at Alluveterre? And 
explain the situation to Tam and Linh, and Vika and Timkin>” 

“Sophie will need extra security as well,” Mr. Forkle added. “All the 
children will.” 

“We'll take care of it,” Blur said. 

“I'd like to hear your plan,” Grady told him. “Keefe knows far too 
much about Sophie for us to treat this lightly.” 

“He wouldn’t hurt me,” Sophie insisted. 

Grady shook his head. “He already has.” 

The words loomed over her as Grady followed Blur, Wraith, and 
Squall out of her room. Edaline started to follow, then turned back and 
hugged Sophie tight. 

“We'll figure this out,” she promised. “Everything’s going to be fine.” 

“Fine” didn’t sound nearly as comforting as Edaline probably wanted 
it to. But Sophie still told her, “Thanks.” 

Edaline hugged her again, then left Sophie alone with Mr. Forkle and 
Granite. Somehow the smaller group made it easier for her to ask the 
question she couldn't get away from. 

“Do you think Keefe is bad?” 


“‘Bad’ is a relative term,” Mr. Forkle said. “All I can say is that he’s 
become very reckless.” 

“So you think his guilt made him do this?” Sophie asked. 

“I think he’s desperate for answers we cannot give him,” Granite said. 
“And this is the path he has chosen.” 

“But how is this a path?” Sophie asked. “The Neverseen will never 
trust him unless he convinces them he’s one of them.” 

“And therein lies the recklessness,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “It will be up 
to Mr. Sencen to decide his level of commitment.” 

Sophie’s mind flashed to what Fintan told Keefe during their 
confrontation. 

Surely you've realized that switching sides means betraying your friends. 

Was that why Keefe had given her the necklace? 

She stared at the bead hed made. The tiny crystal she’d used to escape 
had dissolved—but it had been there. 

And it had saved her. 

But he hadn’t known she’d be following him that day, so he must’ve 
made the bead for “just in case.” 

It helped thinking that, imagining Keefe trying to preplan for any 
possible dangers. Except... 

He'd only made one bead. 

“And you have no idea what he meant,” Granite said, “when he 
mentioned that he’d regained memories his mother had erased.” 

Sophie shook her head. “All he said was that he was raised to be 
something else.” 

“Likely another part of this Lodestar Initiative,” Mr. Forkle said. “We'll 
have to increase our efforts to learn more about it. Perhaps I should pay 
Gethen another visit.” 

“I’m going with you,” Sophie said. 

His mouth started to curve with a “no,” but at the last second he 
changed it to, “Of course. Ill speak with the Council to arrange it. In the 
meantime I urge you not to make rash decisions. Don’t be too quick to 
give up on your friend. But do not trust him blindly, either.” 

“What about the cache?” Granite asked, unleashing a whole new set 
of worries. “The Council won't be happy to know Sophie has lost it.” 


“We must recover the cache—quickly,” Mr. Forkle said, “before the 
Council discovers it’s missing.” 

“You mean we're not going to tell them Keefe stole it?” Sophie asked. 

Mr. Forkle sat next to her on the bed, his bulky weight making her 
lean toward him. “This isn’t the first time we've had to keep secrets from 
the Council. And it likely won't be the last. If the cache remains missing 
too long, we'll inform them. But to tell them now would only be a 
distraction.” 

“How are we going to get it back?” she asked. 

“I’m still working on that,” Mr. Forkle said. “But hopefully, with the 
right planning, we can recover everything we've lost.” 

The glint in his eyes made it clear he wasn’t giving up on Keefe 
either. 

“Sounds like she'll need a good bodyguard,” a high-pitched squeaky 
voice said from the doorway. 

Sophie jumped out of bed and sprinted across the room, throwing 
her arms around Sandor. She didn’t mind at all when he lifted her off 
the ground, or the noseful of musky goblin scent. 

“I’m not hurting you, right?” she asked, realizing how tight she was 
squeezing—even if it was hard to imagine hurting so much rock-hard 
goblin muscle. 

Sandor laughed. “No, Miss Foster. I’ve never been better.” 

He set her down and turned to Mr. Forkle, informing him of the new 
security protocols Grady and the rest of the Collective had agreed upon, 
which included bodyguards for Fitz, Biana, and Dex, as well as regular 
observation of Everglen and the Hekses’ house. The best news was that 
Sandor would resume his supervision of Sophie. 

Sophie tried to listen to the rest, but she kept staring at the bead in 
Keefe’s necklace. He’d chosen a Panakes blossom, which Calla had said 
could heal anything. 

As she stared longer at the intricate flower, she noticed tiny letters 
painted into one of the petals—the same petal that had hidden the 
crystal that saved her. 

Trust me. 

Mr. Forkle cleared his throat, reminding her she wasn’t alone. 


“You're not alone,” he said, making her wonder if hed been 
eavesdropping on her thoughts. “And I think it’s important for you to 
know that as you enter this next phase in your life. You're back in the 
Lost Cities. Back under the watchful eye of the Council. Returning to the 
routines of Foxfire. And I’m sure everything that’s happened will make 
you question who’s truly on your side. So I think it’s time to finally 
answer a certain question you keep asking, don’t you, Granite?” 

“I do,” Granite said, though he sounded wary. 

They each pulled a small vial from their cloak pockets. Sophie didn’t 
recognize the green liquid in the bottle Granite held. But she definitely 
recognized the callowberries in Mr. Forkle’s hand. 

She gasped as he popped one into his mouth and swallowed. Granite 
coughed and spluttered as he downed his elixir. For five seconds nothing 
happened. Then their bodies started shifting and shrinking. The process 
looked painful as their features tightened and twisted into their rightful 
places. 

Sophie tried to guess which faces would soon stare back at her, but 
when the shift was complete, she discovered how wrong she'd been. 

“You?” she whispered, not sure which of them stunned her more. 

Mr. Forkle had turned into the tall, black-haired Magnate Leto, her 
Principal at Foxfire. 

And Granite’s rocky features had dissolved into the olive-toned 
complexion and blond hair of Sir Tiergan, her telepathy Mentor. 

“Yes,” they said, looking both proud and shy. 

“The surest way to protect you was to be in your life,” Tiergan told 
her, “even if it meant resorting to deception.” 

“So that means .. .” She couldn't finish the sentence, her mind 
splitting in too many different directions. All the times Sir Tiergan had 
helped her or guided her, all of Magnate Leto’s strange looks and 
probing questions. 

It seemed so obvious now—but also so impossible to wrap her head 
around. 

“Is anyone who they really say they are?” Sophie asked, sinking back 
onto her bed. 

“Yes,” Magnate Leto—Mr. Forkle—whatever she was supposed to call 
him—told her. “You are, and always will be, Sophie Foster.” 


“And we will continue to watch over you. Which is why we’ve chosen 
to reveal ourselves. We want you to know that you're never alone,” 
Granite-as-Tiergan said. “Were always here in one form or another. All 
you have to do is trust us.” 

That was what Keefe was asking for too, along with the final words 
he’d said to her. 

Please don’t hate me. 

The request had never felt more impossible. But Sophie decided in 
that moment that she was going to grant it. She may not understand 
what he was doing. But she couldn’t hate Keefe. 

“There’s the determination I’ve come to know so well,” Mr. Forkle-as- 
Magnate-Leto said with a smile. “So let me leave you by sharing some 
encouraging news as well. Something to prove we are making progress. 
We have a long road ahead of us, with many challenges on the horizon 


” 


“This is supposed to be encouraging?” Sophie interrupted. 

Mr. Forkle-as-Magnate-Leto sighed. “You kids are so impatient.” 

Sophie smiled at his familiar phrasing and motioned for him to 
continue. 

“As I was saying,” he said, “the tides are turning in our favor. Our 
losses have been small, and our gains have been great. Especially since 
Mr. Tam agreed to a favor this morning.” He paused to smile at Granite- 
Tiergan before turning back to Sophie. “As of this morning, Prentice is 
awake.” 
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For Katie and Jo, 
who bring new meaning to the words 
“above and beyond” 


PREFACE 


THIS IS WHAT they want. 

The words tumbled through Sophies mind as she raced up the spiral 
staircase, counting her steps, trying to guess which door to take. 

The first handle she tried was locked. 

Another opened into darkness. 

A third revealed a path that glowed with eerie blue balefire sconces. 

The floor shook as she hesitated and threads of dust slipped through the 
ceiling, scratching her throat and making it hurt to breathe. 

She followed the flames. 

Back and forth the halls snaked—a careful maze, designed to deceive. 
Swallow. Separate. 

The tremors grew with every step, the shifting subtle but unmistakable. 

And too far away. 

No one else would feel the ripples swelling, like waves gathering speed. 

They were too focused on their celebration. 

Too caught up in their imagined victory. 

Too trusting. 

Too blind. 

Too late. 

The ground rattled harder, the first fissures crackling the stones. 

This is what they want. 


ONE 


THIS IS A security nightmare!” Sandor grumbled, keeping his huge gray 
hand poised over his enormous black sword. 

His squeaky voice reminded Sophie more of a talking mouse than a 
deadly bodyguard. 

Several prodigies raced past, and Sandor pulled Sophie closer as the 
giggling group jumped to pop the candy-filled bubbles floating near the 
shimmering crystal trees. All around them, kids were running through the 
confetti-covered atrium in their amber-gold Level Three uniforms, capes 
flying as they caught snacks and bottles of lushberry juice and stuffed tinsel- 
wrapped gifts into the long white thinking caps dangling from everyone's 
lockers. 

The Midterms Celebration was a Foxfire Academy tradition—hardly the 
impending doom Sandor was imagining. And yet, Sophie understood his 
concern. 

Every parent roaming the streamer-lined halls. 

Every face she didn't recognize. 

Any of them could be a rebel. 

A villain. 

The enemy. 

Sandor watched Sophie tug on her eyelashes—her nervous habit, back in 
full force. “Nothing is going to happen,’ he promised, tucking her blond hair 
behind her ear with a surprisingly gentle touch for a seven-foot-tall goblin 
warrior. 

It definitely helped having Sandor back at her side—especially after 
almost losing him during the battle on Mount Everest. And Sandor wasn't 
the only goblin at Foxfire anymore. Each of the six wings in the main 


campus building had been assigned its own patrol, with two additional 
squadrons keeping watch over the sprawling grounds. 

The Council had also added security throughout the Lost Cities. 

They had to. 

The ogres were still threatening war. 

And in the three weeks since Sophie and her friends had returned from 
hiding with the Black Swan, the Neverseen had scorched the main gate of 
the Sanctuary and broken into the registry in Atlantis. 

Sophie could guess what the rebels had hoped to gain from the elves’ 
secret animal preserve—they obviously didn’t know that shed convinced the 
Council to set the precious alicorns free. But the registry attack remained a 
mystery. The Councillors kept careful records on every elf ever born, and no 
one would tell her if any files had been altered or stolen. 

A bubble popped on Sophie's head, and Sandor caught the box of Prattles 
that had been hovering inside. 

“If you're going to eat these, I should check them first,” he told her. 

Sandor’s wide, flat nose scented no toxins in the nutty candy, but he 
insisted on examining the pin before handing them over. Every box of 
Prattles came with a special collectible inside, and in the past, the Black 
Swan had used them to send Sophie messages. 

He fished out the tiny velvet pouch and Sophie caught herself clutching 
her allergy remedy necklace. She still kept the silver moonlark pin that Calla 
had given her attached to the cord—a reminder of the friend shed lost, and a 
symbol of the role she needed to figure out how to play. 

“Looks like were good,’ Sandor said, handing her the small boobrie pin— 
a strange black bird with bright yellow tail feathers. “Can't imagine that 
means anything important.” 

Sophie couldn't either. Especially since the Black Swan had been 
annoyingly silent. 

No notes. No clues. No answers during their brief meetings. 

Apparently they were “regrouping.” And it was taking forever. 

At least the Council was doing something—setting up goblin patrols and 
trying to arrange an ogre Peace Summit. The Black Swan should at least 
be... 

Actually, Sophie didn't know what they should be doing. 

That was the problem with having her friend join the enemy. 


“There you are!” a familiar voice said behind her. “I was starting to think 
youd ditched us.” 

The deep, crisp accent was instantly recognizable. And yet, the teasing 
words made Sophie wish shed turn and find a different boy. 

Fitz looked as cute as ever in his red Level Five uniform, but his perfect 
smile didn't reach his trademark teal eyes. The recent revelations had been a 
huge blow for all of her friends, but Fitz had taken it the hardest. 

Both his brother and his best friend had run off with the Neverseen. 

Alvar's betrayal had made Fitz wary—made him doubt every memory. 

But Keefe's? 

He wouldnt talk about it—at all. 

Not that Sophie had many chances to bring up the subject. Only a 
handful of people knew the truth. The rest believed the Black Swan's 
carefully crafted lie, and thought Keefe was taking time away to mourn his 
mother’s disappearance. Even the Council had no inkling, and Sophie hoped 
it would stay that way. The less everyone knew, the easier it would be for 
Keefe to come home. 

If he came home. 

“You okay?” Fitz asked, making her realize shed forgotten to say hello. “I 
hope you're not worrying about your tests. Theres no way you didnt pass.” 

“I dont know.. ? 

Her photographic memory helped—but lately shed struggled to 
concentrate during her school sessions. Honestly, though, shed barely given 
her midterms a second thought. She wasn't the same girl shed been the year 
before, who thought failing out of Foxfire would be the end of the world. 
Now shed been kidnapped, presumed dead, banished from the Lost Cities, 
and helped stop a plague from killing off the entire gnomish species. Shed 
even snuck into the ogres’ capital and helped destroy half the city—which 
happened to be why the Council was struggling to negotiate a new elvin- 
ogre treaty. 

“Relax, Fitz said as her mind spun to nightmares of lumpy-faced ogres 
tearing through the elves’ glittering streets. “Were supposed to be 
celebrating.” 

His cheer sounded forced. But she knew Fitz was trying. 

Thats what they did now. 

Try. 


Wait. 

Hope. 

“Just let me grab my thinking cap,” she told him, heading for her locker. 
The long floppy hat was required during midterms, designed to restrict 
Telepaths and preserve the integrity of the tests—not that anything could 
block Sophies enhanced abilities. But after the exams, the hats became 
present sacks, and everyone filled them with treats and trinkets and 
treasures. 

‘TIl need to inspect your presents before you open them,” Sandor warned 
as he helped Sophie lift her overstuffed hat. 

“That’s perfect,’ Fitz said. “While he does that, you can open mine.” 

He pulled a small box from the pocket of his waist-length cape and 
handed it to Sophie. The opalescent wrapping paper had flecks of teal glitter 
dusted across it, and hed tied it with a silky teal bow, making her wonder if 
hed guessed her favorite color. 

She really hoped he couldn't guess why. .. . 

“Hopefully I did better this year,’ Fitz said. “Biana claimed the riddler was 
a total fail” 

The riddle-writing pen hed given her last time had been a 
disappointment, but... 

‘Tm sure Pll love it; Sophie promised. “Besides. My gift is boring.” 

Sandor had declared an Atlantis shopping trip to be far too risky, so 
Sophie had spent the previous day baking her friends’ presents. 

She handed Fitz a round silver tin and he popped the lid off immediately. 

“Ripplefluffs?” he asked, smiling his first real smile in days. 

The silver-wrapped treats were what might happen if a brownie and a 
cupcake had a fudgey, buttery baby, with a candy surprise sunken into the 
center. Sophies adoptive mother, Edaline, had taught her the recipe and 
helped her invent two flavor combinations. 

“How did you know that chocolate and mint is my favorite?” Fitz asked, 
peeling off the silver wrapper and devouring the whole fluff in one bite. 

“I didnt,’ Sophie admitted. “If I had, I wouldn't have given you any of the 
butter toffee ones.” 

“Those look amazing too,’ he said, then frowned at his present. “Aren't 
you going to open it?” 

“Shouldn't I wait until were with the others?” 


“Nah. It'll be better if it’s just the two of us? 

Something about the way he said it made her heart switch to flutter 
mode, even though she knew Fitz didn't think of her that way. Her mind 
raced through a dozen theories as she carefully tore the shimmering paper. 
But she still wasn't prepared to find... 

“Rings?” 

“They go on your thumbs,’ Fitz explained. “It’s a Cognate thing” 

She wasnt sure what thumb jewelry had to do with their rare telepathic 
connection. But she noticed Fitz was wearing an identical set. Each ring had 
initials stamped into the verdigris metal. SEF on the right—Sophie Elizabeth 
Foster—and FAV on the left. 

“Fitzroy Avery Vacker? 

“Your full name is Fitzroy?” she asked. 

“Yeah. No idea what my parents were thinking with that one. But watch 
this. Try opening your thoughts to mine, and then do this.” 

He held his hands palm-out, waiting for her to do the same. 

As soon as she did, the rings turned warm against her skin and snapped 
their hands together like magnets. 

“They're made from ruminel,’ Fitz said, “which reacts to mental energy. It 
doesn't change anything, but it'll show us when our minds are connected, 
and I thought it would help us concentrate and . . ? His voice trailed off. 
“You hate them, don't you?” 

“Of course not!” 

She liked them a little too much, actually. 

She was just trying not to show it. 

There were a lot of kids staring at them. 

And whispering. 

And giggling. 

Fitz twisted his palms, breaking the rings’ connection. “I guess I 
should've gone with the necklace Biana showed me. You just have so many 
necklaces—and the last one you got...” 

He didnt finish the sentence. 

It would’ve meant mentioning Keefe. 

“Tm glad you got me these. Seriously. They’re my fave.” She pointed to the 
“FAV? 


That earned her another smile, and Fitz brushed his dark hair off his 
forehead. “Come on, I’m sure Dex and Biana are getting sick of waiting for 
us.” 

“Where did Grizel go?” Sandor asked as they turned to leave. “She's 
supposed to stay by your side.” 

‘Tm right here,’ a husky female voice said as a lithe gray goblin in a fitted 
black jumpsuit seemed to melt out of the shadows. Fitz's bodyguard was just 
as tall as Sandor, but far leaner—and what she lacked in bulk she made up 
for in stealth and grace. 

“I swear,’ she said, tapping Sandor on the nose. “It’s almost too easy to 
evade you.” 

“Anyone can hide in this chaos,’ Sandor huffed. “And now is not the time 
for games!” 

“There's always time for games.” Grizel tossed her long ponytail in a way 
that almost seemed . . . Was it flirty? 

Sandor must've noticed too, because his gray skin tinted pink. He cleared 
his throat and turned to Sophie. “Weren't we heading to the cafeteria?” 

She nodded and followed Fitz into the mazelike halls, where the colorful 
crystal walls shimmered in the afternoon sunlight. The cafeteria was on the 
second floor of the campus’s five-story glass pyramid, which sat in the center 
of the courtyard framed by the U-shaped main building. 

Sophie spent most of the walk wondering how long it would take Dex to 
notice her new accessories. The answer was three seconds—and another 
after that to notice the matching rings on Fitz’s thumbs. 

His periwinkle eyes narrowed, but he kept his voice cheerful as he said, “I 
guess were all giving rings this year.’ 

Biana held out her hand to show Sophie a ring that looked familiar— 
probably because Sophie had a less sparkly, slightly more crooked, definitely 
less pink version on her own finger. 

“I also made one for you,’ Dex told Fitz. “It’s in your thinking cap. And I 
have some for Tam and Linh, whenever we see them again. That way we'll all 
have panic switches—and I added stronger trackers, so I can home in on the 
signal even if you dont press your stone. Just in case anything weird 
happens.” 

“Your Technopath tricks aren't necessary,’ Sandor told him, pointing to 
their group of bodyguards—four goblins in all. 


“But it’s still good to have a backup plan, right?” Biana asked, admiring 
her ring from another angle. The pink stone matched the glittery shadow 
shed brushed around her teal eyes, as well as the gloss on her heart-shaped 
lips. Biana reminded Sophie of the dolls her human parents had tried to get 
her to play with as a kid—too beautiful and stylish to be real. 

“Thank you again,” Biana told Dex. “I’m never taking it off!” 

Dex’s cheeks turned the same color as his strawberry-blond hair. 

Sophie smiled, glad to see Dex and Biana getting along so well— 
especially after all the years Dex had spent resenting the Vackers. He used to 
call Fitz “Wonderboy” and claimed their legendary family was too snobby 
and perfect. 

Nobody thought that anymore. 

In fact, both Fitz's and Biana's thinking caps looked emptier than theyd 
been the previous year. Their parents had decided not to let the Black Swan 
cover for Alvar’s disappearance like theyd done for Keefe. Alvar had lied for 
more than a decade and used his position in the nobility to spy on his father 
and the Council—and helped kidnap Sophie and Dex. He didn’t deserve 
protection, even if it brought undeserved shame on the family. 

Awkward silence settled over their table and Sophie tried not to look at 
the empty chairs. Not only was Keefe missing, but Jensi had chosen to sit 
with his old friends. Hed reconnected with them during the months that 
Sophie and the others had lived with the Black Swan, and he seemed 
reluctant to come back, like he was worried theyd abandon him again. 
Marella was avoiding them too—though she also wasn't at Stina Heks’s table, 
like Sophie would’ve expected. Marella sat by herself in the farthest corner, 
while Stina sat with Biana’s former best friend, Maruca. 

Stina caught Sophie watching her and didn't return her smile—but she 
didn't offer her usual glare either. Apparently that was as nice as Stina was 
going to get, now that her dad was working with the Black Swan. 

“Here; Dex said, placing a white box into Sophies hands. “Made this for 
you—and sorry its not wrapped. Rex and Bex used up all the ribbon tying 
Lex to a chandelier? 

Dex’s younger triplet siblings were notorious troublemakers. Sophie had a 
feeling the loudest shouting on the other end of the cafeteria was coming 
from them. And shed expected to open the box and find another Dex-ified 
gadget. But his gift reminded her that he was also an amazing alchemist. 


“You made me Panakes perfume?” she asked, shaking the fragile crystal 
bottle and watching the pinkish-purplish-bluish petals swirl through the 
shimmering syrup. 

She twisted open the top and closed her eyes as she inhaled the rich, 
sweet fragrance. Instantly she was back in the Havenfield pastures, standing 
under the swaying branches of Callas tree. A Panakes only grew when a 
gnome willingly surrendered their life and shifted into their final tree form. 
Calla had made the sacrifice for her people, to let her healing blossoms end 
the deadly plague the ogres had unleashed. 

“I'm sure you smell them all the time,” Dex said, “but I know how much 
you miss her. And this way, when you wear the perfume, youre keeping a 
small part of her with you everywhere you go.” 

Sophie's voice failed her, so she grabbed Dex and hugged him as tight as 
she could—but she might've held on a bit too long. When she let go, Dex was 
redder than Fitz’s school uniform. 

They were saved from the awkwardness by the doors to the cafeteria 
bursting open. 

Despite her earlier calm, Sophie's palms turned clammy as she searched 
the flood of parents for Grady and Edaline. She spotted Grady’s tousled 
blond hair first, and as soon as his bright blue eyes met hers, his chiseled 
features curved with an enormous smile. 

“Passed with flying colors,’ he and Edaline both shouted as Sophie raced 
across the room to meet them. 

She threw her arms around both her parents. “Even linguistics?” 

That had been her iffyest subject—by far. Being a Polyglot made her 
naturally understand languages, but after the trick Keefe had pulled, Sophie 
refused to practice mimicking voices. Plus, her relationship with her Mentor 
was ... complicated. Lady Cadence had a special affinity for the ogres, and 
was not happy with Sophie for helping flood the ogre capital. 

“That was your lowest score,’ Edaline admitted, shaking a piece of her 
wavy amber-colored hair out of her eyes. “But you were still well within 
passing range.” 

“And your highest score was inflicting,’ Grady added. “Councillor Bronte 
said you've been incredibly dedicated during your sessions. In fact, he said 
youve now reached his most advanced level of training.” 


“Is that bad?” Sophie asked, not missing his raised eyebrow. She didn't 
like inflicting pain—but the ability had saved her life. And training at least 
gave her something she could do to prepare for the next time she faced off 
with the Neverseen. “I just want to make sure I can defend myself—and I 
know I have Sandor. But it’s not like he’s invincible. Isn't it smart to plan for 
the worst-case scenario?” 

“It is smart,’ Grady agreed. “But I also think you and I should talk later. 
Okay?” 

Sophie gave him half a nod. The last thing she wanted was another “with 
great power comes great responsibility” lecture. But she was pretty sure it 
was unavoidable. 

“Do you guys want to go?” she asked, knowing her parents weren't fans of 
crowds. Before shed moved in with them, Grady and Edaline had spent 
sixteen years hiding away, mourning the death of their only daughter. Jolie 
had been killed in a fire theyd recently discovered was set by her fiancé, 
Brant—a secret Pyrokinetic, and a leader of the Neverseen. 

“We're fine,’ Grady promised, squeezing Sophies hand. “And we can't 
leave until Magnate Leto makes his final announcement.” 

He said the name so easily, without tripping over it the way Sophie 
tended to. Now that she knew his secret identity, her brain always wanted to 
call him Mr. Forkle. 

Sophie scanned the room to check for her friends and found them 
smiling and celebrating. Even Alden and Della—Fitz and Biana’s parents— 
looked happier than shed seen them in weeks. She was on her way to say hi 
when the lights dimmed and Magnate Leto’s face projected across the glass 
walls. 

“You kids did an excellent job on your midterms!” he said, starting his 
speech with his two favorite words. 

No matter how many times Sophie studied his slicked dark hair and 
sharp features, she still couldn't see the bloated, wrinkled face of the Black 
Swan leader behind them. But shed watched Mr. Forkle’s ruckleberry 
disguise fade right before her eyes. 

“I realize this is usually the point where you're dismissed for a six-week 
break,” Magnate Leto continued, “but in light of recent events, the Council 
has elected to do things a bit differently. I won't go into further details—the 
Council will be sending out official scrolls after the weekend. But I wanted to 


mention it now so youd be prepared. In the meantime, enjoy the rest of the 
celebration. And remember, change can be a powerful, inspiring thing when 
we keep an open mind.” 

Murmurs turned to a roar as his projection flashed away, leaving 
everyone debating possibilities. 

“Do you have any idea what he’s talking about?” Grady asked Sophie. 

She didn't—and that made it even more frustrating. After all the debates 
shed had with the Black Swan, all her endless pleas for them to include her 
and trust her, they still insisted on keeping her at arm's length. 

“Looks like everyones heading home,’ Grady said, offering to gather up 
Sophie's gifts while she returned her thinking cap to her locker. 

The atrium was empty when she arrived—just Sophie and Sandor and a 
few forgotten candy bubbles. She left her hat on the middle shelf of her 
locker and was about to walk away when she noticed a white envelope 
bearing a familiar curved black symbol on the top shelf. 

“Finally; she whispered, ripping the thick paper right through the sign of 
the swan. 

Inside she found a short note—and a gift. 

She slipped the long necklace around her neck, not bothering to inspect 
the pendants swan-neck shape, or the round piece of glass set in the center. 
The Black Swan had given her the same monocle when she swore fealty to 
their order, and she was glad to have a replacement for the one Brant had 
destroyed. 

“What does the note say?” Sandor asked, reminding her that she would 
not be sneaking off for secret assignments without him. 

She handed him the paper, which was more direct than the Black Swan's 
usual clues: 


Principals office. 
Now. 
Come. alone. 


“T dont like this,’ Sandor mumbled. 
“You never do.” 


He followed her without further comment as she made her way back to 
the glass pyramid. Sophie kept her eyes down as she walked, relieved when 
she reached the apex without running into her friends. If theyd known 
about the note they would've insisted on joining her. 

“You may come in, Miss Foster,’ Magnate Leto’s deep voice called through 
the heavy door before Sophie could even knock. “But I'd like Sandor to keep 
watch outside. This conversation cannot tolerate eavesdroppers.” 

Sandor’s sigh sounded like a snarl. “Tl be right outside—and if you leap 
away without me, there will be consequences.” 

“Close the door behind you,’ Magnate Leto told her as she entered, the 
words echoing around the glass office. 

Afternoon sunlight streamed through the windows, turning the 
triangular room blindingly bright. The sloped glass walls had mirrors set 
into every other pane, remnants from the days when Councillor Alina— 
Sophie's least favorite Councillor—was principal of Foxfire. 

“Tm glad you came,’ Magnate Leto said from the other side of his huge 
swiveling desk chair. He was turned toward the windows, hidden behind the 
stiff winged-back cushion. “Sorry my note was so hasty. Next time Pll make 
sure it rhymes.” 

The last few words sounded higher pitched, and Sophie was trying to 
figure out why when the chair slowly spun around to face her. 

Instead of the dark-haired elf shed been expecting, she found a boy 
dressed all in black, with artfully styled blond hair and an infamous talent 
for mimicking voices. 

“Keefe?” she whispered. 

He smirked. “Did you miss me?” 


TWO 


WHOA, THAT IS an epic wave of emotions youre hitting me with? Keefe 
said, fanning the air between them. “It feels like you either want to hug me 
or strangle me—and personally, I’m rooting for the hug.” 

He leaned back in the chair, stretching his arms wide open. 

“Youre really going to joke about this?” Sophie asked, trying to keep her 
voice low. She didn't want Sandor bursting in until shed gotten some 
answers. 

“Dont come any closer,’ she warned as Keefe stood to approach her. “I’ve 
been practicing inflicting. A lot.” 

One hand moved to her stomach, rubbing the knot of emotions lodged 
under her ribs. Bronte was teaching her to tie them away, ready to unravel 
whenever she needed a burst of furious power. 

Keefe's smile faded. “Are you afraid of me?” 

“Youre the Empath?” 

The words hung there for several seconds, turning heavier and heavier. 

Keefe sank back into his chair. “Wow . . . I didn’t expect that.” 

“What did you expect? You ran off with the Neverseen! You realize those 
are the people trying to kill me, right? The same people who killed Kenric 
and Jolie, and almost killed all of the gnomes and—” 

“I know,’ Keefe interrupted. “But you know me, Foster.” 

“T thought I did” 

“You do. I’m still the same guy. All I’m trying to do is end this nightmare. 
If I can figure out what they're planning—” 

“Nope? Sophie jumped in. “Worst idea ever. Playing both sides never 
works. Sooner or later they're going to make you commit? 

Keefe shifted in his seat. “I realize that what I’m doing is risky—” 


“And stupid,’ Sophie added. “And dangerous. And—” 

“I still have to do it. And it'll be fine. It’s all about keeping the right 
balance? 

“There's no balance when it comes to the bad guys, Keefe. They’re bad. It’s 
that simple.’ 

“You and I both know it’s never simple. In fact, I seem to remember you 
telling me that the villains are never all bad.” 

“I didn't say that because I wanted you to join them! I said that’s what 
makes them so scary!” 

“I know. But . . . I have a plan. I have to stick to it? 

His ice-blue eyes met hers, pleading for understanding. 

She shook her head. “We can beat them together. Team Foster-Keefe, 
remember?” 

“And how many times will you almost die in the process?” he asked. 
“How many emergency physician visits will there be? And what if Elwin 
cant fix you?” 

“What if Elwin can't fix you?” 

“I... don't matter.” 

And there it was. 

Keefe’s guilt. 

The most dangerous emotion an elf could feel. 

Most were crippled by it. Alden’s sanity had once shattered because of it. 
But for some people it made them reckless. 

“It's not your job to protect me,’ she told him. 

“Maybe not. But if something happens .. ? 

She waited for him to say the rest—the real reason he felt so responsible. 
When he didnt, she said it for him. 

“I know you blame yourself for what your mom’s done—” 

“This isn't about her!” 

But it was. 

Sophie knew him too well. 

Keefe's family life had always been miserable, thanks to his stiff, insulting 
father. But hed been on a downward spiral ever since hed discovered that his 
mom was one of the leaders of the Neverseen. Shed even erased some of his 
childhood memories and hidden a tracker in his family crest pin so hed lead 
the Neverseen straight to his friends. But that was all before the Neverseen 


left her to die in an ogre prison as punishment for allowing one of her 
cohorts to be captured. 

Keefe kept claiming he didn't care. But Lady Gisela was still his mom— 
and hed joined the Neverseen right after he found out they might be willing 
to help him rescue her. 

“Please, Sophie begged. “We can do anything they can do. Just come 
home—before it’s too late.” 

“It's already too late.” 

His voice was the same flat tone hed used before, when hed told her I 
cant pretend I'm who you want me to be anymore. 

“So this is about the Lodestar Initiative, then?” she asked. 

Shed only heard the mysterious project mentioned twice—once from the 
Neverseen and once in Keefe's mind, in a memory his mother had tried to 
erase. It seemed to be the Neverseen's grand plan. And Keefe believed he was 
a part of it. 

Keefe stood to pace the small room, keeping a careful space between 
them. 

“What is the Lodestar Initiative?” she pressed. “And what other lost 
memories did you recover? You said there were more.” 

“It doesn't matter.” 

“Obviously it does.” 

Keefe tilted his head toward the ceiling, his eyes focused on the highest 
point. “All you need to know is that I’m not like you, okay? The Neverseen 
arent going to give me a choice.’ 

Sophie was part of a project too—the Black Swan’s Project Moonlark. 
Theyd genetically enhanced her abilities and filled her mind with important 
secrets for reasons theyd still never fully explained. But Mr. Forkle had 
always made it clear that any further involvement was up to her. 

“There's always a choice, Keefe.” 

“Yeah—Im going to find a way to end this on my terms. Thats my 
choice.” 

Silence swelled between them, and Sophie played with the monocle 
pendant hed included with the note. “Was this the one that Brant ordered 
you to brand me with?” 

Keefe cringed. “No. That one’s mine. I stole it back? 

“What happens when they notice it’s gone?” 


He shrugged. 

She sighed. “This is never going to work, Keefe. Brant and Fintan are 
crazy—but theyre not stupid. Neither is Alvar. One of them is going to 
figure out what youre doing, and then who knows how they'll punish you? 
Just quit now and we'll come up with a new plan together.” 

She offered him her hand. 

Keefe stared at it for so long Sophies arm muscles began to ache. 

“That’s it?” she asked when he turned away. “Youd rather keep hurting 
the people who care about you?” 

“Tm helping you!” 

“And hurting us. Do you know what Fitz did when I told him you left?” 

Keefe ran his hands through his hair, wrecking his careful style. “I'm 
guessing yelling was involved.” 

“Thats what I'd been hoping for. But he didn't even raise his voice. He just 
looked away so I wouldn't see him crying. So did Biana. Even Dex teared 
up: 

Seconds ticked by. Maybe minutes. It felt like forever before Keefe 
whispered, “What about you?” 

“I cried harder than any of them,” she admitted. “And then I got angry. 
You stole Kenric’s cache from me. You mimicked my voice!” 

The marble-size gadget held seven Forgotten Secrets—information 
deemed too dangerous for even the Council to know. Each Councillor had 
their own cache, and Kenric had asked Oralie to entrust Sophie with his 
when he died. Sophie had vowed to protect the cache with her life, and if she 
didn't get it back before the Council discovered it was missing . . . 

“T also helped you escape,’ Keefe reminded her. 

“Yeah, but you only made me one special bead. So what happens the next 
time the Neverseen find me? Or Dex? Or Fitz? Or Biana?” 

“Pll find another way. I’m already working on a few things. And I only 
rigged one bead because I knew the Neverseen wouldn't fall for the same 
trick twice.” 

“I love how you keep talking about them like youre not one of them 
now. 

“Tm not? 

“Are you sure?” 


She pointed to the patch on the sleeves of his long black cloak, the same 
symbol that kept haunting her nightmares—a white eye set in a circle. 

“This is just a costume,” Keefe insisted. 

“Even if it is, the things you're doing are real. That cache could destroy 
everything. And you handed it over like it was no big deal—” 

“Because it wasn't! They cant open it. They’ve had all their Technopaths 
working on it, and they can't break through the security? 

“And when they finally figure it out?” 

‘TIl steal it back long before that happens. I can handle this, Sophie. It’s 
my legacy.” 

“What does that mean?” 

‘Tm still putting all the pieces together. But I know enough to know I 
have to do this. And my plan is already working. Every day they're trusting 
me a little bit more? 

“Why is that?” she snapped. “What horrible things are they making you 
do to prove yourself?” 

Keefe tried to pace again, but she blocked his path. “Did you help them 
break into the registry?” 

“Of course not.” 

“Because they didn't ask you? Or because you told them ‘no’?” 

His fidgeting made her wish she didn't have to ask her next question. 

“What about the Sanctuary?” 

The Neverseen had spent months trying to break into the animal preserve 
to steal Silveny and Greyfell—the only known alicorns, who also happened 
to be Sophie and Keefe’s friends. 

“You were there, weren't you?” she asked when he moved away from her. 
“You helped the Neverseen burn the gate?” 

“All I did was keep watch? 

She shook her head. “How could you be a part of that?” 

The Neverseen were willing to risk anything to steal Silveny. They'd even 
broken one of her wings. All because the elves believed that allowing a 
creature to go extinct would throw off the delicate balance of the entire 
planet. Whoever controlled the last two alicorns—and their unborn baby— 
could blackmail the Council. Theyd also prove to the world how little the 
Council could do to protect something it cherished, and fuel the unrest 
threatening to boil over. 


“I knew Silveny and Greyfell werent there anymore,’ Keefe argued. 
“That’s the only reason I agreed. And in case you're wondering, I haven't told 
the Neverseen anything” 

“Yet,” Sophie corrected. “Even if you don't tell them, they can use a 
Telepath to fish out all of your secrets.” 

“They don't have a Telepath right now. Gethen was their only one, and 
the Council has him locked away—thanks to us. I’m telling you, I’ve thought 
this through. I just need you to trust me.” 

She wanted to. 

She really did. 

Shed even done her best to convince Fitz, Dex, and Biana to not give up 
on him. 

But she could still hear the Neverseen telling Keefe: Surely you've realized 
that switching sides means betraying your friends. 

“Please, Keefe begged. “I promise, I’m still me. And I can do this.” 

He took a cautious step toward her. 

Then another. 

And another. 

Until he was right in front of her, his lips curling with the world’s saddest 
smile. 

“Back to nervous habits, huh?” he asked as he brushed a fallen eyelash off 
her cheek. 

“It’s been a rough few weeks,’ she whispered. 

“Yeah. It really has.” 

He blew the eyelash away and she wondered if hed made a wish—until 
she remembered that elves didn't have silly superstitions like that. 

She probably shouldn't either, but she went ahead and sent a silent plea 
into the universe. 

“Youre not still afraid of me, are you?” he asked. “You trust me?” 

She honestly didn't know. So she offered him a shaky hand. “You tell me? 

Keefe's fingers curled around hers and his brow creased as he closed his 
eyes. 

“Thank you,’ he whispered, his lips stretching into a glorious smile. “I 
knew I could count on you, Foster? 

“Dont make me regret it.” 


“I wont. Thats why I came here today—I had to find a way to warn you. 
The Neverseen are planning something big. I don't know any specifics yet, 
but I know it involves Grady and Edaline and—whoa, easy there? He 
steadied her when her knees wobbled. “It’s going to be okay. See why Pm 
doing this? I can stop things before they get bad.” 

Sophie took a slow, deep breath, trying to remind herself that Grady’s 
ability as a Mesmer gave him an incredible advantage. Shed seen him make 
all twelve Councillors smack themselves in the face. Hed even made Brant 
burn off his own hand. 

But the Neverseen were ruthless. 

And clever. 

And always ahead of the game. 

Which made her realize... 

“You can't go back there, Keefe. Today was probably a test. I bet they gave 
you that information to see if youd sneak away to warn me. They could be 
tracking you right now—what?” she asked when she noticed how hard he 


was biting his lip. 
“It's not a test. They ... sent me here.” 
“Why would they do that?” 


Keefe'’s eyes returned to the ceiling. “Probably because I suggested it. I 
needed a way to warn you—and they needed me to prove my loyalty. This 
was the best solution I could come up with.” 

Cold chills washed through Sophie as he removed two items from his 
cloak pocket—a flat golden triangle and a blue pendant with a single facet. 

“This next part is going to be rough,” he whispered. “But if you cover 
your face, I promise you'll be safe. And just in case .. ” He unfastened his 
cloak and wrapped it around her shoulders, pulling the hood up over her 
head. “Tl tell them I lost this in the chaos.” 

“What chaos, Keefe? What are you doing?” 

‘Tm helping you. Sometimes things have to get worse before they get 
better.” 

Sophie tried to shout for Sandor, but Keefe covered her mouth with one 
hand and flung the golden triangle toward the ceiling with the other. One of 
the points stuck to the center of the apex and the gadget flashed green. 

“That means we have ten seconds.” Keefe said. “Just get down and cover 
your face—everything is going to be okay. Sandor will be safe. Goblins have 


super-thick skin—just trust me, okay?” 

He pulled his hand back, but Sophie was shaking too hard to scream. She 
dropped to her knees and pulled the hood against her head. 

“Please don't hate me,’ Keefe begged as he held his blue crystal up to the 
light to make a path. “Tell everyone Ill be back as soon as I finish this. And 
remember—I’m on your side.” 

He glittered away right as the green gadget turned red and a high-pitched 
squeal blasted from the ceiling, sending a rippling sound wave rushing 
down the walls. 

Shattering all of the glass. 


THREE 


IT’S NOT AS bad as it seems” 

Magnate Leto had said the words a dozen times—and Sophie wanted to 
believe them. But all she could see were the slivers of glass glinting in his 
hair. 

She was covered in them as well, but they were mostly stuck to Keefe'’s 
thick cloak. Shed been spared any cuts or scratches, just like hed promised. 

The glass pyramid hadn't been so fortunate. Magnate Letos office was in 
shambles, its walls now empty metal frames. And while the rest of the 
pyramid had simply crackled and splintered, all of the glass would have to be 
replaced. 

At least no one had been hurt—and the other buildings on campus had 
been spared. But that didn't change the fact that the Neverseen had now 
attacked Foxfire. 

And it had been Keefe’ idea. 

All twelve Councillors had visited the school to assess the damage, and 
questioned Sophie thoroughly. Then Magnate Leto had followed her home 
to get the real story. 

The fading twilight glow seeped through Havenfield’s glass walls, painting 
the elegant white décor of the main room in shades of purple, gray, and blue. 
Even with the soft shimmer from the twinkling chandeliers, Sophie felt like 
the whole world had been bruised. 

“Truly, Miss Foster,” Magnate Leto said as he plopped next to her on the 
plush sofa. “Tve been meaning to redecorate my office since I took over as 
principal. I’ve never been a fan of my reflection—especially in this form.” 

Sophie shook her head. “You know this is about more than broken 
mirrors.” 


“She's right? Grady agreed, stalking down the curved staircase in the 
center of the room with Brielle—his svelte goblin bodyguard with tight curly 
hair—in tow. “This is about That Boy! I know he used to be your friend—” 

“He is my friend,’ Sophie corrected. 

And he was working with her enemies. 

Grady crouched in front of her. “Whatever he is or isn't to you doesn't 
change the things he’s doing.” He plucked an especially jagged shard of glass 
off of her sleeve. 

The razor-sharp edges would’ve shredded her skin if Keefe hadn't given 
her his cloak. 

Then again, she wouldn't have needed it if he hadn't blown up the place. 

She reached for Grady’s hands. “Tm fine. And Keefe did this to warn us.” 

“That doesn't make destroying Foxfire okay!” 

No, it didnt... 

“Technically, he only destroyed my office,’ Magnate Leto argued. “And 
my own foolishness is partially to blame. I should’ve suspected something 
the moment I was called to the Level Five atrium to remove a pair of 
gremlins from the lockers. Causing havoc has always been one of Mr. 
Sencen’s specialties. As is breaking into the principal’s office? 

“You're seriously going to equate this with one of his pranks?” Grady 
asked. “Like it’s just another Great Gulon Incident?” 

If the vein in Grady’s forehead hadn't been so bulgy, Sophie would've 
asked someone to finally share the story of Keefe’s legendary triumph. 

“Irs all a rather dark shade of gray,’ Magnate Leto admitted. “But that’s a 
color all of us are familiar with, aren't we? Wouldn't you use it to describe 
your behavior when you confronted Brant about what he did to your 
daughter? Or Miss Foster, when you drugged your human family so you 
could be erased from their lives? And surely the Council would apply it to 
most of my actions. After all, I helped form an illegal organization. 
Experimented with the genetics of an innocent child. Secreted her away in 
the Forbidden Cities to be raised by humans. Erased two of her memories 
without her permission—” 

“We have a bigger problem,” Sophie interrupted, not needing any more 
reminders of how weird her life had been. “I’m sure Oralie knew I was lying 
when I said I didn't see who triggered the sound wave. I was way too 
emotional to fool an Empath.” 


“Councillor Oralie has always been your loyal supporter,’ Magnate Leto 
assured her. 

“Okay, but Councillor Alina looked suspicious too—and she hates me. 
All it takes is one of them to figure out that it was Keefe, and he'll never be 
able to come back.” 

“Not necessarily,” Magnate Leto said. “Questionable actions can be 
forgiven when theyre done with good intentions. Think of the Ancient 
Councillors’ reasons for not warning the gnomes that the ogres possessed 
the plague. With time, most have come to understand their complicated 
motivations.” 

The key word in that sentence was “most.” 

In Keefes case thered be many whod see a notorious troublemaker 
graduating to a new level of mayhem. Or worse: a loyal son stepping into the 
role his mother designed for him. 

Sophie sank back into the sofas cushions, trying to disappear into the 
fluff—anything to avoid having to figure out what to do or think or— 

“I know this is all very overwhelming, Magnate Leto said. “But that’s 
only because youre trying to interpret Mr. Sencen’s actions with your head. 
You have a very good head, Miss Foster. Very logical and clever and strong. 
But do you know what's even more powerful?” 

He pointed to her heart. 

“Which means what?” Grady asked. “Were relying on teenage feelings?” 

“I wouldn't be so quick to dismiss them. Miss Foster understands Mr. 
Sencen in ways the rest of us simply cannot. I watched them most carefully 
during their time in Alluveterre. He opened up to her. Leaned on her. 
Trusted her. So”—his eyes met Sophie’s—“what does your heart tell you?” 

Sophie crossed her arms over her chest, wishing she could reach in and 
pluck out the answer. Instead, her head kept taking over, flooding her 
consciousness with memories: 

Keefe crying on her shoulder the day shed had to tell him that his mom 
might be dead. 

The window slumber parties theyd held so they wouldn't have to face the 
tougher nights alone. 

His room covered in notes and crumpled bits of paper as he desperately 
tried to piece together the truth hidden in his past. 


A much younger Keefe, sitting and waiting in Atlantis for a family that 
didn't care enough to remember him. 

Over and over the scenes replayed, until another image slowly replaced 
them. 

Keefe, in the Healing Tent in Exillium, his humor and confidence stripped 
away, revealing the scared, angry boy he kept hidden underneath. 

The memory didn't tell her anything. But it made her heart ache—made 
her wish she could wrap her arms around him and make everything okay. 

Magnate Leto nodded, as if hed been eavesdropping on her thoughts. 
Which made her wonder... 

“When we were in Alluveterre, did you ever read his mind?” 

Telepaths werent supposed to invade anyones privacy without 
permission—but Magnate Leto had never been one to follow rules. 

“Youre asking if I knew he was going to join the Neverseen?” he asked. “I 
knew he was considering it. But the idea was incredibly tentative. It didn't 
truly take shape until you were heading for Ravagog—and even then, he still 
seemed undecided. But I can tell you that he saw it as a necessary evil to 
right the wrongs his mother caused.” 

“Evil is right? Grady muttered. “And if That Boy comes anywhere near 
you again, I want you to drop him with the full weight of your inflicting.” 

“Grady!” Edaline gasped. 

Shed been standing by the farthest wall next to Cadoc—her hulking new 
bodyguard, who almost made Sandor look skinny—staring so silently at the 
pastures of grazing dinosaurs and other crazy creatures that Sophie had 
forgotten she was there. 

“Need I remind you that Keefe’s doing the same thing our daughter tried 
to do?” Edaline asked him. 

The words knocked Grady back a step. 

They hit Sophie pretty hard too. 

Jolie had tried to infiltrate the Neverseen, and the plan had been working 
—until they ordered her to destroy a human nuclear power plant to prove 
her loyalty. A few days after she refused, she was dead. 

Grady moved to Edaline’s side and wrapped his arm around her waist. 
‘Tm sorry. I guess I have some trust issues, after Brant.” 

He said something else, but Sophie didn't catch it, her mind too stuck on 
the huge reality Keefe was facing. 


As much as shed worried and fretted and stressed, shed never truly 
imagined the impossible choices hed have to face—or the worst-case 
scenario: 

A tall, lean tree with blond shaggy leaves and scattered ice-blue flowers 
growing on a grassy hill in the Wanderling Woods—the elves’ version of a 
graveyard. 

Each Wanderling’s seed was wrapped with the DNA of the person it had 
been planted to commemorate, and it grew with their coloring and essence. 

“Hes going to get himself killed” Sophie mumbled as the knot of 
emotions under her ribs twisted a million times tighter. “We need to get him 
out.” 

“How do you propose we do that?” Magnate Leto asked. 

Sophie wished she had suggestions. But she didn't even know where 
Keefe was. Shed been trying to track his thoughts for weeks, like she used to 
do when she played base quest. But all she could tell was that Keefe was very 
far away. 

“He'll come home when hes ready,’ Magnate Leto told her. “In the 
meantime, I suggest we make use of the information hes gone to such 
lengths to bring us? He turned to Grady and Edaline. “I trust that you'll 
allow your new bodyguards to do their jobs?” 

“Brielle and Cadoc are some of our regiment's best,” Sandor added. 

“Do you think the Neverseen will guess that Keefe warned us if Grady 
and Edaline suddenly have goblins following them around?” Sophie had to 
ask. 

‘Tm sure Mr. Sencen has a plan for that,’ Magnate Leto promised. 

“Uh, we're talking about the same Keefe, right?” Sophie asked. 

“It doesn't matter,’ Grady told her. “I don't need a bodyguard.” 

Brielle cleared her throat. “With all due respect, Mr. Ruewen, there's a 
reason the elves rely on goblin assistance. Are you truly prepared to kill if 
the need arises?” 

Grady looked more than a little green as Brielle unsheathed her sword 
and slashed it with a deadly sort of grace. The elvin mind couldn't process 
violence. Their thoughts were too sensitive—their consciences too strong. It 
was why the Neverseen were so unstable—though Fintan held his sanity 
together far better than Brant. 


“What if we stay here?” Edaline suggested. “The Council hasn't given 
Grady an assignment in weeks, and we have plenty to keep us busy with the 
animals. We can pass Cadoc and Brielle off like they're additional guards for 
Sophie—which shouldn't seem strange after what happened.” 

“That,” Magnate Leto said, “is a brilliant solution” 

“Except it puts us on house arrest,’ Grady argued. 

“Isn't it worth it to be safe?” Sophie countered. 

“Hey—that works both ways, kiddo,” Grady reminded her. “If I agree to 
this, I need you to agree that there will be no more one-on-one meetings 
with anyone associated with the Neverseen—especially That Boy.” 

Sophie groaned. “His name is Keefe!” 

“Not right now, it isnt. He has to earn that back. And if he’s really on our 
side, he wont mind you having your bodyguard around as backup. 
Understood?” 

Sophie agreed, mostly because Sandor would clobber her if she didnt. 
“What do you think the Neverseen want with you guys?” 

“I suspect this is primarily a power play, Magnate Leto said quietly. 
“Much like their attempts to capture the alicorns. If they possess something 
you love.. ? 

“They can control me,’ Sophie finished. 

Magnate Leto nodded. “I'm betting that they—like myself—assume 
Kenric would've known his cache is far more valuable to you if you have a 
way to access the information inside. This could be their plan to force you to 
open it for them” 

“Oh good—so the thing That Boy stole is putting all of us in more 
danger,’ Grady muttered. 

“If it weren't that, it would be something else,’ Magnate Leto assured him. 
“They've been after Miss Foster from the beginning. And honestly, the more 
valuable they see her as, the safer she is—relatively speaking? 

“I don't even know how to open the cache,” Sophie reminded everyone— 
though technically shed never tried. She had enough crazy information 
stored in her head. The last thing she wanted was to fill it with secrets even 
the Council couldn't handle. 

Still, Magnate Letos theory raised other questions—the kind that made 
her voice get thick and squeaky. 

“I know you don't want to tell me who my genetic parents are—” 


“Wrong, Magnate Leto interrupted. “I cant tell you” 

Sophie glanced at Grady and Edaline, trying to decide if she should leave 
the conversation at that. She rarely mentioned her genetic parents around 
them—or her human family. It was complicated enough having three 
different moms and dads—especially since one pair no longer remembered 
her, and another was a complete mystery. 

But she needed to know. 

“Was Kenric my father? He was a Telepath. And he was always so kind to 
me.” Her throat closed off as she remembered his bright smiles. 

The red-haired Councillor had been one of Sophie's strongest supporters, 
right up until the day shed lost him to Fintan’s inferno of Everblaze. 

Magnate Leto reached for Sophie's hand, tracing a finger across the star- 
shaped scar hed accidentally given her when he healed her abilities. “Kenric 
wasnt involved with Project Moonlark. And that’s all I can tell you. Some 
secrets must remain hidden. Besides, we have much more pressing matters 
to discuss, like the other significant piece of information we learned from 
Mr. Sencen. Did he really say that Gethen was the Neverseen’s only 
Telepath?” 

“Why does that matter?” Sophie asked. 

“Because telepathy is generally considered to be our most vital ability. 
Wed never have known the humans were plotting to betray us all those 
millennia ago if our Telepaths hadn't overheard their schemes. Thats why 
there are more Telepaths in the nobility than any other talent. So either the 
Neverseen have failed to recruit any others—which could tell us something 
about their method of operating. Or theres a reason they’re avoiding the 
talent. Either way, it means I should press the Council about allowing a visit 
to Gethen”” 

Sophie's eyes narrowed. “I’ve been saying that for weeks!” 

“I know. And I’ve been stalling—partially because I promised to bring 
you with me, and I still believe Gethen intends to harm you if you try to 
search his mind. But mostly because I wanted to see exactly what role Mr. 
Sencen was going to play before choosing our next step.” 

“Well, now we know,’ Grady muttered, holding up the shard of glass 
again. 

“I know you look at that and see violence and destruction,’ Magnate Leto 
told him. “But I see a boy willing to do anything to tear the Neverseen’s 


organization apart. And I for one am going to believe in him—especially 
since he may have unwittingly given us another advantage. May I have that 
cloak, Miss Foster?” 

“Tm sure theres a hidden tracker,’ Sandor warned as Sophie handed it 
over. 

“Thats what I’m hoping for. Perhaps if we move it somewhere interesting, 
we can lure them out of their little hiding places.” 

“You want to meet with them?” Grady asked. 

“I want to send a message. Can I borrow a dagger?” 

Brielle whipped a jagged silver knife from her boot and handed it to 
Magnate Leto. He sliced open the cloaks hem along the bottom edge, 
revealing two disks—one gold and one black—sewn between the folds of 
thick fabric. 

Sandor frowned. “The gold one’s the tracker—but I’ve never seen 
anything like the black. It's not even made of metal? 

“Indeed it’s not,’ Magnate Leto said, severing the threads securing the 
black disk to the lining. “And it’s not magsidian, either.” 

The rare dwarven mineral changed properties depending on how 
someone carved it, and it was often used as a form of security authorization. 

“Careful,” Sophie warned as he held the disk up to the grayish light. “I’m 
sure that’s covered in aromark.” 

The powerful ogre enzyme wouldnt hurt him. But it could only be 
removed through an unpleasant process. 

“Tve only seen aromark on metal,” Magnate Leto murmured. “And this 
symbol.. .” 

He traced his finger over the thin white etchings across the top—a line 
decorated with dashes, sandwiched between two different-size circles. 

“Do you know what it means?” Sophie asked. 

“Sadly, no,” Magnate Leto admitted. “But I’ve seen it before—along with 
other similar markings—on a shard of memory I recently recovered.” 

“From who?” Sophie asked. 

Magnate Leto sighed, letting several seconds crawl by before he told her, 
“From Prentice.” 


FOUR 


PRENTICE,” SOPHIE REPEATED, not sure if she felt relieved or furious. 
“The same Prentice you've been telling me isn’t strong enough to have me 
search his mind?” 

“That would be him,’ Magnate Leto agreed, and with that, Sophie's fury 
won. 

Prentice used to be a Keeper for the Black Swan, in charge of protecting 
their most crucial secrets. And hed allowed his sanity to be broken to 
prevent the Council from discovering Sophie's existence. Hed spent years 
locked away in the elves’ underground prison, needing her abilities to grow 
strong enough to heal him. But when Sophie was finally ready—and the 
Council had freed him from Exile—his consciousness disappeared, leaving 
him an empty shell. 

Nothing had seemed capable of bringing him back—until a few weeks 
earlier, when Prentice woke up. Sophie had assumed the news meant hed 
made a major recovery, but sadly, his mind was still badly broken. Shed been 
begging the Black Swan to let her heal him, and each time shed been told 
that Prentice’s mind was too weak, too fragile, too unstable. 

“Why would you lie to me?” she snapped as Edaline placed a calming 
hand on her shoulder. 

“I didn't,” Magnate Leto promised. “I told you he wasnt ready to be 
healed—not searched” 

“And I thought my enhanced abilities made me the only one strong 
enough to search a broken mind,” Sophie argued. 

“You are. I paid dearly for my attempt. But I had to see if I could figure 
out why he called swan song.” 


The Black Swan used the words as a code, to warn each other when they 
were in extreme danger. Prentice had given the signal right before the 
Council arrested him, almost like hed known it was coming. 

“Why didn't you let me help you search his mind, then?” Sophie asked. 

“Because . . . I didn’t trust myself not to beg you to heal him. You have no 
idea how much it pains me to leave him in darkness. But his mind needs to 
grow stronger before we bring him back to full consciousness. He has far too 
much to bear—and if his sanity collapses again, I fear there won't be enough 
left for you to attempt another repair.” 

The crack in his voice deflated a bit of Sophie's anger. 

The rest faded when she admitted she shared the same worries. 

A lot had changed in Prentice's life since hed sacrificed his sanity. His 
wife, Cyrah, had died in some sort of light leaping accident. And his son, 
Wylie, had grown up barely knowing his father. That was a tremendous 
amount of grief for a weakened mind to process. 

“You could’ve at least told me what was going on,’ Sophie grumbled. 

“I know. When it comes to Prentice, I never seem to follow the course of 
wisdom. I suppose I feel too responsible.” 

“How do you think I feel? He’s broken because of me!” 

“Careful, Sophie,’ Grady warned. “You saw what thoughts like that did to 
Alden.” 

Alden’s guilt over his role in Prentice’s capture—even though he hadn't 
known Prentice was one of the good guys at the time—had shattered his 
sanity. If Sophie hadn't found the strength to heal him, hed still be lost to the 
madness. 

She took a steadying breath and pointed to the black disk. “We need to 
find out what that symbol means. And the best way to do that is to take me 
to see Prentice—just to search his mind for additional memories. Not to heal 
him.” 

Magnate Letos jaw set and Sophie braced for him to argue. But when he 
spoke, he told her, “I suppose I can arrange to bring you tomorrow.’ 

“Why not now?” Sophie pressed. 

“Probably not a good day to sneak away,’ Grady reminded her, pointing 
to the crystal dangling from her choker-style registry necklace. The pendant 
monitored her location—and while a Technopath could cheat the signal, 


after what happened at Foxfire the Councillors would likely be watching her 
much too closely. 

“Do you think it'll be safe to slip away tomorrow?” Edaline asked. 

“It will with careful arrangements.” Magnate Leto tucked the black disk 
into his cape pocket. “TIl test this for enzymes tonight, just to be safe. Pll 
also see if I can figure out what it’s made of. And we should get rid of this.” 

He handed Keefe’s cloak to Brielle. 

“Do you want me to salvage the tracker?” she asked. 

“No, I think it’s best we avoid the Neverseen’s attention until we better 
understand the significance of the disk. Id prefer that they believe we 
destroyed the cloak without discovering its secret.” 

Brielle headed for the door, her curls bouncing with every step. “Will fire 
be enough?” 

“As long as the tracker melts completely? He turned to Sophie. “Pll be 
back to pick you up at dawn, along with Mr. Vacker. I think it would be wise 
for you to have your Cognate on hand. He wont be able to enter Prentice's 
mind, but he can boost your mental energy.’ 

Sophie's stomach soured. “Does Fitz know that Keefe was behind what 
happened today?” 

“If he doesn't already, he will soon. His father hailed me before I left 
campus, and I promised to get back to him with details. I suspect he fears his 
eldest son was involved. Why? Is that a problem?” 

“It might be. Fitz has been weird about Keefe. It’s like he wants to pretend 
they were never best friends.” 

“Sometimes that’s easier,’ Edaline said quietly. “Missing someone can 
hurt too much. It’s safer to be angry.’ 

Anger definitely was Fitz’s default. But his reaction to Keefe felt different. 

Less angry. More... afraid. 

“Well, if there's one thing I have no doubt of? Magnate Leto said as he 
reached for his pathfinder—a slender wand with an adjustable leaping 
crystal on one end—“it’s that you know how to help your friends through 
their struggles. Perhaps you can help Mr. Vacker tomorrow. In the 
meantime, try to get some rest. Pll need you in top form to face Prentice.” 

They watched him glitter away, leaving behind a silence that felt itchy. 

“I think I’m going to shower and get in bed early,’ Sophie decided, kissing 
each of her parents’ cheeks before heading upstairs, where her bedroom 


suite took up the entire third floor. 

“Do you think you'll be able to sleep?” Edaline called after her. 

“Probably not? 

But no one offered her any sleeping aids. They knew how much Sophie 
hated sedatives, after all the times her enemies had drugged her. Even 
Sandor said nothing as he completed his nightly security sweep of her 
bedroom. But his check was more thorough than usual—inspecting every 
corner and closet and cranny—despite the fact that none of the petals in the 
flowered carpet showed even the slightest trace of a new footprint. 

“All clear,’ he announced after peeking under her giant canopied bed. 
“And [ll be right outside if you need me.” 

As soon as he closed her door, Sophie jumped straight in the shower to 
let the warm, colored streams wash away the last flecks of glass. They looked 
insignificant as they swirled down the drain. But her brain wouldn't stop 
repeating what Keefe had told her. 

Sometimes things have to get worse before they get better. 

Emotions swelled with each reminder. Fear. Doubt. Dread. 

She closed her eyes and imagined each as a solid thread—then twisted 
them into the knot under her ribs the way Councillor Bronte had taught her. 
The tangle burned as she worked, and she pressed her hands against her 
skin, taking deep breaths until the feelings cooled. 

Worry can bring power, Bronte had told her. Better to embrace it than 
ignore it. 

But as she crawled into bed and clung tightly to Ella—the bright blue 
stuffed elephant she couldn't sleep without—new threads of fear kept flaring 
up. Even when Iggy—her tiny pet imp—flitted to her pillow and snuggled 
his blue furry body up next to her, his squeaky purring couldn't make her 
relax. Only one thing might help—the thing shed been too scared to try 
before. 

Her enhanced telepathic abilities allowed her to stretch her consciousness 
impossibly far and transmit to people and creatures on the other side of the 
world. She mostly used the talent to communicate with Fitz—or for her 
regular check-ins with Silveny to make sure everything was going safely with 
the alicorn’s pregnancy. But that night, there was someone she needed to talk 
to so much more. 

Keefe? 


She sent the thought spiraling through the deep black nothingness, 
shoving the call with her full mental strength. Shed never pushed her limits 
to communicate with someone who wasn't a Telepath—which was the 
excuse shed been using for why she hadn't tried this before. But really, shed 
been afraid she couldn't trust him. 

Or that he would ignore her. 

Keefe? she called again, repeating the word over and over. He wouldn't be 
able to transmit back to her, so shed have to connect directly to his thoughts. 

She pressed her consciousness lower, imagining she was aiming for his 
mind like an arrow slicing through the night. A rush of warmth flooded her 
head when she finally hit the mark, along with a single, shaky thought. 

Foster? 

Yes! she transmitted—a bit too loudly. She lowered her mental voice 
before asking, Can you still hear me? 

DUDE. This wins for freakiest mind trick ever! 

Sorry! Did I scare you? 

You think? How does Fitz not pee his pants every time you do this—or wait, 
DOES HE? 

Dont be gross. 

I'm not. I'm keeping it real. And, um... does this mean youre searching my 
memories right now? 

She didn't actually know if she could from so far away—but it didn't 
matter. Shed paid the price for violating the rules of telepathy too many 
times. 

Besides—if she was going to trust Keefe, she had to trust him. 

I'm keeping my mind focused on what youre saying, she promised— 
though his loudest thoughts buzzed in the back of her consciousness like a 
TV in the background. So she could hear how relieved he was to know that 
she was safe—and even more so that she was still talking to him. He also 
sounded very worried that someone would catch them communicating. 

Is this a bad time? she asked. 

No. But I’m glad Ruy and Alvar are heavy sleepers. There was definite 
squealing and flailing when I first heard your voice. 

The idea of him being so close to one of her kidnappers—and the 
Psionipath whod attacked her and Biana—made Sophie shiver. Can you go 
somewhere we can talk? 


I'm not allowed to leave my room without one of them with me. But I 
should be fine here, as long as I stay still. So... whats up? Did something 
happen? 

Aside from you destroying part of Foxfire? 

Hey, it was my turn to blow up the school. You’ve been hogging all the fun. 

This isn't a joke, Keefe. 

It can be if we make it one. We just have to commit! 

Sophie sighed, letting her frustration ripple through her mind. 

Nobody was hurt, right? he asked. 

You got lucky this time, she agreed. 

Luck had nothing to do with it. I planned it perfectly. 

That’ exactly the kind of overconfidence that’s going to get you killed. 

Not necessarily. I know you don't want to hear this—and believe me, I'm 
not happy about it either—but ... Im kind of important to their plans. At 
least, I think I am. I'm still working it all out. But I can tell they want me here. 
I just have to convince them they can trust me before they'll tell me why—and 
I made some serious progress today. Fintan totally looked ready to join Team 
Keefe when I met him at the rendezvous point so he could bring me to the 
hideout. 

Every part of that made Sophie sick to her stomach. But she reminded 
herself that he was doing this for a reason—the same reason shed reached 
out to him. 

If youre really going to stay there, you need to let me help. You can't keep 
sneaking away—sooner or later they'll catch you. So I'll reach out to you like 
this every night and you can tell me anything you've learned. 

Thats actually not a bad idea, he admitted. Though it does mean I won't 
get to use my brilliant plan for my next escape. It didn't have any explosions, 
either. Just a LOT of selkie skin. 

Sophie felt her lips smile, even if she probably shouldnt. 

I'm not going to be able to tell you everything, though, his mind added 
quietly. I can only leak so much without getting caught. 

I know. Sophie tried not to wonder how much he was already hiding. Are 
nights safer to reach you? Or would mornings be better? 

Definitely nights. My training starts early—and Im sure you're probably 
imagining all kinds of scary things, so just know the stuff they've been having 
me do isnt a big deal. 


That'll change once they really trust you. 

Yeah. Probably. 

It was his cue to tell her he had a brilliant plan for that, too. But his mind 
had gone achingly silent. 

I really hope you know what you're doing. 

I do. I cant promise I won't have to be a part of some more shady things. 
But I know where the hard lines are, and I wont cross them. 

She could feel the threads of his conviction, like roots digging deep. But 
whether they would hold him steady through the coming storms, she 
couldnt tell. 

Shed have to keep an eye on him. 

Is this the best time to reach out to you each night? she asked. 

Yep—its a date. Tell your boyfriends not to be jealous. 

She wished she had a way to roll her eyes in a mental conversation. I don't 
have any boyfriends. 

I dunno. I can think of a few dudes who might not be fans of all this 
Keefoster time. 

Keefoster? 

Sounds way cooler than Sophitz or Dophie, right? And don’t even get me 
started on Bangs Boy. By the way—don't think I didnt notice those new rings 
on your thumbs today. The Fitzster has a matching set, doesn’t he? I bet they 
look so cute when you guys are holding hands and staring deep into each 
other's eyes. 

We dont stare into—why are we talking about this? 

Would you rather hear about how loud Ruy snores? Or how this room 
smells like rotting toenails? Or Alvar’s crazy theories for who the Forklenator 
is? 

The last question reminded her that Keefe had already run off before the 
Magnate Leto-Mr. Forkle reveal happened. 

You found out another one of his identities, didn't you? Keefe guessed. 

I did. But I don't think itd be good to tell you. You already have enough 
secrets to protect. 

There you go, ruining all the fun with your logic. 

I guess thats my job. 

That doesn’t mean you have to be so good at it—though it is kinda nice 
having someone look out for me. 


You don't make it easy. 

Another thing you and I have in common. 

His floating thoughts made it clear how determined he was to protect her. 
It made her heart somehow both light and heavy at the same time. 

Have you learned anything else I should know? she asked. 

I wish. They haven't let me meet any of the other members of their order 
yet. And this run-down shack I’m in is where they bring all new recruits 
because theres nothing worth finding. They won't give me my own crystal or 
pathfinder—and the ones they let me borrow always leap to neutral meeting 
places. 

They trusted you enough to let you help at the Sanctuary, she reminded 
him. 

Only because that mission was about causing chaos. They knew they 
wouldn't get inside the preserve. They just wanted to make the Council look 
bad and keep people on edge. 

Is that what the registry was about too? 

No, they were super secretive about that, so I’m betting there was more to it. 
Its on my list of things I'm trying to find out. 

What else is on that list? 

Not gonna lie—its a LOT. But I’m trying to focus on details that will tell me 
how to shut them down. 

Well... I know one thing that might be worth looking into. Her mind filled 
with the symbol from the black disk theyd found in his cloak. 

Am I supposed to know what that is? Keefe asked. 

You've never seen it before? 

Nope. Why, where did you find it? 

If you don't know, I dont think I should tell you. It might be something 
theyre trying to keep hidden from you. Just keep an eye out for it, okay? 

Done. Anything else? 

Thats all I can think of for now. 

Awesome. Then its my turn to ask you a question. He paused, like he was 
gearing up for something incredibly important. Howd Dizznee react to your 
new rings? 

Sophie shook her head, refusing to dignify the question with a response. 

You can ignore it all you want, Foster, but sooner or later you're going to 
have to solve the triangle. Or should we get real and call it a square? 


I have no idea what you mean. 

I'm pretty sure you do. I bet if I were there I could feel your mood shifting. 

Right, because I'm trying to figure out if it’s possible to strangle you with my 
thoughts! 

There you go, rocking the whole adorable-when-you're-angry thing. I think 
thats what I’ve missed about you the most. 

She knew he was only teasing—but she still found herself transmitting, I 
miss you, too. 

His thoughts went quiet for a second. And when he came back, his 
mental voice sounded heavier. 

Well, he told her, I should probably get some sleep. Gotta rest up for 
another day of playing nice with the bad guys—and no need to tell me to be 
careful. I’ve got that one down. 

She doubted that. “Careful” wasn't a word that described Keefe Sencen. 

Fine, she said. But before I go, I need you to promise me something. 

Yes, I will call you Lady Lectures-a-Lot every time you transmit to me. 

Thats definitely not what I meant. 

What about Little Miss Heartbreaker? 

Keefe! 

Okay, fine, we'll stick with the Mysterious Miss F. Deal? 

Deal, she agreed. And can you focus for one second? 

I suppose I can try... 

I need you to promise that if this gets too tough, yowll walk away. No 
matter how close you are to what youre trying to learn. 

Edaline had once made Sophie give her a similar promise, after admitting 
she should've said the same thing to Jolie. 

Its not going to come down to that. 

Then promise me anyway. 

Endless seconds slipped by before he told her, Okay, fine, I promise. Now 
get out of my head, Miss F. I need my beauty sleep. 


FIVE 


YOU KIDS WOULD sleep the day away if Id let you,’ a wheezy voice 
grumbled, dragging Sophie out of her tangled dreams. 

She rubbed the crustiness from her eyes and waited for her vision to 
adjust to her still-very-dark bedroom. “I thought you said dawn—and whoa. 
You're back to the Forkle disguise?” 

She hadn't seen the heavyset figure standing in her doorway since the day 
hed revealed his other identity. But there he was, looking wrinkled and puffy 
and reeking with the dirty-feet scent of ruckleberries. 

Strangely, Sophie liked him better that way. 

This was the face shed known her whole life. The nosy next-door 
neighbor whod kept watch over her while shed lived among humans. The elf 
whod healed her abilities after theyd been damaged by a failed light leap, 
and fought at her side on Mount Everest. The elf whod driven her crazy with 
his riddles and secrets—but who seemed to know her better than anyone. 

“As I told you before, Mr. Forkle said, “it’s easier for me to 
compartmentalize my life. When I’m in the Lost Cities, I rely on my 
established identities. But today we're going to the Stone House.” 

The name launched sparks through Sophie's nerves. 

Shed only been to the isolated cottage twice, and neither were happy 
memories. One was the day theyd first brought Prentice home—when theyd 
discovered how severely his condition had deteriorated. And the other was 
when Calla had brought her there to deliver devastating news about the 
gnomish plague. 

“You know, the last time I was there, you weren't in Forkle mode,’ she 
reminded him. 


She probably should’ve figured out his secret identity right then. But 
Magnate Leto had given her some story about how the Black Swan had 
brought him along to help cover for Tiergan and Wylie’s visit. 

Sometimes it was better if she didn't think about how good he was at 
lying. 

“That was for young Mr. Endal’s benefit? Mr. Forkle told her. “He's 
unaware of my other identities—and Id prefer it stay that way for the time 
being.” 

“Will Wylie be there today?” 

“Are you hoping to avoid him?” 

Seeing Wylie tended to be unpleasant—hed spent the majority of their 
conversations blaming her for every horrible thing that had happened to his 
dad. 

But their last talk hadn't been as awkward. 

“I just want to be prepared,’ she said. “I’m sure hes wondering why I 
havent healed Prentice yet.” 

“Actually, Wylie came to us after his father woke, begging us not to 
perform the healing until we understand why Prentice slipped away. He's 
terrified of undoing what little progress his father has made. So remember: 
You and Mr. Vacker are going there to retrieve, not heal.” 

“Wait—Fitz is here?” 

She scrambled to cover her frumpy pajamas and accidentally launched 
poor Iggy off the bed. He flapped his black batlike wings and shook his tiny 
blue arms as he flew to the top of her canopy and glared down at her. 

“Mr. Vacker’s waiting downstairs,’ Mr. Forkle said, snapping his fingers to 
turn on her lights, “and your imp looks like he’s plotting revenge. So I'll leave 
you to get ready. But do try to hurry. Id prefer to get out of here before 
sunrise.” 

Sophie tried not to think about how early that meant it was—or how little 
shed slept—as she stumbled out of bed and threw on a simple tunic and 
pants. 

“You might want to consider using a hairbrush,’ Sandor warned as she 
passed him on her way to the stairs. 

Sophie rarely gave much thought to her appearance, but Sandor’s 
twitching smile sent her rushing to the nearest mirror. 

A tiny face appeared in the corner and immediately burst into laughter. 


“Whatd you do—get zapped by a Charger?” Vertina asked, swishing her 
silky dark hair. 

Sophie glared at the spectral mirror, wishing she could tell Grady and 
Edaline to get rid of the obnoxious piece of technology. But the mirror had 
once belonged to Jolie. And Vertina had occasionally proven herself useful. 

Plus, her hair did look like the top part of a pineapple. 

“You're making it worse,’ Vertina said as Sophie tried brushing out the 
tangles. “Go grab a box of hair pins and let me save you from this impending 
disaster.” 

Sophie was tempted to ignore her—Vertina would disappear the second 
she stepped out of the mirror’s range—but she let Vertina walk her through 
pulling her hair into some sort of sleek, twisty ponytail. 

“Arent I a genius?” Vertina asked as Sophie tucked the final strand. 

“You actually are,” Sophie begrudgingly admitted. 

“Okay! Now for your makeup. Go get—” 

Sophie stepped out of range, done with primping. 

“Whoa,” Fitz said as she made her way down the stairs. “I didn't recognize 
you for a second? 

“Bad hair day,’ she mumbled, fidgeting with the end of the ponytail. 

“No—it looks good,” he promised. “It really draws attention to your eyes.” 

She knew Fitz probably meant it as a compliment. But shed never gotten 
used to being the only brown-eyed elf. 

Why couldnt the side effect of her tweaked genes have been green eyes? 

Or purple? 

“You should do that more often,’ Grizel said, emerging from her hiding 
spot in the shadows. “It'll drive the boys wild.” 

“Um, maybe.’ 

Attention made Sophie sweaty and fidgety. Especially attention from Fitz. 

He was studying her so closely she finally had to ask, “What?” 

“Just ... checking for cuts or scratches. Making sure he didn’t hurt you.” 

“You mean Keefe?” 

Fitz cringed at the name. His hands also curled into fists—the knuckles 
turning white from the pressure. 

Sophie turned to Mr. Forkle. “Can we have a minute?” 

Mr. Forkle nodded and led Sandor and Grizel to the other side of the 
room. 


Sophie motioned for Fitz to take a seat next to her on the sofa and 
decided itd be easiest to talk telepathically. She gave him permission to enter 
her mind—he and Mr. Forkle were the only ones who could—and he 
effortlessly slipped past her mental blocking. Apparently she had a point of 
trust, and if someone transmitted the right thing, it worked kind of like a 
mental password. But it all happened subconsciously, so she had no idea 
what they said. 

Okay, Sophie thought, sitting on her hands so she couldnt tug on her 
eyelashes. We have to talk about Keefe. I know you don't want to. But the more 
we ignore it, the more it’s going to affect our ability to work as Cognates. 

All of their training focused on being open with each other. Their 
ultimate goal was supposed to be no secrets at all. 

Are you sure its a good idea? Fitz asked. We both know I say stupid stuff 
when I'm angry. 

Are you angry? she asked. I know you are at Alvar—and I'm with you on 
that. But are you sure that’s what youre feeling toward Keefe? 

Uh—did he or did he not destroy part of Foxfire yesterday? 

Yeah, but it wasn't like how youre picturing. 

In his mind, Keefe looked like a proper villain, laughing as the glass 
rained down. 

Just watch, okay? She rallied her concentration and replayed what actually 
happened, from the moment she stepped into Magnate Leto’s office, to the 
final shattering seconds. Her photographic memory painted the scenes in 
perfect detail, and she left nothing out. 

Okay, so maybe its not as bad as I thought, Fitz reluctantly admitted. But I 
still think you should've Sucker Punched him as soon as he spun around in that 
chair. 

I thought about it, Sophie admitted, tracing her finger across the wide 
bracelet Dex had given her to make her punches stronger. But I’m glad I 
heard him out. 

Fitz sighed. I guess thats why he went to you instead of me. 

Does that bother you? 

No. 

There was a strange prickliness about the thought, though. 

What would you have done if hed left the note for you instead of me? 
Sophie asked. 


Fitz flopped back against the pillows and stared at the cascading crystal 
chandelier. I have no idea. 

Are you sure? Sophie pressed. I can feel the words bubbling in the back of 
your mind. Just let them out—I can take it. 

Fitz chewed his lower lip. Fine. I... dont trust Keefe. I know you want me 
to—and I know I probably should, since hes my best friend and hes been 
through a ton of hard stuff. But he also has a LOT in common with my 
brother. Shoot—he used to call Alvar his hero. 

Keefe didn't know Alvar was with the Neverseen when he said that. 

Maybe not. But it still makes me sick. Did you know that Alvar went to 
your planting in the Wanderling Woods? After hed drugged you and tied you 
up and staged the cave to make everyone think youd drowned? Then he stood 
there with his hand on my shoulder and offered to let me borrow his stupid 
handkerchief. And later that night, he snuck back to the Neverseens hideout 
and helped them torture you. 

The skin on her wrists stung, phantom pain left from the interrogation. 

Brant was the one who questioned me, she reminded him quietly. 

Yeah, but Alvar let it happen. He knew what they were doing. Probably 
heard you screaming. 

He punched one of the fluffy pillows so hard, bits of feather swirled 
through the air. 

Youre right, Sophie said as the fluff slowly settled. But that was Alvar. You 
cant keep lumping him together with Keefe. Your brother is... I don't even 
know. I dont understand why he would turn his back on his family, or do such 
unimaginably awful things. But Keefe really is trying to help us. He's in over his 
head, and his plan is probably full of holes, and I'm betting we're going to have 
to save him before this is over—but .. . his heart is still in the right place. I 
have to believe that. 

Fitz shook his head. How do you stay so trusting after all you've been 
through? 

Its not always easy. Her hand moved to rub the emotions tangled under 
her ribs. Did I ever tell you what happened with Councillor Bronte? 
Remember how much he used to hate me? 

Yeah, I used to hear my mom and dad whispering about what theyd do if 
Bronte got you expelled or banished. 


He tried really hard. And when the Council made him my inflicting Mentor, 
I was pretty sure that would do it. It got so bad that Kenric had to be there to 
make sure Bronte wasn't hurting me during the lessons. But then, Bronte made 
me teach him how I inflict positive emotions. And the happiness I blasted into 
his mind caused this weird mental shutdown. I still dont know how to explain 
it. But I had to pull his consciousness back, and his head was seriously one of 
the scariest places I’ve ever been. 

She shuddered just thinking about it. 

After that, I figured things would get way worse between us, she continued. 
But somehow Bronte ended up becoming one of my only supporters on the 
Council. I didn't know what caused the change until after the whole ability 
restrictor nightmare. Bronte sent me a message through Magnate Leto. He told 
me, “It takes a special person to see darkness inside of someone and not 
condemn them.” But the funny thing was, I had condemned him. Id decided he 
was a traitor. Id even asked Keefe to go all Empath-lie-detector on him to see if 
we could find proof that he was leaking confidential information from the 
Council. So... now I try to be the person Bronte thinks I am. Which is why 
I'm not ready to give up on Keefe. Not yet. 

I guess that makes sense. But— 

I'm not trying to change how you feel. In fact, maybe it’s better this way. I'll 
be the believer and you can be the skeptic and we'll keep each other in check— 
but that only works if you're honest with me and actually talk about stuff. 

He sighed. There you go being all practical and wise. 

Hey, one of us has to be. 

He laughed at that—and reached over to give her ponytail a playful tug. 

She moved to block him and their rings snapped their hands together— 
which would’ve been startling enough without Mr. Forkle asking, “I take it 
the hand-holding means you've worked things out?” 

“I think so,” Sophie mumbled, not looking at Fitz as she pulled her palm 
free. 

“Very good, because we really do need to get going. The window of time 
that we can be away is closing by the minute?” 

“And you have your Imparter in case you need me?” Grady asked Sophie 
as he strode in from the kitchen. 

Sophie showed him the square silver gadget shed tucked safely in her 
pocket. Imparters were the elves’ much sleeker voice-commanded version of 


a videophone. 

“All will be fine,” Mr. Forkle assured Grady. “Were going to a secure 
location? 

Grady strangled Sophie with a hug anyway. “I keep thinking it’s going to 
get easier, sitting back and letting you take risks, he told her. “But every 
time, I want to drag you back upstairs and barricade you in your room? 

“That makes two of us,” Sandor said. “But I'll keep an eye on her? 

“And I'll keep an eye on both of them,” Grizel said. “Show them how it’s 
done.” 

Grizel tossed her long hair—which shed let hang loose that day—as Mr. 
Forkle pulled a pink pathfinder out of his cloak, making Sophie wonder how 
many types of leaping crystals the elves actually used. Blue went to the 
Forbidden Cities. Green went to the ogres. Pale yellow to the Neutral 
Territories. And clear to the Lost Cities. Shed also seen the Black Swan use 
purple crystals. But this was the first time shed seen pale pink—and its 
hundreds of facets sparkled with different colors, like a diamond. 

“Please tell me this isn't going to be like leaping with the unmapped 
stars, Sophie begged. Shed experienced that particular misery several times, 
and really didn't have the energy to endure it again. 

“No, the hint of opalescence is simply an added security measure,’ Mr. 
Forkle assured her. “Now everyone lock hands.’ 

Their group formed quite a chain, with Sophie, Fitz, Mr. Forkle, Sandor, 
and Grizel. 

“You ready for this?” Fitz asked. 

“Of course she is? Mr. Forkle answered for her. “This is what she was 
made for? 


SIX 


PRENTICE’S NORMALLY RICH brown skin had a grayish tint, and shiny 
streams of sweat trickled down his forehead and soaked his tangled 
dreadlocks. 

But he was awake. 

His cloudy blue eyes kept darting blankly around the room. 

Even his mumble-gurgle sounds were a huge improvement from his 
previous deathly silence. 

Still, Sophie understood Mr. Forkle’s reasons for keeping her away. 

Watching the string of drool hanging from Prentice’s lips made her want 
to dive into his mind and call him back to reality. He deserved to be truly 
awake—not strapped to a bed so that his flailing limbs wouldn't send him 
crashing to the cold silver floor. 

All in good time, Mr. Forkle transmitted. And I’m not reading your mind, 
in case youre worried. I know you well enough to know that your thoughts 
echo mine. But we must be strong. 

“Everything okay?” Fitz asked as Sophie gave Mr. Forkle a reluctant nod. 

She forced a smile and tried to look anywhere but at Prentice. 

The house was exactly as she remembered it. Sleek and sterile and sparse 
—and small. Sandor and Grizel chose to patrol the moorish grounds to 
escape the low ceilings. 

The only pieces of furniture were the neatly tucked cot Prentice was 
resting on and a medicine-strewn table next to it. The rest of the space was 
floor-to-ceiling apothecary shelves and one narrow counter under the 
rooms only window, covered in an elaborate alchemy setup. 

“Isn't someone watching him?” Sophie asked, studying the beakers on the 
burners, which were bubbling with some sort of smoky magenta liquid. 


“Of course,’ a ghostly voice said from the loft hidden above. 

Seconds later, Wraith’ silver cloak came swishing down the narrow 
corner staircase. Just his cloak—though his invisible body was clearly 
moving underneath the slinky fabric. He used a trick called partial vanishing 
—hiding his body, but not his clothes—to keep his true identity secret. 

All five members of the Black Swan's Collective had crazy nicknames to 
match their even-crazier disguises. So far Sophie and her friends had only 
learned who two of them actually were. They knew Mr. Forkle was both 
Magnate Leto and Sir Astin—though hed admitted that he still had other 
identities they'd yet to uncover. And they knew... 

“Granite!” Sophie said as a bizarre figure struggled up the narrow 
staircase from the cramped basement below. He looked like a cracked, 
unfinished statue come to life, thanks to the chalky indurite powder he 
ingested for his disguise. Sophie knew him better as Tiergan, her telepathy 
mentor at Foxfire—and she still couldnt believe shed trained with him for 
more than a year and never guessed he was secretly involved with the Black 
Swan. 

“Squall already left? Granite told Mr. Forkle. “And she wont be able to 
return for our evening meeting” 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “Id suspected that might occur.’ 

Squall used her ability as a Froster to crust herself with ice and obscure 
her identity—and whoever she was in real life seemed to make it very 
difficult for her to sneak away from the Lost Cities for long. 

“Blur should be here momentarily,’ Granite added. 

Almost on cue, a smudged-looking figure passed through the solid wood 
of the cottage’s front door. As a Phaser, Blur could break down his body and 
walk through anything—but he only let himself partially re-form, in order to 
hide what he looked like. All Sophie could see were splotches of color and 
shadow in a vaguely elflike shape as he turned back to open the door for two 
familiar figures. 

“You know, you could use the door like a normal person,’ Tam said as he 
stalked into the room. 

“Where's the fun in that?” Linh asked, trailing behind her brother. 

Shed opened her mouth to say something else when she spotted Sophie 
and Fitz. Then there was a whole lot of hugging—while Tam settled for a 
nod-shrug-wave from the doorway. 


The twins looked a lot alike—especially with their silver-blue eyes, and 
the silver tips theyd added to their jet-black hair. But personality-wise, they 
were night and day. 

“I wish Id known youd be here,’ Linh mumbled. “I was so happy to leave 
the house, I didn't bother changing out of my training clothes.” She fussed 
with the sleeves of her simple blue tunic, which were wet along the edges. 
She must've been practicing hydrokinesis. 

“You look beautiful; Sophie promised. 

Linh always did. 

All elves were inherently gorgeous, but Linh was especially striking with 
her soft pink cheeks and lips contrasted against her dramatic eyes and hair. 
Tam was just as handsome, but with more edge to his style, thanks to his 
jagged bangs and ultra-intense stare. 

“Why aren't you letting Tam and Linh leave Alluveterre?” Sophie asked 
Mr. Forkle. 

“The same reason we haven't let you visit,’ he told her. “Far too many 
people would love to find that hideout.” 

Tam and Linh lived in the same tree houses that Sophie and her friends 
had stayed in while they were banished from the Lost Cities, hidden deep 
under the earth in a subterranean forest only the Black Swan knew how to 
access. They could’ve returned home when their banishment was lifted, but 
they chose to stay away from their family—not surprising, considering their 
parents let them spend more than three years scrounging for food and living 
in tattered tents instead of standing by Linh’s side as she adjusted to the 
strength of her ability. 

“Does that mean youre not going to Exillium anymore?” Fitz asked the 
twins. 

“No, they let us out for that,” Tam told him, “but only with our dwarven 
stalkers.” 

“Bodyguards, Blur corrected. “And they’ll only surface if they hear 
trouble.” 

“King Enki assigned four of his royal brigade to Tam and Linh’s charge,” 
Granite clarified as he made his way over to check on Prentice, who seemed 
completely unaware of the noise around him. “The goblins have been spread 
a bit thin, between the forces they've stationed outside Ravagog and the 


patrols in the Lost Cities. And honestly, it’s better for Tam and Linh to have a 
discreet form of cover at Exillium.” 

“How's it going there, by the way?” Sophie asked. 

Linh smiled. “It keeps getting better—thanks to you.” 

Sophie shrugged, not sure she should be given credit for the changes. All 
shed done was tell Councillor Oralie what life was truly like at the neglected 
school. Oralie had arranged the improvements herself. 

“I never thought Id miss that place,” Fitz said. “But some of the skills they 
taught were pretty awesome.” 

“We miss you guys even more,’ Sophie added. “Dex and Biana are going 
to be so jealous that we got to see you.” 

“Seriously; Fitz said, “Biana was already super sulky that she couldn't 
come with us this morning, so when I tell her we saw you guys she’s going to 
flip? 

“All four of them have been nagging me to let them visit you two for 
weeks, Mr. Forkle added. “Td wager they've broken Mr. Sencen’s record for 
Most Visits to the Principal’s Office to plead their case? 

The name drop might as well have dragged a giant woolly mammoth into 
the room. 

Tam cleared his throat. “So . . . have you heard from him?” 

“You could say that,’ Fitz said, glancing at Sophie. 

“I saw him yesterday.” She hoped Tam would leave it at that. But of course 
he didn't. 

“Tm guessing there was drama?” 

“Mr. Sencen has chosen a very challenging path,’ Mr. Forkle said 
carefully. “But we're still hoping for the best. And I want you all to know that 
we are not trying to keep you separated from each other. But we have to 
protect Alluveterre. The Council is watching your pendant feeds very closely, 
and while they may not be actively working against our order, we also 
cannot truly count them on our side.” 

“I'm sure Dex could cover us sneaking away for a few hours,’ Sophie 
argued. 

“Mr. Dizznee’s talents are especially creative,’ Wraith agreed. “But the 
Council’s new measures are cleverer than you might expect. It took our 
Technopath most of last night to set up the false feed were using right now. 
And it’s only for a limited time.” 


“Besides, we need Dex concentrating on other things,” Blur added. 

“Like what?” Sophie asked, surprised that Dex hadnt mentioned 
anything. 

Mr. Forkle shot Blur a look that seemed to say, That was top secret 
information! before his voice filled her head. 

We've given Mr. Dizznee access to all of the eldest Mr. Vackers registry 
records, hoping he'll be able to determine why the Neverseen went to such 
lengths to destroy the files. 

Is that why they broke in to the registry? Sophie asked. 

In part. The investigators were unable to determine if any additional files 
were accessed. But all of Brants, Fintan, Ruys, and Mr. Vackers records were 
erased. Its quite fortunate wed made our own copies before the break-in. And 
Im sure you can understand why we asked Mr. Dizznee to keep this project 
quiet. 

“I know youre talking about me,’ Fitz said when Sophie’s eyes darted his 
way. And you know I can eavesdrop on what you guys are saying, right?” 

“But you wont,’ Granite told him. “Because you respect Sophie too much 
to violate the rules of telepathy.’ 

Tam snorted. “Telepaths are weird.” 

“Said the guy who won't trust anyone until he’s read their shadowvapor,’ 
Linh teased. 

Tam was a Shade, which meant he could manipulate shadows—including 
the inner darkness everyone hid in their minds. He claimed he could tell 
whether someone was trustworthy simply by sensing how much 
shadowvapor he felt when he took a reading—and it seemed to be true. Tam 
had doubted both Alvar and Keefe because theyd refused to submit to the 
test. Sophie was still waiting for the I told you so. 

“Just tell me whats going on, Fitz said, and Sophie could hear the 
desperation hidden in his voice. 

She sighed. “Dex is investigating your brother, trying to see if he can 
learn anything about the Neverseen. And they didn't tell us because . . ” 

She pointed to his hands, which were fisted so tightly, his thumb rings 
were cutting into his skin. 

It took Fitz six painful seconds to relax his grip, and when he did, he 
turned to Mr. Forkle. “I want to know what he’s found.” 


“Nothing at the moment—another reason we've waited to tell you. If you 
don't believe me, you're welcome to speak to Mr. Dizznee directly? 

“I will,” Fitz assured him—and Sophie made a mental note to be there in 
case the conversation turned into an epic disaster. 

“Now, can we focus on the reason were all here?” Mr. Forkle asked. “Mr. 
Song—” 

‘Tve told you I don't want to be connected with my parents’ name,” Tam 
interrupted. 

“Right. My apologies. Mr. Tam. Did Blur explain the plan?” 

“He said something about having me lift another veil. And I’ve been 
hoping I misunderstood. You remember what happened last time.” 

“I do,’ Mr. Forkle said. “Prentice finally woke up.” 

“Right—but after that” Tam pressed. “I'm never going to forget those 
screams.” 

“Why was Prentice screaming?” Sophie asked as Linh reached for her 
brother's hand. 

“Tt only lasted a few minutes,’ Mr. Forkle assured her—which was hardly 
reassuring. “And I suspect it was from the influx of jagged memories 
released by the veil.” 

“Anyone else confused?” Fitz asked. 

“Very, Sophie said. In all the times shed been in peoples minds, shed 
never felt any veils. 

“Shadowvapor forms in layers,’ Tam explained. “Only Shades can sense 
them. And I like to think of them as veils, since they usually feel thin and 
wispy—and they're always covering the things were trying to hide. That’s 
why I can learn so much from reading someone's shadowvapor. The more 
you have, the more secrets you have. But the veils of darkness in Prentice’s 
mind felt like they were made of solid metal. It took all my energy to lift one, 
and when I did, his consciousness surged back as it released the memories 
hidden underneath.” 

“All the years of Exile and madness must've buried him in darkness,” 
Granite said quietly. “I just wish I understood what caused the final 
avalanche.” 

“We'll figure it out,” Mr. Forkle promised. “But today, we need to focus on 
peeling back another veil—which should be lighter now that we've lifted the 
layer that smothered him. The piece of memory I recovered was tethered to 


something else—something weighed down by darkness. Hopefully if we 
remove the veil, Miss Foster can find it? 

“But what if this makes Prentice worse?” Sophie whispered. 

“Believe me, I’ve asked that question a thousand times,” Granite told her. 
“But last time, the process made him significantly better. So it stands to 
reason that lifting another veil might actually help him.” 

Out of everyone in the room, Granite had the strongest connection to 
Prentice. Hed resigned from Foxfire after Prentice’s Memory break, and 
despised the Vacker family for years because of Alden’ involvement with 
what had happened. Hed also adopted Wylie and raised him as his own son. 

So if Granite thought it was worth the risk, it had to be a good sign. 

“Have you told Wylie were doing this?” Sophie asked. 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “He gave us his blessing.” 

“Then why isn't he here?” Fitz asked. 

“Knowing something is the right decision doesnt make watching it any 
easier, Granite reminded him. “But he trusts me to protect his father—and I 
will? 

“As will I” Mr. Forkle said. “As I’m sure you will as well, Miss Foster. And 
you, Mr. Tam. We all have the same goal. 

Tam sighed. “What memory are we even trying to find?” 

“The remaining portion of a symbol. I found one piece during my ill- 
advised search, and weve now found part of it etched onto a disk connected 
with the Neverseen—which, by the way, tested negative for any enzymes, in 
case you were worrying,’ he told Sophie. “Its made of a stone called 
duskitine, which is neither rare nor valuable. But it does react to starlight, 
which may be a clue to its purpose—though at the moment, I’m still at a loss 
for what it could be. Perhaps once we have the rest of the symbol all will 
become clearer.’ 

“Can I see the full piece of memory you already found?” Sophie asked. 

He shuffled to her side and placed two fingers on each of her temples, 
sending a scrap of jagged darkness surging into Sophie’s mind. The chill 
made her shiver as the memory emerged from the shadows: white symbols 
glowing through the dark—three diagonal lines, each decorated with 
different patterns of dashes before they ended in open circles. The line in the 
center matched the disk from Keefe’s cloak. 

“It's possible were missing more than one piece,’ Mr. Forkle warned. 


“How will I know if I’ve found them all?” 

“Send anything you find to me,” Fitz offered. “Ill piece them together and 
let you know when youre done. And if you need an energy boost, just 
squeeze my fingers.” 

He offered her his hand, and after all their months of working together, 
relying on Fitz felt like putting on a pair of comfy running shoes. 

“Are we ready?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

Everyone turned to Tam. 

He shook his bangs out of his eyes and let go of his sister. “I really hope 
we don't regret this.” 

“As do we all” Granite whispered. 

Tam’s shadow sprang to life, crawling slowly across the room until it fell 
across Prentice's face and sank into his mind. 


SEVEN 


TAM HAD BEEN right about Prentice’s screams. 

Sophie would never forget his eerie wails—the sound of someone caught 
between pure terror and overwhelming despair. 

Each second was an eternity. 

Each breath a knife in her throat. 

And then, as quickly as it started, it was over. 

Prentice mouth snapped shut and his head lolled to the side as Tam 
stumbled back, his shaky legs collapsing underneath him. Linh lunged to 
catch him, easing Tam’s trembling body to the cold floor as she gathered the 
moisture in the air into some sort of floating forehead compress. 

“Wow,” Fitz breathed, the same way he always did when he saw Linh’s 
Hydrokinetic tricks. 

Sophie was impressed too—especially with Linh’s control. Linh had come 
a long way since her days of being the Girl of Many Floods and causing so 
many catastrophes that shed ended up banished. 

‘Tm fine,’ Tam managed to mumble. “How’s Prentice?” 

“Strong, Mr. Forkle promised. 

Sophie turned to check for herself, relieved to see how clear Prentice’s 
eyes looked. The cloudiness shed noticed earlier had lifted, and his gaze was 
focused and steady. Even his thrashing had calmed, and his mumbles had 
dulled to whispers. 

“What happened?” Linh asked her brother, shifting his water compress 
with him as he sat up. “You werent this affected last time.” 

“Yeah, well, last time the veil wasn't that heavy? Tam turned to Mr. 
Forkle. “Your theory about the next layer being lighter was way off. It was 
like trying to lift a big, blubbery whale.” 


“That’s quite the mental picture,’ Mr. Forkle noted. “And that should give 
you extra pride for the strength and skill it took to lift it” 

“Yeah ... about that? Tam curled his arms around his knees. “It felt like 
he helped me.” 

All four members of the Collective crouched around him. 

“What does that mean?” Granite asked. 

“Its hard to explain” Tam mumbled, reaching though Linh’s water 
compress to tug on his bangs. “But I was running out of strength, and I 
thought .. . maybe itd help if Prentice knew I was on his side. So I used my 
shadow to send a message—which won't mess with his consciousness at all, I 
swear, he added quickly. 

Tam had used the same trick when he was first getting to know Sophie. 
Exillium had strict rules about Waywards communicating with each other, 
so their first conversations had happened entirely in her head. Whenever his 
shadow crossed hers, it opened a channel between them, allowing him to 
whisper directly inside her mind. 

“Anyway, Tam continued, “I told him I was working with the Black 
Swan, and that I needed to move the darkness so that Sophie could search 
his memories. And as soon as I said her name, the resistance lessened and 
the veil started budging”” 

Granite whispered something Sophie didn't catch as he rushed back to 
the cot and grabbed both of Prentice’s hands. “Prentice—can you hear me?” 

Everyone stopped breathing. 

Waiting. 

Wondering. 

And... nothing. 

“It's for the best? Mr. Forkle said quietly, before turning to Sophie. “If 
Prentice responds to your name, Id be wary of using it when youre in his 
mind. And speed must be of the essence. In fact, I think we should set a 
timer” 

He fumbled in his cape pocket and pulled out a shimmering crystal 
hourglass. 

“Do you always carry that around?” Sophie asked. 

“A wise leader is always prepared. You'll have ten minutes. I dont think 
you should be in his mind any longer than that.” 


The lump in her throat blocked Sophies voice. But she did her best to 
look confident as she approached Prentice’s bed. Fitz moved behind her, 
taking her hand to help steady her nerves. 

“Squeeze my fingers if you need me,’ he told her. “Pll also randomly send 
a few bursts of energy just in case.” 

Sophie nodded, taking one last look at each of the worried faces of her 
friends before she focused on the only one that mattered. 

‘Tm not going to hurt you,” she promised Prentice. 

Then she pressed her consciousness into his mind. 

Down, down, down she sank—through darkness and shards of memory 
that battered against her mental barriers. Her stomach plummeted with the 
rush, even though she knew her body wasn't actually moving. 

The farther she fell, the more the blackness faded. 

First to gray. 

Then to white. 

Then to something. . . else. 

A color too bright for her mind to name. 

It was all colors in one—blindingly perfect in its purity. And as her 
consciousness slowly adjusted, other images took shape. 

Fractal patterns. 

Flecks of rainbows. 

Everything opalescent and swirly. 

And standing amid all of that beauty was a figure. 

A young woman in a pale purple gown, with long blond hair and a 
dazzling smile. 

“Hello, Sophie,” Jolie whispered. “I knew youd come back to see me.” 


EIGHT 


SOPHIE KNEW JOLIE wasn't actually there—but that didn't make the 
vision any less real. 

Prentice had conjured up Grady and Edaline’s daughter in perfect vibrant 
detail, right down to the wispy, frilly gown in Jolie's favorite color. Hed used 
the same projection once before, to guide Sophie out of his madness when 
shed first tried reading his mind. But this time, instead of a meadow, they 
were nestled in a pocket of space among all the shimmer and sparkle. 

“Id thought your mind would feel more familiar,’ Jolie said. “But it’s 
different somehow. Stronger.” 

You remember me? Sophie transmitted. 

“Sometimes I do, and sometimes I don't. Reality is relative.’ Jolie's 
turquoise eyes focused on her slender fingers, wiggling them, like she was 
checking to see if they really belonged to her. “Am I right? Has something 
changed?” 

Last time my powers were broken, Sophie told her. They had to fix me 
before I could come back. And then you were gone. 

“I had to go away,’ Jolie whispered. “I dont remember why. But I’m here 
again—and it’s so much brighter this time!” 

She raised her arms and twirled, her featherlight skirt floating around 
her. 

Why do you use Jolie to communicate with me? Sophie had to ask. Did she 
mean something to you? 

“Youre still looking for reason. The mind is a funny thing. Logic doesn't 
always run things the way it should. So often it’s feelings.” Jolie reached out 
and caught a green fractal pattern floating by, and it turned blue and swelled 
large enough to surround them. 


“I make you feel safe, don't I?” 

Yes. 

Sophie had never met Jolie, but she knew that if she had, she would've 
liked her. Everyone who knew her had loved her. Even the person whod 
killed her. 

“You remind me of her,’ Jolie said, flipping the ends of her golden hair. 
“And it’s easier this way. I’ve lost such track of myself, I don't know how to be 
me. 

But I am talking to Prentice right now? Sophie asked, needing to be sure. 

Jolies smile faded. “Prentice is everywhere and nowhere. He can't help 
you. Though rumor has it, you can help him.” 

I can, Sophie said, her heart thundering so loud, she wondered if the 
whole room could hear it. But it might not be safe yet. He—or, I guess I should 
say you—need to get stronger. 

The fractals shifted again, flickering through so many colors it felt like 
standing in a disco ball. Jolies image flickered too, her features growing 
vague and smudged. “It’s strange. Sometimes I feel so sane. And other 
times.. ? 

The light shattered. 

Icy splinters jabbed Sophie's consciousness, screeching like nails on a 
chalkboard as she plummeted. She tried to squeeze Fitz's hand for help, but 
her body felt disconnected. 

No strength. 

No power of her own. 

Blackness crashed around her, so thick it felt tangible—and then it was 
tangible as the shadows twisted into— 

A swan? 

“Sorry, Jolie said from somewhere behind her as Sophie struggled to get 
a firmer grip on the soaring bird’s slender neck. 

Jolies arms wrapped around her waist and the touch felt warm and soft— 
despite the blizzard they were flying through. A storm of blurry fragments 
that seemed determined to send them careening again. 

“Tm trying to hold it together,’ Jolie told her. “Black Swans always keep 
me centered.” 

I wasnt supposed to talk to you, Sophie admitted. Theyre afraid I'll make 
you worse. 


“Nothing could be worse than where I’ve been.” 

I'm so sorry. 

The words were never enough—but Sophie didn't have anything else to 
offer. 

Where are we going? she asked, trying to figure out if they were flying 
forward or backward or sideways. 

“Somewhere. Nowhere. Everywhere. It’s all the same here. Always now 
but never then. Always then but never now.” 

That doesn't make a whole lot of sense. 

“Welcome to my world. I'd love to say you get used to it, but . . ? 

The swan started spinning loop-di-loops, tossing Sophie’s stomach 
around with it. She wondered if she could throw up in someone else’s head. 

“You're looking for something, arent you?” Jolie asked. “Thats what the 
voice in the shadows told me before you came.” 

That was Tam. He’ a friend. 

‘Tm glad I didn’t drag him under, then.” 

You do that? 

“Sometimes. Not always by choice.” 

So... sometimes you do it on purpose? 

“If I did, would that scare you?” 

A little. But I trust you. 

“Does that mean you'll come back?” 

Of course I will, Sophie promised. But right now, I’m only allowed to stay 
for a few more minutes. Can you help me find the memory I need before I have 
to go? 

“I can try; Jolie said as the swan tucked its wings and plunged. “But the 
memories here aren't what they used to be.” 

On and on they sank, until they reached a fog of glowing shards all 
scrambled up and flipped around and crashing into each other. Some had 
images painted across them. Others moved like fragments torn from a 
movie. And others held only a cacophony of noises. 

“Everything that once was, is gone,’ Jolie said sadly. “All that’s left is 
fractured and fragmented.” 

I'm only looking for a piece—or maybe a few pieces. 

Sophie projected the image Mr. Forkle had sent her and it flared in front 
of them like a hologram. 


“That doesn't look familiar,’ Jolie murmured. 

Mr. Forkle found it the last time he was in here. 

Jolie’s arms tensed. “Someone else visited?” 

You don't remember? 

“I hear voices sometimes. But I can never tell if they're echoes. I hope I 
didn't hurt him.” 

He was able to get out—but only barely. Thats why he sent me. 

“Youre the moonlark,’ Jolie whispered. Her arms clung so tightly that 
Sophie had to fight to breathe. 

Or maybe the pain in her chest came from Jolie's next question. 

“How long has it been since I was me?” 

I'm probably not supposed to tell you. 

“But youre old now, aren't you? Far older than my son was when...” 

Don't think about it, Sophie said. Theres a lot that needs to be explained— 
but we have to wait until youre strong enough to handle it. 

“That doesn't sound like good news.” 

It is and it isnt. There are a million reasons to keep fighting. But its 
probably not going to be easy. 

The shards trembled and tightened. 

“I think I'm slipping away,’ Jolie warned. 

A burst of energy flooded Sophies senses—probably Fitz sending backup 
—and Sophie wrapped it around Jolie's fading form. 

Please—if you cant stay for me, do it for Wylie. 

“Wylie,” Jolie repeated. She kept murmuring the name as she waved her 
arms and made another glowing bubble around them, spinning the shards 
like leaves in a windstorm. “I still don’t see what you're looking for.” 

It has to be there. I'm pretty sure this is one of the memories you were 
protecting. Maybe even the reason you called swan song. 

The bubble burst at the words. 

“I don't know what that means,” Jolie said as they sank into the glittering 
oblivion. “But the phrase has a pull, like an anchor dragging me toward... I 
don't know.’ 

Down they went again—so far that Sophie wasn't sure shed ever be able 
to claw her way back up. But it was worth the fall when Jolie whispered, 
“There.” 


She waved her arms and the fragments parted, revealing three blindingly 
bright pieces. “Those are what you need. I.. ? 

Jolie’s image vanished into the dark. 

Sophie had just enough strength left to wrap her mind around the 
gleaming shards and transmit a call for Fitz’s help. 

He sent a tidal wave of heat, launching everything up, up, up—through 
softness and sludginess and pain and relief until she was back in her body, 
shivering in a pair of warm arms that held her close and careful and 
wouldnt let her fall. 

“Shhhh,’ Fitz whispered. “You're back. You're safe.” 

“How's Prentice?” she asked as Mr. Forkle pressed two fingers against her 
temples to check her memories. 

“Same as before,’ Fitz promised. “Why? What happened in there?” 

“Incredible things, Mr. Forkle whispered. Tears streamed down his 
wrinkly cheeks as he cleared his throat and added, “Pll explain later. Right 
now we must focus. Mr. Vacker—perhaps you could ensure I’m assembling 
these memories properly?” 

Fitz slipped into Sophies mind and she watched as the bits of symbol 
snapped together. The three diagonal lines from the original image 
converged with other lines bearing similar circles and dashes, all meeting in 
a central point and fanning out like rays from the sun. 

The symbol was abstract, of course, but it reminded Sophie of an asterisk. 

Or a star. 


NINE 


THE SYMBOL IS a Lodestar” Sophie whispered. “Isn't it?” 

“We don't know that for sure,’ Mr. Forkle said. “Technically, the word 
‘lodestar’ refers simply to any kind of star that can be used as a guide.” 

“But this could easily be connected to the Lodestar Initiative,” Sophie 
argued. 

“Perhaps it would help if we could see?” Granite suggested. 

Blur retrieved a memory log from one of the apothecary drawers, and 
when Sophie projected the image across the stiff pages, everyone had to 
admit the symbol looked like a star. 

“Even if the symbol is a Lodestar, Granite said after a moment, “were 
still a long way away from understanding what it means. All those dashes 
and circles have to be significant. I’m assuming you saw nothing that could 
help us translate while you were in Prentice’s mind?” 

“I wish. It seemed like Prentice didn’t even remember that hed seen the 
symbol before. But . . . he only found it after I mentioned swan song. So the 
two must be connected.” 

They all tilted their heads and squinted at the star from different angles, 
as if the explanation would pop out at them if they just stared hard enough. 

“Soooooo, Tam eventually said, “anyone want to explain why lodestars 
are so important? Or are you going to keep acting like Linh and I aren't 
here?” 

“Didn't they tell you?” Fitz asked, glancing at the members of the 
Collective. 

“I told them Keefe joined the Neverseen,” Blur said. “I didn't get into 
why.’ 


“Care to clue us in now?” Tam asked, not sounding happy to have been 
kept in the dark. 

Mr. Forkle explained what little they knew about the Lodestar Initiative 
and how Keefe's mom seemed to have created it. 

“And the Initiative had something to do with what happened to the 
gnomes?” Linh whispered, tugging nervously on the silver ends of her hair. 

“That is unclear,’ Mr. Forkle emphasized. “Fintan implied a connection 
when he first threatened the Council with the plague. And he made the 
Initiative sound as though it’s the Neverseens grand plan. But he also 
admitted to eliminating Mr. Sencens mother so he could take over the 
project, so it’s highly possible he's made his own amendments.” 

“Does Keefe know what the plan is?” Tam asked. 

“He says he’s still piecing it together—but I know there’s something he 
isn't telling me,’ Sophie said quietly. “Maybe hell be more willing to share 
when I show him the whole symbol.” 

“I assume that means you've found a way to transmit to him?” Mr. Forkle 
asked. 

Sophie nodded. “We're going to check in every night.” 

“You are?” The tightness in Fitz's voice made Sophie realize shed 
forgotten to mention that detail when they talked. 

“It'll be safer this way,’ she explained. “He can update me on anything he’s 
learned without having to sneak away.’ 

“Or feed you a bunch of lies,’ Tam pointed out. “Hey—don't look at me 
like that. You have to admit it’s possible.” 

“Anything is possible,’ Sophie argued. “All I know is that if I'd been brave 
enough to try transmitting to Keefe sooner, he wouldnt have had to destroy 
part of Foxfire to warn me.” 

“Whoa—back up,’ Tam said. “He destroyed part of Foxfire?! Okay, 
seriously, am I really the only one who thinks trusting this guy is a bad 
idea?” 

“No,’ Wraith said, folding his invisible arms under his cloak. “Some of us 
are a bit more reluctant? 

“Tm not,’ Blur jumped in. 

“Well, Squall is just as torn as I am,’ Wraith said. “So is Granite.” 

“You are?” Sophie asked. 


Granite had seemed so supportive when he first heard about Keefe. Hed 
even decided to reveal his true identity to help reassure her that she 
shouldnt be afraid to trust people. But now he shifted his hefty weight, 
filling the small space with the crunch of his crystallized joints. “I don't 
doubt that Mr. Sencen left with good intentions—but we can't ignore the 
possibility that he might become corrupted. Hes immersed in the 
Neverseens world—training in their methods, being exposed to their 
teachings and theories. There's no telling how that might influence him.” 

“Exactly? Tam agreed. “You're with me on this, right?” he asked Linh. 

Linh shook her head. “Remember how people have doubted us? Their 
murmurs and snipes about the strength of our powers. Their outrage when 
you left with me after I was banished. Not to mention the mistrust because 
were twins. They had reasons for their feelings. Did that make them right?” 

“No—but their reasons are stupid,’ Tam argued. 

Multiple births were rare in the elvin world, and for some reason that 
bred judgment and scorn. Sophie would never understand how the elves 
could be so brilliant and sophisticated and still have so many strange 
prejudices. They didn't care about skin color or money or appearance. But 
they condemned anyone without a special ability, or anyone with unusual 
genetics. 

“And you think that’s the same as joining the enemy?” Tam asked. 

“No, I think it means we shouldn't pass judgment until we see how things 
play out. Actions never tell the whole story. Good can be done for the wrong 
reason. And bad can be misunderstood.” 

“Fine, Tam grumbled. “But if he comes anywhere near me, I’m siccing 
the dwarves on him until he lets me take a reading. And you guys should be 
keeping us way better updated about this stuff? he told the Collective. 

“The incident at Foxfire was only yesterday,” Mr. Forkle explained. “But I 
realize youre both feeling very separated—and that’s because you are? 

“Maybe it would be easier if we returned to the Lost Cities,” Linh told her 
brother. 

“You really want to go back to Choralmere?” he asked. “You want to deal 
with Mom panicking that you're going to flood the house every time you 
gaze at the ocean? You want to hear Dad constantly lying about us, like our 
very existence brings him shame?” 

“Of course not,” Linh told him. “I just—” 


“I might have a solution for you,” Mr. Forkle interrupted. “Tve been in 
talks with the Council about a new arrangement that would allow you to 
visit the Lost Cities regularly. But nothing is official yet, so I’m going to need 
you—” 

“Let me guess,’ Tam jumped in, “You want us to be patient?” 

Mr. Forkle smiled. “I know I ask for that a lot. I also demand it of myself. 
I’ve often said that it seems were attempting to drain the ocean with a 
leaking spoon. But even if that’s the case, we can either give up, or we can 
continue taking it one dripping spoonful at a time. And this’—he pointed to 
the symbol Sophie had projected—“is a pretty important spoonful. We need 
to find out what it means.” 

“I can ask Keefe,” Sophie offered. “Though he didn't recognize the black 
disk or the symbol when I showed it to him last night, so I doubt he'll be 
much help.” 

“I can think of someone who might know more about the symbol,” Fitz 
mumbled. “But... you're not going to like it.” 

Sophie was about to ask who when she figured it out on her own. 

She groaned. “Please tell me you're not asking us to trust Lord Cassius.” 


TEN 


Wow,” LINH WHISPERED, staring at the stark crystal skyscraper 
looming over them. “This is where Keefe grew up?” 

“Tt explains a lot, doesn't it?” Sophie mumbled. 

Mr. Forkle hadn't been sure if it would be wise to bring the twins on this 
excursion—but Sophie had insisted. Maybe it would help Tam understand 
where Keefe was coming from. 

Their feet crunched on the gravelly ground as they crossed under an 
intricate arch with the word CANDLESHADE woven into the iron. Lord Cassius 
answered the golden door before Mr. Forkle finished knocking, looking 
pristine in his intricately embroidered blue cape. He reminded Sophie far 
too much of his son—same blond hair and ice-blue eyes. Same handsome 
features. But he was the version where all the fun had been squeezed out and 
only the sour was left. 

Even his smile was creepy—oily and insincere as he said, “Why, Miss 
Foster. I almost didnt recognize you with your hair back. But it’s always a 
pleasure to see you. And you as well, Mr. Forkle. And Mr. Vacker” His eyes 
flicked past Sandor and Grizel without acknowledging them and settled on 
Tam and Linh. “And who might our surprise guests be?” 

“This is Tam and Linh Song,” Mr. Forkle told him, ignoring Tam’s scowl 
at the use of his last name. 

“Song?” Lord Cassius repeated. “You're Quan and Mai’s children?” 

“Their twins, Tam corrected. 

Tam’s father had tried to convince people that Tam and Linh were a year 
apart in age, but they refused to play along. 

“I see the resemblance now,’ Lord Cassius said, studying the twins more 
closely. “I know your father well. He was a Level ahead of me at Foxfire, but 


we often studied together. We still meet for drinks in Atlantis sometimes.” 

Tam glanced sidelong at Sophie. “I suppose I shouldn't be surprised to 
hear that.” 

“Do your parents know you've joined the Black Swan?” Lord Cassius 
asked. 

“I don't see why they would,” Tam told him. “And for the record, we 
haven't sworn fealty.” 

“Yet,” Linh added quickly. 

“I know the feeling? Lord Cassius had volunteered to join the Black Swan 
himself—which made Sophie want to vomit on his jewel-encrusted shoes. 
She didn't care that hed been searching his wife's possessions for clues to her 
Neverseen activities. Finding a bunch of maps and a leaping crystal kit 
would never make up for the way hed treated his son. 

“Oh my,’ Lord Cassius said, fanning his face, “I always forget how intense 
your emotions are, Miss Foster. It’s such a strange sensation to feel them 
wafting through the air. A bit like static electricity, only pricklier” 

Most Empaths needed physical contact to take a reading, but for some 
reason Keefe and his father were different—at least when it came to Sophie. 

“Well,” she said, hoping he could feel the massive waves of disgust she was 
sending his way, “some things give me a stronger reaction than others.” 

Abuse came in all forms—and while Lord Cassius had never hit his son, 
his constant belittling criticism had done plenty of damage. 

Not surprisingly, he didn't bother asking for an update on Keefe as he 
stepped aside to let them in. The sparse foyer felt as cold and welcoming as a 
morgue—black floor, sleek walls glinting with sparks of blue balefire, and a 
silver staircase that spiraled all the way up to the two hundredth floor. 

“You said you needed my help with something when you hailed,” Lord 
Cassius prompted. 

“Indeed. Were looking for any information you might be able to provide 
us about this symbol.” Mr. Forkle removed the memory log from his cape 
pocket and handed it over. 

Lord Cassius’s eyes widened. “Lodestar? 

“So that is what the symbol means?” Sophie asked. 

Lord Cassius frowned, turning the memory log to study the symbol from 
different angles. “It’s strange. The word clicked when I looked at the image, 
but I have no idea why? 


Memories could do that sometimes—especially memories that had been 
erased. Some triggers only dragged certain details back. Others unleashed 
the entire scene in a dizzying rush. Sophie knew the feeling well, thanks to 
the secrets the Black Swan had planted in her brain. It was also why she 
wasnt allowed to ever visit her human family, in case seeing her made them 
remember. 

“I feel like there’s something I’m missing,’ Lord Cassius said, scratching 
his head and messing up his immaculate hairstyle. 

“The mind is a tricky thing,” Mr. Forkle told him, taking the memory log 
back. “If you remember anything else, you know how to reach me? 

“Of course. Though I dont see why you need me. Surely you realize 
there's someone who could be infinitely more helpful” 

Sophie was about to ask who when realization dawned, spreading goose 
bumps across her skin. “You . . . want us to ask your wife about the Lodestar 
Initiative?” 

“Why not?” Lord Cassius asked. “Isnt this whole thing her mess? Who 
better to solve the problem than the one who created it in the first place?” 

“Uh, maybe someone who's not locked away in an ogre prison?” Fitz 
suggested. 

For the briefest glimmer of a moment, Lord Cassius’s expression faltered 
and he looked like a grieving husband and a crushed father, standing all 
alone in his cold, empty tower. 

Then he blinked and it was gone, replaced with his dripping smile. 
“Where there's a will, there's a way.” 

“Not in this instance,” Mr. Forkle told him. “If we express interest in Lady 
Gisela, we turn her into an ogre bargaining chip—one that would come at 
far too high a cost.” 

“Diplomacy so rarely yields results,” Lord Cassius agreed. “But that’s why 
I’ve grown so passionate for your order. Rumor has it, the Black Swan staged 
a rather successful raid on Exile a few months back. Why not pull the same 
trick again?” 

“Because we've gained wisdom,’ Mr. Forkle told him. “And experience.” 

Their adventures in Exile hadn't exactly gone as planned, between Fitz 
nearly dying and the Council almost arresting everyone. And yet, Sophie 
couldnt help finding Lord Cassius’s suggestion tempting. Not only could 


Lady Gisela teach them all the things Keefe was so determined to learn from 
the Neverseen, but Keefe also wouldn't need Fintan to rescue his mom. 

No, Mr. Forkle interrupted. A jailbreak in an uncharted prison run by a 
particularly violent species will never be a worthwhile risk—especially 
considering that Lady Gisela may no longer be alive. 

Dread hit her stomach with a thud. But Fintan told Keefe— 

Yes, I know what he promised. I also know he gave Mr. Sencen that 
information when he was trying to lure him into joining their order. And even 
if the report was accurate, its been weeks since then—and Lady Gisela was 
badly wounded at her arrest. Or if she is alive, its also incredibly likely that 
they erased her mind before they sent her away. 

You've put a lot of thought into this, Sophie noted. 

Of course. The Collective and I have discussed it at length. I never 
mentioned it because I know how you struggle to ignore possibilities. 

Or maybe it was because your first instinct is to say no to everything. You 
realize that ninety percent of the time, you give me a big speech on all the 
reasons why an idea is too dangerous, and then a few weeks later we end up 
doing it anyway? 

A rueful smile curved his lips. And in each of those instances, it was only 
because the situation grew especially desperate. Thankfully, were not there yet. 
There are avenues we havent yet explored—like showing the symbol to Gethen 
when we meet with him and seeing if we can trick some answers out of him. 

I guess thats true, Sophie hated to admit. 

Shed been expecting him to offer his usual less-than-helpful solutions, 
like “read a bunch of really long books” or “practice telepathy with Fitz.” 

Gethen . .. might actually work. 

Good—its settled, Mr. Forkle told her as he turned to their group. 
“Forgive our moment of distraction” 

Lord Cassius nodded. “I’m sure were all used to Telepaths. Have you at 
least come to a decision?” 

“Only that we'll be focusing on alternate plans. But thank you for the 
suggestion. I wonder if I could trouble you with one further request. I'd love 
to take a look around before I leave. Perhaps my fresh eyes might turn up a 
clue your wife left behind” 

“Where would you like to search?” Lord Cassius asked. “There are quite a 
few places.” 


Talk about an understatement. 

Sophie doubted an army of gnomes would be able to search the massive 
estate in less than a week—and gnomes were the most efficient, industrious 
creatures shed ever met. Still, Keefe had stayed at Candleshade the night 
before he ran off with the Neverseen. And while he was there, something 
must have changed. 

When hed left Sophies house hed seemed upset—but nothing like the 
mess hed been the next day. 

Something had triggered new memories—memories that made him 
believe he was part of the Lodestar Initiative. 

So maybe if she searched his room, she could find what made him 
remember. 


ELEVEN 


HUH,” FITZ SAID. “So this is Keefes room.” 

Sophie blinked. “Thats right—you've never been here.” 

“Uh, have you?” 

“Td like to know that answer as well? Tam said. 

She shook her head. “Keefe told me he didn't like to have friends over to 
his house. But I’ve seen it in a few of his memories.” 

The memories weren't happy memories, though, so she hadn't paid much 
attention to the scenery. The room took up three stories, and was one of the 
fanciest places Sophie had seen—sparkling crystal walls, swirling 
chandeliers, and tons of ornate furniture in shades of black, white, and gray. 

“This place reminds me of our old room,” Linh mumbled. “We weren't 
allowed to decorate it either.” 

“You guys shared a room?” Fitz asked. 

“It was our punishment for telling people we were twins.” Tam rolled his 
eyes. 

Linh hooked her arm around him. “Too bad I liked sharing a room 
better.” 

“And yet you ditched me the first second we got to Alluveterre.” 

“Hey, what girl is going to pass up her own private tree house?” Linh 
asked. 

“Definitely not me,” Sophie said, trying to figure out where to start their 
search. Everything seemed so un-Keefe, it was hard to imagine him touching 
any of it. 

“What exactly are we looking for?” Tam asked. “Keefe doesn’t hit me as 
the Dear Diary type—though if we find one, I call dibs.” 


“No you don't,’ Sophie told him. “Were not here to snoop. I just figured 
we should look around and make sure there's nothing important.” 

“Well, this place is huge,” Fitz said. “So maybe we should split up—some 
of us upstairs and some of us downstairs and meet in the middle?” 

“New game!” Grizel jumped in. “Girls versus boys. Losers owe the others 
a favor. GO!” 

“Bring it on!” Fitz said, sprinting for the stairs. 

Grizel beat him there and bolted downstairs, so Fitz raced up. 

“Looks like we have closet and bathroom duty, guys!” he shouted. 

“I'm going on record right now and saying I’m not getting within ten feet 
of Keefe’s underwear!” Tam shouted back. 

Sandor heaved a sigh as he turned to follow the boys. “If you care about 
me at all, Miss Foster, lose this silly game. Do whatever you have to do” 

Sophie and Linh shared a look before they made their way downstairs, 
where Grizel was already busy flipping though one of the notebooks piled 
on an enormous gilded desk. “Either of you want to give me a hand with 
these?” 

Linh grabbed one. “Wow. The whole first page is just ‘bored bored bored’ 
written over and over.’ 

“He also makes some rather entertaining notes about his Mentors in the 
margins, Grizel said. “But none of that is particularly useful, so wed better 
get moving. Were winning this thing! And when we do, Sandor is taking me 
dancing.” 

“Dancing?” Sophie repeated, trying to picture that. 

Nope. 

Her brain couldn't compute. 

“Does dancing mean something else to goblins?” Linh asked. 

“I don't know—does it mean this?” Grizel hummed a silky beat and 
shook her hips in a move that reminded Sophie of belly dancing, only with 
less arm waving and more head bopping. 

“You really think Sandor’s going to do that?” Sophie asked. 

“He will if you help me force him. Think of the favor you could demand 
from that pretty boy up there. And I bet our little Linh would love to force 
her brother to do something especially embarrassing.” 

Linh grinned. “How do we win? You never explained the rules.” 


“Of course I didn’t. How else can I change them? Now get to work!” 
Grizel pointed across the reom—which seemed to be some sort of study, 
complete with oversize armchairs and walls of bookshelves. From a distance, 
anyone would think a model student lived there—or maybe a snooty 
professor. But as Sophie looked closer, she could spot glimmers of Keefe in 
the details. Like the subtitles hed scrawled on the spines of the books: 

688 pages that don't actually tell you anything. 

Does anyone honestly care this much about fungus? 

I tore a page out of the middle somewhere—good luck trying to find it! 

“Think this is significant?” Grizel asked, pulling a silver Imparter from 
one of the desk drawers. 

“Tm betting he left that so no one could track him down,’ Sophie said 
“But youre welcome to compare it to mine to see if there’s something 
unique.” 

She handed over her Imparter, and Grizel studied them from every angle. 
“Ugh, I guess youre right. These look identical—oh, what's that?” 

Linh showed them the notebook shed been flipping through, where Keefe 
had drawn a detailed map of Foxfire and marked several places with “Hide 
gulon here.’ 

Grizel snorted. “TIl give the boy this—he’s definitely creative” 

“That’s true,” Sophie realized, trying to see the room through Keefe’s eyes. 
“We need to search beyond the obvious places. Hed want to be clever— 
hiding stuff in plain sight where no one would suspect. Hed also enjoy 
damaging things his father cared about, like the walls or the floor or...” 

Sophie squatted to find the S section on the bookshelf. Specifically: The 
Heart of the Matter by Lord Cassius Sencen. 

Keefe's father had published his theory that elves generated emotions in 
both their minds and their hearts, and believed the heart was where the 
purer emotions lived. Sophie actually found the idea fascinating—and it 
synced with certain things shed experienced during her inflicting training. 
But Keefe’s subtitle was: Id rather gouge my eyes out with a Prattles pin. 

She flipped back the cover and found that Keefe had glued all the pages 
together, then cut out their center, creating a hollow space hed packed with 
vials of elixirs. 

“Victory is ours!” Grizel shouted, handing Sophie back her Imparter. 


“It's not about who finds something first—it’s about who finds the most!” 
Sandor snapped back. But Sophie could hear him yelling at Fitz and Tam to 
work faster. 

‘Tm not sure this stuff is actually important,’ Sophie warned, holding up 
two of the vials—Burp Blaster and Pus Powder. “I think it’s Keefe’s pranking 
supplies.” 

“Maybe some of it,’ Grizel said, fishing out a silver forklike gadget from 
the bottom. “But this is an effluxer—also known as an ogre repeller. One of 
my favorite inventions you guys make, by the way.’ 

“Yeah, but Keefe uses those for pranks,” Sophie argued. “One time he 
tried hiding them in the grounds at Foxfire, so theyd go off right as the 
principal walked by” 

“No wonder he and my brother dont get along,’ Linh said. “They’re 
basically the same person.” 

Practically on cue, Tam shouted from the bathroom above, “Dude—this 
guy uses more hair products than I do!” 

“Well” Grizel said, tucking the effluxer next to her sword, “I’m still 
counting this as a find. The rules never said it had to be related to the 
Neverseen.” 

She winked. 

“But were not done searching yet,’ she added. “I don’t just want to win. I 
want to crush them like a sanguillisk” 

“Do I want to know what that is?” Sophie asked as she followed Grizel 
back upstairs. 

“Depends on how you feel about bugs,” Linh told her. “Imagine a roach 
and a mosquito having a ten-pound flying baby.” 

“And ...now I’m never going to sleep again.” 

Grizel laughed as she and Linh got busy searching under the bed and 
between the mattresses. 

Sophie studied the space, trying to think like Keefe again. “Where's Mrs. 
Stinkbottom?” 

“Am I going to regret asking what that is?” Grizel asked. 

“She's a green gulon stuffed animal that Elwin and I gave Keefe to help 
him sleep. He didn’t have a satchel when he left, so she should be here.” 

They checked under the bed again, and under the decorative pillows piled 
on top, before making their way upstairs. 


“This is our territory, Sandor growled, blocking them from entering the 
humongous bathroom, complete with mirror-lined walls and a swimming 
pool-size bathtub. 

Grizel stroked his cheek. “Are we making you nervous?” 

Sandor flinched out of the way, not saying a word as Sophie and Linh 
made their way into the closet. They found Fitz and Tam sorting through the 
racks of clothes—so many clothes. Enough to last Keefe a decade or two. 

“Anyone see any stuffed animals?” Sophie asked. “I can't find Mrs. 
Stinkbottom.” 

Tam snickered. 

“Hey, all the cool kids are sleeping with stuffed animals these days,” Fitz 
informed him. 

“I take it that means you have a Mrs. Stinkbottom of your own?” Linh 
asked. 

“I have a Mr. Snuggles? 

“Wow.” Tam said. “Just... wow. 

Grizel clapped her hands. “Enough about stuffed animals. Did you boys 
find anything?” 

Sandor’s smile was undeniably smug when he showed her the two stashes 
of pranking elixirs theyd found in Keefe's shoes—plus a rather terrifying 
container labeled MIXED FECES that had been hidden behind a rack of tunics. 

“We also found my favorite bramble jersey,” Fitz added. “I knew he stole 
it.” 

“That doesn't count,’ Grizel told him. 

Sandor shrugged. “Either way, we're still winning. And I already decided 
on my favor.” 

“Yeah, well, dort go counting on it yet,’ Grizel warned. “Girls—help the 
boys with this closet. I’m sure they've missed something” 

Sandor was busy assuring her they hadn't when Linh noticed the edge of 
a silver chest in the shadows of the highest shelf. 

Sophie floated the trunk down using her telekinesis. “Looks like more 
pranking supplies—another effluxer, a few empty medicine vials, and a 
bottle of Drooly Dew” 

The bottle was wrapped in crumpled green paper, and when she spotted 
an opened card underneath it, Sophie realized she was looking at the gift 
shed given Keefe for midterms the year before. Hed teased her mercilessly 


about the detention dance lesson shed been forced to share with Valin— 
nicknamed one of the “drooly boys” by Marella—so shed decided to get back 
at him. In the card shed written, “Now you can be drooly too!” 

She couldn't believe hed kept it. 

“All right, back to searching,’ Grizel said. “Tm not settling for a tie. You 
boys found three stashes, and we found two, and learned that Mrs. 
Fartbottom is missing.” 

“Stinkbottom,” Sophie corrected. “And honestly, I’m starting to think 
were wasting our time. If Keefe left something for us, he probably would’ve 
asked me if I found it. And if he had something to hide, he probably 
would've taken it with him.” 

Grizel shrugged. “Either way, we still need a winner. Did you boys 
already check all of the cape pockets?” 

“Some of them,” Fitz said. 

Grizel clicked her tongue and rushed over to a rack of cloaks. “Clearly I 
need to teach you some dedication. But we'll do that after I destroy your lazy 
butts with the find of the night. Come on, Sophie and Linh, lets crush these 
boys!” 

“Not if we crush you first!” Sandor shouted, charging into the cape- 
pocket showdown. 

“Are all goblins this competitive?” Sophie asked, deciding to watch from 
the sidelines as Sandor and Grizel tried to shove their meaty hands into the 
narrow pockets. 

“It’s just her,’ Sandor squeak-growled. 

“Nothing wrong with a girl who goes after what she wants, Grizel 
argued. “And what I want is a whole night of you wearing those silver pants I 
know you still have and sashaying around the dance floor.” 

Sophie giggled. “Can I be there?” 

Sandor tore through the capes even faster. “No, because it’s not 
happening!” 

“Oh, sweetie, I hate to break it to you—but BAM!” Grizel pumped one 
fist while she used the other to wave a sealed envelope under Sandor’s nose. 
“Would you like do the honors, Sophie—even if you don't deserve it, after 
you chose to be Too Cool for the Cape Hunt?” 

Sophie caught herself holding her breath as she took the envelope from 
Grizel, slid her finger under the flap, and removed a folded, crumpled paper. 


“Did Keefe draw that?” Fitz asked, peeking over Sophie’s shoulder at the 
photo-real sketch of Lady Gisela looking elegant and aloof—but with a hint 
of her son's smirk. 

“I think so,” Sophie said. 

Shed seen the same sketch in a memory Keefe had shown her, of his 
father screaming at him for drawing during his Foxfire sessions. Lord 
Cassius had torn all the pages out of Keefe’s notebook and stormed off. But 
after he was gone, Keefe's mom had retrieved one drawing. 

Sure enough, when Sophie turned the portrait of Lady Gisela over, she 
found a note in loopy writing. 

Signed: Love, Mom. 


TWELVE 


THE ENVELOPE WAS still sealed” Fitz said, taking the drawing from 
Sophie to study it closer. “So that means Keefe never saw this.” 

“But why would Lady Gisela hide it somewhere Keefe wouldn't look for 
it?” Sophie asked. 

The note gave them the answer. 


Dear Keefe, 

You mau think you understand what you 
saw today on the mountain. But there's 
so much more that needs to be explained, 

\ think youre ready for the truth. But 
it's going to be confusing, 

\ need uyou to trust me. 

ive lett a way for you to find me. And | 
know youre smart enough to figure it out, 

This is your legacy, All it takes is a leae 
of faith. 

Vl see you soon. 

Love, Mom. 

84 / 34 / 494 


“Lady Gisela must’ve written this right after the battle on Mount Everest,” 
Sophie mumbled, rubbing her knot of tangled emotions. “After she phase- 
shifted off the cliff, she must've come here and left it for him? 

“But Keefe didn't come home,’ Fitz added. “We all went to my house— 
and then we left to find the Black Swan. So he never found it.” 

“I wonder what he would’ve done if he had,’ Sophie whispered. 

Would it have stopped him from joining the Neverseen? 

Or would it have made him run away sooner? 

More important: What had Lady Gisela planned to tell him? 

“It sounds like there are a bunch of stories you haven't shared,” Tam said, 
reading the letter over Fitz’s shoulder. “But I guess that’s how it goes for the 
new kids in the group.” 

“We'll try to catch you up,” Fitz promised. 

Linh pointed to the digits under Lady Gisela’s signature. “Do you guys 
know what those numbers mean?” 

“I'm guessing that’s what she meant about leaving Keefe a way to find 
her,’ Sophie said. “But I have no idea how three numbers would help’ 

The only theory she could come up with was latitude and longitude 
coordinates. But those were always in pairs, and they usually had decimal 
points. 

“What’s the sparkly stuff?” Linh asked, pointing to the glints on the edge 
of the paper. 

Sophie had been wondering the same thing. They were too small to be 
temporary leaping crystals, and there were more inside the envelope, like 
Lady Gisela had added in a pinch of microglitter before she sealed the letter. 

But why would she bother—especially since it seemed like shed been in a 
rush? Her writing looked much sloppier than the other time Sophie had 
seen it. 

“Well? Grizel said, “while you guys ponder all of that, lets not forget that 
girls win!” 

“Forget it!” Sandor snapped. “It’s not happening,’ 

“What isn't?” Mr. Forkle asked from the top of the stairs. Lord Cassius 
loomed behind him. 

Grizel grinned and shook her hips. “Dancing. Sandor’s going to be doing 
a lot of it? 


cc 


I... think I've missed something.” Mr. Forkle’s eyes were on Sophie, and 
she was pretty sure his piercing stare meant hed noticed the not-so-subtle 
way Fitz had flailed to hide the note behind his back. 

Lord Cassius must've noticed too. 

“I'm assuming you found something,” he said. 

Before Sophie could figure out a good lie, Tam grabbed the jar of feces 
from Keefe’s stash and tossed it to him. “We did. Isn't it awesome?” 

Lord Cassius grimaced and stalked over to one of the bathroom sinks to 
wash his hands, even though hed only touched the container. “We both 
know that’s not what I was referring to? 

“We also know that anything Keefe hid in here was because he didn't 
want you finding it,” Tam said. “So do you really think we're going to tell you 
about it?” 

Lord Cassius raised one eyebrow. “I see why your father struggles? 

All the shadows in the room seemed to stretch. 

Lord Cassius let out a sigh. “No need for dramatics. Keep your secrets. 
I’m done trying to control willful teenagers? 

Sophie breathed a sigh of relief, even as Mr. Forkle’s voice filled her head. 

As soon as we get back to Havenfield, you're showing me that letter. 

Out loud he said, “Can someone at least explain why Grizel keeps 
dancing?” 

“Because its happening,’ Grizel told him. 

Sophie explained the specifics of their game. 

“And lets not forget that Pretty Boy owes you a favor too,’ Grizel 
reminded her. “And Twinny is at his sister’s mercy? 

‘Tm betting this means were getting a pet? Tam mumbled. 

Linh nodded. “As soon as were able to leave the house more, you're 
taking me to Claws, Wings, Horns, and Things.” 

Lord Cassius whistled. “Either your control has improved significantly or 
you enjoy flooding Atlantis.” 

Linh didnt reply, but she formed a small bird out of water, letting it soar 
around the room before splashing Lord Cassius’s shoes. 

“Whoa, Fitz breathed, blinking several times before turning to Sophie. 
“What about me? What’s my punishment?” 

‘Tm ... still narrowing it down,’ she hedged, her mind screaming with 
too many possibilities. 


“That’s fine,” he said. “But I think we need to set a time limit so you can't 
hold this over me forever. Let’s say: If you don't call in the favor within a 
month, it becomes mine.” 

Sophie agreed, not sure why the deal made her nervous. Worst-case 
scenario, shed just rattle off whatever lame idea she came up with off the top 
of her head. 

“Anyway, Mr. Forkle said, “we shouldn't impose on Lord Cassius's 
hospitality any longer.” 

“One thing before you go,’ Lord Cassius said as Mr. Forkle reached for his 
pathfinder. “I know you saw my son yesterday,’ he told Sophie. “And that he 
was behind the damage at Foxfire. I wanted to thank you for keeping that 
information private.” 

“I didn't do it for you,’ she said. 

“That doesn't stop me from appreciating it. I’ve always valued your 
friendship with my son. If anyone can guide him along this challenging path 
he’s chosen, it’s you. I also assume he'll be contacting you again—and if so, I 
hope youd be willing to give him a message.” 

Sophie steeled herself for some sort of cruel threat. Instead, Lord Cassius 
told her, “Please let him know that no matter what happens, he will always 
have a room here at Candleshade. I realize my son and I do not get along. I'll 
even own that it’s primarily my fault. But regardless of our differences .. . 
Keefe and I will always be family. And no matter where he goes or what he 
does, he can always choose to come back home.” 

It definitely wasn’t the kind of speech that left Sophie feeling warm and 
snuggly. But Lord Cassius was offering his son more than Tam and Linh’s 
parents had done for their children. 

‘TIl let him know,’ she promised. 

Lord Cassius nodded. And with that, they leaped back to Havenfield. 


MR. FORKLE GAVE THEM TEN SECONDS after their group arrived in 
the creature-filled pastures before he held out his pudgy hand. “Show me the 
letter” 

Fitz obediently passed it over. 

“Well,” Mr. Forkle said when hed finished reading, flipping the note over 
to study the drawing. “Mr. Sencen is a remarkable artist.” 


“That’s it?” Sophie asked as Tam groaned. “What about the note? And the 
numbers?” 

“And the sparkles,” Linh added. 

“Excuse me for wanting to give proper praise to Mr. Sencen’s talent. Look 
at those details! Do we know how old he was when he drew this?” 

“He was a Level Three at Foxfire,” Sophie said. “And now youre stalling,” 

“Iam, Mr. Forkle agreed. “But only because I know youre all going to 
start shouting at me in a few seconds—even Sandor and Grizel” 

“Why would we do that?” Fitz asked. 

“Because . . . I know what the numbers mean?” 

“YOU DO?” six voices shouted in unison. 

Mr. Forkle rubbed his temples. “Just as I expected. And now...” 

He pointed to the path that led to the T. rex pasture, where Grady came 
sprinting toward them covered in neon green dinosaur feathers. 

“Is everything okay?” Grady asked. “I heard shouting while I was bathing 
Verdi.” 

“We're fine, Mr. Forkle said. “But by all means, please join this 
conversation. It'll save me from having to explain a second time.’ 

Mr. Forkle handed Grady the note from Keefes mother and pointed to 
the line under the signature. “Eighty-one, thirty-four, one hundred and 
ninety-seven. I’m surprised none of them could guess after seeing the crystal 
powder.” 

Grady sighed. “Path angles.” 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “For those who've never made a temporary leaping 
crystal before, the beam is made by three facets that converge to a single 
point, and then collapse in on each other once the leap is done. In this case, 
the crystal that Lady Gisela is instructing her son to carve has an eighty-one- 
degree angle, a thirty-four-degree angle, and a one-hundred-and ninety- 
seven-degree angle. She also provided the crystalline powder hed need in 
order to form it, so he could take the leap of faith and meet her.’ 

“So we can do the same thing, right?” Sophie asked, hoping she hadn't 
lost any of the powder when she opened the letter. 

“I assumed that would be your next question,” Mr. Forkle said. “And Pm 
sure all of you are now imagining rather dramatic scenarios that involve 
storming a secret Neverseen hideout and solving everything with an epic 
showdown.” 


“Thatd be nice,” Tam said. 

“Though Id be even happier if they surrendered without a fight,’ Fitz 
admitted. He rubbed the spot on his chest where hed been impaled during 
their Exile prison break. 

“We are the only ones who will be storming anything,” Sandor assured 
him, pointing to himself and Grizel. 

“That won't be necessary,’ Mr. Forkle interrupted. “And no, Miss Foster, 
I’m not saying that because my first instinct is to deny things. I happen to 
know where this particular crystal will lead, and it’s nowhere we need to be 
visiting. I used the same angles the day I came to rescue you and Mr. 
Dizznee from the Neverseen.” 


THIRTEEN 


THE FLASHBACKS HIT Sophie hard. 

No visuals. Only sounds. 

Ghostly laughter. Haunting threats. Questions with no answers. 

“Are you okay?” Fitz asked as Sophie dug her fist under her ribs, trying to 
keep the tangled emotions from unraveling. 

‘Tm fine,” she promised—then cleared her throat and tried again without 
the definitely not-fine squeak. “I just dont have good memories of that 
place.” 

“Neither do I, Mr. Forkle mumbled. “Seeing you blistered and drugged 
and strapped to a chair .. ? 

Everyone shuddered. 

Sophie didn't have the same memories. Her blindfold had prevented her 
from seeing the hideout. And the cloyingly sweet-scented drugs had dulled 
the rest. 

All she remembered was pain. 

And panic. 

And scattered random details, like the weight of her bonds, the rush of 
the elevator theyd used during their escape, and the endless minutes as Mr. 
Forkle had carried her and Dex through the halls. Then shed woken up on 
the streets of Paris with new abilities and three vague clues to help them find 
their way back to the Lost Cities. 

“Just so I'm understanding this right,” Tam said, “you guys actually know 
where one of the Neverseen’s hideouts is?” 

“An abandoned one, yes,” Mr. Forkle said. “They managed to destroy the 
entrance in the brief time it took me to treat Miss Fosters and Mr. Dizznee's 
wounds—and by the time I found a new way in, theyd removed all trace of 


themselves. Which is probably why Lady Gisela chose it for her rendezvous 
point. If the note fell into the wrong hands, all anyone would find are a few 
empty underground rooms—and even then, only if they knew exactly how 
to find them.’ 

“Does that mean the numbers in the note are a dead end?” Fitz asked. 

“Unfortunately, yes. I’m sure any lookout Lady Gisela posted there is long 
gone now that she’s in prison. And we monitor the area. No unusual activity 
has ever been reported” 

Fitzs shoulders slumped. “Just when I thought we were getting 
somewhere.’ 

“We are getting somewhere,’ Mr. Forkle said. “This note is not the only 
discovery we made today. All we need—” 

“Td like to see it,’ Sophie interrupted. “The hideout, I mean.” 

“That would be very unwise, Miss Foster. Reliving all the trauma—” 

“I can relive the trauma anytime,’ Sophie interrupted. “I’m doing it right 
now.” 

Grady pulled her close. 

“Really, I'm fine,” she promised, glad her voice matched the words. “All 
I’m trying to say is that it’s not like Pll ever forget what happened to me.” 

“Maybe not? Grady kissed her forehead. “But you could trigger 
additional flashbacks.” 

“That could be a good thing,’ Sophie argued. “We might learn something 
important? 

“I can assure you, Miss Foster, that whatever miniscule truths you might 
glean from those dark flashbacks won't be worth the additional stress they’ll 
cause. Your mind and sanity are far too precious to take such a risk.” 

“I can handle it,” she insisted. 

Itd been months since her kidnapping, and shed never once considered 
going back. But to stand in a Neverseen hideout—even just the shell of it... 

Maybe it would help her get inside their heads. 

“We know way more about the Neverseen now than we did when I was 
taken,’ Sophie reminded them. “Back then, we didn't know the name of their 
organization, and we hadn't seen the creepy white eye symbol on their 
cloaks. Wed also never heard anyone mention the Lodestar Initiative. So it is 
possible you missed something when you were there. We have to at least 


check. I promise it won't be too hard for me, and you already said it won't be 
dangerous—” 

“Funny, I don’t remember saying that,’ Mr. Forkle interrupted. 

“You said there’s been no unusual activity,’ she reminded him. “Same 
difference.” 

“Just because we've seen no sign of the Neverseen doesn't mean it’s safe to 
go sneaking off to a Forbidden City—especially with the Council watching 
your registry feed so closely.” 

“We're following an important lead,” Sophie argued. “I’m sure the Council 
realizes that finding the Neverseen is going to require us bending a few rules 
—and if they don't, who cares? We've never let that stop us before.” 

Mr. Forkle sighed so hard it made his pudgy cheeks flap. “Can we at least 
let this idea sit for a few days?” 

“What will that accomplish?” Sophie asked. “Besides wasting time we 
can't afford to lose? If we have a shot at learning something, why not learn it 
now?” 

‘Tm with Sophie on this one,’ Tam jumped in. 

“Me too,” Linh said. 

“You kids are getting too smart for your own good,” Mr. Forkle muttered. 
“Fine. Let me reach out to Blur” 

He stepped away to whisper into his Imparter, and Grady shifted so 
Sophie was facing him. “Are you sure this is a good idea, kiddo?” 

“Tm never sure of anything,” Sophie told him. “But I’ve been back to the 
cave they grabbed me from, and it didn't cause a breakdown.” 

“This will be much harder,’ Grady warned. “And you've already had a 
long, tough day. You've been up since before dawn.” 

“I know.’ Sophie yawned just thinking about it. “But we both know I'm 
never going to sleep until this is done? 

“I doubt you will afterward either,’ he said sadly. “Just . . . promise you 
wont be afraid to admit if it gets too hard and you need to leave. Theres no 
shame in saying I cant? 

Sophie promised as Mr. Forkle returned looking equal parts determined 
and resigned. 

“Blur sent two of our gnomes to inspect the area,” he said. “As long as 
they give the all clear, I'll take you for a quick look—but the emphasis must 
be on ‘quick. Understood?” 


“And you mean all of us, right?” Fitz jumped in. 

“I leave that up to Miss Foster. She may well prefer to keep this a private 
moment.” 

The idea of bringing an audience to her torture chamber felt strange. 

But facing it alone sounded worse. 

“Just ... don't freak out if I start bawling, okay?” Sophie asked. 

Tam and Linh nodded, and Fitz patted his shoulder. “Ready to cry on if 
you need it.” 

“What about Dex?” Grady asked. 

The question had a weight to it, pressing on Sophie’s heart as she 
imagined how furious Dex would be if she left him out. 

But could she watch him relive the horrors—knowing they happened 
because of her? 

“I think the smaller the group, the better,’ she whispered. 

“I agree,’ Sandor said. “Tt will be easier for me to protect you.” 

“Youre going?” Tam asked. 

“I go where Sophie goes.” 

“And I go where he goes,’ Grizel said, grabbing Fitz’s arm. 

“But you guys are seven feet tall and gray,’ Tam argued. 

Sandor was unmoved. “I went with Sophie to visit her former home? 

“Yeah, but that street’s almost always empty, Sophie reminded him. 
“Paris is one of the humans’ most popular cities. There will be people 
everywhere, taking pictures and videos. And hilarious as your old-lady 
disguise was, it was not convincing.” 

“Hang on—old-lady disguise?” Grizel asked, cracking up when Sandor 
flushed. 

Even Mr. Forkle was smiling as he said, “No disguises should be 
necessary. We'll be mostly underground. And I always keep one of these 
with me for emergencies.” 

He showed them the obscurer hidden in his pocket—a small silver orb 
that bent light and sound to hide their presence. 

“Some of us wont need your gadgets,” Grizel said as she moved into the 
shadow of a nearby tree. She pressed herself against the trunk and held so 
still, Sophie lost sight of her. 

Sandor coughed something that sounded a whole lot like “show-off” as 
Mr. Forkle’s Imparter flashed with what must've been the equivalent of a text 


message. 

“The gnomes feel the hideout is empty,” he said. “And they've agreed to 
stay nearby in case we need them. So I suppose this is happening” 

He pulled a handful of crystals from his pocket and chose one that was 
pale blue and pear shaped. “I had a permanent crystal cut once I knew the 
hideout existed.” 

“You don't think you should change into human clothes before you go?” 
Grady asked. 

“The gnomes are reporting rain in the city,’ Mr. Forkle said. “Which will 
clear the streets and make our capes appear far more normal should 
someone somehow spot us beyond the protection of the obscurer. This 
mission may seem hasty, but I assure you, I would not make it if I foresaw 
any dangers—no matter how grumpy it might make your daughter.” 

Grady cracked a smile at that, strangling Sophie with a hug before Mr. 
Forkle removed the hourglass from his pocket and handed it to him. 

“That will last twenty-five minutes,’ Mr. Forkle explained. 

“I thought it was ten,’ Sophie said. 

“It lasts however long I need it to. Is everyone ready?” He offered Sophie 
his hand, and she tried not to tremble as Fitz took her other hand and the 
rest of their group formed a tight circle. 

‘TIl be waiting,” Grady said, holding the hourglass ready to flip. 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “We'll be back by the final grain of sand.” 


FOURTEEN 


THE DWARVES WERE right about the rain. In fact, “downpour” would’ve 
been a better word. The fat, sloshy drops fell so fast they blurred the scenery, 
bouncing off the gravelly ground and soaking Sophie’s group from both 
above and below. 

She could feel the dirty water seeping through her boots when Linh 
waved one arm back and forth, twisting the rain into thin, gurgling streams 
and weaving a weblike bubble around them. She pulled her other arm into 
her chest, drawing the moisture out of their hair and clothes. 

“Seriously,” Fitz told her. “You're amazing.” 

Linh’s cheeks flushed a deeper pink. “My ability makes it easy.” 

“I wouldn't sell yourself short,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “This is remarkable 
control.” 

“He's right,” Fitz said, unable to take his eyes off Linh. 

“Shouldn't we keep moving?” Sophie asked, sounding grumpier than she 
meant to. 

“We should,’ Mr. Forkle said. “Just let me get my bearings.” 

Theyd leaped to the edge of some sort of garden, where neat rows of trees 
led toward an extravagant palace surrounded by flowers and benches and 
statues and a lake-size fountain. The place was probably a huge tourist trap 
on a clear day, but for the moment it was empty, save for one couple clinging 
to their cheap umbrellas as they scurried around looking for better shelter. 

“Relax, Mr. Forkle said as Sandor and Grizel clutched the handles of 
their swords. “The obscurer will do its job? 

Linh kept the rain away as they headed toward a narrow gate in the iron- 
and-gold fence, but her legs were shaking from the strain by the time they 
reached a main street. 


“It’s fine,” Tam told her. “Getting wet isn’t going to kill us.” 

“But the water smells like pollution. Besides. If I could hold back a tidal 
wave in Ravagog, I can hold back a little rain” 

“I seem to remember us having to carry you while you did that” Tam 
reminded her. 

“Well, this time I’ve got it covered.” But she nearly tripped as they ran 
through the puddled crosswalk. 

“How much longer until we're there?” Sophie asked as Fitz wrapped his 
arm around Linh’s waist to keep her steady. 

The city looked familiar—narrow streets, stone buildings with iron 
balconies, charming cafés with bright awnings, and tiny cars that looked 
more like toys than actual transportation. But she didn't recognize anything. 
No sign of the Eiffel Tower. Or Pont Alexandre III, with its fancy lanterns. 
She couldn't even see the Seine. 

“We're close,” Mr. Forkle promised, ducking down a street that felt more 
like an alley. Cars were parked right on the sidewalk. 

“Tve always wondered what it would be like to drive around in these 
things,” Fitz said. 

“Did you ever ride in one?” Tam asked Sophie. 

“Pretty much every day,” she said. 

“Wow—was it scary?” Linh asked. 

Mr. Forkle said “yes” at the same time Sophie said “no? 

“You drove?” Sophie asked. 

“Of course not. But occasionally I was unable to avoid being a passenger 
—and there is nothing quite so terrifying as putting your life in the hands of 
a distracted human whos operating a piece of deadly machinery they only 
marginally understand and can hardly control. It's a wonder any of them 
survive the process.” 

A siren blared in the distance, making a different wail than the police cars 
Sophie was used to hearing, followed by screeching tires and a whole lot of 
honking. 

“Case in point,’ Mr. Forkle told them, turning down an even narrower 
alley lined with trash cans. 

“Lovely place the Neverseen chose,’ Tam grumbled as Mr. Forkle 
dropped to his knees in front of a gunk-encrusted manhole cover. 

“It gets worse, Mr. Forkle warned. 


“Is that their symbol?” Fitz pointed to the curved markings etched along 
the grimy circle of metal—and he was right. The whole pattern was made of 
the Neverseen’s round eyes. 

“See?” she told Mr. Forkle. “Bet you didn't notice that last time.” 

“I did not,’ Mr. Forkle admitted as he twisted the cover and lifted it free. 

Dread clawed around Sophies stomach as she stared at the ladder 
descending into the darkness. “Wasn't there an elevator?” 

“They collapsed that tunnel to stop me from coming back. Took me a 
whole day to find this back entrance—and it’s not a direct access point. We 
still have a journey underground” 

‘TIl go first,” Sandor said, already lowering himself onto the ladder. “And 
Pll scout the path ahead.” 

“You might want to duck when you're down there,’ Mr. Forkle warned. “I 
remember the ceilings being rather low. You'll also need this.” 

He removed a long necklace and breathed on the crystal pendant, letting 
the heat reignite the blue balefire dormant inside. 

“Got any more of those?” Fitz asked as Sandor disappeared into the 
darkness. 

“Unfortunately, no, Mr. Forkle said. “So hopefully you remember your 
Exillium training. You covered night vision, right?” 

“Yeah, but I wasn't good at it? Fitz mumbled. 

“You were probably overthinking it,” Linh told him. “There’s always some 
light present. If you make your mind believe that, it will amplify it for you.” 

“Precisely. Trust your mind, not your eyes. And if all else fails, remember 
that you have other valuable senses to guide you. Pll see you at the bottom.” 
Mr. Forkle's hefty girth barely squeezed into the cramped tunnel as he 
shuffled down the ladder. 

‘TIl go next,’ Tam said, already crouching to reach for the top rung. 
“Maybe I can thin some of the shadows and make it brighter for you guys.” 

“I should go last,’ Grizel decided. “To make sure no one follows.” 

“Then Pll go next to last, to keep the rain away,’ Linh said. 

Which meant it was Sophie or Fitz’s turn. 

“What would be easier for you?” Fitz asked. “I can be a few steps ahead, 
or right behind you. Either way, Pll be close.” 

‘TIl go first.” 


She gave herself five deep breaths—wishing they didnt taste like putrid, 
rotting trash—before she lowered herself onto the ladder. The metal felt cold 
and scratchy under her fingers, and she cursed the ruined elevator as she 
climbed down into the stale darkness. 

Her mind was racing way too fast to focus on her night vision, so all she 
could see were smudges and vague outlines. But she could hear shaky 
breaths and scraping shoes and feel the vibration in the ladder, proving she 
wasnt alone. She counted the rungs to keep calm, and had just reached 
number one hundred and thirty-four when her foot touched solid ground. 

“Over here? Tam said, taking her hand. “The floors uneven, so be 
careful?” 

She still managed to trip. Several times. 

Sandor returned from his sweep of the passage, and his balefire pendant 
cast a murky blue glow around the cavern, bouncing off the low ceiling and 
rough stone walls. 

“Where are we?” Fitz asked as he climbed down behind her. 

“I believe the humans call it the Catacombs,’ Mr. Forkle told him. 

“I was really hoping you weren't going to say that? Sophie mumbled. 
“You know there are dead bodies down here, right?” 

Linh froze on the ladder. “There are?” 

“Yes, Miss Linh—I stumbled through several of the mass graves the day I 
found this passage. But they're quite far away.” 

“Still. Mass graves?” Linh shuffled up a couple of rungs. “Why would 
humans have something like that?” 

“It's what happens when you have a species with a very short lifespan,” 
Mr. Forkle explained. “As I understand it, they ran out of space to bury all of 
their bodies. So they moved them down to these old mine tunnels. Some of 
the bones were even arranged into patterns and decoration. Incredibly 
morbid, but I suppose some would see it as a tribute.” 

“So, how many bodies are we talking about?” Grizel asked as she forced 
Linh to finally climb down. Linh walked on her tiptoes, like she was afraid of 
stepping on bones. 

“I remember reading that there were about six million,” Sophie said. 

“SIX MILLION?” Tam’s too-loud voice echoed off the walls. “Sorry. That’s 
just a lot? 

“And that’s only the dead from one city, right?” Fitz asked. 


“Also from a specific time period,’ Mr. Forkle agreed. “Humans have 
buried billions of their species throughout the centuries. Their population 
size was one of the reasons the Ancient Councillors chose to leave the bulk 
of the world to them—if only they put it to better use. But we can lament 
their missed opportunities another time’ 

Sandor used the balefire crystal to illuminate a narrow gap in the far wall 
and motioned for everyone to follow him. They had to walk single file, so 
they stuck with their same order, and Fitz kept one hand on Sophie's 
shoulder in case she tripped. 

She counted her steps, trying to keep her mind distracted. But the 
memories made her wrists burn with every pulse. 

“Okay,” Mr. Forkle called as she took step one hundred and sixty-four. 
“Ahead is a series of sharp curves, which will lead to what your eyes will tell 
you is a dead end. It’s an illusion. Theres a weak spot in the stones for us to 
slip through” 

“What do you mean by ‘weak spot’?” Sophie asked, imagining cave-ins. 

“They must've had a Fluctuator alter the stones’ density. You'll 
understand once you feel them. And try to hurry. This is all taking much 
longer than I wanted.” 

Sophie's knotted emotions pulsed with every step as she followed the 
zigzagging path to what looked like a very solid wall of rock. Tam ran his 
hands over the stones until he found the right spot—then pushed his arm 
straight through the wall. Sophie flinched, waiting for the stones to crumble, 
but somehow everything held strong. 

“You ready for this?” Fitz asked Sophie as Tam shoved the rest of his body 
through. “Tf not, I'll turn back with you.” 

“Tl go too,’ Linh offered. 

‘Tm not a fan of this place either,’ Grizel said. “I could bring you back to 
the surface while the others search.” 

Sophie was tempted to take them up on it. 

Very tempted. 

But ... she had to face this. 

Before she could change her mind, she aimed for the same patch in the 
wall shed seen Tam use and shoved her shoulder through the rocks. 


FIFTEEN 


SOPHIE COULD FEEL the stones roll across her skin—kind of like walking 
through one of those ball enclosures she used to play in as a kid. And when 
she emerged on the other side, it felt like shed stepped into another world. 

Gone were the rough walls and low ceilings. The hallway was sleek and 
metal and bright, lit by thousands of tiny flames of balefire glowing in the 
glass walls. Fitz stepped through the stones behind her, and Linh and Grizel 
followed right after. 

“This is the hall you carried us through, isn't it?” Sophie whispered. 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “Mr. Dizznee was kept over here.” 

His steps echoed off the metal floor as he led them down the hall. Fitz 
held Sophie's hand, tightening his grip when Mr. Forkle slid a panel in the 
wall aside, revealing a small, dusty room. 

A line of thick black bars divided the space in half, but otherwise the 
room was empty. 

Mr. Forkle pointed to the cage’s far corner, where a black scorch mark on 
the floor made Sophie shudder. “Theyd left him tied up over there. He was 
lying so painfully still when I saw him, I feared he might be.. ? 

“They burned him when he moved,’ Sophie whispered, tears brimming 
in her eyes. “I can't believe I had to force you to take him with us.” 

“I wasn't going to leave him,” Mr. Forkle promised. “I simply thought it 
would be faster to carry you one at a time. And it would've let me hold you a 
gentler way. You both had raw burns—I was trying to make you as 
comfortable as possible? 

When she turned away, his voice filled her mind. 

I can see the doubt in your eyes—and I suppose I deserve it after the times 
I've failed to protect you. But you have to know that I would sooner die than 


allow harm come to any of you. 

“Everything okay?” Fitz asked. 

Sophie nodded and walked away from Dex’s grim little cell. “Where did 
you find me?” 

Mr. Forkle sounded like the world’s most depressing tour guide as he 
asked her to follow him to a room on the opposite side of the hall with no 
bars, no furniture—just silver walls and a pile of splintered wood. Sweetness 
swam through the air, or maybe it was Sophies mind playing tricks on her as 
her thoughts fuzzed and her eyes glazed over. 

‘Tve got you, Fitz said, holding her steady. 

Tam and Linh took her hands. Even Sandor huddled close, resting a 
meaty palm on her shoulder. 

“This is it?” Sophie asked. “I wasn't in a cell?” 

“They had you restrained to a chair? Mr. Forkle kicked a piece of the 
jagged wood, revealing thick black cords in the pile. 

Sophie bent to touch the rope, remembering the feel of its thick fibers 
against her skin. The pieces of wood were heavy and solid. Unrelenting. 

She picked up a piece that looked like the arm of the chair, gasping as she 
turned it over. 

“Scorch marks,’ she whispered. 

The wood slipped from her hand as the nightmares took over. 

You're safe, Fitz transmitted, filling her mind with a soft thread of 
warmth. Their thumb rings snapped together as he pulled her gently away 
from the pile of wood. 

“I told you this would be a bad idea,’ Mr. Forkle said, kicking a broken 
board into the wall. 

‘Tm fine,’ Sophie promised. “I just . . . need to get out of this room? 

Fitz helped her wobble back to the hall and she sank to the floor, putting 
her head between her knees to stop the spinning. 

Want me to carry you out? Fitz offered. 

NO! 

The thought was so loud he jumped. 

Sorry. I... I dont want to be carried out of here again, like some helpless 
little girl. 

No one would ever call you helpless. But I get what you mean. Is there 
anything I can do? 


Youre here. 

He tightened his hold on her hands. 

“Are we ready to go?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

Sophie closed her eyes, focusing on tying the threads of panic away with 
her other emotions. The knot in her chest swelled so huge, it felt like it was 
pressing on her heart. But after a few slow breaths, she could bear it. 

“There's still more to the hideout, isn't there?” she asked. 

“Only the old entrance,’ Mr. Forkle said. “But it’s nothing worth seeing. 
Just an empty room with a collapsed tunnel. 

“I still think we should check it. Weve come this far.” 

Fitz helped her to her feet and Sophie was glad to walk on her own. But 
she was grateful for the hand to hold on to. 

“Okay, so I have a question,’ Tam said, breaking the silence. “And this 
might be one of those stories you need to catch us up on. But . . . how did 
you get past the Neverseen while you were here? I haven't seen a single 
hiding place.” 

“They must've let down their guard after they learned of the plantings in 
the Wanderling Woods, thinking no one would come searching for two 
children whod been declared dead? Mr. Forkle told him. “So when I 
triggered my distraction, all of them left their posts to investigate.” 

“Why didn’t you stage an ambush?” Fitz asked. “You could’ve captured 
the Neverseen and ended this.” 

“We considered it,” Mr. Forkle said. “But there were too many unknown 
variables, and we couldnt risk that our ambush would lead to further harm 
to Miss Foster or Mr. Dizznee. I honestly wasn't sure if a rescue was even 
possible—that’s why I didn't have a fully formed plan for returning them to 
the Lost Cities, and why I had to trigger Miss Foster’s abilities and leave the 
two of them to find their own way back. I tried to comfort myself with the 
knowledge that Miss Foster was well prepared for such adventures, but . . . 
not a day goes by that I dont regret the decision. I'm very aware of how 
lucky we are that you had the strength and foresight to call for aid,” he told 
Sophie, “and that Mr. Vacker found you before youd completely faded away. 
This whole nightmare was a huge wake-up call for our order. None of us 
ever imagined our enemies would dare be so bold.” 

The saddest part was, their kidnapping seemed rather tame compared to 
the awful things the Neverseen had done since. 


But Sophie was trying not to think about that. 

She was trying not to think at all. 

Trying to focus on breathing. 

And walking. 

One foot in front of the other. Until the hall ended in a round, empty 
room. 

Half the curved wall had shattered, leaving a pile of jagged glass and 
twisted metal that looked ready to slice off the legs of anyone who dared to 
climb it. 

“T take it that was the elevator?” Fitz asked. 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “They were very thorough in their efforts to leave no 
trace.’ 

Even the ceiling was crackled in the center, like theyd ripped out a 
chandelier. 

“I can't believe there’s nothing useful here,’ Sophie whispered. 

“The Neverseen aren't fools,’ Mr. Forkle told her. 

“Maybe not, Tam said. “But I dont think they understand how 
shadowprints work either. See this?” He kicked a dusty shard out of the 
center of the floor and pointed to what looked like a smudge underneath. “If 
the same light hits the same crystal in the same place enough times, it casts a 
shadow inside the facets. Most people would never notice them. But if you 
darken them up...” 

He waved his hands, grabbing every shadow in the room and pulling 
them to the center of the floor, the smudges turning blacker and blacker as a 
shape slowly formed. 

“Whoa,” Fitz breathed as everyone stepped back to study the pattern. “Is 
that... ?” 

Sophie nodded. “It’s the Lodestar.” 


SIXTEEN 


EVERYONE ELSE SEES the symbol, right?” Sophie whispered. “I’m not 
imagining it?” 

“Oh, it’s definitely there,” Fitz said. “Though I dont remember this.” 

He pointed to one of the rays, where the open circle at the end had thin 
lines running through the center. 

Linh circled the symbol, moving to the part closest to the rubble. “This is 
the angle they would’ve seen it from when they first entered from the 
elevator, right? If you look at it from here, that new mark looks like two 
runes that spell out . . . Alabestrine.” 

“The star?” Sophie asked. 

Fitz grinned. “I keep forgetting you have the stars memorized.” 

“You do?” Tam and Linh asked, their jaws falling in unison when Sophie 
nodded. 

“Wow, what must it be like to live in your head?” Tam asked. 

“It's very complicated.” Sophie squinted at the rune. “So does this mean 
the symbol is some sort of constellation?” 

“Tf it is, it’s none that I’ve heard of? Mr. Forkle told her. “My memory is 
far inferior to yours, but as I recall, Alabestrine is what we call a solo star— 
one that’s not connected to anything else.” 

“Are there a lot of those?” Sophie asked. 

“Millions. No idea why this one would be special.” Mr. Forkle wandered 
the symbol several times, turning his head this way and that. “The problem 
is, even if this is a constellation they've created, wed need to know more of 
the stars before wed be able to match it up. And if we did... I’m not certain 
what that would tell us.” 

Sophie didn't know either. 


But it had to mean something. 

“Just to be sure that I’m understanding this correctly,’ Mr. Forkle said, 
turning to Tam, “you were able to create this mark because the symbol was 
projected here?” 

Tam pointed to the damaged ceiling. “I’m betting there used to be a 
gadget right there that flashed the symbol across the foyer? 

Mr. Forkle scratched his chin. “I domt understand why I didn’t see it 
during the rescue. Mind you, I had a lot to consider in that moment—but I 
cant believe that I would overlook a glowing mark projected across the 
floor? 

“Maybe they didn't keep it lit up all the time,” Linh suggested. 

“But it would’ve had to be on a Jot in order to leave this strong of a 
shadow impression, Tam reminded her. 

Sophie had a much bigger, much more terrifying question. 

“Do you think this means that my kidnapping was part of the Lodestar 
Initiative?” 

She knew the Neverseen had taken her, but shed thought it was because 
they wanted to learn why the Black Swan created her. Shed never considered 
it might've been part of some sort of bigger plan. 

Mr. Forkle sighed. “I figured you might be worrying about that—and 
before you panic, remember that it’s possible this hideout was chosen for its 
convenience or availability. In fact, that could explain why the symbol wasn't 
illuminated while I was here.” 

“Maybe,” Sophie said. “But those bars in Dex’s cell were permanently 
installed, weren't they? So even if it wasn't built for me, it was built to hold 
someone.” 

“And therein lies the problem of only having pieces of information,” Mr. 
Forkle told her. “It raises more questions than it answers. Which means we 
need to focus our efforts on learning as much about this symbol as possible 
—and try not to worry about the possibilities in the meantime. Have you 
memorized the details of this shadowprint? [ll need you to project it for me 
when we return to Havenfield. And speaking of which, I believe we're 
already past the timeline I gave your father.’ 

They were. 

And Grady was not happy. 


“I was five minutes from hailing the Council and begging them to track 
your pendants!” he told them as Sophie made her way over and squished 
him with a hug. “Missed you too, kiddo. Everything all right?” 

It wasnt. 

But it felt better knowing she was home. 

“Did you find anything?” Grady asked. 

Mr. Forkle explained about the symbol. 

“Wow, Grady whispered, hugging Sophie tighter. “I guess it’s a good 
thing you went.” 

“It appears so, Mr. Forkle said, handing Sophie the memory log. 

She projected the shadowy symbol on the opposite page from where shed 
recorded Prentice’s memory. The marks were the same except for the runes. 

The design had sixteen rays with sixteen circles—so if each one was 
linked to a star, that meant they had a lot of secrets to discover. 

“Speaking to Gethen has taken on a new level of priority,’ Mr. Forkle told 
her, “so use this time to start working on a plan for how to trick him into 
cooperating. We'll need something clever to get his attention, beyond 
showing him this symbol. Its always a game with him, and we cannot face 
him until we know how to win.” 

Sophie handed him back the memory log. “How long do you think it'll be 
before the Council lets us meet with him?” 

“I'm on my way to Eternalia right now to find out. Mr. Ruewen, do you 
have any gnomes who might be willing to bring Mr. Tam and Miss Linh to 
the Alluveterre for me?” 

“Lur and Mitya live here now,’ Grady suggested. 

“Perfect. In fact, it might be wise to see if they know anything about the 
symbol,’ Mr. Forkle said. 

Lur and Mitya had been the ones to discover the hideout in Paris. If it 
werent for them, Sophie and Dex wouldnt be alive. 

“So that’s it?” Tam asked. “You're sending us home to wait?” 

“Only because the next step falls squarely on my shoulders,’ Mr. Forkle 
told him. “Pll have more specific assignments once I secure the meeting with 
Gethen.” 

“Are you going to see the Council looking like that?” Grady asked, 
pointing to his Forkle disguise. 


“Of course. This is the only identity the Councillors are allowed to know. 
And, if I'm being honest, it also makes the whole process of haggling with 
them much more entertaining. Councillor Emery looks so delightfully 
frustrated as he tries to push past my mental blocking. And Councillor 
Alina loves to pretend like she almost recognizes me. I’m certain she'll fall 
out of her chair when she realizes they nearly elected me instead of her.” 

‘Tve been wondering about that, Grady said. “What would you have 
done if youd been voted in?” 

“I truly had no idea. In all my years with the order, it never crossed my 
mind that any of my identities might be considered for the Council. It 
stirred quite the controversy among the Collective. Personally, I didn't fret 
too much, since I assumed Id never win. But if I'd been wrong, I would've 
accepted the position. The same means that allowed me to live among 
humans for twelve years would surely have allowed me to be both Black 
Swan and Councillor? 

“And you still won't tell us how you pulled that off?” Sophie asked. 

“Perhaps someday. Now, if you'll excuse me, I must be off. And while Pm 
away, I trust that you four’—he pointed to Fitz, Sophie, Tam, and Linh 
—“will be responsible members of the order and await further guidance 
before doing any of your own investigating?” 

“Linh and I arent members of the order,” Tam reminded him. 

“Yes, and that’s something you might want to reconsider. I’m not trying to 
rush you, of course. But you do push rather hard to be included in all of our 
happenings.” 

Tam tugged on his bangs. “I’m sure I'll take the oath soon. I just have . . ? 

“Trust issues,’ Mr. Forkle finished for him. “Not something I blame you 
for. But keep in mind that there may also be times when something needs to 
be restricted to those who are officially in our order.’ 

“Do we have to swear fealty together?” Linh asked. 

“Of course not. You’re each welcome to make your own decision. And 
speaking of decisions’—he turned to Sophie—“are you planning on telling 
Mr. Sencen about our discoveries today?” 

Her eyelashes turned itchy. “Should I?” 

“I... would be careful with the specifics,” he said. “As I remember, the 
last time he found a note from his mother, he took the news quite hard.” 

“Hard” was putting it mildly. 


Keefe had tried to run away to Ravagog to take on King Dimitar all by 
himself. But part of the reason for his recklessness had been that Sophie kept 
the note secret. 

“Let me know how it goes,’ Mr. Forkle said before he leaped away. 

Tam and Linh left with Lur and Mitya a few minutes later. 

“Need me to stay while you talk to him?” Fitz asked. 

Sophie shook her head. “Tm sure it'll be okay?” 

It wasn't. 

Keefe's mind exploded with angry flashbacks, and he seemed especially 
fixated on the word “legacy? 

Should I not have told you? she asked. 

No—its ... whatever. I should be used to it by now. 

Do you have any idea what she wanted to tell you? 

I wish I did. 

He also didn't recognize the Lodestar symbol. 

You're sure? Sophie pressed. Look at it really carefully. 

I am. The only part that’s familiar is the piece you already showed me. And 
I have no idea why my idiot dad would think its connected to the Lodestar 
Initiative. 

Doesnt that scare you? Sophie asked. 

A little, he admitted. But I learned something super important today. Did 
you know Fintan has a cache—and not the one I stole from you and gave to 
him? He has one from back when he was a Councillor. Alvar told me. He asked 
me how I'm holding up after the Foxfire incident, making sure it wasn't 
affecting my sanity and getting all big-brothery about it— 

Gross, Sophie interrupted. 

I know. But I was able to ask him how Fintan’ mind didn't shatter after 
what he did to Kenric. He told me Fintan knows how to wipe his own 
memories, and locks anything dark-but-crucial away in his cache before he 
purges it from his mind so he doesn't have to live with it. 

Do you think thats why he hasn't recruited any other Telepaths? Sophie 
asked. Because he doesn't need them? 

Maybe—I dont know. But don't you realize what that means? His cache is 
probably filled with everything we need to know about the Neverseen. 

Only if we can open it, Sophie reminded him. Plus, it cant hold any of 
their current plans. Otherwise how could he work on them if he doesn't 


remember them? 
Either way, Keefe said. That cache is my new target. I’m betting he keeps it 
with the other one. And I'm going to find a way to steal them both. 


SEVENTEEN 


YOU'RE ALIVE!” SOPHIE said as Sandor helped her shove through the 
crowd to where Dex stood with his lanky female bodyguard—Lovise—in the 
purple grass of Foxfire’s expansive main field. “Id started to worry? 

A gleaming silver stage had been set up in the center of the field, awaiting 
the arrival of the Council for some sort of official announcement. Scrolls 
had been sent out that morning, instructing at least one representative of 
every family to gather. 

“Sorry; Dex mumbled. “I know I haven't been around much?” 

“Much? I haven't seen you since midterms!” Sophie's eyes strayed to the 
damaged pyramid in the background, hidden under a bright orange tarp 
bearing the Foxfire seal. 

A week had passed since Keefe set off the sound wave, and, other than 
that first day—when Sophie had gone to see Prentice and the Neverseen's 
hideout—itd been an endless week of nothing, nothing, and more nothing. 
All Sophie had heard about Gethen was “Were waiting for an answer from 
the Council.” And Alden and Della had asked Fitz and Biana to stay at 
Everglen for “family time.” Even Keefes nightly check-ins had been 
unhelpful. He was still trying to figure out if Fintan hid his cache the same 
way the Councillors did—tucked away in the void of nothingness that only 
Conjurers and Teleporters knew how to access. If it was—and Keefe could 
figure out Fintan’s secret verbal command—he could steal it the same way 
hed stolen Kenric’s cache from Sophie. But so far, Fintan and Alvar weren't 
giving him any clues. 

So Sophie had spent the week distracting herself by having lots of 
telepathic conversations with Silveny, making sure the alicorns were safe and 
happy and keeping themselves hidden. Silveny was still in the first trimester 


of her eleven-month pregnancy, and was happy to share more details than 
Sophie really wanted to know about preggers life—especially the morning 
sickness. 

Spoiler alert: Apparently, alicorn vomit was just as sparkly as their poop. 

Silveny’s maternal instincts also seemed to be kicking in, and she kept 
making Sophie promise that shed call for her if she ever found herself in 
danger. It was nice to know that Silveny cared—but Sophie would never do 
anything to risk the safety of the baby alicorn, no matter how many times 
Silveny assured her she wasn't as fragile as Sophie feared. 

The rest of the time, Sophie spent trying to learn whatever she could 
about Alabestrine—but she didn't find much in the library of Grady’s office. 
The only slightly interesting detail was that Alabestrine was isolated from 
other stars, so its white glow was considered “pure” because no other light 
ever touched it. 

But lots of stars were “pure.” And pure light didn’t seem to do anything 
special—though reading up on it did remind Sophie that there was a mirror 
called the Lodestar. The Silver Tower for the elite levels had a round room 
called the Hall of Illumination, lined with mirrors that were unique—each 
meant to teach the prodigies a different lesson about themselves. 

The Lodestar mirror reflected pure light, and Sophie kept thinking that 
had to mean something. But .. . the mirror was centuries old. 

Shed still asked Mr. Forkle about it, and hed reminded her that the 
Neverseen didn't invent the word “lodestar.” It still seemed like a strange 
coincidence, though. 

“So what have you been up to?” Sophie asked Dex. “I tried hailing you a 
bunch of times but you didn't answer.” 

Dex patted his cape pockets and frowned. “I must’ve left my Imparter at 
Slurps and Burps. But I’ve had it with me every day and it never gave me any 
alerts. I've been trying to help my dad keep up with all the orders at the 
store. Everybodys been stocking up on medicines. I think people are 
worried that the next time the Neverseen attack, someones going to get 
hurt.” 

Sophie was worried about that too—and even more worried that Keefe 
would somehow be involved. 

“What about your other project?” she asked, keeping her voice low— 
though no one seemed to be paying them any attention. “The one the Black 


Swan told you to keep secret?” 

Dex’s ears turned red. “You know about that?” 

“Blur mentioned it. And dont worry, I’m not mad. I know how hard it is 
to have a secret assignment from the Black Swan. But now its my turn to be 
the one saying: I want to help.” 

“So do I; Biana said, appearing in the space between them. 

As a Vanisher, Biana had a special gift for sneaking up on people. It made 
her goblin bodyguard Woltzer’s job a million times harder. 

Sophie could see him now, using his skinny-for-a-goblin arms to shove 
his way over from the opposite end of the crowd. As soon as he made it, 
Sandor launched into an epic lecture about keeping track of his charge. 

Biana gave Woltzer an apologetic smile before turning back to Sophie and 
Dex and leaning in to whisper. “Whatever youre planning, count me in— 
and don‘ even think about visiting any more secret hideouts without me? 

Dex straightened. “What is she talking about?” 

“I don't think—” 

“Sophie went with Fitz, Tam, and Linh to the abandoned hideout where 
Mr. Forkle rescued you guys,’ Biana interrupted, not letting Sophie change 
the subject. 

The color drained from Dex’s face 

“Please don't be mad,” Sophie begged. “It was just a weird, long day where 
one thing kept leading to the next.” 

“If it makes you feel any better,’ Biana told him, “they left me out too. 
Maybe we should start our own group. Team Bianex!” 

Dex sighed. “That’s .. . not the best name.” 

“Tt isn't,’ Biana agreed. “What about Dizznacker? Or Vackiznee?” 

“I dont know what you guys are talking about,’ Fitz said as he and Grizel 
joined their group. “But I vote for Dizznacker’” 

“Traitors don't get a vote,’ Biana informed her brother. 

“Youre still on that?” Fitz asked. “Seriously—aren't you forgetting that 
you and Sophie snuck off with Calla and had a big showdown with the 
Neverseen’s Psionipath without the rest of us? How was that any different?” 

“Because you guys went to the place where I was held prisoner without 
me.” Dex kept his voice low, but Sophie could see a few people glancing their 
way. 


Youre right, she transmitted, making Dex jump. I made a selfish decision. 
Im sorry. I didn’t want to see the hurt in your eyes as you walked those 
hallways, knowing that every flashback you had was my fault. But it wasn't 
fair to leave you out. Please dont hate me. 

Dex bit his lip. “Is there anything else you haven't told me?” 

Sophie nodded and transmitted a quick explanation about the Lodestar 
symbol, the note from Keefes mom, the shadow on the floor of the 
abandoned hideout, the rune for Alabestrine, and Keefe’s new plan to steal 
Fintan’s cache. 

“I was going to tell you everything,” she promised. “Thats why I kept 
hailing you.” 

“Stupid Imparter,” Dex grumbled. “I bet it has a loose wire? 

“Does that mean I’m forgiven?” Sophie asked. 

“Only if you promise that from now on, you'll include me no matter 
what.” 

“Hey, that works both ways,’ Fitz whispered, glancing over his shoulder at 
the crowd, whod thankfully gone back to ignoring them. “I want to know 
what you've learned from my brother's records.” 

“Me too,’ Biana said. “And I want to help?” 

“But you realize what I’m trying to do, right?” Dex asked. “The Black 
Swan are hoping I'll find a way to track your brothers movements and find 
him. And if that happens, best-case scenario is he gets sentenced to Exile. Or 
there could be way worse punishments.” 

Fitz shrugged, his eyes like teal ice. “No one forced him to do what he’s 
doing.” 

“That wont make it any easier when it all goes down,’ Dex said quietly. “I 
know you're mad, but . . . he’s still your brother. Are you sure you're up for 
it?” 

“If I start to feel sorry for Alvar, I'll just think about how many times I’ve 
found my parents sobbing these last few weeks,’ Biana mumbled. “Thats 
why they're not here now. They weren't up for all the stares and whispers— 
especially if the announcement has to do with the Neverseen.” 

“And [ll think about what he did to you and Sophie,” Fitz added. “I saw 
the scorch marks on the floor of your cell, and the burned chair Sophie had 
been strapped to.” 


Dex rubbed his side, where Sophie knew he hid a thumb-size scar from 
the ordeal. 

‘Tve tried to understand my brother,’ Biana whispered. “I’ve spent weeks 
researching my family history, hoping Id figure out what he meant about the 
Vacker legacy. But so far I dont see anything wrong—or any reason why he 
thought J would understand and not Fitz. And I’ve decided it doesn't matter. 
I know our world isn't as perfect as I used to think it was—so I won't be 
surprised if my family turns out to be the same way. But nothing justifies 
doing the kinds of horrible things Alvar’s doing. Someone has to stop him. I 
know it’s not going to be easy, but . . . please let us help?” 

“I guess you can try, Dex said. “But all the records are in tech code, so I 
doubt you'll be able to read them.” 

“Then you read them, and Pll help find the best dates to look,’ Biana 
suggested. “I can think of lots of times I saw Alvar sneaking away and never 
thought to ask where he was going” 

“Same here,’ Fitz said. 

“If that’s what you guys want,’ Dex said. “Just warning—it’s beyond 
boring. I thought nothing could be worse than searching that Lumenaria 
database, but at least with that I got to build the Twiggler to help sort the 
records. This is literally just reading scroll after scroll of dates and times and 
tiny coded numbers. I’m going cross-eyed.” 

“Its on paper?” Sophie asked. 

“Yeah—it’s easier to spot glitches that way.’ 

“Well, that still sounds better than all the awkward family time I’ve been 
having with my parents,’ Biana told him. 

“You guys okay?” Sophie asked. 

“We're fine, Fitz said. “My parents definitely have their bad days. But they 
kept us home because they seem to want to know everything about us. It’s 
like they're doubting themselves after not seeing what Alvar was up to.’ 

“My dad even had the world’s most awkward conversation with me about 
boys,’ Biana said with a shudder. 

“Actually, that was pretty awesome,’ Fitz teased. 

Biana rolled her eyes. “No, what was awesome was when they asked you 
about girls. You should’ve seen him squirm,” she told Sophie. “They went 
through this long interrogation about which girls he might be interested in 


—way worse than the one they put me through. And then they took him to 
see the matchmakers.” 


EIGHTEEN 


W AIT—WHAT?” SOPHIE asked, wishing she hadn't sounded quite so 
horrified. 

But seriously .. . what? 

“You went to see the matchmakers?” she asked 

Fitz glared at his sister. “It’s not like I got my first list or anything. All I 
did was pick up my packet—which every Level Five does after midterms, so 
well have time to fill it out by the end of the school year.” 

“It's a huge packet? Biana said, miming several inches of thickness. 
“Honestly, I had no idea it was that in-depth. And the questions are crazy? 

“How would you know?” Fitz asked. 

“Um, I can turn invisible. Did you really think I wouldn't sneak into your 
room and read it? Your answers so far have been adorable? 

“I hate you so much right now,” Fitz said. 

It took all of Sophies willpower not to press for details. “I still can't 
believe you have your packet already. It seems so . . . early.” 

“It's really not, Biana said. “By Level Five, everyone knows if they're 
going to get a special ability or not, which is the most important detail for 
the match. And once they turn the packets in, the matchmakers take a whole 
year to work through all the information. Your first list isn't ready until you 
finish Level Six.” 

“That still feels very soon,’ Sophie mumbled—though she probably 
should've realized that was how the process worked. Edaline had told her 
that Jolie received her matches before she signed up for the elite levels. 

Sophie had just never really thought about how young Jolie would’ve 
been. 

The elite levels started at seventeen. 


“Its not like anyone gets married right then,” Biana told her. “Well, I guess 
a few people might. But most only get their lists so they can start 
considering their options. It takes a while to get to know everybody, you 
know? There are a hundred names—and that’s only one list. It's kind of 
daunting when you think about it? 

“Not everyone picks up their list right away, either,” Fitz added. “I know 
I’m planning on waiting for a bit.” 

“You are?” Sophie and Dex asked at the same time. 

“Yeah. I figure I'll wait at least a year or two.” 

“Why?” Biana asked. “Arent you dying to see who’s on it?” 

“A little. But the thing is .. . you can only get five lists.” 

“Dont most people find someone on their first list?” Sophie asked. 

“Not always. Sometimes it takes a while for the matchmakers to figure 
out who you're really compatible with. Plus, the longer you wait, the more 
people have registered, so . . . I want to make sure I have the best selection.” 

Dex and Biana looked stunned. Sophie, meanwhile, was trying to work 
out the math. 

If she was a Level Three, and couldn't register until she was a Level 
Five... 

“Oh, don't act so surprised,’ Fitz told his sister. “Look at what happened 
with Dad. You heard that story, right?” he asked Sophie. 

“I dont think so.” Sophie knew that Councillor Alina tried to break up 
Alden and Dellas wedding, but that was about it. 

“My dad is about a hundred years older than my mom, so she definitely 
wasnt on his first list. In fact, I dort think he actually dated any of his first 
matches. And after he finished the elite levels, he got super busy with his 
career. So he didn‘ ask for his second list for years.” 

Sophie remembered Edaline explaining that Jolie had been forced to wait 
at least a month between requesting each of her additional lists. But shed 
never considered that people might choose to wait longer. 

“And that was the list that had Councillor Alina on it? Biana jumped in. 
“Which was how they ended up dating. But she was too smothering, so they 
broke up, and after a little while, my dad asked for a new list—and that time, 
my mom was his number one match?” 

“So if my dad hadn't waited,” Fitz finished, “Biana and I wouldnt exist.” 


“Wow.” Sophie couldn't imagine Alden and Della not being together. They 
were one of the sweetest couples shed ever known. 

But it was hard to wrap her mind around the timeline Fitz and Biana 
were describing. It was so different from the things shed seen growing up. 
Most humans married people who were within a few years of their own age, 
since a thirty-year-old and a ninety-year-old were practically a different 
species. But it didn’t seem to be that way for elves. 

In fact, Edaline had once explained that that was why the elves did 
matchmaking. Their indefinite lifespan—and ageless appearance—made 
courting extra tricky. If they werent careful, someone could end up 
marrying a distant relative without realizing and... ewwwwwwwww. 

Still, the matchmaking thing felt like a mountain of awkward looming on 
the horizon. The whole process sounded arbitrary and unromantic— 
especially since the matchmakers focused on things like ideal genetic 
diversity. And it was a big deal. If you married someone who wasn't on your 
list, the relationship was branded a bad match and the scorn would follow 
you—and your children—for the rest of your lives. 

Sophie had seen the kind of hurt and problems the system caused, and it 
gave her a sour stomach. 

“Well,” Biana told her brother, “you're welcome to be boring if you want. 
But I know I’m getting my list the first second I can—right, Sophie?” 

The best answer Sophie could give was a shrug. 

She was torn between hoping the elves would see the flaws in their 
system and decide they were done with the whole matchmaking thing 
before she ever had to face it, and really wanting to know who would be on 
her lists. 

“What about you?” Biana asked Dex. 

He took a deep breath. “Tm still deciding if 'm going to register.” 

Biana’s eyebrows shot up so fast they practically launched off of her face. 
“But ... that would guarantee youd be a bad match.” 

“So? It worked out fine for my parents.’ 

Kesler and Juline did seem very happy—but theyd had to deal with a lot 
of drama over the years. Edaline had told Sophie that theyd even been 
nervous to have children, since they knew their kids would face a ton of 
judgment. And Sophie had heard some of the teasing Dex had endured— 
and it had to be a million times worse for the triplets. 


“It's just . . . look at the mess matchmaking has made,’ Dex mumbled. 
“Brant wouldnt have joined the Neverseen if he and Jolie hadn't been ruled a 
bad match. If they want to give recommendations, that’s one thing. But it 
shouldnt be mandatory.” 

“I guess I get where you're coming from,’ Biana said. “But you can always 
choose to ignore your lists if you don't like the names on them, right? So 
why not at least give it a chance? You might find the perfect person is part of 
your match and save all the hassle.” 

Dex stared at his hands. “Maybe. It just feels like . . . if I register, 'm 
saying it’s okay. That everything that’s happened to my family was fair—and 
it wasn't. I guess the good news is, I dort have to decide for a few more 
years.” 

“Right,” Sophie said, deciding to change the subject to something that 
didn't make every part of her feel twitchy. “So what time should we come 
over to go through Alvar’s records?” 

“Oh, you want to come to my house?” Dex asked. 

“Isn't that where all the stuff is? Why? Is that bad?” Now that Sophie was 
thinking about it, hed never invited her over. Not even when they were 
practicing alchemy all the time—though that could’ve been because he was 
afraid shed burn down his room. 

“Would you rather come to my house?” she offered. 

“No, my house is fine. But the triplets will be there.” He pointed through 
the crowd, to where his mom was fighting to keep two boys who looked like 
mini-Dexes and a red-haired girl from tackling each other. “That’s them on 
good behavior.’ 

Biana giggled. “What are their names again?” 

“Rex, Bex, and Lex. My dad’s not nearly as funny as he thinks he is.” 

“Aw, I think it’s cute that you guys rhyme,” Biana said. 

“That’s because you don't have to be named Bitz,’ Dex told her. 

“Ohhh, I should start calling you that!” Fitz said, grinning at his sister. 

“If you do, I'll start calling you Fiana.” 

Sophie laughed. “Be glad Keefe's not here or those would be your names 
from now on.” 

The teasing screeched to a halt. 

For one awkward second, they all just stared at each other. Then Biana 
whispered, “I miss him.” 


“Me too,’ Dex agreed. 

“Maybe that’s his real plan,” Fitz told them. “Make us forget how 
annoying he can be so we let him be twice as obnoxious when he comes 
home. Though Sophie's still stuck with him. How are the check-ins going, by 
the way?” he asked her. “Learn anything useful?” 

“Not yet. I'll tell you his plan once were at Dex’s house. Should we head 
over after we're done here?” 

“Actually, I cant today,’ Dex said. “I promised my dad Id help at the store 
as soon as I could. But we could meet up tomorrow morning. Not sure how 
you guys will get there, though. Rimeshire isn't on a lot of Leapmasters. And 
the Vackers and the Dizznees don’ exactly run in the same circles.” 

“Well . . . they should.” Biana pointed to the ring he gave her. “Go Team 
Vackiznee!” 

“I should’ve known Id find you arranging some sort of scheme,’ a 
whispery voice said behind them. 

They all did a double take when they turned to find Sir Astin with his 
long blond hair and nearly translucent skin. 

“How come youre here as him?” Sophie whispered. “Won't the Council 
be expecting to see Magnate Leto today?” 

“Actually, Magnate Leto is off doing a favor for them. But I wasn't about 
to miss the big announcement.’ 

“Does that mean you know whats coming?” Fitz asked. 

“Most of it. Lately the Council has been full of surprises.” 

“Is the rest of the Collective here too?” Biana asked, turning to study the 
crowd. 

“You're wasting your time trying to find them,’ Sir Astin warned. “If you 
haven't guessed their identities already, I daresay you never will?” 

“So that means we know them,’ Sophie said. 

“Some of them, yes. Now please act normal—we do not need to create a 
spectacle. And dare I ask what you all were planning as I approached?” 

He seemed relieved to hear they were only making plans to study Alvar’s 
records together—though that didn’t stop him from giving a lecture on how 
anything they uncovered was not to be investigated without checking in 
first. 

“Any update on Gethen?” Sophie whispered. 


“Not the news I was hoping for,’ he admitted. “They're saying Lumenaria 
is closed for visits of any kind, which is . . . surprising. I’m in the process of 
seeing if they ll reconsider.” 

“Is the Council late?” Fitz asked, pointing to the still-empty stage. “It feels 
like we've been standing here for a really long time.” 

Sir Astin glanced at the sky. “I was expecting them a few minutes ago. But 
I’m sure they'll be here any second.” 

“Did you guys notice that the scrolls the Council sent out said sending 
one representative from each family today was mandatory?” Biana asked. 
‘Tve never seen that before? 

“Neither have I,” Fitz said. “I asked my dad about it, and he said the last 
time was when the Council canceled the human assistance program.” 

“Seriously?” Sophie asked, turning to survey the crowd. It did seem larger 
than normal—easily several thousand people. But could it really represent 
every elvin family? 

Sir Astin must’ve known what she was thinking. “The first wave of the 
announcement applies to those with family members attending Foxfire,” he 
explained. “From there, it will ripple through the rest of our society as the 
new program progresses.” 

“So this is a big change,” Sophie confirmed. 

“It is. The Council is taking a very brave step. But, as Magnate Leto 
reminded you, change can be a powerful, inspiring thing.” 

Hed made his voice sound like his alter ego, and Sophie was still trying to 
wrap her head around the weirdness of hearing Sir Astin sound like 
Magnate Leto when two lines of heavily armed goblins marched through the 
crowd and formed a perimeter of swords and muscle. 

“Brace yourselves,’ Sir Astin said as fanfare rang across the field and all 
twelve Councillors glittered onto the stage. “This should be very interesting.” 


NINETEEN 


SEVEN DAYS AGO, our world suffered an attack” Councillor Emery said 
as he strode to the center of the silver stage. “Though I suppose it would be 
more accurate for us to say ‘another attack’ Such events are supposed to be 
unheard of. And yet this was the third incident in as many weeks. And it 
comes on the heels of the disgusting plague unleashed upon the innocent 
gnomes. Surely you also remember the inferno of Everblaze that stole the life 
of our beloved Councillor Kenric and destroyed much of our beautiful 
capital. In fact, over the last year, our world has experienced evils we can 
hardly begin to process. And as a result, weve been forced to add goblin 
police to our cities and armed guards to our schools.” 

He paused there, his sapphire blue eyes shining against his dark skin 
while he studied the crowd shuffling nervously around him. 

Councillor Emery served as the spokesperson for the Council primarily 
because of his ability as a Telepath. He mentally mediated all of the other 
Councillors’ internal discussions to ensure that—out loud—they always 
presented a united front. But there was also something in the way he carried 
himself that demanded attention. Maybe it was the rigid line of his posture. 
Or the dramatic sweep of his shoulder-length black hair. Whatever it was, 
the longer Sophie watched him, the more she found herself holding her 
breath. 

Eventually she glanced away, focusing her attention on the other 
Councillors, whod formed two neat lines on either side of the stage. They 
each wore a different color, with matching jewels glinting across their capes 
and circlets. Their posture was stiff and regal—heads held high. Shoulders 
squared. 


But there were thin creases in their brows and cheeks, and their lips were 
pressed tightly together. Sophie had faced the Council many times—more 
than she ever would’ve chosen—and it was rare to see them looking so 
nervous. 

She concentrated on her three most loyal supporters—Bronte, Oralie, and 
Terik—searching their faces for clues to what news might be coming. But 
Bronte was his usual scowling, pointy-eared, ancient self. Oralie was equally 
hard to read. Her pink cheeks and soft blond ringlets always gave her a 
serene, ethereal air about her. And Terik was... 

... Staring right at Sophie. 

His cobalt blue eyes held hers, almost like he was taking another stab at 
her reading. He was the elves’ only Descryer, which meant he could sense 
peoples potential. Hed tried to read Sophie once already, and had been 
unable to understand what he was feeling. The best he could tell her was that 
hed felt “something strong,” 

“Our world has changed,’ Councillor Emery continued. “The safety and 
peace we've enjoyed for millennia is fading. But we will not let it disappear! 
The rebels’ strength is an illusion. Soon all of this will be nothing more than 
a brief chapter in our long history—a chapter that will testify to our 
adaptability and reinvention—but we'll get to that in a moment. First, we 
want to assure you that anything damaged during these growing pains will 
be rebuilt. Councillor Darek, if you please . . .” 

One of the Councillors Sophie didn't know moved toward the back of the 
stage. His skin had a warm brown tone and his shiny black hair curled at the 
ends. He reminded Sophie of a bullfighter, probably because of his bright red 
cape, which made a dramatic swish as he raised his arms toward the 
pyramid. 

Sophie thought he might be a Guster as the tarp fluttered and rippled— 
but the air remained perfectly still as the thick fabric slowly rose from the 
center, almost as though a giant invisible hand were lifting it like a 
handkerchief. 

The tarp hovered above the pyramid, casting the structure in deep 
shadow—which was why it took Sophie a second to notice the more 
important reveal. 

The glass pyramid had been repaired. 


Each pane had an opalescent sheen, reflecting swirls of color across the 
courtyard. And when Darek dropped the tarp and let the sunlight hit the 
glass, it shimmered and twinkled in every color of the spectrum, as though 
the pyramid were built from fireworks. 

“Yes? Councillor Emery said as the crowd erupted with applause. 
“Thanks to the tireless—and generous—efforts of our gnomish and dwarven 
allies, we have brought our illustrious academy to a new level of 
magnificence. Even the interior of the pyramid has been completely redone 
with remarkable improvements.” 

“Youd think they might have consulted the principal before redecorating 
his office,” Sir Astin muttered under his breath. 

“Did you not know the pyramid had been fixed?” Sophie whispered. 

“I knew they were working on it. Not that they were finished. And Id 
heard nothing of the interior being altered” 

“Let this be a lesson to those afraid,” Councillor Emery said, “as well as to 
those who might view our world as vulnerable. Any efforts to make us weak 
will only make us stronger. Our resilience and resourcefulness are what have 
made our kind what we are. We are elves. We live to dream and inspire. And 
when we need to, we regroup. We rebuild. At times, we even change—but 
only when such changes are for the better of our people. And the time has 
come for one of those changes. Perhaps you've already noticed.” 

He paused, and the crowd started calling out suggestions. 

“Yes, Timkin,” Councillor Emery said, pointing to his left. “That’s exactly 
it.” 

All heads swiveled toward the Heks family, who stood several inches 
taller than the other families around them. Stina and her mother were 
practically glowing as Councillor Emery asked Timkin, “Can you repeat that 
for everyone to hear?” 

Timkin’s puffed-out chest made Sophie wish she could tell everyone that 
when he helped the Black Swan, he spent his days as Coiffe, swathed in 
head-to-toe white curls like a giant two-legged poodle. 

“Councillor Darek raised the tarp using telekinesis,” Timkin shouted. 

Emery nodded. “I suppose I shouldn't be surprised that you were the one 
to notice, given your background. And yes, Darek moved the tarp with his 
mind. It turns out, he has the greatest telekinetic strength out of all of us on 
the Council. We had our own Splotching match of sorts to test it out before 


we came here today—but that’s a story for another time. The point is: 
Instead of having Councillor Liora snap her fingers and conjure the tarp 
away, or having Councillor Zarina disintegrate it with one of her electric 
charges, or even having Councillor Clarette call a flock of birds to carry it 
away in their talons—we chose to let Councillor Darek use telekinesis—a 
skill, not an ability. And we did so to remind you of the underutilized 
arsenal that each and every one of us possesses. Thats the beauty of skills. 
There are no haves and have-nots.’ 

“Are you trying to tell us that skills are better than abilities?” someone in 
the crowd shouted. 

“It's not a matter of better. Its a matter of missed opportunities,” Emery 
told them. “We've been neglecting our skills for far too long. Somehow we've 
let ourselves become complacent about such opportunities and limited our 
focus to academics and abilities.” 

“But you just told us they could’ve done the same thing with their 
abilities,” another voice yelled. 

“Yes, but what would an Empath or a Telepath or a Vanisher do?” Emery 
asked. “I do not mean to devalue any talent—we all know the vital role that 
each special ability plays. But they also are limited to only a specific purpose, 
whereas our skills cast a much wider advantage—far wider than I suspect 
any of you realize. We brush on some of them in our physical education 
sessions at Foxfire, but it’s a far cry from the proper training such gifts 
should be given. So from now on, we'll be correcting this—and before any of 
you protest”—he raised his arms to silence the fresh wave of murmurs 
—“keep in mind the precarious position were currently in. It’s no secret that 
elves are not warriors. Our minds shatter from the violence and gore. And 
that has led some to the mistaken conclusion that were also defenseless. 
There are even those who believe that if we were to be separated from our 
goblin protectors, our world would crumble—and while that's obviously not 
the case, it does still raise a concern. How many of us could truly protect 
ourselves if the need ever arose? Id wager only a small portion, which is 
unacceptable! And fortunately, we already have a system in place to help us 
train.” 

“Oh,” Sophie breathed. 

Sir Astin smiled. “I believe you're beginning to guess the shift that’s 
coming.” 


That didn't make Councillor Emery’s next words any less shocking. 

“All of this is why, starting next week, the Exillium campus will be 
stationing itself right where we're standing, and we'll all begin a program of 
specialized skill training with their Coaches.” 


TWENTY 


THEY’RE SENDING EVERYONE to Exillium?” Sophie asked, turning to 
the rest of her friends. “As in everyone?” 

The crowd around them seemed to be shouting the same question. 

“Yes, I do mean all of us,” Councillor Emery called over the din. “Young, 
old, and Ancient—all will participate in this new program, because all of us 
possess these vital skills. We're in the process of designing a schedule to 
accommodate this rather large undertaking. But those of you here—and 
your families—will be the first wave. We'll be dividing you into groups that 
will then be assigned to a specific day and time for training each week. The 
schedules will be finished by the weekend and sent out to each household. 
Training will begin on Monday.” 

Biana grinned. “I wonder if theyll make everyone wear the crazy 
uniforms.” 

“Or go through a dividing,” Dex added. 

When Sophie and her friends had first arrived at the Exillium campus 
theyd found themselves snared by thick ropes and left dangling upside 
down from a high metal arch while all the other Waywards watched. The 
method they found to escape was analyzed to determine which of the three 
Exillium Hemispheres they belonged to—the Left Hemisphere for those who 
favored logic and reason, the Right Hemisphere for those who were 
impulsive and creative, and the Ambi Hemisphere for those who used 
elements of both approaches. 

“Let's just hope no one starts any fires; Biana said. “Right, Sophie?” 

“Hey, if I hadn't started that fire, we might not have become friends with 
Tam and Linh,’ Sophie reminded her. 

“Plus, a school isn't a school until Sophie tries to destroy it,” Fitz teased. 


“Uh, I think Keefe has taken over that role? Biana whispered. “I can't 
decide if that means she’s the bad influence—or he is.” 

“I think theyre mutually troublesome.” Sir Astin gave Sophie a papery 
smile. “And much as it would delight me to see some of our particularly 
sheltered elves endure the kind of creative initiations Exillium specializes in, 
the Coaches have arranged a much faster, much less invasive dividing 
process. Everyone will also be provided with simple capes to wear with their 
tunics, pants, and boots. And in case youre wondering, you will be 
participating as well. So will all of the Exillium Waywards.” 

“Is this what you meant when you told Tam and Linh that you were 
working on something to keep them less isolated?” Sophie asked. 

Sir Astin nodded. “They will now be coming to Foxfire twice a week— 
and should the experiment go well, I’ve been in talks with the Council about 
establishing a permanent connection between the schools. I envision an 
exchange program once a week, to allow both schools to interact and benefit 
from the other. But the first focus will be on self-defense training.” 

Dex pointed toward the grumbling crowd. “Doesn't sound like everyone's 
excited by the idea.” 

Sophie wasn't surprised. Most of the elves were snobs about Exillium— 
believing the school existed only for the hopeless cases. All the Waywards 
had been banished from the Lost Cities, and very few had done what 
Timkin Heks did and earned their way back. 

Councillor Emery held out his hands, demanding silence. “Clearly this 
idea will take some getting used to,’ he told them. “But it is a necessary 
change.” 

A fresh round of shouts disagreed, and Bronte stepped from his place at 
Emery’s side. 

“Would you honestly rather risk your lives than train to use your skills?” 
he shouted. 

“No, wed rather you do your job and exile these black-robed idiots,’ 
someone yelled back, triggering an eruption of cheers. 

Sophie couldn't hear what Bronte said in response, but the set of his jaw 
was pure disgust. 

“If you don't calm yourselves,’ Councillor Emery shouted, “I will let 
Noland call for silence. And you all know the headache a Vociferator can 
trigger.” 


Most of the crowd obeyed—though Sophie caught a few grumblings 
about the hypocrisy of threatening them with someone's special ability. 

“Regardless of how you may feel about this decision,” Emery told them, 
“keep in mind that this arrangement is not optional. Anyone who refuses 
training will face a number of consequences.” 

“Like what?” Sophie whispered to Sir Astin. “They wouldn't exile people, 
would they?” 

“Honestly, I’m not certain,’ he admitted. “But there is never a shortage of 
manure to shovel at the Sanctuary.” 

“And what about the ogres?” a female shouted from somewhere off to the 
side. 

Sophie recognized the voice even before the crowd parted to let her 
linguistics Mentor march toward the stage. Lady Cadence’s dark gray gown 
looked as tight as the twisted bun in her dark hair and paired well with her 
stormy glare. 

“Why am I not surprised you've decided to interrupt these proceedings?” 
Emery asked. 

“Probably because you've ignored all my requests for a private meeting,” 
Lady Cadence said smoothly. “And I’m hardly the only dissenter. Id wager 
you could hear the shouting all the way in the Forbidden Cities. And while 
most of their arguments are weak and biased, that doesn't change the fact 
that your plan is deeply flawed. Improving our skills won't do a drop of good 
in the face of an ogre warrior—and we cannot afford to make them our 
enemy. When it comes to pure, brute strength, nothing can best them.” 

Every goblin in the audience snorted. 

“Laugh all you want,’ she told them. “Goblins are powerful in your own 
way—and you have held your own in many battles. But you survive 
primarily because of clever battle tactics—tactics that can't rival the ruthless 
rage I’ve seen ogres manifest in the heat of a fight.” 

“The ogres are formidable adversaries,’ Councillor Emery agreed. “But 
King Dimitar is wise enough to avoid starting a war that he knows he would 
lose.” 

“Are you certain of that?” Lady Cadence asked. “Hasn't he ignored all of 
your requests for a Peace Summit?” 

Councillor Emery glanced at the rest of the Councillors. Several seconds 
passed as he rubbed his temples, before he nodded and raised his eyes to the 


crowd. 

“Wed been planning to deliver this announcement through coordinated 
scrolls, that way everyone would be notified at once. But .. . in light of these 
apprehensions, it seems prudent to set your minds at ease now, and we'll 
notify the rest of the populace this evening. King Dimitar has agreed to meet 
for a Peace Summit. Were in the process of arranging the gathering in 
Lumenaria now. The exact date will not be shared—for obvious security 
reasons. But we expect to reach a satisfying resolution in the very near 
future.” 

The cheer that followed sounded mostly like a collective sigh of relief. 

“Did you know about that?” Sophie whispered to Sir Astin. 

“No, he admitted. “But it explains why I’ve received such pushback for 
our visit to Gethen. Pm not sure if we'll be able to get anywhere near 
Lumenaria until the summit is over. They'll have everything on lockdown to 
prepare their security? 

“And there’s no way to sneak in?” Fitz asked. 

“Definitely not. Lumenaria—in many ways—is more secure than Exile.” 

“So then .. . it probably would’ve been good if wed met with Gethen 
before the ogres agreed to the summit,’ Sophie said. 

“Yes, Miss Foster. The power of hindsight strikes again. Though in all 
fairness, we wouldnt have known to ask him about the symbol, so theres no 
telling how useful that meeting would've been.” 

“T still wish wed done it,” Sophie mumbled. 

“As do I. But I wish for many things. . . ? He stared into the distance, 
tempting her to violate the rules of telepathy and see what he was thinking. 

“Does that satisfy your concern?” Councillor Emery asked Lady Cadence, 
snapping Sophie back to the present. 

“Actually, I find it even more concerning,” Lady Cadence told him. “King 
Dimitar is many things—but a fool is not one of them. He will not enter into 
a treaty lightly. I have no doubt he’s monitoring our world very closely. And 
when he hears that every elf is being given special combat training? He'll 
assume we're forming an army.’ 

“An army with children?” Councillor Alina asked, not bothering to wait 
for Councillor Emery to speak for her. 

“Ogres begin military training from the moment their children can walk,” 
Lady Cadence explained. “Their entire culture is built around defense and 


strategy. And I guarantee that if King Dimitar believes were preparing for 
battle, it will alter any plans for a peaceful resolution” 

“And how is it safer for them to see us as an easy target?” Alina 
countered. 

“When dealing with a daunting opponent, it’s far better to be 
underestimated than overestimated,” Lady Cadence retorted. “The more the 
ogres doubt our strength, the less prepared they'll be should they choose the 
foolish course in the end.” 

“Valid as your concerns may be,’ Councillor Emery said, “they can't 
justify leaving our people defenseless. The ogres are not the only threat we're 
facing.” 

“Then why not focus our efforts on making it easier for people to flee?” 
Lady Cadence suggested. “I’ve long wondered why we don't wear emergency 
rings—crystals wed always have easily on hand that leap to the same 
designated safe house at an undisclosed location. I’m sure the dwarves could 
help you set something up in a matter of days.” 

“That . . . is something we will take under consideration,’ Councillor 
Emery said. “But we must also ensure that we do not become a people ruled 
by fear. Our authority is being threatened from both without and within— 
and it’s imperative that we prove our strength to everyone daring to 
challenge us. Spending a few years living with ogres doesn't prepare you for 
the complexities of ruling this world.” 

“No—but I know far more about our so-called enemies than you ever 
will,” Lady Cadence argued. “Either you ignored the reports I sent, or that 
traitor you trusted made sure they never saw the light of day? 

Fitz and Biana slouched as grumblings about their brother washed 
through the crowd. 

“The insights I’ve gained could’ve prevented many of our current 
problems,’ Lady Cadence added. “So you would be wise to heed my counsel 
now if you want any hope of a successful treaty negotiation.” 

“Any information you see fit to provide wed be happy to hear,’ Councillor 
Emery told her. “But in a proper, scheduled meeting. And just to be clear”— 
he turned to the crowd—“nothing is going to halt our plans for this program 
of skill training. We do not bow to fear and speculation or flee to avoid 
confrontation?” 


“We have in the past? Lady Cadence reminded him. “Our Ancient 
Councillors opted to sink Atlantis in order to convince the humans that we 
had died—and turned our species into a bunch of silly myths and legends— 
because they knew that was the smarter alternative to involving ourselves in 
a war. 

“Those were different times,’ Councillor Bronte told her. “We were a 
small, scattered race, still getting a handle on the different worlds wed 
unwittingly become responsible for. I would know. I was there.” He tapped 
the points of his ears as proof of his Ancient standing. “We made the best 
decision we could—but it has also proven to be our most controversial. In 
fact, one of the ogres’ greatest grievances with us is that we've allowed 
humans to continue living in relative freedom—and I’ve heard some in this 
very audience make the same complaint. Pm not saying it was the wrong 
decision. But times have also changed, and now is the time for strength. And 
confidence. And providing a ready reminder of why we found ourselves in 
charge of this planet in the first place. We didn't choose to rule the world. 
The world chose us, because our abilities and skills make us uniquely 
qualified—and yes, I am putting both on the same level. I dont know how 
we, as a race, became so shortsighted about the value of our skills. I myself 
have even been guilty of such judgments. But it’s time we open our minds 
and start accepting their value.” 

Lady Cadence stalked closer to argue, then stopped and dipped an 
especially stiff curtsy. 

“Very well,’ she said. “You’ve clearly made up your minds. I hope, for all 
of our sake, that these skills are as powerful as you say. We'll need them 
when were dragged into war.” 


TWENTY-ONE 


Do YOU THINK she’s right?” Sophie asked Grady and Edaline after shed 
caught them up on the afternoons drama. “Do you think the Council 
should've listened to Lady Cadence’s warning?” 

“I think there are degrees of rightness,’ Grady said, arranging a dozen 
empty silver buckets into a row. “Our days of easy answers are long past us? 

“Did those ever exist?” Edaline asked. “I remember my elvin history 
sessions teaching about quite a few averted catastrophes.” 

“You may be right,’ Grady said. “Though I don’t remember having to 
worry this much when I was a kid—or even when Jolie was Sophie's age.” 

They both fell silent, lost in their own memories as Edaline snapped her 
fingers and conjured up a waist-high pile of swizzlespice. It was feeding time 
in the Havenfield pastures, which could be quite an adventurous process. 
The animals that Grady and Edaline cared for were transitioning to a 
vegetarian diet. 

Part of the elves’ conservation efforts included relocating any species that 
humans thought were “extinct” or “mythical” to their special animal 
preserve to ensure the creatures’ continued survival. But the process only 
made sense if there were no predators in the Sanctuary. So theyd developed 
methods to quell the animals’ hunting instincts and fed them a diet of 
gnomish produce, since the gnomes grew many things that tasted like meat. 

“I will say; Grady added, dropping handfuls of shriveled tubers into each 
of the buckets, “I’m sure Lady Cadence is right about the ogres keeping tabs 
on what were doing. And I wouldnt be surprised if the training did add 
tension to the treaty negotiations. But I cant imagine it'll lead to a violent 
retaliation. The ogres have never attacked the elves directly? 

“What about the plague?” Sophie asked. 


The ogres had tried to force the gnomes into servitude in Ravagog, 
knowing the Lost Cities would fall apart without them. The elves and 
gnomes had a uniquely symbiotic relationship, with each species relying 
heavily on the other. Gnomes were too defenseless to hold their own among 
the fiercer species that inhabited the planet. They also craved work and loved 
to garden, and were much more plantlike than animal, requiring very little 
food or sleep because they absorbed their energy from the sun. So in 
exchange for protection and shelter among the elves, the gnomes shared 
their excess produce and helped with any tasks that interested them. Sophie 
hadnt realized just how vital the gnomes were until shed seen the withering 
plants and overall disorganization in the Lost Cities when the gnomes were 
sick. 

“That was definitely the boldest move the ogres have made,’ Grady told 
her. “But I doubt they would’ve made it without the Neverseen’s urging. They 
sat on the plague for millennia, and only acted when Fintan suggested it. 
And lets not forget that making that threat didn’t exactly work out well for 
them? 

“Thanks to you, a female gnome with plaited hair and a dress woven 
from straw said to Sophie as she hauled over more empty buckets. The stack 
was twice as tall as her child-size body. “I wish I could’ve been there to see 
the flood that you and your friends caused. I hope it washed all the filth out 
of Serenvale.” 

Most gnomes still referred to Ravagog by its original name, since it had 
been their homeland before the ogres ran them out, tore down all the trees, 
and contaminated the water and ground. 

“Here are the cravettels,’ another gnome said—a male this time, in a shirt 
sewn from leaves the same earthy tone as his skin. He dragged a huge bag of 
what looked like bright blue peanuts, flashing a green-toothed smile as he 
left it at Grady’s feet. “There’s plenty more where that came from if you need 
it—and I bet you will. I’ve never seen a T. rex who didn't gobble these up by 
the ton.” 

“Well, you've never met Verdi,’ Grady said. “Her picky eating is a big part 
of why we call her our permanent resident. But I can't wait to test them out.’ 

The gnome waved and trotted away, and Sophie realized she didn't know 
his name. Just like she didn't know the female gnome helping Edaline fill the 
buckets with swizzlespice. 


It wasn't totally her fault—theyd had dozens and dozens of gnomes move 
to Havenfield to be close to the Panakes tree. But ever since shed lost Calla, 
Sophie found it too painful to get to know any of them. Staring into their 
huge gray eyes felt like opening a fresh wound. 

“Personally, Pm proud of the Council for making this stand,’ Edaline 
said. “It’s nice to see them focused on protecting everyone—especially the 
Talentless. And it'll be interesting to see how powerful our skills can truly 
become when we train ourselves properly.’ 

“That might be a problem,” Cadoc said from the shadows. “If either of 
you leave this house, Brielle and I will have to go with you, and everyone will 
know were your bodyguards.” 

“But the Council said the training is mandatory,’ Sophie reminded them. 
“So if they stay home, that could tip the Neverseen off too” 

“Easy solution,’ Grady said. “You trust that we can take care of ourselves.” 

“Imagine what you would say if your daughter tried that argument,’ 
Brielle told him. 

“Right, but she can't do this.” Grady narrowed his eyes at Edaline, and her 
arms shot up on each side and started flailing about like an angry octopus. 

“What have I told you about using your power on me?” Edaline snapped, 
smacking him with her thrashing appendages. 

“I know—I'm sorry! I just figured youd rather I proved the point with 
you instead of with Sophie.” 

He calmed Edaline’s flailing and she snapped her fingers, conjuring a pile 
of dinosaur fluff above him and showering him in bright orange feathers. 
“Now were even.” 

“I suppose we are,” he said. “And I’m glad you went with feathers and not 
manure.” 

“Next time,’ Edaline warned. 

“See? Grady told Sophie. “Strong abilities have consequences. Which 
reminds me—you and I still need to have that talk about your inflicting. So 
why don't you come with me to test these cravettels on Verdi and we'll chat 
as we work?” 

“Verdi drool and a lecture?” Sophie whined. “Are you trying to punish 
me?” 

“Far from it. I could really use your help. Maybe if you transmit to Verdi, 
you can convince her how much she’s going to like these new seeds.” 


Easier said than done. The fluffy green T. rex took one whiff of the 
cravettels and made a gag-snort-snarl. Then she spun around and knocked 
her trough over with her tail. 

“Aw, come on,’ Grady said as he righted the silver basin and filled it with 
more of the seeds. “At least give them a try.’ 

I hear all the other T. rexes love them, Sophie transmitted, adding images 
of happy dinosaurs gobbling them up. 

The snort that Verdi gave them practically dripped with disgust. 

“You know how this works,’ Grady warned. “If you won't try it, Pm going 
to have to make you.” 

Verdi threw back her enormous head and let out a defiant 
ROOOOOOOOOOOAAAAAAAAR. 

“All right then, you brought this on yourself? Grady unhooked one of the 
silver lassoes strapped to his belt, whipping the shimmering rope in wide 
circles over his head before letting it fly in one swift motion. 

ROOOQOOQOOQOOOOQOQOOOOOOOAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAR! 

“That's not hurting her, right?” Sophie asked as Verdi tried to claw at the 
cord around her neck with her tiny T. rex arms. 

“Her feathers are so thick I doubt she even feels it? Grady promised, 
digging in his heels to keep his footing. “And dont worry—animals always 
fight what's good for them.” 

He had a point. Sophie once helped her human mom give medicine to 
their cat, and the amount of yowling that followed made it sound like they 
were force-feeding him boiling poison. 

Grady dragged Verdi toward her trough. “Okay, girl—time to try 
something new.’ 

ROOQOOQOOQOOQOOOQOQOOOOOOOAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAR! 

He took advantage of Verdis open mouth and jerked the lasso hard, face- 
planting her into the seeds. Cravettels scattered everywhere—but some 
must've hit their mark because the next second Verdi was crunching. 

“See?” Grady asked. “I hear they taste like pterodactyl.” 

Verdi crunched some more. 

And... 

SPIT! 

“Wonderful,” Grady said, shaking off the slimy blue bits hed been sprayed 
with. “Can you give me a hand?” he asked Brielle as Verdi tried to drag him 


into her pasture. 

Brielle grabbed him around his waist and together they pulled Verdi back 
to the trough. 

ROOOOOQOOQOOOOQOQOOOOOOOAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAR! 

Crunch. 

SPIT! 

And so the feeding went. 

But somewhere around bite number ten—paired with a head full of 
Sophie's calming transmissions—Verdi swallowed and... 

... licked her chops. 

“If you would've trusted me from the beginning, you wouldnt have 
wasted half your dinner!” Grady grumbled as Verdi wolfed down the 
remaining blue seeds. “But let’s hope this means weve found something she 
loves—and that it quells her urge to hunt. A flock of seagulls flew a little too 
close to her enclosure last week and a couple of them became Verdi snacks.” 

Sophie shuddered. “I bet you wish you could Mesmer her.’ 

“That would be nice—and what a perfect transition for our important 
conversation!” 

“Ugh, I already know what you're going to say.” 

“And what’s that?” Grady asked, wrapping the lasso around his palm and 
elbow to coil it back up. 

“You're going to tell me that inflicting is a dark power and that I have to 
be careful about how much I use it because it'll make people afraid of me, 
just like people were afraid of you after you manifested. And then I’ll assure 
you that I’m just trying to fix a few weak spots. Biana and I had a run-in 
with the Neverseen’ss Psionipath a few months back, and my abilities 
wouldn't work through his force field. He was right there in front of us—and 
there was nothing I could do. I can't let that happen again. Fitz thinks our 
telepathy would've been strong enough if wed worked together as Cognates. 
But inflicting comes down to me—and if I'd trained harder, I might’ve been 
able to stop Ruy from getting away. So see? As Alden would say: Theres no 
reason to worry? 

“Actually, that’s not what I was going to say—though I appreciate the 
Alden quote. And I get where you're coming from. I remember testing my 
ability against a Psionipath once, and it was incredibly unsettling. But you 


have to understand that there’s a cost to training. I learned that the hard way 
—and almost let my power ruin me.” 

“Ruin?” Now he had her attention. 

“You've seen how Fintan was led astray by his craving for flame,’ Grady 
said quietly. “I . . . let myself get just as out of control. I didn’t kill anyone— 
but I started using my ability for any passing whim. If someone was slowing 
me down when I was in a hurry? Id motivate them to clear out of my way. 
Or if I needed something and didnt have time to go get it? Id motivate 
someone to bring it to me. The real low point was when the Council refused 
to grant my request to investigate an issue with the trolls. They didn't think I 
had enough evidence to justify the drastic measures I was proposing, and I 
was positive Id find more than enough if theyd allow me to conduct the 
search. So I mesmerized Bronte into signing the scroll” 

“Did he catch you?” Sophie asked. 

“Of course. And if hed wanted to, he could’ve had me exiled. At the very 
least, he could’ve hit me with the full force of his inflicting. Instead he sat me 
down and shared how he almost fell into the same trap with his ability. He 
told me that after years and years of training, he reached a point where the 
slightest aggravation or annoyance would flare his temper, and hed unleash 
his rage. His low point was when he lashed out at his mother.’ 

“So... what are you saying?” she asked. “I can't use my ability? Why 
would the Council order me to train in it, then?” 

“Because the only thing worse than overusing an intense power is not 
learning how to control it. It comes down to moderation. Inflicting is an 
incredibly valuable ability—and I'm glad you have it. But dont let it take 
over your life. Bronte said he built up so much anger and frustration that he 
has to keep it all tangled up in a knot deep inside of him—a constant 
pressure he fights every day to keep from unraveling. And he told me he's 
had to teach you the same technique because of all the emotions youre 
battling.” 

“Arent I allowed to be angry about the things that have happened?” 

“Of course. And I know you want to protect yourself and your friends. I 
also know that you feel a tremendous responsibility to be the moonlark— 
whatever that even is. And those are much more noble reasons to push 
yourself than anything that motivated me. But that doesnt mean the 


training isn’t eating away at you. Don't think I don't know what you're doing 
there.” 

He pointed to her hand, which was massaging the spot under her ribs. 

“It's not just a knot of emotions,” she told him. “It’s power I can draw on 
when I need it.” 

Grady sighed and pulled her close. “I know. Just promise me you'll try to 
let at least some of it go. If you hold on to everything, it'll tear you apart.” 

Sophie nodded, telling herself it wasn't a lie. 

She would try to let it go. 

But not until she felt ready. 

Right now, she had too many enemies—too many questions—too many 
wotries. 

Keefe gave her another huge one that night when she stretched out her 
consciousness for their nightly check-in. 

FINALLY! his mind screamed. I was about an hour away from switching 
to my emergency plan. 

Why? What’ happening? 

I dont fully know. Something huge is going down tomorrow. No one will tell 
me any specifics—but based on what I overheard, I'm pretty sure theyre going 
to Havenfield to snatch Grady and Edaline. 


TWENTY-TWO 


No ONE SLEPT that night. 

Havenfield was a blur of activity as the goblins and gnomes snuck around 
to prepare. 

Everything needed to look normal, so that it wouldnt give away that 
Keefe had leaked the warning. But they still found plenty of ways to increase 
their security. 

Booby traps were set. The Black Swan sent dwarven reinforcements to 
hide deep underground, ready to pop out at the first sign of trouble. And 
Grady and Edaline were each given melders—elvin weapons that caused 
temporary paralysis—and were planning to station themselves outside in the 
pastures that housed the most dangerous animals. 

Sandor had originally suggested they stay inside, but the last thing 
anyone wanted was to give Brant a chance to start another deadly house fire. 

As for Sophie... 

“No way!” she said, adding a foot stamp for emphasis. “You're not 
sending me away like a little kid!” 

“Age has nothing to do with this,’ Grady told her, pulling her in for a hug. 
“It's about protecting the things that matter.” 

“I don't need protection.” 

“Everyone needs protection—why do you think we're taking so many 
precautions? But we have everything covered. You don't have to worry.” 

“Actually, that’s exactly why I should be worrying, Sophie argued. “We 
thought we had everything planned out for the ambush on Mount Everest, 
and the Neverseen somehow knew wed be there and showed up with ogres 
and dwarves.” 


Shed never forget the feel of those beefy ogre arms grabbing her through 
the ceiling of their cave and dragging her through ice and stone. If Sandor 
hadnt come after her, she never wouldve gotten away—and Sandor had 
ended up tossed off a cliff for his efforts. 

“And we didn't have to deal with the two Pyrokinetics,’ she reminded 
him. “Brant and Fintan will try to burn this place to the ground.” 

Grady brushed her hair off her forehead. “That’s why I’ve been keeping a 
supply of quicksnuff on hand. Alden also got us some frissyn, after my battle 
with Brant. So we're ready to extinguish any flames—even Everblaze.” 

The news helped. 

But it still didn't feel like enough. 

Frustration and anger bubbled up and she knotted them under her ribs, 
adding to her arsenal. “If you won't let me stay—come with me? 

Grady shook his head. “I’m not letting them chase me out of my home. 
And I’m not going to pass up a chance to see if we can catch one of them. 
That’s how you tackle problems like this. You take the organization down 
one person at a time.” 

“Then let me help,” Sophie begged. 

“You've risked your life enough times. Now it’s my turn? 

“That’s stupid.” 

“It might be. But I’m willing to be stupid if it keeps you safe? 

“And we'll keep him safe, Brielle promised, raising her sword and 
slashing it with a whip-fast spin that sent her curls flying. “Your father is my 
charge. No harm will come to him? 

“Your mother will be safe with me,’ Cadoc added. “And Sandor is 
planning to stay as well.” 

“You are?” Sophie asked, turning to face her bodyguard. 

“I assumed its where youd prefer that I be? Sandor told her. “But Pm 
only willing to separate if you stick to your original plan and go to Mr. 
Dizznee’s house. Lovise will protect you there. Shes an excellent warrior?” 

“But—” 

“Think of the larger picture,” Grady interrupted. “Where can you do the 
most good? Here? Wasting the day waiting for someone to pop out of the 
shadows? Or with your friends, working on one of your projects?” 

“All we were planning to do is sort through a bunch of registry records,” 
Sophie grumbled. 


“Those records still need to be checked,” Grady told her. “And I wouldn't 
be surprised if you guys learn something crucial. Think about all the 
problems you've solved together? 

“We've also survived plenty of battles,” Sophie reminded him. 

He kissed her forehead again. “I know. But this one isn’t your fight. So go 
pack an overnight bag. You're not coming home until this threat is over? 

“Already got you packed,” Edaline said, rushing down the stairs with 
Iggy’s cage in one hand and Sophies purple backpack in the other. Sophie 
had used the same bag to leave her human life behind—and again when 
shed had to flee to the Black Swan's hideout. 

She despised using it again to hide. 

“Kesler and Juline know you'll be staying the night,” Edaline told her. “I 
also hailed the Vackers and it sounded like Alden and Della were heading 
over here. I explained the risks, but they're not missing a chance to speak to 
Alvar. They'll be sending Fitz and Biana to stay the night at Dex’s? 

“Oh sure, send the kids off for a slumber party,’ Sophie grumbled. 

Edaline smiled. “You can be mad at me if you want. But I’m always going 
to take any chance to keep you safe. Mother’s prerogative.” 

“Parents prerogative,’ Grady corrected. “I can survive a lot of things. But 
if something happened to you... ?” 

He hugged Sophie again, and Edaline joined in. 

“Please don't fight this,’ Edaline begged, kissing Sophie's cheek. “Let us 
protect you the way we couldnt protect...” 

She didnt finish the sentence, but Sophie knew how it ended—and 
playing the Jolie card was a dirty trick. 

“Fine; she said through a sigh. “But only if you promise that if it gets too 
intense here, you'll leap to safety.” 

“Deal.” Grady tightened his hug before he finally let her go. “And thank 
you. 

Sophie planned to give her best death glare as she slung her backpack 
over her shoulder and picked up Iggy’s cage. But it hit her then that—if 
something went wrong—this could be the last time she ever saw her parents. 

“I love you guys,’ she whispered. 

“We love you too,” they both said. 

“Stay safe, she begged. 

Grady wiped his teary eyes. “We'll see you soon.” 


TWENTY-THREE 


SOPHIE COULD HEAR the screaming and shouting the second she 
glittered into the otherwise quiet valley, where puffy white clouds hung low 
around the snow-capped mountains. 

“THAT’S MY BOX OF PRATTLES!” 

“NOT ANYMORE!” 

“MOOOOOOOOO0O0O0O0O000000OM—REX STOLE MY CANDY?!” 

“DAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAD—BEX SMELLS LIKE DRAGON 
POOP!” 

“SO DOES REX!” another voice added. 

“STAY OUT OF THIS, LEX!” 

“NO WAY—THOSE PRATTLES ARE MINE!” 

A whole lot of squealing and crashing—plus a “KNOCK IT OFF!” from 
Dex—followed the declaration. 

“Welcome to Rimeshire, Kesler said, and Sophie spun around to find 
him standing next to Juline on a wide silver-stoned path. The smile he 
flashed looked exactly like his son’s. 

Kesler and Dex both shared the same dimples and strawberry-blond hair 
and periwinkle eyes. The only difference was time—and several inches of 
height. 

“You'll get used to the noise,’ he promised as another shriek echoed 
across the valley. 

“No you won't,’ Juline warned. 

Juline was Edaline’s sister—which technically made Sophie and Dex 
cousins by adoption—and they both had the same turquoise eyes and 
amber-toned hair. But Juline always looked rumpled and exhausted. 


“Dont worry, she told Sophie, wrapping a flyaway hair back into her 
messy bun and securing it with a chewed-on pencil. “I have a trick to keep 
them under control this afternoon.” 

“We say that every day,’ Kesler teased. “Tm still waiting for it to be true.” 

Lots more squealing and stomping filled the air, along with an “OW— 
THAT’S MY ARM, YOU JERK!” 

“It's okay,” Sophie told them. Growing up a Telepath around humans had 
given her a high tolerance for noise. Plus, her main plans for the day 
involved obsessively checking her Imparter as she waited for news from her 
family. She could do that with or without screaming kids in the background. 

“Bet youre glad you're wearing long sleeves, huh?” Juline asked as an icy 
breeze whipped through Sophie’s hair. 

Rimeshire was definitely the chilliest place Sophie had visited in the Lost 
Cities—aside from the entrance to the Sanctuary in the Himalayas. Even the 
architecture of the Dizznee’s house reminded Sophie of an ice castle. All the 
walls were built from blue cut glass and fitted together into sharp, dramatic 
angles. And the five swirling towers looked like upside-down icicles. But 
there was still something inherently warm about the place. Maybe it was the 
bright light glowing through the walls. Or the curls of white smoke coming 
from the spiral chimneys. 

The house was also massive—probably bigger than Everglen. And the 
grounds were just as expansive. The landscaping was simpler, but it matched 
the stark valley: twisted evergreen trees lining each of the silver-stoned 
paths, and wide plains of jade green grass leading into the rolling foothills. 

“You can say it? Kesler told her. Tm guessing this isn't what youd been 
imagining?” 

“Well . . . no,” she admitted. 

Shed been in the Lost Cities long enough to know that social standing 
didn't affect wealth. Everyone was given the exact same birth fand—which 
contained more than enough money to live lavishly for the whole of their 
long existence. But shed pictured Dex’s house looking like Slurps and Burps, 
with topsy-turvy architecture and colorful walls that belonged in a Dr. Seuss 
book. 

Rimeshire was . . . understated. 

Elegant. 

Impressive. 


“We're only quirky in public,” Kesler told her, “because its fun to mess 
with the snobby nobles. Deep down, were disappointingly normal.” 

“Not disappointing at all,” Sophie insisted. 

Juline beamed. “I’m so glad you like it. Dex was terrified to have everyone 
come over. Hes in there right now, desperately cleaning his room, even 
though you'll be camping out in the solarium tonight” 

“And dont worry,’ Kesler said. “The triplets have offered up their sleeping 
bags—and the gnomes already gave them a good wash.” 

“Sounds perfect,” Sophie told him, even though shed never considered 
that Dex, Fitz, and Biana might all be sleeping in the same room. Talk about 
potential for awkward... 

But sleep was probably going to be a lost cause anyway. 

She checked her Imparter for news from her family. 

Nothing. 

Not surprising—but it didn't help her antsy-ness. 

“Are Fitz and Biana already here?” she asked, having to raise her voice 
over the triplets’ latest shouting match. It sounded like Bex had stolen Rex’s 
favorite jackalope toy and was threatening to tear off its antlers. 

“No,” Kesler said. “So you're welcome to wait in the house if you want.” 

Inside, something crashed and shattered into a million pieces. 

“Waiting out here sounds good,’ Sophie decided. 

Kesler laughed. “Probably a good call. And let’s hope that sound means 
they finally destroyed the horrendous crystal yeti statue my brother gave us 
as for a wedding present. I moved it to the entryway a few years ago, since 
the triplets love tearing through there like a pack of dire wolves. But I swear 
they spare it just to spite me.” 

“You have a brother?” Sophie asked. 

“Actually, I have three. And two sisters.” 

“Wow, your mom had six children?” 

Even for humans that was a ton of kids—and for elves it was practically 
unheard of. 

“I see my son talks about his family a lot,” Kesler said. 

“No he—” 

‘Tm just kidding,” he promised. “You guys have had way more important 
things to talk about than Dex’s estranged relatives.” 


They definitely had. But Sophie still felt like the world’s worst best friend. 
Sometimes she didn't pay as much attention to Dex as she should. 

“Anyway, Kesler said, “my parents were definitely not concerned about 
the whole ‘optimal genetic purity’ nonsense.’ 

“That's another recommendation from the matchmakers? Juline 
explained. “They believe our strongest, purest genetics go to our first child, 
and after that, our genes grow increasingly diluted. That’s why so many 
families stop after one kid.” 

“That can’t be true, can it?” Sophie asked. 

“It's hard to say for certain,’ Kesler said. “I know some pretty incredible 
second and third children—though my existence tends to verify it. 'm the 
youngest, and the only one in my family who didn't manifest.’ 

Juline reached for his hand. “I still married the best Dizznee.” 

“Ha—that’s not what your match lists said!” 

Sophie wondered if that meant that Juline had been matched with one of 
Kesler’s brothers. She was tempted to ask, but didnt know if that would be 
rude. 

Before she could decide, Fitz and Biana leaped into the valley. 

“Wow, Biana breathed as she took in the scenery. “I can't believe Dex 
lives here.” 

“And why is that?” Kesler’s voice had sharpened along the edges. 

Biana didn't seem to notice as she made her way over and flashed her 
brilliant smile. “I can't believe you live in the Gloaming Valley! My mom told 
me this is where the Alenon River connects to the ocean. Thats where the 
wild kelpies live, right? I’ve always wanted to see them.” 

Kesler’s shoulders relaxed slightly. “Well . . . were actually on the other 
side of the mountains. But I'm impressed that your mother knows so much 
about this place. It’s not an area many pay attention to.” 

“They should,’ Biana told him. “I hear there’s nothing quite like watching 
the kelpies come ashore.” 

“There isnt,’ Juline agreed. “If you visit again, we'll have to make a trip 
over to the beach. Id take you today, but Dex’s bodyguard is insisting we all 
stay close to the house so he can keep a better eye on you.” 

“How you holding up?” Fitz asked Sophie as she checked her blank 
Imparter again. 


“Oh ... you know. People I care about are in danger, and none of the 
adults want my help. Same old, same old.” 

“Right there with you,’ he mumbled. 

“So your parents did go to Havenfield?” she asked. “Is that why Grizel 
and Woltzer arent with you?” 

Fitz nodded. “Woltzer didn't want to leave us, but Grizel talked him into 
it when she found out Sandor was at Havenfield. I tried to convince them to 
let me go too, but my mom gave me a long speech about how she didn't want 
us getting hurt.” 

“The nerve of parents these days,’ Juline said, “trying to keep their kids 
safe.” 

“I'm not saying I dont get it,” Fitz said. “But, come on. We took on an 
army of ogres—I think I can handle my brother? 

“We don't know that Alvar will be there,’ Biana said, swallowing hard, 
like there was a lump in her throat. “And if he is . . . Dad deserves to be the 
one to face him. Besides—we were planning to come here today anyway, 
right? Is it really so bad?” 

Fitz sighed and turned to Kesler and Juline. “No, it’s not bad at all—sorry 
if that sounded rude. Thank you for letting us stay here. My dad wanted me 
to tell you that Everglen is always available if you ever need him to return 
the favor.” 

“Does that offer include babysitting the triplets?” Kesler asked. “Because 
I'd be happy to drop them off anytime. But somehow I don't think hed enjoy 
having them tearing through his historic halls.” 

Biana shrugged. “We could put them in Alvar’s room and let them break 
all his stuff. And wait—is that Iggy?” she asked as Sophie shifted the cage she 
was holding. 

Iggy greeted Biana with a cage-shaking fart. 

Biana coughed. “Whoa, smells like someone ate too many sludgers last 
night. Clearly we need to work on your diet.” 

“Yeah, good luck with that,’ Sophie told her. “The last vegetables I gave 
him ended up plastered all over my ceiling” 

“Aw, he'll eat some for me—won't you, boy?” Biana asked. “Pll give you an 
extra-long tummy rub—and save you the softest spot on my pillow.’ 

“Youre going to sleep with the imp?” Kesler asked. 


“Of course! We shared a pillow every night at Alluveterre. I still miss his 
rumbly snore? 

Biana nuzzled Iggy’s nose through the bars and Sophie noticed Kesler 
studying her like he was seeing her for the first time. She might look like a 
pampered princess, but that definitely didn’t make her a delicate flower— 
despite the fact that shed packed two overnight satchels. 

“Can I help you with your bags?” Kesler offered. “They look heavy.” 

“They are,’ Fitz said, holding up his own half-full bag as a comparison. “I 
think Biana packed enough for twenty people.” 

“He teases me now, Biana said. “But when it’s time to do his hair in the 
morning he'll totally be sneaking a bit of my LovelyLocks.” 

An earsplitting howl cut off Fitz’s retort, followed by what sounded like a 
pack of galloping brontosaurs as the door to Rimeshire burst open and the 
triplets sprinted down the path. 

Bex was in the lead, her red hair flapping against her cheeks as she waved 
a stuffed bunny with antlers. 

“GIVE IT BACK!” one of the boys shouted as he lunged to grab her arm. 

Bex pivoted out of his grasp. “NOT UNTIL HARRY GETS A MUD 
BATH.” 

“DO IT! DO IT! DO IT!” the other boy chanted. 

“IF YOU RUIN HARRY I’LL—” 

All three of them screeched to a halt when they noticed Sophie, Fitz, and 
Biana. 

“HEY, DEX,” Bex shouted toward the house. “YOUR GIRLFRIENDS 
ARE HERE—AND THAT GUY WHO’S WAY COOLER THAN YOU 
ARE!” 

“You'll have to excuse our daughter,’ Kesler said, glaring at Bex. “She's 
developed a gift for figuring out the most embarrassing thing she can 
possibly say and then saying it. Were working on it.” 

“If she bothers you,” one of the boys told Biana, “let me know and Pll take 
care of it.” 

“Dude, she just saw you crying over your stuffed Jackalope!” the other 
boy snorted. 

“I WASN’T CRYING!” 

“Thats because Harry hasn't gone mud-diving yet!” Bex waved the 
Jackalope under his nose and took off toward the trees. 


“So,” the other boy said as his brother chased after Bex. “Now we can all 
see who the cool one is? 

He winked at Sophie and Biana. 

“You guys are the worst, Dex groaned as he stomped outside to join 
them, shadowed by his bodyguard. “Can't I have Lovise tie them up 
somewhere?” 

“I don't think I have strong enough rope,” Lovise warned. 

“Hes just jealous,’ the boy told Biana. “He knows the ladies like me 
better.” 

“Okay, Kesler said, grabbing the boys arm before he could wrap it 
around Bianas waist. “Looks like we need to have another talk about 
appropriate behavior around girls, Lex. Rule number one—we do not touch 
them without their permission.” 

“And by the way,” Dex told his brother, “she’s way too good for you.” 

“YEAH WELL THEY RE BOTH TOO GOOD FOR YOU!” Bex and Rex 
shouted as they circled back. 

Dex turned pleading eyes to his mom. “You promised youd keep them 
away. 

“I will? Juline said. “I was just waiting until everyone was here.’ She 
closed her eyes and raised her arms, sweeping her hands back and forth in 
broad, graceful motions. 

“Are you a Froster?” Biana asked as tiny flecks of white formed all around 
them. 

It felt like they were standing in the middle of a shaken snow globe, and 
the flakes swirled in the same pattern as Juline’s wispy movements. 

The triplets stopped fighting to watch as their mom gathered the bits of 
ice into a cloud that grew and stretched until their whole property was 
covered. Then, with a whoosh of breath, Juline dropped her arms and let the 
snow fall, turning their yard into a winter wonderland. 

“Amazing, Sophie whispered. 

But something about it felt wrong. 

“Didn't you tell me that being a Froster is a stupid talent?” she whispered 
to Dex. “After the day they made you test for it in ability detecting?” 

“I probably did,’ Dex mumbled. “And it’s not my favorite talent. But . . . I 
think I was grumpy because I didn’t manifest. Id figured that was my best 
shot, y know?” 


Biana seemed to be asking herself much bigger questions. She glanced 
between Juline and the snow—back and forth. Then her eyes widened. “It’s 
you, isn't it?” 

“I don't know what you mean,’ Juline said—but there was a tightness to 
her voice that said otherwise. 

“No one else sees it?” Biana asked, turning to Sophie, Fitz, and Dex. “Try 
really looking at her—and think about her voice? 

“Really, I think you have me confused with someone else,’ Juline insisted. 
“And maybe we should—” 

“Wait,” Fitz interrupted. “I think I see it.” 

“See what?” Dex asked. 

“Nothing,” Juline said quickly. 

“Youre really not going to tell him?” Biana asked. 

“Tell me what?” Dex snapped, his eyes narrowing at everyone. 

“I don't know what’s going on,’ Kesler jumped in, “but if you're accusing 
my wife of something—” 

“I'm not accusing, Biana interrupted, focusing on Juline. “If you don't 
want me to say anything I wont.” 

Juline smiled sadly. “I think we're well past that? 

Her fingers scratched nervously at her neck as she watched the triplets 
disappear into the trees, lobbing snowballs at each other the whole way. 
“And I suppose it’s overdue. I’ve been putting this off, hoping Id find a 
perfect moment.’ 

“What are you talking about?” Kesler asked. 

“It's .. . probably easier if I show you.” 

Juline took a slow breath and held up her arms, letting the snow gather 
around her again. But instead of whipping into a storm, she pulled the flakes 
in close and let the frost coat her skin. 

Layer by layer, the ice grew thicker, until her whole body was encased in a 
frozen shell. 

“See?” Biana said as Sophie sucked in a breath. 

Dex’s jaw dropped as far as his lips could stretch. 

“Will someone please tell me what's going on?” Kesler asked. 

It took Dex a few seconds to mumble, “She's . . . Squall.” 


TWENTY-FOUR 


SQUALL?” KESLER REPEATED, grabbing Juline’s frozen hands. “Who is 
Squall? Wait—you're one of them? Like the guy who eats all the 
ruckleberries?” 

“The Black Swan,” Juline corrected, keeping her voice low as she glanced 
over her shoulder to check for triplets. They were still among the trees, 
screaming and shouting through their snowball fight. “Tll have to figure out 
how much I can trust them to know. I should've prepared better for this—I 
just didn't expect anyone to notice. It’s not like Pm the only Froster in our 
world!” 

“Sorry, Biana mumbled. “The whole time I’ve been here, I kept thinking 
your voice sounded familiar. So when I saw the snow, it clicked. I think it’s 
because Squall—or I should probably say ‘you’—was the member of the 
Collective I was the most curious about. I actually thought you were 
someone on the Council who was secretly a Froster, because you were 
always having to race back to the Lost Cities? 

“That would've been a more interesting anecdote,’ Juline said, twirling a 
few times to shed her icy disguise. “Really I’m just the only member of the 
Collective with a family living at home who would notice my absence. 
Wraith was also concerned that Dex would recognize me.’ 

Dex laughed—dark and thick and definitely not because he found 
anything funny. “Guess he was wrong. Apparently I’m an idiot.” 

“No, youre not,’ Sophie promised. 

“She's right,” Kesler said. “There's nothing idiotic about trusting your 
mother not to lie to you.” 

“I haven't lied,” Juline said quietly. “But yes, I have kept secrets. I had to— 
those who know the truth have to be involved, and that required risks and 


sacrifices that I wasn't about to let any of you suffer.” 

“What if I wanted to be involved?” Kesler asked. “You know I have no 
warm feelings toward the Council.” 

“I know.’ She reached for his hand, and for a second it looked like he 
might pull away. But he sighed and let Juline twine her fingers with his. “If 
both of us were part of an illegal rebellion, it would’ve put our whole family 
at risk. Who would’ve cared for our children if wed been discovered and 
captured?” 

“Okay, but what about me?” Dex asked. “Tm part of the Black Swan. How 
could you stand there in Alluveterre after I swore fealty and not tell me?” 

“It was the Collective's decision—though I did support it? She reached 
for him, but unlike his father, Dex did pull away. “Tm so sorry, sweetheart. I 
know how huge this must feel. But I had to protect our organization. Wed 
never planned to let any of you join—” 

“Not even me?” Sophie interrupted. 

“Not this early, no. But if we've learned anything over the years, it’s that 
we have to adapt in order to survive. So we let the five of you swear fealty— 
but we also took measures to minimize our risk. And one of those measures 
was to keep our identities anonymous until each of you had proven that you 
could protect our secrets. As it turned out, that was a wise decision, given 
what Keefe has done.” 

The frustration in her voice reminded Sophie that Wraith had included 
Squall in the not-trusting-Keefe camp. 

“Okay, fine,’ Dex said. “But Forkle and Granite showed us who they are a 
few weeks ago—you could’ve come clean then!” 

Juline stared at the ground, where tiny crystals of ice swirled around her 
feet. “I could give you a thousand excuses, but none of them will change the 
fact that I handled this wrong. I should’ve told you before your friends 
caught me.” 

Biana slouched lower. “Sorry again.” 

“It's not your fault,” Juline told her. “If anything, it’s a valuable reminder 
of why none of us should ever underestimate the four of you.” 

“You mean the three of us? Dex said, kicking the snow. “Tm the jerk who 
didn't recognize my own mom.” 

“Hey, my brother was spying on my family for most of my life, and I 
never noticed,” Fitz reminded him. “At least your mom is one of the good 


guys. 

Dex shrugged. “I dunno. The Black Swan have done some pretty shady 
stuff—don't even try to deny it? 

“I wont, Juline said. “It’s yet another reason I didn't want to involve my 
family. I've never done anything I didn't believe in—but that doesn't mean I 
havent crossed hard lines.” 

Sophie remembered the nightmares shed had after shed learned that 
Squall would be freezing off Gethen’s fingernails to remove whatever enzyme 
kept allowing the Neverseen to track him. Squall had assured her the process 
was painless, but... 

“See?” Dex said when she shuddered. “Sophie gets it.” 

“I do,’ Sophie said. “But I also think we all know the hard choices we have 
to face for this cause. You don't defeat a group of murderers with rainbows 
and candy.” 

“I know,’ Dex mumbled. “Irs just . . . weird.” 

“Arent you always telling people you like weird?” Juline asked. 

She reached for Dex again and this time he stayed put. He didn't even 
flinch when she brushed the back of her fingers against his cheek. 

But he didn't stop scowling, either. 

“Am I allowed to know how long you've been with the Black Swan?” 
Sophie asked. 

“Not as long as youre probably thinking. Project Moonlark was well 
under way by the time I swore fealty. In fact, youd already been born.” 

“So when was it?” Kesler pressed. 

Juline bit her lip. “A few months after I had the triplets.” 

“The triplets?” Kesler and Dex repeated. 

“Are you talking about us?” Bex shouted from somewhere among the 
trees. 

‘Tm sharing stories about when you were babies. Want to join us?” 

Juline’s answer was perfect—not a lie, but all three shouted, “NO WAY!” 

Kesler kept his voice low as he said, “You've been with the Black Swan for 
eleven years?” 

“Closer to ten,” Juline corrected. “But yes, its been a long time. And it 
wasnt something I planned. I was at the birthing center, and I kept holding 
my three innocent, adorable babies and thinking about how horribly our 
world was going to treat them. I could already see it happening. My 


physicians kept ending every sentence with ‘for triplets; like they 
automatically had low expectations. The babies are healthy for triplets? Their 
speaking skills are normal ‘for triplets’ Their intelligence is strong ‘for triplets. 
It broke my heart and made me want to cry and punch people in the throat 
and pack up our lives and leave the Lost Cities? 

Kesler closed the space between them, wrapping his arm around her 
shoulders. “Why didn't you tell me that was happening?” 

“Because I didn’t want you to blame yourself. Sometimes you act like you 
ruined my life by marrying me—and I hate that. I love you. I’ve never 
regretted my decision for one second. But it’s also helped me to see that our 
world is deeply flawed. Thats why I was so grateful to find Physic.” 

“Physic recruited you?” Sophie asked, sharing a look with Fitz. 

Physic was the physician who came to Alluveterre to save Fitz’s life after 
hed been injured in Exile. 

Juline nodded. “When I left the birthing center, I asked Elwin for a list of 
pediatric physicians who would be more . . . open-minded” 

“Does that mean Elwin knows who Physic is?” Biana asked. 

“Knowing and realizing are two different things. But Pm sure Physic will 
reveal herself soon. She’s not a fan of subterfuge. In fact, she never made any 
attempt to hide what she was from me. When she came to the house for the 
first checkup, she asked why I wasn't at the birthing center, and when I gave 
a vague answer, she flat-out asked if I ever worried that the Council was 
blind to our world’s prejudices. After that, whenever shed come for a 
checkup, she wouldn't stop pushing until Id admitted any callous things 
people had said or done. A few months later, she asked me, ‘If you could 
change our world, would you?’ And when I said yes, she asked if my answer 
would be different if the only way to change the world involved breaking 
rules. I was surprised to admit that it wouldn't matter. Thats when she told 
me about the Black Swan and asked me to join. I swore fealty a few weeks 
later and started out as a simple information channel. But over time, they 
trusted me more. Eventually, when Physic stepped down from the 
Collective, she suggested me as her replacement—and I accepted the 
position,” 

“Physic was part of the Collective?” Fitz asked. “Why did she step down?” 

Juline glanced at Sophie. 

“It was because of my allergy, wasn't it?” Sophie guessed. 


One of the memories the Black Swan had stolen from her—the one they 
hadn't yet given back—was from when she was nine and woke up in the 
hospital after a severe allergic reaction. Her human doctors couldn't figure 
out what had triggered it, but once she moved to the Lost Cities, she 
discovered she was allergic to limbium—an elvin substance. So an elf must’ve 
given her something that made her sick. But the who and the how and the 
why were all a big blank. 

“Tm guessing youre not going to tell me what happened?” Sophie asked. 

“I think we've unearthed enough secrets today,” Juline said. “And 
honestly, Forkle and Physic never told us the whole story. But it did make 
her decide to focus on medicine again. So she nominated me to take her 
place in the Collective, and by that time the triplets were in their daily 
tutoring sessions, and Dex was helping at the store, so I had a few extra 
hours to devote to the cause.” 

“And you couldn't have told me then?” Kesler asked. 

“I thought about it. But I was terrified. I couldn't bear the thought of you 
hating me? 

“I could never hate you,’ Kesler promised. 

“But youre still mad at me.” 

“Well, I think I’m allowed to be a little upset that my wife lied to me for 
ten years.” 

“I didn't lie,’ Juline insisted. “I was very careful about it. If I said I was 
going somewhere, I really did go. I just . . . took a detour along the way. It’s 
not ideal, I know. But I don't want you thinking you can't trust me. 
Everything about the life weve shared is real.” 

“Is it?” Dex asked. “What about when Sophie first showed up at Slurps 
and Burps and I told you about meeting her? You acted surprised.” 

“I was surprised! I'd had no idea shed be living with Grady and Edaline. 
The last Id heard, she was supposed to live with Alden and Della. But things 
were changing minute by minute. Wed planned for a much longer timeline 
before we brought Sophie into our world. But the Neverseen sparked the 
white fires and we had to get her somewhere safe.” Juline turned to Sophie. 
“I can't imagine how confusing those days must’ve been for you. And I’m so 
sorry we had to uproot you that way. But Pll always be grateful that you 
ended up with my sister.” 


“Me too.’ Sophies eyes burned with the words, and she had to check her 
Imparter again. 

Still no hails from anyone. 

“Are you going to tell your parents about me?” Juline asked. 

“Do you not want me to?” 

“I think . . . it would be better if I tell them. I’m sure they'll have lots of 
questions.” 

“So do I,” Dex jumped in. “Cause I see a lot of things that don't add up. 
Like, what happened when I was kidnapped? Why would you do a planting 
in the Wanderling Woods if you knew the Black Swan were still searching 
for me? And why was Forkle the one who came to rescue us?” 

“The days after you were taken were the worst days of my life,” Juline 
whispered. “None of us could piece together what happened, and there were 
too many conflicting reports for me to feel any hope. I also had a family that 
needed closure—and a world that expected me to grieve a certain way. So I 
went along with the planting. I didn’t know what else to do. And Forkle went 
to save you because his mental blocking is stronger than mine, and we 
werent sure if hed have to confront your kidnappers. But if I'd known he 
was going to leave you both alone in Paris, I never would’ve let him go 
without me. When he came back empty-handed, I slapped him so hard he 
had my handprint on his cheek for three days.” 

It wasnt the right moment to smile—but Sophie felt her lips twitch 
anyway. 

“This . . . is a lot to take in,” Kesler said quietly. 

“I know,’ Juline told him. “This is why Councillors aren't allowed to have 
families. And the Black Swan used to follow the same policy. They amended 
their rule for Tiergan—but he was already a member of the Collective when 
he adopted Wylie. The real reason they agreed to appoint me was because 
they believed our family could handle it. And we can. I just need you to trust 
me.” 

“I need to know something first? Dex said, not quite meeting her eyes. 
“Did you bring me to Havenfield that first day because you wanted me to spy 
on Sophie? Like Keefe's mom did with him and Fitz?” 

Juline took him by his shoulders. “I promise, Dex. I brought you there 
because you asked. That's it. And honestly, I was reluctant to do it. I could 
feel my worlds colliding. But you were so excited to meet Sophie, and I 


wanted so badly for you to have a friend. I didnt want you spending another 
year eating lunch in your alchemy session.” 

“You ate in your alchemy session?” Biana asked. 

Shame burned Dex’s cheeks as he nodded. 

Biana’s blush looked even brighter as she whispered, “Sorry. I was really 
stupid back then? 

“Me too,” Fitz said. 

Juline smiled sadly. “We all make mistakes. The only thing we can do is 
try to move past them. Can we do that?” 

She seemed to hold her breath as Kesler and Dex looked at each other. 

“I think we can,’ Kesler decided. 

Dex nodded. 

Juline pulled them close, kissing Dex’s cheek before she kissed Kesler a 
whole lot longer. 

“EWWWWWWWWWW, the triplets shouted as they raced out of the 
tree line. “YOU GUYS AREN’T SUPPOSED TO DO THAT WHERE WE 
CAN SEE YOU?” 

“Deal with it? Kesler said, kissing Juline again before scooping up an 
armful of snow and flinging it at his kids. 

“Well” Juline said as the triplets retaliated, sending slushy balls of ice 
whizzing past everyone's heads. “I think that’s our cue to get out of the battle 
zone.” 

She took Iggy’s cage from Sophie and grabbed one of Bianas bags before 
she marched toward Rimeshire. 

Fitz and Biana followed, but Sophie noticed Dex lagging behind. 

“You okay?” she asked him. 

He kicked more snow. “Would you be?” 

“I don't know. It’s a lot to get used to. But . . . I keep thinking about the 
oath we made when we swore fealty. Do you remember it?” 

“I will do everything in my power to help my world,’ Dex said quietly. “Tt 
wasnt nearly as fancy as Id been expecting.” 

“Same here. But it’s actually kinda perfect for what were all trying to do. 
Sometimes we hide things. And sometimes it hurts. And sometimes the 
adults send us away instead of letting us fight alongside them. But . . . we're 
all just trying to do everything we can to help people.’ 

Dex’s sigh lasted several seconds. 


“If I helps, I wouldn't have cared why you came to Havenfield that day,’ 
she added. “I’m just glad you did. I needed a friend too. And I got the best 
friend ever.” 

“GROSS—ARE YOU GUYS GOING TO KISS?” Bex shouted. 

“IGNORE HER,” Kesler called, scooping up another huge armful of snow 
and dropping it over the triplets’ heads. They squealed and ran into the trees 
with Kesler right behind. 

Dex’s face looked so red it was basically purple. “Siblings are the worst.’ 

“They can be,’ Sophie agreed. 

She still missed the human sister shed grown up with, though. Theyd 
fought all the time. But that’s what sisters did. 

“Anyway, don't worry,’ she said. “I know she’s giving you a hard time. It’s 
not like ..° 

“Yeah.” Dex’s brow scrunched, and he opened his mouth like he wanted 
to say something else. Then he shook his head and his lips shifted to a 
different word. “Come on, let’s go inside. I’m losing feeling in my toes.” 

Fitz and Biana were waiting by the door, ready with generous amounts of 
encouragement and support. And amazingly enough, Dex seemed like he 
was actually glad they were there. Theyd come a long way as a group—and 
had some crazy, impossible, scary, frustrating things happen. 

But they also had each other. And that was something special. 


TWENTY-FIVE 


DEX’S HOUSE WAS even more beautiful on the inside. Everything looked 
blue and gray and shimmery, with swirls of white like waves in the ocean. 

Kesler was right, though—the crystal yeti in the entryway definitely 
needed to be destroyed. Its jaggedly carved fur looked like some sort of 
demented, oversize porcupine. And once again, the triplets seemed to have 
spared its life. Instead, they'd shattered what must've been a vase filled with 
glass marbles. The white stone floor was covered in the clear glass orbs. 

“Walk very carefully,’ Juline warned. 

Sophie made it about ten steps before her foot rolled on a marble and 
sent her flying backward like a cartoon character slipping on a banana peel. 
She would've been in for some killer bruises if Fitz hadn't caught her. 

“Maybe I should carry you,’ he said when she slipped again on her next 
step. 

His teasing smile made it extra hilarious when he fell a second later, 
landing on his butt with a loud “Oof!” 

Biana laughed so hard she nearly fell over too—but Dex was able to catch 
her by her shoulders. 

“Perhaps I should carry all of you,” Lovise offered, making it look easy as 
she helped them back on their feet. “The trick is to slide your steps, so 
nothing gets underneath you.” 

She was right—though they all looked like the world’s most 
uncoordinated ice skaters. 

“You okay?” Sophie asked when she noticed Fitz rubbing his tailbone. 

“He's fine,’ Biana answered for him. “I knock him down way harder than 
that in tackle bramble all the time. And by the way—he told me about the 


favor he owes you. If you need ideas for how to torture him, I have lots of 
suggestions.” 

“See, Dex?” Fitz asked. “You're not the only one with annoying siblings.” 

“Trade you!” Dex offered. 

“Only if you take Alvar as part of the deal?” 

The name killed everyone’s smiles and had Sophie checking her Imparter 
again. 

“Do you think it’s a bad sign that we haven't heard anything?” she 
whispered. 

“We've barely been gone an hour,’ Biana reminded her. 

“Ugh—is that really all?” Sophie asked. “This day is going to take forever.’ 

“I know.’ Biana twisted the panic switch on her finger. “I think we need to 
stay busy so we dont go crazy.” 

Theyd made it to the main room by then, where the plush gray carpet 
was blissfully marble-free, and the clear ceiling let in warm rays of sunlight. 
Five curved staircases broke up the space, each leading to one of the towers. 
And all the gray-blue furniture had been arranged around a giant glass 
cloche in the center. Silver flames tipped with blue flickered under the dome, 
shimmering with each spark and crackle. Sophie had seen many types of fire 
since shed moved to the Lost Cities, but shed never seen any that were quite 
so beautiful. 

“You okay?” Fitz asked her. “I know you don't like to be around flames.” 

“I don't, Sophie agreed. “But for some reason these don't bother me.” 

“Probably because they're a hologram.” Juline snapped her fingers and the 
glowing flames morphed into a black orb of the night sky filled with 
twinkling stars. “This is one of Dex’s inventions.” 

“That’s amazing,” Biana said, snapping again and creating a sphere of 
sunset. “You seriously made this?” 

Dex shrugged. “It wasn’t hard. All I did was tweak a fire emulator.” 

Biana shook her head. “You don't give yourself enough credit? 

“Sophies just as bad with compliments,’ Fitz said. “Look at how red 
they're both turning right now.” 

“They really are adorable, aren't they?” Biana asked. 

Sophie sighed. “Who invited the Vackers?” 

“That ones on you,’ Dex said. “But at least we have someone to prank 
now. As soon as they fall asleep—” 


“Sleep?” Biana interrupted. “Only lame people sleep during slumber 
parties. Besides, we all know Sophies going to keep us up sending telepathic 
messages to Keefe. Or wait—you don’t think he'll go to Havenfield, do you?” 

“I... dont know if they'll give him a choice,’ Sophie mumbled. “But 
Keefe would never hurt our families.” 

“What happens if they tell him he has to?” Fitz asked. 

“We hope he has a plan to get out of it,” Sophie said. “Like how he had a 
plan to save me with that bead” 

“And if he doesn't?” Fitz pressed. 

Sophie didn't have an answer. 

“Come on,” Juline said, breaking the suffocating silence. “The solarium is 
this way.” 

She led them toward the back of the house, into a giant glass bubble of a 
room that made it feel like they were standing in a life-size fishbowl. A thin 
row of plants lined the round space, and Sophie noticed that their emerald 
green leaves shimmered with a thin layer of hoarfrost. The rest of the room 
was mostly empty—just a few topiaries scattered around and a pile of four 
rolled-up sleeping bags. 

The real focus was the view: a wide stretch of garden filled with flowering 
vines, gleaming silver fountains, and the most lifelike ice sculptures that 
Sophie had ever seen—a mix of spring and winter only a Froster could have 
at the same time. 

The woolly mammoth had been carved to scale, and somehow its icy fur 
looked soft and silky. And the saber-toothed tigers eyes gave Sophie chills. 

“They're amazing,’ Biana whispered. 

Juline’s cheeks reddened at the praise. “Thank you. Our lives are too 
chaotic for pets, so this is my compromise with the triplets. They get to 
decide which creatures I carve every week. And speaking of pets, is your imp 
going to need a bathroom spot? We can set up some sort of box if you dont 
want him out in the cold.” 

“Or we could give him a way fluffer fur coat!” Biana jumped in. “Maybe 
change his color, too! Do you have any elixirs, Dex? Pm thinking purple this 
time—or maybe green.” 

“Tl check my room,” he told her. 

Biana clapped. “Yay—first makeover of the night!” 

“You mean the only makeover,’ Fitz corrected. 


“Aw, come on—you and Keefe let me do it once before!” Biana whined. 

“Seriously?” Sophie asked. “Now that’ a story I have to hear.” 

Dex snorted. “Me too.” 

“Arent we supposed to be searching Alvar’s records?” Fitz asked. 

Biana shrugged off her satchel. “I cant imagine that’s going to take all 
night.” 

“It might,” Dex warned. “There are a lot of scrolls. I'll need help carrying 
them down” 

Fitz volunteered, and Biana pouted as the boys headed for the stairs. 

Juline handed Biana her other bag and gave Sophie Iggy’s cage. “For the 
record, I hope you guys have a little fun tonight. I know you're worried 
about your parents. And I know how hard you all work trying to solve 
everything. But I speak for all of us when I say that we want you to enjoy 
being normal teenagers.” 

“But we arent normal teenagers,’ Sophie reminded her. “Or I’m not, at 
least? 

Juline took her hand. “Yes, you are. Even after everything you've been 
through. Even with everything you have ahead. You're still a fourteen-year- 
old girl who deserves to relax and have fun with her friends.” 

“So what you're saying,” Biana said, “is I have your permission to give 
Dex a makeover?” 

Juline laughed. “TIl leave that up to Dex.” 

She winked and left them alone, and they got to work setting up the 
sleeping bags—which turned out to be a much trickier job than it should’ve 
been. The all-in-a-straight-row concept felt super awkward. But the round 
room made it impossible to go to separate corners. Eventually they settled 
on an X shape. That way their heads would be close enough to talk to each 
other, but theyd each still have as much space as possible. 

“Keefe is going to pout so hard when he finds out he missed this,’ Biana 
said, claiming the sleeping bag closest to the room's entrance. “We could’ve 
all scooted over and put his sleeping bag right here.” 

Sophie tried not to notice that the arrangement would've looked like a 
star. 

“You know what I hate?” she said, moving her backpack to the sleeping 
bag on the left of Biana’s. “If the Neverseen really do attack Havenfield today 
—and everyone stays safe—they'll probably know that Keefe warned us. We 


tried to make it look like all the security was stuff theyd have set up in order 
to protect me. But I’m not there? 

“Right, but it’s not like you never leave the house,’ Biana reminded her. 
“And Keefe’s a quick thinker.” 

“Also a good liar,” Sophie mumbled. 

But talk didn’t mean much to the Neverseen. 

If they got suspicious, Keefe would have to do something to prove himself 
again. And it would have to be even bigger than what he already did at 
Foxfire. ... 

“You know what I hate?” Biana asked, pulling a tab on the side of her 
sleeping bag and making it plump up like a pillow. 

Sophie copied her, and when she sat down, it felt like sinking into a giant 
stretched-out marshmallow. 

“I hate wondering how many times I should’ve figured out what my 
brother was doing,’ Biana whispered. 

“That’s why Edaline told me hindsight is a dangerous game,’ Sophie 
reminded her. 

“I know. But it feels so obvious. Like, I remember after my dad’s mind 
broke, Alvar decided to stay the night at Everglen because my mom had a 
super-rough day. And I couldn't sleep, so I got up to wander the halls. I 
heard him in my dad’s office, talking to someone on his Imparter—but I 
figured he was trying to help finish one of my dad’s projects.” 

“Do you remember anything he said?” 

“Bits and pieces. I should’ve paid better attention. I heard him say 
something about changing the timeline. And he asked about test subjects. I 
also remember him using the word ‘criterion’ a couple of times. But I don't 
know what any of that means.” 

Sophie pulled Ella from her backpack and leaned her cheek on the 
elephant’s pillowy belly. “You know what I miss? Back when I first moved to 
the Lost Cities—and the Black Swan were running my life from the shadows 
—Id know I was on the right track because Id hear a word and it would 
trigger new memories. Now it seems like everything we learn is stuff that 
even the Black Swan don't know.’ 

“Do you think that means they were preparing you for the wrong thing?” 
Biana asked. 

“Ugh—I do now!” 


Just when Sophie thought shed reached maximum worrying capacity. 
What if the role shed been designed to play wasn't even the right one? 
Could Project Moonlark be . . . a fail? 


TWENTY-SIX 


UH-OH, DID SOMETHING happen?” Fitz asked as he stumbled into the 
solarium carrying a black trunk that looked like it weighed as much as he 
did. “You haven't heard from Grady and Edaline, right?” 

Sophie double-checked her Imparter. “Nope. Still nothing.” 

Fitz set the trunk down in the center of the X and took the empty 
sleeping bag closest to Sophie. “Then why do you look like you want to tug 
on your eyelashes?” 

Sophie sighed. “Biana told me about a conversation she overheard Alvar 
having. I’m trying to figure out what it could mean.” 

“What conversation?” Dex asked as he brought an equally enormous 
trunk and set it down next to the one Fitz brought. 

Biana repeated the story while Dex sank onto the only empty sleeping 
bag, between the two Vackers. 

“So... youre worried that Project Moonlark is a bust?” Fitz guessed. 

Sophie couldn't look at him as she nodded. 

“Okay, but even if it is,” Fitz said, “havent you hated feeling like you're 
some sort of puppet?” 

“Yeah, but it’s way scarier thinking theres no safety net? Sophie 
mumbled. “I didn't like feeling controlled—but I did like thinking the good 
guys had a plan.” 

“I don't know, wouldn't it be kinda weird if the Black Swan knew all these 
horrible things were going to happen and didn't do anything to stop them?” 
Fitz asked. 

“And just because parts of their plans have changed doesn't mean all of 
them have,” Biana added. “You still have crazy powerful abilities. And you 
have us. Weve got this!” 


“I guess,’ Sophie said. “I just wish we had any idea what the Neverseen 
are planning, or what the Lodestar Initiative actually is. I mean, why would 
your brother be talking about ‘test subjects’ and ‘criterion’? That sounds like 
some sort of experiment’ 

Dex sucked in a breath. “Okay—this is going to sound crazy—but hear 
me out. What if the Lodestar Initiative is the Neverseen’s version of Project 
Moonlark?” 

‘Tm not sure I know what that means,’ Biana told him. 

“I do,” Fitz said. “And please tell me you don't actually think they're trying 
to build another Sophie.” 

“Why not?” Dex asked. “They’ve known she exists for a while. Don't you 
think theyd try to do something to counter her?” 

“They did; Fitz argued. “They tried to find her. And capture her. And 
now they're trying to control her? 

“Maybe,” Dex said. “But they could do all of that and try to re-create her.” 

“Can everyone stop talking about me like I’m Dr. Frankenstein's 
monster?” Sophie grumbled. 

“Is that a human thing?” Biana asked. 

“Yeah, it’s this big scary guy with bolts in his neck, whos pieced together 
from dead things,” Fitz said. “I remember seeing pictures of it one of the 
times I visited the Forbidden Cities. I think it was a movie?” 

“And a book,” Sophie mumbled. 

“Sorry; Dex said. “I didn’t mean it like that. But . . . it would explain what 
Alvar meant by ‘test subjects. I’ve also heard the word ‘criterion’ used with 
DNA and genetics and stuff?” 

Sophie hugged Ella so tight all the stuffing bulged in the elephant’s head. 

“Hey, Biana said, patting Sophie's shoulder. “Even if he's right, it doesn't 
change anything about you—or Keefe.” 

“I don't think he’s right,’ Fitz added. “Keefe’s mom helped create the 
Lodestar Initiative, and she’s definitely not a scientist. And don't even try to 
convince me Keefe's their version of Sophie. He’s older than she is. And he 
wasnt raised by humans. And he only has one ability. And he’s not nearly as 
awesome.” 

He grinned at Sophie, but she was too busy panicking to return it. 

“He does have a photographic memory, though,’ Biana said—which did 
not help. “And his empathy is more powerful than other Empaths. Do you 


think his mom could've had his genes tweaked somehow after he was born?” 

“I guess we could ask Forkle about it,” Dex said. 

“And he'll tell us were being ridiculous,” Fitz assured him. 

“Maybe. But they did for sure mess with Keefe’s memories,’ Dex argued. 
“So maybe all they did was plant secrets in his head, like the Black Swan did 
with Sophie. You have to admit it’s at least possible? 

Sophie wasn't going to admit anything. 

It was too weird. 

Too wrong. 

Too... no. 

Just no. 

She tried to bury the theory deep—lock it away with all the other Things 
She Didn't Want to Think About. 

But the idea had already dug its claws in deep. 

So had the bigger, scarier question it raised, echoing around her head on 
autorepeat. 

If Dex was right, and the Lodestar Initiative was the Neverseen’s version 
of Project Moonlark . . . did that mean Keefe was meant to be her nemesis? 


TWENTY-SEVEN 


YOU WERE MADE to be the hero” Sophie mumbled. “I was raised to be 
something ... else.” 

“What?” Fitz, Biana, and Dex all asked. 

“Thats what Keefe told me. At the Lake of Blood. When he ran off with 
the Neverseen. Do you think he meant... ?” 

She couldn't finish the question. 

“Hey, Fitz said, scooting next to her on her sleeping bag. “I don't think it 
means what youre thinking it means. Brant and Fintan were there—and 
Keefe needed to convince them he was joining for real. He had to sound like 
a guy trying to explain to his friend why he was betraying her—and 
remember, I’m saying that as someone who still has trust issues with Keefe.” 

“I guess,’ she said quietly. “But you think it proves your theory, don't you, 
Dex?” 

“I dort know,” Dex said. “I mean . . . it could. But I am also just guessing.” 

“Exactly? Biana jumped in. “All we really know is that we dont know 
anything.” 

Somehow, that was the most depressing thought of all. 

Sophie flopped onto her back, rubbing the knot under her ribs and trying 
to tie all the complicated things she was feeling into it. She stared at the sky 
through the curved glass ceiling, wishing she could stretch out her 
consciousness to Keefe and pummel him with questions. But it was still early 
in the day—way too soon for their check-in. And she probably didn't want 
to know what he was doing anyway. 

“Okay; Fitz said. “I think we need a subject change before Sophie's brain 
explodes.” 


“He's right? Biana agreed. “Maybe if we figure out where Alvar used to 
sneak off to, it'll help us understand what that conversation actually meant.” 

Dex scooted over to the trunks and popped both lids open, revealing so 
many tightly coiled scrolls that Sophie wondered if there was any paper left 
in the world. 

“I told you this is going to be boring, Dex reminded them as Biana 
unrolled a scroll and gaped at the thousands of tiny black numbers printed 
across it. “This part you'll probably be able to read”—he pointed to the 
narrowest column on the left of the scroll—‘“that’s the time stamp, telling 
you the date, year, and time in hours, minutes, and seconds. But the rest is 
all code. Some of it has obviously been altered, and I’ve been trying to figure 
out which parts, but so far I haven't been able to find a pattern.” 

“Have you checked the days you were kidnapped?” Biana asked. “That’s 
the one time we know that Alvar wasn’t where his records said he was—and 
we know exactly where he was.” 

“I haven't,” Dex admitted. “The triplets got in my room and got into the 
trunks and... let’s just say I’m currently brewing a very special elixir for 
payback.” 

Fitz sighed. “So all of these are in random order? Thats going to take 
forever.’ 

“Maybe not,’ Biana said. “Now we have four of us working on it. Okay, so 
Sophie and Fitz—you guys work on putting the scrolls back in order while 
Dex and I focus on trying to find the dates from the kidnapping. And once 
we find one, Dex will switch to checking the tech code part to see if he can 
find the pattern we need.” 

“You're assuming they altered Alvar’s feed the same way every time,’ Dex 
reminded her. 

“I know—but isn’t that what youd do?” she asked. “If you knew 
something was working, wouldn't you keep doing it?” 

“I suppose.” 

“All right then,” Biana said. “We have a plan!” 

They did. 

But the process was sloooooo00000000000000000w. It took them hours 
before Biana found the first scroll from the time frame they needed. 

“I think I'll need at least three to really be able to compare,’ Dex warned 
as he squinted at the numbers. 


Hours later, Sophie found scroll number two. 

“So we only need one more, right?” Biana asked. 

“Assuming I can find the pattern,’ Dex said. “And assuming the pattern 
actually applies to the other days he snuck away. And assuming I can figure 
out what the pattern even means.” 

“That’s a lot of assumptions,’ Fitz noted. 

“It is? Biana agreed. “But Dex found secret information about the plague 
by digging through a database that spanned centuries. I'm sure we can find 
what were looking for in a couple of trunks of scrolls.” 

When she put it that way, it didn't sound so daunting. But they still hadn't 
found the third scroll by the time Juline brought them dinner—which 
looked like blue french fries and tasted like nachos with extra cheese. 

“Still at it?” Juline asked. “And I’m assuming you haven't heard from 
anyone at Havenfield?” 

Sophie shook her head. “I’ve been checking my Imparter every few 
minutes. It’s driving me nuts.” 

“Your Imparter is working, right?” Biana asked. “Weren't you having a 
problem with it?” 

“I thought the problem was Dex’s Imparter,” Sophie said. 

Dex pulled the silver gadget out of his pocket. “I ran every test I could 
think of, and they all came back normal. Have you tried hailing me again?” 

Sophie held her Imparter to her mouth and told it, “Show me Dex 
Dizznee.” 

Dex’s Imparter stayed blank. 

“That doesn't make sense,” Dex said. “Fitz—can you try hailing me?” 

Fitz did, and Dex’s screen immediately flashed with Fitz’s face. 

“Hmm. Maybe yours is the one with the loose wire,’ Dex said. “Give me a 
sec.” 

He ran upstairs to get tools, and Sophie stared at her finicky gadget. 

“Do you think I should check on my family with your Imparter?” she 
asked Fitz. “What if they've been trying to hail me?” 

“My parents are there too,’ Fitz reminded her, “and they haven't tried to 
reach me.’ 

Dex raced back into the room with a kit of the world’s tiniest 
screwdrivers. Within minutes he had the whole Imparter disassembled and 
hundreds of paper-thin gears scattered across his sleeping bag. 


“See anything weird?” Sophie asked as he picked up an especially tiny 
gear. 

Dex shook his head. “Everything was exactly where it should be. I just 
dont.. ? 

His voice trailed off and he leaned closer, squinting at one of the cog’s 
teeth. 

“Is that grease?” Biana asked, peering over his shoulder. 

Dex said nothing as he fished his monocle pendant out from underneath 
his tunic and used the magnifying glass to examine a speck of black. 

“Whoa,” he whispered—then covered his mouth. 

“What is it?” Fitz, Biana, Sophie, and Juline all asked at once. 

“I... think some dirt got into the mechanism and clogged it? he said. 
“Can someone get me a pen and paper so I can make a note of which cog 
needs to be replaced?” 

Juline pulled the pencil from her hair and Biana flipped one of the scrolls 
over for Dex to write on the back. 

“So it’s just a normal malfunction?” Sophie asked. 

“Should be? 

But Dex’s note told a different story. 

His left hand shook as he held it to his lips and made the universal Shhh 
sign before he showed them what hed written. 

Someone might be listening. 


TWENTY-EIGHT 


THE GOOD NEWS is, your Imparter still works,’ Dex said, adding another 
sentence to his note. 

We need to act normal. 

“Once I put it back together, it should connect to everything except my 
Imparter, he added. “I forgot that I added a safety protocol to mine, 
blocking it from communicating with any abnormal tech.” 

He amended his sign again. 

Can we talk telepathically? 

Juline grabbed the note and added: 

ALL of us! 

Lovise snatched the scroll and wrote: I expect updates as well. 

Sophie nodded and turned to Fitz, who offered her his hand. Their 
thumb rings snapped together as the mental energy hummed between them 
and they opened their minds to Dex, Biana, and Juline. 

Okay, Sophie transmitted while their mental voices flooded her head. I 
think were doing what Councillor Emery does when he mediates the other 
Councillors—and wow, its LOUD. 

Yeah it is, Fitz said, rubbing the sides of his forehead. 

Sophie tried to think around the questions being shouted at her, but it 
was too much too fast. 

Okay, so heres how this needs to work, Fitz said. Sophie and I can hear all 
of you guys, but you cant hear each other. So you need to take turns, and then 
we'll transmit what you said to the rest of the group so everyone can hear it. 

Dex first, Sophie said. What do you mean someone might be listening? And 
why aren't we smashing that gear to stop them? 


Because, if they dont know that weve found it, they wont destroy their end 
of the signal. And that might give me a chance to trace it back to the source. 
But first I have to get the Imparter reassembled. 

His hands were already busy fitting all the tiny cogs back together. 

Fitz relayed the information to the others—even jotted down a brief 
update for Lovise—and transmitted Biana'’s question: Who else would it be 
besides the Neverseen? 

It could be the Council, Fitz told her. Mr. Forkle said theyre keeping close 
tabs on us. 

Can they hear everything we say? Sophie asked. Or only when the 
Imparter’s in use? 

I can't tell yet, Dex said. Thats why I don't want us talking, just in case. 

But wont they get suspicious of all this silence? Fitz asked. Especially since 
they would've heard that we were disassembling the Imparter? 

Thats actually a good point, Dex admitted. 

I need you guys to start talking again, Fitz told Juline and Biana. 

Biana rustled some of the scrolls. “I think I need a break, guys. All the 
numbers are turning into a big black blur.” 

I need to update the rest of the Collective, Juline thought as she told them, 
“I'm going to make you guys some mugs of cinnacreme. It’s always my 
favorite thing on a cold night” 

“Ohhhh, that sounds amazing!” Biana launched into a long explanation 
of what it tasted like—and it did sound delicious. But Sophie was more 
focused on Dex. 

How long do you think they've been listening? she asked. 

I'm guessing its pretty recent. I've had that safety protocol on my Imparter 
for a while, and it never used to block you. Thats why I didn’t think of it at 
first. But now it makes total sense. My Imparter shuts out any signals that 
arent secure. 

So someone must've tampered with yours, Fitz said to Sophie. 

But when? Its always with me. Or it’s in my room, and if someone had been 
in there, Sandor wouldve known—wouldnt he? 

Hasn't Brant fooled Sandor’ senses before? Dex thought. Using ash or 
something? 

But wouldn't he still have left footprints in the flowered carpet? Sophie 
asked. 


Unless he levitated, Fitz said. 

She hated him for being right—hated even more what the possibility 
meant. 

I had my Imparter with me the day Keefe visited Foxfire, she transmitted. If 
it was broadcasting, that means the Neverseen might know Keefe’s betraying 
them. 

Her mind flashed through visions of Keefe being dragged to the ogres’ 
prison, bleeding and begging for mercy like his mom. 

Hey, Fitz said, tightening his hold on her hand. Try not to think about that 
stuff until we know what were dealing with, okay? 

I'm close to tracking the signal, Dex told them. But I think weve gotten too 
quiet again. 

Fitz told Biana to start talking again, and she fumbled for something to 
say. 

Wait—I know! she thought. “Makeover time! Who wants to go first?” 

“I think it should be Dex,” Sophie told her. 

Uh, I'm a little busy here, Dex argued. 

I know—but if they think you're getting a makeover, they'll be less 
suspicious about what you're doing to the Imparter. 

Dex sighed. “Fine—but no makeup!” 

“Duh,” Biana told him. “All Pm going to do is fix your hair” 

“Whats wrong with my hair?” 

“Let me show you the many things.” Biana dug through one of her 
overnight bags and pulled out a pink sparkly pouch filled with pots of 
different colored gels. She chose a yellowish concoction and unscrewed the 
lid. 

“That better not have pee in it,’ Dex told her. 

“Dont be gross. And don't be such a baby.” 

Fitz snickered. “Now you see what I live with” 

Hows it going? Sophie transmitted to Dex. 

Good. I'm just setting up some aliases to shield my search signals and— 

“Abh! What are you doing?” he shouted. 

Biana had scooted closer and was running her fingers through his hair. 

“Relax—I'm just making it so your hair isnt plastered to your forehead 
anymore. Hold still” She dipped her fingers in the yellow goop and reached 
for him again. 


Sophie had never seen Dex so red. 

“This style will draw way more attention to your eyes,’ Biana said. “And 
the flecks of gold in the gel will bring out the blond undertones in your hair? 

She handed him a mirror from her bag. “See? It’s awesome, right?” 

Dex’s grin was so huge it practically caved in his cheeks. 

Sophie shifted to get a better look. “Wow. That’s ... wow? 

Who knew a new hairstyle could make such a difference? Not that Dex 
hadn't been cute before—he was an elf, after all. But thered been something 
about him that always felt young. 

Not anymore. 

Arent we supposed to be dealing with the fact that someone might be 
eavesdropping on us right now? Fitz transmitted. Or are you trying to bore 
them to death with all this hair talk? 

Biana smirked. “I think Fitz should be my next makeover. His style has 
gotten a little helmety lately.” 

“It has not!” Fitz said. But Sophie noticed he reached up and mussed his 
hair a bit. 

Okay, Dex thought. I’m ready to track the signal—we have to make sure we 
keep talking. 

Out loud, he added, “If Fitz is being a baby, how about we give Iggy a new 
look?” 

Biana squealed happily as he handed her a vial filled with a cloudy liquid, 
and she scooted over to Iggy’s cage, waving the elixir near his furry lips. Iggy 
sniffed the milky serum once before downing it in one giant slurp. Hed 
barely finished licking his chops when he sneezed and his fur poofed out in 
every direction, turning him into a ball of blue fluff with only the tips of his 
ears, hands, wings, and nose sticking through. 

“Isn't he going to change color?” Sophie asked. 

“Give it a second,” Dex said, and sure enough, Iggy’s fur started to 
shimmer as it shifted to a bright purple. 

“Awwww, just when I thought he couldn't get more adorable!” Biana 
cooed. 

Iggy bounced up and down and flapped his fluff-buried wings. 

“Whos ready for cinnacreme?” Juline asked, sweeping into the room with 
a tray of four steaming mugs. She froze midstep when she spotted Dex’s hair. 

“Like it?” Biana asked. 


Juline looked a little misty-eyed. 

“Ugh, why are parents so embarrassing?” Dex grumbled. 

“It's our job.” Juline handed everyone mugs of cinnacreme—which tasted 
like melted snickerdoodles. 

What did the Collective say? Sophie asked her. 

I was only able to reach Wraith. He's tracking down the others as we speak. 

Do you think— 

Sophie's question was cut short by a white light flashing from her 
Imparter. 

Dex frowned and tapped the screen a few times. 

Something wrong? Sophie asked. 

Not necessarily. It looks like I have good news, bad news, and weird news. 
The good news is: I’m pretty sure no one’ listening to us right now. The signal 
doesn't seem to be reaching anything—which is the bad news. I can't track 
where its going. The receivers either been turned off or destroyed. 

So whats the weird news? Fitz asked. 

Dex handed the gadget to Sophie. This isn’t your Imparter. 


TWENTY-NINE 


WHAT DO YOU mean it’s not my Imparter? Sophie asked. I brought it from 
home. 

I know, Dex told her. But I just checked the activity log. And unless you 
hailed yourself a ton of times—which I don't even think is possible—it has to be 
someone elses. Someone who also hailed Fitz a lot, and made a few very brief 
hails to Lord Cassius. 

Sophie's eyes widened. This is Keefes Imparter? 

Dex nodded. 

Why would you have Keefe’ Imparter? Fitz asked. Did he slip it to you the 
day he blew up Foxfire? 

Wouldnt I have two, then? Sophie asked. 

Unless he swiped yours, Fitz said. Maybe when he put his cloak around 
you? 

Sophie replayed the moment, but all she remembered were Keefe’s hands 
near her shoulders. 

I guess its possible, she admitted. But I don’t see why he would do that. And 
I don't think he wouldve been able to hide that from me during our check-ins. 
I can see enough of his fleeting thoughts to know what stuff hes worrying 
about. 

Then where else would you get his Imparter? Dex asked. 

No clue. Actually, wait. Grizel found an Imparter in Keefe desk when we 
were searching his room, and I gave her mine so she could compare the two. 
She might've accidentally mixed them up before she gave it back. 

I guess that makes sense, Fitz said. And you know what? I bet this Imparter 
is how the Neverseen knew about our ambush on Mount Everest. Keefes mom 


probably rigged it so she could eavesdrop on Keefes conversations, and heard 
us arranging the trap. 

Sophie cringed. As if hiding a tracker in his family crest pin wasn't 
disgusting enough. 

HEY GUYS—REMEMBER ME? Biana thought, waving her arms to get 
their attention. Id like to know whats’ going on too! 

Fitz caught her up on the newest discoveries, then updated Juline and 
Lovise. 

Does that mean its safe for us to talk? Biana asked. 

Dex squinted at the Imparter. I think we should still be careful—unless you 
want me to disassemble it again. 

I hate to do that, Juline said after Sophie relayed the info. Every time we 
tamper with it, we risk undoing whatever they did, and we might still be able 
to learn something from it. 

Guess that means were in for more makeover talk, Sophie transmitted as 
Juline left to see if Wraith had made contact with the rest of the Collective. 

“We could play truth or dare,” Biana suggested with an evil smile. 

“No way—that got weird last time,” Fitz told her. 

Biana tossed her hair. “I dont know what you're talking about? 

“Yes you do—just like you totally knew what you were doing when you 
turned your head at the last second.” 

Sophie was about to ask for details, when she remembered Keefe 
admitting that hed kissed Biana once on a dare. Hed described it as “mostly 
on the cheek” 

“How about we work on the scrolls again?” she said, deciding that games 
were too risky. Truth or dare was definitely out, and the only other game she 
could think of was spin the bottle—which would be a very bad idea. 

Biana pouted. “I suppose that’s the smart thing to do.” 

And so the hours went, filled with lots of squinting at tiny black numbers 
on endless scrolls. Their only breaks were for quick checks of their still-silent 
Imparters. 

“Brought you a refill? Juline said, carrying a fresh tray of cinnacreme 
mugs into the solarium. And I finally heard from Mr. Forkle. He was over at 
Havenfield. 

HE WAS? Sophie and Fitz both transmitted together. 

Did something happen? Sophie asked. 


No—its still quiet. And it’s after midnight, so technically the day is over. 

Do you really think the Neverseen care about technicalities? Sophie asked. 

I dont know what the Neverseen care about, Juline admitted. All I know is, 
for the moment, everyone is safe and I’m going to be grateful. They'll stay on 
alert for the rest of the night, of course. But were all cautiously optimistic that 
the threat has passed. And Mr. Forkle agreed that we should keep avoiding 
important conversations around the Imparter until he can retrieve it in the 
morning. So why don't you four try getting some rest? 

“We're getting so close,’ Biana said after Sophie passed along the message. 
“We might as well finish.” 

And they did. And Dex scowled at the final scroll. “I dont know who 
their Technopath is—but they’re good. I can't figure out the point of these 
numbers.” 

Any chance youre just saying that for the benefit of the Imparter? Fitz 
asked him. 

I wish. This is the code I found hidden in Alvar'’s records from the days we 
were kidnapped. He scribbled on the back of the nearest scroll: 


0-11-<<-1-1-1-0* 


Sophie studied it from a few angles. Okay, yeah, that doesnt make any 
sense. 

It really doesn't, Dex agreed. The most basic digital code—the kind that’s so 
basic, even humans use it—is made of ones and zeroes. But I have no idea 
what those other symbols are supposed to mean, or how they work. 

Well... I'm guessing the asterisk is for Lodestar, right? Fitz asked. 

Maybe. But some of the normal registry codes use asterisks too. Plus, the 
asterisk switches sides sometimes on the other codes I found hidden in Alvars 
records. Like this, which I’m pretty sure is from the day Sophie saw The Boy 
Who Disappeared. 


*0-1->-1->-111-0 
And I found these during the days that Alden’ mind was broken: 


*0->-111->>>-1-0 
0-<<-1-1-11-<-0* 


I'm assuming the sequences are different because each one stands for a 
different place Alvar went, Dex said. But no matter how long I stare at it, I still 
dont understand how to read the numbers and symbols and 
AARRGGGRRHHH! 

He made the same noise out loud and collapsed backward onto his 
sleeping bag. 

Biana flopped back too, and Sophie and Fitz did the same. 

Its still progress, Sophie transmitted. Remember, this is how it always goes. 
Its always piece by piece, and it feels like were never going to figure it out—and 
then we find another clue and it all comes together. 

I just wish we could skip to the it-all-comes-together part, dont you? Fitz 
asked as he yawned. 

Biana yawned too. “I can't believe I’m about to say this, but I’m exhausted. 
So I propose a truce. No one pranks anyone, and we all get to sleep. Is that 
proof that I’m becoming lame?” 

“It's proof that we have a lot going on,’ Fitz told her. “And we'll handle it 
better if our brains are actually working in the morning. So how about this 
—if anyone breaks the pact, we make them brush their teeth with reekrod” 

“Deal,” Dex said. “Td rather save my prank elixirs for the triplets anyway? 

‘Tm in,’ Sophie agreed. 

Biana called Iggy to her pillow, and within seconds his squeaky purr filled 
the room. Dex’s soft snores followed, and everyone seemed to still. 

Are you trying to reach out to Keefe? Fitz transmitted, nearly making 
Sophie yelp. Sorry—didn't mean to startle you. 

It's fine. And... I think I'm going to skip tonight's check-in. 

Because youre afraid of putting him in danger? Or because youre afraid 
hes doing something you don't want to know about? 

Both, she admitted, hugging Ella tighter. 

I wish I knew what to say to help. 

I don't think those words exist. 

What Keefe was doing was a complicated, impossible mess. 

If it makes you feel any better, Fitz told her, I’m keeping my Imparter right 
by my head. That way, if my parents hail me I’ll be sure to hear it. 

You'll wake me up if they do? 

You really think youre going to be able to sleep? 

No idea. 


Well, you can borrow Mr. Snuggles if you want. 
Sophie smiled. Nah, I couldn't bear to keep you two apart. But thanks. 


Anytime. 
His mind went quiet, and Sophie figured hed dozed off with the others. 


But right as her mind started to drift, he added, PII always be here if you need 


me. 


THIRTY 


SOFT CONVERSATION FLOATED through Sophies mind, the words 
blurring with her dreams—until one question caught her attention. 

Arent they cute? 

The voices sharpened into focus and she realized there were a lot of sappy 
adults watching her sleep. But she was too relieved to be annoyed about it. 

“Mom?” she asked, scooting out of her sleeping bag and waiting for her 
eyes to focus. “Dad?” 

“We're here,’ Edaline said as both her parents smothered her with a hug. 

“Sorry we woke you, kiddo,’ Grady said. “Juline told us you guys were up 
half the night, after a pretty eventful day. You must be exhausted.” 

She was. Somehow getting only a little sleep always felt worse than 
getting no sleep—but she didn't care about that right now. “You guys are 
safe?” 

“For now, Edaline said, squeezing her tighter. “And don't worry, we'll be 
back on house arrest this afternoon. I just needed to talk with my sister in 
person. She's been filling me in on... everything.” 

Sophie followed Edaline’s gaze to a fidgety Juline—who stood with 
Wraith, Blur, and Mr. Forkle, clearly making no attempt to hide her 
involvement with the Collective. 

Alden and Della were there too—and Sandor and Brielle and Cadoc and 
Woltzer and Grizel and Lovise and Kesler. Everyone except Granite and the 
triplets. 

“Wow, Biana mumbled from her sleeping bag. “Thats a lot of faces to 
wake up to.” 

“It is,’ Della said, blinking in and out of sight as she crossed the room to 
hug her daughter. “Did you forget to pack pajamas?” 


Biana looked down and blushed when she saw she was still in yesterday's 
clothes. “No, we forgot to get changed. Ugh, and I forgot to brush my teeth.” 

She covered her mouth, trying to spare the world from her morning 
breath. 

“So what happened yesterday?” Sophie asked. “Did the Neverseen really 
not show up?” 

“Not at Havenfield,” Grady said. “We spent the whole day jumping at 
shadows—unlike you guys. Why am I not surprised that you had a way 
more productive day than we did?” 

Are we still supposed to be quiet around the listening device? Fitz 
transmitted as he sat up and stretched. 

Mr. Forkle held up a thin black box. “Mr. Sencen’s Imparter is in here for 
the moment. Our Technopath put a small speaker inside to broadcast the 
sound of normal conversation until she can take a closer look and check for 
anything Mr. Dizznee could’ve missed.” 

“Speaking of Dex,” Biana said, pointing to where he lay twisted up in his 
sleeping bag. “Shouldn't we wake him?” 

“Be my guest, Kesler told her. “And good luck. Waking Dex is like 
waking a hibernating bear. The only thing worse is waking the triplets, who 
are thankfully still conked out upstairs.” 

Biana tried nudging Dex’s shoulder. And flicking his ear. And kicking his 
leg. Nothing worked—until she put Iggy on Dex’s pillow. One good Iggy 
burp in the face and Dex was sputtering and coughing and looking very 
disoriented. 

“Hey, Biana told him. “Thought you might not want to miss this.’ 

She pointed to the crowd of adults—who were trying very hard not to 
laugh. 

“Thanks,” Dex told her, sitting up and rubbing his eyes. “So . . . what’s the 
bad news?” 

“What makes you think there’s bad news?” Juline asked. 

“Please—there’s no way youd all be here if you didn’t have something bad 
to tell us? 

The adults shared a look. 

“Why dort we wait until youve all had some breakfast?” Kesler 
suggested. “The Vackers brought over these amazing pastries. They’re like 
eating a sweet, buttery cloud.” 


“Uh-uh,” Sophie said, ignoring the gurgle in her stomach. “Tell us what's 
going on.” 

Mr. Forkle opened his mouth, but his voice didn’t seem to cooperate. 

“At the moment, were still piecing the details together? Alden said 
quietly. “But . . . it appears the Neverseen did have a mission yesterday, like 
Keefe suspected—but the target wasn't Grady and Edaline. It was—” 

His voice caught and he turned away. 

Sophies mind ran through worst-case scenarios, but none felt as 
shocking—or heartbreaking—as when Della told them, “The Neverseen 
attacked Wylie? 


THIRTY-ONE 


WYLIE?” BIANA REPEATED. “Prentice’s son?” 

Shadows darkened Mr. Forkle’s eyes as he nodded. “He suffered an 
extensive interrogation.” 

Sophie rubbed her wrists as the ghosts of old wounds haunted her again. 
“Will he... 2” 

“Physic is treating him as we speak,’ Juline promised. “But he'll need to 
remain sedated for several days.” 

“Days, Sophie repeated. 

Shed only needed days of treatment when shed almost died. 

Red rimmed her vision and the knot in her chest begged to unravel as she 
sucked in deep breaths, trying to calm the rage bubbling under her skin. 

“It's okay,’ Grady whispered, tightening his hug. “Don't give them this 
power.” 

Sophie gritted her teeth, using the anger to bind everything back 
together. 

“Does Physic think Wylie will recover?” Fitz asked. 

“She seemed pretty confident,’ Blur said. “She thinks we caught the 
injuries early enough that he wont have any scars—physically at least. 
Psychologically is anyone's guess.” 

“Granite’s with him now, searching his mind to piece together the details 
of what happened,” Mr. Forkle added. “Then we'll decide how many 
memories to erase.’ 

Normally Sophie wasn't a fan of altering people's memories. But she could 
see how it might be for the best in this case. 

“How's Granite holding up?” Biana asked. 


“No one can prepare for such evil to happen to their family,” Wraith told 
her. 

“He's barely said ten words since we found Wylie in a crumpled heap on 
the Stone House’s porch,’ Blur added. “Wylie must’ve crawled for the door 
with the last of his strength, after whatever desperate measures he used to 
escape.’ 

“He still had bonds on his feet—and partial bonds on his wrists—and he 
reeked of sedatives,” Wraith finished sadly. 

“Do you know where he escaped from?” Sophie asked. 

Mr. Forkle cleared the thickness from his throat. “Unfortunately, no. At 
the moment, all we know is that he was taken from his room in the Silver 
Tower.’ 

“How?” Fitz asked. “Aren't there goblins patrolling the campus?” 

“Not as many as there should’ve been,” Mr. Forkle admitted. “Were 
between terms, so most of the fleets have been reassigned to Lumenaria to 
prepare for the Peace Summit. And the one remaining patrol has been 
focusing its efforts on securing the newly arrived Exillium tents.’ 

“But even if they got past the patrol, how did they get into the tower?” 
Dex asked. “The security in the elite towers is supposed to be legendary. My 
technopathy mentor went on and on about how it was designed the same 
way they did the insane security at Lumenaria, with a team of anonymous 
Technopaths each building only one small piece. That way no one would 
know the full scope, or how all the levels of security actually fit together.” 

“Truthfully?” Mr. Forkle said, “I have no idea how they got in. I’ve 
already accessed the security logs, and there were no unauthorized visitors. 
In fact, the records show that Wylie is the only prodigy who remained in the 
tower for the break—with no evidence that the files were altered. And since 
I’m sure youre going to ask about the Lodestar mirror”—he paused to let 
everyone react to the name—“let me assure you that it was the first place I 
checked. Nothing in the Hall of Illumination had been disturbed. There was 
no trace of a fingerprint or a footprint. No way to remove the mirror from 
the wall and access behind it. The mirror is just a mirror, designed to teach 
the elite prodigies to see that the purest version of themselves comes from 
power, not appearance.” 

“Could a Phaser have walked through the walls to get in?” Biana asked. 

“The tower is impervious,’ Blur said. “Trust me. I’ve tried? 


“Then they must have someone who has access to the tower who let them 
in, Fitz said. 

“That was my thought as well? Mr. Forkle told him. “But as I said, all the 
logs show Wylie being alone. I also watched the prodigies quite closely 
during my time as the tower’s Beacon, and none of them ever did anything 
to suggest a connection to the Neverseen.” 

“Neither did Alvar,’ Della said quietly. 

The name hung heavy in the air. 

“If he was a part of this, Alden whispered. “If he. . ? 

Sophie had been thinking the same thing about Keefe. Hed said he 
wouldnt cross the hard lines—but would he count Wylie as one of them? Or 
would it be one of those “shady things” he was willing to do in order to keep 
playing the game? 

Wraith’ sleeves moved toward Alden, reaching for him with invisible 
hands. “You are not responsible for your son’s actions.” 

“But if wed noticed—” 

“Please don't go down that path,” Edaline begged. “We cared for Brant for 
sixteen years and never suspected either.” 

“It's one of the biggest regrets of my life,” Grady said. “But I’m learning to 
divide the blame. Yes, I should’ve paid closer attention and asked more 
questions. But everything else was Brant’s choice. Brant’s actions. Brants 
wickedness. And the same goes for Alvar.” 

‘TIl try to remember that,” Alden told him. 

“Try to believe it,’ Grady insisted. 

“So where is Wylie now?” Dex asked. “Still at the Stone House?” 

“No, we had Physic move him to Alluveterre once he was stable enough 
for a leap, since we're assuming they'll come after him,” Blur said. “The fact 
that he escaped probably means they hadn't gotten everything they wanted 
from him.” 

“What do they want?” Kesler asked. “Does anyone know?” 

“I can't even hazard a guess,’ Mr. Forkle mumbled. “And so far, his mind 
has been too clouded by the trauma for us to recover much.” 

“He's not broken, right?” Sophie asked. 

“Thankfully, no. The Neverseen not having a Telepath worked in our 
favor—though I suspect that's also why Wylies injuries were so extreme. 
Their only means of interrogation was torture.” 


Everyone shuddered, and Mr. Forkle handed the packaged Imparter to 
Blur. “T trust you'll take care of getting that to our Technopath? I should get 
back to Alluveterre.” 

“I want to go with you.” 

Sophie didn't realize shed said the words out loud until everyone turned 
to her. 

“No one will be able to search Wylie’s memories better than I will,” she 
argued. 

She left out her other reason—it was too terrible to admit. But she needed 
to see Wylie’s memories for herself and make sure Keefe wasn't there. 

She could forgive him for shattering glass and burning gates—but 
standing by while someone was tortured? 

She had to be sure. 

“You really think you can handle it?” Edaline asked her. “Wylie probably 
looks awful.” 

“Awful is not a strong enough word,’ Wraith warned. 

Sophie swallowed hard. “I handled Paris, right?” 

“Not the same, even in the slightest,” Mr. Forkle told her. 

“Doesn't matter,’ Sophie said. “Wylie needs my help? 

“For what it’s worth,’ Blur chimed in, “I think she’s right. I think you 
should take her.” 

“Take us, Fitz corrected. “This has Cognates written all over it? 

“If they go—Dex and I are going too,’ Biana added. 

Mr. Forkle rubbed his temples. “Wylie is not up for visitors.” 

“Then we'll wait outside,’ Biana pressed. “But we should be there. You 
might learn something we need to know. Or Sophie and Fitz might need 
moral support.’ 

The members of the Collective turned to each other, probably conferring 
telepathically. 

“Very well? Mr. Forkle eventually said through a sigh. “But I have a favor 
to ask.” His focus shifted to Sandor. “I need you to separate from your charge 
for the day. Miss Foster will be well protected by the fleet of dwarves 
stationed at Alluveterre. We have need of your exceptional senses in the 
Silver Tower. Perhaps you'll catch something we've overlooked” 

“If youre looking for powerful senses,’ Grizel jumped in, “You should 
have me go with him. Sandor lacks a certain . . . shall we say, sensitivity?” 


“If you feel comfortable separating from Mr. Vacker, wed be happy to 
have your assistance,’ Mr. Forkle told her. “The more thorough we are, the 
greater our chances of solving this mystery? 

“One condition,’ Sandor said, fixing a stern gaze on Sophie. “Swear you 
will go nowhere beyond Alluveterre and home.” 

“Are we even sure Havenfield is safe?” Sophie asked. “The Neverseen may 
still be planning something.” 

“We've left most of yesterday's precautions intact,’ Brielle assured her. 
“And Cadoc and I will not leave their side. You can trust us to protect your 
family the same way you trust Sandor with your life.” 

That seemed to settle things, and Sophie and her friends rushed to get 
dressed in fresh clothes, none of them saying a word as they hugged their 
parents and locked hands for the leap. 

“Brace yourselves, Mr. Forkle said as he created a path to Alluveterre. 
“Nothing I say can properly prepare you for what you're about to see.” 


THIRTY-TWO 


SOPHIE HADN'T SET foot in Alluveterre’s subterranean forest since the 
day she and her friends left for their mission to Ravagog. And the scenery 
was as lush and beautiful as ever. But her memories blanketed everything in 
shadow. 

Everywhere she looked, she could see signs of Callas former presence. 
Earth Calla had walked. Trees shed touched. Roots shed called to transport 
everyone underground for their various adventures. Even the air seemed to 
carry the faintest whispers of Callas songs—though Sophie knew she was 
probably imagining it. 

“This way, Mr. Forkle said, leading them up a winding stairway that 
wrapped around and around a massive tree, bringing them to one of the 
mansion-size tree houses. Each step felt like swallowing lemon juice mixed 
with something spicy, and it coated Sophies insides with a sour kind of 
burn. 

Mr. Forkle had chosen the western tree house, where the boys lived 
during their months there, and the inside looked exactly the same as theyd 
left it. Same hammocks swinging from the ceiling. Same flickering fire pit in 
the center. But this time the boy reading on one of the boulder-shaped 
beanbag chairs had silver-tipped bangs. 

“Hey, Tam said as he glanced up from his book. “They moved Wylie to 
the other house. I guess one of the bedrooms has some special plant growing 
in it that might keep him calm?” 

“The reveriebells,’ Sophie whispered. 

Calla had hybridized the flowering vine especially for her, training it to 
grow across the canopy of her former bed. The blossoms sweet scent had 
given her some of her most peaceful nights of sleep ever. 


“Has he gotten worse?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

“Not worse,’ Tam told him. “But I don't think he's getting better as quickly 
as Physic wants. And Granite—or Tiergan—or whatever I’m supposed to 
call him, is worried that Wylie's mind is getting darker. He asked me to try 
lifting a veil—but Wylie’s shadowvapor is fine. He had less than I would've 
expected, given all the awful things he’s been through.” 

Mr. Forkle closed his eyes. “Sounds like you were right to insist on 
coming, Miss Foster. I suppose we should head over.” 

“You might want to stay here,’ Tam warned Dex and Biana. “Physic’s 
being super strict about who she’s letting in the room. And at least over here 
you dont have to stay quiet? 

“I guess that makes sense,’ Biana said. “Plus, I haven't seen you in 
forever.’ 

Tam’s lips twisted into a shy smile. “I hear we'll be seeing more of each 
other soon.” 

Sophie had forgotten all about the Exillium training. She wondered if 
Wylie’s attack would delay things. 

“Arent you coming?” Mr. Forkle asked from the doorway. 

Sophie and Fitz hurried to follow, but Dex stayed put. She figured that 
meant he wanted to stay with Biana and Tam, but as they reached the arched 
bridge connecting the two tree houses, Dex came racing up. 

“I know I’m not a Telepath,” he mumbled, “but I’ve been through what 
Wylie’s been through. Maybe I can help.” 

Sophie reached for his hand, holding on to Fitz with her other as they 
made their way across the creaky bridge connecting the two houses. Sophie 
swore she could smell Calla’s starkflower stew when they passed through the 
gazebo in the center. The dish had been Callas specialty, and even though 
shed taught Sophie the recipe, it never tasted the same without Calla. 

“Wow, Dex and Fitz breathed as they entered what used to be the girls’ 
tree house. 

“Linh’s been busy,” Sophie mumbled. 

The waterfall in the center—which used to be only a misty trickle—now 
thundered with torrents of cascading water. The falls splashed hard into the 
shallow basin, but instead of spilling over and soaking the floor, the water 
ricocheted up and split into individual streams that arced toward the glass 
ceiling and fanned out before crashing back down into pots of flowers. 


“Wait here,’ Mr. Forkle told them, pointing to the shrubbery-shaped 
chairs, which were speckled with glittering dew. “I’m going to let Physic 
know I’ve brought you.” 

The room felt way too quiet after he left. 

“Where's Linh?” Dex whispered. 

Sophie ducked under a stream of water as she looked down the empty 
hallway. “She must be in with Wylie” 

“How bad do you think he’s going to look?” Fitz asked. “Like . . . worse 
than I looked after Exile?” 

The black barb jutting from Fitz's chest—and the swirls of black venom 
under his skin—had definitely been one of the most gruesome sights Sophie 
had ever seen. But she had a horrible feeling it had nothing on the pain and 
suffering Brant and Fintan would be willing to cause in order to get what 
they wanted. 

“I think we need to prepare ourselves for something pretty awful,” she 
said. 

Shed flicked three loose lashes away before a familiar woman strode into 
the room, followed by an ashen Mr. Forkle. Physic’s Mardi-Gras-style mask 
was red this time, with a rim of gold glitter that had showered bits of sparkle 
across her dark skin. 

“Youre still wearing your disguise?” Sophie asked. 

“I didn't want the focus to be on me? Physic twisted one of her skinny 
braids around her finger, making the red beads woven through shimmer. 
“Tm glad you guys are here. Wylie’s vitals are improving, but Tiergan’s afraid 
his mind is deteriorating. I don't see any physical proof of that, but I want 
you two to make a very thorough check. And when we go in there, try to 
keep in mind that healing starts on a cellular level. Right now, most of the 
change is something only I can see—and only with special light and special 
lenses. But hes honestly recovering faster than I could've hoped for, in large 
part thanks to Linh. She has him wrapped in a cold-water cocoon to draw 
out any latent heat while I brew a fresh batch of my burn ointment? 

“Do you need help?” Dex asked. “Or need me to get any supplies?” 

‘Tm low on a few things,’ Physic admitted, “but they're not the kind of 
ingredients youd be able to get from your dad’s store.” 

“Try me,’ Dex said. 

She raised an eyebrow. “Okay, how about jaculus venom?” 


“Clear or cloudy? We keep both in my dad’s ‘extreme collection?” 

“Interesting, Physic said. “Nice hair, by the way? 

Dex’s cheeks turned the same color as Physic’s mask. 

“Arent jaculuses those flying, blood-sucking snake things?” Sophie asked, 
remembering the first day shed met Grady, when shed watched him pull one 
out of Verdi's feathers. 

“They are,’ Physic agreed. “And their venom has a_ powerful 
anticoagulant, which turns into an even more powerful tissue regenerator 
when I mix it with a few drops of Phoenix sweat.” 

“We have that, too,’ Dex said. “And Bennu tears. I’m guessing you also 
need Pooka pus? If so, we have solid and liquid” 

“Okay, now I’m legitimately impressed,’ Physic said. 

“Meanwhile I’m pretty sure I’m going to throw up,’ Fitz told them. 

Physic shrugged. “It’s either this or yeti pee—and trust me, yeti pee is way 
harder to wash off” 

Sadly, Sophie knew that firsthand. 

“All right,” Physic told Dex, “TIl give you my recipe and we'll see what you 
can find at Slurps and Burps. Take Forkle with you, so you'll have a way to 
leap back—and so I wont have to watch him wring his hands anymore. He's 
going to disjoint all his fingers, and I really don't need another patient? 

Sophie had almost forgotten that Mr. Forkle was there. He hadnt said a 
word, and his skin had a sweaty sheen. 

“If you think he looks bad,’ Physic said, “wait till you see Tiergan. I can't 
get him to let go of Wylie’ hand. Even when Linh started with the water 
stuff, he stood there and got soaked. It might be the saddest thing I’ve ever 
seen. But somehow the sweetest, too. You guys ready?” 

Sophie didn’t trust her voice not to crack. So she nodded, letting Fitz take 
her hand as they followed Physic down the hall to her old room. 

“Remember, he’s on some crazy pain medicine and a sedative,’ Physic 
warned. “So if you can't make sense of his thoughts, don't be afraid that it 
means anything’s permanently wrong. He's just drugged up.” 

Fitz tightened his grip on Sophies hand as Physic pulled open the door 
and the three of them made their way into the bedroom. Sophie inhaled the 
calming scent of Callas reveriebells as she studied her surroundings, 
avoiding the figure on the bed as long as she could. 


Tiergan stood with his back to them—though parts of him were still 
Granitized, like hed been standing so long at Wylie’s side that his indurite 
powder was slowly wearing off. His left shoulder was jagged and rocky, and 
his neck was white-gray instead of its usual olive tone. Even his pale blond 
hair had bits of dust and gravel tangled in it. 

On the other side of the bed, Linh leaned against the edge with her eyes 
closed, lips parted as she whispered softly to herself. Her hands were raised 
over the bed, and Sophie forced herself to look down, and... 

... gagged. 

Fitz choked too, and they clung to each other. 

Sophie had thought she was prepared—thought the water Linh had 
swirling around him would muffle the gore. But the giant welts and blisters 
marring Wylie’s arms and legs were too huge and red and violent to be 
ignored. 

And they were shaped like hands. 

I'm so sorry they did this to you, Sophie transmitted, digging her fist 
under her ribs to keep control of her emotions. I wish I knew how to stop 
them. I wish I knew what they want. 

Lets find out, Fitz transmitted back, and their thumb rings snapped 
together as the mental energy rushed between them. 

They moved closer to the bed and Sophie put her hand on Tiergan’s rocky 
shoulder. “You can take a break. We're here to help now.’ 

Tiergan didn't seem to hear her. 

“You need to let go,” she whispered. “Let me try for a minute.” 

Eight endless seconds passed. Then Tiergan blinked and turned her way. 

“He wont talk to me,’ he whispered. “His mind only gives me cold 
darkness.” 

“Should we wait, then?” Sophie asked. “I don’t want to force Wylie if he’s 
not ready.’ 

“I...” Tiergan spun back to the bed and pressed the fingers of his free 
hand against Wylie’s temples. 

“Is everything okay?” Fitz asked. 

“I dont know.’ Tiergan’s expression was the strangest mix of relief, 
disappointment, and fear as he turned to Sophie and told her, “He's asking to 
talk to you.” 


THIRTY-THREE 


I’M ON MY WAY, Sophie transmitted to Wylie as she pressed two fingers 
against his right temple. Fitz did the same on his left, and Linh’s water shell 
splashed their hands as they pressed their consciousness into Wylie’s mind. 

The blackness felt almost solid—like it had hardened into a wall. But 
when Sophie transmitted Its me, the barrier liquefied, letting them drop 
down deep into the shadows. 

Wylie’s mind grew colder as they fell, his thoughts an icy blur, until they 
landed in a pool of warm light hovering in the nothing. A form emerged 
from the shadows, growing arms and legs and features and slowly morphing 
into a boy. 

“Hello,” he said, offering a shy wave. 

His twitching hands fiddled with the pin clasped through his light blue 
cape—a jeweled sun with rays in yellow and orange and red. His face was 
rounder than Wylie’s, his dark hair longer, crowning his head in a neat Afro. 
But she could recognize him through the features. 

How old are you right now? Sophie transmitted. 

Wylie scratched his chin. “Six.” 

Why is he talking to us as his six-year-old self? Fitz transmitted to Sophie. 

I think its a defense mechanism. I'm pretty sure he was seven or eight when 
his dads mind broke, so I bet he’s reverting to a safer, happier time. 

“I knew youd understand,” six-year-old Wylie told her. “You know how it 
feels to have a before. And an after.’ 

He shuddered with the words, and the tremors triggered a growth spurt, 
stretching his body taller and broadening his shoulders as his chin squared 
and his hair shrank to a short crop. 


He looked like a surly teenager—but his eyes looked far older. This was 
the Wylie whod lost his father and his mother. 

I doubt TIl ever understand everything youve been through, Sophie told 
him. But I’m here to help. 

“Can you help?” he asked. 

TU try. Will you tell me what happened? 

Wylie’s hands shook so hard, his pin ripped off his cape, vanishing into 
the darkness. 

If you're not ready, we can— 

“No, he interrupted. “It’s never going to be easier? 

He buried his face in his hands, and Sophie noticed red blotches forming. 

What are you thinking about? Fitz asked him. 

“All the things I shouldn't? Wylie scratched at his arms until they 
streamed with red. 

I think were going too fast, Sophie said as he morphed into the present- 
day Wylie shed seen lying unconscious on her old bed—bloody and 
blistered and thrashing with the agony of his wounds. Is there a way to bring 
back the six-year-old-you? 

Wylie took a shaky breath and closed his eyes, humming a song that 
sounded like a lullaby as his wounds closed, his body shrank, and his face 
rounded out. 

“Is this better?” six-year-old Wylie asked. 

You tell me, Sophie said. Does it hurt right now? 

“It feels funny. But not, like, ‘ha-ha funny. More like an itchy tingle. I 
think I can live with that.” 

I know this is hard to believe, Sophie told him as he stared at his arms. But 
the pain only exists in your memories. When you wake up, everything will be 
healed, and you'll look exactly the same as before. 

“I won't be the same, though. Will I?” 

She couldn't lie. Part of the pain will never go away. But youre a survivor, 
right? 

“Not by choice.” 

It never is, Fitz told him. But that only proves how strong you are. 

“I should’ve been stronger,’ Wylie whispered. “I shouldn't have let them 
take me?’ 


You couldn't have stopped them, Sophie promised. I tried my hardest, and I 
couldn't. 

Wylie nodded slowly. “I didn't give them what they wanted, either.” 

What did they want? Fitz asked. 

“If I talk about it . . . the other me’s will take over? 

We can handle them, Sophie promised. 

And we can help you hold on, Fitz added as their pocket of space grew 
brighter and warmer. I just gave you some extra energy to boost your strength. 
See how strong you are now? 

Wylie flexed his skinny six-year-old arms, patting the small curve of 
biceps that shifted. “Okay. I'll try? 

“You'll do great,” Sophie told him. “Think of it like you're telling us a 
story. Start at the beginning. How did they find you?” 

“I don't know. I was reading in bed when the door burst open and my 
room swelled with a tornado.’ 

So one of them was a Guster? Fitz asked. 

“Must’ve been. The wind pinned me to the floor. And then I heard people 
rush in.” 

Did you see them? Sophie asked. Or recognize their voices? 

“I couldn't hear much over the wind. And the one who jumped on me 
must've been a Vanisher, because I couldn't see him as he ripped off my 
registry pendant.” 

Fitz’s whole body shook as he transmitted. That was my brother. 

Sophie tightened her hold on his hand, wishing she had time to properly 
comfort him. But they had to focus. What else do you remember? she asked 
Wylie. 

“I remember kicking and punching and clawing and scratching. But then 
this white light wrapped around me, and I couldn't move anymore.” 

That means Ruy was there, Fitz transmitted. He's a Psionipath. He must’ve 
wrapped you in a force field. 

“It shocked me if I touched it? Wylie said. “And it trapped me with the 
drugs. When I breathed, everything went blurry.” 

So it was just the three of them? Sophie asked. No one else? 

“Actually, I think there were four. They said someone was keeping the 
path open.” 

Could they have meant the Guster? she asked. 


“I dont think so. They made it sound like the path was somewhere else. 
But everything was far away at that point. I remember someone grabbing my 
feet and dragging me. I dont know how long or how far. Then warmth 
pulled me away. After that I couldn't see. My ears were ringing. Everything 
smelled too sweet. I wanted to throw up, but I couldn't tell if I was actually 
awake. Is that how it was for you?” 

Sort of, Sophie thought quietly. I was gone for a lot longer than you. 

“How long was I missing?” 

Were not totally sure, Fitz said. But it was less than a day. Do you know 
what time they grabbed you? 

“No. But I hadn't had breakfast yet? He clutched his middle as his 
stomach growled. 

Do you want Physic to wake you up so you can eat? Fitz asked. 

Wylie shook his head. Awake sounds . . . hard. 

It will be at first, Sophie told him. But it'll get easier every day. Take the 
time you need to recover. You'll wake up when youre ready. 

Is there anything else you remember that might help us? Fitz asked. 

“Just the interrogations. And my head stayed mushy for those. The only 
thought I could hold on to was wait. I knew theyd make a mistake, and 
when they did, I'd have to move. It took hours and hours—but they finally 
burned one of my bonds. It didn't sear all the way through, but it let me shift 
my hands just enough that I could wiggle my fingers into the secret pocket 
in my sleeve where I keep the crystal that takes me to see my dad. I think I 
broke my thumb trying to grab it—I heard a snap.’ He held his hand up, 
frowning as the thumb seemed to work perfectly. “But it was worth the pain 
because as soon as I had the crystal in my hand I sparked a ball of light and 
leaped out of there.” 

Sparked? Sophie thought. Are you a Flasher? 

“Yeah. Same as...” 

Who? Sophie asked when he started trembling. Same as who? 

Wylie scratched hard at his neck. “They kept asking the same question 
over and over, no matter how many times I told them I didnt know. 
Everything was about her.” 

Sophie was about to ask, Her who? when she figured it out on her own. 

Your mom? 

Wylie shifted back to surly teenager form. 


What did they want to know about her? she asked. 

“They thought I was with her when she made her last leap. I kept telling 
them I wasn't, but they kept burning me over and over and telling me it 
would stop when I stopped lying. They didn't get it. She died because I found 
her too late? 

Tears streamed down his cheeks as he shifted to the present-day Wylie, 
screaming through the pain as his wounds reappeared. 

Fitz tried sending more warmth and energy, but it didn't help, so Sophie 
tried inflicting. She couldn't find any happiness, but she gave him a soft wave 
of hope, and Wylie’s breathing slowed to raspy breaths. 

“Sorry, he told her. “I guess I’m not as strong as you thought.” 

You're stronger, Sophie promised. You've been through so much. 

“Too much,’ Wylie said. “I don't know if I can take any more.” 

Maybe you won't have to. Mr. Forkle and Granite are planning to erase the 
worst memories— 

“NO! They can't!” 

I know its weird to imagine them rooting around in your head—but why 
live with the nightmares? 

“Because there might be something important! You can't let them erase 
anything, Sophie. Promise me you'll stop them? 

Okay, she said when he kept repeating the plea. I promise. 

“You have to stick to that,” Wylie begged as he shifted back to six-year-old 
form. “You owe me.’ 

I know, Sophie said. And maybe you should rest now. I think your mind 
could use the break. 

He faded into the shadows. “Ill try. But I need you to do something for 
me. I need you to look into my mom's death. I don't think it was an accident 
anymore.” 


THIRTY-FOUR 


THIS HAS EVERYTHING we know about the day Cyrah faded away; Mr. 
Forkle said, holding up a golden orb the size of a gumball. “All the evidence 
we gathered suggested her death was nothing more than an unexpected 
tragedy.” 

He spun the top and bottom in opposite directions until they clicked like 
a combination lock, then handed it to Dex. 

Sophie and Fitz had brought everyone back to the boys’ old tree house to 
make sure their conversation wouldnt disturb Wylie—and so Biana and 
Tam wouldn't miss the update. Only Physic had stayed behind, wanting to 
run additional tests to triple-check that the pain theyd seen Wylie battling 
truly lived only in his memories. 

“Do you always carry that with you?” Sophie asked Mr. Forkle, 
wondering how he fit so much in his pockets—and why shed never noticed 
him carrying so many weird things before. 

“Of course,’ he said. “It’s similar to the Councillors’ caches, except it holds 
the things I need to remember, not the secrets I want to forget.” 

“So then, theres probably all kinds of info about Sophie on here, right?” 
Dex asked. 

“There are files on all of you—and before anyone gets any ideas, let me 
assure you that I’m the only one capable of accessing that information. So 
can we focus on the fact that young Mr. Endal has given us an urgent 
project?” 

“Right,” Dex said, squeezing the top and bottom of the sphere to make a 
hologram flash from the center. 

Everyone scooted closer to squint at the projection, which started with a 
family picture. 


Prentice looked like hed been midlaugh, his eyes focused on his wife— 
whose auburn hair glowed wild and red where it caught the sun. Between 
them was the same six-year-old boy Sophie had spoken to in Wylie’s 
memories, and now she could see what an even mix he was of both of his 
parents. He had his mom's smile and a dash of her creaminess to his skin, 
and his dad’s hair and eyes and nose. 

“They were so happy,’ she whispered. 

“They were,’ Tiergan said, wiping his eyes. 

Dex twisted the gadget again, revealing a single document. “This isn’t 
much to go on.” 

“I know,” Mr. Forkle said. “Cyrah was alone for her final leap. Wylie 
found her sometime after, and it was impossible to tell how long shed been 
there. She was unconscious. Barely breathing. Wylie hailed Elwin for help, 
but the damage was beyond anyone’s skills. By the time Elwin called Alden 
to search Cyrah’s memories, her mind had grown too weak to recover 
anything. The last of her form faded not long after. All they could do was 
watch.” 

Sophie blinked back tears as she imagined it. 

In order to light leap, their bodies had to break down into particles small 
enough to be carried by the light. And the only way to re-form was to hold 
the pieces together, either with a bracelet-style gadget called a nexus—which 
all younger elves were required to wear until their mental strength reached a 
proven level—or with the power of their own concentration. If you lost too 
much of yourself... 

There were worse ways to die, of course. In fact, out of all of Sophie's 
brushes with death, fading had been the most pleasant. It started with 
shocking pain—but the agony soon eased, replaced with an irresistible 
rushing warmth that pulled like a gentle breeze, begging her to follow it to a 
world of shimmer and sparkle and color and freedom. 

But it was a death all the same. 

“Wylie tried to reach me after it happened,’ Tiergan said, turning to stare 
out the windows. “He hailed me four times before he gave up and let Elwin 
hail Alden. Maybe if Id answered, we could've recovered something from 
Cyrah’s mind” 

“Do we know where Cyrah leaped from?” Sophie asked. 


“She told Wylie that she was going back to Mysterium—which matched 
what her registry pendant recorded,’ Mr. Forkle said. “She went to take 
inventory of her stall” 

“Cyrah had a small sidewalk booth where she sold custom hair ribbons,” 
Tiergan explained. “It wasn't as fancy as the boutique shed had before 
Prentice was arrested. But very few nobles wanted to support the wife of a 
criminal, so shed moved to a working-class city? 

“I went to that stall, Biana said. “My dad took me when I was little—I 
still have the combs he bought. And I remember being surprised we went to 
Mysterium instead of Atlantis.” 

“Alden was always trying to find small ways to assist Cyrah,’ Tiergan 
muttered. “As if buying hair clips could make up for destroying her family!” 

The words sliced through the room, too dull to draw any blood. But Fitz 
and Biana winced all the same. 

“I'm sorry, Tiergan told them. “I just hate having to think about this 
again. Wylies been through so much—and I keep trying to make it up to 
him. But no matter what I do .. ? 

He pounded his fist against the window. 

Sophie crossed the room and rested a hand on his arm. Tiergan wasn't a 
touchy-feely kind of person, but... 

He placed his hand over hers. 

She wished she could guarantee that everything would be okay—that 
they'd find a way to solve all of this. Instead she told him, “Wylie’s strong.” 

“He is. He has to be. Just like you.” He squeezed her hand tighter before 
slowly pulling away. “I suppose the one small relief is that Prentice is 
unconscious through all of this.” 

‘Tve been thinking the same thing,” Mr. Forkle said. “We cannot bring 
him back to a life where his son is in danger and his wife's murder unsolved. 
Hed never survive it.” 

“Am I the only one who doesn't understand how murder by light leap is 
possible?” Tam asked. “An accident, I get. But aren't we the ones in control of 
our consciousness?” 

“Thats what I thought too,” Sophie admitted. “Otherwise, wouldn't we 
wear nexuses our whole lives?” 

“We remove our nexuses because technology should never replace the 
natural power of our mind,” Mr. Forkle told them. “And because we're 


supposed to belong to a society where people would never violate the safety 
of another. But the sad truth is, if someone were to cause Cyrah severe pain 
right as she was leaping, it could’ve broken her concentration during the 
crucial transformation.” 

“Or if someone shined a secondary light in her path,” Tiergan added, “her 
consciousness would’ve divided without her realizing. Part of her would've 
followed one beam—the rest, the other. And she wouldn't have had enough 
of herself left in either place.” 

Linh curled her arms around herself. “That’s really scary? 

“It is? Mr. Forkle agreed. “Safety is an illusion. It exists only when we, as a 
society, agree to enforce it. But theoretically, any situation could turn violent 
if someone decided to treat it that way. During my time with humans, I 
witnessed many horrors that were the result of one individual—or a small 
group—choosing to violate the trust we all put in each other. The time is 
coming when we as a species will have to decide if were going to stray down 
the same dark path. But I think I’ve gotten off track. My point is that, yes, 
sadly, murder by light leap—and many other unimaginable means—is 
possible? 

“Okay, but . . . the streets in Mysterium are always crammed with people,” 
Dex reminded them. “Wouldn't someone have noticed something weird 
going on when Cyrah leaped?” 

“People rarely notice things they don't expect to see,” Tiergan told him. 
“They're too distracted by their own perception of reality? 

“Did anyone see her final leap happen?” Sophie asked. 

“Not that I could find,” Mr. Forkle said. 

“So then she could’ve wandered to a more isolated place before she leaped 
away, Sophie pointed out. “Maybe she had a secret meeting in the area 
where the Council stores my human family’s old things. It seemed pretty 
deserted when Councillor Terik took me.” 

“Or she wasn't in Mysterium at all” Fitz added. “We all know registry 
feeds can be altered. Did anyone actually see her there?” 

“They did,” Mr. Forkle said. “Several people saw her sorting stock in her 
stall? 

“This list at the end here,’ Dex jumped in. “Is that the people who saw 
her?” 

“Yes,” Mr. Forkle said. “Why?” 


“Marella’s mom is on it? He pointed to the name Caprise Redek, glowing 
among a dozen other names. 

“Caprise was one of my more memorable interviews,’ Mr. Forkle said 
quietly. “She seemed to be struggling quite a bit that day.’ 

Marella’s mother had suffered a traumatic brain injury a few years earlier, 
and despite Elwin’s best efforts, shed battled unstable emotions ever since. 
She took elixirs to manage the condition, but sometimes they weren't 
enough. 

“What did she say?” Sophie asked. 

“Mostly she kept mumbling that Cyrah should’ve been more careful. I 
assumed she meant careful during leaping” 

That did make sense, but... 

“Now that we know her death might not have been an accident, do you 
think she could’ve meant something else?” Sophie asked. 

“If it were anyone other than Caprise Redek, I might be ready to wander 
down that path,” Tiergan told her. “But I’ve seen Caprise on her bad days. It’s 
not her fault—and she tries her best. But reason and rationality abandon her. 
And when you consider that she would’ve been saying these things after 
hearing the devastating news about Cyrah, I think it needs to be taken with 
an especially potent grain of salt.” 

“I still wonder if Cyrah went somewhere after Mysterium and her feed 
was altered,” Fitz mumbled. “It just seems too random that she went to count 
hair ribbons and ended up dead.” 

“But who would’ve altered the feed?” Tiergan asked. “We know it wasn't 
us. And Cyrah was a Flasher, not a Technopath. And if the Neverseen were 
involved with her death, why would they need to interrogate Wylie?” 

“Maybe she was working on something important for them, and they 
were hoping she might've shared certain key information with him before 
she died,” Tam suggested. 

“But then why go after him now?” Dex asked. “Why not interrogate him 
right after it happened?” 

“They might not have wanted anyone to know that Cyrah’s death wasn't 
an accident,” Linh said. 

“Or, it could have something to do with whatever they're planning 
through the Lodestar Initiative,’ Biana mumbled. 


“We can debate theories all day,’ Mr. Forkle told them, “But it won't bring 
any closer to the truth” 

“So what's your plan?” Sophie asked. 

“I... have no idea.” He sounded more tired than Sophie had ever heard. 
“Gethen might know something about all of this, right?” Fitz asked. 
“That’s true!” Sophie realized. “And after Wylie’s attack, I’m sure the 
Council is going to be very motivated to find out what happened, so—” 

“Were not going to tell the Council about this,’ Mr. Forkle interrupted. 
“They do not make wise decisions when they're frightened. And learning 
that one of their citizens was captured and brutalized—from one of our 
world’s most secure buildings—will send them into a frenzy. The last time 
that happened, they declared us their number one enemy, instead of 
focusing on the Neverseen. And lets not forget about the ability-restricting 
circlet they ordered Miss Foster to wear.” 

Dex winced. The circlet had been his invention—but hed never thought 
the Council would use it on Sophie. 

“Working against the Council hasnt gone well for us either,’ Sophie 
reminded him. “And if Gethen—” 

“Gethen is not the grand solution you believe him to be!” Mr. Forkle 
snapped. He turned away, tearing his hands through his grayed hair. “I know 
you want to believe—” 

“You said he was a priority,’ Sophie interrupted. 

“I did. But circumstances have changed. Now our priority must be 
protecting Wylie—and that includes sparing him the stress of becoming a 
public spectacle. Surely you remember what it felt like to be The Girl Who 
Was Taken. Would you wish that on him? After everything he’s been 
through?” 

“I'm sure the Council would keep this quiet if we asked,’ Biana said 
quietly. 

“All we can be sure of, Miss Vacker, is that we can’t be sure of how the 
Council will respond. So we must err on the side of caution. We must 
regroup and strategize. And we must wait to act until we have a plan that is 
in Wylie’s best interest? 

Sophie glanced at Tiergan. “You really think we should waste time sitting 
around, lying and hiding things?” 
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Tiergan turned to the windows, staring at the gently swaying trees. “I 
think our next course should be up to Wylie. He's the one who will endure 
the consequences.” 

Sophie headed for the door. “Okay, Pll ask him.” 

Mr. Forkle blocked her. “We will not be troubling him with these 
questions until he’s fully recovered.” 

“But that could be days? 

“In the grand scheme of things, that is a very small amount of time.’ His 
tone left no room for arguing. 

“We have to do something,’ Sophie insisted. 

Sneaking into Lumenaria without the Councils permission sounded 
impossible—especially with how little they knew about the security in the 
fortress. And she couldnt imagine shed be able to communicate 
telepathically with Lady Gisela in the ogre prison—or that Lady Gisela 
would actually tell her anything if she could. 

So where did that leave them? 

“Keefe’s trying to steal Fintan’s cache,” she said after a few seconds. “Do 
you think it might have any information on it about Cyrah?” 

“If it does, why would they need to go after Wylie?” Fitz asked. 

“And while were talking about Keefe,’ Tam jumped in, his silver eyes 
focusing on Sophie, “I know you're going to get mad at me for saying this. 
But before we keep trusting him, we need to find out what he knows—and I 
don't just mean the little bits he tells you during your nightly flirt sessions.” 

“That’s not what they are,’ Sophie snapped. 

“Maybe not for you. But I doubt the guy who calls himself the president 
of the Foster Fan Club is going to have a bunch of private convos with you 
and not use that chance to try to keep winning you over.” 

“Winning me—what?” Sophie asked. “That’s not—I—what?” 

“Not important,’ Tam said. “But you know what is? Making sure he’s not 
involved with horrors like this. Can you honestly tell me you're not worried 
he was somehow part of what they did to Wylie? Or that his whole ‘warning’ 
about the danger to your family was actually a lie to keep everyone 
distracted from what was really happening?” 

Sophie rubbed the knot under her ribs. “I know you don't trust Keefe—” 

“And I know you do,’ Tam interrupted. “I get that you two are really, 
really close—” 


“They're not that close,’ Fitz mumbled. 

“Uh... sure..., Tam said. “All Pm saying is, we need to know exactly 
who were dealing with—and not just what he says. We need to know what 
he’s thinking, and hiding, and planning” 

“You want me to search his mind,’ Sophie guessed. 

Tam nodded. “I know Telepaths have rules, but Wylie deserves protection 
way more than Keefe deserves privacy.” 

“But I don't actually know if I can search his mind from far away,’ Sophie 
argued. “Having a telepathic conversation is different from probing 
memories. For that, I usually need physical contact.” 

She had been able to search Prentice’s memories through the walls of his 
cell in Exile—but there was a big difference between stretching her mind to 
someone a few feet away and searching someone who was probably on the 
other side of the planet. 

“Youd have a better chance if I help,’ Fitz reminded her. 

“Can I be there too?” Biana asked. 

“I'm pretty sure all of us want to be there,’ Tam told her. “You're all 
welcome to crash here tonight, if that makes it easier’ 

“Unfortunately, that’s not an option,” Mr. Forkle informed them. “Those 
with registry pendants need to get back to the Lost Cities quite soon. I’ve 
had our Technopath scrambling our feeds, but it’s a slapdash cover at best, 
and if we stay too much longer, the Council might be able to track us to this 
hideout. Besides, if you decide to follow this plan, Miss Foster and Mr. 
Vacker are going to need the full weight of their concentration to have even 
the slightest chance of achieving this rather impossible task. I’m sure they'll 
be happy to provide a full report when they’re finished.” 

“I don't have an Imparter,” Sophie reminded him. 

“Tl get you another,’ Mr. Forkle said. 

And with that, the matter seemed to be decided. 

All that was left to do was head home. 

And wait. 

And hope Keefe didn't let them down. 


THIRTY-FIVE 


FITZ WENT WITH Sophie back to Havenfield, so they could work through 
Cognate exercises to prepare, while Biana and Dex went to Rimeshire to see 
if Dex could hack the registry for Cyrah’s records. They knew it was a long 
shot, but they wanted to see if her feed had been altered the day she faded. 

“Do you think this is a mistake?” Sophie asked Fitz when they leaped into 
the surprisingly quiet, empty pastures. Cadoc and Brielle must've made 
Grady and Edaline stay inside. 

“Checking on Keefe?” he asked. 

Part of her wanted to say yes—she still felt scrambled up about their plan. 
But she had bigger worries at the moment. 

“It feels like were wasting time on the wrong things. Especially since we 
don't have any actual plans. I mean . . . what is the Collective doing right 
now— besides shutting down all our ideas and telling us to wait?” 

“I know. I think what happened to Wylie really shook them up? 

“It shook me up too—but that doesn’t mean it’s a good idea to sit around 
doing nothing. I know I’m not as close to him as the Collective is—but 
maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe that makes me able to see what really 
needs to be done.” 

“Which is what?” Fitz asked. 

Sophie looked away, tugging out an itchy eyelash before she asked, “Do 
you have a pathfinder?” 

“Not with me,” Fitz said, “Why? Where do you want to go?” 

Somewhere she didn't want anyone knowing—and she needed to do it 
now, before she changed her mind. They had no bodyguards for the 
moment. No one even knew they were home. If they were going to sneak 
away, this was the time. 


But how? 

Making it up to the fourth-floor Leapmaster without Grady and Edaline 
spotting them was probably impossible. And teleporting created quite the 
spectacle, between the whole jumping-off-the-cliff thing, and the booming 
thunder as they slipped in and out of the void. 

They needed something subtler, like maybe... 

She ran toward Callas Panakes, hoping to find Lur or Mitya tending to 
the majestic tree. But the only gnome she found was the plaited-haired 
female shed seen helping Edaline when they tested the cravettels on Verdi. 

“Did you need something?” the gnome asked, setting down the garland 
shed been weaving from the fallen pink, purple, and blue flowers. 

Sophie bit her lip. “Never mind.” 

“Are you sure?” the gnome pressed. “Tm here to help. Especially you, Miss 
Foster.” 

Sophie’s cheeks burned. “But . . . I dort even know your name.” 

“Well, theres an easy way to fix that, isn't there?” She flashed a green- 
toothed smile. “I’m Flori. What can I do for you?” 

“Dont look at me,” Fitz told Flori when Sophie hesitated. “I’m just as 
confused as you are.” 

Flori tilted her head to study Sophie. “Perhaps that means you've come to 
me as the moonlark?” 

Sophie sucked in a breath. 

“And if that’s the case,” Flori continued, “I’m happy to help. No questions 
asked. No need to be shy. Please let me assist you, Miss Foster. It would be 
my honor.” 

Sophie closed her eyes, inhaling the sweet scent of Callas blossoms to fuel 
her courage as she whispered, “If I needed to go somewhere right now, 
would you take me?” 

“Anywhere,” Flori promised. 

Sophie nodded, mentally running through her plan one more time before 
she turned to Fitz. “You're going to think I’m crazy.” 

He grinned. “I usually do. But I also think youre brilliant—and have 
solved way more problems than anyone else has. So I’m in” 

He offered his hand and she took it, turning back to Flori. “I need you to 
take us to Eternalia” 


THIRTY-SIX 


FLORI USED THE roots from the Panakes to carry them to the elvin capital 
city, and somehow that made it feel like they had Calla urging them along 
their journey. 

Sophie closed her eyes, listening to the fragile sound of Flori’s voice as she 
sang to the roots, pushing them faster and faster through the narrow, musty 
tunnel in the earth. 

“TIl be waiting right here,” Flori promised when they'd come to a stop and 
shed opened a hole for them to climb to the surface. 

“Actually, I have my home crystal,” Sophie told her, squinting as her eyes 
adjusted to the sunlight streaming in. “That way you won't have to worry 
about being gone too long” 

‘Tm not worried,’ Flori said. “And either way, Pll still stay here, keeping 
an ear to the ground until I know you've leaped safely away.” 

Sophie's voice sounded thick as she thanked her and turned to climb out 
of the tunnel. Before she reached the top, she spun back and met Flori’s soft 
gray eyes. “I’m sorry it took me so long to talk to you.” 

Flori smiled. “Time is a relative thing, especially when grief is involved? 
She patted the roots at her feet. “Someday we can share stories about my 
aunt. But only when youre ready? 

“Wait—you're Calla’s niece?” 

“I think the proper term is great-great-grandniece. But she always told 
me the greats meant I was the best.” 

“She was right,” Sophie told her. “And . . . Td like that’ 

“Me too,’ Flori whispered. “Now go, be the brave moonlark you were 
born to be.” 


“SO ARE YOU GOING TO clue me in to what you're planning?” Fitz asked 
as they emerged from the root-lined tunnel and faced the twelve crystal 
castles glittering in the afternoon light. 

Sophie led him behind one of the towering, palmlike trees that purified 
the air with enormous fan-shaped leaves. 

“It's called I’m sick of being patient, she whispered. “So I’m going to talk 
to Oralie.” 

Shed expected him to freak out. But all he said was, “Do you know which 
castle's hers?” 

“I wish. The only castle I've been in was Councillor Terik’s.” She pointed 
to a castle toward the center of the row. That left them with eleven other 
choices. 

Fitz shielded his eyes, squinting into the distance. “Well, that one near the 
end over there has pink flowers lining the path to the door. Think that might 
mean it’s hers?” 

Oralie did love the color pink—and Sophie couldnt come up with a 
better guess. 

“What are we going to say if I’m wrong?” Fitz asked as they bolted down 
the golden path. “Especially if Councillor Alina opens the door?” 

‘Tm really hoping that won't happen,’ Sophie admitted. “And that Pll 
come up with a brilliant excuse if it does. I guess we'll know soon enough.” 

She knocked the moment she reached the door, not giving herself a 
chance to wimp out. Each second felt like fifty lifetimes before the door 
swung open and Oralie’s bright eyes widened. 

“Sophie?” she whispered, her blond ringlets brushing her cheeks as she 
pulled Sophie and Fitz into the twinkling foyer and shut the door behind 
them, latching it with five heavy silver bolts. “Let's hope Alina didn’t see you. 
She's in the castle next door? 

“Ugh. Worst. Neighbor. Ever,’ Fitz grumbled. 

“Yes. She is.” 

The sadness laced through the words made Sophie realize... 

Councillor Alina had probably moved into Kenrics old castle. And 
Sophie had long suspected that Kenric and Oralie had secretly been in love, 
but couldn't act on it because they would've had to step down as Councillors. 


So imagining them living side by side—and knowing Oralie was now 
alone—choked off Sophies voice as she said, “Well, I’m guessing Alina 
would be banging on the door by now if shed noticed us.” 

‘Tm sure she would,” Oralie said, checking the bolts again. “And I'm 
assuming the fact that you're here unannounced, without bodyguards, and 
with soil in your hair means that no one knows youre here.” 

Sophie bit her lip. “The gnome who brought us here does.” 

“Hmm?” was all Oralie said to that as she reached for Sophie's cheek. 

Sophie assumed Oralie was going to brush dirt off her face. But Oralie’s 
fingers lingered, and she closed her eyes, her forehead crinkling as she read 
Sophies emotions. 

“Looks like it would be wise for me to sit down,’ she said when she let go. 
She led them down a crystal hall without another word and into a diamond- 
shaped sitting room with overstuffed pearl-trimmed pink armchairs, pink 
chandeliers, and pink crystals cut into the walls in floral patterns. 

“This is pretty much Biana’s dream room,’ Fitz said as he sank into one of 
the throne-size chairs and propped his feet on the jeweled footstool. 

“She’s welcome to visit anytime,’ Oralie told him, taking the chair across 
from Sophie. 

“Wow, really?” Fitz asked. 

“Why not?” 

“Because . . . youre a Councillor. I didn't think you guys were open for 
visitors.” 

“Most of us aren't. I've gotten many lectures about my lack of constant 
security, and how I leave myself too vulnerable. But I think its important 
that we make ourselves available to our people. After all, we never know 
what were going to learn.” 

She raised one eyebrow in Sophies direction and Sophie took the cue, 
choosing her words carefully. 

“We ... need you to set up a meeting with Gethen. And I know he’s in 
Lumenaria, and that its on lockdown because youre prepping for the Peace 
Summit. But we need to talk to him.” 

Oralie frowned. “You weren't hoping to meet with him today?” 

“Is that possible?” Fitz asked. 

“No, definitely not.” 

“What about soon, then?” Sophie pressed. 


“I... don't know.” Oralie’s jeweled heels clicked across the crystal floor as 
she moved to the room's furthest corner and stood silhouetted by the 
sunlight, looking so elegant and regal in her pink ruffled gown that it made 
Sophie wish shed shaken the dirt out of her hair before shed come inside. 

“I assume you won't tell me why there’s such urgency?” Oralie asked. 

Sophie glanced at Fitz. 

“Your call,” he said. 

“You... might want to sit down again,’ Sophie mumbled. 

Oralie lowered herself onto the arm of the nearest chair and nodded for 
her to continue. So Sophie did—telling Oralie the whole story, right down to 
the ogres searching the Silver Tower, Wylie’s fears about his mother, and Mr. 
Forkle's decision not to tell the Council. 

“Please don't make me regret telling you,’ she begged when shed finished. 

Oralie cleared her throat. “I won't. And . .. I'm so deeply sorry to hear 
about Wylie. Does he need anything?” 

“Yeah,” Fitz said. “He needs us to find out what happened.” 

Oralie smoothed the ruffles on her gown. “I fear you're overestimating 
my power. I’m only one vote of many—and hardly a popular one at that.” 

“You were the one who fixed Exillium,” Sophie reminded her. “And you 
did that without getting the support of the other Councillors.” 

“Yes, but that was a problem I could solve with money. This is something 
else entirely.” 

“I know,’ Sophie said. “But there has to be a way? 

“Not without my telling the rest of the Council—and I do not believe that 
would be wise. I'm sure some of my fellow Councillors would call for my 
circlet for saying so, but fear has inspired some of our worst decisions. And 
there are some who feel drastic measures are the only solution.” 

“Drastic how?” Fitz asked. 

“You've already seen the beginning of it. Policing in our cities. Defense 
training for our citizens. I'm not saying those are bad things. Sadly, they're 
incredibly necessary. But where do they lead? Stricter crystal restrictions to 
further regulate where and when people can leap. Curfews. Much more 
invasive monitoring of our registry pendants. When rulers stop trusting 
their citizens, freedom is always the cost. And I can think of several 
Councillors who will see what happened to Wylie as proof that control is the 
answer. 


“And what do you see as the answer?” Sophie asked. 

Oralie sighed. “I honestly don’t know. But . . . I think it starts with people 
like you. People asking hard questions and taking risks and never letting 
anything stop them—not because they want power or glory. Because they 
know it’s the right thing to do,” 

It was a prickly sort of compliment. The kind that made Sophie want to 
throw her arms around Oralie to thank her—or run away screaming, I don't 
need that kind of pressure. 

She settled for staying focused. “Does that mean you'll help us?” 

“It means Pll try. But it’s going to take time. I understand your haste—but 
this is not something I can snap my fingers and make happen overnight. 
Please don't let the passing days convince you that ve changed my mind. 
You have my word that Ill do all I can to help Wylie. His life—and the 
nightmares he’s endured—is proof of my many failings. He deserves a much 
safer world than the one I’ve given him.” 

“Its not your fault,” Sophie told her. 

“No. But I’m not blameless, either? 

Oralie’s eyes met Sophies, so bright and blue it took Sophie a second to 
realize they were welling with tears. 

“I also need you to promise me you'll notify me if Wylie has any further 
problems.” 

“That may be tricky,” Sophie said. “The Imparter you gave me before we 
fled to the Black Swan was conveniently missing from my bag when they 
sent home my things.” 

“That sounds like them,” Oralie said, half a smile curving her lips. “But I 
can authorize any Imparter. Do you have yours with you?” 

“Can we use mine?” Fitz jumped in, pulling the silver gadget from his 
pocket. “Sophie's is . . . well, it’s kind of a long story.’ 

Oralie took the Imparter and held her finger in the center of the 
underside. “I suspect you both have quite a few long stories that never make 
it to the ears of the Council” 

A green light flashed and she held the gadget close to her lips, 
whispering, “Permission granted,’ and making the Imparter flash blue. 

She handed it back to Fitz. “Perhaps this will allow us to keep each other 
better updated on many things. I’m not asking for all of your secrets. But 


there is one thing I need to know.’ She turned to Sophie, taking one of her 
hands as she whispered, “Where's Keefe?” 

Sophie's mouth went dry and Oralie must've felt the fear seeping out of 
her skin. 

She nodded, tightening her hold. “I can't tell you if you should go with 
your doubt or your faith, Sophie. But either way, don't let him make Kenric’s 
mistake.” 

“What mistake was that?” Sophie managed to whisper. 

Oralie let her go and turned away. “He underestimated Fintan. We all did. 
Dont let Keefe pay the same price we paid.” 


THIRTY-SEVEN 


EVERYTHING OKAY?” GRADY asked as Sophie and Fitz tried—and failed 
—to sneak upstairs before anyone noticed they were back at Havenfield. 
Theyd barely made it five steps into the living room before everyone spotted 
them. 

Sophie was still grasping for the best lie when Fitz proved he was way 
ahead of her and told both of her parents the revelations about Cyrah to 
keep them distracted. 

“Did you know her?” Sophie asked when Grady turned as white as the 
couch. 

“Not as well as we should have,’ Edaline said, sinking down on a cushion 
beside him. “Wed crossed paths over the years, but never spent much time 
together until Prentice’s memory break. She reached out to us afterward, 
despite how antisocial wed become. Said it was hard to find others who 
understood loss.” 

“We didn’t see her much,” Grady added quietly. “But shed come to visit 
from time to time. Until she was gone.” 

“The Council actually asked us if wed be willing to adopt Wylie,” Edaline 
whispered. “But it was too soon. Thats why we didn't go to her planting. I 
knew Id never get through having to face Wylie after turning him down. I 
don't know if he realizes. But .. ? 

“Tiergan was a far better guardian than we could’ve ever been back then,” 
Grady reminded her. 

“Wow, Fitz said as Sophie wrapped them both in a hug. “I don't think I 
realized any of that? 

“I doubt your father knew, given his complicated relationship with the 
Endals,” Grady told him. “Its strange, though, isn't it? How small our world 


truly is? There are always so many subtle connections between everyone and 
everything.” 

“I know—try keeping up with it all as the new kid in town,’ Sophie 
mumbled. 

No matter how much she learned, how many stories people shared, it felt 
like shed never actually catch up. 

Grady hugged her tighter. “You're doing great, kiddo. Plus, I think it’s 
good that all of this is new for you. Fresh eyes hold incredible value. In fact, I 
think I'll hail Alden and see if he can send me his notes on the day Cyrah 
died. Maybe PII notice something he didn’t? 

Grady headed upstairs to his office and Edaline frowned as she turned 
back to Sophie. “Is there dirt in your hair?” 

Sophie almost smacked herself as she fumbled to remove it. 

Fitz did the same. 

Edaline's frown deepened. “I thought you went to Alluveterre.” 

“Yeah, Sophie mumbled. “But you know how muddy underground 
forests can be? 

It might've been the lamest excuse in the entirety of elvin history. But 
Edaline let it go. 

“Well, she said, “I’m assuming the odds of me convincing the two of you 
to relax for the rest of the afternoon are fairly slim. So I won't waste my time. 
But I will make a fresh batch of ripplefluffs. And I’m going to insist you take 
a break and eat them.” 

“You won't have to tell me twice,’ Fitz said, flashing his famous grin. “And 
TIl make sure Sophie takes a break too? 

“If anyone can, it’s you.” Edaline’s teasing tone seemed to add meaning to 
the words, but Sophie didn't feel like riddling out what she was implying. 

“So, Fitz said, breaking the silence as they headed up the stairs to her 
room. “Youre still up for some trust exercises, right?” 

“I guess.” 

Fitz laughed. “You know, youd dread them a lot less if youd just tell me 
that secret you were going to share that time Keefe interrupted our training. 
Dont think I’ve forgotten.” 

Sophie kept her face forward, hoping it hid her blush. For one very brief 
lapse in judgment, shed almost told Fitz about her silly crush on him. 
Thankfully, shed been spared the humiliation. 


“I wonder if I could guess,” he said as they passed the second floor. 

“I doubt it? 

His obliviousness was both reliable and annoying. 

“Oh really?” He scooted past her, blocking her from the next step up. 
“Want me to try?” 

“I... It was the only word she could get out before her voice dried up 
and crumbled away. 

Fitz grinned. “Maybe it would make it easier. That way you wouldn't have 
to say it—assuming I guess right.” 

Easier. 

Harder. 

Possibly one huge disaster . . . 

Sophie swallowed, trying to choke down the lump that had wedged itself 
in her throat—but her voice still refused to rise past it. 

Maybe he saw the panic in her eyes. 

Or maybe he really did guess her secret. 

Either way, he backed up a step. “Sorry. It’s not fair to rush you— 
especially after everything weve been through today? 

“Yeah, she mumbled, nudging her way past him and trying not to 
wonder if shed just been rejected—now was not the time for such petty 
distractions. 

But her eyes still stung and her chest had a heavy, stretched-out feeling. 

“Hey, Fitz said, catching up with her at the doorway to her room. “Did I 
say something wrong? It feels like I did—and I swear I didn't mean to? 

She turned toward her room, trying to find anything to trigger a subject 
change. And that was when she noticed the crushed parts in her flowered 
carpet. 

“Are those... ; Fitz asked. 

“Footprints,” she whispered. 

Coming from her open window. 

Sophie ducked away from the door, pressing her back against the wall to 
stay out of sight and wishing Sandor was there to charge in with his deadly 
sword. 

Since he wasnt, she stretched out her mind to search for nearby thoughts. 
“I don't sense anyone else here, do you?” 

“No, it’s pretty quiet,’ Fitz whispered. 


Almost too quiet—but that could be her paranoia getting the best of her. 
She could feel her fear straining against the knot under her ribs, and she 
slowed her breathing to keep control. 

“Wait—where are you going?” Fitz asked as she squared her shoulders 
and turned to march through her doorway. 

“How else are we going to find out why they were here?” she asked, proud 
of how steady her voice sounded. 

Nothing looked out of place—her desk drawers were still closed tight. 
Her clothes neatly hung in her closet. She followed the trail of footsteps to 
her bed, sucking in a breath when she took a longer look at her pillow. 

“Tm guessing Keefe made that,” Fitz said as she reached for the midnight 
blue bead that had been left in the center. 

She nodded, tracing her finger over the silver moonlark rendered in 
perfect detail. 

No one else could've painted it so intricately. 

And the eye shimmered with a temporary leaping crystal. 

If Sophie had any doubt about Keefe’s intentions, it was erased when she 
noticed two tiny words painted on the silver bird’s wings. 

Meet now. 


THIRTY-EIGHT 


PM GOING,” SOPHIE said in the same breath that Fitz asked, “What if it’s a 
trap?” 

“It's not a trap—Keefe had to take a huge risk to come here and leave 
this.” She rolled the bead in her hand, feeling the cool weight of it. 

“The Neverseen could’ve made him do it,’ Fitz argued. “Were supposed 
to be finding out how far theyre pushing him. Pretty sure that means we 
shouldnt be going along with a super-dangerous—and kinda creepy— 
command. I mean, who breaks into someone’s room and leaves a bead on 
their pillow, telling them to meet up without even explaining whats going 
on?” 

“Someone who didn't have a lot of time,’ Sophie said—though secretly 
she did admit the whole thing had an evil-tooth-fairy vibe going on. 

“He couldn't have left a note?” Fitz asked. 

“A note’s a lot harder to explain if anyone found him sneaking out with it. 
And maybe he didn't want to waste time rummaging around my room for 
paper and a pen. All that matters is, he wouldn't have gone to this kind of 
trouble if he didnt have something important to tell me. Or he’s in danger 
and needs my help. Either way, I know it’s risky. I know I wont find anyone 
who'll tell me this is a good decision. But I’m going. And I understand if you 
don't want—” 

“No way am I letting you go by yourself? Fitz interrupted. 

“Letting me?” 

“Whoa—easy on the glaring. All I meant is, if you're doing this, so am I. 
Pll cling to your ankle as you leap away if I have to. But you realize we will 
get caught this time, right? Your parents know were here.” 

“Yeah . . . I should probably leave a note, that way they wont freak out.” 


“Tm pretty sure the freak-out will be epic no matter what,’ Fitz told her. 
“But I guess it’s still better to give some explanation.” 

Sophie dug a notebook and a pen from her Foxfire satchel and stared at 
the blank paper. 

What was she supposed to say? 

Found a leaping crystal from the Neverseen and decided to use it—don't 
know where I’m going or when I'll be back! 

That should go over really well. 

She brainstormed for another second, then went for short and sweet. 


Found a message From Keefe. 
Don't worry-we're being careful. 


“I guess that covers it,’ Fitz said. “Though you should probably add, 
‘Please don’t ground me for the rest of eternity: ” 

“Last chance to change your mind. I can handle myself” 

“Oh, I know. Pm planning on hiding behind you if we end up facing 
anything scary. But we're Cognates. Were stronger together? 

He flashed the initials side of his rings as he offered her his hand. 

She took it, leaving the note on her bed as she held Keefe’s bead up to the 
light and formed a wispy ghost of a path. “Any guesses where we're going?” 

“My money's on somewhere stinky.’ 

The joke made it easier. 

So did reminding herself that they were going to see a friend. 

But Sophie's knees still shook as she took the crucial step into the light, 
leaving their lives in Keefe's hands. 


“I KNEW IT,” FITZ SAID, plugging his nose and glaring at his feet, which 
had re-formed in a puddle of oily black swirled with iridescent blue. “Selkie 
skin. It liquefies as they shed it? 

Sophie gagged. 

The sour-cheese smell coated her tongue, and the salty ocean air made it 
ten times worse. The whole beach was covered in the gunk—a maze of 
sludgy pools and slimy black rivulets trickling toward the white-capped 
waves. Jagged rocks jutted out of the frothy water, blanketed with sleek black 


creatures that looked part seal and part snake, with whiskered faces and 
long, coiled bodies. 

“I take it those are selkies?” Sophie asked as one of the bigger beasts 
raised its head and let out a barklike grunt. 

“Yep. Pm betting were in Blackwater Bay,’ Fitz said. “Though I don't 
remember the cliffs being this tall when my tutor brought me here. Or this 
green.” 

“Thats because this is Inktide Island,” a voice behind them corrected. 
“Which is much more private. Or its supposed to be. I didn't realize I'd be 
getting Foster-plus-one.” 

They spun around to find Keefe wearing another long black cloak, 
leaning against a clump of weathered rocks in the middle of the beach. The 
white eye symbol on his sleeves was almost as troubling as his casual smirk. 

“So does this mean you guys are a thing now?” Keefe asked. “The 
inseparable Sophitz? Or did you decide to go with Fitzphie?” 

“Dude, this is so not the time for jokes,” Fitz said. 

“Huh, that’s pretty much what Foster told me when she first saw me at 
Foxfire. Do you finish each other’s sentences now too?” 

“Keefe—were serious,’ Sophie said. 

“Oh, I know. Fitz is giving me his Tm so serious’ scowl. And you're 
hitting me with a whole mess of emotions.” He waved his hands through the 
air and his smile faded. “You're back to not trusting me again? I know I was 
wrong about my warning—but wasn't that a good thing?” 

“You think it’s good that someone got tortured?” Fitz snapped. 

All the color drained from Keefe's face. “Wait . . . what?” 

“You don't know?” Sophie asked. 

“No—I swear. Was it Dex? Please tell me it wasn't Dex. Or Biana? Or 
Linh?” 

His voice cracked with each name. 

“They're all fine,” Sophie said. “It was—” 

“We're not telling you anything until we search your memories,’ Fitz 
interrupted. “We need to make sure you weren't involved.” 

Keefe rolled his eyes. “Would I be here if I was?” 

“Yeah, if this is a trap,” Fitz said. 

“Right, I forgot.” Keefe turned to shout at the empty beach. “They’re on to 
us, guys. Go ahead and attack.” 


Silence—aside from barking selkies. 

“Oh, that’s right—there’s no one here except me! And do you have any 
idea how hard it was to get away?” 

“Howd you do it?” Sophie asked. 

“Dont let him sidetrack you,’ Fitz jumped in. “We need to stick to the 
plan. Like Tam said—” 

“Ugh, I should’ve known Bangs Boy was part of this,” Keefe interrupted. 
“Let me guess, he’s still bitter because I wouldn't let him take that stupid 
reading?” 

“Uh, have you seen what you're wearing?” Fitz asked. 

Keefe gripped his sleeves, trying to cover the Neverseen symbols. “It’s. A. 
Costume.” 

“Prove it,” Fitz said. 

“And what happens if I say no? Are you planning to go all Cognate power 
on me?” 

“Just give us five minutes,” Sophie begged. “Five minutes to make sure we 
know what's really going on. If youd seen what they did to Wylie . . ? 

Keefe fell back a step. “They hurt Wylie?” 

“Hurt is putting it nicely,” Fitz said. “They drugged him, dragged him 
out of his room, and burned him over and over.” 

Gulls circled high above as Keefe watched the sky. “He'll be okay, right?” 

“Physic is working on him now,’ Sophie whispered. “She can heal all of 
his wounds. Not so sure about the mental trauma.” 

Keefe looked green as he turned to pace. “Did they let him go? Or did he 
get away?” 

“He got away,’ Sophie said. 

“Wow—someone’s going to be in big trouble.” 

“Thats what you care about?” Fitz asked, shaking sludge off his shoes as 
he stalked closer. 

“Hey—I have to think about what it’s going to be like when I go back 
there. You would too, if you were in my position.” 

“I would never be in your position,’ Fitz argued. 

“Yeah, you're better at taking the easy way.’ 

“What does that mean?” 

“Nothing. It’s .. . whatever.’ Keefe’s eyes made their way back to the sky. 
“Did Wylie see who grabbed him?” 


“Sorta, Sophie said. “He felt an invisible hand tear off his pendant, and 
he got trapped in a force field, so that has to be Alvar and Ruy. But he also 
suspected there were two others.” 

‘Tm assuming you thought one of them was me?” 

“Can you blame us?” Fitz asked. 

“You? No? Keefe’s eyes focused on Sophie. “But I told you, I won't cross 
the hard lines.” 

“You never said what the lines are, though,” she whispered. “And I know 
how desperate you are to make this work” 

“So you thought . . ? He choked back the rest of the words. 

“If youd known they were going after Wylie,’ Fitz said, his voice barely 
audible over the rolling waves, “would you have stopped them?” 

“I would’ve told you guys, so the Black Swan could handle it. Just like I 
did with Grady and Edaline? 

“But what if we couldn't get to him?” Fitz pressed. “Would you have 
blown your cover?” 

Keefe hesitated—only a second, but it was enough. 

“You dont get it,” he argued. “These are people who torture someone just 
because they want something! People who infect an entire species with a 
disease just to get their way! They have a network that stretches way farther 
than you could ever imagine. I’ve only seen a tiny piece of it, and it’s 
seriously terrifying. I can't fight it without making some hard calls!” 

“Well, I hope it’s worth it,” Fitz snapped. 

“So do I” Keefe’s shoulders slumped with the confession, like his body 
wanted to retreat. 

Salty wind whipped around them, and Sophie choked down the selkie 
stink. “Do you have any idea who the other two kidnappers would've been? 
Wylie thought one was a Guster. And he heard them say the other was 
keeping the path open.” 

Keefe brushed sand out of his hair. “The Guster would be Trix. So that 
probably means the other was Umber, since I got the impression that she 
and Trix work together a lot. Those aren't their real names. I met some of the 
members a few days ago, but no one would tell me who they really are—and 
they all kept their hoods up so I couldn't see them? 

“So they still don't trust you,’ Sophie noted. 


“Not completely. But Fintan doesn't trust anyone completely. Everyone 
only gets to know a tiny piece of his plans, and he only gives each person a 
single task for every mission. That way, everyone's expendable.” 

“Thats pretty terrifying,’ Sophie mumbled, “considering what he did to 
your mom.” 

Keefe shrugged. 

“Are they making any progress on their promise to rescue her?” she 
asked. 

“Dont know, dont care. I assumed they were lying when they offered 
that. Look at how they've abandoned Gethen. He's been a prisoner for how 
many months now? And do you see them trying to get him back?” 

“They tried at first,’ Sophie reminded him. “Until Squall froze off his 
fingernails. And now he’s in Lumenaria, which is apparently impossible to 
break into” 

“Maybe, but I’ve never once heard them talk about getting him back. And 
when I asked Alvar about it, he said, ‘Gethen is where he belongs.” 

Fitz and Sophie shared a look. 

“What? Are you guys planning to visit him again?” 

“Were working on it,’ Sophie said. 

“Well... I wouldn't get my hopes up. They want him locked away. I'm 
guessing that means he’s useless.” 

“I hope you're wrong, Sophie said quietly. “He’s pretty much the only 
plan we have.” 

“Uh, hello—you have me. I know I got a few details wrong yesterday— 
but I’m still working on getting Fintan’s cache. I will get him to trust me” 

“Thats what Pm worried about,’ Sophie mumbled. “Trust never comes 
free? 

“Maybe not. But I know what I’m willing to pay. I have my limits. I won't 
push them? 

“Thatd be a lot easier to believe if youd show us what youre doing with 
them every day,’ Fitz said. 

Keefe opened his mouth to argue, then focused on Sophie. “You really 
need to know, don't you?” 

She nodded. 

A wave crashed against the rocks, making the selkies bark so loudly it 
nearly drowned out Keefe’s next words. ‘TIl give you five minutes to look 


around my memories—but Wonderboy has to sit this one out?’ 

“Since when do you only trust her?” Fitz asked. 

“Since she doesn't look ready to punch me. So that’s the deal” He offered 
his hand for a handshake. 

Sophie stepped forward to take it, scowling when her shoe splashed in 
one of the inky puddles. “Lovely place you picked, by the way.’ 

“Hey, I told you my next plan for sneaking away involved lots of selkie 
skin.” 

“You did. I just didn't realize you were serious.” 

“I'm always serious, Foster. Especially when you think I’m teasing.” He 
cleared his throat, not quite holding her stare. “Remember—five minutes. 
Then we drop this.” 

She reached for his temples and he flinched at her touch. 

“Dude, are you blushing?” Fitz asked. 

“Only because I can feel what Foster's feeling,’ Keefe snapped back. 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Tm not feeling anything” 

Or maybe she was feeling too much. 

Fear and dread and doubt and worry. But also hope. 

She gave herself three seconds to steady her nerves and let the sounds of 
the waves wash away the other distractions. Then she closed her eyes and 
took a cold, salty breath before she pushed her consciousness into Keefe’s 
mind. 


THIRTY-NINE 


KEEFE’S HEAD WAS full of cities. 

Places Sophie recognized. 

Some she didn't. 

But they all had one thing in common. 

Why are you visiting humans? she transmitted. 

Not for the reason you're thinking. 

You don't know what I'm thinking. 

Actually, I do. Your emotions are so intense, you might as well hold up a 
sign saying, Tm worried about THIS.” But I’m just there to study people. It's 
part of my empathy training—and yep, working with the Neverseen is just as 
annoying as it is with the Black Swan. Its either this, chores, or hardcore skill 
lessons that make the stuff we did at Exillium look easy. 

The scene shifted again, and for a second Sophie thought she was looking 
at Paris, until she realized the Eiffel Tower—esque structure was white and 
orange. 

When did you go to Tokyo? 

Yesterday. If you look at the signs, you can probably find the date 
somewhere. Now do you believe me when I say I had nothing to do with what 
happened to Wylie? 

You get why we had to make sure, right? 

Its still not awesome knowing you guys sat around talking about how you 
don't trust me. 

You don't make it easy. 

In his memory, she could see Keefe standing on a rooftop next to Fintan. 
She wasn't sure she could do that without shoving Fintan off the edge. 

Hey, I'm just as disgusted with him as you are. 


Quit reading my emotions! 

Cant help it. Youre impossible to ignore. And believe me, I get the same 
nauseating fury every time I look at him. He doesn't deserve to be alive after 
what he did to Kenric. 

No, he doesnt. 

If it helps, Im not around him that much. Alvar supervises me during 
chores. And Ruys the one in charge of the skill lessons. All Fintan does is take 
me to crowded places and make me isolate each persons feelings. 

Why humans? she asked as the city scene shifted again, showing a street 
full of life and movement and color—and people. So many people. Rich and 
poor. Young and old. Locals and tourists. Talking, laughing, shouting— 
selling food and trinkets. Some wore saris and turbans, which meant Keefe 
was probably in some part of India—but Sophie couldnt tell which city. 

Well, for one thing, the Neverseen cant exactly go hopping around the Lost 
Cities, Keefe reminded her. But I can also feel most human emotions through 
the air without needing contact. Plus, humans fascinate Fintan. He hates them, 
but he’ also obsessed with knowing everything about them. 

The next city was London, right in the heart of Piccadilly Circus, where 
people seemed to be gathering around a weird statue and watching a bunch 
of ads on the giant screens. 

So this is all you do? she asked. What about during the skill lessons? 

Those are just Ruy showing off. He must’ve been Exillium’s star student, and 
I'm pretty stinktastic at everything, so the lessons usually end with him calling 
me useless. 

Sophie could feel the sting the word triggered, after all the times his dad 
had hurled the same accusation. But she was glad he wasn't excelling at the 
Neverseen’ training. 

And thats it? she asked. You don't do anything else? 

Pretty much. There are lots of nasty chores. And there’s been the occasional 
mission, like the day they stormed the Sanctuary—but I had NOTHING to do 
with Wylie. I swear I didn't even know it was happening. I’m actually glad you 
guys told me, so I can prepare before I head back. 

Will you be safe? 

Sure—why not? I wasn't part of the botched mission. In fact, some people 
might get demoted. 

You say that like it’s a good thing. 


It is a good thing. It'll make Fintan use me more. 

But for what? 

I cant worry about that, Foster. I cant think about what-ifs or maybes. I 
can only take it one day at a time—one assignment at a time—and fight my 
way through. 

In the memory, Fintan smiled at something Keefe said, and Sophie's 
insides twisted. 

I hate that hes the one training you. He's not even an Empath. 

I know. But all the one-on-one time I'm getting with him is crucial if I'm 
going to steal his cache. Plus, there arent any other Empaths to train me. I 
asked him why, and he said, “Its rare to find those who are open to new 
sensations.” 

He made his mental voice sound like Fintan, and the knot of emotions 
under Sophie's ribs pulled so tight, it hurt to breathe. 

Sorry. I guess its probably pretty hard to hear that after the awful times 
you ve been in his head, Keefe mumbled. 

I dont know how you stand it. It makes me want to claw my ears off—or 
claw his lips off, or I dont know—I just want to claw something. 

I know. I'm super glad youre not clawing me. And fortunately, he doesn't 
talk much. Mostly he says, “Tell me what theyre feeling” and points to some 
random person in the crowd. It only gets weird at the end. Before he brings me 
back to the hideout, he always asks, “If you could only save one of these people, 
who would you save?” 

Thats . . . terrifying. 

I know. I totally thought he was going to burn down the city, and I had no 
idea what Id do if he did. But he just scratched his chin and asked why I chose 
the person. He always writes down my answer in this little notebook he keeps 
in his pocket. Most of the time he tilts it up so I cant see what hes writing. But 
a couple of days ago it was windy and the pages kept flipping, so he held it at a 
different angle and it looked like he’s making a list—but I have no idea of what. 
The label at the top said: “CRITERION.” 


FORTY 


I’M GUESSING THERE'S a reason you just gasped, Keefe said as the city in 
his memories shifted again, to a colorful barrio filled with music and 
dancing. 

Sophie bit her lip. Biana overheard Alvar talking to someone on his 
Imparter at Everglen a few months back. And he used the word “criterion.” He 
also talked about “test subjects.” 

She let that sink in before she asked, Do you think that means they've been 
planning to train you like this for a while? 

Probably, Keefe said, disgust laced through every syllable. I keep trying to 
tell you—I'm not the guy you want me to be. 

I don't want you to be anyone except you. Whatever the Lodestar Initiative 
is—it doesn't define you any more than Project Moonlark defines me. 
Especially since I'm starting to think their plans arent even working. I can't 
remember the last time the Black Swan were ahead of all the crazy stuff going 
on—and it seems like the Neverseen are scrambling too. These groups may 
have created the game. But that doesn’t mean we have to play by their rules. 
And if theres one thing you and I are both good at, its making things up as we 
go along. 

I guess I can live with that, Keefe thought as his memory changed to a 
quaint village-style city, with a long wooden bridge spanning the peaceful 
river in the center. Enormous snowcapped mountains loomed in the 
distance, and Sophie assumed that meant they were somewhere like Austria 
or Switzerland. 

So... what are your criteria for deciding which person you would save? she 
asked. 


It depends. I mostly look for whoever feels the happiest, since I figure theyd 
appreciate getting to live. Or I pick one of the kids. Theyre so cute and small 
and innocent—and wow, thats a huge wave of sappy mushiness youre hitting 
me with. 

What do you expect? You're talking about saving kids! 

And ten minutes ago you thought I was Wylies fourth kidnapper. Remind 
me to thank Bangs Boy for that the next time I see him. And the Fitzster. 

If you could’ve seen Wylie’s injuries, youd understand why we had to be 
sure. She had to clamp down on her memories to stop herself from picturing 
it. Besides, seeing you in that robe... 

Yeah, I can feel how much you hate it. 

“Hate” isn't a strong enough word. I want to rip it to shreds. 

Well, don't. I'm not wearing anything underneath. 

He snort-laughed when she scrambled back a step. 

I'm kidding—though your gross-out is noted. And FYI, the reason I'm still 
wearing it is because I cant risk losing another one. Fintan flipped out when I 
came back from Foxfire without it, probably because he couldn't track me or 
something. 

That’ not the only reason. 

Oh? 

Yeah. 

Seconds passed. 

Aw, come on, Foster. I'm the cute guy who chooses to save the kids, 
remember? How can you resist me? 

Who said anything about cute? 

It totally goes without saying. Don't even try to deny it. 

She couldnt. 

And he knew it. 

And she hated it. 

If I tell you, I want something in return, she decided. 

Isnt my eternal devotion enough? 

Not even close. 

That hurts, Foster. 

That’ the game. If I tell you what we found in your cloak, I want a secret in 
return. I want to see whatever memory you got back that freaked you out and 
made you run away. 


His mind seemed to squirm. 

Come on, Keefe. Sooner or later youre going to have to tell me anyway. 

See, but “later” sounds way better than “sooner.” 

You think it does, because hiding stuff always sounds easier. But all it really 
means is that you're stuck carrying the burden all alone. 

Thats better than dumping it on you. 

But I'm asking you to—and I promise, its not going to change anything. 

Oh, it changes everything. You'll see. 

Does that mean we have a deal? 

She heard him sigh. Fine. But you go first. 

Fair enough. 

She explained about the disk in his cloak, and how Prentice memory of 
the symbol seemed to be connected to him calling swan song, and how they 
found the shadowprint of the symbol on the floor of the abandoned hideout 
in Paris. And while she was at it, she told him about the listening device in 
his old Imparter. 

Your turn! she finished. 

Whoa, hang on—you can't just dump all of that on me and not give me a 
second to process. There was a listening device in my old Imparter? How did 
you even have it? 

Yours accidentally got switched with mine the day we searched your room 
and found your moms note. Dex couldn't track the signal, but were assuming 
it went to the Neverseen, and thats how they knew about our ambush on 
Everest and had time to prepare. 

Mom of the year strikes again. His mind seemed to darken as thick clouds 
of anger swirled through his consciousness. I dont know why I even get 
surprised anymore. 

Because you haven't let her break you—and I hope you never do. 

She watched him gather the words, tucking them away somewhere safe 
before he asked, So the disk you found in my cloak—was it a kind of tracker? 

Sandor and Mr. Forkle didnt think so. It wasn’t covered in any enzymes, 
and its made of something called duskitine, which is apparently a type of stone 
that reacts to starlight. We have no idea why it has a piece of the symbol 
carved on it, but it can't be a coincidence. And you haven't seen the symbol 
anywhere? 


Nope. But I’m still at their stupid “new recruit” house. I bet I'll find it once I 
get to a real hideout. And in the meantime, maybe I need to lose this cloak and 
see what happens... . 

Bad idea—especially after you took such a risk to meet with us today. 

There you go again with your logic. Its really cramping my style. 

Well then, why don't you stop me by showing me that memory? 

Are you sure you wouldn't rather lecture me a little longer? 

Tempting, but no. 

When he still hesitated, she added, Come on, Keefe, havent you stood by 
me through all the weird things in my past? Lets not forget I’m the girl with the 
alicorn-inspired DNA. 

Yeah, but that lets you teleport—and communicate with Silveny—so it’s a 
total win. How are she and Greyfell doing, by the way? 

They're good. If they were here, Silveny would tell you to stop stalling. 

Pretty sure shed be chanting KEEFE! KEEFE! KEEFE! As everyone should 
be when they see me. 

There you go, changing the subject again. 

Caught that, huh? You're a quick one, Miss F. And I'm pretty sure I've given 
you way more than five minutes, so— 

Nope. Youre not getting out of this. We made a deal, and I'm holding you to 
it. 

See, and Id kinda like to find out how you'll punish me if I don't. 

She was tempted to snap back with a long list of incredibly creative forms 
of Keefe torture. But then shed be giving him the distraction he wanted. 

Please? she tried. I’m tired of wondering about that memory. I'm tired of 
worrying what side of the line youre on every time things get weird. I’m tired 
of having Dex tell me he thinks you're my nemesis and— 

Whoa—back up. Dizznee thinks I’m your what? 

Well, he didn't actually say “nemesis”—but he implied it. We were trying to 
guess what the Lodestar Initiative is, and he wondered if its the Neverseen’s 
version of Project Moonlark, which would basically mean they made you to 
stop me. 

Wow. Thats just . . . 

He burst into a fit of snorty giggles. 

I'm glad you find this so amusing. 

You dont? Dont tell me you actually believe him. 


I don't want to. But what else am I supposed to think? You told me when 
you ran off that you were meant to be something other than the hero. And just 
a few minutes ago, you told me youre not the guy I want you to be. 

Ugh. I guess you do need to see that memory, don't you? 

Yeah, I really do. 

Okay. The word felt sluggish, like his mind was dragging its feet. But after 
several seconds, a new flashback began. 


FORTY-ONE 


IT WAS DARK in Keefe’s bedroom. So black he could barely make out the 
silhouette of his mother leaning over his bed, as her arms shook him from 
his dreamless sleep. 

“Mom?” he asked. “Is something wrong?” 

His voice was squeakier than Sophie was used to hearing it. She guessed 
that meant he was more like nine or ten years old. 

“Everything's fine,’ Lady Gisela told him as she yanked back his covers. 

A whoosh of cold air rushed around him and he curled up tighter, 
shivering in his overstarched pajamas. 

“None of that,’ she said, grabbing his wrist to stop him from reaching for 
his blanket. “Put this on. It’s even colder where were going.” 

She tossed a thick black cloak at him as he slowly sat up. 

Sophie squinted through the dim memory, half expecting to find the 
white eye symbol staring back at her from the sleeves. But the cloak was 
plain, and the coarse fabric seemed to swallow Keefe’s skinny frame as he 
stumbled to his feet, his knees still shaky with sleep. 

His eyes slowly adjusted to being awake, letting him see more of his 
mom, who looked as immaculate as ever. Despite the middle-of-the-night 
time, her lips were glossed, her heavy black cape glittered with flecks of 
onyx, and her shiny blond hair was twisted into an intricate updo. 

She clicked her tongue as he stood there gaping at her. 

“Honestly, Keefe. You can't figure out that you need to put on your 
shoes?” 

Keefe stared at his bare feet. 

Lady Gisela rolled her eyes and dropped to her knees, grabbing a pair of 
soft black boots from the foot of the bed. 


“No socks?” Keefe asked, clinging to her shoulders as she ordered him to 
step into the left shoe. “And shouldn't I change first?” 

“We won't be gone that long.” She pulled the other boot on and adjusted 
the collar of his cloak, securing the fabric higher up on his neck. “There. 
Good enough.” 

“Where are we going?” Keefe asked as she strode across the room and 
pulled back the curtains covering his windows. Only a sliver of moon lit the 
lonely night sky. “Why isnt Dad coming with us?” 

“Because. This is our special secret. You like secrets, right?” 

She offered half a smile as he gave an enthusiastic “Yes!” 

“Good. Then lets get going” She reached for the back of her head and 
pulled a long silver hairpin out of her twisted style. Her hair fell around her 
face in silky waves, softening her features. But the look in her eyes was hard 
as iron as she held the pin up to the window, letting the pale silver light 
illuminate the smooth stone set among the swirled pieces of metal. 

“Is that crystal glowing?” Keefe asked, pointing to the pins white-blue 
aura. 

“It's not a crystal. It’s a rare starstone—which is important. Someday Ill 
need you to remember that. But not tonight. Tonight I just need you to take 
my hand.” 

He did, his fingers looking so much smaller than hers as they twined 
together. A wide golden nexus covered his left wrist, glittering with dozens 
of diamonds. 

“Concentrate, Lady Gisela said as they stepped into the starstone’s glow 
and let the cold rush sweep them away. 

The memory shifted then—picking up after the leap, at a gleaming silver 
door surrounded by shadows and snow. Elvin runes had been carved into 
the metal, forming words that looked like gibberish to Sophie. 

“Where are we?” Keefe asked as an icy breeze prickled his ears. He 
dropped his moms hand and pulled his arms against his chest, trying to 
preserve what little warmth he could. 

“It doesn't matter yet,’ Lady Gisela told him. “Someday this place will be 
the solution our world needs. But for the moment, were just here for 
security. Better keep your hands out of those sleeves. It'll be easier if your 
fingers go numb.” 

“Why?” 


“You'll see. And relax,” she added, tapping the frown on his lips. “It'll be 
over fast.” 

“What will?” 

“So many questions. Don’t you trust me?” 

Keefe nodded, but his eyes were focused on the way she was holding her 
hairpin—more like a dagger than a fashion accessory. It drew his attention 
to the fact that the pin had a long, twisted stem with a needle-sharp point. 

“Oh please,’ she said as Keefe flinched back a step. “Did I raise you to be a 
coward?” 

“No; Keefe mumbled. 

“Then give me your hand.” 

“What are you going to do?” 

“Tm going to ensure your legacy. And that kind of gift comes with a price. 
Now. Give. Me. Your. Hand” 

“What if I don’t want a legacy?” 

“Everyone wants a legacy. Or would you rather prove that your father’s 
right about you?” 

The words lit a fire inside him, a burning need to meet the challenge. 

“Good boy,’ she said as Keefe held out his shaky left hand. “Though 
clearly we're going to have to work on toughening you up.” 

‘Tm tough.” 

‘TIl believe it when I see it? 

The words echoed around Keefe’s mind as his mom uncurled his fingers. 
Sophie could see how much he wanted to pull away. But his mom's insults 
had done their job. He wanted to please her more than he wanted to stop 
her. So he held perfectly still as she pressed the point of the hairpin against 
the soft pad of his thumb, lingering only a second before she sliced a thick 
cut from the joint to the tip. 

Keefe gritted his teeth through the pain as warm red pooled from the 
gash. 

“Let it bleed for a second,’ she told him. “I want a pure sample.” 

All Keefe could do was nod. Wooziness was setting in—hed never seen so 
much blood before. And the nerves around the cut stung like hed touched 
acid. 

“I know what youre thinking,’ his mom said. “Youre wondering why I 
can't just use your DNA, like we do for everything else.” 


The elves normally found anything that drew blood to be barbaric. 

“Blood is our life force,” Lady Gisela told him. “The deepest essence of 
our being. Without it, our bodies would grow still and cold. And therein lies 
the power. Anyone can offer up their DNA—it doesn't take guts to lick a 
sensor. But to paint it with blood? Now thats something special. Don't you 
feel powerful?” 

All Keefe felt was hurt. And confused. And he couldn't put a finger on the 
other emotion, but Sophie could. 

He felt betrayed. 

He didnt say that, though. He nodded like the brave, obedient son he 
knew his mom wanted him to be, letting her pull him closer to the door. 

“Last step, Lady Gisela said, stretching his hand toward a clear rectangle 
set into the metal, right next to the handle. 

Sophie expected the door to swing open as Keefe smeared his blood 
across the smooth panel. But a metallic click echoed through the dark 
instead. 

A lock clicking into place. 

Lady Gisela stepped back, shaking her hair out of her eyes. “Finally done.” 

The blood on the panel steamed, filling the air with the unsettling scent 
of barbeque as the red turned to ash and then crumbled away, leaving no 
trace. 

“This is your future, Keefe,’ his mother told him, stretching her arms 
wide and gazing at the door with obvious awe. “Your legacy. Safe and secure. 
Until our world is ready to change.” 

“Change to what?” Keefe asked, cradling his wounded thumb, which was 
still streaming red down his wrist. 

Of course his mother hadn't thought to bring him a bandage. 

She didn't answer him either. 

She just grabbed his elbow and held her hairpin up to the midnight sky, 
leaping them both back to Keefe’s room. 

“Starstones,” she told him, twisting her hair back into its sleek style and 
pinning it in place, “always remember the path back to where they’ve been. 
You ll need to know that someday.’ 

Keefe didn't care about someday. 

He cared about now. 

And now... his hand really hurt. 


And his limbs ached from the cold. And his stomach was queasy with 
fear and pain. 

All he wanted to do was curl up under the covers in a little ball and cry. 

“So ungrateful,” his mom said as she watched him stumble toward his 
bed. “And so melodramatic. But I suppose that’s to be expected, given your 
age. Give me that cloak before you sit? 

Keefe tossed it to her, kicking off his boots, too. He left a bloody 
handprint on his blanket as he pulled the covers tightly around his neck. 

Lady Gisela crinkled her nose. “Ill have to find an ointment to stop that 
—and something to clean up that stain before your father notices.” 

“Whatever, Keefe mumbled, keeping his wounded hand tight to his 
chest. 

He squeezed his eyes shut as his mom pulled out a silver Imparter. 

The last thing he remembered was her brushing his hair off his forehead 
and whispering, “Don't worry, Keefe. The Washer will be here soon.” 


FORTY-TWO 


SOPHIE DROPPED HER hands from Keefe’s temples, severing their mental 
connection. But the horrible scenes kept replaying in her mind. 

“Keefe, I...” 

There were no words. 

She threw her arms around his shoulders, hugging him as tight as she 
could. Maybe if she never let go, she could hold the broken pieces together. 

“I'm pretty sure you just ruined your shoes in a huge puddle of selkie 
skin,” Keefe told her. 

“I don't care. And you don't have to do that. You don’t have to make this 
into a joke.” 

“Yes, I do? 

The crack in his voice splintered through her heart, and she buried her 
face against his shoulder, feeling tears leak onto his cloak. 

“Sorry; she mumbled. “I'm not supposed to be the one crying.” 

“Neither of us should. It was just a stupid cut. It didn’t even leave a scar.” 

She leaned back to look at him. “We both know it did.” 

Keefe turned away, watching the waves crash onto the beach. “I don't 
want you feeling sorry for me? 

“I cant help it. But it’s not pity. It’s .. . I dont know what the word for it is. 
I’m too conflicted? 

Keefe sighed. “You always are when it comes to me? 

“Well, right now I mostly want to blast my way into that ogre prison and 
punch your mom as hard as I can in her snobby face. And then, when the 
blood’s streaming from her nose, I want to give her some stupid speech 
about our life force and ask her if she feels powerful.” 

“Wow, who knew you had such a dark side?” 


“Certain things bring it out. And this?” Her whole body trembled as her 
knotted emotions stirred—a monster ready to burst from her chest. 

Keefe held her steady. “I appreciate the fury, Foster. But seriously. It’s not 
worth it? 

She knew he really meant I’m not worth it. 

She hated that most of all. 

“Someday I’m going to make you see how wrong you are,’ she promised. 

“Tm just glad you're not shoving me away.’ 

“You really thought I would?” 

“Sometimes I think youd be better off? 

He tried to pull back but she refused to let go. 

‘TIl only be better off when you come home and I know you're safe,” she 
whispered. 

He didn't agree. But he didn't argue, either, both of them deciding to leave 
it at that. 

“What made you remember this?” she asked. 

“I didn't find her hairpin, if that’s what you're thinking—and believe me, I 
tried. The memory flashed back while I was looking for that beaded necklace 
I gave you. She had a bunch of hairpins in her jewelry box, and one of them 
pricked my finger and the whole thing rushed back. After that I searched 
everywhere I could think of, but she either hid the pin really well, or got rid 
of it—or took it with her. I even endured a conversation with my dad to ask 
if he remembered it, but he called starstones ‘plain’ and said hed never give 
my mom something so drab. I’m guessing that means she bought it herself” 

“She probably had it custom-made. In the memory she called it a ‘rare 
starstone. And I’m guessing you dont know where that door she brought 
you to is, or what's behind it?” 

“Nope. The weird thing is, I dort think the Neverseen do either. Td 
figured theyd drag me there the second I joined and make me open that 
door. But they've never even asked me about it. So either my mom didn't tell 
them, or they don't realize my blood is the key.” 

“Or they're waiting for the right time,’ Sophie said. 

“Why do you think I’m still with them? You get that now, right? 
Whatever's on the other side of that door—whatever my mom planned—she 
made me a part of it. And I have to believe that means I can stop it.” 

“What do you think is in there?” 


“No idea. But nothing good ever comes from my mom.” 

“One thing did,’ she said. “One of my favorite things.” 

The cold, stinky wind rushed between them as he pulled away. “I hate to 
break it to you, Foster, but you have terrible taste in friends. You saw how I 
acted in that memory. What kind of loser goes along with something like 
that without demanding answers?” 

“A boy whos been bullied and manipulated his entire life. That’s how 
verbal abuse works. It drains you bit by bit, until there's not enough energy 
left to keep fighting,” 

“Yeah, well, I also knew she was erasing the memory—did you catch that 
at the end? I was nine when that happened. I definitely knew what Washers 
were by then. I knew what was going to happen. And I didn't stop it because 
I wanted to forget. I chose to be oblivious.” 

“I wouldve done the same thing,” a crisp, accented voice said behind 
them. 

Sophies cheeks burned. Shed gotten so lost in the memories, shed 
forgotten Fitz was watching them. 

“Sorry; he mumbled. “I didn’t mean to butt in. But seriously, Keefe. You 
make it sound like nine years old is so grown up. You were just a kid. And 
you know what kids do? They trust their parents—even when part of them 
knows that something feels off—because our parents are our world. And 
what do you think would've happened if youd told your mom no? Do you 
think you would've gotten out of there without giving up some of your 
blood?” 

“I take it this means you were eavesdropping on Foster’s thoughts this 
whole time?” Keefe asked. 

“Not at first. But then Sophie gasped—and when I asked if you guys were 
okay, you didn't respond. So I slipped past her blocking just to make sure 
nothing weird was happening, and . . . I couldn't stop watching. The whole 
time I kept asking myself how Id feel if I'd remembered something like that 
—what Id do if I knew I was part of something that feels so ominous. And 
I’m pretty sure the answer is, Id do whatever I had to do to stop it.” 

Keefe blinked hard, and Sophie didn’t think it was from the sandy wind. 

“Joining the Neverseen was the only thing I could think of that might 
help,” he whispered. “I know I’ve made some mistakes—and I know it’s 
going to get messier and messier. But this is working. I am learning things. 


Thats why I had you meet me here. I wont be able to talk tonight, and I 
didn’t want to lose a whole day. Your parents are still in danger—dont let 
them drop their guard. I dont know when Fintan will make his move, but I 
know he still has plans for them. And I found out something else this 
morning—something big. Fintan’s been trying for weeks to get the ogres to 
meet with him to reconcile. And last night, King Dimitar finally agreed.” 


FORTY-THREE 


ARE YOU SURE Dimitar’s not agreeing to the meeting so he'll have the 
perfect chance to slice off Fintan’s head with his extra-scary, extra-spikey 
sword?” Fitz asked. “Because if I were him, that’s what Id want to do after 
the way the Neverseen’s plague plan backfired on him. And Id be good with 
that. They’re welcome to take out Alvar, too.” 

“I wouldn't mind if the ogres finished off Brant, either,’ Sophie added, 
trying to scrape the selkie slime off her shoe. “Same goes for anyone else that 
helped attack Wylie.” 

“Dont worry, they'll be in huge trouble for letting him get away,” Keefe 
promised. 

“Do you know how they'll be punished?” Fitz asked. 

“I know it won't be fun. Alvar told me that when Brant realized Sophie 
actually was the girl theyd been looking for—and that Alvar messed up the 
day she saw him disappear—he locked Alvar in a room and set everything 
on fire except one square of floor in the middle. He left him roasting in there 
for a whole day.” 

“Good,” Fitz said. “I hope they do even worse for this.” 

“That’s . . . pretty dark, dude? 

“So is what he let them do to Wylie? 

Sophie reached for Fitz's shaky hand, wishing she knew how to peel back 
some of his building anger. Fury was always his mask, but if he hid too far 
behind it, he might lose himself. 

She also couldn't stop imagining Keefe trapped in a room, surrounded by 
smoke and flames. “If they find out you came here . . ? 

“They know I'm here,” Keefe told her. “There’s an ogre enzyme that stinks 
like the entire world is rotting, and I may have accidentally knocked a vial of 


it into the laundry basin while I was washing Fintan’s favorite cloaks. It can 
only be removed with selkie skin, so they sent me to get what I need to clean 
up my mess.” 

“Hes making you do his laundry?” Sophie asked. 

“It's one of my chores. That’s what happens when you join an organization 
that attacks the gnomes. Were stuck doing everything ourselves.” 

“And he wont be able to tell you went to Havenfield before you came 
here?” Fitz asked. 

“Nope. I found a way to hide five seconds from my tracker. I’m pretty 
sure Dex would think it’s the stupidest trick ever. But it works. And I used 
those five seconds to drop off the bead before I headed here. It was perfect? 

“But all it takes is one mistake,” Sophie told him. “Especially now that the 
ogres are back in the picture. King Dimitar will remember you from 
Ravagog, and I’m sure he'll try to convince Fintan that youre a traitor.” 

Keefe had been their distraction during the mission in the ogres’ capital, 
pestering the king with questions and misleading information while Sophie 
and Fitz searched his memories. 

Keefe shrugged. “I won't be getting anywhere near King Dimitar—and 
not just because I sometimes have nightmares about that metal underwear 
he walks around in. He demanded to meet with Fintan alone.” 

“That sounds like a really good way for Fintan to get killed by an angry 
ogre, Fitz noted. 

“I dunno. If the meeting unravels, I think wed have fire-roasted ogre long 
before wed have a headless Fintan,” Keefe told him. “But, I also think this is 
one of those ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend’ kind of deals. Or is it ‘my 
enemy isn't my enemy if they're also my enemy's enemy?” 

“You lost me,’ Sophie admitted. 

“Yeah, the logic’s kinda wonky. What I mean is, the Neverseen and the 
ogres both want the Council gone. And now that King Dimitar’s being 
forced into treaty negotiations, he must be feeling pretty desperate. He has to 
know his only chance of beating the Council is with help from the 
Neverseen. I’m sure the Councillors have all kinds of secret defenses that 
Fintan knows about, since he used to be one. And Fintan has also realized 
that he needs the ogres’ help to pull off his plans. So my guess is, he’s going 
to offer to share his secrets with the ogres—and provide elvin backup—if 
King Dimitar works with him to overthrow the Council. Pm sure they'll turn 


on each other afterward, and there's no telling who would win. But it won't 
matter because by then everything would already be ruined” 

“But didn’t the ogres and the Neverseen already try teaming up for the 
plague?” Fitz asked. “It didn’t go well? 

“Right, but they didn't really commit, either,’ Keefe reminded him. “The 
Neverseen sat back and let the ogres do all the dirty work, and the ogres 
thought the plague would be enough. If they teamed up for a real attack, I 
think it would be a whole other story? 

“You really think the Council could fall?” Sophie whispered. 

“Yeah, I do,’ Keefe said. “Don't get me wrong—the Councillors are 
freakishly powerful. I was a little stunned at how prepared they were to 
stomp us when we broke in to Exile. But they’re also too slow. Too blind to a 
lot of our problems. Too reluctant to make the hard choices. Look at how 
they handled the plague. They investigated a bit, called a few assemblies, 
and... that was it. We had to stop it—and Calla had to give up her life.” 

Sophie locked her arms at her sides so she wouldnt pull on her eyelashes 
as the Councillors’ faces filled her mind. Some good. Some cruel. Some 
annoying. Some she didn't even know. 

None of them deserved to die. 

And Oralie... 

Imagining the ethereal Councillor in the hands of the ogres—or the 
Neverseen—made her want to leap back to Eternalia and beg the Council to 
go into hiding. 

But would that really keep them safe? 

And what message would that send the rest of the world? 

Then again, what would happen if the Council fell? 

“We have to stop it,” Sophie said. 

She didn't know how. But . . . they never knew what they were doing, and 
somehow they always made it work. 

“There's the confident Foster we all know and love!” Keefe cheered. “I bet 
your head is already filling up with brilliant plans.” 

“Not yet,” she admitted. “Warning the Council seems pointless. They'll 
just tell us they can handle themselves.’ 

Or worse—theyd use it as an excuse to enact some of those restrictions 
that Oralie had been worried about. 

“Maybe the Black Swan will have some ideas,” Fitz said. 


“Because they had so many awesome ideas for what to do about Wylie?” 
Sophie countered. 

“Any chance you've manifested some new abilities that could solve all of 
our problems in one fell swoop?” Keefe asked Sophie. 

“No—and I don't know why you keep thinking I’m going to. Wouldn't the 
Black Swan have triggered it when they triggered my other ones?” 

“Uh, this is the Black Swan we're talking about,’ Keefe argued. “They take 
a million years to do anything—and just so you know, I’m rooting for 
Phaser. Think of how much havoc you could cause if you could walk 
through walls.’ 

“Shouldn't we be trying to come up with an actual plan?” Fitz asked. 
“Instead of putting all the pressure on Sophie?” 

“But Foster’s always the one who figures it out. You just gotta give that 
fancy brain of hers a second to work? 

“Thats not true. I. . ? Sophie’s words trailed off as an idea started to take 
shape. 

Keefe grinned. “Go ahead, Foster. Amaze us.” 

She stared at the black sludge trickling across the sand. “It’s not a full plan 
yet. But the ogres and the Neverseen already have a precarious relationship, 
right? So what if we do something to push it over the edge, and make sure 
they never trust each other again?” 

“See?” Keefe said. “Told you shed solve it. Maybe we'll get our wish and 
they'll destroy each other in the process. So what are you thinking? 
Convince Dimitar that Fintan told everyone Dimitar’s butt looks dimply in 
those metal undies? Or maybe we fill Fintans bedroom with those nasty 
ogre plants Lady Cadence used to make us peel in detention—what were 
they called? Curdleroots?—and he'll be like, ‘Oh no Dimitar didn't—it’s on!” 

“Do you even know where any of the Neverseen’s other hideouts are?” 
Sophie asked. 

“Wait,” Fitz said. “Are you actually considering those plans?” 

“No, they're totally insane. But if were going to come up with something 
better, we need to know what we have to work with, like who we have access 
to, and how much time we have. Do you think you can find out when and 
where King Dimitar and Fintan are going to meet?” she asked Keefe. 
“Because if we can cause something to go wrong during that meeting, they'll 
each think the other set a trap” 


“I... don’t know. One thing I’ve learned as New Kid in the Evil Rebellion 
—it’s not a good idea to ask too many questions. And I’ve been trying to save 
them to find out how to steal the caches.” 

“The caches are important,’ Sophie said. “But this has a bigger time 
crunch. It sounded like the Peace Summit is coming up quick, and I’m 
assuming they'll be meeting before then” 

“Yeah, I guess that makes sense,’ Keefe said, shaking the sand off his 
cloak. “Tll see if I can find a way to bring the ogres up during my next 
empathy lesson. Maybe the fact that Fintan’s going to be angry at everyone 
for botching the Wylie thing will make him a little more willing to open up 
to me? 

“Be careful,” Sophie begged, still imagining fiery punishments. “None of 
this is worth what they'll do to you if they figure out you're helping us.” 

“I got this,” Keefe said, ducking behind the rocks hed been leaning on 
when they arrived. He returned carrying a sludgy, stinky bucket. “Td better 
get back. I’m sure the person meeting me at the rendezvous point is there by 
now. 

“I think we should check in more than once a day from now on,” Sophie 
told him as he fished out a simple blue crystal. “That way you won't have to 
try to slip away again. Is there another time that's safe to talk?” 

“I get a breakfast break around sunrise, and a dinner break around 
sunset, so we could go with either of those times. Or both. But no check-ins 
tonight. I’m supposed to have a special skill lesson with Ruy—and even if 
that’s changed, I should probably lie low? 

“Tomorrow morning, then,’ Sophie said, trying not to think about how 
early shed be waking up from now on. 

“Woo-hoo for bonus Keefoster time! Try not to get jealous, Fitzy. She still 
likes you better than me—but someday I will wear her down. I’m sneaky like 
that.” 

“Not sneaky enough!” a voice growled behind them. 

Sophie's panic mixed with dread when she realized the voice was high- 
pitched and squeaky. 

Sure enough, when she turned around, she found Sandor, Grizel, Alden, 
and Grady glaring at them. 

“Uh-oh—that’s my cue,” Keefe said, his eyes on his feet as he moved his 
crystal to the light and disappeared through the path. 


Grady’s lips pressed into a rigid line, parting enough to only release one 
word. 

“Grounded.” 

Alden added, “For the rest of eternity? 


FORTY-FOUR 


GRADY MADE GOOD on his threat, sending Sophie to her room the 
second they got back to Havenfield and informing her that she wouldn't be 
leaving the house again until her ears turned pointy. 

Even after shed warned him about the alliance between the Neverseen 
and ogres. 

Even after shed explained the plan they were working on to prevent it. 

Even after shed shared Keefe’s darkest memory to help prove he was 
trustworthy. 

Reasoning with Grady was sometimes like giving Verdi something new to 
eat. 

And from the look in Alden’s eyes as he dragged Fitz back to Everglen, 
she had no doubt Fitz was meeting the same fate—though Grizel’s lecture 
would surely be less brutal than Sandor’s. Sandor’s stretched on for an hour 
and seventeen minutes—and yes, Sophie counted. He ranted for so long, her 
butt went numb—and she was sitting on her very soft, very comfortable bed. 

Apparently Alden had come to Havenfield after Grady told him about 
Cyrah, and theyd gone upstairs to ask Sophie a few follow-up questions. Cue 
massive chaos when they found her note on the bed. Theyd hailed Sandor to 
have him find her through the emergency trackers hidden in her clothes, 
and Grizel had insisted on coming along, since Fitz was her charge. 

“Dont tell me you were careful,’ Sandor ordered when his speech finally 
wound down. “If you were careful, you would've waited for me. After what 
just happened to Wylie—” 

“Keefe wasn't a part of that,’ she interrupted. “And they needed you at 
Foxfire, trying to figure out how the Neverseen got into the Silver Tower— 
not wasting time on me.” 


“Protecting you will never be a waste of time. You've also proven that you 
cant be left without supervision, so Lur and Mitya are taking over the search 
at the tower. Gnomish senses aren't quite as keen, but they’ll be able to work 
much faster. And you will not leave my side from this moment forward—I 
don't care what any cute boys leave on your pillow? 

Sophie's cheeks burned. “It wasn't about that. He—” 

Sandor held up his hands. “Whatever your reasons, the answer will 
forever remain, I go where you go.” 

“Which means you'll be seeing a lot of these walls,” Grady said as he 
stalked into the room with Edaline. Sophie opened her mouth to argue, but 
he held up his hand. “We'll discuss it in the morning. Right now, I want you 
to eat some dinner and go to sleep.’ 

Edaline snapped her fingers, conjuring up a tray of something neon 
orange and gloopy. Fortunately, elvin food always tasted better than it 
looked. 

Sophie sighed as they each kissed her on the cheek and closed her in her 
room with Sandor guarding the door. If they were freaking out this much 
about her sneaking off to meet with Keefe, she couldn't imagine what they'd 
do if they found out shed also visited Eternalia. ... 

You okay? she transmitted, stretching out her mind to Fitz after shed 
eaten and showered and climbed into bed. 

Yeah. I'm good. Though Grizel says I'm now required to participate in 
Sandor’s dancing humiliation. There was lots of talk of matching silver pants. 

Sophie giggled. Maybe you and Sandor can work out some choreography. 

Hey—if I have to dance, you are SO dancing with me. In the frilliest, 
sparkliest gown Biana can find in her closet. And heels. 

She knew Fitz was only teasing—but the idea sounded . . . interesting. 
Well, the dancing part—not the stupid dress. 

What about you? he asked. How bad is the punishment? 

I'm still awaiting sentencing. 

Yikes. Waiting’ the worst. Sorry. 

No—Im sorry. I’m the one who got you into this. 

Nah, I chose to go. And Im glad I did. I think I finally get where Keefes 
coming from. That memory... 

I know. I'm pretty sure I'll be having nightmares about it for a while. 
Though thats still less terrifying than imagining what'll happen to him if he 


gets caught. 

Seriously, I think you were right when you told me that were probably going 
to have to figure out a way to save him by the end of this. I mean, this isn't the 
kind of thing he can just walk away from. If he tries to leave, they will come 
after him—and that’s assuming he gets out before they figure out what he's 
doing. 

Sophie reached for Ella. How do we save him when we dont even know 
where he is? 

No idea, Fitz admitted. But . . . Keefe is dead-on about one thing. You do 
always find the solution. 

Gee—no pressure there. 

I know. I promise, I'll do everything I can to help. I just meant . . . try not to 
stress about it too much. If we really need to help him, you'll figure it out. 

How can you be so sure? 

She could almost feel the warmth of his smile radiating through the 
connection between them as he told her, Because you're Sophie Foster. That’ 
what you do. 


“Well, at least you obeyed one thing I told you,’ Grady said, startling Sophie 
awake. “I think this is the latest you've slept as long as you've lived here— 
without sedatives, at least.’ 

Sophie rubbed her eyes. “What time is it?” 

“Lunchtime.” 

“LUNCHTIME?” Sophie groaned as he opened her shades, flooding the 
room with sunlight. “Ugh—I slept through my check-in with Keefe? 

“Good, Grady said. 

“No—not good. Now I can't make sure he's okay until dinnertime.” 

“You should be more worried about you. We need to discuss your 
punishment.” 

Sophie sighed and sat up, twisting her Sucker Punch bracelet. “I'm sorry I 
worried you. But . . . Fitz and I weren't actually in danger” 

“Every minute you spend with That Boy is dangerous,” Grady insisted. “If 
he wants to risk his own life—that’s his choice. But I’m not letting him drag 
you—or Fitz—down with him.” 


“Hes not dragging us down—he gave us crucial information. Why cant 
you see that?” 

“Actually, I can. I was up late giving Mr. Forkle a thorough update on 
everything you told me. He's asked you to record all of your memories— 
especially the one about that door. And the whole Collective will be 
brainstorming ways to prevent this new alliance from forming. They think 
your plan to sabotage Dimitar and Fintan'’s meeting is very clever. But none 
of that changes the fact that you met up with a member of the Neverseen 
without permission and without protection—that’s never going to be okay? 

“Neither is grounding me for meeting with a friend, Sophie argued. 
“Especially since I left a note!” 

“Yeah, let’s talk about that? Grady scooted her lunch tray closer. “Your 
mom and I were right downstairs. You could've told us what you were doing. 
But you chose to scribble a hasty message and sneak away. Why do you 
think that is?” 

Sophie hated when he made good points. 

“I didn't have time to deal with anyone trying to stop me,’ she mumbled. 
“I know you guys want to keep me safe—but Keefe is putting his life on the 
line to help us. So... if he gives me instructions, I’m going to follow them— 
grounding or no. Same goes for whatever plan we come up with to ruin the 
ogre—-Neverseen meeting—and if the Black Swan need me to search more of 
Wylie’s memories, or to check on Prentice, or meet with Gethen, or—” 

“I'm aware that you might find some extenuating circumstances,” Grady 
interrupted. “In fact, I’ve already assured Mr. Forkle that if something urgent 
comes up, all he has to do is hail me. Id prefer he bring the problem here, 
but if he can't, I'll allow you to go with Sandor? 

“And I will ensure that you come home immediately after,’ Sandor said 
from the doorway. 

“Tm also still going to let you have this’—Grady handed her a wrapped 
parcel—“so that you'll have a way to stay connected to your friends and the 
Black Swan.” 

Sophie peeled back the thick paper and found a new Imparter along with 
the black case Mr. Forkle had put Keefe’s Imparter in. 

“It's still in there? Grady explained. “The Black Swans Technopath 
couldnt trace the signal either.” 

Her shoulders slumped. 


“Yeah, I know. I was hoping wed learn something from it too. But try to 
remember that a dead end is better than any of the awful things that could’ve 
happened if that listening device had still been active. The Black Swan 
locked the case so you can't open it. You're welcome to throw it away, or 
smash the whole thing into itty-bitty pieces—” 

“Id be happy to crush it for you,’ Sandor offered. “But Mr. Forkle 
suspected youd want to hang on to it.” 

She did—even though she knew it was silly. Somehow knowing the 
Imparter still existed made it feel like she might someday discover a secret 
from it. 

‘Tm not going to put any restrictions on who you're allowed to contact,” 
Grady added. “And I’m willing to let you have your friends visit to work on 
projects. Despite what you may be thinking, I’m not grounding you because 
I’m angry. I’m just trying to protect you—even if it means being annoying. I 
know youre the moonlark. Id like to think I’ve been pretty supportive. 
Didnt I let you fly off with Silveny to get your abilities fixed? And didnt I let 
you run away to join the Black Swan? If you think any of that was easy for 
me, you overestimate my inner calm. Most days, I want to grab you and 
Edaline and find somewhere safe to hide until all of this is over. But I know 
that’s not what you want—and I’m proud of you for being so ready to accept 
your responsibilities. I just need you to remember that youre also my 
daughter, and Td like to keep you alive.” 

“Okay, but.. ? 

“But what?” Grady asked, when she didn't finish. 

Sophie stared at the crystal stars that dangled over her bed. “If I hadn't 
gone to meet with Keefe, would you have gotten so angry?” 

‘Tm not sure what youre getting at, kiddo.” 

“I mean, if I'd snuck out with Dex or Biana to do something for the Black 
Swan—or if Fitz and I had left to do some Cognate training—would you 
have grounded me like this?” 

“Of course,’ Sandor said. 

Grady didn't look as sure. “That’s not a fair question. None of them are 
actively involved with our enemies. And none of them have ever sent you 
home in a panicked, sobbing heap after betraying you.” 

“Uh, Biana and I had that huge fight at Foxfire a few months back, 
remember? I ran home crying and went to the cave to be alone and ended 


up getting kidnapped—not that Biana had anything to do with that. And 
Fitz blamed me for what happened to Alden and said all kinds of mean 
things that made me cry. And that ability restrictor Dex made for the 
Council was one of the most painful, humiliating things ve ever been 
through” 

“So you want me to be mad at all of your friends?” Grady asked. 

“No—I want to know why you're so much harder on Keefe. Now that you 
know what he’s been through . . . why won't you cut him some slack?” 

Grady let out a sigh that seemed to drain all the air from his body. “Okay, 
if you want to have this conversation, I guess we can.” 

“What conversation?” Sophie asked. 

Grady raised an eyebrow. “About boys.” 


FORTY-FIVE 


Boys?” SOPHIE REPEATED, trying to come up with any other meaning 
for the word besides the one Grady’s raised eyebrow implied. 

“Yeah, it’s always awkward to talk about this stuff with your parents,” he 
told her. “But remember, I went through this with Jolie. I know it’s not easy 
dealing with . . . feelings.” 

“He means crushes,” Sandor clarified, just to add the final nail to her 
coffin of misery. 

“Ugggggggggggghhhhhhh—seriously, why are we talking about this?” 
Sophie asked, wondering if she could slip past Sandor if she sprinted for the 
door. 

Sandor and Grady shared a look. 

“We're talking about it because you asked why I’m harder on That B—on 
Keefe, Grady said. 

“He seems to be special to you,’ Sandor added. “And he also happens to 
be a very good-looking boy—for an elf?” 

“THIS IS THE WORST EVER!” Sophie shouted, flopping back on her 
bed and pulling her hair over her face to hide. 

‘Tm right there with you, kiddo. If I had my way, you wouldn't get your 
match lists until you're at least a hundred. But even if I got my wish on that, I 
also know that feelings . . . happen.” 

“Well, they're not happening here. Hes. My. Friend.” 

“Thats often how it starts,” Sandor said. “And then the friendship turns to 
teasing and the teasing turns to flirting and—” 

“Yeah, but this is Keefe,” Sophie interrupted. “In case you haven't noticed, 
he teases everyone. It doesn't mean anything. Especially with me? 


“You really believe that, don't you?” Grady asked, glancing at Sandor 
when she nodded. 

“If you guys look at each other like that again I’m going to punch you,’ 
Sophie warned. “And I’m still wearing my Sucker Punch!” 

“Look at each other like what?” Sandor asked. 

“Like . . . Isnt she cute?” 

“You are cute.” Grady took both of her hands and pulled her back to a 
sitting position. “And youre sure theres nothing you want to tell me? I 
promise I wont freak out.” 

“Kinda sounds like you would. Not that it matters, but aren't you basically 
telling me that you don't approve of Keefe? Isn't that why I'm grounded?” 

“You're grounded because you nearly gave me a panic meltdown,’ Grady 
told her. “And it’s not about approval. This is your life. You'll get to choose 
who you share it with. But I will say this: Anyone who wants to be special to 
you should have to prove that they deserve you. Not just Keefe—though he'll 
definitely have more of an uphill battle. I'd be saying the same thing if we 
were talking about someone else. Like ... oh... I dont know. Dex? Or 
Fitz?” 

Sophie buried her face in her hands. “Someone please kill me now?” 

“Uh-oh, that doesn't sound good,” Edaline said as she crossed the 
bedroom to join them. “Do I want to know what you guys are talking 
about?” 

“Boys, Sandor and Grady said at the same time. 

“Thats what I was afraid of? Edaline sat on Sophie's other side and patted 
her knee. “If it helps, he drove Jolie just as crazy. You should ask Vertina to 
share some of the horror stories.” 

“Theres nothing wrong with making sure Sophie knows that we have 
high expectations for anyone she chooses,’ Grady said. “Another thing to 
keep in mind, kiddo: Whenever you start to narrow it down, I will be having 
a loooooo000000000ng conversation with him.” 

“Please tell me he’s joking,” Sophie whined to Edaline. 

“Dont worry, well come up with a plan of attack before your first 
Winnowing Gala,’ Edaline promised. 

“I have a feeling I’m really going to regret this question, Sophie 
mumbled. “But . . . whats a Winnowing Gala?” 


Edaline smiled. “Whenever you pick up a new match list, it’s customary 
to hold a party and invite everyone on the list to come, so you can start 
narrowing down who you might actually be interested in. We never held one 
for Jolie, because her mind was already made up. But if you're less decided, 
the gala can be a fun way to start figuring it out. I know all of this probably 
feels huge and embarrassing, and I promise we dont have to talk about it any 
more for now. But I do want to make sure you know that Grady and I will 
support whoever you choose.” 

She glared at Grady until he agreed. 

“And now, we'll change the subject to something that won't make you 
want to tug out all of your eyelashes,’ Edaline said, handing Sophie a thin 
curled-up scroll. “This is your schedule for the Council’s new skill training 
program. Looks like you're part of the Wednesday morning group, so you'll 
get a break from your grounding at least once a week. And my sister told me 
that Magnate Leto made sure all of your friends are in the same group.” 

“What group are you guys in?” Sophie asked. 

“None for the moment. Our house arrest continues.” She kissed Sophie's 
cheek before she stood and straightened the fabric of her simple blue-and- 
white gown. 

“Are you heading out?” Grady asked. 

Edaline nodded. “The gnomes told me theyd have dinner waiting for you 
in the kitchen, since Pll probably be home late.” 

“Wait, youre leaving?” Sophie asked. “I thought you just said you're on 
house arrest? 

“I am. But Pm sneaking out to Alluveterre, where theres plenty of 
security to protect me. Juline made the arrangements. She didn't want to at 
first, but she’s feeling very guilty for all the things she’s hidden from me over 
the years.” 

“As she should,’ Grady grumbled. 

Edaline took his hand. “We both know we spent the majority of that time 
misunderstanding the Black Swan and their role in what happened to our 
daughter.” 

Grady had once believed that the Black Swan killed Jolie to punish him 
for resisting their efforts to recruit him. 

“Why are you going to Alluveterre?” Sophie asked. 


“I need to visit Wylie. I owe it to Cyrah to try to help her son. I owed her 
that years ago and wasn‘ strong enough to fulfill it. But I'm hoping it’s better 
late than never.’ 

“If there's anything I can do . . . ? Sophie said. 

“I promise Pll let you know.’ She kissed Sophie's cheek before she left with 
Grady, the two of them heading upstairs to the Leapmaster. 

“And where do you think you're going?” Sandor asked as Sophie made 
her way across the room. 

She pointed to her bathroom. “Am I supposed to stay in my pajamas 
forever?” 

“I suppose not. Pll give you privacy to use the bathroom and get changed. 
But otherwise, consider us joined at the hip.” 

“Well? Sophie said, flashing her most mocking smile, “at least that means 
Pll get to be there for all the dancing.” 

Sandor grumbled under his breath as she swung her hips like Grizel. 

“I think she likes you,” she called through the door after shed closed it in 
his face. Shed expected Sandor to deny it, but he let out a squeaky sigh. 

“Grizel has gone to dramatic lengths to make that abundantly clear. She 
and I grew up together, and everyone assumed wed someday settle. I’m fairly 
certain I’m the reason Grizel joined the elvin regiments, even though shed 
been offered a position in our queen's royal guard.” 

The idea of a goblin queen was almost enough to distract Sophie—but not 
quite. 

She finished changing and left the bathroom. “So . . . I take it that means 
youre not interested?” 

“Interest has nothing to do with it? 

“Does that mean you are? Because I actually think you two could be 
super cute together!” 

“I can assure you, we wouldn't be,’ Sandor said, shadowing her as she 
retrieved her memory log from her desk and headed for her bed. “And I love 
how youre suddenly the expert on all things romantic. Moments ago you 
proved yourself exceptionally clueless.” 

‘Tm not clueless. I’m. . . realistic.” 

“As am I. The reality is that I have no time for a companion, nor do I have 
need of one. I’m far better suited as a warrior than a husband. I’ve told 


Grizel as much—several times. And that is the end of any discussion of my 
love life.” 

“I can't believe you have a love life,’ Sophie admitted. “Talk about a mind 
blow.’ 

“And why is that?” Sandor huffed. “Pll have you know that among my 
species I am quite the specimen.” 

Sophie giggled. “Man, I wish Keefe had been here to hear you say that.” 

“Interesting that he was the first boy you thought of? 

“Only because hed start calling you Specimen Sandor. Pll be sure to tell 
him during our next check-in” 

“Tm sure you will,” Sandor said. “And on that note, I'll leave you to record 
your memories. But I’m right outside should you have the slightest notion of 
leaving.” 

He marched to his usual post, and Sophie slipped under the blankets and 
opened her memory log. Alden had given her the familiar teal book with the 
silver moonlark on the cover after shed discovered that the Black Swan had 
hidden secrets in her brain, so shed have a way to keep track of any that 
triggered. And as she flipped through the pages, it was crazy to see how long 
itd been since shed recorded any of those kinds of discoveries. For months, 
everything shed projected were clues and secrets shed found on her own. 

She closed her eyes and slowly projected everything Keefe had shown her, 
zooming in on the details that seemed most important, like Lady Gisela’s 
hairpin. The silver-white stone was smooth and oval, but when the light hit 
it, thin veins of blue shot through in an asterisk pattern. 

“Dinnertime!” Grady said, making her jump as he crossed her room 
carrying a tray with a bottle of lushberry juice and a bowl of what looked 
like pink spaghetti. 

“Already?” Sophie glanced out her windows and sure enough, the sun was 
setting. “Ugh—I almost missed my check-in with Keefe. These are going to 
be hard to remember.’ 

“I think Ill sit right here, in case you learn anything important from 
him,’ Grady told her, plopping down next to her on the bed and setting the 
tray in her lap. 

Sophie was positive his real motive involved a whole lot of spying. But 
she closed her eyes and pretended he wasn't there as she stretched out her 
mind. 


Really bad time right now, Keefe told her. 

You're okay, though, right? 

Yeah, I just need to pay attention. 

She could feel his mind trying to close down and concentrate, so she 
didn't ask any more questions. But a sour taste coated her tongue. 

“He cant talk right now,’ she told Grady as she pushed the tray of food 
away. 

“If he was in danger, I’m sure he would’ve told you,’ Grady said, nudging 
her dinner back into her lap. “At least try a few bites. Flori told me it’s a rare 
fruit called threadleens, and she grew them especially for you. When did you 
guys start talking?” 

Sophie stirred her dinner, hoping Grady wouldn't notice that she didn't 
answer. “Did you know she’s Callas niece?” 

Grady nodded. “I swear the Panakes sprouts twice as many blossoms 
every time Flori sings.” 

Sophie smiled as she pictured that, and she took a small bite of the pink 
strings—and while it definitely wasnt as delicious as starkflower stew, it 
tasted spicy and tangy and made her want to keep eating. 

Grady scooped up her memory log as she took another forkful. “Is this 
the pin Keefe’s mom cut him with?” 

“Yeah—any idea where Lady Gisela would've bought it?” 

“Not really. Lots of places make hairpins with starstones—though I'm 
pretty sure the stones usually flash with green veins.” 

“She told Keefe it was rare.” 

“Well, Pll ask some of the jewelers I know in Atlantis, but Pm betting 
whoever made it won't admit it. See how there aren't any etchings on the 
metal? Most artists leave a craftsman mark, like a signature.” 

He flipped to the next page, which showed a wide view of the door—the 
cold metal surrounded by snow and shadows. 

“The star only rises at Nightfall” he mumbled, pointing to the runes 
carved into the doorframe. “Thats what these say? 

Sophie repeated the phrase. “Do you think it’s a riddle?” 

“Riddles usually lead to a What am I? But I'm sure the word ‘star’ isn't a 
coincidence.” 

“Could it be a quote from something, then? Like how the Black Swan 
used ‘follow the pretty bird across the sky’ from that old dwarven poem?” 


“If it is, I've never heard it before. But I’m definitely not an expert on 
those kinds of things. Maybe the Collective can show it to their dwarves to 
see if it sounds familiar.” 

Sophie hoped they would—though she was pretty sure she could guess at 
least part of the meaning. 

Whatever Lady Gisela had built. 

Whatever shed locked away with Keefe’s blood. 

It was going to make the world a much darker place. 


FORT Y-SIX 


PLEASE TELL ME you ve learned something we can use, Sophie transmitted 
as soon as the first rays of dawn sliced through her bedroom. 

Well, good morning to you too, Keefe thought. Is this how these extra 
check-ins are going to be? No ‘hello’? No T missed you’? No T cant stop 
thinking about you’?—and dont even try denying that last one. 

Sadly, she couldn’t—but not for the reason he was teasing. Hed told her 
during their final check-in the night before that hed heard Fintan get an 
urgent hail on his Imparter and use the word “escaped” during the 
conversation. But when shed asked if that meant they were planning 
something for Wylie, Keefe had to go because Alvar and Ruy were fighting. 

You're so cute when you worry, he told her. 

Sophie grit her teeth. Be very glad I haven't figured out how to mentally 
smack you. Its on my list of goals. 

Fine. Forgive me for trying to have a little fun after yesterdays drama. I 
guess Fintans blaming Ruy and Brant for Wylie’s escape, since Brant burned 
one of Wylie’ bonds, and Ruy was the one who was supposed to clear out all of 
Wylies pockets. Brant doesnt seem to care, but Ruys flipping out because 
Fintans threatening to change their role in some big project coming up—and 
no, I don't know what the project is. So Ruy spent most of last night trying to 
convince Alvar to say that all four of them share the blame for what happened, 
and Alvar wont. 

No honor among criminals, huh? 

Nope, Alvar; all about watching his own back. So Ruy left to try to talk Trix 
and Umber into it. I'm assuming that means I was right and Umber was the 
fourth kidnapper. 

Did you ever tell me what her ability is? 


I probably forgot. Shes a Shade. A freakishly powerful one. She puts Bangs 
Boy to shame—and she doesn't have stupid hair. 

I thought she always hid under her cloak. 

She does. But as the crowned king of good-hair land, I can tell when I'm 
talking to one of my rightful subjects. 

That might be the most ridiculous thing you've ever said. 

Doesnt mean its not true. How else would I know that you have an 
adorable case of bed hair right now? 

I do not! 

But when she patted her hair, she was pretty sure the whole pineapple- 
head situation was back. She burrowed deeper under her covers. Did you 
learn anything else? 

Just that it’s a bad time to be asking questions. But after everyone went to 
sleep, I tore open the seam in my cloak and found another black disk right 
where you said it would be. 

Did it have a different piece of the symbol on it? 

Nope, its the same marking. And I snuck out of bed and checked all the 
doors to see if I could figure out what the disk does. But so far no luck. 

So basically . . . we lost a whole day and learned nothing. 

Whoa—when did you become Little Miss Negativity? 

I'm just sick of all these vague bits of information. Youre sleeping under the 
same roof as the enemy, and we still have no idea what theyre planning. 

I know. I’m working on it. We just have to be— 

If you say “patient,” I’m ending this conversation. 

Yeah, I sound like the Forklenator—and don't go into shock, but... I think 
Im starting to understand what he means. Look at what happened with Wylie. 
The Neverseen made their move, and they botched it. And now the Black Swan 
will make sure they never get another shot at it. 

Uh... isnt that good? 

For us, yeah. But not for the Neverseen. That's the thing—if Fintan gets too 
suspicious of me, I'll ruin my chance and that'll be it. So I have to make sure I 
wait until the time is right. 

Wow, who are you and what have you done with Keefe Sencen? 

Is all of this wisdom killing my cool cred? 

A little. But... wise Keefe has a way better shot of getting out of this alive. 


Oh, I'm getting out of this—unless the food here kills me. These kernalfruits 
we just harvested taste like banshee droppings. Next time I fake-join an evil 
organization, remind me to choose one that hasn't angered the gnomes, okay? 

She could see the shriveled green fruit in his mind, and it looked like a 
cross between a pomegranate and an ear of corn—which wouldnt have been 
that bad, if the grains of fruit hadn't been coated in a black powder that 
looked way too much like mold. 

How about you go get something good from the kitchen and describe it as 
you eat it? he asked. 

Yeah, I'm not going to do that. 

Aw, come on, Foster—Im starving here! 

He spent the rest of their conversation recounting the horrible things hed 
had to eat over the last few weeks. 

The whining resumed that night, during their dinner check-in—though 
Sophie couldn't blame him. Keefe’s meal consisted of slimy, withered leaves 
that tasted like sneeze. 

I'll keep snacks in my pocket, she promised. That way if we meet up again, 
I can share. 

As if I needed another reason to wish you were here. 

Shouldn't you be wishing you were here—where the food is good and there 
arent any crazy murderers running free? 

That does sound nice. But the crazy murderers are useful. I learned 
something from Fintan today—not what I was hoping to find out, but it’ still 
important. He started venting about Brant and Ruy, and how frustrating it is 
to work with people who disappoint him again and again. And then he said 
he’s counting on me to live up to my potential. 

Potential for what? 

He didn't say. But I took a chance and asked if he wanted me to do the 
Empath-lie-detector thing when he meets with King Dimitar. I told him I was 
worried the ogres were going to double-cross us, and he seemed impressed that 
I was thinking about things like that. He said its good to see that I care so 
strongly about his vision—and of course he didn't say what his vision is. But he 
draped his arm around my shoulders— 

UGH! 

Yeah—I wanted to shove him away, trust me. But I held still and listened 
while he told me hes worried about the ogres too. And then he said that he 


gave King Dimitar an assignment to prove they can work together—kind of 
like a test. 

Sophie sat up straighter. That's perfect! We need to find out what that test is 
and make sure the ogres fail! 

Working on it, Keefe promised. But I’m assuming whatever the ogres are up 
to will involve someone getting hurt, so no ditching Gigantor, okay? 

Like I could. Did I mention you got me grounded? I’ve been stuck in my 
room all day with nothing to do except stare at my memory log. And Sandor'’s 
standing next to me right now, telling me he wants to know everything youre 
saying. 

Aw, give him a kiss for me—and I'm not saying that to be a brat. I'm 
seriously glad he’s there to protect you. Everyone else has a bodyguard, right? 
Fitz? Biana? Dex? Grady? Edaline? Alden? Della? 

Everyone except Alden and Della. But they rarely leave their house, so 
theyre safe. 

I don't know. The gates at Everglen are designed to block people from light 
leaping in. That won't stop ogres from popping out of the ground. 

She closed her eyes, trying to squeeze out the nightmare scene Keefe had 
just painted. PH ask the Collective to send some additional guards for the 
Vackers—maybe dwarves, so the Neverseen wont notice any changes if they're 
watching. I swear, at this rate, our group has more security than the Council. 
Seems unfair, doesn't it? 

What do you mean? 

I don't know. Its just... we spent hours prepping Havenfield to keep my 
family safe—and while we were doing that, the Neverseen snatched Wylie out 
of his room and tortured him. 

Im so sorry I messed that up. Id heard them talk so much about your 
family that when Fintan said we were ready to shift to the next phase, I 
thought— 

The next phase of what? Sophie interrupted. 

The Lodestar Initiative. 

Wait. Whatever theyre planning to do to my family is part of the Lodestar 
Initiative? I thought the Neverseen only wanted to take them so they could 
control me. 

Thats probably part of it. But it's starting to feel like they're doing some sort 
of... gathering. Its almost like Fintan has this list of people and information 


he needs, and hes checking them off one by one. 

Sophies mind flashed to the cell Dex had been held in at the Paris 
hideout. 

Was this what the room had been meant for? 

You okay over there? Keefe asked. You’ve gone quiet on me. 

I'm just trying to think. Is Wylies kidnapping—and maybe his moms death 
—also part of the Lodestar Initiative? 

Thats what I’m assuming. 

He made it sound so obvious—and maybe it was. But Sophie hadn't 
considered the connection. Her brain throbbed under the weight of a 
thousand new questions. 

Hows Wylie doing by the way? Keefe asked. 

About the same. Edaline saw him yesterday and said his wounds looked 
healed, but his thoughts were still so dark that theyre going to keep him 
sedated for at least another day. 

And they dont want to erase his memories? 

Wylie told us not to. He wants to make sure we dont get rid of anything 
that could help us find out what happened to his mom. 

Thats... very brave. 

Keefe's mind flashed to his nine-year-old self, curled up in a ball under 
the covers as he waited for the Washer to come erase his memories. 

You cant compare the two, Sophie told him. 

He didn't agree. But Keefe stuffed the memory away, his mind practically 
forcing a smile as he told her, Fintan’s supposed to come to this hideout 
tonight for a strategy meeting, so its probably not a good idea to do another 
check-in until tomorrow morning. And be prepared for some breakfast 
whining. We harvested something called yolksnips today—and they smelled 
exactly like Iggy farts. 

Apparently they tasted like them too. But Keefe barely mentioned them 
when Sophie connected with his mind at daybreak. He was too excited to 
share his news. 

He still hadn't learned anything about the test for the ogres, or Wylie, or 
the plan for Grady and Edaline, or Brant and Ruy’s punishment, or Fintan’s 
cache, or any of the things that had kept Sophie up most of the night. 

BUT, Keefe said, his mental voice so loud, it echoed around her head. I’ve 
finally been granted clearance to move into one of their other hideouts. You're 


now talking to a fully initiated member of the Neverseen! 


FORTY-SEVEN 


DOES THAT MEAN Keefe swore an oath?” Fitz asked, careful to keep his 
voice low in the crowded Foxfire field. “Like we did when we were accepted 
into the Black Swan?” 

“I was afraid to ask,” Sophie admitted. 

She glanced around, relieved to find everyone too distracted by the 
proceedings to pay attention to her group of friends—and their bodyguards. 
Still, she huddled closer to Fitz, Dex, Biana, Tam, and Linh as she added, 
“He said he'll be settled at the new hideout this afternoon,’ 

The crowd surged forward as another batch of people moved to take their 
test, halting their conversation. It was the first day of their Exillium skill 
training, and while Sophie and her friends already knew their Hemispheres, 
everyone else was being sorted by a written exam before being given a black 
cape marked with a colored handprint on the back. 

Red for the Left Hemisphere, blue for the Right, and purple for the 
Ambis. 

The three Exillium tents bore the same colors. And after so many years of 
scorn and judgment, it seemed strangely reassuring to have the vibrant 
canopies stationed proudly around the glass pyramid. 

Still, Sophie found her eyes constantly drifting to the twisted gold and 
silver elite towers. The Black Swan had stuck to their plan and kept Wylie’s 
assault a secret, so no one around them had any idea about the added 
danger. Even with dozens of goblins stationed among the crowd—even with 
a fleet of dwarves secretly positioned under their feet—Lur and Mitya had 
yet to figure out how the Neverseen had gotten inside the tower. So the 
rebels still had a secret way to invade the campus. 


“Maybe the Neverseen use a vague oath,” Linh whispered when the crowd 
settled again. “Like the one the Black Swan had us say? 

“Hopefully, Biana said. “And wait—does that mean you guys swore 
fealty?” 

Both twins revealed the swan-shaped monocle pendants theyd tucked 
under their tunics. 

“I was sick of Linh nagging me,’ Tam said, earning an eye roll from his 
sister, and a sudden splash of water to the face. “Oh, it is so on later” 

“Ready any time you are,’ Linh told him, tossing another sphere of water 
back and forth from palm to palm. 

“Wow, Fitz whispered, as Dex leaned closer. 

“Are we sure this is a good thing?” he asked. “Not the part about you guys 
joining the Black Swan—that’s awesome. But the whole “Keefe going to one 
of their serious hideouts’ thing. Is he sure they wont lock him away like they 
did to his mom?” 

“I asked him the same question,’ Sophie said. “And he promised he’s 
keeping a close read on everyones emotions. He said he'll bail if he senses 
anything suspicious.” 

“But how does he bail?” Biana asked. “They're not going to let him walk 
away now.’ 

Fitz shared a look with Sophie. “We may have to help him get out of there 
—but we cant come up with a plan until we know more about where he is. 
So right now, we're just hoping he’s being careful” 

Tam snorted. “Zero chance of that.” 

“Probably; Sophie whispered. “But he’s taking this crazy risk to help us. 
So we need to get the most out of it that we can? 

“You told him to watch for shadows on the floor of the hideout, right?” 
Tam asked. “To see if they use an illuminated symbol like the one in Paris?” 

Sophie nodded. “Keefe has a photographic memory. So I told him to 
make sure he takes a good look at everything. Then he'll share it with me and 
Pll project it all on paper so you can check the shadows. But you'll have to 
come to Havenfield to see it. I’m still grounded.” 

Biana grinned. “So is Fitz. My dad told him he’s not allowed to go 
anywhere until he finishes his matchmaking packet.” 

“Too bad for him, I finished it yesterday,” Fitz said smugly. 

“You did?” Sophie, Biana, Dex, and Linh asked at the same time. 


Fitz shrugged. “It’s not like it’s hard. I just had to answer some personal 
questions.” 

“A lot of them,” Biana said. “Arent you worried that if you rush through, 
you won't give very good answers?” 

“Nah. I know what I like. Besides, the questions aren't what youd think 
theyd be. Sure, they ask what you find attractive, and what personality traits 
you like and stuff. But then it gets into all kinds of things about your genetics 
and abilities, and finishes with a ton of questions that are just . . . deep. It’s 
like they're trying to get to know you on another level—which I guess makes 
sense, since we fill out the packets when were sixteen. Our likes and dislikes 
are probably going to change, so they're trying to figure out the real us.” 

“Youre sixteen?” Linh asked. 

Dex mumbled something about Fitz being super old as Biana turned to 
Tam. “I don't think you guys ever told us how old you are.” 

Both twins had to think for a second. 

“Pretty sure we're fifteen,’ Linh said. “It’s hard to remember, thanks to my 
father. He was always trying to convince us that we had our inception date 
wrong.” 

“Good old Dad,’ Tam muttered, scanning the crowd, like he was checking 
to make sure his parents weren't there. “Uh, do you guys know that girl off to 
the right? She's staring at us pretty hard.” 

All of their goblins reached for their swords. 

“Relax—it’s just Marella,” Sophie told them, dropping her voice before she 
added, “She's the one whose mom saw Cyrah the day she faded.” 

“And she’s not staring at us, Biana corrected. “She’s checking out Tam? 

Tam’s eyebrows shot up, and he stole another glance. Marella tossed her 
long blond hair—which always had a few tiny braids woven in—and gave 
him her flirtiest smile. 

“Huh,” he said. 

“That's all you have to say?” Biana pressed. 

“I dont know? Tam blushed brighter than Sophie would’ve thought 
possible, given his general surly demeanor. “What am I supposed to say?” 

“She's not his type,” Linh jumped in. “He likes brunettes.” 

“Gross, why do you know that?” Tam asked. 

Linh smirked. “Because you're not as sly as you think? 


“Is anyone else wondering why Marellas not hanging out with Stina 
anymore?” Sophie asked, rescuing Tam with a subject change. 

“Stina’s the tall girl over there,’ Biana explained to the twins, tilting her 
head to where Stinas unruly curls stuck out above the crowd. “Her dad 
works with the Black Swan, so youd think shed be nice. But she still thinks 
she’s better than everybody. And ugh, looks like shes in the Left 
Hemisphere. Guess that means Fitz and I get to watch her try to show off all 
day.” 

“Whos the other girl she’s with?” Linh asked. “She's staring at Sophie too” 

“Really?” Sophie asked, waiting before she turned to see who Linh meant. 
It took her a second to recognize the pretty black girl beside Stina— 
especially with the blue streak shed added to her straightened hair. “That's 
Maruca.” 

“There's a Marella and a Maruca?” Tam asked. “Yeah . . . Pm never going 
to be able to keep that straight.’ 

“You probably won't have to,’ Biana said. “Marella’s been avoiding us for a 
while. And Maruca and I haven't talked in months—ever since I told her I 
couldn't trust her. She blabbed a bunch of my secrets to get back at me for 
becoming friends with Sophie.” 

Tam whistled. “Girls and your drama.” 

“Right—because you and Keefe get along so well” Linh flicked his bangs. 
“And maybe I’m just imagining this but . . . doesn’t Maruca look sad?” 

Sophie had to agree. Maruca’s turquoise eyes were glassy, and her full lips 
were pressed into a tight line. 

And she was still staring at them. 

“Think we should go over to her?” Sophie asked. 

Biana shook her head. “If she needs to talk to us, she can come over here? 

Maruca didnt. 

But she didnt stop staring, either. 

The whole thing felt very unsettling, and Sophie was relieved when a 
deep voice boomed above the crowd, directing everyone's attention to where 
Magnate Leto hovered above them. His levitation was wobblier than he 
probably wanted—and his feet nearly grazed the crowd’s heads—but he 
managed to hold himself steady despite the strong breeze that kept whipping 
his long black cape—marked with a purple handprint—around his legs. 


“Welcome to your first round of skill training!” he said. “A momentous 
step in our world’s history! I'll be practicing along with you, so I’m turning 
this session over to your talented Coaches. Everyone, please show them how 
much we appreciate their efforts.” 

Scattered applause greeted three figures as they rose from the tents and 
floated to where Magnate Leto had just been hovering—one wearing a long 
red cape, another in a long blue cape, and the third in a long purple cape. 
The Coaches’ levitation was flawless—so smooth, they might as well have 
been standing on solid ground. 

“Those in the Left Hemisphere will be training with me,’ the red Coach 
said, her voice even raspier than Sophie remembered it. Her auburn hair was 
cropped into a sleek, angled bob, and she had thick black eyeliner rimming 
her pale blue eyes, giving her words an air of drama as she told them, “All of 
you are welcome to call me Coach Wilda.” 

“I'm Coach Bora,’ the blue Coach added, his high, nasal voice a strange 
contrast to his slicked blond hair, olive tone, and sharply angled features. “TIl 
be working with the Right Hemispheres over there.” He pointed to the blue 
canopy. 

“Which of course means that all of you Ambis are with me,’ the purple 
Coach said with a smile. Her long black hair was so shiny it seemed to glow 
against her cinnamon-toned skin. “I’m Coach Rohana. And yes, for those 
wondering, it is essential that you train with your designated Hemisphere, 
regardless of where your friends or family might have been sorted. All three 
groups will be practicing the same skills, but you've been separated by your 
learning style so that we'll be able to tailor your lessons for maximum 
efficiency.’ 

“It's important that you not let yourselves get frustrated if you don't 
immediately succeed at what were teaching,’ Coach Wilda added. “The 
Council has asked us to focus on a particular skill—one that, for most of 
you, will be an entirely new way of using your mind.” 

“The lessons will be grueling,’ Coach Rohana promised. “At times they 
may even be confounding. But this process is about stepping-stones and 
building blocks that piece together with time and patience to achieve a new 
kind of strength” 

Each Coach removed a tennis-ball-size glass orb from their cloak pockets 
and held the clear spheres in front of them. 


When they narrowed their eyes, all three orbs exploded into a million 
glinting fragments. 

“What you've just witnessed is one manifestation of a skill we call 
outward channeling,’ Coach Wilda shouted over the gasps. “It harnesses a 
power limited only by our concentration and commitment. For instance. . ? 

Coach Bora pulled a metal orb from his pocket and held it in front of 
him. 

The orb exploded, sending flakes of metal raining like confetti—or maybe 
“shrapnel” was a better description. 

“Nothing can be spared from the will of a skilled mind,’ Coach Bora told 
them. “Not crystal. Not metal. Not stone. Not even flesh and bone.” 

“Did . . . they just admit they're training us to kill?” Sophie whispered to 
her friends. 

“Sure sounded like it,” Fitz mumbled. 

“Indeed it did,” Sandor said, glancing at the other bodyguards. 

Their expressions were hard to read. Nervous? Angry? 

“We sense your unease,’ Coach Rohana told the crowd. “And applaud you 
for it. Fear breeds restraint and responsibility. But it will not change the fact 
that this is a skill we each possess naturally. Saber-toothed tigers have claws 
and fangs. Peluda dragons have poison quills. Even the fragile flitterwings 
have venom in their tiny teeth. They do not fear these gifts. Yes, some 
creatures use such things to hunt and others to defend themselves. But either 
choice doesn't change the fact that the power exists.” 

Sophie could see the logic behind her reasoning. But it still felt like giving 
everyone guns and hoping they didn't shoot each other. 

And then she remembered Keefe telling her that his Neverseen training 
included hardcore skill lessons .. . 

Were they mastering outward channeling? 

“Its also important to note that power is not a new feature of our world,” 
Coach Wilda reminded them. “Many of our special abilities could cause 
tremendous damage should we choose to use them for such. That doesn't 
mean we shy away from ability training, does it?” 

“Our goals here are simple,’ Coach Bora added. “We want you to 
understand your strength and to be able to call on it should you need it. And 
together, we want to show the world that—whether they like it or not—we 


are the strongest creatures. We do not need weapons or armor. Only the 
strength of our mind and the discipline and determination to master it.” 

Murmurs rose among the crowd—most sounding like agreement. But 
Sophie kept remembering Lady Cadence’s warnings to the Council. 

Maybe the elves would be proving their strength. Or maybe they were 
about to throw a match in a room full of kindling. 

“You look . . . concerned,’ she whispered to Sandor as the Coaches 
instructed everyone to head to their assigned tents. 

“I am. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to protect you from an attack of 
this nature—especially one to flesh or bone. And if crystal and stone are also 
vulnerable, whats to stop someone from exploding the ground were 
standing on, or shattering a building around us?” 

“Our own natural limitations? Magnate Leto said, sneaking up beside 
them. “Theres a reason the Coaches chose small orbs for their 
demonstration. The larger the object, the more energy it takes to destroy it. 
And while our minds can hold an incredible amount of energy, we also 
drain most of it through normal daily activities. There are ways to build 
reserves, of course, but they take a tremendous amount of time and 
discipline. Very few have such skill or patience. So for most, this power will 
be saved for an especially desperate moment. Nothing more. And now, I 
must mingle among the other Ambis, lest someone suspect I have favorite 
prodigies.” 

He winked as he walked away, heading for the far side of the purple tent. 

Sophie followed Tam and Linh to the back, where they used to train 
when they all went to Exillium together. 

Halfway there, Tam and Lin froze, their widened eyes fixed on two 
figures. 

A couple with jet-black hair and silvery eyes. 

Tam and Linh’s parents. 


FORTY-EIGHT 


WELL,” TAM’S FATHER said, fidgeting with his cloak pin—two silver- 
and-black dire wolves craning their necks in a graceful howl. “This is 
unexpected? 

“It is and it isn't,’ Tam said, his eyes scanning the crowd until he found 
Magnate Leto, who looked . . . slightly guilty. “But Pll make it easy.” 

Tam took Linh’s hand and turned to walk away. 

Their mother grabbed his arm. “Please. Maybe we should—” 

Tam jerked free of her hold. “No. We shouldn't.” 

She dropped her eyes to the ground—her slender fingers still lingering in 
the air as her husband reached for her. There was tenderness in the gesture. 
A soft gentleness in the way he cradled his wifes shaky hand, tracing his 
thumb across her palm. 

The love between them was obvious. Even a little sweet. 

But it made the tight fist of his other hand so much more heartbreaking 
as he glared at his children. 

“Apologize to your mother. And stop making a scene!” He glanced 
nervously over his shoulder at the other Ambis watching. 

Tam shook his head. “It’s always about appearances with you.” 

“Please, their mother begged as they turned away again. “I never asked 
for the situation that was handed to me. I’ve never claimed I handled it well” 

“Thats what we are now?” Linh whispered. “A situation?” 

Her mom cleared her throat. “What do you want to be?” 

“Nothing,” Tam said. “Absolutely nothing.” 

“Then you're doing a good job,’ his father told him, frowning at Tam’s 
silver bangs. Both of the twins had melted their registry necklaces and 


dipped their hair in the molten metal as proof that they didnt need the 
family that left them to fend for themselves. 

Tam pulled the silver over his eyes. “You like the look?” 

His father shook his head. He didn't have the arrogance of Lord Cassius, 
or the unsettling smile or stare. All he looked was tired. 

“Children are supposed to respect their parents,” he said quietly. 

Linh pulled Tam away. “Respect has to be earned.” 

“Wait,” their mom begged. “Just wait’ 

Linh glanced over her shoulder. “We waited for more than three years.” 

“I know,’ her mother whispered. “You look so much older? 

“That’s what happens when you leave your kids alone with nowhere to 
live and nothing to eat,’ Sophie snapped, no longer able to bite her tongue. 
She knew this moment fell into the none-of-her-business category. But shed 
already watched one friend unravel because of his horrible family. She wasn't 
going to let it happen to Tam and Linh. 

“Whatever excuses you've given yourselves,’ she told the Songs, 
“whatever lies you've let yourself believe—this is the truth, right in front of 
you. You have two incredibly talented, smart, powerful kids who don't need 
you anymore. And if you ever want them in your life again, you have to earn 
it.” 

“How?” both of the Songs asked. 

Sophie shrugged. “You have to figure it out for yourselves or it won't 
mean anything. Come on,” she told Tam and Linh, taking their hands. “We 
have better places to be? 

“I can't believe you said that,” Linh whispered as they moved to a spot in 
the front of the tent and Sandor stood behind her, creating a wall of muscle 
between them and the Songs. 

Sophie lowered her eyes. “Sorry if I shouldn't have interfered.” 

“No—you absolutely should have,’ Tam said. 

Linh nodded. “The look on my father’s face—that was the greatest gift 
you ever could’ve given me.” 

“I wish I could do more.’ It didn’t seem fair that Sophie had been given 
two loving families, when so many of her friends hadn't even gotten one. 
And for all she knew, her genetic parents were also awesome—though that 
was a little harder to believe, given the whole never-meeting-their-daughter- 
and-letting-her-be-experimented-on thing. 


“Dude,” a voice said behind her. “Am I in the same Hemisphere as the 
Great Sophie Foster? Never thought that would happen!” 

Sophie turned and found a familiar face grinning at her near one of the 
tent poles. 

“Guys, this is Jensi. And Jensi, this is Tam and Linh,” Sophie introduced. 

“Cool!—I love your hair!” Jensi practically shouted. “Is that real silver?— 
And wait—are you from Exillium?—lIs that where you met Sophie?— What's 
it like there?” 

Jensi had a way of talking like hed drunk a dozen bottles of caffeinated 
soda. Tam and Linh were naturally overwhelmed. 

“Jensi was one of the first people to help me find my way around Foxfire,” 
Sophie explained. “Though I haven't seen him around much lately? 

Jensi’s round cheeks flushed, and he ran a hand through his messy brown 
hair. “Sorry—you're just always so busy—and I figured I fit in better with the 
Drooly Boys, anyway.’ 

“You fit in wherever you want,’ Sophie told him. “Though, for the record, 
I’ve never seen a drop of drool on your chin.” 

Coach Rohana strode into the tent before Jensi could respond, carrying a 
big bag of purple splotchers. The Ping-Pong-ball-size orbs were like squishy 
paintballs, and had Sophie hoping the day’s exercise would give her a chance 
to hurl a few at Tam and Linh’ parents. 

“Outward channeling requires a different understanding of your power,’ 
Coach Rohana said, rolling a splotcher around the palm of her hand. “The 
method you've all learned for telekinesis taught you to gather energy from 
deep within your core and then thrust it out with your mind, controlling the 
force as though the energy were an extension of your existing limbs. But you 
need to stop thinking of the energy as core energy. Its simply your energy— 
and it does not need to remain connected to you in order for you to 
manipulate it. In fact, it’s far more powerful when you bury it in other 
things. For instance’—her eyes narrowed at the splotcher in her hand—“you 
can hide it here, letting it swell and surge until. . ? 

The splotcher erupted, splattering her with purple. 

“It's a bizarre concept, I realize,” she said, wiping the paint off her cheeks. 
“And it will take time for your minds to accomplish it. In fact, I'd wager that 
most of you will not burst any splotchers today. We're providing them 
mostly to give you a goal—a first stepping-stone to strive for. But there's 


nothing wrong with needing several baby steps before you get there. Try to 
trust your instincts. Also dont be surprised if you find the process 
exhausting. Please take breaks if you need them. Everyone ready?” She 
handed the bag of splotchers to Jensi. 

He grabbed enough for Sophie, Tam, and Linh before he passed the bag 
along and plopped next to Sophie on the purple grass. “Maybe I can absorb 
some of your awesomeness, he said, then told Tam and Linh about Sophie's 
performance during the Ultimate Splotching Championship. “Flung herself 
and Fitz into the wall and knocked them out cold!” 

Linh laughed. “Sounds like Sophie's caused almost as many disasters as I 
have.” 

“You should come to Foxfire!” Jensi said. “You two could have a Chaos 
Competition—it would be epic!—Or wait—can you come back to Foxfire?” 

Linh glanced over her shoulder at her parents. “When were ready.’ 

“Lets get started!” Coach Rohana called. “Place your splotcher on the 
ground in front of you and clear your head. I wont be giving you any 
specific pointers, because it’s far better for you to find your own natural 
trick. But try to understand that your body is not an impermeable vessel 
holding a well of energy. Its a stake in the ground, marking the epicenter of 
your own personal energy cloud.” 

“Does Exillium training always sound this loony?” Jensi asked. “Or is this 
extra weird?” 

“It's extra weird,’ Tam said. 

“I don't know. I kinda get it.” Linh furrowed her brow as she stared at her 
splotcher. “It’s like how water is both without and within.” 

“Uh, sure ..., Jensi said. 

Tam laughed. “Don't worry. I dont understand half the stuff my sister 
says. 

Sophie was just as confused. But she tried to imagine her energy like a 
seed, and pictured herself planting it in the center of the splotcher. She 
hummed a song in her head to make it grow, letting the energy spread 
through the paint like roots through soil and... 

... the splotcher burst with a squish of purple. 

Jensi pumped his fist. “Told you shed kick our butts!” 

“Telepaths tend to catch on faster at this,’ Coach Rohana said, handing 
Sophie a cloth to wipe the paint off her face. “Their minds naturally hold a 


much larger reserve of energy, which can make it easier to transfer—though 
this could be a new record.” 

Sophie glanced at Magnate Leto, and he offered an unsurprised smile. 

“Normally Id tell you to rest, since most would find their energy 
depleted,” Coach Rohana added. “But after such an effortless display, I’m 
curious to see if you can continue.” 

She handed Sophie a new splotcher, making her promise to take a break 
if she got a headache. But Sophie felt fine. 

And when she planted another “seed, the splotcher splattered purple 
everywhere. 

Coach Rohana tilted head. “I suspect you could bring down a mountain 
if you sat in solitude long enough.” 

“Why solitude?” Tam asked. 

“No distractions or activities to drain her reserve.” Their Coach offered 
Sophie a third splotcher, and—while it took significantly longer—Sophie still 
managed to burst it like the others. 

Only two other Ambis burst their splotchers before the end of the lesson: 
Magnate Leto and—surprisingly—Jensi. 

“I think my osmosis theory worked,’ Jensi said, bouncing on the balls of 
his feet. “Unless this means I’m going to manifest as a Telepath—which 
would be awesome!—though Id kinda been rooting for Phaser—like my 
brother—or maybe a Charger—or .. .” 

He continued naming abilities, but Sophie had stopped listening, too 
aware of everyone watching her. 

“I know what you're feeling,’ Linh whispered. “Tve often wondered if I 
have more power than I should. But I stopped worrying about it after I 
flooded Ravagog.” 

“Whoa—that was you?” Jensi butted in. 

Linh nodded. “First time I’ve ever been glad to hold so much power. And 
you ll do far greater things with yours,’ she told Sophie. 

Sophie thanked her, not sure why she felt so . . . ruffled. This definitely 
wasn't the first time shed discovered that her mental powers were a little too 
close to the scary side of the line. 

But something about this skill felt wrong—like the elves were setting aside 
everything theyd believed in and going darker. 

And there she was: the poster child for the New Darkness. 


Jensi bounded off to brag to the Drooly Boys as soon as the Coaches 
dismissed them, and Sandor agreed to let Sophie stay to say goodbye to her 
friends. Tam and Linh lingered with her—until they noticed their parents 
heading over. They leaped away with seconds to spare. 

The Songs were too intimidated to approach Sophie, especially when Fitz 
and Biana—and their bodyguards—joined her. Fitz seemed especially 
bummed to hear about Sophies three-splotcher session. The most hed 
accomplished was making his splotcher quiver. 

Sophie was giving him a few pointers when a smug voice behind them 
asked, “Waiting for Dizznee?” 

Sophie fought off a sigh as she turned to find Stina—and Maruca. “Why 
do you care?” 

“I dont,” Stina said. “But I figured you might—especially since I saw him 
pull Marella aside after the lesson. They've been whispering ever since. 
Jealous, Foster?” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Since when are you and Marella back to being 
friends?” 

Stinas smug expression faltered. “We never stopped. She’s just . . . having 
a hard time now that I manifested as an Empath?” 

“Oh? 

Sophie wasn‘ sure if it was her, Fitz, or Biana whod said it—but they had 
to all be thinking it. Stina had a long history of Empaths on her mother’s 
side of the family, so the news wasn't unexpected. But poor Marella had been 
trying for years to trigger the ability, in the hopes that she might be able to 
help her mom better control her emotions. 

“Thats rough,’ Sophie mumbled. 

Stina nodded. “I wish shed manifest already—even if she doesn't get the 
ability she wants. Its a million times harder with all the constantly 
wondering What if?, you know?” 

Sophie did know. And before she could think of what to say, she realized 
Maruca had gone back to staring at her. 

Stina elbowed her friend. “Just say it, already. That’s why you made me 
come over here.” 

Maruca nodded. 

She cleared her throat so many times it almost sounded painful. Then she 
told Sophie, “I need you to take me to see Wylie? 


FORTY-NINE 


NO ONE’S GOING anywhere? Sandor said, placing a heavy hand on 
Sophies shoulder. Grizel and Woltzer held on to Fitz and Biana as well. 

Sophie dragged Sandor with her as she moved closer to Maruca, hoping 
her glare hid her lie as she whispered, “I don’t know why youre talking to 
me about this.” 

“Yes you do? Maruca waited for a nearby group of Left Hemispheres to 
wander further away before she added, “Stina told me the Neverseen 
attacked Wylie, and that the Black Swan have him hidden away.” 

“Dont look at me like that? Stina told Sophie. “I overheard my dad 
whispering about it—and Wylie is Maruca’s family. She deserved to know 
what was happening.” 

“Wylie’s your family?” Biana asked. 

Maruca nodded. “I never said anything because there was so much 
weirdness with him and your dad. But he’s my second cousin—and my mom 
used to take me to visit him all the time. She's freaking out right now—” 

“Wait, you told your mom?” Stina interrupted. “You promised you 
wouldnt tell anyone!” 

“That was before I knew what the secret was,” Maruca told her. “I can't 
hide this from my family—no matter what I said?” 

She had a point. Some problems were too important to worry about 
breaking promises. 

But Sophie still couldn't help her. 

‘Tm not allowed to talk about this,” she whispered. “Maybe you should 
ask Stina's dad” 

“Oh please, you know my dad’s not going to tell us anything,’ Stina 
argued. “He'll just ground me for eavesdropping.” 


“You should’ve thought of that before you did it,” Fitz told her. 

Stina snorted. “Like you've never listened to your dads secret 
conversations.” 

“Oh, I have,” Fitz said. “But Pm always prepared to be busted if I get 
caught.” 

“Who cares about getting caught?” Maruca asked—her voice more hiss 
than whisper. “My mom is ready to go to the Council—” 

“She can't do that!” Sophie interrupted. She checked to make sure 
Magnate Leto was deep in conversation with the Coaches on the other side 
of the field before she whispered, “The Black Swan don't want the Council to 
know this happened.” 

“Then bring us to see him,” Maruca said. 

“Is that a threat?” Biana asked. 

Maruca shrugged, tucking her blue strip of hair behind her ear. “If that’s 
what it takes to see Wylie” 

“But you're threatening the wrong person,’ Sophie told her. “I don't have 
a crystal to get to the place where they're keeping him?” 

“Even if that’s true, if anyone can make it happen, it’s you,” Maruca 
insisted. “You're their suncatcher—or their boobrie—or whatever weird bird 
they call you.” 

“It's a moonlark,” Fitz told her. “Though now I’m kinda wishing theyd 
called it Project Boobrie.” 

Sophie was too stressed to smile. “You're overestimating how much the 
Black Swan listen to me,” she told Maruca. “They shoot me down all the time 
—and they’ve been especially difficult about Wylie.” 

Maruca bit her lip. “All Pm asking is for you to try. Please. I know you 
dont know me—and that I haven't been very nice to you. But I need to see 
him. I need to know for sure that he’s okay—that they haven't finally broken 
him.” 

The catch in her voice crumbled Sophie's resolve. 

“Fine. Pll hail the Collective when I get home and see if theyd be willing 
to arrange something.” 

“Why not hail them now?” Maruca pressed. 

Sophie pointed to the groups of kids hanging out all around them. 
“Because we shouldn't even be talking about this at all right now? 


“Then let me go to your house with you,” Maruca begged. “Tm not saying 
I dont trust you. I just might be able to help you convince them.” 

“She is pretty pushy,’ Fitz said. “It might be kind of fun to sic her on the 
Collective.” 

Sophie rubbed her temples. “If they say no, you have to promise you'll 
leave it at that, okay? Or find someone else to hassle about it.” 

Maruca nodded and Sophie pulled out her home crystal. 

Stina looped her arm through Sophie's. “Tm going with you guys.” 

“So am I,” Fitz said. 

“What about Dex?” Biana asked. “He'll be sad if we all go without him.” 

“Then why dont you stay here,’ Fitz suggested. “Tll meet you back at 
Everglen as soon as were done and we can trade stories.” 

“Yeah, I want a full update,” Sophie told Biana, pointing to where shed 
spotted Dex and Marella talking. 

Marella had her face turned away, so it was a little hard to tell. 

But Sophie could’ve sworn she was crying. 


SOPHIE COULDN’T HAIL MR. FORKLE, SINCE he was still in Magnate 
Leto disguise at Foxfire. So she reached out to Granite. 

“Whoa, Maruca whispered when Sandor and Grizel opened the door to 
let Granite in. “That’s a crazy disguise.” 

“It is” he said, his limbs cracking as he followed them into the living 
room. “And I’m trusting you not to tell anyone you've seen me like this.” 

“Why?” Maruca asked. “It’s not like I know who you are? 

“We still prefer the public know as little about our organization as 
possible? He turned to Sophie. “Where are your parents?” 

“Out with the new stegosaurus that arrived this morning. Why—did you 
need them?” 

“Not at the moment. I’m just glad to hear they're well and safe. And I 
need all of you to understand that ordinarily I would never agree to a 
meeting like this. The only reason I did is because I know how much your 
family matters to Wylie,’ he told Maruca. “And as it happens, Physic will be 
easing Wylie off the sedatives tomorrow. We've sheltered him as long as we 
can, but it’s time for him to begin returning to reality. And it might be 


helpful for him to have a few familiar faces there when he wakes up—if you 
think you and your mother would be up for it? 

“We are, Maruca assured him, wiping away a few tears. “We'll do 
whatever he needs. What time and where should we meet and how—” 

‘TIl send instructions to your house as soon as I’ve spoken with Physic,” 
Granite interrupted. “Keep an eye out for a scroll tomorrow morning? 

“Can I go too?” Sophie asked. 

“I think it’s best that we not overwhelm him,’ Granite said. “Plus, I fear 
that once he sees you, he'll grow too fixated on the favor he requested.” 

“What favor?” Stina and Maruca asked. 

“That is classified,” Granite told them. “As is tomorrow’s meeting. No one 
can know that it’s happening, aside from your immediate families. And 
speaking of which’— he stalked closer to Stina— “in the future, I hope you'll 
pay more respect to your father’s privacy. Overhearing something does not 
give you the right to repeat it to others.” 

To her credit, Stina kept her head held high as she told him. “Maruca 
needed to know.” 

“Then you should’ve informed your father and let him handle the matter 
through proper channels. We are an order, Miss Heks, and there are rules 
and protocols that must be followed” 

“Is that what you say to Sophie?” Stina snapped back. 

“Miss Foster has received her fair share of lectures. Shes also a very 
special circumstance, so I would not make the mistake of putting you—or 
your father—in the same category. If we have reason to view your family as a 
security risk, we'll have no choice but to release your father from his oath. Is 
that what you want?” 

Stina tried for a careless shrug. But Sophie could see her tremble. 

Granite must've noticed too, because he nodded, promising Maruca hed 
see her the next morning, before he leaped away. 

“You ... have a very weird life? Maruca told Sophie as she stared at the 
cloud of gravelly dust hed left in his wake. 

“Tell me something I don’t know,’ Sophie mumbled. 

And things got even weirder after Maruca and Stina left. Fitz was just 
getting ready to head home when they heard another knock on the front 
door and found Councillor Oralie standing on the porch, dressed in full 
regal garb. 


“Is this about Gethen?” Sophie asked. 

Oralie smiled. “It’s nice to see you too.” 

“Sorry, Sophie said, realizing how rude she was being to a Councillor. 
She dipped one of her embarrassingly ungraceful curtsies. “How can I help 
you?” 

“You can call for your parents,’ Oralie told her as Sophie stepped aside to 
let her in. “We have much to arrange. And yes, its about Gethen.” 


FIFTY 


YOU GOT US a meeting?” Sophie asked, for what had to be the fifth time. 
But it was such a relief to hear it. 

Oralie smiled as she smoothed her already perfect ringlets. “Yes. ’ve been 
given clearance to escort you and Mr. Forkle into the Lumenaria dungeons 
next week. I’m still waiting to find out the exact day, but it will most likely be 
Friday. And we'll only have fifteen minutes with Gethen, so you'll need to 
plan your time accordingly.’ 

“What about me?” Fitz asked. 

Oralie took his hand. “I realize that you’re Cognates—and that you could 
be a valuable asset to the meeting. But the clearance is limited to Sophie, Mr. 
Forkle, and myself. No exceptions.” 

“Aside from her bodyguard,” Sandor corrected. 

“You'll be able to escort her to the main gates of the fortress,’ Oralie told 
him. “Lumenaria’s guards will take it from there.” 

Sandor stalked closer. “Miss Foster was assigned to my charge.’ 

“Yes, I’m aware. In fact, Pm the one who recommended you for the 
assignment. But no one can enter the castle and view the security measures 
being put into place for the summit—even someone as well respected as you. 
As it is, Sophie and Mr. Forkle will be blindfolded during the walk to the 
dungeon.” 

“Seriously?” Sophie asked. “Do you really think we're going to tell 
someone about anything we see?” 

“It has less to do with actuality and more to do with potential. The thing 
you must understand is that the leaders of every intelligent species will be 
present for the summit—and we dont allow them to bring their own guards, 
lest any be spies or traitors. But that means we cant use our regular 


bodyguards, either. A wholly new set of guards has been gathered, vetted, 
and trained specifically for the summit—after enduring a rigid approval 
process through the leaders of each world. We also guarantee that no one 
who isnt a guard—or an attendee of the summit—will set so much as a toe 
inside the castle now that weve begun organizing our security, in order to 
ensure that no one has any opportunity to plan a raid.” 

“Then how can you bring Sophie and Mr. Forkle to see Gethen?” Fitz 
asked. 

“Thats why I needed to talk to you,” Oralie said, turning to where Grady 
and Edaline stood near the staircase, each covered in purple dinosaur 
feathers. “Sophies presence has been requested at the summit.’ 

Sophie felt her jaw fall open. Grady, Edaline, and Fitz did the same—and 
Sophie was pretty sure every goblin in the room sucked in a sharp breath. 

“I know—I was just as surprised as all of you,’ Oralie told them. “But 
Sophie's unique role in many of our world’s most recent challenges has 
aroused a certain curiosity about her among the other leaders—King Enki of 
the dwarves and Queen Hylda of the goblins especially. And King Dimitar 
has asked that he be allowed to cross-examine her regarding the events in 
Ravagog.” 

“All the more reason I should be there,’ Sandor argued. 

“I can assure you, Sophie will have an abundance of security,’ Oralie 
promised. “And, because of her age, shell be escorted by a parent or 
guardian.” 

“And you chose Mr. Forkle over us?” Grady asked. 

“No, Mr. Forkle has been invited to represent the Black Swan. The order 
has made a name for itself in recent months, and the world leaders have 
requested to hear its thoughts on the negotiations as well. Miss Foster's 
guardian will be Miss Ruewen, if she's willing.” 

“Me?” Edaline asked as Grady shook his head. 

“My wife is an incredible force to be reckoned with—but of the two of us, 
I’m able to offer Sophie far better protection? 

“Possibly, Oralie said. “But the leaders won't tolerate a Mesmer in their 
presence. I’m sure you can understand their reasoning.” 

“So you're asking me to send my wife and daughter into fraught treaty 
negotiations?” Grady asked. 


“Actually, ’'m asking Sophie and Edaline if they'd be willing to participate 
in a world-changing event, which will have more security than anyone could 
ever imagine,’ Oralie corrected. “And they will be the ones deciding if they 
will accept?’ 

Grady scowled but didn't argue as he turned to Edaline. “You think this is 
crazy, right?” 

“I do,’ she said, nervously snapping her fingers and making a Panakes 
blossom appear and disappear in her palm. “But I don't think I should be the 
one deciding. What do you think, Sophie?” 

It felt like all of Sophies insides were crawling up her throat. But she 
managed to mumble, “I think we have to go.” 

“Doesn't this technically mean that Edaline could go with you to see 
Gethen, then?” Fitz asked, breaking the silence that followed. 

“I suppose it does, Oralie said. “But I wouldn't recommend it. I visited 
Gethen yesterday as I arranged the meeting with his guards, and he’s far too 
eager to face Sophie again. Having anyone else she cares about in the room 
will only give him further ammunition.” 

“Oh yeah, I’m feeling really good about this visit,’ Grady grumbled. 

“Same here,’ Sandor snarled. 

“Tve had enough encounters with Mr. Forkle to feel confident that he can 
handle Gethen,’ Oralie told both of them. “And I will provide any help I 
can.” 

“I can also handle myself? Sophie reminded everyone. 

“No one is doubting your strength,” Oralie told her. “It’s what makes you 
Gethens target?’ 

“And Forkle’s really okay with all of this?” Grady asked. 

“I'm sure he will be once I inform him,” Oralie said. “I have a meeting 
with him later this afternoon? 

“Wait—he doesn't know?” Edaline asked. “How can that be?” 

Oralie stole a glance at Sophie. 

Sophie sighed, realizing it was time to come clean. “I . . . went to see 
Oralie and asked her to set up the meeting with Gethen, because I was 
worried that the Black Swan were missing an important opportunity. And, 
um, I also told her about Wylie.” 

The air shifted with the confession, taking on a charge that burned 
Sophie's throat. 


“When did you and Oralie have this little heart-to-heart?” Grady asked. 
Sophie fussed with her Sucker Punch. “Right before you grounded me.” 
Sandor’s squeaky growl made the hairs on her arms prickle. 

“So that means you went with her,” Edaline said, turning to Fitz, who 
slunk back a couple of steps when Sandor growled again—along with Grizel. 
“Is that why you both had dirt in your hair?” 

Sophie nodded. “Flori took us. And please don’t be mad at her—or Fitz. It 
was all my idea.” 

Grady pinched the bridge of his nose. “I knew going through the teenage 
years again was going to be tricky. But I never prepared for this? 

“This is me trying to stop the Neverseen from hurting people,’ Sophie 
snapped. “It’s not like I’m sneaking around just for fun.” 

“Well?” Oralie said, standing and removing a pink-wanded pathfinder 
from her cape. “Family debates aren't really my area of expertise. But I do 
hope you wont go too hard on Sophie. She was perfectly safe in my castle. 
And she was wise to come to me.” 

Grady didn't agree. As soon as Oralie left, he sent Fitz home to confess to 
Alden and sentenced Sophie to a week of Verdi pedicures. Which was why 
Sophie was elbow deep in T. rex toe jam when Mr. Forkle leaped into the 
pasture. 

‘Tm assuming you can guess why I’m here,’ he said quietly. 

Sophie wiped her hands on her tunic. “I know what youre going to say 


» 


‘Tm not sure you do.” He cleared his throat several times before he told 
her, “I came here to thank you.” 

“Youre right. That wasn't what I was expecting.” 

Tiny smile lines crinkled around his eyes. “I’m not saying I want you kids 
regularly disobeying my advice or sneaking away without your bodyguards 
—and just because everything worked out this time doesnt mean you 
should feel free to act on such whims whenever you feel them. But . . . in this 
case, you made the right decision.” 

“That doesn’t get you out of pedicure duty!” Grady called from the next 
pasture over. 

Mr. Forkle smiled. “And thus we have the cost of rebellion. Being right 
doesn't spare the consequences of breaking rules. But Pm happy to know 
youre ready to stand up for your convictions.” 


He stayed a few minutes longer, giving her a long lecture on the need for 
them to create a clear plan for the meeting with Gethen. 

“We have a week,” he told her. “And I’m counting on you to figure it out. 
Youre finally stepping into the role we imagined for you. Now lets see what 
you can do.” 


FIFTY-ONE 


GET READY TO wish you could hug me, Keefe said as Sophie watched the 
first rays of dawn paint across the murky sky. Actually, I'm pretty sure this is 
good enough news that youre going to want to kiss me—and I'm happy to 
accept an IOU, by the way. 

Just tell me what you learned, Sophie ordered, too tired to joke around. 

Keefe had skipped both their dinner and before-bed check-ins the night 
before, because there was another huge argument going on with the 
Neverseen. So shed been up most of the night worrying—and failing to 
come up with a plan to rescue him. 

Fine—but you should at least have to write an epic poem in my honor. Here 
—I'll help you. “Ode to Keefe Sencen—that brave, lovable nut. He may not 
have teal eyes, but he has a really cute—” 

KEEFE! 

All right, fine. But I'm calling you Foster Grumpypants for the rest of this 
conversation. And brace yourself because I'm about to blow your mind. Are 
you ready for it? 

I’ve been ready for the last five minutes. 

You think you're ready. But theres no way you possibly can be. 

JUST TELL ME. 

Okay. Just don't say I didn't try to prepare you. Fintan gave me another 
cloak when he moved me to this new hideout. And by the way, its WAY nicer 
over here. I actually have my own room—and it doesn't smell like rotting 
toenails! 

If that’s the only news you have, I’m never talking to you again. 

Wow, you ARE Foster Grumpypants. Sheesh. Everything okay? 


Yeah, I’m fine. I just get nervous when you tell me the Neverseen are 
arguing. The last time Brant lost his temper, he killed Jolie. 

Jolie’s name seemed to demand a moment of silence. 

I'm being careful, he promised. And Brants actually not the one fighting. 
Its all Ruy, making a big fuss about his punishment for letting Wylie get away. 
Its been hard to get details. But Fintan’s definitely changing their roles for that 
big project, and Ruy thinks his new assignment is unnecessary and demeaning. 

And I'm assuming you still don't have any ideas about what the project is? 

Sadly, no. Just like I haven't gotten any more info about the ogres’ test, or 
King Dimitars meeting with Fintan, or Fintans cache, or any of the things I 
cant get anyone to talk about—but before you get all Doom and Gloom, 
remember, I still have huge, kiss-worthy news! 

If you start talking about cloaks or rotting toenails again... 

But that’s how it started! Well, not the toenails—but whatever. Fintan made 
a big deal about how I needed to wear my new cloak the whole time I'm here, 
and I figured it had to do with the black disk you found. So last night I opened 
the bottom seam and yep—another disk, with a different piece of the symbol. 

He shared his memory of the etching, and the pattern of dashes breaking 
up the line matched a ray on the opposite side of the Lodestar symbol. 

Is that it? Sophie asked. 

Of course not—what kind of amateur do you take me for? I also found 
where the symbol projects on the floor, just like Bangs Boy wanted. It wasn't 
there when I first got here, but it popped up when Fintan was getting ready to 
leave. I'm guessing it’s their funky version of a Leapmaster, since the projection 
comes from a crystal sphere mounted to the ceiling. But I couldn't figure out 
how it worked, and when Fintan caught me studying it, he said I'll never be 
able to understand the symbol—or how to use it—without knowing the key. 
And THAT is the mind-blowingly awesome revelation. 

It is? 

Think about it—what needs a key besides a lock? 

Um... 

Wow, you really must be tired. 

Yeah, thanks to you. 

She tried to think of any phrases that used the word “key? And then it 
clicked. 

Is the symbol a map? 


BOOM! Admit it, I just blew your mind. 

He kinda had. 

But a map of what? she asked, trying to picture all the circles and rays and 
dashes. Their hideouts? 

Thats what I’m assuming. 

His mind shifted to his memory of the symbol glowing across the dark 
stone floor. The ray that matched the disk in his new cloak had something 
extra in the end circle. 

It has new runes, Sophie said. 

Yep. And in case you cant read them, it says Gwynaura. 

Another star. 

Right again, you little star-memorizing show-off. 

She ignored his teasing, letting her mind sort through the star maps shed 
memorized, hoping to spot anything that might make Gwynaura unique. 

It wasnt a particularly bright star. But it had a pure white glow, just like 
Alabestrine. 

Do you think the map is based off a constellation they created? she asked. 

It might be. But the stars could also just be guides. Thats what lodestars are, 
right? So maybe Gwynaura leads to the hideout I’m at. And Alabestrine leads 
to Paris. And each of the other hideouts has a star and a rune to guide you to 
them. 

But I dont understand how that actually works, Sophie told him. Light 
needs a crystal to bend the path where we want to go. So its not like we can 
just bottle the starlight and magically end up at a Neverseen hideout. 

I'm guessing thats what Fintan meant about me needing the key. But 
remember, a gadget projects the symbol. So I'm hoping Dizznee’s Technopath 
brain will be able to put all the pieces together—especially since Fintan gave 
me one more clue to play with. He seems to want to see if I'm smart enough to 
figure this out, so he told me, “All you need to know is that the code is simple.” 


FIFTY-TWO 


THE CODE IS simple,’ Dex mumbled, staring at Sophies memory log, 
where shed projected everything Keefe had shown her. “What code?” 

“No idea,’ Sophie admitted. “Keefe was hoping youd be able to figure that 
out.” 
“Great.” Dex flopped back on her bed, repeating the clue over and over. 

Fitz, Biana, and Dex—and their bodyguards—had met Sophie at 
Havenfield that morning to brainstorm, while Tam and Linh stayed in 
Alluveterre to see how Maruca's visit with Wylie went. 

“So there’s a symbol that’s also a map, projected by a gadget,’ Dex said, 
“and we need a key that’s probably related to a code that’s simple? 

“Wow, my brain hurts just trying to follow that sentence,’ Biana said, 
blinking in and out of sight as she paced across Sophies flowered carpet. 
“But, if Alvar can understand this, I’m sure we can too.” 

“Yeah, but they probably gave Alvar the key,” Fitz reminded her as he 
slumped into Sophies desk chair and petted Iggy through the bars of his 
cage. “Were stuck guessing. And don't forget there are also runes and star 
names and black disks hidden in cloaks and—” 

“Okay, so we need to work on this piece by piece,’ Sophie decided, trying 
to massage away the headache she could feel forming. “Keefe seemed to 
think the gadget part was crucial, that’s why he wanted me to talk to Dex.” 

She flipped to the page in her memory log where shed recorded Keefe’s 
memory of the crystal sphere. “Notice anything that might help us?” 

“Maybe if I had the gadget in front of me and could open it up and see all 
the inner workings,’ Dex told her. “But I can't tell much from a picture. The 
only thing that stands out is this line.” He traced his finger over a glowing 


strip of purple down the center of the crystal sphere. “That could be some 
sort of scanner.” 

“And what would a scanner do?” Fitz asked. 

“Well, the obvious answer is ‘scan stuff,” Dex said, “which might fit, since 
scanners usually scan codes. So maybe theres a code hidden in the symbol? 
And the gadget scans it, and that somehow tells it to make a light path— 
maybe using the light from the corresponding star?” 

“I guess that does make sense,” Fitz said. “But, dude, couldn't they just use 
a Leapmaster or a pathfinder?” 

“Maybe they think this method is more secure,’ Dex said, “since crystals 
can get lost or stolen, and this would only work for people they train. Or, 
maybe the Technopath who designed it wasn't very good.” 

“I thought you said their Technopath was super talented,” Biana 
reminded him. “When we went through Alvar’s registry records you seemed 
super impressed.” 

“They did do a lot of crazy tricks I never would’ve thought of? Dex 
admitted. “So maybe this was designed by a different Technopath. Or .. ? 

“Or?” Fitz prompted when Dex didn't finish. 

“Hang on. I need to think for a second,’ Dex said, sitting up and flipping 
back through the memory log until he found a page showing the symbol. 

One second turned into two—then three and four and five and on and 
on, until Sophie got tired of counting. 

“While he does that”—she turned to Biana—“did Dex ever tell you what 
he and Marella were talking about yesterday?” 

“Oh! That’s right, I only told Fitz. I guess Dex decided to ask Marella if we 
could talk to her mom about the day Cyrah faded—and she freaked out. 
Partially because he wouldnt tell her why. But mostly because her mom can't 
handle that kind of stress. She told him her moms gotten so bad lately that 
she wont even leave the house, and Marella thinks it’s because she’s heard 
about the awful things the Neverseen have been doing. So she can't risk 
freaking her out more by talking about painful memories.” 

“That makes sense,’ Sophie said quietly. “And must be so hard for her? 

“I know. Dex said she cried. Makes me feel super guilty for not checking 
on her sooner—but now if I try, shell think I'm just trying to get 
information about Cyrah.” 


“Probably. But there has to be something we can do,’ Sophie said. “Maybe 
if we—” 

Dex jumped to his feet. “Do you remember those number chains I 
uncovered in Alvar's registry records well enough to project them?” he asked 
Sophie. 

“Of course.” 

She took the memory log back and recorded the four chains of ones and 
zeroes, plus all the extra dashes and symbols and asterisks. 

0-11-<<-1-1-1-0* 
*0-1->-1->-111-0 
*0->-111->>>-1-0 
0-<<-1-1-11-<-0* 

Dex stared at the numbers for so long that Sophie was about to turn back 
to her Marella conversation. 

But before she did, Dex laughed and pumped his fist, shouting, “I know 
what the clue means!” 


FIFTY-THREE 


THE NUMBERS AREN’T numbers!” Dex said. “Well, I guess they kinda are 
—it’s the symbol that’s not really a symbol. Or maybe it’s both, depending on 
which way youre looking at it.” 

He sighed when they gave him nothing but blank stares. 

“Okay, lets try this another way,’ he said. “Can I get something to write 
with?” 

Sophie gave him one of her school notebooks and a pencil and he flipped 
to a clean page. 

“Biana, can you read me the first sequence of numbers we found in 
Alvar’s records—and give me all the dashes and symbols and stuff too?” 

“Sure. Its zero, hyphen, one, one, hyphen, less than, less than, hyphen, 
one, hyphen, one, hyphen, one, hyphen, zero, asterisk.” 

Dex grinned as he stared at what hed written. “See what happens when I 
convert the whole thing to pure symbols?” 


He held up his drawing. 
k i 


Everyone sucked in a breath. 

The markings looked exactly like one of the rays in the Lodestar symbol 
—and not just any ray. The ray theyd connected to the Paris hideout—which 
happened to be where Alvar was when his registry pendant had given that 
code. 

“And you can do the same thing with all four of the codes I found,’ Dex 
added. “The asterisk tells you which zero is the center. See?” 


He drew the three remaining codes and held them up, each one matching 
a ray of the symbol perfectly. 


“Wow, how did you figure that out?” Fitz asked. 

“It was Fintan’s clue,’ Dex said. “I remembered whining about how using 
a code made of ones and zeroes was too simple. And the really crazy part is, 
this isn't simple at all. It’s a seriously brilliant system. The code is hidden but 
not hidden, still useable and scannable in both forms, and it keeps perfect 
track of their locations. See? This top one? That’s the hideout that Alvar went 
to when he was The Boy Who Disappeared.” 

Sophie’s stomach soured. “That’s the same hideout they just moved Keefe 
to” 

It shouldn't surprise her—and it shouldn't make her so nervous. But it 
really did. 

“So those other two rays are hideouts Keefe hasn't seen yet, right?” Biana 
asked. “Does that mean we know how to find them?” 

“Technically, yes, Dex said. “We should be able to find any of the 
hideouts we want, but—” 

“Id like to take this moment to make it clear that none of you will be 
leaving this house,’ Sandor interrupted, reminding their group that they had 
four goblins eavesdropping on their conversation from the hallway. 

“Dont worry, we cant; Dex told him. “The only way this works is if we 
have one of their special gadgets to scan the code and convert it into a path 
for us—assuming I’m even right and that’s what that gadget does.” 

“Can you build one?” Fitz asked. 

“Not without having one to study,’ Dex said. “Though maybe if I play 
with a scanner and—” 

“Again,” Lovise interrupted. “No one will be building any gadgets to sneak 
away to see the enemy.’ 


Dex rolled his eyes. “Just because I build it doesn't mean I’m going to use 
it.” 

All four goblins snorted a laugh. 

“Yes,” Sandor said, “because the four of you are known for your restraint.” 

“Well, you cant stop me from trying,’ Dex told him. “Though, honestly, 
I’m probably not going to be able to pull it off. The intricacy of this system is 
crazy, so the odds of me duplicating it without having something to copy are 
pretty much zero. Especially since I’m still not sure how the star runes fit in. 
The gadget could be channeling their light—but the Paris hideout was 
underground, so I dont know how that would work. And the stars could just 
be the names of their hideouts—but that seems too easy? 

Sophie sighed. “So once again, weve learned a ton of things, but we still 
basically know nothing. And I don't even see a plan for what to do now.” 

“I guess we could tell Keefe all of this,’ Biana said, “and when everyone's 
asleep, he could sneak out of bed and—” 

“Bad idea,” Sophie interrupted. “I bet if he goes to another hideout 
without the matching black disk in his cloak, the Neverseen will know they 
have an intruder.” 

“Yeah, youre probably right,” Biana mumbled. “Ugh—this whole so- 
close-but-so-far thing is super frustrating. Are we missing something?” 

The minutes ticked by as they all stared at the symbol. 

Sophie was about to give up when Biana made a weird squeaky sound. 

“What if this gadget is how the Neverseen got into the Silver Tower?” she 
asked. “If they hid one inside somewhere, it could’ve let them leap in, 
couldnt it?” 

“It depends on how the gadget works,’ Dex said. “The tower has tons of 
defenses to block people from leaping in, but maybe it uses light a different 
way?” 

“But wouldn't someone have found the gadget during their search?” Fitz 
asked. 

“Not if the Neverseen took the gadget with them when they left? Biana 
argued. “Why not have Tam search the tower to see if he can find a 
shadowprint, like the one in Paris?” 

“That'll take forever; Dex warned. 

“Tt will” Fitz agreed. “But it’s better than nothing. And he could start with 
the Lodestar mirror, since I still think that’s a weird coincidence.’ 


“It's worth a try,’ Sophie decided. “And Fintan will probably be impressed 
when Keefe pretends he figured all of this out.’ 

“And you can ask Gethen about it,” Fitz added. “I still can’t believe you're 
doing that without me—what’s the point of being Cognates if they don't let 
us work together?” 

“It's almost as ridiculous as assigning her a bodyguard and then not 
allowing him to accompany her on dangerous missions,’ Sandor shouted 
from the hallway. 

‘TIl be fine,’ Sophie told both of them. “Tve handled Gethen before? 

She was more worried about the fact that they were only giving her 
fifteen minutes. In that short time, shed be lucky if she coaxed one piece of 
information out of him. 

“Whats the most important question,” she said, “out of all of our 
questions?” 

“What do you mean?” Fitz asked. 

“I mean, whats the one thing we absolutely have to know—more than 
anything else? I’m trying to figure out what I need to focus on during the 
conversation.” 

The last time, theyd needed to learn anything they could about the 
gnomish plague and what might've happened to Keefe’s mother. But this 
time the threat came in so many fragments and pieces and mysteries. 

Should she ask what the Neverseen wanted with Grady and Edaline? Or 
about Keefe’s legacy and the mysterious door into the mountain? Or should 
she try to get specifics about the Lodestar Initiative, and what it had to do 
with “test subjects” and “criterion” and Keefe’s theory about a “gathering? 

All of those were crucial—but were they crucial enough to be her one 
play in this crazy, confusing game? 

The more her mind tossed the question around, the more she realized the 
Neverseen had tipped their hand. It didn't matter what she thought was 
important. It mattered what they cared about—what theyd wanted so 
desperately that theyd taken a tremendous risk. 

Which meant she needed to ask Gethen what the Neverseen wanted from 
Wylie. 


FIFTY-FOUR 


THE TRICK WITH Gethen is to make him think were interested in one 
thing, so he doesn't have his guard up around the stuff we really need,” 
Sophie told Fitz as they both stared at the page shed not-so-creatively titled: 
Plan for Tricking Gethen. 

The rest of the paper was blank. 

And had been blank for days. 

Sophie was starting to worry it would be blank for the rest of eternity. 

Six days had already passed since Councillor Oralie told her theyd be 
visiting Lumenaria—and since the meeting was still scheduled for Friday, 
that meant they only had two days left to figure it out. 

The most logical option—in Sophie’s opinion—was for everyone to stop 
babying her and let her use her genetically enhanced telepathy. But the 
suggestion had been unanimously voted as the Worst Idea in the History of 
Bad Ideas. No one was willing to give the Neverseen’s only Telepath a chance 
to mess with Sophie's head. So Mr. Forkle would be doing all the dangerous 
mental searching, and Sophie would once again be relegated to the role of 
“distractor.” 

“This isn’t going to work,’ she mumbled, leaning back against the side of 
her bed. Her legs were going numb after so many hours of sitting on the 
floor, attempting to brainstorm ideas with Fitz. “Keefe and I were the 
distraction last time, so Gethen will be ready for that play—especially since 
he knows everyone's super overprotective of me.’ 

“Then make the distraction so big he can't ignore it,” Fitz said. 

“Okay, but how?” 

Annnnnnnd... they were back to where they'd been stuck for the last six 
days. 


Overall, their group had made almost zero progress. 

Keefe’s updates had morphed into super-short answers before hed tell her 
“gotta go—try not to worry” and turn his attention away. He had managed 
to tell Sophie that Fintan gave him an important assignment as a reward for 
solving the symbol’s riddle—but everything after that had been “yes,” “no,” 
and “relax, Foster? 

Dex, meanwhile, had made several attempts to build a version of the 
Neverseen’s gadget. But so far, all hed done was burn a hole in the floor of 
his bedroom. And Tam’s search for a shadowprint of the symbol at the Silver 
Tower was going sloooooooooooowly. The Lodestar mirror had nothing 
significant, so now he was stuck going room by room by room. 

Linh chose to spend her days at Alluveterre with Wylie. Hed woken up 
when Maruca and her mom visited, but hadn't talked to anyone since. The 
only things he responded to were Linh’ Hydrokinetic tricks. Shed even 
earned half a smile when shed shaped the water into a graceful dancer and 
let it splash and twirl all over the room. But it wasn't enough to stop 
everyone from worrying about Wylie’s sanity. 

And Biana might've chosen the most impossible project of all, deciding it 
was time to fix their friendship with Marella—even though she knew 
Marella would be suspicious of her motives. So far, the only words Marella 
had said to her were, “I liked it better when you guys had forgotten about 
me. 

Even their latest skill lesson with the Exillium Coaches had been more 
exhausting than educational. They were supposed to channel their energy 
into the ground and cause a tremor. But Sophie was the only one in her 
Hemisphere whod pulled it off—and her mighty earthquake had lasted two 
whole seconds. The feat seemed especially embarrassing when she compared 
it to the way the dwarves could crack the earth with a single stomp of their 
hairy feet. And it made Sophie wonder if the whole skill-training program 
was going to be a waste. Maybe over time the elves would learn to impress. 
But at the rate they were going, it would take years. 

Even the Coaches seemed disheartened. Coach Rohana had told Sophie, 
“Half the battle is getting the mind to commit—but everyone still thinks 
these skills are ‘common’ and would rather go back to training in their 
abilities.” 


At least Grady and Edaline had found a useful way to spend their days. 
Theyd arranged regular meetings with Lady Cadence to learn as much as 
they could about the ogres before the Peace Summit. Their conversations 
usually focused on the complicated politics between the species. But when 
Sophie and Fitz headed downstairs for a snack, they found the adults in an 
intense discussion on how best to manage King Dimitar’s temper. 

“You're overcomplicating it? Lady Cadence told Grady and Edaline. “All 
you have to do is treat him like an intelligent equal. Ogres are different from 
us, but they’re still sophisticated, complex creatures with their own culture, 
their own wants and needs—” 

“Whove tried to murder the entire gnomish species,’ Sophie interrupted. 
“Twice. Also stole the gnomes’ homeland. And tried to cripple the Lost 
Cities by forcing the gnomes into slavery. And allied with the Neverseen. 
And—” 

“I'm not saying the ogres haven't made mistakes,’ Lady Cadence said, 
earning snorts from all the goblin bodyguards. “I’m saying that doesn’t erase 
the good in them—especially considering that the elves are not blameless 
either. Weve compounded the tensions between our species by refusing to 
take any time to understand them. Instead, we try to force them to set aside 
fundamental elements of their society. Who are we to decide how they 
should live? Who are we to micromanage other societies and species?” 

“When those societies want to wage war with other species in order to 
steal their land, Id say they need to be micromanaged,’ Sandor argued. 

“No, they need to be managed, Lady Cadence corrected. “The fighting 
needs to stop—but that doesnt mean we can't find better compromises. I 
met with King Dimitar and—” 

“What?” everyone simultaneously interrupted. 

“Oh, dort sound so horrified. Dimitar and I have a long history, and 
when I heard he agreed to the summit, I asked if hed let me visit his city.” 

“You went to Ravagog,’ Grady clarified. 

“To what's left of it? Shadows aged Lady Cadence’s prim features as she 
fiddled with her Markchain—a necklace King Dimitar had given her to keep 
her safe during her years living with the ogres. “I do not fault anyone for the 
destruction. But it hurts my heart that no one has taken the time to consider 
what the ogres have suffered. Why do you think Dimitar agreed to meet? I’m 
one of the few elves willing to listen, willing to open my eyes—” 


“Unless you count the Neverseen,” Sophie reminded her. “Did he tell you 
about that? How he'll be meeting with Fintan? And how Fintan assigned 
him a test to prove they could form another alliance?” 

“Actually, he did tell me about that. And I strongly advised him against it. 
You have to understand—Dimitar sees no other option. Many of the 
restrictions the Council hopes to impose through this new treaty will force 
the ogres to change their very ways of being.” 

“And that gives him the right to form an alliance with murderers?” Fitz 
asked. 

“Of course not, Mr. Vacker. Which is what I told Dimitar. I tried to help 
him find a different path. I’m still hoping the Council can create a treaty that 
brings peace to all of our worlds while still granting the ogres the freedom to 
remain who they are. But if that’s not possible, I hope the king will turn to 
something other than violence.” 

“Like that'll ever happen,” Sophie snorted. 

Lady Cadence clicked her tongue. “You disappoint me, Miss Foster. Td 
hoped you might bring a bit of compassion to this summit. After all, you're 
willing to excuse humans from the many grievances held against them, aren't 
you? And when it comes to violence, the humans have no rival. Yes, the 
ogres must learn to share this planet peacefully. And yes, they need to face 
the consequences for what they did with the plague, and any other species 
they've harmed. But if we insist on restricting them to a set of laws that 
would disrupt their very ways of being, we're sealing our own fate. King 
Dimitar values elvin guidance—but only from those who treat him as a 
friend” 

“Yeah, well, I don’t want to be King Dimitar’s friend,” Sophie told her. 

Lady Cadence let out a slow sigh. “And that is a mistake. One I very much 
hope you'll reconsider, before it’s too late.” 

“I wouldn't hold my breath,” Sophie said, stalking back upstairs. “Can you 
believe her?” she asked Fitz as soon as they were back in her room. “She 
wants me to be friends with someone whos tried to kill me at least two 
different times—someone whos the reason Calla had to sacrifice herself!” 

Fitz let out a long sigh as he sank back to the floor. “If it helps, I doubt she 
meant you should invite him to your Winnowing Gala.” 

“Ugh, now theres a mental picture I didn’t need? Sophie grumbled, 
imagining King Dimitar standing among her long line of matches. 


Then again, the idea of a long line of matches felt equally terrifying. 

“I think her point,’ Fitz said quietly, “is that the ogres would cooperate 
more if we didnt treat them like they're our enemy. And that does make 
sense. If the Council walks into the Peace Summit planning to boss the ogres 
around and put them in their place, its only going to make King Dimitar dig 
in his heels that much more.’ 

“Dont ruin my pouting with your logic,’ Sophie mumbled. 

Fitz laughed. “That sounds like something Keefe would say.” 

“Does it? Ugh, he must be getting in my head.” 

“Not too much, I hope.” Fitz’s tone was teasing. But there was a heat in his 
eyes that made her cheeks feel warm, even when he added, “I’m not sure the 
world can handle more than one Keefe Sencen.” 

Sophie's heart was pounding so loudly, she only caught the last word of 
his next question. 

“What did you say?” she asked. 

He picked up their still-blank plan for tricking Gethen. “I said, what if 
friendship is the answer? Instead of treating Gethen as your adversary when 
you meet with him, what if you made him think you came there because you 
want to be friends?” 

“Id never be able to pull that off,’ Sophie told him. “Remember, this is the 
guy I Sucker Punched in the face.” 

“Oh, believe me, I’m never going to forget that. But Pm not talking about 
becoming BFFs. What if you asked Gethen to be our ally? Reminded him 
that the Neverseen have left him rotting in that cell for months and have no 
plans of rescuing him? And then offer a trade?” 

“The Council will never cut a deal—and I wouldn't want them to? 

“I know,’ Fitz said. “But were only aiming for a distraction, remember? 
And what could be more distracting than getting offered a chance at 
freedom? Tell him about Wylie. Tell him we're ready to do anything to stop 
something like that from happening again. If he makes other demands, 
pretend to consider them. You'll have a Councillor with you—get Oralie to 
back you up. It doesn't have to be real. Just convincing enough to make him 
think. Because the more he thinks, the more he'll let his guard down, and 
Mr. Forkle will be able to sneak in and learn what you need. Think it'll 
work?” 

“I think .. . you're a genius.” 


Fitz's grin curled wider at that, and his eyes sparked with that same hint 
of heat, making Sophie's cheeks blush again. 

“Not a genius,” he said, tracing his fingers over his Cognate rings. “But we 
make a great team. Don't we?” 

Sophie nodded. “The best? 


FIFTY-FIVE 


I CAN’T BELIEVE you guys were serious about the blindfold,’ Sophie 
grumbled as she clung to the rough hands of the goblins guiding her 
through Lumenaria. Descending a stone spiral staircase without falling to 
her death was hard enough when she could see where she was going. 

Shed already tripped so many times, thered been serious discussion 
about carrying her piggyback. And theyd barely begun their journey to the 
dungeon. 

Sandor had escorted Sophie to the island at dawn, per the instructions 
Oralie had sent them, and theyd found Mr. Forkle and the golden-haired 
Councillor waiting on the rocky shore. Dark waves crashed in the distance, 
and the glowing castle sat silhouetted against the gray-pink sky as a dozen 
heavily armed goblins had marched out to greet them. 

The guards had patted everyone down, taking any weapons, gadgets— 
even jewelry—before leading Sophie, Oralie, and Mr. Forkle into the main 
courtyard. The gates clanged closed behind them, sealing them in the 
fortress, and the last thing Sophie saw was Sandor’s I’'ll-be-waiting-right- 
here stare before the guards covered her eyes with the starched blindfold. 

Two sets of hands had pulled her forward then, one stumbling footstep 
after another. The air shifted as they walked. Sometimes hot, sometimes 
cold, sometimes sweet or salty scented, depending on the room. The 
staircase they were currently tackling was damp and sour. The only sound 
was the echoey thud of footsteps, which swelled louder in the tighter spaces. 

Sophie counted every step, trying to create a mental map of the mazelike 
fortress. It seemed like the kind of information she might be glad to have 
someday—though with so many twists and turns, she hardly got an accurate 
picture. 


“You'll be able to see again once we reach the main dungeon,” the goblin 
holding her left hand told Sophie. She wasn't allowed to know any of the 
goblins’ names, so shed decided to call her guards Lefty and Righty. 

Lefty caught her as she tripped again, and Sophie used the opportunity to 
steady herself against the wall. The surface felt wooden this time, and 
creaked with the impact. 

Another door. 

The fourth door shed felt in the last few minutes—though there could’ve 
been others in the interim. 

“Were almost there,” Righty promised, her voice hoarse and wheezy. “Just 
a few more hallways and a final descent.” 

“That doesn't sound like ‘almost;” Sophie noted. “I knew this place was 
huge, but it didn't look this massive.” 

“Another part of the security,’ Oralie explained. “Lumenarias dungeon 
was designed to house diplomatic prisoners—those who hold too much 
value to be stashed in the center of the earth in Exile. But it had to be just as 
unreachable.” 

“How many prisoners are there?” Sophie asked. 

Oralie seemed to hesitate before she admitted, “Tm not certain.” 

“There are two, Righty told them. 

“I assume your ignorance means the other prisoner belongs to a 
Forgotten Secret?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

“It must be,” Oralie said quietly. 

“If it’s a Forgotten Secret,’ Sophie asked, “how do the guards know?” 

“Because we have to care for the prisoner,” Lefty told her. “And because 
we need to know all possible threats and dangers. But we are under strict 
orders not to divulge any specific details, even to the Council. This way.” 

He pulled Sophie into a hallway that felt wider than the others. The 
darkness seemed thinner, fuzzing with gray. 

Sweat trickled down Sophie's spine as they navigated several more twists 
and turns before her guards pulled her to a stop. 

“Tm going to carry you for the last part,” Lefty said as he lifted her by the 
waist and draped her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Sophie could 
feel her feet brushing against cold metal, and Lefty's shoulder muscles 
straining under her stomach as they dropped slowly down. The air smelled 
damp and rusty, so she assumed they were descending a ladder. 


“We can take the blindfolds off now,’ Righty said when Lefty set her back 
on the ground, “but I'd recommend opening your eyes slowly.” 

Sophie took her advice—but the vivid white glow still sliced across her 
corneas like a hot blade. Shed been expecting a shadowy stone room with 
iron bars and other dungeony clichés. Instead, the room they stood in was 
round, clean, and every silvery-white stone glowed like it had been carved 
from the sun. 

The only thing her eyes could focus on were six arched silver doors lining 
the room, none of which had any visible locks or handles. 

Three of the goblins whod escorted them placed both of their palms 
against one of the metal doors, making some sort of combination panel 
appear. 

“Do you know the code they’re entering?” Sophie asked Oralie. 

“Not at the moment. The codes change three times a day, and are passed 
along to the Councillors in a random order to make it impossible for anyone 
to predict who will have access at any given moment.’ 

“Clever,” Mr. Forkle said. 

“You have no idea,’ Righty told him. 

“Your fifteen minutes will begin as soon as they open the door,’ Lefty 
said. “And there will be no extensions.” 

“Dont worry, Righty added. “He won't be able to get near you. You'll 
have a force field that will shift as you move.’ 

“I still want you to stay by my side,’ Oralie told Sophie, taking her hand. 
“Td like to keep contact so I can monitor your emotions.” 

“And remember, Mr. Forkle added, “do not, under any circumstances, 
attempt to read his mind. No matter how much he may goad you.” 

“I know the plan,” Sophie told him. 

And it was a good one. She just had to commit. 

Please let it work. 

She squared her shoulders, counting to three for courage before she 
tightened her hold on Oralie and said, “Let’s do this!” 


FIFTY-SIX 


SOPHIE HAD REHEARSED what shed say to Gethen at least a hundred 
times. And yet, when she stepped into his too-bright, freezing cell, the first 
words that came out of her mouth were, “Is that the sword in the stone?” 

“Glad to hear we haven't crushed that earnest curiosity—yet,’ Gethen 
purred from the center of the floor. He sat with his head bowed and legs 
crossed, as if hed been meditating—but his wrinkled gray clothes and greasy 
blond hair betrayed his peaceful composure. And while his bruise had 
healed, his nose looked permanently crooked from Sophies punch. 

He seemed thinner, too. 

Paler. 

Wilder. 

Behind him, a waist-high stone pillar provided the round room's only 
ornamentation, with a gleaming silver sword jutting from the center. 

“Tm not sure what you mean by the sword,’ Oralie told Sophie, “but each 
cell has a blade trapped permanently in stone.” 

“It's my entertainment,’ Gethen said, his piercing blue eyes studying them 
one by one. “Though I suspect it’s mostly for the guard’s enjoyment. I’m sure 
they've placed bets to see how long I'll keep trying. I always thought Id be 
able to resist, but . . ” He held out his right hand, revealing blisters in the 
same pattern as the diamonds on the sword’s hilt. “Sometimes I can’t resist a 
challenge.” 

“It's not a challenge,’ Oralie told him. “It’s an ever-present reminder that 
any power you once had is now as useless as that blade.” 

“So you say. But wouldn't it be ironic if someday I used that blade to chop 
off your pretty head?” 


He jumped to his feet and grabbed the sword, sending Sophie stumbling 
back. 

Oralie didn't blink. “The blade isnt going anywhere.” 

“Are you sure?” Sophie whispered. Humans had a legend about a sword 
in a stone, and the sword totally ended up killing people. She wondered if 
this was where the story came from. Lumenaria did have a Camelot-esque 
feel. 

Gethen gave the hilt a halfhearted tug before brushing one finger down 
the inch of exposed blade, slicing a thin line of red into his pale skin. “Better 
hope I never find a way to crack this stone.’ 

“I wont be losing any sleep over it,” Oralie told him. 

“No, you Councillors never do. Tell me—howd that work out for 
Kenric?” 

Oralie’s grip tightened on Sophie's hand, stopping her from lunging for 
Gethen’s throat. “He’s not worth it? 

“How can you say that?” Sophie asked, desperate to see if her inflicting 
was strong enough to batter Gethen through the force field. 

But her fury faded when Oralie whispered, “Because Kenric would've 
wanted me to.” 

Gethen smiled. “Clearly this meeting is going to be worth the energy Pm 
using—though if you think I don't feel you in my head, you're a bigger idiot 
than I thought,” he told Mr. Forkle. “If you truly want to learn something, 
you should let the moonlark give it a go.” 

The hunger in his eyes was enough to convince Sophie that everyone had 
been right when they told her not to search his mind. 

“I only came here to talk,” she said, trying to get back to the script. 

“Well, then I assume this is the part where you try to distract me?” 

“Actually, it’s the part where I ask you for help,’ Sophie corrected. 

One of Gethenss eyebrows shot up, and he leaned casually against the 
curved wall. “Something big must’ve happened, then—not sure I can guess 
what. The timeline’s been reset so many times, it could be nearly anything” 

Sophie bit her lip, steeling her nerves before delivering the next line. 
“They took Wylie.” 

“My goodness—they’re full of surprises lately” was all Gethen had to say. 
“And a little bit desperate, if they're back to Cyrah.” 

“Desperate for what?” Sophie asked. 


Gethen tapped his chin with his bleeding finger, stippling it with red. 
“Same thing we all are. Fintan just has a different approach. Gisela was all 
about cause and effect. Strategy and patience. Fintan’s driven by impulse— 
not that either affects me way down here.” 

“Doesn't that bother you?” Sophie asked. “Don't you hate that they're 
carrying on with their plans while they leave you rotting in this cell?” 

“Oh, Td hardly say Pm rotting. The food is far tastier than anything the 
Neverseen grew, and the guards bring me a squishy pillow every night to 
sleep on. And who would complain about having so much time to rest and 
recharge?” 

“You really expect us to believe you don’t mind being here?” Sophie 
asked. 

“Why not? You expect me to believe the offer youre about to make is 
real.” 

“I dont have an offer,’ Sophie said. “I came here hoping Id find a shred of 
decency left.” 

He sucked his bleeding finger. “Sorry to disappoint. And nice trick, 
Forkle. You might've had me there a few weeks ago, but all this rest made me 
so much stronger. Good to know that’s the information youre interested in, 
by the way. I assume that means they snatched Wylie from the Silver Tower? 
What's the matter—can't figure out how they got in?” 

“Were working on it,’ Sophie snapped. 

‘Tm sure you are. But if you haven't figured it out already, I dort imagine 
you will. And even if you did, youd need an ability you dont have to make it 
work. Seems shortsighted of you,’ he told Mr. Forkle. “If you gave her extra 
powers, why not give her one of everything?” 

“More isnt always better, Mr. Forkle told him. “Sometimes it’s simply 
more. But I wouldn't expect you to understand.” 

“I might, if you take the time to enlighten me? Gethen sank to the floor 
again, staring up at the curved ceiling. “Go ahead. Tell me a story.” 

“Never mind,” Sophie said, turning to Mr. Forkle. “Save your energy. He's 
never going to help us rescue Wylie.” 

This was the turning point in their plan. 

Gethen could either let them walk away, or... 

“Are they holding the boy hostage?” 


Sophie nodded, letting the memory of Wylies wounds turn her eyes teary 
—selling the lie. “He’s been missing for over a week.” 

“You don't approve,’ Mr. Forkle noted when Gethen cursed. 

“Not that it matters, but no, I don't. I think it’s a horrible play—sloppy 
and reckless and will surely end as well as Sophies kidnapping. But that 
doesn't mean I’m going to help you? 

“Why not?” Sophie asked. 

“The Council would be prepared to show their gratitude,” Oralie added. 

“Yes, Pm sure they'd be happy to unlock this cage and let me go free. 
Maybe theyd pull that sword from the stone and give it to me as a souvenir.” 

“Theyd be willing to offer you an improved situation,’ Oralie corrected. 
“There are other places you could be held. Places where it’s possible to feel 
the passing of time.’ She tapped her toe against the glowing stone floor. “The 
lumenite keeps your world an endless day.” 

“Really? I hadn't noticed” 

“Yes you have,’ Mr. Forkle said. “I can see the twitch in your eye. I bet you 
have no idea how long you've been in here. Maybe you should've thought to 
count the seconds.” 

“Well, Miss Foster still has that fresh-faced bloom of youth about her, so 
I'm guessing it hasn't been that long. Besides, each time they bring me a 
pillow it’s a dead giveaway.” 

Oralie smiled. “They never bring the pillow at the same time. It’s part of 
their instructions. Sometimes they go days before they cue you to sleep 
again. Sometimes only hours. Meals are just as scattered. Havent you 
noticed how sometimes the hunger pains feel like they might tear you apart, 
or morning comes only minutes after you close your eyes?” 

“Our bodies run on rhythm and routine,’ Mr. Forkle added. “Without it, 
we deteriorate.” 

“Lovely picture you both paint.” Gethen cleared a catch from his voice. 
“But I’m still quite happy where I am?” 

“Then why is your mind frantically trying to guess the date?” Mr. Forkle 
asked. “Perhaps youre starting to realize just how long you've been 
abandoned?” 

“They're not going to rescue you,’ Sophie pressed. “Oralie’s offer is the 
best chance you have. And all you have to do is tell us where you think they 
would've brought Wylie” 


“It won't do you any good. You'll never be able to find the hideout.” 

“Actually, we will” Sophie glanced at Mr. Forkle, needing his reassuring 
nod before she rattled off everything theyd pieced together about the 
Lodestar symbol. It was a risk, giving away how much theyd learned. But 
they needed to make an impression. 

Gethen rubbed his temples. “This is what happens when you capture 
people. It lights a fire in their loved ones that burns wilder than Everblaze. 
Always a losing game.” 

“So take the win for yourself? Oralie told him. “One piece of information 
in exchange for a much more comfortable life? 

Gethen stood to pace. Hed made several circles around the room before 
his eyes locked with Mr. Forkle’s. “Very clever. You almost had me there— 
but Pm onto you now, so you can get out of my head” He turned to Sophie. 
“And Pll take my chances here, thank you very much. Theyre better than 
you think.” 

Mr. Forkle’s fisted hands made it clear that Gethen wasn't lying about 
blocking him. And they were out of games. Out of options. Out of time. 

Sophie couldn't decide if she wanted to cry or kick something. 

“You honestly thought youd beat me, didn’t you?” Gethen asked as their 
group turned to leave. “Sorry, Miss Foster—I’ve been playing this game far 
too long. But you raised an interesting question. So I’m willing to make you 
an offer. Truth for truth. One from me. One from you.” 

“It’s a trick,” Oralie said. 

“I can assure you it’s not.” 

“How will I know youre not lying?” Sophie asked. 

“You wont. But I wont know if you're lying to me, either. Thats the 
game.” 

“Do I get to choose my own question?” 

“Yes—but I get to go first.” 

Sophie glanced at Mr. Forkle. “Deal.” 

“Good decision. And here’s my question. Has the Peace Summit already 
occurred?” 

Sophie considered lying—but hed probably be able to tell. And that 
would guarantee hed lie with his answer. 

“No,” she said. “Tt hasn't happened.” 

“But it will soon?” 


“That's a separate question. Now its my turn. What was Cyrah’s 
connection to the Neverseen?” 

Gethen’s eyebrows shot up. “I thought you wanted to know where they're 
keeping Wylie.” 

“I did? Sophie said. “But now I want to know this more? 

“Interesting” 

“That’s not an answer.” 

“Tt is, actually. Her connection was interesting. You never specified that I 
had to give details. Just like I didn’t specify a better idea on timing. We both 
chose our questions poorly.’ 

Sophie sighed. “Fine. The Peace Summit will be happening soon. Now tell 
me what made Cyrah's connection to the Neverseen so interesting.” 

He sat quiet long enough to convince her he wouldn't answer. Then he 
told her, “Starstones.” 


FIFTY-SEVEN 


Do YOU THINK he was lying? Sophie transmitted to Mr. Forkle as their 
group of goblins led them—blindfolded again—back up the winding 
staircase. The journey felt twice as endless as it had the first time, and her 
muscles burned from the incline. 

It would be a strange lie to tell, Mr. Forkle said. Nowhere in the 
conversation did we mention Lady Giselas hairpin. Cyrah also worked with 
many different gems. She specialized in ribbons, but she did sell other hair 
accessories. And she was a Flasher, so its possible she did some sort of light 
treatment to make Lady Giselas stone flash blue. 

But why would she help the Neverseen? Sophie asked. She knew her 
husband sacrificed himself for the Black Swan. 

I honestly have no idea. Its possible she was angry with us for not protecting 
Prentice. Or Lady Gisela could’ve ordered the pin without telling Cyrah its 
purpose. Or she could’ve been coerced. The Neverseen certainly arent above 
blackmail, and a single mother facing the scorn of our world would be 
especially vulnerable. I'll have to see if Wylie knows anything that could help us 
narrow down the possibilities. And I'll need to do more research on starstones. 

Unless this whole thing is a lie to waste our time, Sophie thought quietly. 

Also a possibility. But there's too much potential to ignore it. 

What about all that stuff he said about getting into the Silver Tower? 
Sophie asked. Do you think the ability he hinted at was a Shade? 

That would be nice, since were already having Mr. Tam search the tower. 
But Wylies assaulters included a Shade, a Vanisher, a Guster, and a Psionipath 
—all abilities you do not possess. And Gethen did a brilliant job of blocking me 
from his memories. The energy in his mind felt different. So much stronger and 
purer. All this idleness must be building his reserves. 


“I'm assuming the anxiety I'm feeling from both of you is related to 
whatever secret conversation you're having?” Oralie asked, reminding them 
they werent alone. “And I’m not foolish enough to expect you to tell me 
what youre discussing. But I'm hoping you might be willing to answer a few 
simple yes-or-no questions.” 

“We'll do our best,” Mr. Forkle promised. 

“Thank you. So first, ’m guessing you’ve uncovered some sort of clue 
with starstones, and that’s why the word triggered such a strong reaction?” 

“Yes,” Mr. Forkle said. “We recovered a memory.’ 

“From whom?” Oralie asked. 

“That’s not a yes-or-no question,” Sophie pointed out. 

“I suppose it’s not. This is going to be harder than I thought,’ Oralie 
admitted. “Okay. Do I know the person?” 

“Yes? Mr. Forkle said. “But the rememberer is less important than the 
remembered. In the memory, Lady Gisela used a hairpin set with what she 
called ‘a rare starstone’ to light leap to a Neverseen hideout we've currently 
been unable to locate. And she implied that the stone would be able to guide 
any user to the same location. But as of this moment, the hairpin is missing” 

“Thank you for not making me pry that out of you through yes-or-no 
questions,’ Oralie told him. “Does this mean you might be open to 
answering a few others?” 

“Pll answer anything you ask,’ Mr. Forkle said. “But know that I’m 
speaking to you as my ally, not as a Councillor.” 

“I assume that means you dont want me to share the information with 
the rest of the Council?” 

“My instinct is to say yes—but I might be willing to be persuaded if you 
gave me good reasons why they can be trusted. Our order is not secretive 
because we enjoy shadows and games. Merely because it was necessary to 
avoid certain hindrances.” 

“Fair enough,” Oralie said. “It’s definitely my hope for our groups to work 
freely together. But until we reach that point, I accept the need for 
discretion. And so you know, every guard here is well aware that anything 
they've seen and heard today can never be shared.” 

“We swore an oath,’ Righty chimed in, and the other goblins murmured 
their agreement. 

“Thank you,’ Mr. Forkle told them. 


“Back to questions, then,” Oralie said, letting several seconds slip away 
before she spoke. “Do you believe Lady Gisela killed Cyrah?” 

It was the question Sophie had been trying not to ask, and she stopped 
breathing as she waited for Mr. Forkle’s answer. 

“If Gethen wasn't lying, it is a possibility,’ Mr. Forkle said quietly. “But . . . 
if starstones are important to the Neverseen, it’s also logical that Lady Gisela 
wasnt the only member who utilized them. And its important to note that 
Gethen said ‘starstones, plural, and the memory we recovered only 
displayed one. So for the moment, we have no proof of anything.” 

“And all those things that Sophie told Gethen during their conversation,” 
Oralie said, “about a symbol that’s also a map of the Neverseen’s hideouts, as 
well as some sort of secret code. I’m assuming that was true?” 

“Mostly; Sophie mumbled. “I exaggerated how much we understand. 
Dex thinks he knows how the system works, but we won't be able to tell for 
sure until we find one of the gadgets and test it out. Tam is looking to see if 
there’s one hidden in the Silver Tower—or at least proof that the Neverseen 
used one—so we'll know how they got in.” 

“Td like to see the symbol,” Oralie said. “And Id like to show it to 
Councillor Velia. Shes an expert on maps and may notice something 
important. She's also not the type to ask questions, and will keep everything 
between us. Would you be okay with that?” 

“If you believe Velia would be useful in this regard, I’m willing to take 
you at your word,’ Mr. Forkle told her. “Pll send a record of the symbol as 
soon as I return to my office.” 

“And which office is that?” Oralie asked. “In one of your hideouts? Or 
maybe somewhere closer to home?” 

“Am I to infer that you have a theory as to my identity?” Mr. Forkle 
asked. 

“Tve had many theories,’ Oralie said as they reached the top of the stairs. 
“But this one feels right.” 

“This is a trap, isn't it?” Mr. Forkle asked. “Pique my curiosity so that I'll 
be tempted to slip into your head to check your theory, and if I do, my 
emotions would give you your answer.’ 

“I suppose that would work out rather well,” Oralie told him. “But Id 
prefer to wait until you're ready to tell me. And dont think I haven't noticed 


how quiet you're being, Sophie. I’m assuming that means youre already in 
on the secret.” 

“Secrets,” Sophie corrected. “I know two of his identities. Still trying to 
figure out the others.” 

“And that is enough about me,” Mr. Forkle told them. “Did anyone else 
find Gethen’s interest in the Peace Summit to be concerning?” 

“Yes,” Oralie admitted. “Even without physical contact, I could feel how 
desperate he was for information,’ 

“Any idea why?” Sophie asked. 

“From the glimmers I caught in his mind,’ Mr. Forkle said, “I suspect the 
Neverseen once had a plan in the event of an ogre summit, and he believes it 
will allow him a chance to escape.” 

All of the goblins laughed. 

“Don't underestimate the Neverseen,’ Sophie warned them. 

“Dont underestimate us, Lefty told her. “We have security beyond 
anything anyone could prepare for.” 

“But perhaps it might be wise to add a few additional measures,” Oralie 
decided. 

“Are you allowed to tell us when the summit is?” Sophie asked. 

“No—but I suppose it would be wise for you to prepare. The summit is 
scheduled for two weeks from tomorrow. You'll receive official notice a week 
prior.” 

The goblins spent the rest of their trek discussing ways to reorganize their 
patrols. And soon enough, theyd reached the main courtyard. 

“I expect a thorough update,” Sandor told Sophie after her blindfold had 
been removed, her belongings returned, and theyd regrouped outside the 
castles gates. 

“I will? she promised. “But lets wait until were back at Havenfield. That 
way I can explain it to everyone at the same time.” 

‘TIl update the Collective,” Mr. Forkle told her. “And perhaps we should 
regroup tomorrow to discuss the best course of action from here?” 

“Please keep me in the loop,’ Oralie told them. “And PII be sure to do the 
same. This is a time when working together is in all of our best interests.” 

“Indeed? Mr. Forkle said, offering a quick bow before raising his 
pathfinder to the sunlight and leaping away. 

“Thank you again for arranging this meeting,’ Sophie told Oralie. 


Oralie gave her a weak smile. “I only hope it was worth it? 

Sophie made the same wish as she took Sandor’s hand and leaped them 
both back to Havenfield. 

“So should we—” 

“STOP!” Sandor snapped, pulling her behind him. He unsheathed his 
sword and spun around, sniffing the air. “Something’s wrong. Very wrong.’ 

Sophie had no idea what could have him so freaked out. 

And then she saw it. 

Streaks of red in one of the pastures. Splashes of it in another. 

Fresh blood. 


FIFTY-EIGHT 


SANDOR COVERED SOPHIE’S mouth and hefted her over his shoulder to 
prevent her from running away. 

But she had to find Grady and Edaline. What if they— 

“You must stop struggling and do exactly as I say,’ Sandor ordered, 
charging toward the grove where the gnomes lived. “I need to get you 
somewhere safe so I can search the grounds for your family. And I need you 
to be quiet, because I can’t tell what we're dealing with” 

He kept his sword raised, moving so fast the scenery blurred. Sophie tried 
to keep calm, telling herself the blood belonged to one of the animals—until 
Sandor slowed and uttered a string of goblin curse words. 

She strained to follow his gaze and found a bloody ogre sprawled across 
the grass. 

Dead. 

She screamed and twisted in Sandor’s arms. 

He was no match for her adrenaline-fueled panic, and she took off into 
the pastures shouting her parents’ names as red rimmed her vision while she 
ran. Her thudding heart pounded almost as hard as the rage pulsing inside 
her, straining against the tangled threads shed knotted around it. She 
pressed her hands against her ribs, willing the emotions to hold steady. She 
needed to save them for whatever was coming. 

She passed another dead ogre in the next clearing. Then two more. 

The next body she found was a goblin with long curly hair. 

Grady’s bodyguard. 

Sophie's voice turned into a ragged wail as she collapsed to her knees, 
unable to get back up—until someone grabbed her shoulder and instincts 
took over. 


Her knotted emotions ripped free, and she shoved the darkness out of her 
in sickening waves, pummeling her attacker over and over. She could’ve 
raged forever, but strained, squeaky words brought her out of the frenzy. 

When her vision cleared, she found Sandor collapsed on his side, teeth 
gritted, his body shaking from her inflicting. 

“It's okay,’ a soft voice said behind her. “The ogres are gone? 

Sophie spun around and found Flori standing with a sack of Panakes 
blossoms. 

‘Tm so sorry,’ she whispered. “They told me to wait for you to make sure 
you didn't panic. But I thought Id have time to gather more medicine.” 

Sophie couldn't get her brain to form words as Flori moved to Sandor’s 
side, placing a blossom on his chest and humming a soothing melody while 
she mopped the sweat off his brow with the edges of her long hair. 

Sandor’s features relaxed as Flori worked, the pain fading from his eyes. 

“Where are they?” Sophie managed to whisper. 

Flori knew who she meant. “They’re safe. Pll bring you to see them as 
soon as Sandor’ ready.’ 

She said other things, but Sophie's brain was on never-ending repeat. 

Safe. Safe. Safe. Safe. Safe. 

Seconds crawled by—or maybe it was minutes. Eventually Sandor raised 
his shaky head. 

“At least I know you can protect yourself? he told Sophie, offering a weak 
smile. 

Sophie struggled to apologize, but Sandor waved the words away. “My 
only concern is your safety,’ he promised, his watery eyes focused on 
something in the distance. 

Sophie didnt have to turn to know he was looking at Brielles broken 
body. 

“Come on,’ Flori said, taking Sophie's hand. “TIl bring you to the others.” 

She sang an entrance into the ground, and Sandor and Sophie followed 
her into the earth. The tunnel was damp and dark and pleasantly warm as 
Flori tangled their feet in the roots. 

“Brace yourselves,’ she warned, shifting the cadence of her melody. 

The roots obeyed her command, carrying them faster, faster, faster—far 
away. Into the darkness. Flori filled their journey with soothing songs, trying 


to keep Sophie calm and steady. But the icy terror didn't thaw until they 
emerged in a small hollow surrounded by towering red-barked trees. 

Grady and Edaline were there—dirty and bloody, but strong enough to 
throw their arms around Sophie as she crashed into them, holding on with 
all the strength she had left. 

The sobs hit then, wringing out the rest of the fear clouding her mind and 
unleashing a tidal wave of questions: “What happened? Are you hurt? Has 
someone called Elwin? Where are we? How did you get away? What’s going 
on? WHY WERE THERE OGRES?” 

“We're going to be fine,” Grady promised as she reached up to wipe a 
scratch on his cheek. “Edaline and I were very lucky.” 

He glanced at something behind her, and Sophie whipped around to find 
a dozen gnomes crouched around two more bodies. Flori was busy working 
with them, smearing their wounds with crushed Panakes petals. 

“They're going to be okay,’ Edaline whispered, holding Sophie tighter as 
they studied the unconscious, blood-streaked faces of Cadoc and Lady 
Cadence. “Lur and Mitya went to get Elwin. They should be back any 
minute.” 

“Did you sedate them?” Sandor asked, crouching next to Cadoc and 
checking the pulse point at the goblin’s bruised throat. 

“No, that’s from the shock and the blood loss,’ Edaline told him. “But 
their breathing is strong. And their hearts are holding steady. They just need 
medicine. And lots of rest.” 

Sophie nodded blankly, trying not to look at all the red. “I saw Brielle.” 

Grady turned away to wipe his eyes. “She saved me. Took on four ogres at 
once so I could get to Edaline. Three of them fell by her sword, but the 
fourth was faster? 

Something cracked behind them. 

Sophie turned and found Sandor clutching his bleeding fist, and a giant 
dent punched into one of the trees. 

“Keefe was right about his warnings,’ Edaline mumbled. “The Neverseen 
finally came after us.” 

“You saw them?” Sophie asked. 

Shed never forgive Keefe if hed been there. Ever. Not even if hed stood on 
the sidelines. 


“No, Grady said. “But one of the ogres shouted, “Ihe Pyrokinetic is 
waiting. I dont know if they meant Brant or Fintan, but it doesn't matter. 
What matters is, their plan failed.” 

Sophie repeated his last words, trying to find comfort in them. 

But all she could think was, This isn’t over. 


FIFTY-NINE 


THE OGRES HAD almost won. 

Somehow theyd seemed to know that Sandor wouldn't be there. They'd 
also positioned themselves throughout the pastures to make sure no one had 
anywhere to run. And theyd known to wait for the afternoon feeding, when 
everyone would be carrying buckets instead of weapons. Theyd even 
prepared for Grady’s ability, blocking his mesmerizing with special ogre-size 
versions of the thinking caps they used at Foxfire during exams. And when 
Edaline tried to conjure up weapons from their stockpile, the ogres had been 
ready to disarm her, as if theyd known exactly what she would do during the 
battle. 

Brielle and Cadoc had fought bravely and ferociously. But there had been 
ten ogres. 

Within minutes Brielle was dead, Cadoc and Lady Cadence seriously 
injured, and Grady and Edaline were preparing themselves to be taken. 

“Verdi's the one who saved us,’ Grady said, his lips twitching with a dark 
smile. “She charged though her pasture’s fence, grabbed one of the ogres 
with her teeth, and trampled another. The remaining ogres rushed to help 
and ... Pll spare you those details, but let's say Verdi got herself a nice taste 
of ogre meat. And she didn't enjoy it.” 

“And she’s okay?” Sophie asked. “They didn't . . ” 

“She took some hard blows,” Grady admitted. “She'll probably limp from 
now on. She also lost a few teeth. But several gnomes stayed at Havenfield to 
care for her, and I was able to get pressure on her wounds as soon as the final 
ogre fled” 

“Coward,” Sandor spit, squeezing the handle of his sword so hard, the 
skin on his fingers looked ready to rip. 


“I know,’ Grady said. “And it was the ogre who murdered Brielle. He'll 
have a scar across his chest from her final attack. If I ever see him again . . .” 

“You wont,’ Sandor promised. “We have hunters who will find him and 
shred him.” 

Sophie tried not to picture it—but her imagination ran wild. 

Elwin saved her from the nightmares when he crawled out of the earth 
carrying two overfilled satchels. His tousled hair and crazy glasses gave him 
a bit of a mad-scientist air, but within minutes, his remedies had color 
flooding back into Lady Cadence’s cheeks and Cadoc’s eyes fluttering awake. 

‘TIl need to move them to the Healing Center at Foxfire to clean them up 
and set a few broken bones,’ he told Lur and Mitya. “Can you guys rig 
something to help us transport them through the earth? Pm afraid they 
might be too weak for a light leap.” 

The gnomes got to work, weaving fallen branches into nestlike cots. 
While they built, Elwin turned his attention to Grady and Edaline. They 
each needed a dozen elixirs—and Grady had two cracked ribs—but Elwin 
promised Sophie theyd make a full recovery. 

‘Tm fine,’ she told him as he snapped his fingers and flashed a blue orb 
around her face. “I wasn't here.” 

“Tm checking for signs of shock. Youre borderline, so I want you to take 
these.” He handed her two vials filled with a thick lime green syrup. “Not 
sedatives, I promise.” 

“And not that weird happy elixir you gave me after Alden’s mind broke?” 
she checked. 

“Nope. Think of these as a security blanket for your nerves. They'll take 
away some of that chill”—he traced a finger down the goose bumps on her 
arms—“and slow your heart to its normal rate. That's it? 

Sophie chugged them, barely registering the honeylike taste as warmth 
rippled through her. 

“Want me to check on Verdi?” Elwin offered. 

“If it won't affect Cadoc and Lady Cadence's treatment,’ Edaline told him. 

“And only if you can handle being around a few dead bodies,’ Grady 
added. 

Elwin cringed. “How many are there?” 

“Nine ogres,” Edaline whispered. “And Brielle.” 


Everyone bowed their heads at the name, and Sandor punched the tree 
again. 

“Here, Elwin said, reaching for Sandor’s bleeding knuckles. 

“Do you have an Imparter with you?” Grady asked him. “I need to hail 
the Council and let them know what happened? 

“I can't believe they had thinking caps,’ Elwin mumbled. “And that the 
caps blocked mesmerizing.” 

“The Neverseen must have designed them,” Edaline whispered. 

Elwin nodded. “No one knows how to take down an elf better than 
another elf? 

“Which is why youre no longer safe in the Lost Cities, Sandor 
announced, clenching his newly bandaged hand. “Dimitar wort accept 
failure—especially for this. This had to be his test to secure his new alliance.’ 

“I wouldn't be so sure,’ Lady Cadence rasped from her newly made 
stretcher. “None of these were members of his personal guard—and none of 
them wore Markchains-’ 

“So he distanced himself from the attack,’ Sandor snarled. “That’s not 
proof of innocence, only foresight. His next attack will come swiftly. Ogres 
are expert trackers. We need to move you somewhere even Dimitar would 
never dare go.’ 

“Where are you suggesting?” Edaline asked. 

Sandor’s voice seemed to deepen as he said, “The best option is 
Gildingham. The ogres know that entering our capital city would be a 
declaration of war? 

“Would Hylda approve our visit?” Grady asked as he rejoined them. “I 
thought she preferred to keep outsiders to a minimum.” 

“She would never turn away an elvin family in need—especially one as 
important as yours. Pll contact her now and make the arrangements.” 
Sandor pulled a triangular gadget from his pocket and moved to the edge of 
the clearing to speak with his queen. 

Sophie, meanwhile, was wondering why no one seemed to be addressing 
the much scarier question. 

Now that the ogres had sent ten soldiers to directly attack an elvin family 
within the boundaries of the Lost Cities—did that mean the ogres and the 
elves were at war? 


SIXTY 


LEAVE THE DIPLOMACY to the Council? Mr. Forkle ordered when 
Sophie hailed him on her Imparter and explained the afternoon's tragedies. 

“I think were well beyond diplomacy,’ she mumbled. 

“I wouldnt be so sure. Given what Lady Cadence noted about her 
attackers, I have no doubt King Dimitar will claim that anyone involved 
acted without his permission—which may even be true? 

“You're serious?” 

“Are the Neverseen acting with the Council’s permission?” he countered. 
“I know youre angry and afraid—and justifiably so. But we cannot let 
ourselves be controlled by fear or fury, or rush into any actions that will only 
cause further death and destruction. Not without gathering evidence. So let 
the Councillors investigate. And try not to be surprised if they opt to 
proceed with the Peace Summit.” 

Sophie’s grip on her Imparter tightened. “You really think a treaty is 
going to stop the ogres from killing innocent people? Or coming after my 
family again?” 

“It depends on whos giving the orders. It’s also important to keep in 
mind that if Dimitar was behind this incident, in some ways that’s an 
advantage. Weve been working to prevent the ogres and Neverseen from 
aligning, and this guarantees it. Fintan will be livid that the ogres failed. And 
King Dimitar will be furious over losing so many warriors.” 

The words wouldve been much more comforting if Sophie weren't 
picturing Brielles bloody, broken body. 

“Right now, the most important thing is to get you and your family to 
safety,’ Mr. Forkle added gently. “I agree with Sandor that Gildingham is the 
wisest option. Do you need me to bring you a crystal to leap there?” 


“Queen Hylda has already sent her chariot,’ Sandor said over Sophie's 
shoulder. Shed forgotten he was eavesdropping. “The drivers will be here as 
soon as they retrieve Brielle.” 

His voice faltered on the name. 

“My deepest sympathies,’ Mr. Forkle told him. “Brielle was an incredible 
warrior. 

“One of the best,” Sandor agreed, looking desperate to punch something 
again. 

“When will she be presented in the Hall of Heroes?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

“Aurification will begin as soon as shes brought to Gildingham. The 
presentation should be tomorrow.” 

“Tll let the Council know to release their goblin regiments for the 
ceremony, Mr. Forkle promised. 

“Actually, Queen Hylda will be ordering them to remain with their 
assignments, Sandor told him. “She believes it would be unwise to leave the 
Lost Cities vulnerable. Dimitar could take advantage.” 

Mr. Forkle blinked. “That’s incredibly generous of her? 

“It is? Sandor said. “But now more than ever, we must work as allies? 

Sophie wasn't familiar with some of the terms they'd been using, but she 
assumed they'd been talking about the goblin’s version of a funeral. 

“Can I go to the presentation?” she asked. “Or is it a goblins-only thing?” 

“Presentations are generally only attended by our people,’ Sandor told 
her. “But Brielle is the first in the elvin regiments to be lost in a battle, so it 
might be good to show the public that the elves do not take her sacrifice for 
granted. I'll raise the matter with the queen? 

“Wed like to go as well,” Grady called from across the clearing, where he 
sat with Edaline, both of them so weary they could barely move. 

‘TIl ask Della to include something gold for each of you to wear when she 
packs up the satchels we'll be sending,” Mr. Forkle told them. “Would you 
like us to send your imp to keep you company, Miss Foster?” 

“No, I think itd be easier for Iggy to stay with Biana? 

Sophie doubted the goblins wanted a tiny purple poof causing havoc in 
their city. 

“Please let me know once youre settled in Gildingham,’ Mr. Forkle told 
her. “And Pll keep you updated on any developments. And Miss Foster?” He 
touched the screen of his Imparter, like he was trying to reach across the 


distance between them. “I’m so relieved that you and your parents are well. 
Please keep it that way? 

His image flashed away, and Sophie stared at the blank screen, trying to 
figure out what to feel—what to do. 

She was on her way to sit with Grady and Edaline when the ground 
started to rumble. 

“Dont be nervous,’ Sandor said as she jumped back, preparing for 
another ogre attack. “It’s just Twinkle.” 

With a name like Twinkle, Sophie definitely wasn't prepared for a fifty- 
foot snake to burst out of the ground—especially a fifty-foot snake strapped 
to some sort of golden harness lined with hundreds of golden wheels. The 
contraption ended in a carriage that looked like a giant golden egg, covered 
in intricate patterns and symbols. 

The snake's scales shimmered with flecks of gold, silver, and pink as it 
slithered into a tight coil, coming to rest with the egg carriage right in front 
of them. 

“Twinkle is a titanoboa,” Sandor explained. “And she’s been trained to 
guide the royal chariot through the Imperial Pathways. Queen Hylda wanted 
to ensure that Brielle returns to Gildingham with proper honor.” 

In her head, Sophies brain was screaming, YOU CHOSE TO TAKE ME 
IN THE GIANT SNAKE CARRIAGE OF DOOM WHEN WE COULD’VE 
LIGHT LEAPED?! 

But shed caught what he said about Brielle arriving with proper honor. If 
a monster-size snake offered any sort of tribute for Brielles sacrifice, she 
would ride in the carriage all day, every day, without complaint. 

A small whimper did slip through her lips, though, when Sandor led 
them past Twinkle’s enormous head. The massive snake could’ve swallowed 
her whole without needing to unhinge her jaw, and her forked tongue kept 
flicking around Sophie, like she was trying to take a taste. 

A seamless door in the carriage slid open, and two goblins greeted 
Sandor with a solemn nod as Sophie and her parents climbed in. There were 
no seats inside. Just a massive golden coffin and narrow spaces to stand on 
either side. 

“Hold on to this,” Sandor said, grabbing one of the golden ropes tied to 
the top of the carriage and handing it to Sophie. Grady and Edaline copied 
him, coiling the rope around one of their wrists and clinging to Sophie with 


their other hands as the two new goblins shouted a command to get Twinkle 
moving. 

The carriage had no windows—the only light came from a glowing 
golden orb set into the ceiling—and the ride was so smooth and steady, it 
almost felt like they were floating. A low rumble reverberated through the 
silence, and Sophie counted the passing seconds, surprised when they came 
to a stop after only five hundred and thirty-nine. 

“I didn't realize we were so close to Gildingham,” Sophie said. 

“We weren't. A team of Technopaths helped engineer Twinkle’s chariot to 
allow her to move at supersonic speeds. We'll disembark after they carry out 
Brielle.” 

One of the goblins theyd traveled with slid open the door, flooding the 
carriage with buttery sunlight as he and the other goblin lifted the coffin. 

Sophie focused on the view—her first glimpse of the goblin city, where 
intricate gilded buildings had been built across the rolling green foothills. 
The architecture had an almost fragile feel, with so many arches and pillars 
and windows and balconies that they looked ready to float away on a breeze. 
A golden lake shimmered in the distance, flowing into a river that shone like 
the sun. And at the top of the highest peak, a golden step pyramid loomed 
against the horizon. 

“That’s Queen Hylda’s palace,” Sandor said, following Sophie’s gaze. “And 
once were out of the carriage you'll see the Hall of Heroes, where we'll be 
going for Brielles presentation tomorrow. The queen invited you to have 
dinner with her tonight, but I asked her to give you the night to settle in 
before facing any formalities.” 

“She wasn't offended, was she?” Grady asked. 

“If anything, she was relieved. Generally the night a soldier is lost is a 
night of reflection for our queen. She only offered because she didn't want to 
seem an unfriendly hostess.’ 

Edaline smiled sadly. “Then thanks for declining. Were going to have to 
rely on you for proper goblin diplomacy.” 

“Tll do my best. For instance, as we step out of this carriage and you see 
the crowd gathered below, it would be considered proper to offer a solemn 
wave.” 

“Crowd?” Sophie asked as Sandor slowly exited. Sure enough, when she 
followed, she could see that Twinkle had brought them to a level of the city 


halfway up one of the rolling hills, and the golden streets below were lined 
with goblin warriors whod gathered to see them. Some were shirtless with 
black pants and weapons, like Sandor always wore, but most were adorned 
in gleaming golden armor. 

“This way, Sandor said after Sophie gave the crowd what she hoped 
counted as a “solemn wave.’ He pressed his palm against a flat panel in the 
center of golden door set into the mountain. “Dont worry, my house is 
much bigger on the inside” 

He wasn't wrong. 

Not only was the house at least ten bedrooms—but everything was 
designed for someone seven feet tall. All the doorknobs were closer to 
Sophie's shoulder height, and she had to stand on her tiptoes in order to 
climb onto any of the chairs. And it was so fancy. Shimmering rugs. Tasseled 
curtains. Intricately carved furniture, all in the same warm yellow tone. 

‘Tm assuming there's a reason everything’s gold,” Sophie said. 

Sandor nodded. “Gold is a weak metal. But we are strong. We don't build 
houses or walls for protection. We build them to have a place that inspires 
awe—a place worth defending.” 

“Well, it’s incredible,” Edaline told him. “Id heard stories of the golden 
city, but Id never pictured it quite this spectacular.’ 

Sandor wandered to one of the windows. “I wish you could be here under 
better circumstances. But I suppose it’s nice to be home. Della should be 
here with your clothes and things soon. In the meantime, I'll show you to 
your rooms.” 

Grady and Edaline were given their own suite at the end of the longest 
hall, and Sophie grabbed one more hug before following Sandor to where 
shed be staying, in a room with a gilded four-poster bed covered in golden 
linens. She knew she should probably rest. But as soon as she was alone, she 
did something much more important. 

I dont care if this is a bad time, she transmitted. We need to talk. NOW. 

She repeated the call at least a dozen times before Keefe’s voice rushed 
into her head. 

Are Grady and Edaline okay? 

Fury churned as fast as the queasiness in her stomach. I take it that means 
you knew? 

Not until a couple of hours ago, when Fintan got a hail from King Dimitar. 


So the king is behind this? She rubbed the spot under her ribs, where her 
tangled emotions used to be. Shed released them when she inflicted, leaving 
her chest cold and empty. 

I don't know, Keefe said. All Fintan told us is that Dimitar will not be our 
ally. I’ve been trying to find a way to reach you ever since. I'm so sor— 

Dont! Sophie interrupted. Brielles dead. Sorry isn't going to change that. 

Okay, I dont know who Brielle is, but— 

She was Gradys bodyguard. THAT’S how close the ogres came to catching 
him. And you were supposed to warn us! 

I did warn you. I just didn’t know the specifics. 

I know. But that’s the thing neither of us have wanted to admit. If you can't 
give the specifics, everything you're doing is worthless. 

The words hit him harder than shed expected. But she wasn't taking them 
back. 

I'm doing the best I can, he told her. 

Maybe. But its not enough. Half the time you cant even talk during our 
check-ins. This isn’t working. 

I know it feels like that—but I'm seriously SO CLOSE. 

Even if thats true—you know what? Were getting close too. We've already 
figured out what the symbol means, and Gethen gave us a big clue on how to 
use it. 

What are you saying? 

I'm saying, were coming after the Neverseen with everything we have. 

Bad idea, Foster. Seriously, so bad. 

I don't care. They tried to take my family from me, and I’m not going to sit 
back anymore. So you better find a way to get out now, Keefe. Before you get 
caught in the cross fire. 


SIXTY-ONE 


KEEFE WASN'T GOING to listen. 

Sophie could tell. 

He thought she didn’t have a plan, and that everything shed said was just 
an angry rant. 

And a small part of her worried that he was right. 

The other part knew they had to find a way to fight harder, before she lost 
anyone else she cared about. 

But that included Keefe. 

So if he wasn't ready to leave on his own, theyd have to plan a rescue—for 
real. No more waiting for inspiration and hoping a plan would come 
together. They needed to sit down and figure it out and make it happen, just 
like when theyd snuck into Ravagog. 

Between their abilities and their skills and the information theyd 
gathered, there had to be a way to— 

A knock at Sandor’s front door interrupted her scheming. 

Sophie crept to her doorway, relieved when she recognized Grizel’s voice. 
It sounded like Grizel had brought their clothes from the Lost Cities, and 
Sophie made her way down the hall to pick up her satchel. 

But when she turned the corner, she caught a quick glimpse of Grizel 
clinging to Sandor and sobbing against his shoulder as he wrapped his arms 
gently around her. 

Sophie ducked back, not wanting to interrupt such a private moment. 

“Tm sorry, Grizel whispered, her voice thick. “When the news first came 
through, all anyone could tell me was that a soldier was down at Havenfield. 
And I thought .. ? 


“I dont deserve your worry.’ Sandor’s voice was choked with fury. “I 
wasnt there when Brielle and Cadoc needed me. I was pacing in front of 
Lumenaria like a fool.” 

“Staying with your charge doesn't make you foolish,’ Grizel told him. “I 
would've done the same thing.” 

“Which proves we're both blindly stubborn beyond all reason, not that it 
was the right decision.” 

Grizel laughed softly. “The stubborn I'll agree to. But the blind part might 
fall squarely on you.” 

“Tm... not as blind as you think.” 

The shift in his tone made Sophie wonder if she should stop listening and 
give them some privacy. But she couldn't seem to make her legs carry her 
away. 

“I couldn't stop you from being assigned to Fitz,’ Sandor whispered. “But 
have you ever wondered why I assigned Brielle to watch over Grady?” 

“I... figured it was because she was an incredible soldier,’ Grizel said 
carefully. 

“She was. But we both know that charge should’ve gone to you. Given the 
rarity of Grady’s talent, he needed our strongest warrior. I should’ve assigned 
you to protect him and moved Brielle to Everglen. But”—he cleared the 
catch from his throat—“I worried what would happen if we lived in such 
close quarters.” 

“Afraid I'd play too many games?” 

“Afraid youd win.” 

The confession was so soft, Sophie almost wondered if shed imagined it. 

“Is that really so frightening?” Grizel whispered. 

Sandor cleared his throat again, drawing out the moment. “I chose the 
life of a soldier. And soldiers are strongest when they have nothing 
distracting them—nothing slowing their hand or forcing caution when the 
battle calls for risk” 

“See, and I always thought the strongest soldiers were those with 
something worth fighting for. Something to come home to. Something they 
can't bear to lose that makes them refuse to surrender” 

“I dont know,” Sandor whispered. “But I can’t stop imagining what I'd do 
if it were you in that coffin. How lost Id feel.” 


The silence that followed was so charged, it had Sophie mentally 
chanting, Kiss, kiss, kiss! But real life never seemed to be as romantic as it 
was in human movies, and the moment slipped away. 

“Well” Grizel said. “I suppose I should be getting back to Everglen. 
Queen Hylda gave me a long list of preparations to make for tomorrow.’ 

The door had started to creak closed when Sandor said, “I haven't 
forgotten that I owe you a dance.” 

“Neither have I,” Grizel whispered. “But I won't force you.” 

“You arent,” Sandor breathed. “I cart promise much. But I might be able 
to handle... slow? 

“Slow, Grizel repeated, and the hope in her voice made Sophie steal a 
peek around the corner. She watched Grizel take Sandor’s hands and 
whisper, “Td be good with slow” 

Sandor reached up to brush Grizel’s cheek, and she leaned into his palm, 
closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. Endless seconds slipped by, 
neither of them seeming to mind. And when she pulled away, a shy smile 
curled her lips. 

“Be safe,’ Sandor whispered. 

“Always,” she told him. 

She was halfway through the doorway when she turned back with a 
teasing wink. “This won't get you out of wearing those silver pants.” 

Sandor sighed. “I suppose that’s the least of my worries.” 

She left without another word, and Sandor waited for the lock to click 
before he turned to Sophie and said, “I knew you were listening.” 

“I figured,’ Sophie told him, too giddy to feel guilty. “And just so you 
know, I think you made the right decision. You guys are so—” 

“Keep in mind that any comments you make about my love life give me 
permission to talk to you about boys,’ Sandor interrupted. “Td also 
appreciate your discretion. Now is not the time for such things to become 
known?’ 

“Done, Sophie said, dropping the conversation. “I just want to see you 
happy. Especially after all the sacrifices you make for me. I’m sorry again for 
inflicting on you. Next time I'll keep a tighter hold until Pm sure I'm fighting 
a threat.” 

Sandor shook his head as he brought over her purple backpack. “How 
about instead we focus on making sure there isn't a next time?” 


SOPHIE HAD PLANNED TO CRY at Brielles funeral—or presentation—or 
whatever the goblins called it. Shed even stuffed several handkerchiefs into 
the pockets of her long golden gown. But sadness wasn't the theme of the 
ceremony. It was about bestowing honor and celebrating Brielles 
accomplishments. 

The Hall of Heroes itself was a massive acropolis-style structure lined 
with twisted golden columns and filled with golden statues that reminded 
Sophie of the terra-cotta warriors shed seen in human encyclopedias—row 
upon row of gleaming goblins in heroic battle poses. 

It seemed like a beautiful tribute, until they unveiled Brielle’s statue and 
Sophie realized the figure was a little too lifelike—every detail perfect, down 
to the very last curl. 

“Is that her?” she whispered, fighting off a gag when Sandor nodded. 
Grady and Edaline didn't look as horrified—but they'd definitely gone pale. 

“Her body’s been aurified, Sandor explained. “It’s a process the elves 
helped us perfect. It transmutes every cell to gold, leaving no flesh or blood 
behind. Only a powerful likeness to remember our soldiers by? He frowned 
when he noticed Sophie was cringing. “Honestly, how is it that different 
from wrapping your DNA around a seed and letting the tree grow with some 
of your characteristics?” 

When he put it like that, it didn't sound as creepy. And it wasn't Sophie's 
place to judge another species’ culture anyway. 

But she still wouldn't have wanted to be alone in the Hall of Heroes at 
night—and she was pretty sure she was going to have a more than a few 
golden mummy nightmares. 

She fought hard not to let any of her discomfort show on her face, since 
the queen had given their group seats on an elevated platform, in plain view 
of the entire audience. 

“It was wise for you to attend,’ Sandor told them when everyone stood to 
leave. “I can tell it meant a lot to my people to see that the elves care about 
the soldiers who protect them.” 

“It did indeed,” a deep, throaty voice said behind them, and Sandor 
immediately dropped to one knee. 

“Your Highness,’ he mumbled. “I didn’t see you there.” 


“Thats because I snuck up on you,’ Queen Hylda said, tossing her 
intricately plaited hair. She smoothed the golden lapels of her military-style 
jacket as her gray eyes focused on Sophie, Grady, and Edaline. “Please, no 
need for such formalities,” she told them as they hurried to bow as well. “You 
are not my subjects.” 

“We still owe you our respect,’ Grady said as he straightened. “You and 
your warriors have been invaluable allies.” 

“Well, the elves’ knowledge and innovation have been equally precious 
for our world,’ Queen Hylda said. “I consider the whole arrangement to be a 
crucial partnership. Which is why I was hoping I might borrow young Miss 
Foster for a few minutes. The Council has informed me that she'll be 
attending the Peace Summit. And if that’s the case, I have a favor to ask.” 


SIXTY-TWO 


YOU HAD A private audience with the goblin queen?” Biana asked, sharing 
a look with Dex that seemed to say, Why are we even surprised anymore? 

“We didn’t talk for long,’ Sophie mumbled, checking to make sure no one 
around them was eavesdropping. “Queen Hylda just wanted to ask me for a 
favor.” 

Biana grinned. “Of course she did.” 

Despite the attack on Sophie's parents—which the Council had revealed 
to the public to honor Brielles sacrifice—Mr. Forkle had managed to 
convince Sandor to bring Sophie to her weekly skill lesson at Foxfire. The 
Coaches were ramping up the training now that people finally seemed 
scared enough to commit to it. And it made a difference—by the end of the 
lesson, almost half of Sophies Hemisphere had achieved the day’s skill and 
cracked small stress fissures in their stones. 

Sophie had shattered hers completely. 

The process had left her drained—but it was a good kind of exhaustion. 
Far better than the five restless days shed spent pacing around Sandor’s 
house, brainstorming elaborate Rescue Keefe plans and then rejecting them 
for having too many Things That Would Get Everyone Killed. And her 
check-ins with Keefe now followed a repetitive pattern of her begging him to 
leave the Neverseen and him promising, “Soon” 

Hopefully, if her group of friends worked together, theyd be able to come 
up with something that had a chance of success. But getting them all in the 
same place was proving challenging—especially Tam and Linh. The twins 
had even skipped the skill lesson that day. Tam was using every spare second 
to search the Silver Tower, desperate to find whatever last piece they needed 


to make everything theyd learned about the symbol come together. And 
Linh had been nervous to leave Wylie alone. 

Mr. Forkle had felt obligated to tell Wylie what theyd learned from 
Gethen about his mother’s death and starstones—though he left out any 
mention of Lady Gisela, deciding to wait until they had a better idea of 
precisely how shed been involved. But hearing that his mom had likely 
helped the Neverseen had knocked Wylie to a new low. Granite had even 
brought Maruca and her mom back to see him, and all Wylie said during the 
visit was, “Is anyone who they say they are?” 

“What kind of favor are you supposed to do for a goblin queen?” Fitz 
asked, dragging Sophie out of her dreary thoughts. 

She waited for a group of nearby Right Hemispheres to wander away 
before she whispered, “She wants my support during the summit. She gave 
me a list of all the things she wants added to the new treaty, and asked me to 
decide which ones I'll vote in favor of? 

“Isn't that cheating?” Biana asked. “Colluding before the summit?” 

“Why would it be?” Fitz asked. “Its not a test? 

“Your brother is correct,’ Sandor told her. “The summit is a negotiation. 
And the best negotiators do their homework ahead of time. I’m sure 
everyone is determining their allies.” 

“Anyone else stunned the ogres are still going through with the summit?” 
Dex asked. “I mean . . . they have to know everyone is going to side against 
them? 

“King Dimitar has no choice, Grizel said, and Sophie noticed she was 
standing a little closer to Sandor than she truly needed to. “He’s claiming 
innocence in the attack, insisting it was done by a band of rebels. He even 
sent Queen Hylda a letter offering his condolences. But he knows no one 
will believe him if he’s not also working closely with the Council toward 
‘achieving a peaceful resolution’” 

She put the last words in air quotes, almost like she no longer believed 
they were a possibility. But Sophie was clinging hard to the last shreds of her 
hope. 

Sure, part of her wanted to march into Ravagog and stomp the ogres into 
the ground for what theyd done to her family. But another part kept 
thinking about the eerie golden bodies in the Hall of Heroes. 


How many more goblins would have to be aurified if the elves and ogres 
went to war? 

How many new trees would be added to the Wanderling Woods? 

If there was any chance they could solve this without further violence, 
they had to try for it. 

“So what kinds of things are on Queen Hylda’s list?” Dex asked. 

“Exactly what youd expect,’ Sophie whispered. “She wants the ogres to 
turn over all their weapons and agree to stop any sort of offensive—or 
defensive—training, wants them to surrender the borderlands they share 
with the goblins, and wants King Dimitar to turn over the ogre who killed 
Brielle. There were a bunch of things that had to do with the previous treaty 
too. But I didn’t understand a lot of that, so I gave copies to Mr. Forkle and 
Oralie to see if they can help me.” 

“Are you going to support her list?” Biana asked. 

Sophie shrugged. 

She understood why Queen Hylda was drawing such a hard line. But she 
kept thinking about what Lady Cadence had tried to tell her, about how the 
new treaty would destroy fundamental aspects of the ogres’ culture. She had 
zero sympathy for King Dimitar, but she knew thousands and thousands of 
innocent ogres would be affected—including the children shed seen running 
around during her time in Ravagog. 

“Lets just say I’m glad I still have some time to decide,’ she mumbled, 
wishing it were longer. The Council was sticking with their scheduled date, 
so she only had about a week and a half left. “I swear, this whole thing is way 
more involved than I realized. Did you guys know that summits last multiple 
days? I got this, like, packet saying Edaline and I will have our own room in 
the castle, and luggage isn't allowed, so we both had to send the Council our 
measurements and they'll provide several changes of clothes.” 

“Ohhhh,” Biana breathed. “I bet they'll make you the most gorgeous 
dresses! Will you get to keep them?” 

“If I do, they're yours,’ Sophie promised. 

“And here I thought you guys would be discussing important stuff,’ 
Marella said, rolling her bright blue eyes as she shoved her petite frame into 
the center of their group. “But apparently were standing in a suspicious- 
looking circle surrounded by goblins so we can discuss clothes?” 

“Does this mean you're talking to us again?” Biana asked. 


“It means I’m talking to you today,’ Marella corrected. “And only because 
I realized you guys were never going to leave me alone until you got what 
you wanted. So’—she checked over her shoulder and lowered her voice 
—“since my mom was actually having a pretty good day yesterday, I thought, 
Fine, I'll ask her about Cyrah and prove she doesn't know anything. Only .. ? 
Her eyes dropped to her feet, kicking at her scuffed shoes. “I guess she does 
remember something.” 

“And that something is?” Dex prompted. 

Marella twisted one of her braids around her finger. “TIl tell you what I 
know if you do something for me.” 

“You know that’s blackmail, right?” Fitz asked. “Or maybe it’s extortion? 
Either way, it’s super shady.” 

Marella shrugged, unconcerned. 

“Why don't we find out what she wants before we get mad?” Biana 
suggested. 

“Clearly you're the smart Vacker? Marella said. “And what I want 
shouldnt be a big deal. I just want to meet with this mysterious Mr. Forkle 
guy youre always talking about.” 

“Why?” Sophie asked. 

“That’s between him and me.” 

“Not if you want me to set up a meeting,” Sophie argued. “He'll never 
agree without knowing the reason.” 

Marella sighed, twisting her braid tighter. “Hes the one who triggered all 
of your abilities, right?” 

“Most of them,” Sophie corrected—and she had a sinking suspicion she 
knew where Marella was going with this. 

Marella confirmed it a second later when she crossed her arms and 
arched an eyebrow. “Then I want him to trigger mine.” 


SIXTY-THREE 


THIS IS NOT how this process works,’ Mr. Forkle told Marella as he closed 
the door to Alden’s circular office. Hed chosen Everglen as a meeting point, 
since Havenfield felt too vulnerable, and the Vackers had been generous 
enough to offer their home. 

Hed also made Marella wait a day for the meeting, since hed had a 
number of appointments forcing him to stay in Magnate Leto mode the day 
before. And the delay seemed to have made Marella fidgety. 

Or maybe it was the hard look in Mr. Forkle’s eyes as he told her, “And I 
don't simply mean that triggering abilities this way is unnatural. Important 
information about a possible murder should never be a bargaining chip.” 

“I know,’ Marella mumbled, sinking into one of the plush armchairs that 
faced the room's floor-to-ceiling aquarium. Dex, Fitz, Biana, and Sophie 
leaned against the windowed wall behind her, while Sandor, Woltzer, Grizel, 
and Lovise waited outside to give them more space. “But I’ve tried everything 
else,’ she whispered. “And I knew youd triggered Sophie's abilities—” 

“Miss Foster is a very special case,’ Mr. Forkle interrupted. 

“Yeah, I’m aware. But I figured . . . if it doesn’t work, at least Pll know I 
did everything I possibly could. And here, you can see I'm good for the 
information part.’ She pulled a thick, sealed envelope from the pocket of her 
wrinkled cape and set it on the edge of Alden’s massive desk. “The secret my 
mom gave me is in there. If you want to open it first, that’s cool.” 

“That wont be necessary,’ Mr. Forkle said, even though Sophie was ready 
to snatch it and tear it open. “Perhaps this will prove that you need not 
resort to such drastic measures, should you ever seek my help in the future.” 

He stepped closer, and Marella flinched. “Have you changed your mind?” 


“No!” Marella straightened in her chair. “I was just wondering if it will... 
um... hurt?” 

“Having an ability triggered can be a strange sensation—but not an 
unpleasant one. It’s also important to keep in mind that hardly anyone 
manifests immediately. It will only take me a few moments to send mental 
energy into the portions of your brain where abilities develop—but you 
might not notice a change for several hours or days. Or your mind may still 
not be ready.” 

“Is there a way to specifically trigger empathy?” Marella asked. 

“No. Our abilities stem from our genetics. Whatever you will or won't be 
has already been decided—and might I add that oftentimes nature is far 
smarter than we are. We may want a certain ability, only to discover that 
what we manifest is far better suited” 

“Thatd be easier to believe if it werent coming from the guy who 
handpicked a billion abilities for Sophie,’ Marella mumbled. 

“As I said, Miss Foster is a special case—though for the record, I did let 
her genetics guide me. Not every ability she has is one I would've chosen? 

“Which ones aren't?” Sophie asked. “Besides teleporting?” 

“That’s irrelevant information,’ Mr. Forkle told her. “They're a part of you 
either way.” 

“Does she have abilities she hasn't manifested?” Dex asked. 

“Lets not get sidetracked” Mr. Forkle said. “Are you ready now, Miss 
Redek?” 

Marella took a deep breath before she nodded. 

“Very well. Hold still” Mr. Forkle reached for her face, pressing two 
fingers against each of her temples as he closed his eyes. “Tll start in three... 
two... one.” 

“Whoa—you were right about it being strange,” Marella said, scratching 
the top of her head. “It’s super tingly—and it keeps getting warmer.” 

“Try to clear your mind,” Mr. Forkle told her. “It’s best not to focus on the 
process. I’m trying to trigger your instinct, not your active mind.” 

“Right,” Marella said. “Sorry” 

The seconds ticked by and Sophie found herself holding her breath, 
wishing with everything she had for Marella to manifest. Like Stina had said, 
even if Marella didn't get the ability she wanted, it would help her so much 
just knowing the issue was settled. 


“One last push,” Mr. Forkle said, scrunching his brow. 

Marella gripped the arms of her chair and let out a tiny squeak before Mr. 
Forkle stumbled back and leaned against the desk. A sheen of sweat 
glistened across his face, and his breathing sounded like hed just run up ten 
flights of stairs. 

“Whoa, it’s all spinny and flippy in my head right now,’ Marella 
mumbled. 

‘Tm not surprised. I gave you every bit of mental energy I could spare,’ 
Mr. Forkle told her. “I'll leap you home as soon as your head clears—and 
then you need to rest. Let me know when you feel ready.” 

“I might need a few minutes,’ Marella warned, waving her fingers in front 
of her eyes like her vision had blurred. 

“So can we open the envelope now?” Fitz asked, already reaching for it. 

“Up to you,’ Marella said. “Oh, but I should probably explain.’ She 
swallowed hard, rubbing her temples as she said, “I asked my mom why 
shed told Cyrah she needed to be more careful, and she told me it was 
because Cyrah was messing with things she didn't understand. So I asked 
her what that meant and she got up and walked away. I figured she was done 
with the conversation, but—whoa, it’s really spinny right now. Hang on.” 

Marella leaned her head between her knees. “Think this is a sign that it’s 
working?” 

“We'll know soon enough,’ Mr. Forkle told her. 

She nodded carefully. “Anyway, my mom came back down and gave me 
the thing I put in that envelope—but only after I promised her I'd never try 
to use it. She told me she found it in Cyrah’s stall. It doesn't look dangerous 
to me, but maybe I just don't know what it is? 

The four friends huddled close as Fitz tore open the envelope and poured 
the single item into his clammy palm. 

A smooth, oval starstone. 

And when Fitz held it up to the light, it flashed blue. 


SIXTY-FOUR 


WE NEED TO find out where it takes us? Sophie said, pointing to the blue 
beam of light that the starstone cast on the floor. 

Right on cue, the door burst open and all four bodyguards rushed in, 
shouting the many reasons none of them would be going anywhere. 

“Wow, is this how it always is for you guys?” Marella asked, rubbing her 
forehead. 

“Pretty much.” Sophie raised her hands to get everyone’s attention. “I 
know you don't want us to do this. But starstones remember the last place 
they've been, so we have to find out where this one goes. And since goblins 
cant light leap without elves, some of us are going to have to go. So how 
about we pick a small group—two elves, two goblins—and make a quick 
leap? We can keep our crystals right in our hands, that way were ready to 
leap away the second we re-form if there’s any trouble. And I'm sure Alden 
and Della have some crystals we can use to make sure we end up back here 
and everyone knows we're safe? 

“Of course,’ Della said, blinking into sight on the far side of the room— 
making Sophie wonder how long shed been eavesdropping. 

The goblins debated a couple of minutes more, and eventually admitted 
that Sophies argument was solid. Which brought them to the bigger 
question. 

“How do we decide who goes?” Fitz asked. 

Of course everyone nominated themselves—and the adults did their 
usual adult thing and tried to claim it should be them instead of “children.” 
Round and round it went until Grizel slipped her fingers in the corners of 
her mouth and destroyed everyone's eardrums with a high-pitched whistle. 


“If anyone tries to start another shouting match, I will do that again,” she 
warned. “And I wont stop until everyone has a migraine. So lets try logic 
instead, shall we? We already agreed that two goblins will be part of the 
mission—and of the four of us, those ranked the highest are Sandor and 
myself. And since neither of us can separate from our charges—and we all 
know there's no way Sophie's not going to be a part of this—that means we'll 
be bringing Sophie and Fitz, and they will stand behind us and do exactly 
what we say. We go. We look. We leave. It'll be five minutes, tops.” 

“Works for me,” Fitz said, grinning at Biana when she pouted. 

“Wow,” Marella said. “I’ve never seen people fight because they all want to 
do the crazy, dangerous thing.” 

“Welcome to my world,’ Sophie told her. “Still mad at me for not 
dragging you into it?” 

Marella shook her head. “Starting to think I’m not cut out. You're really 
going to blindly follow a random beam of light, knowing full well it could 
leap you into a room full of killers?” 

“It's not even the scariest thing weve done,” Fitz told her. 

Mr. Forkle sighed. “I should go with you. There can just as easily be five 
to the group, instead of four.’ 

“If we go with that slippery reasoning, there can just as easily be six or 
seven or eight, Grizel argued. “But the smaller the group, the faster and 
more discreet we'll be. Besides, you're looking a little wobbly” 

She was right—the color still hadn't returned to Mr. Forkle’s features. 

“And youre supposed to be helping Marella home,” Sophie reminded 
him. “And maybe—if Caprise is up to it—you could ask her some follow-up 
questions.” 

“My mom is having another kinda-okay day,’ Marella admitted. “She 
might be up to talking for a few minutes.” 

Mr. Forkle looked anything but thrilled with this plan, but seemed to 
swallow back his protests. “Very well. Make sure you leave the starstone 
here.” He held out his hand, waiting for Sophie to pass it over. “You can just 
as easily step in to a path created by someone staying here, and that way we 
have a way to find you if we need to.” 

“They also have their panic switches,’ Dex reminded everyone. 

Sandor unsheathed his sword. “We won't need them.” 

Grizel drew her weapon as well, with an especially impressive flourish. 


Della gathered Fitz and Sophie into a hug, promising that she and Alden 
would be waiting for them at Everglen’s gates. Biana joined in the embrace, 
pulling Dex along with her. 

“Wow; Marella mumbled. “You guys are huggers.” 

“We'll be fine,” Sophie said as she pulled away—though her voice was 
slightly scratchier than she wanted it to be. 

Fitz reached for her hand, and Sandor and Grizel completed the circle as 
Mr. Forkle created the starstone’s dim path. They each took a second to 
steady their nerves before together, they let the starstone’s blue glow carry 
them away. 


IT WASN’T THE COLDEST LEAP Sophie had ever experienced. But it felt 
strangely turbulent, like the light was part of a windstorm whipping them 
around, trying to send them scattering. She rallied her concentration and 
wrapped it tighter around Sandor and Grizel, refusing to lose a single 
particle as the world rushed back and they reformed in... 

...a bedroom. 

A very fancy bedroom. 

Everything was velvet and silk in shades of red and black, with a bed big 
enough to sleep ten people. 

“This isn't what I was expecting,’ Fitz whispered as Sandor and Grizel 
sniffed the air. 

“Think it’s Fintan’s room?” Sophie asked, staring at the twinkling balefire 
chandelier that cascaded from the ceiling. “It wouldn't be Brant’s—he can't 
stand to be around kindling? 

“No idea,’ Fitz said. “Tm just glad it’s empty.’ 

The bed wasnt made, and a lump under the blankets caught Sophie's 
attention. She tiptoed over and peeled back the covers and found... 

“Mrs. Stinkbottom?” 

The fluffy stuffed gulon stared back at her with its glassy eyes. 

“So is this Keefe's room?” Fitz asked. “I thought he didn't take Mrs. 
Stinkbottom with him?” 

“He didnt,’ Sophie mumbled. “So maybe... ? 

She wandered to the wall of windows and peeled back one of the 
curtains. Far below she could see a stark courtyard with an iron arch over 


the main pathway. 

“Were not in a Neverseen hideout,’ she whispered. “Were in... 
Candleshade-” 

Her brain was still figuring out what to do with the idea of Lord Cassius 
cuddling with Keefe’s favorite stuffed animal, when Fitz connected all the 
dots to the much more disturbing implication. 

“This proves Cyrah made the starstone in Lady Gisela’s hairpin, doesn't 
it?” he asked. 

“It's worse than that,’ Sophie said, taking a moment to add her dread to 
the knot of emotions shed been rebuilding. 

She glanced around the room, making sure Lord Cassius wasn't around 
to hear her before she whispered, “I think it proves for sure that Lady Gisela 
killed her.” 


SIXTY-FIVE 


I HAVE TO tell you something, Sophie transmitted, rubbing the growing 
tangle under her ribs as she pushed the call out into the night. 

Fitz tightened his hold on her hand, snapping their thumb rings together. 

Once shed realized they had to tell Keefe about his mom, shed asked if 
she could stay the night at Everglen so she wouldnt be alone. Fitz would be 
eavesdropping on the conversation, helping her gauge Keefe’s reaction—that 
way she wouldn't be the only one deciding if hed reached a danger zone of 
guilt and recklessness. 

Sandor hadn't been thrilled with the sleepover arrangement, since he 
needed to return to Grady and Edaline in Gildingham. But Grizel had teased 
him into trusting her to protect both of their charges. If Sophie had known a 
girlfriend was all it took to get Sandor to relax a little, she would've tried 
fixing him up months ago. 

“Has he said anything yet?” Biana asked, blinking in and out of sight as 
she wandered Everglen’s upstairs guest bedroom. 

Sophie had stayed in the cozy-yet-elegant room several times since shed 
moved to the Lost Cities, and it always seemed to happen when things got 
hard. 

“What do we do if he doesn't respond?” Dex asked. 

“Wait until morning and try again,” Sophie mumbled, knowing it would 
mean a long, sleepless night—though sleep was a lost cause anyway. She 
hadnt realized how many hopes shed rested on the slim excuses Mr. Forkle 
had given for why Lady Gisela might not be Cyrah’s murderer, until they'd 
been ripped away. 

Is this going to be another one of those nights where you spend the whole 
time yelling at me to come home? Keefe asked, making her sit up straighter as 


his thoughts filled her head. Because as much as I love it when you get all 
feisty on me, now’s really not a good time. 

Why? Are you with other people? Sophie asked. 

Nope. But I'm working on something thats kinda time-pressed. And no, I 
cant tell you what it is. I don’t want to get your hopes up until I know for sure 
if this is going to work. So let's save the lecture for tomorrow. 

Its not a lecture, she transmitted. Its... 

Her hands shook, and Biana and Dex scooted closer, offering support. 

Hmm, Keefe said. This sounds serious. 

It is. I'm really scared its going to be too much. But I don't think youd want 
me to keep it secret, so I don't know what to do. 

I take it this means you know about my mom, Keefe thought quietly. 

Sophie's and Fitz’s eyebrows shot up. You know? she asked. 

His thoughts felt a little fidgety as he told her, Yeah. Fintan told me a 
couple of days ago. I didn’t mention it because you've been so mad at me. Plus, 
I was still trying to figure out how I feel about it. 

How do you feel about it? Sophie asked. 

I still don't really know. I smashed a few things—and that felt good. And I 
did a little sulking. But the thing is, it doesnt actually change anything. I was 
already done with her long before this. 

I guess... , Sophie thought, studying Fitz’s expression. 

He looked as wary as she felt. 

Could Keefe truly be this calm? Or was he a ticking time bomb? 

So, she said, scooting away from Dex and Biana, who were elbowing her 
and Fitz, wanting updates on what was happening. Are you okay with me 
telling Wylie about this? I promised Id keep him updated, but I'll wait if you 
arent ready to have him know. 

Why did Wylie ask for updates about my mom? 

He didn't. He asked for updates about his mom. 

So what does my mom have to do with his mom? 

Sophie frowned. Isnt that what we've been talking about? 

I... don't know anymore. 

Sourness pooled in her stomach. What exactly did Fintan tell you about 
your mom? 

Why don't you tell me what you were going to say first? 


Fitz squeezed her hand for support as Sophie told Keefe everything they 
knew about the starstone Marella gave them, and where her mother had 
found it, and how it had leaped straight into his parents’ bedroom. She even 
told him about his dad sleeping with Mrs. Stinkbottom at night. And each 
new fact rumbled around his brain like a thunderstorm. 

So she killed her, Keefe said. His mental voice was flat. His mind gray, like 
the storm was taking over. 

It looks that way, Sophie admitted. But technically we still don't— 

Forget it, Foster. You don't have to make pretend excuses. We both know 
theres no way its a coincidence that someone found a super-rare starstone 
leaping straight to my parents’ bedroom at the place where someone died— 
especially since Gethen knew something about it. And its fine. I'm fine. Its... 
whatever. I'm over it. 

No youre not, she pressed. 

No. But I cant deal with it right now. Id rather focus on destroying 
everything she's built, piece by piece. 

An understandable goal. Also a super-reckless one. And proof that the 
only way theyd ever get Keefe to come home would be to drag him there, 
kicking and screaming. 

So, was that it? he asked. Because I really do need to concentrate. 

Sophie was about to let him go when she realized hed yet to clear up the 
misunderstanding. What did you think I was going to tell you about your 
mom? 

His mind thundered again, darkening the space between them. I thought 
you were going to tell me that no one knows where she is anymore. Dimitar 
went to check on her at the prison, and shed escaped. 


SIXTY-SIX 


I'M ASSUMING NO one knows how she escaped, or if someone helped 
her? Mr. Forkle said, watching a stringy-looking creature floating in the 
dimly lit aquarium. Alden had been kind enough to loan them his office 
again to talk privately. 

Mr. Forkle had been at the Redeks’ house when Sophie hailed him with 
the latest news—resting after giving Marella a second burst of mental 
energy, since she still hadnt manifested. 

“Who would help her?” Sophie asked. 

The Neverseen were the ones whod locked Lady Gisela away, and there 
werent exactly a lot of other people in the Lost Cities who knew how to pull 
off an ogre-prison break. 

“Has anyone been keeping an eye on Keefe’s dad these last few weeks?” 
Fitz asked. 

“You think Lord Cassius pulled this off?” Biana countered. 

“I don't know. He's not really a get-his-hands-dirty kind of guy,” Fitz said, 
which was a tremendous understatement, “but he did suggest a prison break 
when we talked to him. Plus . . . she’s his wife. Is it so hard to believe he 
might try to save her?” 

“Trying isn't the same as succeeding,” Biana argued. “Am I really the only 
one who thinks it sounds impossible?” 

“The implausibility of a theory rarely negates its possibility,’ Mr. Forkle 
told her. “Especially since Lord Cassius is quite capable of securing allies. I'll 
have our Technopath dig into his registry records and see if he can shake out 
anything interesting.” 

“I can help,” Dex offered. 


“Only if it becomes necessary. I don't want any of us giving this too much 
of our energy. Its an unexpected turn of events—even an intriguing one. But 
not particularly urgent, either? 

“Are you sure?” Sophie asked. “Now we're not just fighting the Neverseen 
and the ogres, were fighting Lady Gisela and her mysterious supporters too? 

“We don't even know that she has supporters,” Mr. Forkle reminded her. 
“For all we know, she slipped out of that prison by her own accord. And if 
she is part of some new, rising order, for the moment, they share our 
enemies.” 

“Tt still feels like this whole mess just got a whole lot more complicated,’ 
Sophie mumbled, sinking into one of the office’s overstuffed armchairs. 

Mr. Forkle took the chair across from her. “You may be right, Miss Foster. 
These challenges have turned out to be far more intricate than anything Td 
originally imagined. And [ll confess that ever since Miss Redek’s request 
earlier today, I’ve been wondering if I’ve prepared the four of you as fully as I 
should have.” 

“What do you mean?” Sophie asked. 

He steepled his fingers and gazed through the wall of windows. Outside, a 
pair of moonlarks drifted across a small shimmering lake, their long silvery 
tails rippling the glassy water. “I mean perhaps it’s time to stop holding back. 
I’ve hinted before that you might have another ability waiting to manifest—” 

“I knew it!” Fitz interrupted, sporting a superbly smug grin. 

“Is it cool?” Dex asked as Biana said, “Are you going to trigger it?” 

“That is a decision I leave up to Miss Foster.” 

Sophie gripped the arms of her chair—realizing it was the same chair 
shed sat on for so many other huge revelations. 

Good news. Bad news. Weird news. 

She couldn't tell which category this would fall into. 

“All abilities come with responsibility,’ he said quietly. “But some are 
heavier than others. I told you earlier that your abilities were not all hand 
selected. Some were a natural result of the various tweaks I made to your 
genes. And this one gave me a serious amount of pause when I realized it 
would be part of your makeup—not because there's anything wrong with the 
ability. Its an incredibly valuable asset. But it’s also one that could be taken 
advantage of.” 


He reached into his cloak pocket and pulled out a thin package wrapped 
in velvet. “Tve been carrying these since the day I triggered your other 
abilities. I wanted to be ready in case this talent also broke through. But so 
far, its remained dormant—which could mean the talent will never manifest 
on its own. So keep that in mind when you make this decision. You're 
fourteen now, growing increasingly close to the time when the manifesting 
window closes, so it’s very possible that if we leave you be, you may never 
face this responsibility. And no one—including myself—will judge you for 
whatever you choose. It’s entirely your decision? 

He handed the parcel to Sophie, and she unwrapped the soft fabric, 
revealing two wrist-length black silken gloves. 

“Am I supposed to know what these mean?” she asked, glad to see Fitz, 
Biana, and Dex looking just as confused. “Wait—I’m not going to be like 
Rogue, right?” 

‘Tm assuming that’s a human?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

“Sort of. She’s a character in these comics my sister loved, where some 
people have genetic mutations that give them superpowers. Hers makes it so 
she can't ever touch anyone without absorbing their power—and if she 
touches them too long, she'll kill them” 

“Humans and their wild imaginations,’ Mr. Forkle said with a small 
smile. “No, you'll be nothing like this Rogue. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. 
Nothing will affect you. But you'll be able to empower others with the touch 
of your hands. Its a rare ability called an Enhancer.’ 

Dex’s eyes widened. “Tve heard of that! Won't it mean that even being 
around her will make all of us more powerful?” 

“To a very small extent, yes,” Mr. Forkle said. “But it’s something most 
wont ever notice. The true boost comes from the touch of your fingertips,” 
he told Sophie. “Your body will store energy there, ready to transfer on 
contact. Hence the gloves—though theyre not a full solution. More a 
temporary buffer, to ensure you don't accidentally enhance someone, and to 
buy a few precious seconds for you to break away should anyone try to take 
unwanted advantage. Still, ’m sure you can imagine how Fintan or Brant 
might abuse this ability should they discover it.” 

She definitely could. “And there's no way to turn it off? Like how I shield 
my mind from peoples thoughts?” 


Mr. Forkle shook his head. “This ability is more like being a Polyglot. You 
don't tell your mind to translate the other languages. It just does. The energy 
will gather in your fingertips the same way. Covering your hands or avoiding 
contact are the only ways to prevent it.” 

Sophie traced a finger across the silky gloves, trying to imagine wearing 
them all the time. It made her hands feel hot and itchy and— 

“If it helps, Fitz said, squatting next to her chair, “the gloves won't feel 
like what you're thinking. I wore human gloves once—they were awful. I felt 
like my hands couldn't touch or grab anything. Our gloves are like a second 
skin. Try them on, you'll see? 

After a slight hesitation, Sophie slipped her fingers into the cool, thin 
fabric. It seemed to suction against her skin, featherlight and almost 
undetectable as she flexed her grip a few times. 

Fitz reached for her hand, and she still felt the heat of his palm and the 
smoothness of his skin and the stupid flutter in her heart. 

‘Tm sure you could wear your Cognate rings on top if you want,” he told 
her. 

“Same goes for your panic switch,” Dex added helpfully. 

“Actually, that will make removing the gloves far trickier when she wants 
to enhance someone,’ Mr. Forkle reminded them. “Better to wear as she is, 
with accessories underneath.” 

“And [ll really have to wear them all the time?” Sophie asked. 

“It will depend on the situation,” Mr. Forkle said. “When you're home, or 
safe among friends, the gloves will not be necessary. But at school or 
running errands—or certainly whenever you take any risks—you will want 
to ensure that you're protected? 

“And does the ability do anything to benefit me?” 

“Yes and no. Your own abilities will remain unaffected. But those around 
you will become stronger, which is an advantage—especially since you've 
chosen to surround herself with a group of incredibly talented friends. 
Imagine how much more they could accomplish if you enhanced their 
power. The downside is, you could do the same for your enemies.” 

Sophie rubbed her head, trying to build a mental pros-and- cons list. 
“What would you do?” she asked Fitz. “If you were the one having to make 
this choice?” 


He brushed his hand through his hair and stared out the window. 
“Honestly? I dont know. I’m sure it would take our Cognate powers to a 
whole other level—but I would never want to put you in more danger just 
for that.” 

“I feel like there has to be a gadget I could make that would give you 
more control than a pair of gloves,” Dex mumbled. “I wonder what would 
happen if I made some tweaks to two nexuses—one for each wrist.” 

He started mumbling to himself, switching to a techie language no one 
else understood as Sophie focused on Biana. “What about you?” 

“I think . . . if you do it, that means it’s on us to step up; she said quietly. 
“We're the ones who get stronger, so we need to work harder to protect you.” 

“And I know I speak for your currently absent bodyguard,” Grizel said, 
slinking out of the shadows, “when I say that—should you choose to take on 
this ability—you must make every effort to keep it secret.” 

“I agree, Mr. Forkle said. “But the decision is still yours, Miss Foster. And 
we will support whatever you decide.” 

Sophie stared at her hands, trying to imagine all the crazy ways being an 
Enhancer would change everything. 

Then she thought about Wylie. 

And Brielle. 

And Kenric. 

And Jolie. 

And all the nights shed lost sleep, worrying about her friends and family. 
All shed wanted was to keep them safe—and here was a new, important way. 

“Trigger the ability,’ she whispered. “I can handle it? 


SIXTY-SEVEN 


LAST CHANCE TO change your mind,” Mr. Forkle told Sophie as he held 
his fingers a hairsbreadth from her temples. 

She took a deep, calming breath as her friends squeezed her hands. 

“Do it? 

The second his fingers pressed down, warmth flooded into Sophie's head. 
The sensation felt strange—like sunshine tickling her brain—but also 
soothingly familiar, taking Sophie back to the other times shed had her 
abilities triggered. Shed barely been conscious during those moments, so 
shed never experienced the moment when the talent clicked—like someone 
flipped a switch, sending new currents of energy pulsing from head to toe. 
Her heart raced just as fast, her breaths shallow and frenetic—until the rush 
settled into her hands and turned warmer. Threads of heat seemed to weave 
together under the skin of her fingers, forming a thin layer that felt 
inherently right. She hadn't realized how empty her hands had been without 
it. But now she was exactly as her body meant her to be. 

“Feels like it already worked,’ Mr. Forkle said as he backed away, sinking 
into the chair and rubbing his sweaty temples. “But perhaps we should test it 
to be sure?” 

Sophie offered Fitz a hand. “Care to try it out, Captain Cognate?” 

Fitz beamed his movie-worthy smile. “Td be honored—though I’m not 
sold on that nickname.” 

He reached for her hand, his touch as warm and gentle as ever. Their 
fingers twined together and... 

“Whoa. It’s like . . . having all the fog shoved out of my mind—which is 
extra weird because I never thought my concentration was cloudy.’ He let go 
of Sophies hand and creases settled across his brow. “Ugh. And now it’s all 


fuzzy again.” He took her hand and his face relaxed. “Wow, this is going to 
make me want to hold your hand all the time? 

Biana rolled her eyes. “Easy now, big brother. Let go of my friend or I will 
drop you like were playing bramble.” 

Fitz blushed and did as Biana ordered. 

Sophie was sure her cheeks couldn't get any redder as Biana grabbed her 
hand and instantly turned invisible. 

“This is so crazy, Bianas disembodied voice whispered. “I don’t even have 
to try to keep the light away. It just glides through me like Pm made of glass? 

“My turn!” Dex said, rushing closer as Biana reappeared. 

“Perhaps we shouldn't treat Miss Foster like she’s our shiny new toy,’ Mr. 
Forkle warned. 

“Right,” Dex mumbled. “Sorry? 

“Dont be,” Sophie said. “I'm curious too. And who knows, maybe you'll 
suddenly know how to build one of those Lodestar symbol gadgets. Or those 
special nexuses to replace the gloves like youd been talking about.” 

“Oh, that’s true!” Dex’s palm felt a little sweaty as he wrapped his fingers 
around hers and closed his eyes. “Wow, my brain feels like it’s working on a 
hundred things at once. It’s... I can't keep up with it all—owww.” 

“Are you okay?” Sophie asked as he stumbled back, rubbing his head. 

“Yeah, just info overload. I bet it would’ve been different if Id been 
holding whatever gadget I wanted to work on, since my ability always 
focuses on something specific. Instead I got this random mix of, like, 
memories and blueprints and . . . I dont even know. So many good ideas— 
I’m afraid I'm going to forget them all” 

“Here, Biana said, handing him a notebook and pen from one of Alden’s 
desk drawers. “Maybe make some notes?” 

“Good idea!” Dex dropped into a chair and scribbled furiously. 

“It doesn't hurt when youre passing the power to us, right?” Fitz asked 
Sophie. 

“No. All I get is a tingle in my fingers. And it doesn't feel like it drains me 
either—but that might change if you hold on for a long time? 

“Your body will give you cues to let you know if you're pushing yourself 
too hard,” Mr. Forkle assured her. “Though I do think you should try to rest 
now. Triggering an ability is an exhausting process—and you've had a very 
long, very challenging day.” 


Sophie wanted to protest, but as soon as she stood, her head felt twirly. 
And by the time shed made it back to the guest room, she barely managed to 
change into her pajamas and grab Ella before she collapsed into the giant 
bed. 

It was a dreamless, dead-to-the-world kind of sleep, and she might've 
kept it up forever if someone hadn't shaken her awake. 

When she opened her eyes, she was staring into the face of a stuffed 
sparkly red dragon. 

“Mr. Snuggles is always the best thing to see when you first wake up,” Fitz 
told her—and Sophie almost blurted that his glittering teal eyes were even 
better, but managed to spare herself the humiliation. 

Biana laughed from the doorway. “You two are ridiculous—has anyone 
told you that? Now get dressed.” She tossed a very long, very fitted, very red 
tunic onto Sophie's bed. 

“Dont scowl at me like that—its camouflage,” Biana told her. “The fancier 
your clothes are, the more people won't wonder about your new gloves. And 
you look awesome in red. All you need is a white blouse and some black 
leggings—you have those, right? Oh—and a killer pair of boots. In fact, I 
have the perfect ones!” 

Sophie sighed as Biana raced off. “Shes going to turn me into her little 
doll.” 

“Probably; Fitz agreed. “But at least she’s right? Sophie figured he was 
referring to Bianas camouflage-the-gloves strategy—which was pretty 
brilliant, despite how annoying Sophie was sure it was going to be. 

But Fitz gave her his most charming smile and added, “Red is definitely 
your color.” 

If she were a cartoon character, Sophies eyes would’ve turned into little 
hearts. 

“Hurry up and get dressed,” Biana shouted from down the hall, saving 
Sophie from having to come up with a coherent response. 

“Why, are we going somewhere?” Sophie called after her. 

“Yep.” Biana rushed back into the room, proudly holding up a pair of 
boots with alarmingly tall wedge heels. “While someone was getting their 
beauty sleep, I went to the Silver Tower with Tam to see if having a Vanisher 
with him made a difference. And we finally figured out how the Neverseen 
got in!” 


SIXTY-EIGHT 


| THOUGHT WE'D ruled out the Lodestar mirror” Sophie said as she stood 
in the center of the Hall of Illumination, surrounded by a circle of twenty 
mirrors reflecting their group from every angle. 

Dex, Fitz, Linh, Alden, Della, Mr. Forkle, and Sandor, Grizel, Lovise, and 
Woltzer had all come with them to see what Biana and Tam had discovered. 

“We have ruled it out,’ Tam told Sophie. “Believe me, I’ve stared at that 
thing so long, I’ve gone cross-eyed. All it does is reflect pure light and make 
me tear up from the glare? 

“Then, um... why are we here?” Dex asked. 

“Because I’m a genius, Biana informed him. “I knew the Neverseen 
wouldn't be obvious enough to have the actual mirror be the answer. But I 
kept thinking the name couldn't totally be a coincidence. So I spent way too 
long staring at my reflection? She ignored Fitz when he coughed, “What else 
is new?” and several in their group laughed. “And that’s when I thought to 
ask: What do lodestars do?” 

“Guide people?” Sophie guessed. 

Biana nodded. “They show you the way. So what do you see when you 
look in the mirror—besides your really bright reflection?” 

Mr. Forkle sucked in a breath. “You see the mirror directly across from 
it!” 

Everyone rushed to the other mirror, stepping on toes and knocking 
elbows as they crushed closer. 

“It's the Cimmerian,’ Alden said, tracing a hand down the smooth glass. 
“One of the hardest mirrors to understand the meaning of” 

“Tt really is,’ Mr. Forkle said, “I’ve always suspected it’s because many are 
too distracted by the disruption to their appearance.” 


“Cant say I blame them,” Della mumbled, glaring at the heavy shadows in 
her reflection. “This mirror is the only thing that ever makes me feel 
haggard.” 

“But I still dort understand, Grizel said. “How does it give the 
Neverseen access to the tower?” 

“Because they brought a Shade, Biana said, nudging Tam forward. “Go 
on. Show them how cool you are? 

Tam flushed, squaring his shoulders as he approached the glass. “This is 
hard to explain. But the mirror multiplies shadows, so I decided to see 
whatd happen if I messed with them.” 

He stretched his hand toward the glass and pulled his fingers into a fist, 
dragging every shadow from their reflections into the center of the mirror 
like a big black hole. 

“And don't ask me why,’ Tam said, “but my instincts told me to do this.” 

He spun his wrist in a tight circle, and the shadows followed—curling 
into a spiral that seemed to sink in on itself as the pattern spun round and 
round and round. 

“What exactly are we looking at?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

‘Tm not totally sure, Tam admitted. “At first I thought it was just an 
optical illusion. But then I did this’—he shoved his hand through the center 
of the spiral, making his arm disappear up to the elbow and earning a 
chorus of gasps—“and I realized its a gateway. Something about the 
shadowvapor moving through the glass changes its density? 

He pulled his arm back and wiggled his perfectly healthy, normal fingers. 

“Just don't ask me to explain the crazy science behind it, okay?” Tam said, 
“But this is how the Neverseen got into the tower. Maybe they levitated once 
they were inside so they wouldnt leave a scent trail. But they came from 
here.” 

He pushed his whole body through the mirror, disappearing into the 
glass. Everyone yelped when he peeked his head back from the other side— 
and all four goblins drew their swords. 

“It's a pretty tight space, so if you want to check it out, you'll have to take 
turns,” he told them. “Probably no more than two or three at a time. But 
basically, Pm in a secret room hidden somewhere between the towers.” 

“Someone needs to make sure the space is truly secure before any more 
of us go through,” Sandor decided, blocking Sophie as he pushed forward. 


Grizel jumped in front of him, placing a hand in the center of his chest. 
‘Tm smaller and my senses are sharper.’ 

Sandor’s jaw twitched—ready to argue—but when Grizel leaned in and 
whispered something, he nodded and took a slow step back. 

Tam disappeared through the mirror to clear the path as Grizel tapped 
Sandor’s nose and turned to study the glass. She skimmed her fingers across 
the swirling shadows before she shrugged and leaped through like a gazelle. 

“Do you think they have security telling them we found the hidden 
room?” Fitz asked. 

Dex frowned. “I don't feel any tech or signals.” 

“And wouldn't someone have come to check it by now?” Biana asked. 
“Tam and I found this over an hour ago, before we came back to wake up 
Sophie and get you guys.” 

Sophie's cheeks flushed. “Sorry I overslept.” 

“Yes, how dare you take a few hours to recover after manifesting a new 
ability?” Biana scolded. 

“What new ability?” Linh and Sandor asked at the same time. 

Sophie held up her gloved hands. “Enhancer.” 

Linh nearly knocked Della over as she scrambled back. “Sorry? She 
hugged her arms around herself. “It’s not you. It’s just still such a struggle for 
me to maintain control. I cant imagine what kind of flood Id cause if 
someone enhanced my ability” 

“Yeah, that would not be a good idea, Tam said, peeking his head 
through the glass again. “Not unless we want to wipe out a couple of cities.” 

“Why does this sound like an ability that’s going to increase the challenge 
of protecting you?” Sandor asked Sophie. 

“Because it will” Mr. Forkle explained about the gloves, and how theyd 
do everything they could to keep the ability secret. But how it was a part of 
Sophie now. Always. 

Grizel peeked her head through the mirror, locking eyes with Sandor. 
“Dont blame me. We all know Sophie would've triggered the ability even if 
youd been there.” 

“Still, I leave you my charge for one night,’ he grumbled. 

“So what's it like on the other side of the mirror?” Sophie asked, eager for 
a subject change. 


Shed expected Tam to answer, but Biana jumped in. “It wasn't at all what 
Id imagined. I was rooting for creepy furniture and crazy gadgets and all 
kinds of cool villainy things. But it’s just a cramped, empty stone room that 
looks like it’s been there since they built the tower.” 

“Does that mean the Neverseen have been around for thousands of 
years?” Linh asked. 

“I suppose it’s possible,’ Mr. Forkle said. “But most likely the room once 
served some other long-forgotten purpose, and Fintan or Brant—or maybe 
their Shade—stumbled across it and made it their own.” 

“Either way, it’s definitely how they got in,’ Grizel said, climbing back out 
through the mirror. “Their scent is everywhere—but it’s also stale, so I don't 
think they’ve been back since they took Wylie.” 

“Am I the only one who still doesn't understand how they actually get 
into the tower?” Dex asked. “So... they get here”—he pointed to the floor in 
the Hall of Ilumination—“by coming through there’—he pointed to the 
swirling Cimmerian mirror—“where theres another secret room. But how 
do they get in that room?” 

Biana grinned. “Go see for yourself” 

Dex didn't need to be told twice, practically sprinting through the mirror. 

“Ohhhhh, it has one of the Lodestar symbol gadgets!” he breathed. 

That was all the invitation Sophie needed to go charging after him, 
shivering from the waves of cold that rippled across her skin as she passed 
through the glass. Fitz was right on her heels, and they nearly tripped over 
each other in the claustrophobic space. 

‘Tm fine,’ she told Sandor as his head peeked through the mirror, which 
looked like a swirling black square on the other side. “Better wait for me out 
there—we can barely move.’ 

She couldn't imagine how the Neverseen managed to fit Alvar, Ruy, Trix, 
Umber, and Wylie’s unconscious body within the narrow, musty walls. But 
they must have. The Lodestar symbol glowing across the floor proved it. 

“It has runes,’ Fitz said, stepping back to uncover the letters in another 
circle at the end of one of the rays. “Looks like it says Pallidrose. I’m 
guessing that’s another star.” 

“Another solo star,’ Sophie agreed as her mind connected with the 
memory. “It also glows with pure white light, so those definitely seem to be 


their criteria. But how does this thing work? I’m assuming we have to do 
something?” 

“We're hoping Dex can figure it out,” Biana called through the mirror. 

“TIl have to get a closer look at the gadget.’ Dex levitated up to the ceiling 
and traced his finger along the curved edge. “Weird—I dont feel a lot of 
mechanisms in this thing. I can't even figure out where it opens.” 

“I wonder if Tam has to do something,’ Sophie said. “Or maybe Biana. 
Gethen made it sound like it relied on someone using their abilities, and 
they're the only ones that match.” 

“We already thought about that earlier,’ Biana said. “I tried everything I 
could think of” 

“So did I,” Tam admitted. 

“Do you think it would help if you enhanced them?” Fitz asked Sophie. 

“I... don't know.’ The ability was so new, she hadn't even thought of it. 
But she peeled off her right glove and offered Tam her hand, wondering if 
her stomach would always feel this churny whenever she went to touch 
anyone now. 

Tam looked just as nervous as he curled his fingers around hers and the 
shadows sprang to life on the floor, creating a thick black outline around the 
glow of the Lodestar symbol. 

“That's so crazy, he mumbled. “I couldn't feel that darkness before.” 

He tightened his grip on Sophie, pulling her with him a few steps as he 
followed the shadows to one of the rays they had yet to discover the rune for. 

“I think this is how they left,” he whispered. “See how the shadows are 
gathering?” 

The bits of darkness were puddling together, like rivers of selkie skin 
flowing into the empty circle. 

The darkness rippled like water, parts of it rising up with a rune. 

“I think maybe...” 

“Wait,” Fitz said, lunging to grab Sophie's arm as Tam stepped down on 
the pool of shadows. His fingers connected with her skin right as an arctic 
rush blasted up and tangled around the three of them, dragging them into 
the darkness and blasting them away. 


SIXTY-NINE 


OKAY, WHAT JUST happened?” Fitz asked, still clinging to Sophie as she 
and Tam fought to regain their balance on the mossy, uneven floor. 

The symbol glowed under their feet—the only light in the damp, murky 
room theyd somehow been transported to. Something dripped in the 
distance, and their breaths clouded the air. The bitter cold clawed through 
Sophie's clothes, and she silently thanked Biana for insisting she add a thick 
black cape to her outfit to match her gloves. 

“I... think I just leaped us using starlight absorbed by a shadow,’ Tam 
whispered. “I didn’t even know I could do that. But when I touched Sophie's 
hand, my instincts took over.’ 

“So this is another hideout?” Sophie asked, slipping her glove back on. 
She pointed to the new rune illuminating the ray of the symbol under Tam’s 
shoes. 

“Valkonian,” Fitz whispered. “I’m assuming that’s another white-light 
star?” 

Sophie nodded. 

Her eyes were adjusting to the murk, letting her pick out more details as 
she crept forward to get a better view. The moss made the stones slippery, 
and uneven cracks tried to trip her stupid heeled boots. But she could see 
brighter light ahead, and carefully tiptoed over. 

“It looks like were in some sort of human ruin,’ she whispered, brushing 
a hand across one of the damp, crumbling walls. 

Shed never been to Scotland, but something about this place reminded 
her of it—an old, decaying castle, complete with cracked, cut-glass windows 
leaking rays of gray-blue light. Thick vines covered the ancient stones, and 


the air smelled of earth and sea. “I don't hear any thoughts around here, do 
you?” 

Fitz shook his head. “How much do you think they’re freaking out back 
at Foxfire?” 

“Sandor’s probably tracking me as we speak—actually, wait? Sophie ran 
her hands down her red tunic. “These are Biana’s clothes. I doubt they have 
trackers.” 

“Dex could hack into our registry feeds,’ Fitz said. “Or maybe our panic 
switches.” 

“We might need them to,’ Sophie realized. “I'm not wearing my home 
crystal, since I’m not supposed to go back to Havenfield until the gnomes 
finish installing the extra security” 

Fitz patted his pockets and cursed under his breath. “I didn’t bring my 
pathfinder, either’ 

“Good thing you have me.” Tam pulled a purple-tinted pendant out from 
under his cape. “It only goes to Alluveterre, but the gnomes can take us from 
there.” 

“Wait,” Sophie said as he held the crystal up to catch the faint rays of 
light. “Shouldn't we look around before we go? Isn't this where they brought 
Wylie?” 

“It's where they went when they left the Silver Tower,’ Tam said. “I know 
that’s why the shadows called to me. But I can't imagine this is where they 
held him hostage. Theres no cell—not even any totally solid walls. And I 
don't see any rope.” 

“Can you do that shadow trick again to the symbol here, and see if they 
went somewhere else?” Fitz asked. 

“But why would they bother coming here in the first place?” Sophie 
asked. “The symbol in the Silver Tower could’ve taken them to any of their 
hideouts, right?” 

“Tt felt like it,” Tam agreed. 

“So then there has to be a reason they chose here,” Sophie said. “Maybe 
this part is just the facade to disguise the real hideout, and the shelter’s 
underground? We should fan out and see if we can find a hidden staircase or 
door or something.” 

‘Tm with you on everything except the fanning-out part,” Fitz told her. “I 
think we should stay close so we don't get separated.” 


“But that’s going to make the search take way longer,’ Sophie argued. “If 
I'm right about why Keefe’s cloak had those disks hidden in it, weve 
probably triggered some sort of alarm already.” 

“All the more reason to stay together,’ Tam said. “TIl keep my crystal in 
my hand, and we should all hang on to each other—that way if we need to 
leap away fast, we can.” 

Sophie couldn't argue with that logic, and did her best to keep a hold on 
Fitz. But a strange pattern in the cut-glass windows caught her attention. 

She let go to take a closer look—just for the briefest second. 

And the distance saved her from being caught by the first burst of 
blinding white light. 

The beam of searing energy curled into a wall around Fitz and Tam, 
trapping them in a narrow force field that shocked them as they pressed 
against the inner side, fighting to escape. 

“It's about time you decided to come and play,’ Ruy shouted from 
somewhere in the shadows as he launched another force field toward Sophie. 
She dove and rolled to avoid it, the edge of the energy clipping her shoulder 
and stinging with tingles that burned like acid-coated needles. 

She gritted her teeth through the pain and crawled behind a crumbling 
pillar, tucking herself into the darkness to wait him out. She couldn't strike 
until she had a clear lock on his location. 

In the meantime, she let the fury build, stewing with her unraveling 
emotions, rimming her vision with red. Shed only have one chance at this— 
one moment to drop Ruy before he caged her in his trap. 

A scrape of shoe on stone gave her the direction she needed, and she 
leaped from the shadows, arms raised, ready to blast Ruy with the full force 
of her wrath. 

But there were four black-cloaked figures waiting for her—and even with 
their hoods raised, she could see enough of their faces to recognize them. 

Ruy. 

Brant. 

Alvar. 

And Keefe. 


SEVENTY 


YOu?” SOPHIE BREATHED, feeling the fight whoosh out of her as the 
reality of fighting Keefe kicked her in the stomach. 

The panic in his eyes made it clear he was just as horrified to see her. 

“Dont!” Brant shouted, his scarred features twisting as he grabbed Ruy’s 
arms with his only hand. “If you shield her, she can’t burn.” 

A thread of white flame sparked to life at the stumpy end of Brant’s other 
arm, twisting into fingerlike tendrils. 

“She can inflict, Ruy reminded him. 

“But she wont.’ Brant released his hold on Ruy and pulled Keefe close, 
waving the flames under Keefe’s chin. “She still cares about this one. And she 
knows I'll melt his face off if she misbehaves.’ 

“He's one of us!” Alvar shouted. 

“Thats still up for debate. But he can prove it now? Brant’s scarred lips 
curled into what little smile they were able to form as he moved his flame- 
fingers closer to Keefe’s throat. With his real hand, he reached into his cape 
and withdrew the Ruewen crest pin hed stolen from Sophie months and 
months ago. “I think I’ve held on to the past long enough, don't you?” 

Sophie knew what was coming, even before Brant shoved Keefe toward 
her and held the small eagle pin in the searing white flame. The jewels 
crusting it sparked and crackled, and the pin turned into a red-hot brand. 

But he pressed it into Keefe’s palm, instead of hers. 

Keefe thrashed and screamed, eyes watering, teeth gritted in agony. 

“Now, Brant told Keefe, pulling the pin away. “Show her that same pain. 
And in case youre having trouble following along, Sophie, here's how this is 
going to work. You tell us where youre keeping Wylie, and Pll have lover boy 
here put the scars somewhere only you can see them. Try to resist, and he'll 


give you the same makeover you gave me. And if you fight me,” he told 
Keefe, “TIl melt off parts of your body one by one. Starting with your 
fingers.” 

Desperation screamed through Sophie's head as her brain scrambled for a 
plan. 

Somewhere through the chaos she realized there was another voice in the 
mix. 

Sophie, can you hear me? 

Fitz? 

His thoughts were muffled and staticky, but she was stunned he could 
reach her at all. 

Tams breaking down the force field with darkness, he explained, and he 
says he'll be able to slip his shadow through the cracks and cloud Brants mind. 
It'll blind him for a few seconds. Will that be long enough for you to drop him 
with your inflicting before he burns Keefe? 

It probably would—but only if she was willing to drop all of them. 

Keefe’ too close to Brant, she warned. PII have to take out everyone. 

I dont see any other option, do you? 

She glanced at the flames under Keefe’s nose, and the oozing blister on his 
hand. 

Tell Tam to do it! she transmitted as she reached deep inside, gathering 
every last emotion and fueling them with any dark thoughts shed ever had. 

Brant flinched, dropping his flames, and Sophie took Tam’s cue, letting 
the cold waves pour out of her, their jagged edges tearing across everything 
within reach. 

Seconds stretched into eternity and reality vanished into pure, pulsing 
power—and rage. 

So. 

Much. 

Rage. 

She wanted to bathe in it, drown in it, let the anger take control until 
shed punished anyone and everyone whod ever hurt her. But shed held on 
to one thread of good through the barrage—one wisp of a thought that 
tethered her to who she needed to be. 

Keefe. 


The name peeled back the dark curtain and let in a blistering, blinding 
rush as she dropped to her knees, her hands feeling for shaking limbs across 
the cold stones. She found him right as her eyes shifted back into focus, and 
she pulled him into her lap. 

If you can hear me, Keefe, try to fight through the darkness, she 
transmitted. The pains not real. Shove it aside and come back to the surface. 

“Tam broke the force field,” Fitz said behind her, making her jump. “And 
he’s stamping out Brant’s flames. The stones are damp, so the only thing that 
caught was his cloak. How can I help?” 

“Find something to restrain the Neverseen. When this wears off .. ? 

“On it,” Fitz said. 

He turned to leave—then pivoted back. “Stop looking so guilty, Sophie. 
You did this to save him. Like he said, sometimes things have to get worse 
before they get better? 

She focused on a happier promise. “It’s almost over.” 

And it was, wasnt it? 

This was a huge victory. 

In one afternoon, theyd caught Alvar, Ruy, and Brant—three of the most 
prominent players in the Neverseen. And now that they knew how to use 
the gadget and the symbol, they had a way to track down sixteen hideouts. 

And they had Keefe. 

She craned her neck to watch Tam and Fitz work—stripping each shaking 
figure of their cloak and shredding the fabric into makeshift rope to bind 
their hands and feet and cover their mouths and eyes. 

“We need to get out of here,’ Tam said. “Some of their buddies will 
probably wonder what's taking so long. And these guys could wake up any 
minute.” 

Fitz punched his brother in the face. “That should keep him knocked out 
longer.’ 

“Hes not the one I’m worried about,’ Tam told him. “If that Psionipath 
wakes up, he'll trap us in two seconds.” 

Fitz sighed and left Alvar in a bound heap so he could pull Ruy into a 
choke hold. 

Tam held Brant the same way. “I'm keeping his mind clouded with 
shadow so he can't start any more fires. But TIl feel a lot better when he’s 
locked up in a fireproof cell.” 


“Me too,’ Sophie said. “But I don’t think it’s safe to leap Keefe until he's 
out of the daze? 

“Leap ... where?” Keefe grunted between labored breaths. 

Sophie hugged him tighter. “I'm so sorry—I couldn't take them down 
without hurting you.” 

He grit his teeth into a pained smile. “Admit it . . . Foster . . . you're 
enjoying this . . . a little” 

“Never?” She rubbed her eyes with her gloved fingers, trying to fight back 
sobs. 

“It’s not that bad,’ he promised, and when she met his eyes, she could see 
the haze of pain slowly fading. 

It crashed right back when he tried to uncurl his blistered, blackened 
hand. The metal pin seemed to have fused with his skin. “Remind me to kick 
Brant in the junk a few times once he’s awake? 

“Only if I get a turn,’ she said. “Physic has lots of burn salve at 
Alluveterre. I’m sure she'll get you fixed up.” 

“Physic?” Keefe asked. “Why not Elwin?” 

“Tam’s the only one who has a leaping crystal with him, and he’s been 
living at the hideout. We kinda came here by accident—it’s a long story. Pl 
tell you once were back in the Lost Cities.” 

“He has a crystal to Alluveterre?” 

“Yeah. Why?” 

Keefe closed his eyes. 

“Whats wrong?” she asked. “Is it hurting.” 

“No, it’s . . ? He took a slow breath and pulled himself up, cradling his 
singed hand. “I cant go with you guys. I know you think this fixes 
everything—but Fintan’s vision is huge. And all of this will only be a small 
setback. We still need someone on the inside—” 

“Do you really think Fintan will trust you after you let everyone else get 
captured?” Sophie interrupted. “Think of what he did to your mom, and she 
only cost him one prisoner. Look at what Brant just did to you!” She grabbed 
his wrist, forcing him to see his oozing wound. “Would they do that if they 
trusted you?” 

Keefe turned away, not quite fighting off his shudder. “Thats why you 
have to let me take Alvar.” 

“Yeah, that’s never happening,” Fitz practically growled. 


“It has to. I know it’s brutal—but think of the bigger picture. If I bring 
Alvar back, I’m the hero who saved one of the team. And Alvar’s the safest 
one for me to take. He's always believed in me—you heard him defend me 
when Brant sparked the flames! And he’s never killed anyone—” 

“No, he just kidnaps people and watches them be tortured,’ Sophie 
snapped. 

“Believe me, I'll make him pay for that—but right now we have to play 
this smart. Ruy and Brant are part of Fintan’s big plan, so take them, lock 
them up, and have Forkle interrogate the crud out of them until we find out 
what they know. But they'll only know a piece, so I'll use Alvar to keep my 
‘in’ and learn the rest. I'll be safe. Fintan . . . likes me? 

“Dude, save your daddy issues for another time,” Tam ordered. “Fintan 
doesn't care about you. He doesn't trust you. And if you go back to him, he'll 
destroy you.” 

Keefe's eye roll was epic. “Don’t you need to go fix your bangs or 
something?” 

“You can hate me all you want,’ Tam told him. “It wont mean I’m not 
right. Admit that now, and you might still have a chance to fix what really 
matters. Or you can wait until you've lost her. It’s your call? 

“Lost who?” Fitz asked. 

Tam shook his head. “We need to go.” 

“Tam’s right,’ Sophie said, her legs shaking as she stood. “Come on, Keefe. 
You're never going to get another chance like this. I’ve tried for weeks to 
figure out how to get you away from them, and this is it. You're safe. You'll 
be long gone before they realize what happened. And well hide you 
somewhere until we shut down every single one of their hideouts connected 
to the symbol. And that'll be the end of it? 

“But it won't be,” he mumbled. “Thats what I’m trying to tell you. There's 
still so much more to do.” 

“Then do it with us? 

She offered him her gloved hand, and her eyes pleaded with him to take it 
this time. 

After a breathless second, he did. 

He let her pull him to his feet, leaning on her to stay steady. “I know what 
matters, Foster,’ he whispered. “And it’s all that matters.” 


The intensity of his stare turned everything floaty and fluttery. But it all 
crashed back down when he lunged for Tam and snatched the Alluveterre 
crystal from his hand. 

“What are you doing?” Fitz shouted as Keefe bolted to Alvar and hefted 
him over his shoulder. 

“I bet I can trade this for the information I need to steal the caches. And 
I'd stay back if I were you,” he told Fitz and Tam. “You don't want those guys 
waking up if you jostle them around too much, do you?” 

“Then drop him with your inflicting,” Tam shouted at Sophie. 

But Sophie had drained all her pent-up emotions when she took down 
the others. All she had left was shock, and a sickening sadness. 

“Please don’t do this,’ she begged. “If you leave here with that crystal, 
you ll trap us—and you'll compromise Alluveterre.” 

“The Black Swan can sacrifice one hideout for what this will get me,’ 
Keefe said. “And you can teleport. There has to be a cliff around here you can 
jump off to get the momentum.” 

“Are we supposed to haul two bodies with us as we try to find it?” Sophie 
argued. 

“Use your telekinesis. You're the amazing Sophie Foster. You'll figure it 
out.” 

“And you're making a seriously huge mistake,’ Tam warned. 

“Maybe. I’m pretty good at that—but I’m even better at fixing things. 
That’s still what I’m trying to do here. Trust me.” 

“How?” Sophie's voice cracked along the edges. “After all the times you've 
lied or ignored us or betrayed us? How do we ever trust you again?” 

“I don't know,” he whispered. 

“And I don't know if I can forgive this one,” she whispered back. 

Keefe swallowed hard, eyes focused on his feet as he nodded. “Yeah . . . I 
can feel that. And if you needed proof that I'm not doing this for me—that’s 
it, okay?” 

It definitely was not okay. 

Nothing about this was okay. 

“Tm sorry, Keefe whispered. “You have no idea how much. I’m also 
guessing this means no more check-ins. So please, please, please be careful. 
Keep your bodyguards close and know that I will end this.’ 


It did feel like an end as he stepped onto the glowing Lodestar symbol. 
She just didn’t know what it was the end of. 

“Oh—I forgot to tell you,” he mumbled. “T finally know how the black 
disks work. If you have the one you need, and you give the right 
command...” 

He moved to a circle at the end of one of the rays and whispered, 
“Gwynaura.’ 

The ray flashed so bright, Sophie had to look away. 

By the time the glow faded, Keefe and Alvar were gone. 


SEVENTY-ONE 


SO... THAT HAPPENED,” Tam mumbled. “You guys okay?” 

Fitz looked like he wanted to stab many things. 

“Fine, Sophie said, pressing her shaky hand against the glass to steady it. 
Shed moved to the cracked window, staring at the long grassy field swaying 
in the wind. “Just trying to figure out how to get out of here. We could be 
wandering a long time trying to find a cliff” 

“And my levitation’s not strong enough to lift a whole other person,’ Tam 
said. “Especially since it sounds like we need to be pretty high up if were 
going to teleport. So weird that you need to free-fall” 

“I guess we could press our panic switches,” Fitz suggested. 

“I thought of that,” Sophie said, “but it seems like something about this 
place must be interfering with the signal—otherwise wouldnt Dex have 
already brought in the cavalry? He said the stronger trackers could be traced 
anytime, remember?” 

“So what does that leave?” Tam asked. “A telepathic call to Forkle?” 

That could work. But the suggestion gave her a better idea. She wasn't 
ready for another big dramatic scene. And Silveny had made her promise to 
call for help if she ever needed her. 

She only sent the transmission twice before a giddy SOPHIE! SOPHIE! 
SOPHIE! blasted into her brain. 

But Silveny picked up on her mood almost immediately. SOPHIE NEED 
HELP? 

Yeah, Sophie told her. I don’t know where I am, but— 

FIND! FIND! FIND! 

The alicorn’s voice flashed away and Sophie barely had time to race 
outside before thunder cracked the sky and two shimmering alicorns—both 


gleaming silver, but one bigger, with blue-tipped wings—soared out of the 
void and circled around the gray, restless clouds. 

SOPHIE! FRIEND! HELP! 

Both alicorns tucked their wings and dove, slowing their fall at the last 
second and touching down in the long grass. Clearly Sophie's ability to track 
thoughts to their locations came from her alicorn-inspired DNA. 

“Thank you,’ Sophie whispered, taking a cautious step forward. She knew 
Silveny trusted her—but Greyfell was always warier, especially now that he 
was going to be a daddy. 

His deep brown eyes flickered to hers, and then to the empty field, his fur 
bristling, hooves stamping. 

I don't like it here either, Sophie told him. We'll be quick. We just need to 
load up. 

“Leave it to you to have our world’s most valuable creatures at your beck 
and call,” Tam said behind her as he dragged Brant over. 

“And I’m risking their lives by doing it—if the Neverseen show up . . ? 

She socked Brant in the face to make sure he stayed unconscious. 

Fitz did the same to Ruy. 

BAD PEOPLE: Silveny asked. 

The worst, Sophie transmitted. 

Silveny’s thoughts darkened. BITE THEM? 

Maybe once we get back. Right now, can you and Greyfell lean down so it's 
easier to load them? 

“Tm staying with Brant,” Tam said as Sophie and Fitz helped him hoist 
the limp body onto Greyfell’s back. “Can you two both fit on the other 
alicorn, and hold Ruy?” 

“We'll make it work,” Fitz said, “But I want you to sit behind me,” he told 
Sophie. “That way I can be a buffer between you and Ruy?” 

“I don't need you to protect me,’ she argued. 

“I know. But Id prefer knowing you're safe. Please? You have no idea how 
hard it was standing in that force field, watching them attack you. Just 
thinking about it .. . “ He flung Ruy over Silveny’s neck and climbed on 
before offering Sophie a hand. She let him pull her up, blushing when she 
wrapped her arms around his waist. They had to sit so close, she doubted a 
piece of paper could’ve been squeezed in between them. 

READY? Silveny asked. 


FLY! Sophie told her, and with a majestic flap, both alicorns launched 
into the sky. 

The cold wind whipped her hair and cheeks, turning everything numb— 
and numb was good. Sophie could use a lot more numb in her life. 

Silveny tried to distract her with a quick update on Operation Alicorn 
Baby—which was thankfully all good news. Then they reached a high 
enough altitude to dive. 

“Hold on tight!” Sophie warned Tam. “And it’s okay to scream during this 
next part.” 

‘TIl be fine,’ Tam promised—but Sophie heard a fair amount of squealing 
and yelping as the alicorns zipped toward the ground. 

Right when it looked like theyd be splattering all over the grass, thunder 
cracked and the void split the space in front of them, swallowing them in 
black. 

“Remind me never to lose my leaping crystal again!” Tam groaned as 
they drifted through the dark nothingness. “You know how to get us out of 
here, right?” 

Sophie nodded. 

She just wasn't quite ready to head back to reality—especially a reality 
where Keefe had betrayed them again. 

Fitz must've noticed her hesitation, because he leaned back and 
whispered, “Whatever happens next, I’m right here with you. You know that, 
right?” 

“I do” 

The best part was, she actually believed him. 

“Ready?” she asked. 

“Sorta. I have to keep reminding myself were bringing home prisoners.” 

So did Sophie. 

They'd landed a huge win. 

But she had a feeling they were both thinking about what they'd lost. 

“Okay; she said, tightening her hold. “Here goes nothing.” 

Her head filled with a clear image of the Silver Tower as white light 
cracked through the void, blasting them back to Foxfire. 


SEVENTY-TWO 


SOPHIE HAD BRACED for tears and screaming and lectures—and her 
friends and family definitely delivered the second they arrived. Silveny and 
Greyfell were kind enough to circle over the campus a few times to let 
everyone get the brunt of it out of their systems, before they swooped in for 
a gentle landing in the lush purple grass. 

Everyone sprinted to meet them, and Sophie realized their welcome party 
had grown, now including Elwin, all twelve Councillors, Grady and Edaline, 
Kesler and Juline, Granite, Wraith, and Blur, and—maddeningly—Tam and 
Linh’s parents, all surrounding them in a massive circle. 

Questions were shouted. Explanations were demanded. But it all 
screeched to a halt when everyone spotted the Neverseen prisoners draped 
across the alicorns’ backs. 

Sandor took charge then, ordering everyone to stay back as Woltzer and 
Lovise hauled Brant and Ruy to the ground and stood guard over their 
unconscious forms. Edaline conjured up the thickest rope from their supply 
shed at Havenfield, and Sandor and Grizel bound the prisoners more 
securely before Elwin poured his strongest sedative down their throats. 

“What are you going to do with them?” Grady asked, the words as shaky 
as his hands. His eyes stayed locked on Brant, and he positioned himself in 
front of Edaline and Sophie. 

“Let us handle it,’ Mr. Forkle told him. 

“We'll handle it,’ Councillor Emery corrected, his deep voice triggering a 
silence that seemed to still even the wind. The other Councillors gathered 
around him, their gleaming circlets testifying to their authority as they 
focused on the members of the Collective. “The Neverseen’s crimes stretch 
well beyond your order.” 


“Very well,” Mr. Forkle said. “What is your plan for the prisoners?” 

“That is to be determined.” Emery closed his eyes and turned away to 
moderate a telepathic debate with the other Councillors. 

Everyone else swarmed closer to Sophie, Tam, and Fitz. 

“You smell like smoke,’ Elwin noted, trying to flash an orb of red light 
around Sophie—even though Edaline was busy strangle-hugging her. 

‘Tm fine,’ Sophie promised, not letting her eyes stray to the glass pyramid 
in the distance. “Tam and Fitz helped me take them down before things got 
out of control?” 

“Were fine too,’ Fitz said as his parents and Biana practically crushed 
him. “Thank goodness Tams shadows could break us out of Ruy’s force 
field.” 

“Is that true?” Tam’s mother asked. “You're a hero?” 

“Still not ready,’ Tam said, raising a hand to halt his parents as they 
approached. Instead, he wrapped his arm around Linh, and she buried her 
face in his shoulder. 

“You guys have a lot of explaining to do,’ Dex told them. “Do you know 
you trapped me in that room? The mirror sealed shut the second Tam 
vanished. Sandor had to smash the glass.” 

Biana begged for the whole story, and Sophie was grateful Fitz had the 
energy to tell it. He kept it short and sweet, focusing on their victories. 

There's clearly more you're not saying, Mr. Forkle transmitted. 

See for yourself. Sophie's nails dug into her palms as her mind replayed 
the whole showdown, from the moment the Neverseen arrived, to Keefe's 
latest betrayal. You need to move Wylie out of Alluveterre—now. And Tam 
and Linh cant go back. 

No, they can't. 

Mr. Forkle’s eyes flicked to Granite, and Granite scrambled for his 
pathfinder. 

“Excuse me, he told the Councillors. “I must check on my son.” 

“Your son?” Councillor Terik asked, catching Granite’s slip. 

“Yes, I have a son, and another life behind this disguise. Surely that 
doesn't come as a surprise. And hopefully someday you'll learn to cooperate 
with us and I won't have to hide. But until then. . .” 

Granite leaped away, and Blur and Wraith followed. 


“One of our hideouts has been compromised,’ Mr. Forkle explained. 
“Fortunately, it sounds like the Neverseen are facing the same dilemma.” 

“On a way larger scale, right?” Biana asked. “If Tam does that shadow 
trick again, won't that take you to all of their hideouts?” 

“Any that are connected to the symbol,’ Tam said. “Not sure if that’s all of 
them” 

“Then shouldn't we get moving on that?” Alden asked. “We don’t want to 
give them a chance to clear out? 

“We also don't want to be hasty,’ Councillor Emery said. “First let's 
handle the prisoners in our custody. Weve voted to move them to 
Lumenaria, where were already holding their co-conspirator. Wed been 
hoping to send a message during the summit that this worthless rebellion 
will soon be a thing of the past. And what better way to do so than to 
present them with three defeated prisoners? We'll arrange a viewing on the 
first night.” 

“I'm assuming you'll also be performing a memory break?” Mr. Forkle 
asked. 

“Not until after the summit.” 

“That might be too late.” Sophie squared her shoulders as all eyes focused 
on her. “We have reason to believe the Neverseen have a larger plan in the 
works—a plan that both Ruy and Brant were involved with. Interrogating 
them is our only chance to learn how to stop it? 

“And what is your reason for believing this?” Councillor Emery asked. 

Sophie thought she was ready to throw Keefe to the wolves. But . . . her 
voice wouldn't cooperate. 

When Tam and Fitz didn't chime in either, she went with a different 
tactic. 

“Youre really going to doubt us—after everything weve uncovered? You 
don't think this proves we might know a little more than you?” 

“When it comes to the dirty schemes of this refuse,’ Councillor Emery 
said, sneering at Brant and Ruy, “perhaps you are ahead of us. But we must 
think beyond this simple rebellion. Were trying to send a message to the 
other species of this world that they should fear and respect our power—and 
showing them a group of drooling, mindless wastes is not an image we're 
willing to present. We must always appear strong—always superior—even 
when it comes to our prisoners. Let them see we faced and stopped a worthy 


foe. And when the Summit is over, we will shatter and squeeze every shred 
of truth out of these disgraces. But only after we ensure they do not diminish 
the respect for our kind” 

“That doesnt mean we can't interrogate them,” Mr. Forkle reminded the 
Council. “With cleverness, we might be able to glean a few crucial truths.” 

“Perhaps, Councillor Emery said. “The matter will be taken under 
consideration after the prisoners are properly secured, and after weve 
searched every last one of these hideouts you claim to be able to lead us to. 
It’s about knowing what deserves priority.’ 

Please dont argue any further, Mr. Forkle transmitted as Sophie opened 
her mouth. I'll raise the issue again tomorrow, once a few more things are 
settled. For the moment, it is wise to focus on storming the hideouts. 

Fine, Sophie told him. Out loud, she asked the Council, “Are you going to 
let us help with the raids on the hideouts?” 

“It sounds like we'll require young Mr. Songs assistance,’ Councillor 
Emery said, ignoring Tams scowl at the use of his family name. “The 
remainder of you should return to your homes.” 

“It's not that we don’t value your assistance,’ Oralie jumped in. “It’s that 
youve risked your lives enough. I wish we could spare Tam the 
responsibility as well, but his talent—and the nature of this gadget—make 
him crucial. I have no doubt we'll need your assistance for many things in 
the days ahead. So please, take this time to rest? 

Tm not opposed to keeping you safe? Edaline told Sophie gently, 
wrapping an arm around her shoulders. 

The other parents agreed, and that seemed to settle it—except Linh, who 
insisted on staying with her brother. 

“I think it would be wise if you all stayed together, Mr. Forkle told 
Sophie and her friends. “That way it’s easier to reach you with updates and 
questions.” 

Alden and Della offered up Everglen, and that became the plan. 

“Oh, and Miss Foster?” Councillor Terik said as the Councillors prepared 
to leap away. “Thank you for bringing the alicorns for a visit. It’s good to see 
they're both healthy and thriving. Let's hope it remains that way? 

The last words reminded her that Silveny and Greyfell probably shouldn't 
linger. 

She made her way over and stroked Silveny’s velvety nose. 


SOPHIE OKAY? 

Thanks to you, Sophie told her. 

Silveny’s deep brown eyes seemed to peer right through her, and the 
motherly alicorn searched Sophies emotions until she landed on the one 
subject Sophie had been hoping to avoid. 

KEEFE? 

He... isn't here. 

Silveny nuzzled Sophie's side. GOOD, she said. KEEFE! FRIEND! GOOD! 

I hope so, Sophie told her, breaking eye contact before she ended up a 
sobbing mess. 

Shed cry for Keefe later. Right now, she had to focus. 

You and Greyfell should get somewhere safe—and get some snacks. 
Remember, youre eating for two. 

Silveny nudged Sophies hand. She trotted closer to Greyfell and both 
alicorns dipped their heads, almost in a bow as Sophie told them shed check 
on them soon. 

SOON! Silveny agreed as she and Greyfell floated into the sky. 

Right before they teleported away, Silveny sent one final transmission. 

KEEFE GOOD SOON! 


“WYLIE HAS BEEN MOVED. AS has Prentice—to be safe,” Mr. Forkle told 
them after hed arrived at Everglen that night. Despite the late hour, everyone 
was still wide awake, gathered in Everglen’s glittering dining room—a room 
Sophie hadn't been in since the day Oralie, Bronte, and Kenric had tested 
her for Foxfire. The thronelike chairs, sweeping chandelier, and silk-draped 
windows looked far too grand for such an exhausted group, and no one had 
touched the platters of food Della had set out—even the mallowmelt. 
“They've been set up in a secure cabin high in the mountains, where they'll 
be able to recover together,’ he added. “Neither seemed strained at all by the 
sudden move. If anything, they seemed more relaxed than ever? 

“What about Tam and Linh?” Biana asked. “Where will they live now?” 

“Were setting up a secure residence for them here in the Lost Cities. That 
way they'll no longer feel so isolated. Blur has offered to serve as their 
guardian, and the Council will be assigning them goblin bodyguards. And 


they've been granted permission to attend Foxfire, once the term resumes 


again.” 
Sophie tried to focus on the good news, and the hopeful hints in his tone. 
But... “You'll never be able to use Alluveterre as a hideout again, will you?” 


Fitz had spent the last few hours sharing the heartbreaking details about 
Keefe stealing Tam’s crystal and helping Alvar escape. No one except Grady 
—whod had quite a few choice comments about That Boy—had known what 
to say. Especially Alden and Della. 

“Never is a long time,’ Mr. Forkle told Sophie. “Most things tend to be 
much more temporary. And while its a regrettable setback, it’s nothing 
compared to what the Neverseen have lost this evening. Thats another thing 
I’m happy to report. With the help of Mr. Tam—and a loyal contingent of 
goblins and dwarves—the Council has now raided all sixteen of the hideouts 
connected by the Lodestar symbol. Some had long been abandoned, but the 
others had very recently been sacked.” 

“So they were empty?” Fitz asked. 

“Stripped and scorched, yes,” Mr. Forkle admitted. “Ill give them credit 
for speed and efficiency—it must've been a mad, destructive scramble. And 
please try not to look so distressed by this news. Gathering more prisoners 
and evidence would've been nice—but either way, this is a significant victory 
in our favor. We've now shut down the majority of their network.” 

“But you don't think we got it all?” Biana asked. 

“I think that Fintan’s too clever to not have a few emergency evacuation 
areas. Plus, none of the hideouts had a silver door marked “The star only 
rises at Nightfall?” 

Sophie rubbed the new knot forming under her ribs. 

So Keefe's legacy was still out there, waiting for him. 

She wondered what his mom would say if shed seen what her son had 
done that day. Would she have been proud hed chosen the Neverseen over 
his friends? Or furious hed remained with the people whod imprisoned her? 

“I think that’s all we can do for tonight,’ Mr. Forkle said, standing and 
reaching into his cloak for a pathfinder. “Blur will be bringing Tam and Linh 
here soon—and then I hope you'll all go to bed and try to sleep.” 

“Wait!” Dex said. “I almost forgot—do you still have Keefe’s old 
Imparter?” 


“I returned it to Miss Foster, to do with as she wished,’ Mr. Forkle told 
him. “Why?” 

“I cant stop thinking about it, ever since Sophie did that enhancing thing 
to me. I think there’s something we missed. Do you have it, Sophie?” 

“It should still be at Havenfield,” she said. 

“TIl retrieve it for you tomorrow,’ Sandor promised as he stood to bring 
Grady and Edaline back to the safety of Gildingham. Before he left, he gave 
Sophie a long lecture on how she was not to leave Grizeľs sight even for a 
second—or trigger any more abilities. 

And true to his word, Sandor returned to Everglen the next day, holding 
the black case hed collected from her room. 

“Is it okay for us to talk around the Imparter?” Biana asked as Dex 
popped open the case and slid his finger across the silver screen. 

“Yeah it’s a different kind of signal than I realized” He tapped the screen 
in each of the corners. “Hmm, it’s being fussy again.” He glanced at Sophie. 
“Would it be weird if I asked to hold your hand?” 

Tam smirked. “Smoooooooth.” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “I know what he meant.” 

She pulled off her glove, and the second their fingers touched ... 

“Whoa,” Dex breathed. “That is such a rush!” 

The seconds slipped by, and he tapped the screen a few more places 
before telling the Imparter, “Bypass.” 

The gadget beeped and went dark. 

“Was that supposed to happen?” Linh asked. 

“I dort know.’ Dex flipped the Imparter over, tapping a few more places. 

The silence shifted from tense to restless to endless. Then a voice blared 
from the screen. 

“Password?” 


SEVENTY-THREE 


WHAT’S THE PASSWORD?” Biana whispered. 

“No idea,” Dex admitted. “And I don't feel a way to hack it. That same 
crazy-smart Technopath who built all the stuff with the Lodestar symbol 
must've been the one who designed this.” 

“Okay; Linh said. “Anyone have any guesses?” 

“With Keefe it could seriously be anything,” Fitz reminded them. 

Tam smirked at Sophie. “I have a theory.” 

“So do I,” she said. “His mom's the one who rigged the gadget, right? So 
what would her password be?” 

“But she didn't make it for herself—she wanted Keefe to find this, didn't 
she?” Fitz asked. “Didn't the note she left for him kinda hint at it? So she 
would've picked something she hoped Keefe would guess.” 

He made a good point. Sophie reread the note in her mind. 

“What about ‘legacy’?” she asked. 

“Access granted,” the Imparter chirped, and Sophie felt ice ripple across 
her nerves. 

“Access to what?” Biana whispered. 

The screen stayed blank. 

“Shouldn't it be doing something?” Fitz asked. 

“Tt is? Dex said. “It opened a private line.” 

“So it’s hailing somebody right now?” Sophie asked. 

Dex nodded and they all leaned closer, watching the ominously silent 
screen. 

“Are we sure this is a good idea?” Fitz asked after what felt like an eternity 
but was probably less than thirty seconds. 


“Better to know than wonder, right?” Biana said. “But heres what I don't 
get. It took Dex’s Technopath skills—enhanced Technopath skills—to get to 
the place where you entered the password, right? Wouldn't that mean Keefe 
never could've gotten there on his own?” 

“It's only that difficult for us, Dex said, “because I had to bypass the 
primary sensor, which is what Keefe could’ve used to gain access. Id actually 
noticed that there was a weird, two-tone gear the last time I took the 
Imparter apart. But I didn't realize it meant the sensor read different things 
on different sides until I got the boost from Sophie.” 

“So what else does it read?” Sophie asked. 

“Blood? 

Everyone squirmed. 

“Is it still hailing?” Tam asked. 

Dex nodded. “But I doubt anyones going to answer. His mom probably 
set this up before they imprisoned her, so I’m sure her Imparter got taken or 
destroyed? 

“How much longer should we wait?” Biana asked. 

“Maybe give it another minute?” Sophie said. “Just in case? 

She counted the passing seconds, and at around seventy-five Dex told 
everyone, “I guess that’s it? 

He swiped a finger across the screen, frowning when the Imparter flashed 
pale blue. “Wait—was it not actually hailing yet?” 

“How would we know?” Fitz asked. 

“Ugh, this thing makes no sense! It’s like—” 

“Hello?” a crackly, garbled voice blared from the Imparter. Even with the 
distortion, the sound was unmistakable. 

Lady Gisela. 

They all leaned back in case she could somehow see them. But the 
Imparter’s screen stayed silver, keeping the conversation limited to their 
voices. 

“Keefe?” Lady Gisela asked. “Is someone there?” 

Fuzzy static. 

“Its you, isn't it, Sophie?” 

“Yes.” The word slipped out before Sophie could think it through. 

“Wheres my son?” Lady Gisela demanded. 

Sophie glanced at her friends for help, but they only offered blank stares. 


“He's ... where you planned for him to be,’ she mumbled. 

Lots of crackles and static flooded the connection, and when Lady 
Gisela's voice came back it sounded like the end of a sentence. All Sophie 
caught was “run things.” 

“Can you repeat that?” Sophie asked. 

“I said it was never my plan to let that idiot run things.” 

“You mean Fintan?” 

Static was her only answer. 

“Are you still there?” Sophie asked. 

More crackles. Then Lady Gisela said, “I asked if anyone else has been 
captured.” 

“Why would I tell you that?” 

“Because you have no idea what youre dealing with. And I do.” 

“And I’m supposed to believe you're going to help me?” 

“Exactly, Lady Gisela said. “Because you care about my son. And I don't 
have a lot of options. So were both going to suffer through this miserable 
truce.” 

Sophie glanced at her friends for guidance, and their expressions all 
seemed to be unanimously screaming DON’T YOU DARE TRUST KEEFE’S 
MOM. And Sophie had no intention of doing so. But that didn't mean she 
couldn't try to learn something from her. 

“Tl ask you again,’ Lady Gisela said. “Where’s my son? Is he with Brant 
and Fintan?” 

Sophie bit her lip, deciding one tiny piece of information was worth the 
risk. “He’s with Fintan” 

“Does that mean Brant’s been captured?” 

“Tell me why it matters.” 

“You don't need to know. Who else was taken? Ruy?” When Sophie didn't 
respond, Lady Gisela said, “I'll take that as a yes. And I need you to listen 
very carefully. You have to do exactly as I say, or you'll regret it.” 

“Is that a threat?” 

“It's a warning—based on truths and hard realities I don't expect you to 
understand.” 

“You know what I don’t understand?” Sophie asked. “What you did to 
Cyrah Endal.” 


Lady Gisela’s voice darkened. “Whatever you think you know is one 
small, twisted piece of a much larger, much grander whole.” 

“That sounds like a fancy way of trying to justify a murder” 

“Murder,” Lady Gisela repeated. “Believe what you want. You may not 
trust me, Sophie. And you may not like me. But right now, we both care 
about the same thing. Which means you need to listen to me. Get my son far 
away from the Neverseen.” 

The demand was so ironic, Sophie couldn't quite choke back her laugh. 

“I take it that means you've tried?” Lady Gisela asked. 

“Yeah, and theres pretty much no reasoning with him. He has this 
desperate need to try to make up for all the creepy things you've done.” 

“Dont blame this on me. This is what they want. Their vision” 

“That would mean a lot more if youd tell me what you're talking about.” 

“But it would also distract you from what matters. You can't stop this, 
Sophie. Dont try. It’s been in place for too long. So get my son back before it 
all comes crashing down, and contact me when it’s done. And next time, 
make sure you hail me using his blood” 


SEVENTY-FOUR 


I'M ASSUMING MR. DIZZNEE tried tracking the signal,’ Mr. Forkle said 
as he studied the now silent Imparter sitting on Everglen’s dining room table. 
His eyes were red rimmed and shadowed, and he wore the same clothes 
from the day before—and Sophie couldn't decide if it was the thronelike 
chair, or if his ruckleberries were wearing off, but he looked smaller. 

“I tried everything,” Dex said, “Even with Sophie enhancing my ability, I 
got nowhere? 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “And I’m also assuming that you're not going to tell 
Mr. Sencen about this?” 

“Doesn't seem like a good idea,’ Sophie said. “If we couldn't get him to 
leave the Neverseen when he had the perfect chance and the perfect reason, 
how is telling him that his mom wants him to leave going to help? Besides, 
for all we know Lady Gisela’s using us to get Keefe back so she can grab him 
and force him into his legacy.’ 

“Oh, I’m certain her motives are selfish,” Mr. Forkle said. “If I'm 
understanding this correctly, it sounds like this ‘vision’ Fintan has may be 
separate from the Lodestar Initiative that Lady Gisela created, and she fears 
it will wreck her own plans.” 

“Shouldn't we let it, then?” Dex asked. 

“Ah, but that’s a risky game. Blindly choosing between two evils could 
backfire far too easily. For all we know, Lady Gisela could truly be the safer 
path.” 

“But she probably killed Wylie’s mom,’ Linh argued. 

“And Fintan definitely killed Kenric,’ Sophie reminded her. 

“Yeah . . . they're both horrible options,’ Biana said. “I want to take them 
both down.” 


“Hard to do when we dont actually know what either of them are 
planning, Fitz mumbled. “After all our investigations into Lodestar, we still 
dont know what the Initiative actually entails. And Fintan’s vision is even 
more vague.” 

“I feel like Keefe is the key,’ Sophie said quietly. 

“Ugh, if he heard you say that, thered be no living with him,” Tam 
grumbled. 

Sophie smiled. It was strange that she could miss Keefe and want to bash 
his face in. “I just meant that there has to be a reason both Fintan and Lady 
Gisela want him on their side. It might be because they need him to open 
that door in the mountain. But then why wouldn't Fintan have made Keefe 
do that right away?” 

“It feels like we're missing something,’ Biana said. “Doesn't it?” 

“When aren't we?” Sophie mumbled, replaying the conversation with 
Lady Gisela in her mind. There had to be deeper meanings to her vague 
warnings and advice. 

“I guess all we really need to know,” she said quietly, “for the moment, at 
least, is whether Keefe is safer where his mom wants him to be, or safer 
where he’s at?” 

“He's safest when he’s not in the dark about that decision,’ Mr. Forkle told 
her. “And can choose based on knowledge, and not his own misguided 
reasoning.” 

The logic hit home. 

“I guess I'll tell him what his mom said and see what he does,’ Sophie 
decided. “The rest is up to him.” 

“Try to make it quick,’ Mr. Forkle told her. “We have lots of other things 
to discuss when youre done.” 

“You want me to tell him now?” Sophie asked 

“Why put off the inevitable?” 

“Uh, who are you and what have you done with the guy whos always 
telling us to be patient?” Tam asked. 

A sad smile curled Mr. Forkle’s lips. “Perhaps I’m learning to see the folly 
in delay. Haste can be dangerous too, of course. But theres a difference 
between caution and hesitation. Plus, I need Miss Foster’s mind free of 
distraction for what’s coming next.” 

“Whats coming next?” Sophie asked. 


“One thing at a time, Miss Foster. First settle things with Mr. Sencen.” 

Sophie sighed, not sure she was ready to have this conversation— 
especially in front of an audience. But she closed her eyes and transmitted 
Keefe’s name. 

Foster? He responded immediately. Whats wrong? I thought you weren't 
talking to me. 

I wasn't, she admitted. Is this a bad time? 

Um... give me a second. 

His mind went silent for a beat—long enough for Sophie to tug out an 
itchy eyelash. 

Okay—I told everyone I had to poop, he said a little too proudly. That 
should keep them away for a few minutes. 

Ugh, TMI. 

You realize I'm not actually pooping, right? I mean, I know we've shared a 
lot of things, but I dont think poop should be one of them—unless it’s sparkly 
and from an alicorn. Or blasting like a geyser out of a gulon. 

Stop talking about poop! 

She shook her head, trying to knock those lovely mental images away and 
regain her focus. I have to show you something, and you might want to sit 
down for it. 

The only way to do that involves a less-than-awesome-smelling toilet—this 
new hideout is miserable. Everything is sweaty and sticky—and were all 
crammed into this tiny room. 

How many of you are there? 

Just me, Trix, Alvar, and Umber. Fintan moved everyone else to a different 
place. And its starting to feel like theyre my babysitters—they never let me out 
of their sight. 

That . . . doesn't sound like a good sign. 

Shed expected him to deny it. But his mind dimmed a little, before he 
changed the subject. So what did you need to tell me? 

Right. Brace yourself. This is going to be tough to see. She gathered her 
concentration and replayed what Lady Gisela had told her word for word. 

That . . . complicates things, he mumbled. And it could all be a trick. 

It definitely could. 

But you think I should do what she said and get out? 

It doesn't matter what I think. Its not like you listen to me. 


The thought had a snap to it, and Sophie could see Keefe’s mind sting. But 
she wasnt going to apologize. 

I think a better question is, CAN you get out? she asked. 

It'll be rough, he admitted. But my escape plan will still work. If I use it, 
though, itll destroy every single thing I’ve been working toward. 

I guess you'll have to decide whats most important, then. 

His mind seemed to ripple with a sigh. What happens if I leave? 

What do you mean? 

I mean... doesnt everyone hate me? 

Sophie glanced at her friends, each watching her silently from their fancy 
chairs. You have some serious apologizing to do, she said. But I dont think any 
of us can actually hate you—even when we really, really, really want to. 

I could've done without that third “really.” 

Maybe. But you deserve it. 

I do. He replayed his mom's words again before he told her, Id better get 
back—but thats not my decision. I need more time to think. 

Think away, Sophie told him. You know where to find me. 

“Actually, you won't be here if Mr. Sencen decides to come home in the 
next few days, Mr. Forkle warned after shed closed down the mental 
conversation. “That’s why I needed you to focus. I received a scroll this 
morning—as I’m sure your mother did as well—informing me that the 
envoy will be retrieving me at five oclock this evening to bring me to 
Lumenaria. The Councillors finally agreed that it’s imperative we interrogate 
Ruy and Brant as soon as possible. So they're moving up the Peace Summit, 
starting tonight.” 


SEVENTY-FIVE 


SOPHIE AND EDALINE’S envoys arrived at Sandor’s house at five oclock 
sharp, and Sophie was relieved one of them was a familiar face—Righty, the 
goblin whod helped guide her when shed visited Lumenaria. Apparently, 
Righty had been assigned as Sophie's personal guard for the course of the 
summit, and the other envoy would be guarding Edaline. 

Sandor gave both goblins a long list of procedures and instructions— 
along with a few threats of violence and dismemberment if anything went 
wrong. 

“We've been well trained,’ Edaline’s guard assured him. 

Sophie decided to call her Bunhead. It matched her hairstyle, and her 
graceful movements as she crossed the room, handing them black tunics, 
pants, slipperlike shoes, and gloves to change into. 

“The simple garb is just until you clear security,’ Righty explained. “Once 
youre settled into your rooms you'll find more proper attire for the summit.’ 

“Will our rooms be near each other?” Edaline asked. 

“You ll have your own double suite,’ Bunhead told her. 

That was, unfortunately, the only good news. The rest was a whole lot of 
yuck, starting with the fact that Sophie wasn't allowed to bring Ella. No 
jewelry was allowed either, except their registry pendants, so Sophie had to 
leave behind her Cognate rings, panic switch, and Sucker Punch. 

“Be safe? Grady whispered as he strangle-hugged his wife and daughter. 
“And here's hoping this will be a quick summit.” 

“What's the longest one has ever gone?” Sophie asked, regretting the 
question when Edaline told her, “A little over three months.” 

The words kept repeating in Sophies mind as she endured the security 
searches at Lumenaria’s gates—and the dread grew much louder during the 


lecture on castle rules. The basic gist was: If you aren't in an assigned meeting 
or gala, you'll be locked in your room for your own safety. It was hard to 
decide what sounded scarier—the locked-in-her-room part, or the gala. 

And it could stretch on for months. 

Even the walk to her room felt endless. No blindfolds that time, not that 
it made the journey any clearer, considering how twisty the halls were, and 
all the identical staircases and doors. 

“Your rooms will not have a view, Bunhead warned. “The Council 
wanted you in the underground quarters, where the security is easier for us 
to control.” 

“So basically, they’re locking us in the dungeon,’ Sophie said. 

Righty smiled. “Tm sure you'll find the accommodations much more 
pleasant? 

Their rooms were beautiful—marble floors, and walls broken up with 
intricate tapestries and paintings. Ornate chandeliers cast a warm pink light, 
and all the furniture was overstuffed and draped in luxurious fabrics. The 
décor was elegant and tasteful—the colors lush and regal. But the lack of 
windows still made it feel like a cell. 

Their door also had two locks—one to keep anyone from getting in. The 
other to prevent them from leaving. 

“We'll let you get changed for the introductory dinner,’ Bunhead told 
them. “Knock four quick times when you're ready to go and we'll open the 
door.” 

The lock clicked, and Sophies misery was sealed when she checked her 
new wardrobe. Her “day gowns” had so many ruffles and gathers they made 
Cotillion dresses look plain. And her “evening gowns” had just as many frills 
—with fun bonuses like sweeping trains and corseted bodices and all kinds 
of other things that were clearly meant to destroy her. 

“Remind me what any of this has to do with negotiating a peace treaty?” 
Sophie asked as Edaline helped her fasten the hundreds of tiny buttons that 
secured the silky teal gown shed chosen. The color was her favorite, and the 
skirt wasn't as puffy as a lot of the others. But the drop-waist bodice was so 
fitted, she wondered how she would sit. And the neckline scooped and 
squeezed in ways that made her cheeks blush. 

“This summit is about more than making King Dimitar sign his name on 
a piece of paper,’ Edaline told her. “It’s about reminding the world of the 


sheer magnificence of our culture. Displaying our wealth, beauty, and 
confidence all work to create the ideal impression.” 

“Yeah, well, if they wanted me to be confident, they should let me wear 
shoes I can actually walk in,” Sophie grumbled, holding up her impossibly 
slender heels. 

“I guess you'll have to settle for looking beautiful—and so grown up! If 
any of your boys were here . . ? 

Edaline didnt finish the sentence—or name the boys—and for that, 
Sophie gave her a hug. 

“And you understand whats going to happen at the dinner?” Edaline 
asked as she knocked to let their guards know they were ready. 

Sophie fussed with her teal gloves. Tm going to try not to cause an 
interspecies incident when I’m introduced to the other leaders. Then we're 
all supposed to eat fancy food in a stuffy room while everyone pretends 
they're not secretly wishing they could kill each other.” 

Edaline smiled, looping her arm through Sophie's as they started the long 
trek to where dinner would be held. “Not everyone hates each other. The 
animosity exists mostly between the goblins, ogres, and trolls. The dwarves 
and gnomes are generally content to live and let live, so long as everyone 
extends that courtesy to them.” 

“Then lets hope were seated next to them,’ Sophie mumbled. “And that 
none of the food requires knives.” 

‘Tm sure it won't. Did you notice they didn't even give us any hairpins?” 

After seeing the damage Lady Gisela had done with one, Sophie wasn't 
surprised. 

“Are we going a different direction than the way we came?” Sophie asked 
as they started up a winding staircase. “I can't get my bearings.” 

“And you wont? Bunhead explained. “The paths are intentionally 
ambiguous to ensure that no one will ever find their way through unless 
they've been trained.” 

“Or get really lucky,” Righty added. 

“Dont be nervous,’ Edaline told her when they finally reached a set of 
embossed golden doors. “All you have to do is smile and act natural.” 

Sophie felt anything but natural as she took in the splendor of the room. 
The elves were never shy with their displays of wealth, but this? This was 
something else entirely. The space had the feel of a moonlit terrace garden, 


but they were still very much indoors, and every fragile flower, every 
graceful tree, every cascading vine, and every sweeping balustrade—even 
the stars winking across the swirled black ceiling—had been intricately 
carved from jewels or cast from precious metals. It was the perfect marriage 
of nature and craft—a new level of mastery—and everyone in the room 
could only stare in wonder. 

Well, everyone save for one. 

King Dimitar couldn't have looked more bored as he leaned his gorilla- 
size body against the trunk of a tree—a Panakes tree, Sophie realized, which 
made her wish she still wore her Sucker Punch. He wore his usual metal 
diaper—though the waistline had been rimmed with glittering black jewels, 
which matched the stones set into his earlobes—and idly traced a clawed 
finger along the tattoos crowning his bald head. 

“A child in a Peace Summit,” he said as Sophie tried to hurry past him. 
“And yet they criticize my people for training our children to defend 
themselves.” 

“If it were only for defense,” Councillor Alina said, swishing over in an 
iridescent gown that shifted from green to purple with every motion, “I 
doubt anyone would have a problem.” 

“And yet the greatest defense is a strong offense, isnt it?” Dimitar 
countered, smiling to show his pointed teeth. 

“Is that what youd call the warriors you sent to capture my family?” 
Sophie asked, ignoring the warning squeeze Edaline gave her arm. 

King Dimitar straightened, his bulging muscles flexing with the motion. 
“If Id planned that mission, your mother would not be standing at your side 
—though I’m not convinced your family was even the target. Not everything 
revolves around you, Miss Foster? 

He stalked away, leaving Sophie to drown in the fresh wave of questions. 

If Dimitar wasn't lying about the attackers being unsanctioned rebels— 
which she was far from ready to believe—who else would they have been 
after? 

Lady Cadence? She was one of the ogres’ most loyal supporters. 

“There you are, Miss Foster,’ Councillor Bronte said behind her, drawing 
her back to the present. Sophie turned to find him standing with Councillor 
Oralie and Councillor Terik, all looking resplendent in their suits, gowns, 
and capes in the same jeweled tones as their circlets. 


Edaline had been right about the elves screaming wealth, power, and 
confidence. It was like having the prom kings and queens milling around the 
room. 

“Empress Pernille was just telling me she hadn't had the privilege of 
meeting you, Bronte told Sophie. “Perhaps youd be willing to let us make 
the introduction?” 

Sophie nodded, letting the Councillors lead her away. But her mind was 
still so stuck on the idea of Lady Cadence being the target that she nearly 
trampled a small, strange creature that looked like a cross between a sloth, a 
pot-bellied pig, and a small child, with fuzzy skin, an upturned nose, and a 
short chubby body dressed in a purple tutu. 

“Empress Pernille” Councillor Oralie said, dipping a graceful curtsy. 
“Forgive us for not seeing you.” 

The creature chirped a reply, and it took Sophie's Polyglot skills a moment 
to realize she was listening to the ruler of the trolls. 

‘Tm so sorry, Sophie said, fumbling through a curtsy. “I should never be 
allowed to wear something this huge—it will only end in disaster.” 

Empress Pernille blinked her round, yellow eyes. “Rarely do I ever hear 
an elf address me in my own language—and with such a precise accent.” 

Sophie stared at her gloves. “I wish I could take credit. But my ability 
made the shift unconsciously.’ 

“Intelligent, talented, and humble—I see why I hear often of your 
influence,’ the Empress said, before turning to Oralie. “Perhaps we could 
have a word?” 

Oralie motioned for the Empress to follow her through an arch lined with 
cut amethyst flowers, to a more secluded corner of the room. 

As soon as Bronte and Terik had wandered away, Sophie whispered to 
Edaline, “Thats what trolls look like?” Shed seen images of them as fierce 
beasts with lots of claws and muscles—meanwhile Empress Pernille could’ve 
easily been mistaken for a Muppet. 

“The trolls age in reverse,’ Edaline whispered. “Their bodies shrink with 
time, rather than growing. And their features soften.” 

“Does that mean the ancient trolls look like babies?” Sophie asked. 

“Not quite that extreme. Sorry, I suppose I should’ve warned you.” 

“Anything else I should be prepared for?” Sophie asked. 

“I can't think of anything. Actually, yes I can. King Enki is bald” 


She pointed across the room, and Sophie did a double take. 

Dwarves normally had long, scraggly fur and squinty, pointed facial 
features that reminded Sophie of oversize talking moles. But the king looked 
like a plucked chicken, his textured skin a mottled pattern of peach, brown, 
and black—which looked extra strange considering his pants were made of 
soft white fur. 

“Is that what happens when dwarves age?” Sophie asked. 

“No, it’s a statement,” Edaline said. “The dwarves view it a sign of power 
and strength for their king to wax himself bare. I've never really wanted to 
know why” 

Sophie did her best not to stare, focusing instead on the king’s heavy 
crown—a thick ring of carved, opalescent shell. Shed gotten up close and 
personal once with the giant-sand-crab-like creatures the shell had come 
from, and still found it strange the king would want any part of its body 
curled around his head. 

He caught her looking and tapped his feet as he offered a bow. 

The rest of the introductions were more what Sophie had prepared for. 
Queen Hylda looked fierce and statuesque in her gleaming golden armor. 
And a gnome Sophie had seen around Havenfield—now wearing a suit 
woven from Panakes petals—had been selected to represent his kind, which 
had no ultimate leader. 

“You're handling yourself very well, Mr. Forkle told her, emerging from 
the shadows hed been lurking in. “Far better than I could’ve ever planned.” 

“Is this what you designed me for?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. 

Mr. Forkle smiled. “I designed you to be something new, Miss Foster. 
Something to get people's attention. And above all else, to be you.” 

The compliments weren't particularly sappy—but the way he said them 
turned her throat thick. 

“Thank you,’ she whispered. 

“For what?” 

“For giving me this life—crazy and confusing as it always is? 

It was Mr. Forkle’s turn to look away, swiping at his eyes. When he turned 
back to say something else, the words were drowned out by loud fanfare. 

All twelve Councillors gathered in the center of the room to announce 
that it was time for dinner, and Councillor Liora snapped her fingers and 
made a U-shaped table appear before them, covered in flowers and candles 


and dome-covered plates at every place setting. The Councillors took the 
seats in the center, while the other leaders were stationed along the sides. 
Sophie was relieved to be seated between her mom and Mr. Forkle. 

They feasted on several kinds of gnomish fruit, thinly sliced and artfully 
arranged. Some tasted like steak and lobster and other fancy things. Others 
were richer and earthier. No one cleared their plate, but everyone found 
their favorites and seemed happy when Liora conjured the dishes away. 

“It's always refreshing to see our worlds gather in the pursuit of peace,’ 
Councillor Emery said as he stood to address his guests. “And to have this 
rare opportunity for enlightened interchange and mutual benefit. The real 
work begins tomorrow, but we wanted to end this first night with something 
we hope you'll find heartening. As many of you know, the complex problems 
of our modern world have led to the rise of certain groups within the Lost 
Cities. And while the Black Swan have proven themselves to be both 
resourceful and reasonable—which is why they’re represented here at this 
Summit—the Neverseen have unfortunately caused incredible chaos. 
Halting their efforts has proven a challenge, but we finally have proof of our 
inevitable victory? 

Three holograms flashed to the center of the U shape: Brant, Ruy, and 
Gethen—live projections of each of the prisoners in their blindingly bright 
cells. They sat in nearly identical poses—backs straight, legs crossed, eyes 
closed—looking more like meditating monks than warmongering villains. 

And yet, as Sophie watched, the faintest whiff of a smile curled Gethen’s 
lips, reminding her how desperate hed seemed for information about the 
summit. 

Theyre up to something, she thought, right as a pair of goblins burst into 
the room and whispered a breathless message to Councillor Emery. 

“Is something wrong?” King Dimitar asked. 

“Wrong is not the word I would use.” Councillor Emery glanced at the 
other Councillors, waiting for each to nod. “Tve just received word that the 
current leader of the Neverseen—an elf named Fintan Pyren—is outside the 
gates of this castle demanding to be admitted to the proceedings.” 


SEVENTY-SIX 


WHY AREN'T THEY arresting him? Sophie transmitted to Mr. Forkle as 
the various leaders shouted questions at the Council. They should be 
dragging Fintan to one of those cells to join his co-conspirators! 

Diplomacy is rarely as straightforward as it may seem, Mr. Forkle told her. 
Both Queen Hylda and Empress Pernille are requesting that Fintan be allowed 
to participate in the Summits proceedings. Haven't you been listening? 

She hadn't. Her mind had been too busy piecing scarier things together. 

Fintan’ arrival. 

The fact that none of the prisoners had looked particularly upset about 
being in their cells. 

Lady Gisela telling her “this is what they want’ 

Even the plan Keefe had mentioned—the one hed said Brant and Ruy 
were ordered to take part in, which Ruy had considered unnecessary and 
demeaning. 

Could it have involved letting themselves get captured? 

Theyre up to something, she transmitted. Probably a jailbreak. It’s perfect. 
Theyd get to humiliate the Council, impress or scare the world leaders, and get 
Gethen back, all in one go. 

You may be right, Mr. Forkle said. And in case you are, I think it would be 
quite unwise to allow Fintan anywhere near those cells, dont you? 

He stood, clearing his throat as he waited for the room's attention. “For 
the record, I think Fintan should be heard during the proceedings as well? 

At least half the room gasped—Sophie included—even though she knew 
what Mr. Forkle was trying to do. 

“You honestly want to jeopardize the security of these proceedings?” 
Oralie asked, ignoring the protocol of letting Councillor Emery do the 


speaking. 

“No. I want him to be placed under heavy guard in the small storage 
outbuilding in the main courtyard,” Mr. Forkle said calmly. “And he can 
remain there until the morning negotiations, in which case hed be brought 
into the meeting. Keep as many guards on him as you like—and lock him 
back in the outbuilding when the proceedings are over. There's no reason for 
him to attend the galas or dinners.” 

“There's no reason for him to attend anything at all!” Alina argued. “He's 
a Pyrokinetic.” 

“Yes, and lumenite doesn't burn,’ Mr. Forkle reminded her. “Isn't that why 
the Ancient Councillors chose it when they built this fortress?” 

Oralie stood, her fragile hands gripping the end of the table. “I cart 
believe anyone is considering this. That lunatic is bent on destroying 
everything we hold precious. What can we possibly gain from allowing his 
voice to be heard?” 

“Perspective, Empress Pernille told her. “For millennia weve been told 
there's one way—the elvin way. And now, it appears the elvin way is divided. 
I find it hard to believe I’m the only one whod like to know what these other 
elves have to say—especially since one alternate elvin perspective is already 
being presented by the Black Swan. Why not hear the other?” 

“Because he’s a murderer!” Oralie shouted. 

“So am I, by elvin standards,” Queen Hylda said. “So are most of us. 
Death goes hand in hand with war.” 

“Youre in favor of Fintan joining us?” Councillor Bronte asked the goblin 
queen. “After his involvement in what happened with Brielle?” 

“It's because of his involvement in Brielle’s death that I would like to hear 
him out. Id like to understand what her life was taken for.” 

“None of us are saying we'll agree with his logic,’ King Enki added. “Wed 
simply like to hear what that logic is. Isn't it our responsibility to consider 
the issues from every possible side before we render a decision?” 

Sophie was surprised to realize King Dimitar was staying silent during 
the debate. And he glared at those supporting Fintan’ss admission with a 
murderous sort of rage. 

The Councillors looked just as disgusted. But—ever the diplomats—they 
put it to a poll, making it clear that the Council's vote would only count for 
one. Mr. Forkle was given a vote, since he was a leader of his order. Sophie 


and Edaline were excluded as observers. The final verdict: four to three in 
favor of letting Fintan attend. 

“Well” Councillor Emery said, massaging his temples. “It appears we 
have some adjustments to make. So we ask that you please return to your 
rooms—and understand that you will not be able to leave them for the rest 
of the night. We need to ensure everyone's safety as we drastically amend our 
protocols.” 

Righty and Bunhead shuffled Sophie and Edaline away from the crowd, 
leading them through a set of balefire-lit halls into the bowels of the fortress. 

As soon as the door closed to their suite, Edaline pulled Sophie close. “It 
looked like you and Mr. Forkle were having a telepathic conversation while 
everyone argued. Please tell me what what's going on. I promise I’m strong 
enough to handle it.” 

For most of the time Sophie had spent with her adoptive family, Edaline 
had been the fragile one, broken by her grief over losing Jolie. But there was 
no weakness in Edaline’s voice or any tremors in her hands as she rubbed 
Sophie’s back. 

So Sophie leaned closer and whispered, “We think the Neverseen are 
going to attempt a prison break, and were trying to figure out how to stop 
them.” 

Edaline nodded slowly. “And I'm assuming Mr. Forkle didn't ask the 
Councillors to move the prisoners, because you're worried thats what the 
Neverseen want?” 

“Actually, I think he just knew the Council would never go along with it,” 
Sophie admitted. “But your reason is important too.” 

“So what does Mr. Forkle want us to do?” 

“No idea,’ Sophie admitted, not missing the way Edaline had included 
herself in their planning. “It’s so hard to strategize when we dont have any 
idea what they're thinking. Everything we do could play right into their 
hands.” 

“Do you think Keefe will have any insights?” 

“If he does, they'll probably be super vague and warn us about the wrong 
thing,’ Sophie grumbled. But on the off chance, she decided to reach out to 
him. 

Just the girl I wanted to talk to, Keefe told her. 


No time for banter, Keefe—Fintan just talked his way into the Peace 
Summit. I'm pretty sure hes planning to break Ruy, Gethen, and Brant out of 
the dungeon. In fact, I'm betting Brant and Ruy are a part of it. 

Keefe’s mind unleashed a bunch of words shed get in trouble for using. 

I take it that means were guessing right? she asked. 

You might be. I know Fintan’ off on a mission right now—and Alvar told 
me theyve been building toward it for a while. He said it would make the 
world lose all faith in the Council. 

Sophie’s stomach did a twist-flip move that made her really wish she 
hadn't eaten so much dinner. 

Ugh, I’m the biggest idiot on the planet if that nightmare at the Pallidrose 
hideout was a ploy to get them captured, Keefe mentally grumbled. His 
thoughts strayed to his burned hand, and Sophie could tell the nerves still 
hurt him, even though the skin had healed. 

It was probably her cue to tell him he wasn't an idiot—but he had done 
some pretty idiotic things. 

Then again, so had she. 

If getting arrested was part of their plan, we all played right into it. All we 
can do is hope we've caught our mistake with enough time to stop them. 

And I'm assuming you're at the summit? he asked. Never mind, of course 
you are. Youre probably right where its most dangerous. 

I am, Sophie said. And so is Edaline. 

More inappropriate words pounded through his head. Why would the 
Council let Fintan in? Didn't they learn after what happened to Kenric? 

It wasn't their decision. Some of the other leaders wanted to hear what he 
had to say. And Mr. Forkle figured it was safer than letting Fintan anywhere 
near the cells. 

I guess I can see that. But I have a bad feeling about this, Foster. 

So do I. Is there anything else you can think of that will tell us what we're 
dealing with? 

Not much. I heard Alvar and Fintan debating about whether or not 
someone was going to “deliver” So that might mean there's another person who 
needs to bring them something. Maybe King Dimitar? 

Maybe. But he looked pretty furious when Fintan showed up. 

Edaline was still rubbing Sophie's back, and Sophie tried to focus on the 
feeling—tried to keep her head clear so she could think instead of panicking. 


Its not too late to beat this, Keefe thought, his mind humming with a new 
sort of momentum. Keep your head down and your eyes open, and don't go 
anywhere without Sandor. 

Sandors not here. Lumenaria has its own security force. 

Can you trust them? 

I don't know. My guard seems nice. 

Nice isnt good enough. If there is another person helping Fintan, it would 
make sense that theyd be part of the security. So dont hesitate to unleash that 
Foster rage on anyone who feels like a threat, okay? I'll be there as soon as I 
can. 

You will? How? 

Still figuring that out. I dont know if I'll be able to get inside the castle, but 
I'm sure theres somewhere on the island I can hide. 

Sophie doubted that, but she had a more pressing question. What about 
your babysitters? 

Already working on it. Thats what I was trying to tell you when you first 
reached out to me. I decided I’m leaving the Neverseen. Tonight. 


SEVENTY-SEVEN 


SOPHIE PULLED AWAY from Edaline as the crush of emotions hit her. 
She couldn't decide if she wanted to laugh or cry or shred a few of her bed’s 
fancy tasseled pillows. 

On the one hand—Keefe was leaving the Neverseen! 

On the other: WHY COULDN'T HE HAVE FIGURED IT OUT 
BEFORE HE FREED ALVAR, AND STOLE THE CACHE, AND THE 
ALLUVETERRE CRYSTAL, AND WHEN IT WASNT SUPER 
DANGEROUS FOR HIM TO ESCAPE, AND ARRRRGGGGGHHHHH! 

Hey, Keefe said, reminding her that their thoughts were still connected. I 
don't blame you for the rage-fest, Foster—but I promise I'm going to make it up 
to you. All of it. Starting tonight. 

She sank onto her bed, deciding sitting was a good idea. I know you want 
to help—but coming to Lumenaria is a bad idea. The island is nothing but a 
cold, rocky beach, and Im sure there are goblins patrolling it. And Alvar and 
the others might expect you to go there. I think you should head to Sandor’ 
house in Gildingham. Thats where Grady is. They'll keep you safe. 

Uh, I'm pretty sure the most dangerous place I could be right now is alone 
in a room with your dad and Gigantor. 

Flashes of the torturous “boys” conversation raced through Sophie's 
mind. Hmm, you might have a point there. 

So its settled, then, Keefe said. I'll be outside Lumenaria as soon as I bust 
out of here. I don't care if there are patrols, I'll find a way to evade them. I 
want to be close—that way if you need me, I can help. 

Sophie could think of a thousand reasons why that was a horrible plan. 
But there were other things to worry about. 


How are you going to get away from everyone at the hideout? she asked. 
You said it was going to be rough. 

It probably will be. And I know everything I’ve done lately has been made of 
epic fail. But this is different. I'm back to playing my own games. And Team 
Foster-Keefe is going to win! 


“YOU BOTH LOOK TIRED,” MR. FORKLE noted as Sophie and Edaline 
took their seats at the formal summit breakfast. 

Tired was an understatement. Theyd stayed up late discussing Keefe— 
and then Sophie’s brain had spent the rest of the night churning out 
nightmares. 

But she could tell King Dimitar was listening to their conversation, so she 
told Mr. Forkle, “They wouldn't let me bring Ella. How do people sleep 
without stuffed animals? I didn’t know where to put my arms.” 

Queen Hylda and Empress Pernille laughed at her joke, and Sophie was 
glad shed made it. She hadn't noticed they were also eavesdropping. 

Now is not a wise moment for secrets, Mr. Forkle transmitted as Sophie 
picked halfheartedly at one of the pastries, getting chocolate on her silky 
gloves. 

She told him what Keefe had decided and added, I’ve tried checking on 
him a few times and he hasnt responded. 

There's nothing the Neverseen can do to stop you from communicating with 
him. If he’s ignoring you, it’s only because he needs to concentrate. 

Technically, there was one way the Neverseen could silence Keefe forever 
—but she was not letting her mind go there. Nope. Nope. Nope. 

I wish he wasn't coming here, she told Mr. Forkle. It's way too risky, and 
he’s only doing it because he feels like he needs to make everything up to me. 

He does need to make it up to you. Haven't you realized that yet? Thats 
why you and Mr. Sencen work so well together. You both push each other to 
believe in yourselves. Don't go easy on him now because youre afraid he’s too 
fragile. The more you let him prove himself, the more he'll realize he’ still 
worthy. 

Their conversation ended when a fleet of goblins marched into the room 
and announced that theyd be escorting everyone to a room called The 
Circle. It was a long trek, and Sophie cursed her stupid heels—and her 


much-too-poofy silver-blue gown—as they trudged through a dozen 
different halls and then up an endless winding staircase. 

The Council was waiting for them in the highest room in the tower, at a 
glowing round table that Sophie was sure had been the inspiration for King 
Arthurs legend. Twenty-one chairs circled the table at evenly spaced 
intervals—twelve for the Councillors, three for Sophie and Edaline and Mr. 
Forkle, one for each of the other intelligent species’ leaders, and one that 
remained empty—until the entire circular wall had been lined shoulder to 
shoulder with goblin soldiers. Then four additional guards marched into the 
room, surrounding a figure who rattled with every step. 

“Sorry I’m late,’ Fintan said, waving a chained hand as he clanked into his 
seat. “The security here is murder? 

Oralie’s cheeks turned as green as the simple gown she wore. Sophie 
wondered it the outfit was a tribute to Kenric. The elves always wore green to 
plantings—the color of life. 

Councillor Emery cleared his throat as he stood. “As some of you know, 
this room is designed to remind us that were all equals. Debate is expected. 
Emotions will surely run high. But that doesn't mean we can't listen to and 
respect each other. We all share the same goal: a united world where our 
people can coexist peacefully, with a proper balance of freedom and 
structure to maintain order—” 

“And there we have the greatest lie of the elves,’ Fintan interrupted, 
struggling to stand with his clunky chains. “We talk of freedom and equality 
—but demand authority and superiority. And why shouldn't we? Simply put: 
Were better, on every level. Smarter. More powerful. With talents and skills 
none of you can even comprehend.” 

Angry shouts erupted from the other rulers, and Sophie slouched in her 
chair. 

Shed heard the elves refer to themselves as superior many times—and it 
had always made her uncomfortable. But to broadcast it so boldly in front of 
the other species was both uncalled-for and insulting. 

“There's no need to be offended,’ Fintan called over them, resting his 
chained hands on the glowing table. “Being superior isn't all it’s cracked up 
to be. Were stuck solving all of your problems, trying to keep millions of 
people with different wants and needs and challenges satisfied with their 
lives. Why do you think were here?” 


“Before you start shouting again, Councillor Bronte interrupted, 
“remember that you're the ones who voted that Fintan be allowed to attend. 
Perhaps now you see why we've been working so hard to silence him? 

“But I wont be silenced!” Fintan shouted. “Because the old ways are 
failing—and have been failing for centuries. This world doesn’t need 
diplomacy. It needs quick, decisive leadership from someone who offers 
actual solutions. Someone not afraid of making the hard choices. Someone 
willing to make changes. Lets be honest—how many of you fully expect to 
have most of your demands ignored during these negotiations?” 

“And how many would prefer to suffer the consequences of ill-conceived 
plans?” Councillor Emery countered. 

“You look confused,’ Mr. Forkle whispered to Sophie. 

“I dont understand why theyre letting Fintan go on like this,” she 
whispered back. 

“Because they take the ‘equals at the round table’ concept very seriously. 
And they're probably also hoping he'll wear himself out.” 

“But shouldn't they at least insist he talk about the ogre treaty?” Sophie 
asked. “Isn't that why we're here?” 

“We are indeed,” Mr. Forkle said, rising from his seat and addressing the 
other leaders. “What you're witnessing is the folly of the Neverseen. They 
don't offer solutions. They shout and wail and stir up unrest, and make 
everyone lose focus on what actually matters. Lets not forget that were here 
today because one leader” —he pointed to King Dimitar—“decided to violate 
the treaty his people signed, in large part because he was listening to the 
advice of the Neverseen. Surely you've heard of the disgusting plague they 
unleashed on the gnomes in a pitiful attempt to force the species into 
slavery. And the betrayals sadly haven't ended there. Only a handful of days 
ago, a small band of ogres attacked an innocent elvin family, killing one of 
the loyal goblins who was there to protect them.” 

“The latter incident was done without my permission,” King Dimitar 
argued, turning to address Sophie and Edaline. “I cannot force you to 
believe me—nor will I apologize for something I’m not responsible for. But I 
will offer you what little I know. The Neverseen proposed an alliance, and 
spoke of a different test to verify my commitment.” 

“Which was?” Sophie asked. 


Dimitar glared at Fintan. “That is irrelevant. What matters is I decided 
not to participate—and I did so after receiving sound advice from one of 
your own. The same someone who happened to be present during the attack 
at Havenfield.” 

“Lady Cadence?” Sophie confirmed. 

“Seems rather coincidental, don’t you think, that a group of ogres 
rebelling against my resolve to separate from the Neverseen would involve 
themselves in an assault that includes the very person who encouraged me 
to reject Fintan’s offer?” 

“My goodness,’ Fintan said. “Who knew the ogres were such excellent 
story spinners?” 

He was the picture of nonchalance, except for the subtle twitching of his 
Jaw. 

Meanwhile Dimitar’s expression was hard as iron—no sign of doubt or 
remorse. Sophie would never be foolish enough to trust the ogre king. But 
that didn’t mean he never spoke the truth. 

And the idea of two ogre threats—one from the King and one from this 
emerging rebellion—opened a whole new realm of horrors. 

“Either way,’ Mr. Forkle said, taking back command of the floor. “Rebels 
or not, it does not change the fact that the ogres have turned violent, unruly, 
and willfully disobedient. And if they want the freedom of sharing this 
planet, they must agree to behave. Thats what we're here to discuss—not 
whatever madness this fool is trying to distract everyone with. He’s here only 
to stir up trouble and flatter himself? He flicked an arm at Fintan in a 
dismissive wave. 

“Isn't it ironic to hear such speech coming from someone who is himself 
the leader of a rebellion?” Fintan asked. “Someone who trusts the Council so 
little he won't stand in front of them under his true identity. Someone who 
relies on fake names and false appearances and works on his projects in the 
shadows. He may like to believe he’s better than me, but in all the ways that 
matter, we are very much the same. And we've both earned the power we've 
acquired because the people of this planet—regardless of their species—are 
desperate for the guidance and direction needed to survive the coming 
crisis. Our world has far greater issues than rebellious ogres—in fact, | 
happen to know that a primary reason King Dimitar was initially open to 
my suggestions is something you all grow more frustrated with every day. 


And if you think this Council is ever going to offer you a solution, get ready 
to be severely disappointed. They'll hem and haw and return to their 
glittering castles—maybe even erase the problem from their minds and 
pretend it no longer exists.” 
“And what exactly is this problem you speak of?” King Enki asked 
Fintan’s eyes focused on Sophie, his lips curling into a smile that gave her 
prickles. “The problem is humans.” 


SEVENTY-EIGHT 


WHAT DO WE do? Fintan asked, “with a species that’s clever enough to 
build and create, and yet foolish enough to design its own ruin? Creatures so 
violent, they're always at war—but with others of their own kind? Creatures 
that destroy everything they touch, including this planet were all forced to 
share? Creatures so prolific, they've consumed the majority of the 
productive lands, and yet even the Councillors themselves refuse to classify 
them as intelligent? Creatures we hold to no treaties—no codes of honor— 
and no laws except their own flawed logic? Creatures that don’t even know 
we exist?” His eyes roved around the table, before coming to rest again on 
Sophie. “To them, were nothing more than silly stories and legends. We're 
magical. Mythical. Credited to their own fanciful imaginations. And should 
they discover our existence, their only response would be violence. And yet 
what has our Council done about it?” 

“Another clever way of distracting us from the actual issues at hand,’ 
Councillor Emery said. “At this rate, the summit will stretch on indefinitely.” 

“We can't have that,’ Fintan told him. “I have a timeline to stick to? 

“A timeline for what?” Queen Hylda asked. 

“The realization of my vision? 

Laughter shattered the silence, mixed with slow, mocking applause. 
Sophie was surprised to realize it was coming from King Dimitar as he stood 
to address the table. 

“I must say, that was a far more impassioned performance than he gave 
me when he first mentioned his vision—which at the time, he was calling his 
Lodestar Initiative.” 

“Yes, I had to streamline things after you failed so spectacularly,” Fintan 
informed him. 


“I suppose I did” King Dimitar turned to the representative of the 
gnomes. “We all know I let myself be coerced into unleashing the plague. 
Call it cruel if you like, but I was assured it would be in the best interests of 
everyone in the long run. I have since come to realize that the Neverseen's 
promises are no more useful than the Councils blatant refusal to 
acknowledge anyone’s concerns. Don't make my mistake and be fooled by 
his pretty lies. Hell offer the sun and the moon—so long as you do his 
bidding. In the end, you'll have nothing to show except grief and ruin. And 
the same applies to the things you'll hear from all of the elves at this table. 
Any of these new elvin orders only benefit themselves. Why else would they 
be focusing their talents and skills on deadly actions and altering their 
children to make them into weapons?” 

‘Tm not a weapon!” Sophie snapped when he shot her a glare. 

“I don't know what you are, Miss Foster. But I no longer care. You and 
your friends destroyed half my city and received full pardons instead of 
punishment. You invaded my mind—twice—and suffered no lasting 
consequences. Isn't your very existence a violation of the most fundamental 
elvin laws? And yet here you are, in top-level treaty negotiations, with an 
equal seat among the leaders of entire worlds. I don't fear the Council—I 
fear what they'll let you grow to become. And more than that, I fear what 
lengths he'll go to’—he pointed to Fintan—“in order to stop you. And I 
want no part of it.” 

“So what are you saying?” Councillor Emery asked him. 

“I'm saying I've looked long and hard for the so-called benefits I’ve 
gained from the leadership of the elves. And I can't find any. But I’m also not 
naive enough to believe I can stand against you—nor will I align myself any 
longer with self-serving rebellions. I’ve spent weeks watching my people 
suffer the consequences of the trust I put in lunatics. I won't let them suffer 
any further. All I want—all I came to this summit to achieve—is a treaty that 
allows my people to remain separate. Leave us our lands and let us be, and I 
guarantee you'll never see or hear from us again. Draft a treaty that specifies 
that and I'll sign in a heartbeat.” 

The discussion that followed seemed even more circular than the table, 
and after a dozen times around, King Dimitar laughed. “I offer to disappear 
—and essentially give you everything you want in the process—and still you 
argue and hesitate?” 


“T think,’ Councillor Emery said carefully, “that things are moving quite 
quickly in a rather unexpected direction. So I propose we take a brief recess 
to allow a moment to process.” 

Righty and Bunhead rushed Sophie and Edaline back to their locked 
rooms, and Mr. Forkle convinced the goblins to let him tag along. 

“I dont understand whats happening in there,’ Edaline said, collapsing 
onto a settee in their sitting room. 

Mr. Forkle took one of the armchairs. “I think . . . Dimitar spent much of 
his life believing ogres were actually the superior species, and planning to 
someday use the plague to take power. It’s why he fell for Fintan’s lies—and 
now that he’s been properly humbled, he’s trying to cut his losses and protect 
his people. Which has nothing to do with you, Miss Foster. Everything you 
brought upon Ravagog was provoked and necessary.’ 

“I know,’ Sophie mumbled. 

But it still didn't feel good being called a monster—especially by one of 
the creepiest people shed ever met. 

Then again, the Dimitar speaking in the Circle wasn't the bloodthirsty 
beast shed come to expect. He was articulate. Logical. Clearly concerned for 
his people. Much more like the king Lady Cadence had described. And the 
thought that Sophie had played any role in convincing him the best course 
of action was total isolation made her glad she hadn't eaten any breakfast. 

“Did either of you notice how many of the leaders nodded along when 
Fintan went into his tangent about humans?” Edaline asked quietly. 

“Everyone but King Dimitar,’ Mr. Forkle said. “And I suspect that’s simply 
a refusal to agree with Fintan. Humans truly are quite the conundrum— 
creatures were forbidden to help, with weapons powerful enough to destroy 
the whole planet? 

“But what's the solution to that?” Sophie asked. 

“Ours is a work in progress,’ Mr. Forkle admitted. 

“And Sophie plays a part in it?” Edaline pressed. 

“That will be up to her. Shes running her own life now. Has been for quite 
some time.” 

“Unless Fintan pulls off his “vision,” Sophie mumbled, her nerves 
knotting up just thinking about it. 

This is what they want. 


Had Lady Gisela meant those words for this potential prison break— 
assuming they were right about that threat? Or for some much grander, 
much darker scheme? 

“Perhaps you should use these moments to check on Mr. Sencen,” Mr. 
Forkle suggested. “Rather than worrying yourself sick with unanswerable 
questions.” 

He made a good point—though Sophie's heart seemed to lodge in her 
throat as she transmitted her call with Keefe’s name. 

If he didn't answer ... 

‘Bout time you reached out, Foster. 

Tears burned Sophies eyes and she had to blink them back. Edaline 
pulled her into a hug to keep her from wobbling. 

You're safe? she asked. 

I'm better than safe. I’m free! And FREEZING. I had to ditch all my cloaks 
—and this cave is not blocking the wind like its supposed to. I mean, its an 
ocean cave—it has one job to do! 

Does that mean youre here? 

Yep. The security patrols don't seem to know this cave exists. So if you need 
me, I’m close. Call me and I'll find a way to reach you. In the meantime, I'll be 
practicing my body temperature regulation and hoping nothing with lots of 
teeth and fangs also calls this cave home. 

How did you escape? Was it as rough as you thought it would be? 

A little better. A little worse. But I made it. What about you—hows it going 
at the summit? 

Super weird. 

Shed just started to tell him about the strange speeches by both Fintan 
and King Dimitar when Righty and Bunhead knocked to notify them the 
recess had ended. 

King Dimitar was the last to return to the Circle, and refused to take his 
seat. “I've said my piece,’ he told everyone. “And have no further reason for 
debate. P’ve named the terms I'll agree to for this treaty. You should all find 
them more than reasonable.’ 

“And you truly wish to withdraw your people from the rest of the 
intelligent species?” Councillor Emery asked. 

Dimitar nodded. “So long as you will leave my people in peace? 


“And how do we know this isnt a ploy to remain unsupervised, so you 
can build your weapons and train for a large-scale invasion?” Queen Hylda 
asked. 

“If the lack of supervision is the issue, I’m happy to grant access to Lady 
Cadence whenever she wants. Will that satisfy your concerns?” 

“It does for me,’ King Enki voted first. 

“And me,’ Empress Pernille agreed. 

Queen Hylda acquiesced next, followed by the gnomish leader whose 
official name seemed to be Thales the Sower. 

“I suppose it works for us as well,” Councillor Emery said. “What about 
you?” he asked Mr. Forkle. 

“I believe it’s a strange decision,’ he said. “But I see no objection. And Id 
suggest adding language that makes for a simple process to renegotiate 
should the ogres someday change their minds.” 

“What about me?” Fintan asked, “I get an equal vote in these 
proceedings. And this is madness. Sheer, hasty madness. Surely we should 
take the night to sleep on it.” 

“My people need me,’ King Dimitar argued. “And honestly, if I have to 
suffer through another day of this nonsense PII be tearing out my teeth just 
so I have something sharp to throw at you. As I understand it, this does not 
call for a unanimous vote, only a majority, which I clearly have. Draft the 
treaty? 

“As you wish, Councillor Emery said, rolling up the sleeves of his silver 
tunic and taking the clean scroll Councillor Liora conjured. “Looks like 
were in for a late night.” 

“Not if you write fast? Dimitar told him. “Pll make this simple. No 
confusing legalese. No loopholes and amendments. All we need are simple 
lists of ‘I will and ‘I won't? For example, I wont act against any other 
intelligent species if you will allow my people to keep ourselves separate.’ 

And so it went, with King Dimitar mapping out simple, clear demands 
that none of the other leaders had issue with, and Councillor Emery 
furiously scribbling it all down. It would’ve been a relief—if Fintan hadn't 
looked so stressed. Even Mr. Forkle seemed to notice. 

The third time Fintan requested the time, Mr. Forkle asked, “In a hurry?” 

“Quite the opposite,’ Fintan assured him. But he noticeably paled when 
Councillor Emery marked the end of the treaty lists with an intricate 


flourish. 

“Would you like to check it over before you sign?” he asked Dimitar. 

“No.” King Dimitar took the pen and scratched his name. “Done.” 

One by one, the other leaders added their signatures, and Sophie watched 
Fintan the whole time. He kept his features composed—and didn’t ask for 
the time again. But tiny beads of sweat trickled down his brow. 

“Take this to the records room and have it sealed,’ Councillor Emery told 
one of the goblins, handing him the signed scroll. “And ring the bells to 
mark the official end” 

“And take Fintan to the dungeon,” Oralie added, sending ten guards 
swarming around him. “Having a seat at this table does not excuse you of 
your crimes. You will be held here until a tribunal can determine your final 
sentencing.” 

Fintan rolled his eyes. “How predictable of you.’ 

Earth-shaking bells rang through the castle, vibrating the walls. 

“Does that mean were free to leave?” Edaline asked as Sophie tried to 
keep up with how fast everything was moving. 

Could they really have arrested the leader of the Neverseen and secured 
an ogre peace treaty in less than five minutes? 

Apparently they had, because Councillor Emery nodded. “Though I hope 
youll stay to celebrate at the gala.” 

“The gala; Fintan whispered, so softly he probably thought no one could 
hear him. 

Sophie did. She was watching him so intently, she missed the part where 
Edaline agreed they'd stay. But she didn't miss the relief in his eyes. 

Or the way he smiled at her and said, “Sounds like you'll be celebrating 
all night,” as the goblins dragged him away. 

“I think you should leave,’ Sophie said, as soon as she and Edaline were 
back in their rooms. “Fintan looked way too happy. And hes down in the 
prison, where he wanted to be. And he’s no longer worried about time. I bet 
he needed to keep the leaders here up until the hour theyd arranged. And 
that’s why he seemed so stressed when King Dimitar rushed the process— 
but now he knows everyone will be staying for the gala.” 

This is what they want. 

“And how does getting rid of me change any of that?” Edaline asked. 

“Because I'll know you're safe while I figure out what to do.” 


Edaline took Sophie’s gloved hands. “I’m not leaving without you, so let's 
not waste time debating that. Do you think we should tell the Council what 
youre thinking?” 

“I doubt they'll listen. They'll go on and on about all the security and how 
impossible it would be for anyone to breach it.” 

“The security here is amazing,’ Edaline noted. “But I know how sharp 
your instincts are. If you think theres a problem, we can't ignore it. I just 
wish I were as good at planning things as you are. The best I can come up 
with is to go to the gala and talk to Oralie. She made the meeting with 
Gethen happen—she might be able to sway the Council again.” 

“I guess that’s true,” Sophie said, heading for the door. 

Edaline grabbed her hand and pulled her back. “Actually, I'd prefer you 
wait here. If Fintan’s planning something, theres a good chance it includes 
you. I saw the way he watched you during the negotiations—like a prize hed 
so desperately love to collect. Which means you should stay behind a locked 
door, where he cant get anywhere near you. Please, Sophie. Use the time to 
brainstorm backup plans. Or chat with Keefe. Or both” 

“Fine, Sophie reluctantly agreed. “But if youre not back in fifteen 
minutes, I’m coming after you.” 

She kissed Sophie’s cheek and tucked a strand of hair behind Sophie's ear. 
“I love you so much, sweetheart. Thank you for trusting me.” 


SEVENTY-NINE 


EVERY SECOND FELT like an hour—and by the time eight minutes had 
passed, Sophie was ready to bang her head against the marble walls. 

Shed used two of those minutes to ditch her stupid dress and change into 
the simple black clothes shed been wearing when she arrived. The rest shed 
spent pacing and thinking. 

Whenever there were this many unanswered questions, it always meant 
they were missing something. And the one that bothered her the most was: 
How were the Neverseen planning to get out of their cells? 

Shed seen the sturdy locks. 

The heavy metal doors. 

And lumenite didn't burn, so Fintan’s power was useless. 

She tried to figure out what she would do if she were trapped, and her 
mind kept circling back to her recent skill training. 

The splotchers shed exploded. 

The stone shed shattered. 

She traced her hand across the cold stones around her door 

Coach Rohana had told her, I suspect you could bring down a mountain if 
you sat in solitude long enough. Was that why Gethen had seemed so content 
in his cell? Had he been taking the time to rest and build his reserves to 
break through the doors? 

A faint tremor shook the floor, and Sophie tried to tell herself her mind 
was playing tricks on her. But then she realized the crystals on the 
chandeliers were swaying. 

The motion was so subtle, she wouldn't have noticed it if she hadn't been 
paying attention. 

But she was paying attention. 


And as she watched, a tiny rustle made the crystals quiver again. 

Someone could be walking on the floor above her. Or the wind could be 
strong enough to shake the castle. Or... 

Four dangerous prisoners could be breaking out of their dungeon cells. 

But why now? 

If this was just about embarrassing the Council in front of the other 
leaders, why not escape the second the summit began? 

This is what they want, Lady Gisela had told her—but shed also told her 
something else. Something Sophie had thought was just metaphor or 
hyperbole. But maybe it had been another warning. 

Get my son back before it all comes crashing down. 

Keefe had told her that Fintan wanted to take out the Council. And here 
they were all under one roof—the same roof as Gethen. And Gethen had 
had months to build his reserves. 

Gethen is where he belongs. 

The perfect inside man, hidden in the one place they wouldn't have been 
able to access any other way. Maybe the person theyd been counting on to 
deliver. 

But . . . if Gethen brought down the castle—wouldnt they all be crushed 
in the rubble? 

Fintan had known the Council would arrest him—hed said as much to 
Oralie. Hed also stalled the proceedings, making sure it all happened on his 
timeline. And he wasn't suicidal, so why would he want to be down in the 
dungeon when it happened? Why would he order Brant and Ruy to get 
themselves captured? 

Ruy. 

A powerful Psionipath could shield them under a force field. Keep them 
alive. Make sure they survived. 

It was sickening how perfectly theyd planned everything—and even 
worse how many clues shed missed. The warning signs had been there all 
along, and she hadnt paid close enough attention. 

The floor shook again, telling her the time to wonder was over. 

This was happening. 

And the tremors were only beginning. 

KEEFE! she transmitted. If you can hear me, make sure you stay away 
from the castle. Gethen is going to knock it down. THAT's Fintan’s vision. 


She sent the same transmission to Mr. Forkle, begging him to start 
evacuating. Then she pounded on her door, demanding her guards let her 
out. 

When no one answered, she gathered her mental strength and imagined 
singing the energy into the lock and the stones around it. Deeper and deeper 
the power sank, coiling so tight it felt like a wound-up spring. All she had to 
do was let go. 

The explosion knocked her back, but she caught herself on a nearby table, 
her whole body shaking as she stared at the rubble around her now-open 
door. 

If she could cause that much destruction with so little practice or 
energy... 

This is what they want. 

She bolted down the hallway as the floor rumbled again, trying to figure 
out the best plan. She could fight her way to the dungeon—but it would be 
four against one. And she might not get there in time. 

The next tremor was sharper, sending dust swirling through the air. Too 
strong to be ignored, but too weak to be felt by anyone else—especially a 
bunch of people higher up at a party, nibbling treats and admiring the 
splendor and congratulating themselves on the day's victory. 

And somewhere among them was Edaline. 

Sophie changed direction, her goal clear as she doubled her speed, 
ducking down halls at random. The maze felt alive, stretching and spreading 
and shifting, anything to prevent her from getting where she needed to be. 

A staircase looked familiar, but most of the doors it led to were locked. 
She finally chose a path through a hall lined with blue flames, hoping the 
light was a good sign. 

The longer she ran, the more the tremors grew, until she could see cracks 
fissuring through the stones. The dust made her chest throb and her eyes 
water—or maybe that was the panic—as she started screaming Edaline’s 
name. 

More doorways. More stairs. More halls. More quakes gaining 
momentum—like distant thunder rolling in with the storm. 

She tried to track Edaline with her mind, but her fear shattered her 
concentration. Shed nearly broken down when she recognized a new sound. 

Footsteps. 


“EDALINE?” 

“SOPHIE?” Mr. Forkle shouted. 

She sprinted toward the sound, taking a flight of stairs three at a time 
before she crashed hard into his bloated belly. 

“Is Edaline with you?” she gasped. 

“No—she went looking for you. Oralie ordered all the goblins to the 
dungeon after she talked to your mother. But none of them have made it 
back, and then the shaking started.” 

That explained why thered been no guard outside her door. She couldn't 
think about what that might mean for poor Righty and Bunhead. 

“The Councillors are trying to clear the castle,’ Mr. Forkle said, grabbing 
her arm and spinning her around. “T’ll show you the fastest way to the exit.” 

Sophie jerked out of his grip. “Not until I find Edaline” 

“Hopefully that’s where she's waiting for you. Id told her that if I found 
you, I'd send you there.” 

But there was no sign of Edaline at the exit. 

‘TIl find her,’ Mr. Forkle promised. “Get to the beach and go as far as you 
can. It’s hard to know where the rubble will fall.” 

‘Tm not leaving without my mom!” 

He blocked her from charging past him. “We both know that’s not what 
she would want. Go somewhere safe. TIl find her and get her out.” 

“How can you be so sure?” 

“I found you, didn't I?” 

Technically, shed found him—but this wasn't a time for technicalities. It 
was a time for action. And hope. And trust. 

So she did as he asked, and made her way to the courtyard. But when she 
looked at the once-gleaming castle—now dulled, with wavering walls and 
light leaking through the cracks—she couldn't walk away. 

She couldn't risk a lifetime of wondering What if Id stayed? 

She turned and raced back in, keeping her left hand on the wall, hoping 
itd help her find her way out when she needed the exit. Faster and faster she 
ran as the dust and pebbles pelted her, the ground splitting beneath her feet. 

Her balance mostly held, but one particularly hard jolt knocked her over 
and she cried out as her knees crashed into the sharp ground. 

“Sophie?” Edaline shouted. “Is that you?” 


Just like that, she was on her feet again, coughing as she ran, lungs 
burning, hair flying—and then there was Edaline. Dusty and panting, her 
once-lovely gown now filthy and shredded. 

She threw her arms around Sophie, hugging her even as she dragged her 
back the way shed come. “We have to go? 

They ran as fast as they could. 

But it wasn't fast enough. 

Theyd just reached one of the widest halls when the floor collapsed 
beneath them, whipping their hearts into their throats as they plummeted. 

They crashed into the next level down, stones raining all around them— 
one piece big enough to crush and kill. 

Sophie watched it fall, trying to knock it back with her telekinesis. But it 
had too much momentum. It would've landed right on top of them if 
Edaline hadn't snapped her fingers, conjuring it away. 

“Whoa, that’s intense,” Edaline said, shaking from the effort. “I've never 
dumped something that big in the void. But it worked. Come on—this place 
is coming down fast.” 

Theyd only gone a few steps when a tremor split the wall, sending more 
stones hurtling toward them. 

Edaline snapped her fingers and conjured them each away. But the effort 
took a huge toll. 

“Here, Sophie said, ripping off her gloves. “It'll make you stronger.” 

Edaline pulled her close. “We'll get through this. I promise.” 

“Together; Sophie told her as she led Edaline forward. 

Step by fumbling step, they made their way through the maze, and 
Edaline used her enhanced strength to conjure away anything that tried to 
crush them. Eventually, they spotted a crack that offered a teasing glint of 
the ocean. It wasn't wide enough to fit through, but Sophie sang the last of 
her energy into the stones, blasting their way outside to the cold, misty air. 

With the final dregs of their energy, they scrambled over the glowing 
destruction and kept crawling and clawing until they reached a sandy 
clearing where the waves drowned out most of the noise. 

“I think we'll be safe here,’ Sophie whispered, curling closer to Edaline to 
keep warm. 

Edaline tangled her arms around her, quietly sobbing onto Sophie's 
shoulder. Sophie held her tight, promising it was almost over as she watched 


the dark waves roll across the shore. 

She was about to close her eyes when she spotted four figures crossing the 
beach in long black cloaks. 

When she blinked, they were gone. 


EIGHTY 


THERE YOU ARE,” a choked voice said, and Sophie slowly forced herself 
back to consciousness. 

It hurt to focus through all the grit and dust crudding up her poor, dry 
eyes. But after a few seconds the world sharpened and she found a beautiful 
blond boy leaning over her. 

Keefe’s smile was somehow both breathtaking and heartbreaking, but it 
faded as he stroked her cheek and whispered, “When you and Edaline 
werent with the survivors . . ? 

“Edaline!” Sophie gasped, and blood flooded her brain as she sat up too 
quickly. She breathed through the head rush, searching the clearing until .. . 

“She looks okay,’ Keefe said, squatting beside Edaline and using his dirty 
tunic to wipe some red off her bruised cheek. Edaline stirred at the touch, 
but not enough to wake up, and Sophie decided to let her sleep. 

“Did everyone else make it out?” she whispered. 

“Um ... I know Councillor Terik’s hurt pretty bad. I guess he might lose 
part of his leg—or maybe he lost it already? I couldn't tell. I saw the blood 
and I bolted so I wouldn't hurl all over everybody. But Elwin was working on 
him, so hopefully he'll be okay. Physic’s here too. Most of the injuries looked 
pretty minor—just cuts and scratches. Broken bones. Nothing life 
threatening. Though I heard a lot of the goblins were down in the dungeon 
when it happened, and so far none of them have come back out? 

Sophie shuddered. 

The motion made her cough—she was pretty sure shed be coughing up 
lumenite forever—and Keefe scooted closer, patting her back until the fit 
calmed. 

She leaned against him, soaking up his warmth. “How bad do I look?” 


“You could never look bad. But, um . . ” He brushed a finger across her 
forehead and showed her the red. “Want me to take you to Elwin?” 

“No, he should work on the urgent cases first. Is Grady here? Or Fitz and 
Biana?” 

“The island’s on lockdown, even for friends and family, until the dwarves 
stabilize the ruins—though Biana managed to sneak over for a couple of 
minutes. Vanishers. She was looking for you guys and totally tackled me 
when she saw me. I guess she didn't realize Id already left the Neverseen, so 
there was a lot of threatening and punching. But I deserved it. I deserve so 
much worse.’ His throat closed off, and it took several tries to clear it. “All 
those months with them, thinking I was playing everything perfectly. I bet 
they were onto me the whole time. Just like my mom said. And they were 
planning this.” 

He punched the sand, sending it spraying around them. 

Sophie held him tighter. “This is not your fault, Keefe. None of us realized 
what they were up to? 

“Yeah, but I was living with them. Helping them. And all I have to show 
for it is this.’ 

He reached into his pocket and pulled out two clear glass marbles. One 
with seven colorful tiny crystals set inside. The other with nine. 

“You stole the caches?” Sophie whispered, watching them roll around his 
palm. 

Together, the two gadgets contained sixteen Forgotten Secrets. 

“It was the only thing that went right with my escape. And I was so smug 
about it. But who cares? I mean, seriously—who cares about a bunch of 
dusty old secrets when people can do that?” He gestured behind her, to the 
ruined castle. 

“It's still huge? Sophie promised. “I know it doesn't feel like it—but the 
secrets in those caches have to be important. That’s a victory!” 

“A pretty weak one,” he grumbled, trying to look away. 

She reached up and turned his chin back, waiting for him to meet her 
eyes. “You have to let this go. Don't let this ruin what we have here.” 

“What do we have?” 

She ignored the darkness shredding his tone. “We have a new start. A 
new lead. A new weapon in this fight.” 

Also a new world. 


At the thought, Sophie forced herself to finally look back at the 
destruction. The majestic castle was nothing more than a few jagged pieces. 
When she squinted at it, she could almost imagine it was a giant gnarled 
hand, reaching out of the ground as the beast it belonged to tried to claw its 
way to freedom. 

It also looked like a message. The Neverseen had just told the whole 
world that they were the ones to be feared. 

“You should probably transmit to Fitz that you're okay,’ Keefe said 
quietly. “I hadnt found you when I saw Biana? He looked away again, 
swiping at his eyes. “If you hadn't been okay—” 

“But I am,’ she assured him. 

She closed her eyes, picturing Fitz's handsome face as she transmitted, I’m 
okay, and so is Edaline. Please tell Grady for me. I promise I'll let you know 
more soon. 

“Okay, I let Fitz know,’ she told Keefe. “Have you seen Mr. Forkle?” 

Keefe flinched at the name. 

“What?” she asked. 

The anguish on his face told her everything she needed to know. 

“Hey, Keefe said holding her steady as she struggled to stand. “He's not 
dead, okay? He's just . . . missing.” 

“But he’s missing because of me! I made him go back to find Edaline— 
and then I went back and found her anyway!” 

“Deep breaths, Foster. Try to remember that you were ‘missing’ a few 
minutes ago, and yet youre fine. Theres a lot of beach to search. A lot of 
debris to sort through.” 

She tried to see it like that, but the nausea wouldnt fade. 

“Is anyone else missing?” she asked, trying to prepare herself for the 
worst. 

But she definitely wasn't ready for him to whisper, “Oralie? 

The world spun upside down and inside out. “We have to find them? 

She was half crying, half hyperventilating as she stumbled forward—and 
immediately collapsed. 

“Okay, how about you lean on me and we'll start searching the beach?” 
Keefe offered. 

She shook her head. “We can't afford to waste time. If they're hurt . . ” 


She closed her eyes, letting her concentration brew and bubble before she 
stretched her mind across the space of the island. She could feel a ton of 
people on the beach—but no one she was looking for, so she fanned her 
thoughts toward the ruins and... 

“I think I feel something! It’s weak, but it’s there.” 

“Can you isolate it? We can tell the dwarves and as soon as they've 
secured the structure they'll go in—” 

“What do you mean ‘as soon as they've secured the structure’?” 

“King Enki said it’s not safe for anyone to go in right now. All the parts 
that are still standing have big cracks compromising their integrity, so there's 
no way to know if the whole thing is going to come down—especially in this 
wind. He said hed have it secured by sunset.’ 

“Thats too long,’ Sophie said. “They have to be hurt. Otherwise why 
arent they here?” 

Keefe tore his hand through his hair, shaking loose dust and sand. “What 
are the odds of me talking you out of this?” 

“Definitely none.” 

“Then I guess I’m coming with you.” He glanced at Edaline, who was still 
sleeping restlessly. “She's going to freak when she wakes up alone? 

Sophie nodded and wrote, I’m okay—went to find Forkle in the sand, 
hoping this note would cause less trouble than her last one. 

Then she headed for the rubble. 

“Not that way,’ Keefe said, grabbing her hand and dragging her into the 
shadows. “The dwarves are working just around that bend. If they spot us, 
they'll make sure we don't get anywhere near the castle. We'll have to sneak 
around the back and find another way in 

They didn't talk as they walked; Sophie was too busy trying to hold on to 
whatever weak connection shed found to guide them. 

“That looks pretty sturdy,” Keefe said, pointing to an arched doorway half 
blocked by a fallen pillar. “Think you can run for it? We'll want to make sure 
were not seen.” 

“Yeah, just give me a second.” She took a couple of breaths and channeled 
some extra energy to her legs. “Okay.” 

Keefe nodded, peeking around the corner. “I think we're clear. Ready, 
go!” 


The ground seemed to shift under their feet, but the entrance held steady 
as they ducked inside, into a dark, dusty hallway. 

“We need to find a way up,’ Sophie whispered, trying not to think about 
the tightness in her chest. Seeing the cracked walls and floor dredged up 
flashbacks of the collapse. “It feels like they’re above us.” 

Keefe squeezed her hand. “You okay?” 

“Yeah.” But she was glad he didn't let go as he took the lead, carving out a 
precarious path through the maze. 

The staircase they found was too crumbling to trust. 

“What if we levitate?” Keefe asked, pointing to where the center of the 
stairs had caved in. “It might be our best shot—but only if youre up for it? 

‘Tm up for it,’ Sophie said, rallying her concentration again. 

Keefe held tight as they floated, and she had a feeling he was carrying her 
more than she was lifting herself, but she still fought to push against gravity 
as hard as she could. 

“We need to stop here,” she whispered. “It’s this level?” 

She pointed left and Keefe took the lead again. 

“So, quick question,” he said as they picked their way through an 
especially dark hallway. “Is there a reason I keep getting this crazy rush 
every time I touch your hand?” He cleared his throat when he realized how 
that sounded, “What I mean is, your emotions always feel strong. But now 
they're on another level.” 

“It's because I manifested as an Enhancer. I’m supposed to wear gloves, 
but I took them off to help Edaline” 

She figured hed pick his most creative I told you so and gloat about 
knowing shed manifest another ability. Instead, all he said was, “So that rush 
was an even clearer reading of your emotions?” 

“Probably. Why?” 

“No reason.’ But when she stole a glance from the side of her eye, she 
could see a glint of a grin in the dim light. 

She was deciding whether to ask him about it, when a strained voice 
called, “Is someone there?” 

“Oralie?” Sophie shouted, racing toward the sound. She hurdled bits of 
wall and furniture until she reached a crushed golden doorway. Inside was a 
disaster zone of toppled tables and cracked jeweled trees and twisted 


balustrades and fallen chunks of starry sky. The air was heavy with the scent 
of dusty stone and spoiling food and something decidedly iron. 

“Over here,” Oralie called, and they found her in the clearest corner 
leaning over a dark shape. Her hands looked glossy and red and they were 
pressing on... 

“NO!” Sophie shouted, wobbling so hard, Keefe had to keep her from 
collapsing. 

The shape beside Oralie moved, lifting its head and confirming Sophie's 
horrible suspicion. 

“You kids really shouldn't have come,” Mr. Forkle wheezed. 


EIGHTY-ONE 


WE HAVE TO get you to Elwin,’ Sophie said, dropping to her knees and 
trying to make sense of what she was seeing. 

There was so much red—dripping from his mouth, streaming down his 
arms and forehead. But the real problem was his abdomen. 

Oralie was doing her best to keep pressure on the wound, but the gash 
was so wide and so deep—and near so many important organs. 

“Elwin can't help,” Mr. Forkle said. “Trust me, I know enough about these 
things. Sometimes there is no fix. Even for elves. This is my swan song.” 

Sophie shook her head, grabbing a tablecloth off one of the fallen tables. 
“Help me lift him, Keefe, and then go get Elwin. If I tie this around his waist, 
it should hold enough pressure on the wound to give you guys time to get 
here. Bring Physic too. And a couple of goblins to carry him. And—” 

“Miss Foster, this is one time when your stubbornness isnt going to make 
a difference,’ Mr. Forkle interrupted. “I’ve had this same conversation with 
Oralie. You have to let me go.’ 

“NO!” Tears leaked down Sophie's cheeks. “No—they don't get to do this. 
They don't get to take you.” 

“It won't be as bad as you think” His voice had a horrible gurgle to it, but 
Sophie ordered herself not to think about it. 

“I don't understand his wound,’ she told Oralie. “It almost looks like he’s 
been stabbed.” 

Oralie looked away. 

“It's okay, Pll tell her,’ Mr. Forkle said, reaching for Sophies hands. They 
were so cold and slick—and red—it made it hard to listen as he said, “This is 
mostly my fault. You kept trying to tell me Gethen was important. And I 


kept stalling. Focusing on the wrong things. I should've been at his cell every 
day, fighting my way into his mind” 

“I dort understand—did Gethen .. ? 

Oralie nodded. “The sword.” 

That was all she could get out. But it was enough. 

As Gethen broke the castle apart, he must’ve freed the sword in his cell. 

But wouldn't it be ironic if someday I used that blade to chop off your pretty 
head? 

“He came to make good on his threat,’ Mr. Forkle wheezed. “But I 
blocked him with a clever mind trick—the same one, incidentally, I used to 
make him back off that day at your human home, when he was dressed as a 
jogger and tried to take you away. And then I took out Brant. Gethen didn't 
like that. So he got me back” 

“Wait—you took out Brant?” Keefe asked, his eyes widening when Oralie 
pointed to a cloth-wrapped lump in the corner. Definitely body-size. 

“Mr. Forkle shoved him away from me right as a huge chunk of ceiling 
fell,” Oralie whispered, pressing a fresh part of cloth over his oozing wound. 

“And youre sure Brant’s really...” Keefe asked. “After Fintan . . ? 

Oralie nodded. “His skull was crushed completely. Gray matter 
everywhere.” 

Something felt wrong with this new information—but Sophie couldnt 
piece it together. All she could hear were Mr. Forkle’s labored breaths 
growing slower and wetter and heavier. 

It was hard to see past the blood, but his body seemed to be in a strange 
in-between state. Like the ruckleberries were wearing off, but hadn't 
completely. 

“I need the three of you to promise me something,” he rasped. “I need 
you to remove my body from here. Don't let anyone see it. And you must 
promise you wont do a planting in the Wanderling Woods. No one can 
know.’ 

“Won't they have to know, though?” Sophie asked. “When the other yous 
disappear?” 

“The Collective has always had a contingency plan. You'll see it soon 
enough. And dont worry—they ll make sure you still get the answers I owe 
you. Secrets never die? He pressed something cold and round into her palm, 
and Sophie realized it was the gadget where he stored the things he wanted 


to remember. “Give that to Granite.” He turned to Councillor Oralie. “And 
make me a seed. Coil it with my hair, and bring it to Miss Foster to keep 
safe. She'll know when and where to plant it? 

“How?” Sophie asked. “And why are we talking about this—you'’re not 
dying!” 

“Yes, I am. But its okay. Pve done far more with this life than I ever 
could’ve imagined. I’ve lived five lives. Im ready to surrender them. But 
before I do, I need you to promise you wont let this change you. Don't fall 
down the bitter, angry hole that death opens up inside of us. It’s not a 
productive place to be. And there’s no reason for it. I promise, I've made my 
peace. I’ve won more times than I’ve lost. I can be happy with that. Please be 
happy with me.” 

His eyes begged Sophie to assure him, but she couldn't make her mouth 
form the words. 

It was too much. 

Too hard. 

Mr. Forkle grabbed Keefe’s hand. “She needs you now more than ever. 
Dont let this break her.” 

“I wont, Keefe promised. 

Mr. Forkle nodded, closing his eyes as he reached for Oralie. “Take care 
of my moonlark” 

“No, Sophie said, shaking his shoulder. “Don't give up. Just hold on a 
little longer” 

“Time is a funny thing. Once it’s gone, it’s gone. But then it passes to 
someone else. You'll do great things with it, Sophie. Wonderful, incredible 
things. I'm sorry I wont be there to see them. But don't let that stop you 
from living them. Dream. Fight. Love. Take risks. Allow yourself to be 
happy” 

“There has to be something we can do,” Sophie argued. 

“You've already done it? he said. “Thank you for being brave enough to 
find me this one last time. You gave me the gift of goodbye.” 

He coughed again, a horrible rattly sound, and Sophie was crying too 
hard to hear him take his final breath. 

But she saw his chest fall still. 

Felt Keefe’s arms wrap around her, letting her fall apart on his shoulder as 
he held on tight, keeping her together. 


EIGHTY-TWO 


ORALIE KEPT HER promises, somehow making Mr. Forkles body 
disappear from Lumenaria—and Brant’s as well—before the dwarves arrived 
to help them out of the rubble. And a few days later she visited Sophie at 
Havenfield and gave her the Wanderling seed, tucked inside a golden locket 
for Sophie to wear. 

Now that the new security measures had been completed—gates even 
higher than those at Everglen, plus a whole host of underground defenses— 
Sophie was back living at home, trying not to feel haunted by memories. 

“You know what the worst part is?” she whispered as Oralie turned to 
leave. “I don't even know which ‘him’ this tree will be? 

Oralie hesitated a second, then stepped close and pulled Sophie into a 
hug. 

“I bet that’s why he gave you the seed,’ she whispered. “When the time 
comes, it'll be one final secret you share together.” 

“Maybe, Sophie mumbled. “Most days, all I can think about is that he'll 
never see me heal Prentice. After all the years he waited.” 

Oralie cleared her throat, slowly pulling away. “Any word from the 
Collective on their contingency plan?” 

“Not yet.” Shed passed Mr. Forkle’s gadget along to Granite, but as far as 
she knew, he hadn't tried to access it. “They're being super vague—but I 
guess I should be used to that.” 

Oralie smiled sadly. “Sometimes it’s good when things don't change.” 

“And sometimes they have to.” 

Change was definitely a theme in the elvin world. 

It was too early to tell if the attack at Lumenaria would bring all the 
leaders closer or farther apart. For the moment, they were working together 


to help the Council rebuild and recover. Elwin and Dex were collaborating 
on a prosthetic leg for Councillor Terik. And the dwarves and gnomes were 
still cleaning up the rubble. But nothing would ever be the same. 

Sophie spent most of her time at home, hiding under the swaying 
branches of Callas Panakes tree, listening to the gentle songs of the leaves 
and trying not to wonder if things would’ve been different if shed thought to 
carry some of the healing blossoms with her. 

Her friends visited, of course—Keefe more than any. He seemed to be 
taking his promise to Mr. Forkle very seriously. He wouldn't tell Sophie 
where he was staying—claiming it was safer if she didn't know. But he 
assured her that the Collective had set him up somewhere the Neverseen— 
and his mom—wouldnt be able to find him. 

His new goal was “never ignore anything,’ and hed started making long 
lists of things hed remembered, either from his past or from his time with 
the Neverseen. It wasnt accomplishing much. But it made him feel better. 
And Sophie wanted to be as prepared as possible before they contacted 
Keefe’s mom to find out what she wanted from her son. 

Fitz was also a frequent visitor, and he kept his visits more casual, usually 
showing up to bring a thoughtful little gift to make her smile. That day he 
outdid himself, bringing her a sparkly red dragon charm hed named Mini 
Snuggles. 

“Biana thought she remembered you having a charm bracelet, he told 
her as he placed the tiny dragon in her gloved hand. 

“I do? Grady and Edaline had bought it for her when they'd believed she 
was dead, as a way to commemorate their visits to her Wanderling. And Mr. 
Forkle had used it to sneak her secret messages a few times. But Sophie 
decided it was probably better not to share any of those less-than-cheerful 
memories and tarnish his amazing gift. 

He sat down beside her, leaning against Callas tree and studying the 
image shed been staring at in her memory log. 

Four black cloaked figures leaping away from the destruction of 
Lumenaria. 

Four. 

She was positive she hadn't imagined it. 

Fintan. 

Ruy. 


Gethen. 

And... who? 

Shed assumed it was Brant, but now she knew hed been dead by then. So 
who else could it have been? 

It was possible that Alvar had met up with them. But Sophie had a much 
more terrifying theory. The goblins had told her there was another prisoner 
in that dungeon—connected to a Forgotten Secret. 

And no other bodies had been found in the rubble. 

When shed told Oralie her theory, the pink-cheeked Councillor had 
blanched and made Sophie promise not to tell anyone. But Sophie would 
always share things with her friends. 

None of them had been happy to hear they might be facing a mysterious 
new enemy, but Keefe had been quick to point out that the caches could 
hold the prisoner’s identity. Dex was already working hard, trying to break 
through the caches’ security, and Sophie had no doubt hed figure it out. 

“You know, I’ve been thinking,’ Fitz said, silencing her thoughts as he 
closed the memory log and set it aside for the day. “You owe me a favor.” 

“I do?” 

“Yep! We made a deal—remember? If you didn’t call in your favor from 
me in one month, the favor became mine. And I hate to break it to you, but 
it's been way more than a month.” 

Sophie sighed. “I knew that deal was going to come back and haunt me. I 
should've just made something up and gotten the favor over with.” 

“You probably should have. But you didn't, so . .. I win!” He shook his 
hair, flashing his most adorably confident smile, “And I gotta say, I kinda get 
why you hesitated with this. Its a big decision. I mean, on the one hand, I 
could go for the obvious and make you share whatever secret you keep 
almost telling me.” 

Sophie's mouth turned to sandpaper. 

“So that still freaks you out, huh? That might be proof that it needs to 
happen.” 

His eyes locked onto hers, refusing to let her look away. And when she 
swallowed, it was so loud, she was sure the entire world heard it. 

“Or; he said. “We could skip the talking” 

“And do what?” she asked, hating her voice for cracking. 

“Any ideas?” 


He was so close now, she could feel his breath warming her cheeks. 

He leaned a tiny bit closer and someone cleared his throat—very loudly. 

“Am I interrupting something?” Keefe asked. Hed raised one teasing 
eyebrow—but he wasn't smiling. And he was fidgeting. A lot. 

Fitz leaned back against the tree again, his casual posture not matching 
his scowl. “Just finding new ways to drive Sophie crazy. I had to step up my 
game while you were gone. What about you?” 

“Is that another list?” Sophie asked, pointing to the paper in Keefe’s 
hands. 

Somehow the question made Keefe look even more miserable, and he 
twisted the page so tightly, it looked ready to shred. 

“Okay—this is just a theory, so . . . try not to freak out until we really 
think it through,” he said carefully. “I almost don't want to tell you, but I 
don't want to find out I was right and regret it later.” 

“Yeah, you're definitely freaking me out,’ Sophie told him. 

He took a deep breath. “Fine, here goes. You told me King Dimitar thinks 
the ogres who attacked Havenfield were actually after Lady Cadence. And I 
couldnt figure out why that bugged me. But I realized today that if Dimitar’s 
right and that attack wasn't about Grady and Edaline, then that means the 
Neverseen never went after your family. And I know I heard them talk about 
it. A lot. That's what this whole list is—eleven different times where they 
mentioned a plan for your family? 

“So what are you saying?” Fitz asked. 

Keefe closed his eyes, looking a little green when he spoke again. “The 
thing is, when you look at this list, I wrote down verbatim what I remember 
them saying. And... they never once said ‘Grady and Edaline: They always 
said ‘family’ I just assumed, since you live with them—and Grady’s so 
powerful—that it had to be them. But... they're not your only family.’ 

Everything turned cold as Sophie jumped to her feet. “You think they 
meant my human family?” 

‘Tm just saying it’s possible. But you check on them pretty regularly, right? 
So—” 

She shook her head, rubbing the knot under her chest to keep her panic 
at bay. “I haven't in a while. There’s been so much going on, I forgot and. . ? 

She ran inside, with Fitz and Keefe right behind her as she sprinted up 
the stairs and dug her round silver Spyball out of her desk drawer. 


“Show me Connor, Kate, and Natalie Freeman,’ she whispered, using her 
family’s new names. 

The Spyball flashed warm in her hands, before red letters blazed across it. 

Two terrifying words. 

Not Found. 


EIGHTY-THREE 


BREATHE,” KEEFE SAID, and it took Sophie a second to realize she 
wasnt. 

She sucked in a sharp breath, coughing as her chest tightened. “Why 
would the records not be found?” she whispered. 

“It could mean lots of things,” Fitz promised. “Maybe their names were 
changed. You werent supposed to know them, right? So maybe the 
Councillors found out you did, and changed them. Or maybe my dad 
changed them after the Neverseen broke in to the registry, since it was hard 
to tell which files theyd accessed.” 

Or maybe finding out where her family had been hidden was the reason 
the Neverseen broke in to the registry in the first place. ... 

“Tl hail my dad to see what he knows. Hang on.” Fitz ducked into the 
hall, and Sophie could hear him whispering into his Imparter as she clung to 
Keefe, staring blankly at the Spyball. 

“Okay—I was kinda right,” he said, stalking back into the room a couple 
of minutes later. “Their names weren't changed—but their registry files were 
deleted after the break-in, just to be extra safe. And Spyballs pick up registry 
feeds, so that’s why it’s saying ‘not found’ There's no feed if theres no record 
to match it to. Make sense?” 

Sophie nodded, taking lots of slow, deep breaths and trying to convince 
herself that the crisis was over. 

But it didn't feel over. And it wouldn't. Not until... 

“I need to see them,’ she said. “Can you get their address from your dad? 
I dont care if he gets mad. I need to see them.” 

“Yeah, one sec,” Fitz said, slipping back into the hall again for a longer 
conversation. 


“It's going to be okay, Foster,’ Keefe promised, brushing a rebellious tear 
off her cheek. “Whatever this is, we'll figure it out and fix it.” 

“My dad can’t give me the address,” Fitz said as he returned, “but he has a 
leaping crystal that goes there. And he'll take you right now for a quick 
check, if you're ready? 

“I am,” Sophie told him, already untying her cape. Her tunic, pants, and 
gloves still looked a little elfy, but she wasn't going to waste time changing. 

“I'm coming with you,’ Fitz said, throwing his cape on the bed next to 
hers. 

“Ditto,” Keefe said, doing the same. 

“As am I,” Sandor announced as he melted out of the shadows. Now that 
he and Grizel were spending more time together, shed been teaching him to 
improve his stealth. 

‘Tm in as well,’ Grizel said, appearing at Sandor’s side. 

Sophie didn't have the energy to argue. “Fine—just try not to look so 
gobliny.” 

“Gobliny?” Sandor repeated as Sophie raced downstairs to answer the 
door. 

“Really, Miss Foster, 'm positive you have no reason to worry, Alden 
assured her as he pulled her in for a hug. “Ready to go?” 

Sophie felt anything but ready—but she grabbed Alden’s hand as the rest 
of them linked into a circle, and they all stepped into the beam of bluish 
light and zipped away. 


THE HOUSE WAS BIGGER THAN Sophie had expected. Small by elvin 
standards, but at least triple the size of her old house in San Diego. Tudor- 
style, so it looked like it belonged in a fairy tale—especially butted up against 
the thick evergreen forest. They weren't in a neighborhood, so there were no 
other houses around. But there were two cars parked in the driveway and 
lights on in a bedroom upstairs. 

“See?” Alden said. “All is calm and peaceful?” 

“Maybe,” Sophie said. “But I need to see them.” 

Alden grabbed her shoulder to stop her. “That would be very bad. You 
know how memory wipes work—the Washers can't possibly get every 
memory. And all it takes is the right trigger and...” 


He snapped his fingers. 

“I didn't say I'm going to let them see me,’ she argued. “Some of the 
windows have the curtains open. I just need to take a quick peek. Make sure 
they're really in there. I promise they'll never know I was here.” 

Alden sighed. “Be careful—and do not be seen.” 

Sophie nodded and sprinted across the grass, with Fitz and Keefe keeping 
pace beside her, and Sandor and Grizel on alert a few steps back. 

Everyone almost had a heart attack when a dog started barking from the 
backyard—a deep, husky howl that could probably be heard for miles 
around. 

“Think that'll make them come outside?” Fitz asked as they ducked under 
the front bay window and hid among the bushes. 

“If they do, we'll leap away as soon as I hear the front door,’ Sophie 
promised, holding up her home crystal to prove it. 

She hadn't realized how hard she was shaking—though she shouldnt 
have been surprised. She hadn't been this close to her family in more than a 
year—closer to two years, actually. 

And much as she understood why she couldn't let them see her, she also 
had to admit she didn’t want to—not because she was afraid they'd 
remember her. 

Because she knew how much it would hurt if they didn't. 

“Deep breaths,” Keefe said, hooking his arm through hers and pulling her 
closer to the window. 

“It sounds quiet in there,’ Fitz whispered. “Think it’s safe to peek?” 

Sophie nodded, doing a silent countdown in her head. 

Three... two... one. 

She popped up on her knees, careful to only raise herself up high enough 
to peer through the spotted glass. 

“Everything okay?” Fitz asked when she didn’t duck back down. 

Sophie frowned. “The house is a mess. Way messier than my mom would 
ever allow it to be.” 

“People change,’ Keefe said, popping up to see for himself. 

“I guess? But Sophie was starting to learn that when dread pooled up 
inside her, it was because her instincts were a couple of steps ahead. 

Two cars in the driveway. 

Dog barking early in the morning with no one shushing it. 


Messy house. 

Too quiet. 

Not found. 

This wouldn't end well. 

“I have to get inside? Sophie said, ignoring Sandor’s protests as she 
marched over to the door and tried the handle. 

It was locked, but her parents still kept a spare key under the smallest 
flowerpot. 

Before she could change her mind, she unlocked the door and slipped 
inside. 

Her heart sank with every step, every new detail her eyes picked up. Dirty 
dishes in the sink that had to be at least a week old. Papers strewn all over 
the tables and floor. 

“Seems pretty quiet,’ Keefe said behind her. 

“Too quiet,” she whispered. No human thoughts blaring into her brain— 
though human minds did quiet down while they were sleeping. 

The stairs creaked as they climbed, but no one startled awake. And the 
master bedroom was empty. Bed unmade. Lights still on. 

“Maybe theyre on vacation,” Fitz said, offering whatever weak hope he 
could. 

It was Sandor who finally crushed it, calling from downstairs. “The yard 
smells like ash. As does the house? 

Sophie closed her eyes and nodded, letting the tears shed been fighting 
slip down her cheeks. 

The Neverseen used ash to disguise their scent. 

“They were here,’ she whispered. “They took them. Why would they take 
them?” 

This couldn't just be about controlling her. If that were all it was, theyd 
have let her know the second they had her family. Instead theyd kept quiet. 
Letting her discover it all on her own. Maybe even hoping she wouldnt. 

Keefe took her by the shoulders, his expression fierce, determined. “I 
don't know what's going on. But we'll find them, okay? We'll get them back. I 
promise.’ 

“But we dort even know where they are—where to start,’ Sophie 
reminded him. The sobs were coming fast and furious now, but she didn't 
fight them back. 


She was so tired of fighting. 

Tired of losing. 

“There has to be a clue,’ Fitz said. “We'll take this whole place apart if we 
have to. Then we'll find them and we'll bring them back and we'll make sure 
theyre happy and safe and that nothing bad ever happens to them again, 
okay?” 

No—it wasn't okay. 

It would never be okay. 

The Neverseen had her family! 

“Does ‘Nightfall’ mean anything?” a shaky female voice said behind 
them, eliciting quite a few gasps. “That’s what they said. They didn't know I 
was hiding here—one of them had talked about listening for thoughts, so I 
let my mind go dark and silent. And I heard them say, “Take them to 
Nightfall?” 

“Nightfall?” Keefe repeated as Sophie spun around, following the trail of 
panicked human thoughts to the voice. 

There. 

On the wall behind them, a door was open just a crack. Probably a closet 
or a bathroom. 

“It's okay to come out,’ Fitz promised. “We're here to help? 

Several seconds passed before the door swung open and a young girl 
stepped slowly out. 

She was taller than Sophie remembered. Thinner. Her curly brown hair 
cut short. But even with all those changes, Sophie would've recognized her 
little sister anywhere. 

Her sister's eyebrows pressed together, like she was straining extra hard to 
figure out what to say. 

When their eyes met, she whispered, “Sophie?” 
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Preface 


SOPHIE STARED AT the gleaming trail that wound down. And down. And 
down. 

Disappearing into the misty shadows far below. 

The path of ancient silver and gold stones shouldn't exist—and yet it had 
been there all along. 

Hidden in plain sight. 

Buried under lies. 

Wiped from memory. 

But never truly gone. 

She glanced at her friends as they braced themselves for the dangerous 
journey ahead, and found their expressions mirroring her own. 

Reluctant. Rattled. But also: Ready. 

Whatever waited in those murky depths was far more than a secret. 

It was an answer. 

A truth. 

And it was time to uncover it. 

Time to stop believing the pretty stories theyd been fed all their lives. 

Time to see their world for what it really was. 

Time to take something back. 

So together—as one—they locked hands and started the long, slippery 
descent. 

Into the past. 

Into darkness. 


One 


YOU REMEMBER ME?” 

The question slipped from Sophie’s lips before she could stop it, and the 
weighted words seemed to hit the floor of the messy bedroom with a thud. 

The wide-eyed, trembling girl standing in front of her slowly nodded, and 
Sophies heart swelled even as it plummeted into the sour pit of her stomach. 

Her little sister shouldnt remember her. 

Technically, she wasn't even her sister—at least not genetically. Sure, 
theyd grown up together in the same house in San Diego, California, both 
believing they had the same parents—despite the fact that Sophies blond 
hair and brown eyes didn't match her family of light-eyed brunettes. 

But that was before. 

Now they were in the after. 

A world where elves were real creatures—and nothing like the silly stories 
that humans had invented about them. They were beautiful. Powerful. 
Practically immortal. Living across the globe in hidden glittering cities. 
Ruling the earth from the shadows. 

And Sophie was one of them. 

Born from humans—but not human—as part of a rebel group’s secret 
genetic experiment called Project Moonlark. Her DNA had been tweaked. 
Her abilities enhanced and manipulated. All to mold her into something 
special. 

Something powerful. 

Something she still didn't fully understand. 

And after years of feeling out of place—even among the family she loved 
—the elves finally showed Sophie the truth about her life and brought her to 
the Lost Cities. They'd planned to fake her death to cover her disappearance, 
but shed begged to be erased instead, to spare her parents the grief of losing 


a child. So her family’s minds had been “washed” by specially trained 
Telepaths, to make them forget that Sophie had ever been born. And theyd 
been relocated to a new city and given new names, new jobs, even the fancy 
new Tudor-style house that Sophie now stood in, with its quaint windows 
and wood-paneled walls. 

But erased memories were never truly gone. All it took was the right 
trigger and... 

“I don't understand,’ her sister whispered, rubbing her eyes like it would 
change what she was seeing. “You . . . shouldn't be here.” 

Major understatement. 

Sophie wasn't supposed to know her family’s new names or where they 
lived—and she definitely hadn't been allowed to visit them—to ensure that 
something like this never happened. And yet, here she was, raising a mental 
shield to block her sister’s chaotic thoughts as they pounded through her 
consciousness like stampeding mastodons. Human minds were more open 
than elvin minds, and they broadcast everything like a radio station on full 
blast. 

“Listen, Amy—” 

“That’s not my name!” 

Sophie kicked herself for the slip. “Right, I meant—” 

“Wait.” Her sister mouthed the name a few more times, as if her lips were 
remembering the feel of it. “It is, isn't it? Pm . .. Amy Foster?” 

Sophie nodded. 

“Then whos Natalie Freeman?” 

“That’s . . . also you.” 

Amy—Natalie—whatever Sophie was supposed to call her—groaned and 
pressed her fingers against her temples. 

“I know how confusing this must be? Sophie told her. Triggered 
memories tended to flash back in scattered bits and pieces, leaving lots of 
holes. “I promise Pll explain, but—” 

“Not right now,’ a crisply accented voice finished for her. 

Sophie flinched. Shed almost forgotten they had an audience for the Most 
Stressful Family Reunion in the History of Family Reunions. 

“Who are you?” her sister asked, backing away from the guys standing 
slightly behind Sophie. 


“That’s Fitz,’ Sophie said, pointing to a dark-haired boy whose teal eyes 
flashed as he offered a smile that would put any movie star to shame. “And 
that’s Keefe.” 

Keefe gave her sister his famous smirk, reaching up to smooth his 
expertly tousled blond hair. “Don’t worry—were all in the Foster Fan Club?” 

“They're my friends,’ Sophie clarified when her sister shrank back 
another step. “You can trust them.” 

“I don't even know if I can trust you.” Her eyes narrowed at Sophie's 
outfit: a fitted purple tunic with black leggings, boots, and wrist-length black 
gloves. Fitz and Keefe also wore tunics and pants, and while none of the 
outfits were that elf-y, they definitely stood out next to her sister’s jeans and 
TARDIS T-shirt. 

“You trusted us enough to stop hiding, right?” Keefe asked, pointing to 
the still-open closet door. 

Sophie's sister turned toward the dark nook shed emerged from, where 
most of the clothes had been heaped into a pile on the floor. “I only came 
out because I heard you guys say youd get my parents back.” 

And there it was. The reason Sophie had broken all the rules and raced to 
the Forbidden Cities to check on her family. Shed spent months protecting 
her adoptive elvin parents, believing they were the ones that Keefe had 
warned her were in danger. But theyd both forgotten she had another family 
to worry about—a family without powerful abilities and bodyguards to keep 
them safe. 

“Can you really find Mom and Dad?” her sister whispered, giving Sophie 
the cue to tell her, “Of course we will! Everything is going to be okay!” 

Sophie wanted to. But . . . the Neverseen were behind this. 

The same villains whod kidnapped Sophie, tortured her, and killed 
people she dearly loved. And no matter how hard Sophie fought to stop 
them, they always seemed to be ten steps ahead. 

Keefe reached for Sophies shaky hand. “We'll get them back safe. I 
promise.” 

His tone was pure determination. But Sophie could see a shadow 
darkening his ice-blue eyes. 

Guilt. 

A few months earlier, Keefe had run away to join the Neverseen, 
planning to be a double agent and destroy the wicked organization from the 


inside out—but theyd played him the whole time, tricking him into leading 
Sophie and her friends down the wrong paths. 

Part of Sophie wanted to shove Keefe away, let him shoulder the blame 
for every terrible thing that had happened. But deep down she knew he 
wasnt the only one whod missed the warning signs. Hed also been working 
every day to make up for his mistakes. Plus, it was dangerous to let him feel 
guilty. The elvin conscience was too fragile for that kind of burden. 

So Sophie squeezed his hand, twining their fingers together as she turned 
back to her sister. “It'll help if you tell us everything you can about the 
people who took Mom and Dad.” 

Her sister wrapped her arms around her stomach, which wasnt as plump 
as Sophie remembered. She looked taller now too. And her curly brown hair 
was cut shorter. In fact, everything about her seemed so much older than the 
hyper nine-year-old shed been when Sophie had left—and it hadn't even 
been two full years. 

“I dort remember much,’ her sister mumbled. “Dad was helping me with 
my homework when we heard strange voices downstairs. He told me to stay 
quiet while he went to see what was going on, but I snuck out to the landing 
and...” She swallowed hard. “I saw four people in the living room wearing 
long black cloaks with these creepy white eyes on their sleeves. Mom was 
passed out over one of their shoulders, and another had a cloth pressed over 
Dad's mouth. I wanted to run down and help—but there were so many of 
them. And Dad stopped moving a couple of seconds later. I tried to crawl to 
a phone to call the police, but then I heard them say something about 
searching the rest of the house, so I ducked into the nearest closet and 
buried myself in clothes” 

Sophie shuddered as she imagined it, and her nose burned with a sweet 
scent, remembering the smell of the cloying drugs the Neverseen favored 
during their abductions. “Did you see any of their faces?” 

“They had their hoods up the whole time. But one of them .. ? 

“One of them what?” Sophie pressed. 

“Youre not going to believe me.” 

“Try us,’ Keefe said. “Youd be surprised what we can believe after 
hanging around this one.” 

He elbowed Sophie gently in the ribs, and Sophie knew he was trying to 
break the tension. Humor was Keefe’s favorite coping mechanism. 


But she didn't have the energy to joke around. Especially when her sister 
whispered, “One of the guys kept disappearing somehow. Like with quick 
flashes, fading in and out of sight?” 

Fitz muttered something under his breath. “That was Alvar.’ 

“You know him?” 

“Hes done a lot of awful things? Sophie jumped in, shooting Fitz a 
please-don't-say-he’s-your-brother look. She doubted it would help her sister 
trust them. 

“How did he disappear like that?” her sister whispered. “It almost looked 
like.. ? 

“Magic?” Sophie guessed with a sad smile. “I remember thinking that too, 
the first time I saw it. But hes what we call a Vanisher. All hes doing is 
manipulating light? 

“What about the mind reading thing?” her sister asked. “One of them 
said he was listening for nearby thoughts as he searched the house, so I 
thought about darkness and silence just in case? 

“That was really smart, Sophie told her, stunned she had managed to pull 
that off. 

Her sister shrugged. “I’ve seen a lot of movies. But . . . could he really do 
that?” 

“If he was a Telepath,” Fitz said. “Which means it was probably Gethen.” 

The name sent Sophie spiraling into nightmares of crumbling castle walls 
and jagged mazes of rubble. Screams echoed in her ears as the world turned 
red—partially with her rage, but mostly with the memory of a wound that 
cut too deep for her to stop the bleeding. 

A slow breath cleared her head, and Sophie concentrated on her churning 
emotions, imagining her anger, fear, and grief as thick threads before tying 
them into a knot under her ribs. Shed learned the technique from her 
inflicting mentor, a way of storing the power as a reserve. Embracing the 
darkness to let it fuel her later. 

“Are you okay?” Keefe asked, tightening his hold on her hand. 

It took Sophie a second to realize he was also talking to her sister, whod 
turned so pale her skin had a greenish sheen. 

“None of this should be real,” her sister whispered. “These things you're 
telling me. These weird names you keep saying. Mom and Dad being taken. 
And then you show up out of nowhere and it feels like . . . like you should’ve 


been here this whole time. And now my name feels wrong. And this house 
feels wrong. Everything feels wrong.” 

Sophie hesitated before moving to her sister’s side and wrapping an arm 
around her shoulders. They hadn't been touchy-feely sisters back when 
theyd lived together. In fact, theyd spent most of their time bickering. 

But after a second, her sister hugged her back. 

“Where have you been, Sophie? And how do you know these scary 
people?” 

Sophie sighed. “Theres a really long, really complicated story I need to 
tell you. But right now, we need to stay focused on finding Mom and Dad, 
okay? Did you hear anything else that might be useful?” 

“Just the part I already told you, about taking them to Nightfall. Do you 
know what that means?” 

Sophie glanced at Fitz and Keefe. 

Theyd only seen the word once, in one of Keefe’s recently recovered 
memories—an inscription carved in elvin runes across a mysterious silver 
door set into a mountain: 

The star only rises at Nightfall. 

They didn't know what the phrase meant, or where the door led, or even 
precisely where the door was. But they knew it unlocked with Keefe's blood, 
and that his mom—whod been one of the leaders of the Neverseen before 
getting trapped in an ogre prison—had declared it to be his “legacy? 

If that door leads to Nightfall, Sophie transmitted to Keefe, sending her 
thoughts directly into his head, wouldn't the Neverseen need to have you with 
them in order to get inside? 

Keefe focused on the floor. They would, if they didnt already have some of 
my blood. 

WHAT? 

Yeah .. . not-so-funny story: I traded some for part of the secret I needed to 
steal the caches. 

ARE YOU KIDDING ME? 

Caches were marble-size gadgets the Councillors used to store Forgotten 
Secrets—information deemed too dangerous for anyone to keep in their 
memory. Councillor Kenric had given Sophie his when he died—and Keefe 
had stolen it from her to buy his way into the Neverseen. But he got it back 
before he fled—and he also took the cache that belonged to Fintan, their 


leader. Dex was now trying to use his ability as a Technopath to hack into 
the gadgets. But even if they learned something important, Sophie never 
would've told Keefe to trade his blood for the caches. 

I know, Keefe told her. It wasn’t my most brilliant idea. I thought I was so 
close to taking the Neverseen down that it wasnt going to matter. So, when 
Fintan asked for my blood, I told him he needed to prove that I could trust him 
by answering one question. And once he did, I had to hold up my end of the 
deal. 

But I thought you were going to trade Tams leaping crystal for that 
information, Sophie reminded him. Wasnt that why you left me stranded in 
one of the Neverseens hideouts? 

Keefe cringed. 

Of all the mistakes hed made during his time with the Neverseen, that 
one had been the hardest for Sophie to forgive. 

That was my plan, Keefe admitted. But Fintan interrogated me when I got 
back, and I had to use the crystal to convince him not to burn off my arm. 

Ice rippled through Sophie's veins. You never told me that part. 

I know. 

His shadowed eyes made her wonder what other nightmares hed secretly 
endured. But shed have to save those worries for another time. At the 
moment, they had much more complicated problems. 

Do you really think Fintan would help you steal the caches if they're 
actually important? 

Yeah, Foster. I do. Because he had no idea that he gave me the other piece of 
the code phrase weeks earlier, after he had too much fizzleberry wine. Trading 
my blood was a bad call. But I SWEAR the caches are still a score. And I 
shouldve told you—I was planning on it, and then everything happened in 
Lumenaria and I forgot. 

Sophie closed her eyes, wishing she could stop her mind from flashing to 
crumbling walls. But the memories refused to be ignored. 

In one night, the Neverseen had destroyed the elves’ magnificent glowing 
castle while Sophie, the Council, and the leaders of all the intelligent species 
were inside for the ogre Peace Summit. Most of the leaders made it out with 
only minor injuries—and Lumenaria was already being rebuilt. But nothing 
could erase the message the Neverseen sent that day, or bring back the 


prisoner that had escaped from the dungeon, or the lives that had been 
stolen away. 

TI fix this, okay? Keefe promised. I’m going to fix everything. 

You mean “we,” Sophie corrected. WE are going to fix this. 

If theyd learned one thing from all the disasters over the last few months, 
it was that none of them should be working alone. It was going to take all of 
their abilities, all of their ideas—and a scary amount of luck—to get through 
whatever this was. 

Does that mean you don't hate me? Keefe asked. His mental tone sounded 
softer—almost timid. 

I told you, I'm never going to hate you, Keefe. 

But I keep giving you new reasons to change your mind. 

Yeah, you really need to stop that. She offered him half a smile, and he 
gave her the same when she added, But were in this together. 

Team Foster-Keefe IS pretty awesome. 

And Team Vacker-Foster-Keefe is even better, Fitz transmitted, making 
Sophie wonder how long hed been eavesdropping. 

Fitz was one of the only Telepaths who knew how to slip past Sophie's 
impenetrable mental blocking. Actually, he was the only one, now that Mr. 
Forkle was... 

Sophie shut down the devastating thought, not ready to tear open the 
still-too-fresh wound. 

Dont worry, she told Fitz. We're going to need all the help we can get. 

Though we need a WAY cooler name, Keefe jumped in. How about Team 
Foster-Keefe and the Wonderboy? 

Fitz rolled his eyes. 

“Why are you guys staring at each other like that?” her sister asked, 
reminding them they had someone watching their rather lengthy mental 
exchange. 

“Were just trying to figure out where Nightfall could be,” Sophie told her. 

Shed have to reveal her telepathy eventually—as well as her other special 
abilities—but she wanted to give her sister more time to adjust before she 
dropped the I can read minds and teleport and inflict pain and speak any 
language and enhance other peoples powers bombshells. “Can you think of 
anything else that might be important?” 


“Not really. After they said the thing about Nightfall, the house got super 
quiet. I waited another couple of minutes to make sure it was safe, and then I 
ran for Mom's phone and called 911. I was scared the police would take me if 
they knew I was here alone, so I said I was walking by the house and saw 
men dragging two people away. I hid in the trees when the cops showed up 
—but maybe that was a bad idea. I heard them say they thought my call was 
a prank, since there were no signs of robbery. One of them said something 
about following up in a few days, but so far, I haven't seen them.” 

“How long ago was that?” Fitz asked. 

Her chin wobbled. “Five days? 

Keefe looked like he was trying hard not to swear. Sophie felt like doing 
the same—or punching the walls and screaming as loud as she could. 

“You don't think it’s too late, do you?” her sister whispered. “You don't 
think they’re... 2” 

“No? Sophie let the word echo around her mind until she believed it. 
“The Neverseen need them alive.” 

“Who are the Neverseen?” her sister asked. “What do they want with 
Mom and Dad?” 

“I wish I knew,’ Sophie admitted. “But they won't kill them.” 

At least not yet. 

The Neverseen had been trying to control Sophie since theyd first 
learned she existed, so she was sure theyd use her parents as the worst sort 
of blackmail. But there had to be more to it. Otherwise they would've let her 
know the second they had their prisoners. 

At least the Neverseen didn't know her sister heard them say they were 
going to Nightfall. All they had to do was find that door—and Sophie was 
pretty sure she knew how to do that. 

She just wished it didn't involve trusting one of their enemies. 

“I know what you're thinking,” Keefe told her. “And I’m in. All the way? 

“Lets not get ahead of ourselves,” Fitz said, pointing toward the windows, 
where the sky was fading to twilight. “First, we need to get out of here. They 
probably have someone watching this place, waiting for us to show up.” 

Sophie nodded to her sister. “Go pack a bag as quick as you can. You're 
coming with me? 

“Uh, that’s way too dangerous,’ Fitz warned. “If the Council found out—” 


“They wont,’ Sophie interrupted. “As soon as we get back, I'll hail the 
Collective.” 

The Black Swan—the rebel organization that created Sophie—had an 
extensive network of secret hideouts. And theyd always come through when 
Sophie needed their help. 

Then again, that was before Mr. Forkle was... 

This time, she couldn't stop her brain from finishing the sentence with 
“murdered.” 

She pressed her palm over her chest, feeling for the new locket under her 
tunic, which held the last task Mr. Forkle had entrusted her with before he 
took his final breaths. 

When an elf passed away, they coiled their DNA around a Wanderling 
seed and planted it in a special forest. But Mr. Forkle had asked Sophie to 
hold on to his seed, claiming shed somehow know when and where to do the 
planting. Hed also asked that his body be removed from the rubble before 
anyone saw it, which meant only a handful of people knew hed been killed. 
But the rest of their world would find out soon enough. The Council had 
extended Foxfire’s midterm break in light of the tragedy in Lumenaria—but 
school was scheduled to restart in less than two weeks. And one of Mr. 
Forkle's secret alter egos had been principal of the academy. 

Keefe moved closer, leaning in to whisper, “Ill take care of your sister, 
Foster. The place I'm crashing in is small—and it smells like sasquatch 
breath mixed with rotting toenails. But I guarantee no one will find us.” 

Keefe had been living on the run ever since hed fled the Neverseen—and 
his offer wasn't a horrible suggestion. But Sophie wasn't letting her sister out 
of her sight. 

“She’s coming with me to Havenfield. We'll figure out the rest once we get 
there” 

“Uh, Pm not going anywhere with a bunch of strangers,’ her sister 
informed them. 

The last word stung more than Sophie wanted to admit, but she did her 
best to shrug it off. “Do you really think you're safe here? Even if the 
Neverseen don't come back, the police might. Do you want to end up in 
foster care?” 

Her sister bit her lip, leaving indentations in the soft flesh. “What about 
Marty and Watson? Who’ going to feed them?” 


Sophie's eyes prickled. “You still have Marty?” 

The fluffy gray cat used to sleep on her pillow every night, and it had 
broken her heart to leave him behind. But shed figured her family would 
need him. And Watson must've been the dog shed heard barking when 
theyd first arrived. Sophie had asked the elves to move her family 
somewhere with a yard big enough to allow them to finally get the puppy 
her sister had always wanted. 

“I guess we'll bring them with us,’ Sophie decided. “Get Watson on a 
leash and put Marty in his carrier.” 

“Okay, seriously, we can't do this,’ Fitz said, reaching for Sophie's hands to 
force her to listen to him. “You don’t understand how dangerous this is.” 

“Tt ll be fine,” Sophie insisted. “The Black Swan will keep her hidden” 

“The Black Swan,” her sister whispered. “Wait. I think . . . I think they 
said something about that. Everything was happening so fast, its hard to 
remember. But I think one of them said, ‘Let’s figure out why the Black Swan 
chose them.” 

Sophie shared another look with her friends. 

“T take it you guys know what that means?” her sister asked. 

“It... might be about me,’ Sophie said. “It’s part of that long story I have 
to tell you—but we should get out of here first.” 

She tried to reach for her home crystal, but Fitz wouldn't let go of her 
hands. 

“Youre not understanding what I’m saying,’ he told her. “Do you have 
any idea how risky it is to light leap with a human?” 

Hed kept his voice low, but her sister still snapped, “What do you mean a 
human?” 

“Exactly what you think he means,’ a slightly deeper, even crisper voice 
said from the doorway. 

Everyone whipped around to find the three others whod insisted on 
joining Sophie, Keefe, and Fitz on this hastily planned—and highly illegal— 
excursion to the Forbidden Cities. Fitz’s father, Alden, who looked like an 
older, more regal version of his son. And Sandor and Grizel, who instantly 
triggered a massive amount of screaming. 

“It's okay,’ Sophie promised. “They're our bodyguards.” 

That only seemed to make her sister scream louder. 


To be fair, both Sandor and Grizel were seven feet tall and gray, with flat 
noses and massive amounts of rock-hard muscle—plus gigantic black 
swords strapped at their sides. 

“Wh-what are th-they?” her sister stammered. 

“Goblins,” Sandor said in his unexpectedly high-pitched, squeaky voice. 

“And we mean you no harm,” Grizel added in her huskier tone. 

A hysterical laugh burbled from her sister's lips. “Goblins. Like from the 
bank in Harry Potter?” 

Fitz grinned. “She sounds like Sophie did when I first told her she was an 
elf? 

The word triggered another round of hysterical laughter. 

“Okay, so two things,” Keefe jumped in. “One: How is she understanding 
us? I just realized we've all been speaking the Enlightened Language, and she 
has too.” 

“I gave her—and her parents—a basic understanding of our language 
before we relocated them,’ Alden explained. “In case something like this 
ever happened. Communication can be a powerful weapon, and an essential 
defense.” 

“What is he talking about?” her sister shouted. “WHAT DID YOU DO TO 
MY BRAIN?” 

“That’s the second thing,’ Keefe said, fanning his arm the way he always 
did when he was reading emotions through the air. “I’m betting your sister is 
about three minutes away from a meltdown of epic proportions.” 

“Id wager it'll be sooner than that,’ Alden said through a sigh. “This is 
exactly the kind of worst-case scenario I hoped wed never have to face. 
Fortunately, I came prepared.” 

“What are you doing?” Sophie asked, yanking her hands free from Fitz as 
Alden reached into the inner pocket of his long blue cape. Shed been afraid 
hed pull out a vial of sedatives. But the round silver disk he tossed at her feet 
was much more terrifying. 

Sophie had used the same gadget the day shed drugged her family so the 
elves could erase her. And as the world spun to a blur, she realized she 
should've held her breath the second the disk hit the floor. 

“Please, she begged when her sister collapsed. “She’s going to need me. 
You can't erase me from her life again.” 


Keefe lunged to help Sophie, but only lasted a second before he went 
down. Fitz followed a second after that. 

Sophie's knees gave out, but she crawled for her sister, pleading with 
Alden to change his plan. Hed always been so kind to her—a loyal, 
trustworthy advisor. Almost a father figure. But his face was sad and serious 
as he released the breath hed been holding. “Don't fight the sedatives, 
Sophie. You can't beat them.” 

He said something else, but she couldn't understand him. Her ears were 
ringing, and the light kept dimming. 

She hated this feeling—hated Alden for putting her through it. But she 
couldn't focus enough to rally any of her defenses. 

“Please, she said again as her face sank against the carpet. “Please don't 
take my sister away from me. Not again.” 

Through her hazy eyes she saw Alden crouch beside her, his lips 
mouthing, I’m sorry. 

Then darkness swallowed everything. 


Two 


WAKE UP, SOPHIE” 

The words floated around her mind, starting out muffled and growing 
louder and louder. Sophie wanted to shove the voice away—wanted to curl 
up within herself and never be dragged back to face whatever reality was 
waiting for her. But then the voice added, “There’s no reason to worry,’ and 
she rushed back to consciousness in a wave of fury. 

She only knew one person who used that expression. The same person 
she wanted to punch as hard as she could—which was pretty darn hard, 
thanks to the Sucker Punch gadget clamped around her wrist. 

A pale blue glow stung her corneas as she ripped open her eyes and 
found herself in a dimly lit sitting room filled with fancy furniture that was 
so pristine, it looked like it had never been used. Alden sat across from her 
in a plush silver armchair, and his hair and clothes were uncharacteristically 
disheveled. 

“Wheres my sister?” Her head felt like a T. rex had been chewing on it, 
and her mouth might as well have been covered in fur. 

“Sleeping peacefully in the next room,” Alden promised. “Grizel brought 
Fitz and Keefe back to Everglen. And Sandor—of course—insisted on 
staying by your side? 

Sandor nodded from the shadows in the corner. 

“As for your sister's pets,’ Alden added, holding up his arms to show her 
the shredded sleeves of his tunic. “We brought them with us—though they 
were not happy about it.” 

“At least they could put up a fight,” Sophie muttered. 

“I thought that might be your response. So let me assure you that your 
sister’s memories have not been altered.” 


She waited for him to say, yet. When he didnt, she relaxed her grip, 
realizing shed been squeezing a velvet cushion from the long black sofa she 
lay stretched out on. 

Alden handed her a bottle of Youth—the special water that elves drank 
for its unique enzymes. “You must be thirsty?” 

“Yeah, that happens when someone drugs you.” 

She was tempted to dump the bottle over his head. But her throat felt like 
it had been lined with crumpled paper, so she sat up and chugged a huge 
gulp, letting the cool sweetness clear her foggy mind. 

“I know youre angry,’ Alden said, “and you have every right to be. But 
your sister was seconds away from a breakdown, and it would've been 
impossible to leap her in such a frantic state. Fitz wasn't exaggerating when 
he said that light leaping with humans is risky—even under ideal 
circumstances. Not only is their concentration weak, but they tend to panic 
as their bodies split apart and their instincts tell them to fight our assistance. 
So given her hysteria, the only way to move her safely was to render her 
unconscious.” 

“That doesn't explain why you drugged me,” she argued. 

Alden leaned back in his chair. “Tell me this: Do you think your sister 
would've ever willingly taken a sedative?” 

“Probably not? 

“T agree. And who do you think she'll be more likely to forgive after being 
sedated without her permission? A sister who was drugged right along with 
her? Or a sister who stood by and let it happen?” 

Sophie really hated that hed made a good point. 

“And what happens now?” she asked, studying the dim room again. Most 
of the elvin houses shed seen were bright and airy, with tons of windows and 
chandeliers. But the only light came from a single sconce set onto the crystal 
wall, flickering with a small flame of blue balefire. 

“Now we wait for your sister to wake up—which should be soon—and 
then you'll explain all the arrangements I’ve made. It took me most of the 
night to get everything settled.” 

“Wait—how long was I unconscious?” 

“A little more than fourteen hours.” 

FOURTEEN HOURS?! 


“Dont worry, Sandor said from the corner. “I let Grady and Edaline 
know youre safe and that I'll be bringing you home later.” 

“Thank you,” Sophie told him, glad to hear her adoptive parents weren't 
worrying. “But why didn’t someone wake me up sooner? I could’ve—” 

“Done what, exactly?” Alden interrupted. “Contacted Keefe’s mother?” 

Sophie refused to flinch, even if she was surprised that hed guessed her 
plan. “Lady Gisela’s the only one who knows where Nightfall is.” 

“Indeed. And I believe she warned you that the next time you contacted 
her, you needed to use her son's blood” 

Keefe’s mom had altered his Imparter, adding a listening device and a 
special sensor that accessed a secret channel when smeared with Keefe's 
blood. Dex had bypassed the blood sensor once, but Keefes mom had made 
it clear during their brief conversation that she wouldn't answer again unless 
they reached out the creepy way. 

“I have no doubt that Keefe will do anything to help,’ Alden continued. 
“But that request does not bode well for what her assistance will cost. Let's 
also not forget that there’s a good chance the abduction of your family was 
part of her original plan? 

“I know,’ Sophie mumbled, choking down the sourness in her throat. 
“Tm still figuring out what to do about all of that. Maybe I would’ve made 
more progress if Id been able to talk to my friends, instead of being drugged 
for the last fourteen hours!” 

Alden fidgeted with his shredded sleeves. “I truly am sorry for the lost 
time. But I didn't want to wake you until I had your sister settled. I know you 
wanted to hide her with the Black Swan, since you've grown to rely on their 
order—” 

“I'm part of their order,’ Sophie corrected, holding up the swan-neck 
monocle shed earned when she swore fealty several months earlier. “So are 
your son and daughter. And your wife.” 

“Which makes me very proud of my family,’ Alden said. “But it doesn't 
change the fact that the Black Swan is in turmoil. After losing Mr. Forkle’— 
he paused, as if mentioning the name merited a moment of silence—“the 
remaining Collective members need time to put into practice whatever 
contingency plan he mentioned. I reached out to Tiergan tonight, and he 
assured me that the Black Swan will work tirelessly to help you find your 


human parents. But he also agreed that the order is currently incapable of 
providing any sort of stable home.” 

“If Tiergan doesn't think my sister should stay with the Black Swan, I 
wouldn't have argued.” 

“And what about when I tell you that the only reasonable alternative is to 
place her somewhere that will be very difficult for you to visit?” 

He pointed to the crystal set into an etched silver loop in Sophie's choker- 
style necklace—an elvin registry pendant, which tracked and recorded her 
every move. “The Black Swan’s Technopath has scrambled our signals for the 
next few hours. But we can only pull that trick so many times, and this 
apartment is an incredibly valuable secret. Tremendous lengths were taken to 
keep this fifty-first floor concealed—and how long do you think it would 
take before the Council came to investigate why you've been frequenting this 
building?” 

“If you think I’m going to leave my sister alone—” 

“Of course not,’ Alden interrupted. “I've arranged for her to live with 
guardians—temporary guardians,’ he clarified when Sophie cringed. “None 
of these arrangements are meant to be permanent. I’m simply trying to 
create a safe, stable environment for your sister until we reunite her with her 
parents.” 

“And then what happens?” Sophie had to ask. “Are you going to wash 
their minds again?” 

“I havent planned that far ahead. And neither should you.” He reached 
for her hand. “I know how painful it was for you to let yourself be erased last 
time, so I understand why you dont want to live through that again. But—” 

“This isnt just about me,” she jumped in, pausing to chase down the 
words to explain what she was slowly realizing. “My family is a part of this— 
whether we want them to be or not. And I think they need to know that. 
Maybe they would’ve done something differently when they heard the 
Neverseen in their house if theyd known that someone might come after 
them. Think about it. My sister found a way to keep her thoughts quiet 
enough that Gethen couldn't find her—and the only reason she was able to 
do that is because you gave her a way to understand what they were saying.” 

“Yes, but allowing them to have a subconscious knowledge of our 
language is a very different thing than leaving them consciously aware of our 
world. Do you really think they could keep that kind of secret and go about 


life as normal? Or that theyd be okay with the fact that someone else has 
adopted their daughter?” 

“I dont know,” Sophie admitted, hating how complicated the whole mess 
was. “But erasing their minds doesnt feel like the right answer anymore.’ 

Alden leaned back in his chair. “No. I suppose it doesn't. But this isn’t the 
time for us to be figuring these things out. Right now there's an eleven-year- 
old girl in the next room whos just discovered that everything she knew 
about the world is wrong. You remember how that feels—and you didnt 
have the added trauma of watching your parents be abducted. She needs 
someone to help her understand what’s happening. And I need you to 
convince her that this apartment is the perfect place for her to be—because 
it is. Tell her you'll visit when you can, but that you'll also be busy working 
to find her parents and bring them back to her safely? 

“You really think she’s going to agree to sit around while I hunt for my 
family?” 

“She wont have a choice, given the limitations of her species. And do you 
honestly want her in that kind of danger?” 

No. 

Especially if Keefe's mom was involved. 

“Perhaps if you help your sister to understand exactly how vicious the 
Neverseen can be, she'll be grateful for the safe hiding place, Alden 
suggested. 

“Right, because hearing that the people you love are in danger always 
makes you want to do nothing” 

Alden sighed. “I never said this would be easy. But I have the utmost 
confidence that you'll find a way to convince her. Please, Sophie,’ he added 
when she opened her mouth to argue. “I know you've gotten out of the habit 
of turning to me for help. But you used to trust me to handle things like this. 
I put a lot of thought into the best solution for both you and your sister. She 
cannot light leap safely. Cannot defend herself. Cannot even fully grasp the 
intricacies of our daily lives—not to mention that her very presence in our 
world is illegal. All shell do is slow you down, limit where you can go and 
how you can travel, and give you one more—very vulnerable—person to 
protect. And your time is already going to be strained between school and 


» 


“School?” Sophie interrupted. “You think we won't have this settled 
before school starts?” 

“I... think it’s wise to prepare for the long term—just in case.” 

She wrapped her arms around her stomach to fight the rush of nausea. 
“Tm not going back to Foxfire while my family’s missing” 

“I think that would be a mistake. Your education has been interfered with 
enough, between your banishment and this midterm break extension—not 
to mention all the time you've missed in order to recover from your various 
injuries. And Foxfire is going to be on an accelerated curriculum when it 
resumes, so each day will be even more crucial. I promise, while youre at 
school, others—including myself—will be hard at work looking for your 
family, or doing whatever else needs to be done to resist the Neverseen. 
Thats the advantage to being part of an order. Everyone in the Black Swan 
has other facets to their lives, and they trust others in the organization to 
take up the reins while they tend to them. You and your friends are no 
different. But lets not argue about it until we're to that point—if we get to 
that point, okay? Can we agree that in the meantime, the responsible thing 
to do is to keep your sister here, where she'll be safe, hidden, and cared for?” 

Once again, hed made a bunch of annoyingly valid points. And there had 
to be ways to visit her sister more often than he was saying. Maybe she could 

“I see those mental wheels still spinning,’ Alden interrupted. “And if you 
find an alternative solution, I’m open to suggestions. But for now, our focus 
needs to be on convincing your sister that as long as she stays here, 
everything is going to be okay? 

“But what if it isn’t? What if my parents... ?” 

She couldn't say the rest. 

Alden leaned closer, tucking a strand of her hair behind her ear. “We both 
know I cant promise that there won't be challenges ahead. But I can promise 
that whatever happens, you're strong enough to handle it.” 

Sophie knew he meant the speech to reassure her. And it did help a little. 
Except... 

“Sometimes I get sick of being strong.” 

“I don't blame you. You've endured more in these last few years than most 
of the Ancients have in their long lives. And it’s forced you to grow up far 
too soon and shoulder responsibilities no one your age should ever need to 


bear. I can't tell you to keep fighting, but . . . the only alternative is giving up, 
and—” 

“And then they win? Sophie finished for him. 

She stared at the swan's neck curving around her monocle and reminded 
herself of the oath shed sworn in order to earn it. 

I will do everything in my power to help my world. 

“Where exactly are we?” she asked, switching to a subject that didn't 
make breathing feel impossible. 

“Of all the places you can think of, where would be the most naturally 
suited to house a human? Hint: It’s also in a city that the Council rarely visits 
because it’s such a tedious process to access.” 

“You brought us to Atlantis?” 

“Yes—and the cat did not enjoy the journey? 

Sophie had to smile at that, imagining Alden holding Marty’s thrashing 
body while sliding down a gigantic whirlpool to the bottom of the ocean. No 
wonder his sleeves were shredded! 

The elves had originally built Atlantis to serve as the union between the 
elvin and human worlds—a place where both species could live together and 
learn from one another. But several thousand years ago, the humans started 
planning a war to take over, and the Ancient elvin Council decided the 
smartest solution would be to disappear. So, they sank the city with a 
massive tidal wave and shielded it inside a dome of air, letting it thrive in 
secret under the water while humans forgot that elves were real. 

“You really think it’s a good idea to hide my sister in the middle of a 
city?” Sophie asked, remembering the crowded streets and bustling canals 
shed seen during her visits. 

“So long as she remains here, no one will be able to find her.” 

Sophie stared at the windowless walls again. They were shimmery and 
smooth and actually quite pretty. But the room still felt like a prison. 

“It's a big apartment,’ Alden promised. “And it’s filled with all kinds of 
luxuries to keep her as comfortable as possible. I also took the liberty of 
packing some of her human things before I brought her here? 

“But what is she going to do all day?” 

“Whatever she wishes. She'll have her guardians. And her pets. And she'll 
have an Imparter, so that you can check in with each other whenever you 
want. I’ve also arranged to bring in a supply of books and games to entertain 


her. And Quinlin and Livvy have been working on a schedule to educate her 
about the complicated history between elves and humans.’ 

Fun as that sounded .. . 

Sophie was about to voice the complaint when she recognized one of the 
names. 

“Quinlin Sonden? The Telepath you brought me to see in Atlantis the day 
I moved to the Lost Cities?” 

Alden nodded. “This is technically his apartment, though his official 
address lists him as living on the fiftieth floor. He built this place—as well as 
the restricted level you might remember seeing at his office—so he could 
better assist me with projects that needed to be kept away from prying eyes. 
No one will protect your sister as faithfully as Quinlin will. And his role as 
Chief Mentalist will also allow him to watch the Council for signs that they 
might suspect something” 

“But what if my sister feels weird living with some strange guy she’s never 
met? Especially since I don't remember Quinlin being very . . . cuddly.” 

Gleeful laughter rang out behind her, and Sophie turned to find an 
elegant black female standing in the narrow arched doorway, clutching her 
sides as she cracked up. She needed several gasping breaths before her voice 
was working well enough to say, “No, that’s definitely not a word Td use to 
describe my husband.” 

“You mean ex-husband, don't you, Livvy?” a sharp voice corrected from 
the hall. 

Livvy’s smile faded as she stepped aside to let Quinlin stride into the 
room. He looked exactly as Sophie remembered him—dark skin, shoulder 
length black hair, and sharp features to match his expression. Still insanely 
handsome—as all elves were. But everything about him seemed serious. 

“Actually, I never made the ‘ex’ official,” Livvy retorted, tossing several of 
the tiny braids woven throughout her hair. “I didn’t feel like dealing with the 
drama. So unless you decided to file the match-fail on your own, youre still 
legally stuck with me.” 

It sounded like they were talking about divorce—which Sophie didn't 
realize existed in the Lost Cities. The elves relied on an incredibly strict 
matchmaking system, where any couples that disobeyed were branded a 
“bad match” and faced scorn for the rest of their lives—and so did their 
children. It was one of the few ways that the elves were deeply prejudiced. 


They didn't care about wealth or skin color. But bad matches—and the 
Talentless—were considered a disgrace, despite how unfair and arbitrary the 
distinctions were. 

Quinlin let out the kind of sigh that made his whole body droop as he 
turned to Alden. “T still think it’s a mistake to involve Livvy. I can handle this 


» 


“Well now, what was that? Thirty seconds?” Livvy interrupted. “That’s all 
it took to get to, I can do everything myself? And the mystery of why I left is 
solved!” 

“And you barely made it thirty seconds before picking a fight, Quinlin 
snapped back. “Now you know why I never chased after you? 

Livvy’s eyes narrowed. “If I'd wanted to be chased, you can bet youd be 
begging at my heels.” 

Alden cleared his throat. “Perhaps we should save this conversation for 
when you two are alone?” 

“We won't be alone,’ Livvy informed him. “TIl be living up here and he'll 
be living downstairs and the only time we'll be together is when were with 
the girl” 

“She has a name,’ Sophie said, even though she wasn't sure if her sister 
wanted to be called Natalie or Amy. “And is this what it’s going to be like for 
her? Being trapped in this apartment listening to you guys snipe at each 
other all the time?” 

“No, Alden, Quinlin, and Livvy all promised as one. 

‘Tm sorry,’ Livvy added. “It’s strange being back after so many years. But 
Quinlin and I have lots of practice at pretending things between us are 
normal.” 

“And ...I suppose Livvy will make your sister feel much more at home 
than I can,” Quinlin said quietly. “She'll also be able to keep her company 
when I have to work” 

“And vice versa, Livvy added. “Though Pll be doing most of my work 
here. Pm planning to do a full detox on your sister to rid her body of all 
those human chemicals. And Pll give her a thorough checkup as well? 

“Are you a physician?” Sophie asked, remembering how Elwin had done 
similar things to her when she first moved to the Lost Cities. And something 
about Livvy’s answering smile set her mind itching. 


The connection finally clicked when Livvy tossed her braids again, 
revealing tiny blue jewels twinkling among the tight weave. Sophie sucked in 
a breath. “You're Physic!” 


Three 


I'D WONDERED HOW long it would take you to put it together; Livvy— 
Physic—said as she patted Sophie on the head. “Though, to be fair, my 
disguise was pretty minimal.” 

Physic was known for wearing colorful Mardi Gras-style masks that only 
covered the top of her face—way easier to see past than the bizarre full-body 
camouflage the rest of the Black Swan hid behind. And yet, as Sophie 
studied Livvy’s full lips and softly rounded nose, she doubted she would’ve 
recognized her if it hadn't been for the way she kept tossing her sparkly 
braided hair. 

“Wait,” Quinlin interrupted. “Who's Physic?” 

“I believe she’s the Physician who works with the Black Swan,’ Alden said, 
studying Livvy from a different angle. 

Quinlin went very still. “You're with the Black Swan?” 

Sophie couldn't tell if Livvy looked nervous or proud as she told him, 
“Surprise?” 

Silence followed, stretching so long that it went from uncomfortable to 
suffocating. 

“Well, this is definitely a twist I hadn't anticipated,” Alden eventually said. 
“But the Black Swan has proven time and again to be masterfully 
unpredictable. And... I owe you a tremendous debt, Livvy, for saving my 
sons life.” 

Fitz had been impaled by a giant bugs antennae during the Black Swan's 
less-than-perfect prison break into Exile. If Physic hadn't sealed the wound 
—and helped Fitz purge the venom from his system—he never would've 
survived. 

“No debt at all? Livvy assured him. “I was just doing my job.” 

“And how long have you been doing that job for?” Quinlin demanded. 


Livvy’s smile faded, and she squared her shoulders. “Okay, if you really 
want to do this . . . I swore fealty about a year after you and I were married. 
And that bulging vein right there’—she pointed to his forehead—“is why I 
never told you.” 

“I have a right to be upset that I’ve been lied to for”—he counted on his 
fingers—“nearly eighteen years!” He sank into the nearest chair, covering his 
face with his shaky hands. “Eighteen years.” 

“I’ve always wondered if some part of you suspected,’ Livvy said quietly. 
“Apparently not? 

Quinlin’s laugh was so cold, it left goose bumps on Sophie’s skin. 

“Eighteen years,’ Alden repeated. “You must've been one of their 
founders.” 

“Actually, the Black Swan has been around far longer than anyone 
realizes,’ Livvy told him. “But Forkle brought me in to help with Project 
Moonlark and—” 

“You were part of Project Moonlark?” both Alden and Quinlin 
interrupted. 

“You knew that, right?” Livvy asked Sophie. 

“I guess I should’ve assumed.” Sophie had known that Physic had once 
been a member of the Black Swan's Collective. And shed known that Physic 
had helped the Black Swan heal her abilities after shed faded. Physic had 
even slipped once and revealed that shed been involved with the mysterious 
allergic reaction that Sophie had when she was nine—but Sophie still didn't 
know exactly what happened that day. Mr. Forkle had erased the memory 
and never given it back. 

“You were truly part of the project?” Quinlin murmured, staring at Livvy 
as if hed never seen her before in his life. 

“Forkle wanted my medical expertise,’ Livvy explained. “Not that I knew 
much about modifying genetics. But he did most of that with Calla.” 

Another name that punched Sophie right in the heart. 

Calla had been one of the gnomes living in Alluveterre, and shed chosen 
to sacrifice her life to save her people from the deadly plague the Neverseen 
and ogres unleashed. All that was left of Calla now was a beautiful tree— 
called a Panakes—growing in the Havenfield pastures, blooming with the 
same pinkish, purplish, bluish blossoms that Sophie had in her pockets. Ever 
since shed lost Mr. Forkle, shed kept a handful of the healing flowers with 


her at all times. It probably wouldn't have saved him, but shed forever wish 
shed had the chance to try. 

“My role was preparing Sophie's embryo for implantation in her human 
mother,” Livvy continued, “and making sure her mother’s body would accept 
the baby as though it were her own? 

Sophie squirmed. The way Livvy talked about the process made her feel 
like she was some sort of alien spawn. 

“Why did you choose my parents?” she asked, remembering what her 
sister had heard the Neverseen say. “Was there something special about 
them?” 

“Yes, and no. They were special because they weren't special, if that makes 
sense. We needed you to keep a low profile in the human world, so we 
searched for a family who didn't seem like the type to use your intelligence 
or beauty for their advantage. They also had to be kind, loving people who 
would provide a safe, healthy home. And Mr. Forkle especially liked your 
mother’s mistrust of human medicine, since that meant shed be less likely to 
ply you with those chemicals as you grew up.” 

“And that’s it—there weren't any other reasons you picked them?” Sophie 
pressed. 

“If there were, Forkle kept them to himself. Why?” Livvy asked. 

“It might be important. Is there anyone else in the Collective who would 
know?” 

<.. Maybe? 

Sophie didn’t miss Livvy’s hesitation. 

But Alden was focused on a much bigger revelation. “So . . . you knew 
Prentice was innocent when I arrested him?” 

Livvy closed her eyes. “Yes? 

The word was barely a breath, but it seemed to reverberate off the walls, 
shaking the room—the apartment—the entire world—to its very core. 

Because Prentice’s arrest had changed everything. 

Prentice had been a Keeper for the Black Swan, in charge of protecting 
their most valuable secrets—the most important of which had been Sophie's 
existence. And back then, the few elves who knew about the Black Swan had 
believed that the shadowy organization was run by villains. So when Alden 
discovered Prentice’s involvement, he had him arrested and brought before 
the Council. The Councillors ordered a memory break—a brutal method of 


extracting memories by telepathically shattering the persons sanity—and 
assigned Quinlin and Alden to perform the task. They both gave Prentice a 
final chance to cooperate, but Prentice held firm, letting them turn him into 
a babbling, drooling mess in order to keep Sophie hidden. And Quinlin and 
Alden had spent the next twelve years scouring the human world to find her, 
while Prentice spent the same years locked away in Exile as his wife was 
murdered and his son had to be adopted and raised by Tiergan. 

“How could you not tell me?” Alden demanded. “How could you let me 
arrest him?” 

“We didn't know youd caught on to Prentice until it was too late” Livvy 
said quietly. “Even when he called swan song, I thought it had something to 
do with what he was investigating, not that he was about to be arrested” 

“What was he investigating?” Sophie asked. 

“Honestly? I have no idea,’ Livvy admitted. “We didn't share as much 
back then. It was safer to keep everything compartmentalized.” 

“Well, we know it had something to do with the Lodestar symbol,’ Sophie 
reminded her. 

Shed recovered the asterisk-shaped map to the Neverseen’s hideouts from 
the shambles of Prentice’s mind—and only after shed transmitted the words 
“swan song” to him. But that still didn't tell them how Prentice had found 
the symbol to begin with, or if hed learned anything else when he made the 
discovery. 

“What made you go after Prentice?” she asked Alden, regretting the 
question when his eyes clouded over. 

He blinked several times to clear the regrets away. “Quinlin noticed 
discrepancies in Prentice’s records. Times when his registry pendant claimed 
he was at his post as Beacon of the Gold Tower, but he wasn't actually there. 
So I started watching closer.’ 

Livvy frowned at her husband. “You never told me you had anything to 
do with Prentice’s arrest.” 

“And you never told me the Black Swan were on our side!” Quinlin 
snapped back. “Even when I admitted that I had reservations about 
performing the break!” 

Alden flinched. 

He and Quinlin used to be Cognates—the same rare telepathic 
relationship that Sophie shared with Fitz. But it required absolute trust and 


complete honesty, and when Quinlin hid his doubts from Alden about 
breaking Prentice’s mind, it damaged their connection beyond repair. 

“I did what I could,” Livvy argued. “I warned you not to do anything you 
didn't believe in. And I fed you questions to ask when you met with Prentice 
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“You met with him?” Alden interrupted. 

Quinlin looked away. 

“The day before the break,” Livvy answered for him. 

Alden sank into the nearest armchair. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Because . . . it didnt change anything,’ Quinlin mumbled. “It was 
obvious that Prentice was hiding something.” 

“That was the problem.” Livvy rubbed the center of her forehead. “Even if 
the two of you had refused to perform the memory break, the Council 
would’ve ordered another pair of Telepaths to do it. And Prentice couldn't 
reveal where Sophie was hidden—not when it was still so early in the 
project. The point of having her born from humans was to let her gain a 
unique perspective on the species—the kind of perspective she could only 
acquire by truly believing she was one of them during her formative years. If 
the Council dragged her back to the Lost Cities, everything wed worked for 
would've been a waste. And Prentice knew that. He also had faith that 
Forkle'’s genetic modifications would give Sophie the ability to heal shattered 
minds someday—and he was right. She will fix him.” 

“As soon as you tell me it’s time,’ Sophie agreed. 

“I wish it were up to me,” Livvy told her. “J think he’s ready. But the 
Collective is afraid that since we still don't know why his consciousness 
disappeared, it could happen again.” 

“I thought he got buried under his shadowvapor,’ Sophie reminded her. 
“And that’s why Tam was able to use his ability to bring him back” 

“That was a symptom, not the cause,” Livvy corrected. “Something had to 
push him that deep. And without knowing what it was, we can't guarantee it 
wont happen again. But I’m not convinced that’s a good enough reason to 
leave him trapped in madness. He's suffered long enough” 

“Years, Alden added. “And you knew it would be that long when you let 
us break him. You knew Sophie wouldn't be able to heal him until she was 
old enough to manifest—and that wed likely learn the truth about the Black 


Swan long before she was ready. You had to know the toll that would take on 
us. 

Livvy looked away. “I did watch to see how you were holding up after we 
rescued Sophie. But you did too good of a job of pretending to be okay—and 
when we realized you werent . . ? Her voice hitched. “From the moment 
Tiergan told us youd broken, all of us—every single one—worked tirelessly 
to get Sophie to a place where shed be able to bring you back.” 

Alden swallowed hard. “And what about when our Cognate connection 
crumbled after the break? No remorse for that?” 

“That was between you two. You chose to hide your concerns,’ she told 
Quinlin. “And you chose to let that shake your trust,’ she reminded Alden. 
“Neither had to be the giant, insurmountable things you let them become.” 

Quinlin snorted. “Clearly you don't know anything about Cognates.” 

“Maybe not,” Livvy said. “But there was nothing I could do. You were 
different after the break, Quinlin. You retreated from everyone—even me. It 
was the beginning of our end.” 

“And yet you stayed with me for several more years,’ Quinlin noted. “Was 
it to spy on my search for Sophie—perhaps even to ensure I wasnt 
successful?” 

“I suppose I deserve that question,” Livvy told him. “But it still makes me 
want to punch you.” 

“Punch me?” Quinlin repeated. 

“Yes! You really think I would do that?” 

“I honestly don't know what to think anymore, Livvy. Clearly we never 
knew each other at all? Quinlin stalked to the wall, staring at the opaque 
crystal as if he could see through to the city beyond. 

Livvy shook her head, curling and uncurling her fists. “I didn't come here 
to analyze our failed relationship, or to relive the Prentice nightmare. I came 
here because a little girl has been separated from her parents—parents 
whove been unknowingly wrapped up in a dangerous project for more than 
a decade. I helped bring this trouble into their lives. The least I can do is 
keep their daughter safe while we figure out how to rescue them. Can we 
please focus on that and leave the past in the past?” 

Several beats passed before Alden nodded. 

But Quinlin wasnt ready to concede. “You told us Forkle recruited you. 
But you didn't say why you agreed to join.” 


Livvy flicked her hair. “It was simple. Our glittering world is full of 
cracks, and I thought I was the only one who noticed them. When I met 
someone who shared my concerns, I decided to trust him.” 

“You can do better than that,’ Quinlin pushed, turning back to face her. 

Livvy sighed, crossing to the opposite end of the room and settling into 
the shadows. “Fine. You want the whole story? It goes back to my Physician 
training. I spent years learning how each of our cures was developed, hoping 
I'd someday create my own. And I was stunned to discover that one remedy 
had its origins in the human vaccine for smallpox. The idea of using one 
virus to stop another was something no one would've attempted if the 
humans hadn't found proof that it worked. So I wanted to explore what else 
we might learn from them—and when I told my professor my plan, he 
laughed me out of the room. I ended up agreeing to drop the idea, but a few 
months after you and I were married, I was putting something away in your 
office, and I discovered that you had a pathfinder with a blue crystal? 

Quinlin sucked in a breath. 

Livvy’s eyes dropped to her hands. “I’m sure you had your reasons for not 
mentioning to your wife that you were one of the few elves approved to visit 
the Forbidden Cities. But I figured . . . if you were using the pathfinder in 
secret, I could too. So, I waited until the Council sent you on an overnight 
assignment, spun the crystal to a random facet, and followed the path to a 
city near the ocean, with a long red bridge that stretched across the water.” 

“Sounds like San Francisco,’ Sophie noted. 

“Maybe it was,” Livvy said. “I was too distracted by the people sleeping on 
the street while others averted their eyes. It was almost enough to make me 
think my Instructor had been right to see no value in anything humans had 
to offer. But Id come that far, so I tried to find one of their medical centers. 
And the longer I wandered, the more I started to see past the grime and 
disorder. I saw couples hand in hand. Parents caring for their children. Even 
their architecture, while primitive, had its own sort of beauty. But then I 
found a hospital.” 

Sophie shuddered, remembering her own hospital stays. 

“It was horrifying, Livvy agreed. “Needles and blood and beeping 
machines leaking radiation. I even saw someone die? She wiped her eyes. 
“And the worst part was, I could’ve saved him with one elixir. In fact, I 
could've cured the whole hospital in a few hours. But I didn't have any 


medicine with me because I hadn't gone there to give. Id gone there to take. 
I thought I couldn't be any more disgusted with myself. But as I was trying 
to leave, I stumbled into the children’s wing, and .. . I'll spare you the 
nightmares.” 

“You couldn't have helped them,” Quinlin said gently. “If you had, you 
would've created chaos.” 

“Thats what I told myself when I got home. And I kept repeating it as I 
spun the crystal on the pathfinder so Id never find the facet again. But I 
spent the next few hours vomiting anyway, thinking about what Id 
discovered about myself—and about us as a species. We tell ourselves that 
were the superior creatures on the planet. And yet, we'll scour the globe to 
preserve animals—we even had the dwarves hollow out an entire mountain 
range so we could build a Sanctuary for them. But we've stood back and let 
billions of humans die. Yes, their life spans are fleeting. And yes, they tried to 
betray us all those millennia ago—and I have no doubt that some of them 
would do it again if they knew we existed. But none of that—none of that— 
justifies letting innocent people suffer and die. Especially children. You 
should've seen them smiling at me, waving hands that were taped to plastic 
tubes and needles.” 

“You're talking about that time I went to help the dwarves, arent you?” 
Quinlin whispered. “I came home, and you were so shaky.’ 

“I thought about telling you what happened,” she whispered. “But I didn't 
know how youd feel about me taking your pathfinder. So I kept it to myself 
—until I met Forkle. And after he heard my story, he brought me to meet the 
rest of the Black Swan and showed me their idea to fix the problem between 
elves and humans—and asked for my assistance.’ 

Sophie's stomach dropped when Livwvy turned back to face her. 

“How am I supposed to fix any of the things you're talking about?” she 
asked. 

“That’s up to you. Its one of my favorite things about Project Moonlark. 
We created you, yes. But your life is still yours You get to decide what you 
want to do with it. Thats why we've never told you our hopes or goals—why 
we didn't make a specific plan. We simply made you to the best of our 
abilities and let you find your own way. And now here you are, at this 
turning point in history, facing down enemies with unimaginably evil 
schemes. No one expects you to solve everything. And we certainly don't 


expect you to fight alone. But I personally can't wait to see what else you do 
with the gifts we gave you, whenever the time comes.” 

“I think we've gotten off track,” Alden said, when all Sophie could do was 
stare and blink. 

“Maybe I have,’ Livvy agreed. “Forkle was the master of notes and 
mysteries. I’ve always been better at laying it all out there. So Pll admit that 
we dont have a clue what the Neverseen wants with your human family. 
And I think we all know that whatever their plan is, it'll be huge, and 
intricate, and nothing were expecting. I’m telling you that because I want 
you to know it’s okay to be scared. And angry. And overwhelmed. Just trust 
yourself and your gifts—and your friends. And never doubt that wherever 
this is heading, we've done all we can to prepare you.” 

There was no possible coherent reply to any of that, so Sophie didn't 
bother trying. 

“I should go check on my sister,” she said, standing on wobbly legs. 

Alden handed her a domed silver tray she hadn't noticed on the table 
next to him. “Mallowmelt always makes a difficult conversation better? 

She gave him a small smile, remembering when shed been introduced to 
the gooey, amazing cake. 

‘Tm not going to lie to her,’ she warned as she headed for the door. “If 
she wants me to tell her more about the Neverseen, I'm going to share 
everything I know” 

Livvy smiled. “That's my girl” 


Four 


GETTING HER SISTER to agree to Alden’s arrangements turned out to be 
an even bigger challenge than getting her to understand where they were, 
and why shed forgotten that Sophie existed. But exhausting as both 
conversations were, Sophie also had to give her sister credit. 

Shed always thought of her as kind of a crybaby—quick to tattle and 
whine and play for sympathy. But there was steel in her sister’s posture. Ice 
in her eyes. 

Her sister might've looked small in the giant canopy bed, and out of place 
in her wrinkled T-shirt among all the jeweled pillows and intricate crystal 
chandeliers. But she wasn't intimidated by her flashy surroundings. And she 
wasnt afraid of the things Sophie was describing, either—not that her 
determination would matter against villains like the Neverseen. 

Involving her would be like bringing a snarling bunny into a den of 
hyenas. 

The fifth time their argument circled back to the beginning, Sophie 
decided to try a visual demonstration. She held her half-empty bottle of 
Youth out in front of her and concentrated on the base, imagining her 
mental energy crawling inside the glass and buzzing around like a swarm of 
bees. The longer she let the force hum, the more the power swelled, until the 
bottle exploded into shimmering powder mixed with sprinkles of water that 
rained down on the bed. 

“That, Sophie said over her sister’s screech, “is called outward 
channeling. It's a skill that every elf has. And Gethen—the Telepath who 
took Mom and Dad—used it to destroy an entire castle full of people. And 
that’s only the beginning. Fintan—the Neverseen’s leader—is a Pyrokinetic. 
He can snap his fingers and call down unstoppable flames called Everblaze. 


And the Neverseen also have a Vanisher and a Guster and a Technopath and 
a Shade and a Psionipath and—” 

“Am I supposed to know what any of that means?” her sister interrupted. 

“No. But the fact that you don't proves my point. The things were facing 
—you cant even imagine them, much less help fight them. I have five special 
abilities—I'm pretty sure that’s more than any other elf has ever had—and 
the Neverseen have still almost killed me a bunch of times.” 

“Keeping your sister alive has been the greatest challenge of my career,’ 
Sandor added from the shadows. “And I say that as someone who has fought 
ogres, as well as a band of renegade trolls.” 

Her sister had no response to that. 

Honestly, Sophie didnt either. 

She grabbed one of the room's satin chairs and scooted it next to her 
sister, sinking down onto the squishy cushion. “I hate having to scare you—” 

‘Tm not scared.” 

The way her legs were trembling under the blankets suggested otherwise, 
but Sophie decided not to mention it. 

“Okay, fine. I also know how it feels to be told to sit back while everyone 
else does all the important stuff,’ Sophie said quietly. “But this is something 
you cant help with. It’s too big. Too complicated. And you're too . . . human.” 

The words hit her sister harder than Sophie expected. 

“Tm not saying that’s a bad thing,” she promised. 

“It sorta sounds like you are.” 

Shame prickled Sophies cheeks as she realized her sister was right. All 
this time around elves had made her pick up some of their snobbery. 

“Tm sorry. I just meant . . . these problems belong to my world. It’s not 
your job to deal with them.” 

Her sister became very interested in dusting the specks of powdered glass 
off the bed. 

“What?” Sophie asked. 

“Dont you already know what I’m thinking?” 

“I would if I weren't blocking you. Human thoughts are loud. Plus, 
Telepaths have to follow rules to respect peoples privacy. Is that what's 
bothering you? You think I’m eavesdropping?” 

“No” She looped her hair around her finger so tightly, the end of her 
finger turned purple. “I guess I just thought the one good thing I was going 


to get out of this nightmare was having my sister back. But . . . youre an elf. 
You have a goblin bodyguard, you live in a bunch of cities that are supposed 
to be myths, and you talk about humans like you think we're the biggest 
losers ever.’ 

“I don't think you're the biggest losers ever—I swear. What I said before 
came out wrong.” Sophie reached for her sister’s hand, relieved when she 
didn't flinch away. “And you did get your sister back. Why do you think Pm 
trying so hard to protect you?” 

“I don't need your protection!” 

She definitely did. 

But Sophie knew saying that wasn't going to help anything. So she went 
with a different kind of honesty. 

“The thing is . . . you didn’t remember me until today—and I know that 
wasnt your fault. But all of this time, I’ve still remembered you. I missed you 
guys so much that I had to stop myself from thinking about you. Maybe if I 
hadn't done that .. . maybe if Id checked on you more often . . .” 

She didn't finish the sentence, but her sister must’ve guessed. 

“Its not your fault that Mom and Dad were taken,” she told Sophie. 

“It is and it isn't. If it weren't for me, the Neverseen wouldn't have known 
any of you existed. And I may not have asked the Black Swan to make me 
this way, but I’ve still made my own choices.” 

Sophie fidgeted with her monocle, her reminder that shed accepted her 
role as the moonlark voluntarily. 

“I cant let anything happen to you,’ she said quietly. “I could never live 
with that guilt. I promise Pll check in—and you can hail me anytime you 
want. Just please say you'll stay here in Atlantis, where its safe. I finally have 
you back. I can't lose you again? 

Her sister sighed. “You'll tell me anything I want to know?” 

“Unless you ask something I don't have the answer to—but then Pll try to 
find out’ 

Her sister chewed her lip, leaving teeth marks so deep they looked ready 
to bleed. “Then I want the whole story—the one you promised youd tell me 
earlier. I want to know what you've been doing all this time, and why you 
have a bodyguard, and why these Neverseen people keep coming after you.” 

“You realize that’s a really long story, right?” Sophie asked. 


Her sister shrugged and scooted over on the bed, patting the space shed 
cleared beside her. 

Sophie was pretty sure shed never sat that close to her sister when they 
lived together, but as she settled under the blankets, her sister rested her 
head on her shoulder and it felt like the most natural thing in the world. 

Sandor brought over the tray of mallowmelt for them, and Sophie handed 
her sister a slice of the chocolatey, butterscotch-y goodness. 

“This isn't like fairy food, is it?” she asked, poking the cake with her fork. 
“TI still be able to eat normal food afterward?” 

Sophie laughed. “Of course. Though you might find other desserts 
disappointing.” 

Her sister poked it a few more times before taking a tiny bite—her eyes 
stretching huge. “Okay, this is the best thing I’ve ever put in my mouth.” 

“I know,’ Sophie said with a grin. “One slice is never enough.” 

“It won't be,’ her sister agreed, snatching the other plate. 

“Um, that one’s mine, Sophie reminded her. 

She shrugged. “You won't have time to eat it anyway. You have a long 
story to tell” 

“Ha. Fine.’ Sophie tugged on her eyelashes as she tried to figure out 
where to start. 

Her sister tilted her head. “I remember you doing that when you were 
nervous. It’s so weird how the memories pop back. Is that going to keep 
happening?” 

“Probably. Whenever you find the right trigger.” 

She nodded, going back to poking at her mallowmelt. “Were you the one 
who erased my mind?” 

“No. I actually don't know who did—or how they do it. They call them 
the Washers. I guess they're specially trained for that.” 

“That’s . . . creepy.’ 

Sophie wished she could deny it. 

“Are they going to do that to me again?” her sister whispered. 

The best answer Sophie could give her was, “I hope not. Thats why Pm 
telling you all of this. Maybe if you show them you can keep our secrets, it’ll 
convince them you can handle it? 

“Then get back to that story,” her sister commanded, taking another bite 
of cake. “And start at the beginning. I want to know how you found out 


youre an elf in the first place. I’m betting that was a weird day.” 

Sophie nestled back against the pillows. “It was. And it all started with a 
field trip, a giant dinosaur model, and an especially noticeable pair of teal 
eyes.” 


Five 


SOPHIE HADN’T PLANNED on sharing so much, but her sister kept 
asking questions. So, they covered everything from her being adopted by 
Grady and Edaline to the craziness of going to Foxfire and living at 
Havenfield. Her sister couldn't believe that dinosaurs weren't extinct, and she 
hadn't been able to stop laughing when Sophie described the antics of her 
troublesome pet imp named Iggy. But her favorite stories were the ones 
about the incredibly rare alicorns, and how Silveny and Greyfell were going 
to have a baby. 

Both slices of mallowmelt were gone by that point, and Sophie told her 
sister about custard bursts and ripplefluffs and cinnacreme and starkflower 
stew, and how the gnomes grew all kinds of bizarrely colored vegetables that 
tasted like pizza and cheeseburgers and other delicious things. 

“Gnomes,” her sister repeated. “So . . . all the fantasy creatures are real?” 

“Not all of them. But a lot. And they're not like the stories people tell? 

“Like how your ears aren't pointy?” her sister asked, licking up every last 
crumb on her plate. “Or wait—are they?” 

She tried to pull aside Sophie's hair, and Sophie swatted her hand. 

“They're not. Though . . . I guess they will be, if I live long enough to be 
Ancient.” 

“How old is ancient?” 

Her sister nearly choked when Sophie explained about the elves’ 
indefinite life span. 

“Gnomes live a really long time too,’ she added, trying to make it sound 
more normal. “They're like trees—they even have green thumbs and green 
teeth, and can sing to plants. And dwarves are kinda like kid-size moles, 
with pointed noses and shaggy fur and squinty eyes because they spend so 
much time underground.” 


“Wow. The world is . . . really strange? 

“You have no idea. Trolls age in reverse. And Sandor has a secret 
girlfriend” 

Sandor shot her a glare that could’ve withered flowers. 

“What?” Sophie asked. “Who’s she going to tell?” 

Sandor muttered something about “respect for privacy? 

“Anything else weird about you?” her sister asked. 

Sophie snorted. “Where do I begin?” 

She described each of her special abilities in detail: Telepath, Teleporter, 
Polyglot, Inflictor, Enhancer. And she showed her sister more of the skills 
every elf had, like levitating, and telekinesis, and channeling energy into her 
muscles to make her stronger or faster. When she was done stalling, she 
finally explained about Project Moonlark, and all the times she and her 
friends had nearly lost their lives. 

Even though she glossed over the gory details and emphasized that the 
elves’ medicines could treat pretty much anything, it still led to the question 
of whether anyone had actually died. And every name cut away another 
sliver of Sophie’s heart. 

Jolie. 

Councillor Kenric. 

Calla. 

Mr. Forkle. 

“I don't know how you made it through all of that,” her sister whispered. 

Sometimes Sophie didn't either. But she knew her sister needed hope. So 
she leaned her head against hers and whispered, “The same way were both 
going to get through this. One day at a time. One problem at a time. Each 
tiny bit of progress slowly adds up to something big.” 

“But were fighting an evil organization—and they have ogres!” 

“You have goblins, Sandor reminded her, unsheathing his massive sword 
and slashing it so fast, the black blade was nothing more than a blur. “I can 
assure you—were the better allies.” 

“The ogres also don't seem to be working with the Neverseen anymore,’ 
Sophie added. “King Dimitar signed a new treaty at the Peace Summit that 
basically said hed leave us alone if we left him alone.” 

“Assuming he wasnt lying so he could carry on his warmongering 
without anyone watching him,’ Sandor grumbled, ignoring Sophie's that’s- 


not-helping glare. “There are also the ogre-rebels to consider—assuming 
they truly are rebels, and not another of Dimitar’s tricks.” 

“My adoptive parents were attacked a few weeks ago,’ Sophie reluctantly 
explained—while shooting Sandor a look that said I will yell at you later. 
“But it was only a small band of ogres, and most of them were taken down in 
the fight.” 

“How can you say that like it’s not a huge deal?” her sister asked. 

It was. Grady’s goblin bodyguard had been killed in the skirmish. But 
Sophie was trying to keep her sister calm, so she said, “Because even if there 
are ogre rebels to worry about, they're working with the Neverseen, so that’s 
what we need to focus on. It’s like fighting a monster—no matter how many 
claws and fangs it has—if you chop off its head, you win.” 

“Unless it’s a hydra,” her sister argued. 

“Those aren't real,’ Sophie told her. “At least, I don't think they are. I 
havent heard anyone mention them—but I’m still trying to learn it all 
myself.” 

Her sister sighed. “I just wish I understood why this is happening. I still 
have no clue what these Neverseen people actually want.” 

That was probably because Sophie had no idea either. The Neverseen had 
started out following something that Keefe’s mom had called the Lodestar 
Initiative—but Sophie had never been able to figure out exactly what the 
plan involved. And it might not even matter, because when Fintan took over, 
he shifted the Neverseen’s focus to something hed vaguely called his “vision,” 
which seemed to have something to do with breaking an unidentified 
prisoner out of the dungeon at Lumenaria. Hed also brought Keefe to 
human cities and made him use his ability as an Empath to make a list of 
personality traits hed called “criterion” But Sophie had no idea how any of 
that tied together, or what their ultimate goal was. 

“All you need to know,’ she told her sister, “is that 'm going to stop them. 
I was made for this—which used to scare me. I used to wish I could be 
normal. But now I’m glad I have these abilities, because they help me fight. 
And I have a group of powerful friends who are always there to back me up 
—even when I tell them not to.” 

Her sister snorted. “You make it sound like you're Super Elves. All you're 
missing are the capes.” 


Sophie bit back a smile. “Actually ... we do wear capes—but not because 
of that.” 

Her sister stared at her like Sophie had just admitted she had a detachable 
head. 

“If you think that’s bad, you should see the frilly, ridiculous gowns I have 
to wear to anything formal,” Sophie added. 

“The gloves are pretty weird too,” her sister noted. 

“They are. But I’m the only one who has to wear them. I can't turn my 
ability as an Enhancer off, so if I dont cover my fingers, Id enhance 
everyone I touched—and were trying to keep the ability secret. Dex said he's 
going to see if he can make some sort of gadget that would give me more 
control? 

“Was Dex the one with the teal eyes?” 

“No, that was Fitz.” 

“And Fitz is your boyfriend?” 

Sophie nearly toppled off the bed. “No! Why would you think that?” 

“Because you get all dreamy-eyed when you talk about him? 

“I do not!” 

“You're doing it right now!” 

Sandor snickered from the corner, and Sophie flung a pillow at his head. 

“Trust me,” she told her sister. “Fitz and I are friends. That’s it.” 

It was true, even if part of Sophie didn't want it to be. And even if thered 
been that moment under Callas Panakes tree that she still didnt totally 
understand. 

Against her will, her mind flashed to the way his teasing smile had faded 
and hed leaned in so close, it almost felt like he might— 

“What about the other guy?” her sister asked, interrupting the memory 
almost exactly the same way Keefe had that day under the tree. “The one 
whose hand you kept holding.” 

“That doesn’t mean what you think it means,” Sophie insisted. “We have 
to hold hands for leaping and stuff, so it’s not a big deal.” 

“Are you sure? He was looking at you pretty intense.” 

“Because he’s worried,’ Sophie said as she searched for another pillow to 
fling at Sandor’s newest round of snickers. “Keefe feels like he should’ve 
figured out what his mom was up to and stopped her—especially since she 
tricked him into helping her in small ways. She's horrible.” 


Sophie wasn't sure what scared her more: imagining what Lady Gisela 
was going to demand in exchange for information on finding Nightfall—or 
the fact that shed probably be willing to give it to her. 

“How's it going in here?” Livvy called through the door. “Ready for a tour 
of this place yet? I promise it won't be as boring as it sounds!” 

Sophie glanced at her sister, noting the way shed pulled the covers up to 
her nose. “Can we have a few more minutes?” 

“Was that one of the people I'll be living with?” her sister whispered, after 
Livvy’s footsteps retreated down the hall. 

Sophie nodded. “She's really nice. And I just found out that she works 
with the Black Swan, so she'll probably tell you stuff before I even know 
about it.” 

“What’s her ability?” her sister asked. “Anything I should be afraid of?” 

“Actually, Pm not sure if she’s ever told me—but you dont have to be 
afraid. It’s safe here. They're going to take super good care of you.” 

Her sister twisted her fingers so tight, it had to hurt. 

“It's okay to be nervous,’ Sophie told her. “I was terrified when Alden first 
brought me to Havenfield to meet Grady and Edaline. But that worked out 
awesome.” 

“But I don't want a new family? 

“You arent getting one. Quinlin and Livvy are only helping until 
everything is back to normal.” 

She braced for her sister to ask more questions about what “normal” 
meant—but sadly, she chose something even harder. 

“Do you like them better than us? Your new family?” 

Sophie sighed. “There isn't a better. I love them—but I'll always love you 
guys too.’ 

“But you let them adopt you.” 

“Well . . . yeah. The thing is, all the years that I lived with you guys, I 
always knew something was off. I could feel it, even though I didnt 
understand what was wrong. And then Fitz brought me to the Lost Cities, 
and it felt like . . . taking a deep breath for the very first time? 

Her sister nodded. “I guess I get that. But then . . . you're never coming 
home.” 

“Not to live” Sophie admitted. “I belong here. But I might be able to visit 
someday—if you guys wanted me to.” 


She couldn't really wrap her head around how that would work—how 
shed blend her old life and her new without everything getting tangled up. 

But there had to be a way. 

If she could convince everyone to let her family keep their memories . . . 

If they got her parents back safely . . . 

“I know everything's a mess right now,” she said. “And I don’t know what's 
going to happen. But I promise we'll figure it all out, okay?” 

She waited for her sister to agree before she reached for her hands. “In the 
meantime, I have a question. What am I supposed to call you? Amy? 
Natalie?” 

“Oh.” She scooted down under the covers. “Is it bad that I don’t know?” 

“Not after everything that’s happened. But you do need a name—unless 
you want me to call you, ‘hey you? Or maybe youd rather try a title, like The 
Doctor?” She pointed to her sister's T-shirt. 

Her sister couldn't seem to smile. “It’s just . . . neither name really feels 
like me anymore.” 

“Well . . . you could always choose something new.’ 

Seconds crawled by. 

“Amy's the name Mom and Dad chose for me, right?” she asked. 

“Yeah. Mom even told me she picked it because it meant “beloved?” 

Her sister’s eyes turned watery. “Okay... Amy it is? 

Sophie had no idea if that was the right or wrong choice—or if there even 
was a right or wrong in their situation. But it felt really good to call her sister 
by the familiar name again. 

“So then, Amy—think you're ready to see where you'll be staying?” 

“You ll come with me?” 

“Of course. Were in this together.” 

She helped Amy up and kept an arm wrapped around her trembling 
shoulders as she led her to the sitting room, where the adults were waiting. 

Quinlin looked just as nervous as Amy—he was wringing his hands so 
hard, Sophie could see his skin twisting. 

But Livvy was all smiles, tossing her sparkly braids and declaring, 
“Theres my new best friend!” 

Amy's timid grin faded. 

“You okay?” Sophie asked. 


‘Tm not sure.” Her frown dug deeper into her cheeks as she took a longer 
look at Livvy and said, “I... know you.” 


YOU KNOW HER?” Sophie asked. “How can you know her?” 

Amy closed her eyes, massaging the sides of her forehead. “I think . . . she 
was my doctor. She came to the house one night and asked me a bunch of 
questions about how I was feeling. And she gave me this candy that kept 
changing flavors. I forgot about it until I saw the sparkles in her hair. Now I 
remember thinking they looked like real jewels.” 

“They are,’ Livvy said, examining a couple of her braids. “I guess I 
should've known they'd give me away.’ 

“Does that mean you helped relocate my family?” Sophie asked. 

“No, she did not,’ Alden said, with a look for Livvy that said, care to 
explain? 

Livvy sighed. “What your sister’s remembering happened a few years 
ago.” 

“Years?” Sophie repeated as Quinlin muttered something under his 
breath. “How many years?” 

And then she knew. “I was nine, wasn‘ I?” 

“By the human way of counting age . . . yes? Livvy said quietly. 

“The human way?” Amy asked. “Whats the human way? And what 
happened when you were nine?” 

Sophie stuck with the question that wouldn't require a long conversation 
about birthdays versus inception dates. “Do you remember when I had that 
big allergic reaction and ended up in the hospital?” 

“Sort of. I remember Mom freaking out at the doctors because they 
couldnt figure out what you were allergic to.” 

“What about before that?” Sophie asked. “Do you remember how I got 
sick?” 


Amy’s forehead got all scrunched. “Huh. I don’t—but my head’s still kind 
of a mess.” 

‘Tm sure it is? Sophie told her, turning back to Livvy. “But I think it’s 
funny how my sister and I have the same blank spot in our memories—the 
same time she also saw you. Did my allergy have to do with Amy?” 

Livvy twisted her braids. “Right now isn’t the time for this conversation. 
That memory was taken for a very specific reason. We can't give it back until 
youre ready.’ 

“Tm ready,” Sophie insisted. 

“Me too, Amy added. 

“I figured you might say that,” Livvy glanced to Quinlin and Alden as if 
she was hoping theyd jump in with a subject change. 

No such luck. 

“The most I can tell you is that there was an accident that day.’ She 
seemed to choose each word carefully. “One that we feared would leave 
lasting trauma. So your memories were taken, to ensure that neither of you 
would be haunted by the experience.” 

“What kind of accident?” Sophie asked. 

“I can't tell you that? 

“But it was something you guys did?” Sophie pushed. 

“Actually, it was something that just . . . happened. And when it did, I was 
called in to help. And then things got complicated.” 

“Because you gave me Limbium and I turned out to be deathly allergic to 
it?” Sophie guessed. 

Livvy shuddered. “If I'd known it was possible for you to have such a 
severe reaction, I wouldn't have suggested trying it. But Id never seen an 
allergy before. Luckily the human doctors were much more familiar with 
what was happening and were able to fix what I couldnt. And that’s truly all 
I can say. Anything more might trigger the memory—and with all the 
emotional stress you're dealing with at the moment, that wouldn't be a good 
idea. Trust me.” 

“It's kinda hard to trust someone who’ hiding things,” Amy told her. 

“I know. And I wish I had something better to offer than: Someday you'll 
understand.” 

“Ugh, I hate when adults say that,” Sophie grumbled. 


“Same here,’ Amy agreed. “Can't you use that mind-reading thing to find 
out what she’s hiding?” 

“Not without violating the rules of telepathy,’ Alden jumped in. 

“But it's not against those rules to steal someones memories?” Amy 
countered. 

“Tt is,’ Quinlin said. “Though it can be allowed in certain instances.” 

“And this is one of those instances,’ Livvy assured them. “When the time 
is right, I promise all will be revealed. In the meantime, try to keep in mind 
that the missing moment has zero relevance to anything youre currently 
facing. I know the mystery of it all gives the moment a sense of importance, 
but what happened back then was . . . a blip. It was a problem that popped 
up and was dealt with, and has nothing to do with the Neverseen.” 

Amy glanced at Sophie. “Are you really okay with this?” 

“No, Sophie told her. “But I’ve been trying to get them to give me this 
memory back for months, so...” 

She closed her eyes, wishing all the new bits of information would sink in 
and trigger the memory on its own. 

“Wow, Livvy said. “Those are some unhappy faces. And I get it. I really 
do. So let’s try this. Amy? Think about the portion of the memory that 
youve managed to recover, and ask yourself: Were you afraid of me that 
day?” 

“No, Amy said slowly. “I thought you were nice—but that was probably 
because you had candy. And sparkles.” 

“Sparkles do make everything better,’ Livvy agreed. “And mood candy is 
delicious—I wish I had some with me now because it would help me make 
my point. Most people don't realize that emotions can't be erased—even if 
the memory of what caused them is taken away. So if Id done something to 
you that day, youd still have all the feelings that went with it. Understand?” 

“Sorta?” Amy said. 

“It's murky, I know,’ Livvy told her. “But think about what you're feeling 
right now—and I dont mean all the stress of this conversation. I mean 
something deeper—is there anything that feels like a gut instinct, telling you 
to be afraid of me?” 

Amy thought long and hard. “I guess not.’ 

“Then can't we build on that? Yes, there's a secret between us. But it’s not a 
harmful secret. It’s one that’s being kept for your protection. And Sophie—I 


know you're probably tired of hearing that—but does it help at all to 
remember that the person who decided to erase that memory was Mr. 
Forkle? He was adamant that we wait for the right circumstances before we 
gave it back. And now isnt the time.” 

“She's talking about our old neighbor, right?” Amy asked. “The guy who 
was always outside mumbling to his gnome statues? Didn't you tell me he 
was an elf and that the Neverseen killed him?” 

Sophie nodded, her mind already back in Lumenaria, watching Mr. 
Forkle take his final breaths. 

Hed promised her in that moment—even when he had so little energy 
left—that she would get the answers he owed her. 

But he didn't say how or when. 

So maybe she owed it to him to be patient. 

She glanced at her sister. “Will you feel okay living here, knowing all of 
this?” 

“Do I have a choice?” Amy asked. 

“Yes, Alden assured her. “If you're not comfortable, Pll find an alternative 
situation. Same goes for if you decide to try it, and then feel it isn't working 
out.” 

“If I might add something,” Quinlin jumped in. “I know you don't know 
my wife very well—or me for that matter. But everyone in this room is on 
your side. We have our flaws. And we come with strange baggage. But no 
one will fight harder to make this right and get your parents back.” 

Amy reached for her eyelashes, giving them a good, hard tug—then 
winced. “Ugh, Sophie, how can you stand that?” 

Sophie smiled. “We all have our things.” 

“Well, yours is weird,” Amy told her. “And your world is even weirder. 
But . . . Pll deal—if you guys promise me something.” 

She waited for all of the adults to nod before she said, “I want your word 
that no one is going to erase any memories again without my permission.” 

Amy would never be able to hold Alden to her demand—and Alden had 
to know that. 

And yet, Sophie believed him when he said, “You have my word.” 

It was a dim, flickering hope—but Sophie clung to it as tightly as Amy 
clung to her hand. 

Maybe something good would come from all of this panic and ugliness. 


Maybe she really could have her family back in her life. 

It would be confusing and complicated—and probably change a ton of 
things for everyone. 

But it would be worth it. 

And she wanted it. More than anything. 


Seven 


THE DOORS IN this wing are all decoys,’ Livvy explained as they 
continued with the tour. “That way if someone did manage to find their way 
up here, theyd only be able to see what we want them to see. The real paths 
are all camouflaged. See?” 

She pressed her palm against the shimmering surface, and Amy gasped as 
Livvy’s fingers sank deep into the crystal. 

“It doesn’t hurt,” Sophie promised as Livvy shoved the rest of her body 
through the wall. “It’s like walking through cold sand.” 

Amy needed a deep breath before she was willing to try—and she 
dragged Sophie with her. Together they pushed into the crystal, letting the 
tiny, shimmering grains brush their skin before they emerged into a library 
with floor-to-ceiling books and gleaming silver ladders. 

“That’s a lot of books,” Amy noted. 

“Tt is,” Quinlin agreed as he joined them, followed by Alden and Sandor. 
“This is my research—recorded in code to ensure no unwanted eyes can 
access it without my permission.” 

“Even me,” Alden noted with a tinge of sadness. 

“I share anything important,” Quinlin promised. But Alden didn't look 
convinced. 

“The only book you need to know is this one,” Livvy said, striding to one 
of the shelves and reaching for a red-and-gold spine. She waited until 
everyone had crowded close before she tilted the book to a thirty-degree 
angle. 

A burst of air shot up from under their feet and launched their group like 
a cannon blast, straight through the crystal ceiling and into a small room 
lined with colorful shelves. 


“Welcome to the pantry!” Livvy told them. “Arguably my favorite room in 
this whole apartment—especially when I’ve been the one doing the 
shopping.” 

“That’s a lot of Prattles,” Sophie said, pointing to a shelf that had to be 
holding at least a hundred boxes of the buttery, nutty candy known best for 
the collectible pins inside. 

“Candy is essential,” Livvy said, handing Amy a box of Prattles before she 
led them through an actual door this time, into a sleek silver kitchen. 
“Warning: This next passage takes a little trust.” 

She pointed to a wide fireplace flickering with blue and yellow flames. 

Sophie could tell the fire was a hologram—but that didn’t stop her from 
holding her breath as Livvy dropped to her knees and crawled straight into 
the blaze. 

After all the infernos shed survived, Sophie couldn't bring herself to look 
until Livvy called, “See? It’s all an illusion!” 

And when Sophie's vision focused again, she realized her sister was 
staring just as dazedly at the flames. “You okay?” 

“Yeah, Amy mumbled. “I just haven't seen fire since the huge arson 
attack that happened a few months back. We had to evacuate our house and 
go to this overcrowded shelter—and then the winds changed and even the 
shelter was in danger. All the roads were closed, and there was another fire 
in the opposite direction, so there were a few hours where we thought we 
might be trapped.” 

Sophies heart turned a whole lot heavier. 

She knew exactly which arson attack her sister meant. In fact, shed 
watched her family huddle together on the floor of the shelter through the 
unregistered Spyball the Black Swan had given her—right before shed 
decided to break a bunch of elvin laws so that she could prove the fires were 
Everblaze and force the Council to step in and extinguish the flames. 

Shed been kidnapped right after—and then her abilities had broken, and 
Alden sanity collapsed, and Silveny was attacked, and Kenric was 
murdered, and the Council turned against her, and she was banished along 
with all of her friends, and the gnomish plague was unleashed, and Keefe 
ran off, and Lumenaria fell, and so many other devastating and distracting 
things had happened that Sophie had never stopped to wonder . .. 

Had there been a larger purpose behind those fires? 


And if there had been, were they already too late to stop it? 


Eight 


DID YOU MONITOR the Everblaze fires like you did with the white fires in 
San Diego?” Sophie asked Quinlin, sending a silent plea into the void that 
there was still time for her to be asking this question. 

The white fires had been the Neverseen’s attempt to flush Sophie out of 
her human hiding place, because they knew shed been living somewhere in 
the area. Theyd even shaped the fire line into the sign of the swan to force 
the Black Swan into action. So Sophie had assumed their goal had been 
similar with the Everblaze—that the fires had been the Neverseen’s way of 
testing the moonlark, to see what shed do under that kind of pressure. Brant 
had even implied as much after he kidnapped her, during his searing 
interrogation. 

But what if thered been more to it than that? 

Sophies whole focus had been on figuring out who sparked the flames, 
and stopping that person from burning anything again. But after seeing what 
happened with Lumenaria—how the Neverseen could play a long, intricate 
game to achieve their goals—that might've been a tremendous mistake. 

“I kept an eye on them as much as I could,’ Quinlin said. “Why?” 

Sophie ignored the question, asking him to send any notes hed made to 
Havenfield, along with a map plotted with the location of every fire he knew 
of. 

What if thered been a pattern to the fires? 

Or what if theyd been designed to destroy something important? 

Or what if it had all been some giant distraction, while the Neverseen did 
something even more terrifying? 

The possibilities whirled around her mind, making Sophie dizzy. 

“Do you guys always watch things going on with humans?” Amy asked. 
“Or did that arson attack have to do with the Neverseen?” 


“The answer is yes to both,’ Alden told her. “The Council’s official policy 
is to leave humans to their own devices—for many complicated reasons. But 
Quinlin keeps an eye on things, just to be safe. As do I. As do the Black 
Swan. And in the case of those fires, we now know that they were set by 
Pyrokinetics. But the blazes were thoroughly investigated,’ he added, 
focusing on Sophie. 

“So was Gethen, she reminded him. “The Black Swan held him prisoner 
for months, and questioned him multiple times before they handed him 
over to the Council, who also interrogated him. And still, none of us realized 
hed let himself be arrested for a reason—even when he out-and-out told us 
he wanted to be in Lumenaria.” 

“I know,’ Alden said. “But the important thing to remember is, he was 
still in our custody. The Everblaze was extinguished months ago and the 
damage has been repaired and rebuilt. And it was all relatively minor. The 
fires mostly scorched empty land and small neighborhoods—which was still 
devastating for the humans, of course. But it’s not the kind of damage that 
sends a larger message. If the Neverseen had been making a point, they 
would’ve taken out important human landmarks?” 

“Then why did they spark the fires?” Sophie asked, hating how little sense 
it made, now that she was finally questioning it. “They had to know that 
unleashing a storm of Everblaze would lead to Fintan’ arrest, and then to his 
mind being shattered in a memory break—and yeah, I ended up healing 
him. But they didn't know I could do that back when they set the fires. I 
didn't even know I could do that. So it doesn't make sense that they would 
risk all of that just to get the Black Swan's attention—especially since I'm 
sure they could’ve done that another way. Do you really think they'd sacrifice 
so much without a very good reason?” 

None of the adults wanted to answer. 

“I hope I’m overreacting,’ she said, feeling like her stomach was turning 
inside out. “But in case I’m not, we need to reinvestigate and make sure the 
fires weren't the start of something—or a cover-up for something—and we 
missed it.” 

“I'm not saying youre wrong,’ Alden told her. “But Td also hate to have 
this sidetrack you from the much more important search you should be 
spending your energy on.” 

Sophie had started to nod when realization punched her in the chest. 


Was that why the Neverseen took her parents? 

To keep her so frantic and distracted that shed keep missing the other, 
much more dangerous plans already in action? 

A scene took shape in her mind, straight out of the action movies shed 
watched growing up: 

The villain taunting the hero with an impossible choice—the people they 
loved in mortal danger on one side, and the rest of the world on the other. 

And no way to save them both. 

“You okay?” Amy asked, nudging Sophie's arm until Sophie looked at her. 
“Youre shaking” 

Was she? 

Sophie forced air into her lungs. 

She couldnt bring herself to voice her newest worries—couldn't risk 
having her sister think she wouldnt be giving 100 percent of herself to 
rescuing her parents. 

But if she was right, then the one-problem-at-a-time approach shed 
relied on in the past was never going to work—and maybe it never had. 

Maybe that was why the Neverseen kept winning. 

They were toying with everyone, keeping eyes trained on the wrong 
dangers, like evil magicians whod perfected their illusions. 

But if that was true—how could Sophie fight back when she was already 
so many steps behind? 

The solution drifted to the surface of her mind after a few long seconds— 
sharp and sour, but also incredibly clear. 

The Neverseen had tipped their hand several weeks back, giving a hint of 
what they needed. 

Theyd kidnapped Prentice’s son, Wylie, and interrogated him about his 
moms murder. But hed managed to escape before they could learn anything. 
And now the Black Swan had him hidden away while he recovered from the 
trauma, under such heavy guard that the Neverseen would never be able to 
get to him again. 

So, if Sophie could find out what they had been trying to learn, shed have 
a bargaining chip of her own—and maybe a much better insight into what 
they were planning. And she was also pretty sure she could learn what she 
needed from the same person shed already been planning to turn to. 


Keefe mom had to know more about why the Neverseen were looking 
into Cyrah’s death. 
After all, shed been the one to murder her. 


Nine 


ANYONE PLANNING ON joining me over here?” Livvy called from the 
other side of the fireplace. 

Amy kept her eyes trained on Sophie. “What aren't you telling me?” 

“Just some theories I need to think through,’ Sophie told her, tugging out 
an itchy eyelash. “I promise I'll tell you if Pm right about any of them.” 

“If it helps,” Alden said when Amy’s frown twisted into a scowl, “she often 
makes the same excuse with my children. And me, for that matter. 

“It's not an excuse,’ Sophie argued. “I just don’t like to freak people out 
until I've had time to look into things. Why worry everyone when there’s a 
chance I’m wrong?” 

“Fine,” her sister said, turning to Quinlin, “then I'll look into it too. I want 
a copy of anything youre going to send to Sophie.” 

“But you don't even know what were looking for,’ Sophie reminded her. 

‘Tm sure I can figure it out. Just because I don’t have fancy powers doesn't 
mean I’m useless.” 

“Oh, I like her,’ Livvy called through the flames. “Tell you what, Feisty 
Girl—T'll make sure Quinlin gets you that info and we'll go through it 
together.” 

Amy smirked at Sophie. 

“I never said you were useless,’ Sophie told her as Amy moved closer to 
the fire. 

“You didn't have to, Amy said. “I know I’m not an elf—but this problem 
isnt just about your world. Those fires were in my world. So I might notice 
something you dont? 

“She has a point,’ Alden agreed. 

Amy flashed Sophie an especially smug smile, but it faded when she 
turned back to the flames. 


“Problem?” Sophie asked as Amy shakily dropped to her knees. 

“I know it’s an illusion, but I... hate fire.” 

Sophie kneeled beside her and offered her hand. 

Amy still needed a couple of long breaths before they both crawled into 
the flames together, each squeezing their eyes tight until Livvy told them, 
“Youre clear.” 

Sophie dusted off her knees, noting that she was now inside an elegant 
dining hall with a massive table carved of solid gold that had to seat at least 
thirty people—which seemed like an odd choice for a secret room accessible 
only by fireplace in an apartment no one was supposed to know about. 

“So, um, how rich are these people?” Amy whispered to Sophie as she 
squinted at the twinkling chandelier that shimmered with cascading 
crystals. 

Sophie smiled. Shed gotten so used to the insane wealth of the elves that 
shed forgotten how overwhelming it was at first. “Believe it or not, this is 
pretty normal around here.” 

Amy’s jaw fell open as Sophie explained about the elvin birth fund. 

“Are you saying you have millions of dollars?” she gasped. 

“Actually, she’s saying she has billions,’ Quinlin corrected. “Possibly even 
trillions—I haven't looked up the value of human money these days.” 

Amy blinked. “Yeah. Okay. I expect lots of presents.” 

“Liking this girl more and more,’ Livvy said as she twisted one of the 
platters in the gilded china cabinet, opening a circular doorway among all 
the goblets and plates. “And now comes the best part.” 

The path led them to a shimmering hallway lined with five doors. “These 
are the main bedrooms,” Livvy explained. “Pick any one you want—but I 
have a feeling you'll want the fourth one.” 

Amy's eyes stretched wider and wider with every room they toured— 
each huger and fancier than the last. But Livvy was right about the fourth 
bedroom. Painted in blues, grays, and purples, the room looked like it had 
been dipped in twilight, with a massive bed heaped with a mountain of fluffy 
pillows. And the view... 

“Dont worry—it’s one-way glass,” Livvy explained as Amy made her way 
to the gigantic window that overlooked the silver-and-blue city. 

“So this is Atlantis,” she breathed. 


The twisted skyscrapers gleamed in the pale glow of the balefire towers. 
Beyond them, the dark curve of the dome shielded the city from the watery 
depths beyond. 

“We really are under the ocean,” Amy murmured. “It’s so weird not 
having any sky.’ 

“It takes getting used to,’ Quinlin agreed. “The city lightens and darkens 
throughout each day to give some sense of the passing hours—and during 
the night cycle, the dome has a starlight effect that’s quite breathtaking. But 
plan on your body needing some time to adjust to the new rhythms.’ 

“Do you ever see, like, sharks swimming by?” Amy asked. 

“I'm sure theyre out there,’ Quinlin said, “but the dome absorbs any 
light, to keep the city better hidden” 

Amy squinted at the darkness before turning her attention to the streets 
far below, where ant-size elves roamed the various sidewalks and squares 
and courtyards. Atlantis reminded Sophie of a futuristic Venice, with its 
intricate network of canals dividing up the city, bustling with fancy carriages 
floating along the water, being pulled by humongous sea scorpions. 

“Humans really used to live here?” Amy asked, pressing her fingers 
against the glass. 

“A very long time ago,’ Quinlin said quietly. “And a lot of things have 
changed since then. But you can still see remnants.” 

He pointed to something in the center of one of the more prominent 
squares. “It’s hard to tell from up here, but that’s called the Unity Fountain. It 
features two golden statues—one an elf, and one a human—standing side by 
side in a wide reflecting pool, with colored streams of water shooting around 
them to symbolize the ties binding our two species together.” 

“Tm always surprised the Council hasn't taken it down,’ Alden admitted. 
“Or at least removed the human figure. Especially after they terminated the 
Human Assistance Program.” 

“Human Assistance Program?” Amy repeated. 

“It was our failed attempt to guide the human world without them 
realizing it? Quinlin explained. “Our brightest minds volunteered to live in 
the Forbidden Cities for a time, offering insights and innovation to those 
willing to learn. Many of your world’s greatest advancements occurred— 
unbeknownst to them—because of the tutelage of elves.” 


“But not everything,’ Alden added. “Humans also have their own unique 
approach to research and discovery—that's why the Ancients built this city 
in the first place. A very long time ago, we wanted to bring our worlds 
together and benefit from each other's perspective. Thats why even after the 
humans’ treachery forced us to disappear, we couldn't keep away completely. 
And I’ve no doubt that those who worked in the Human Assistance Program 
gained much during their time there.” 

“Then why did they cancel the program?” Amy asked. 

“Because the humans didn't always use our gifts for the purposes we 
intended,” Quinlin explained. “Far too often, they took the knowledge wed 
shared and created weapons, or pollutants, or other dangerous things. 
Eventually, we realized the program was deeply flawed and that we were 
doing both of our worlds more harm than good.” 

“How long ago was that?” Sophie asked. 

“Not as far back as you might think,” Livvy told her. “Your human schools 
probably taught you about the horrifying bombs that humans dropped to 
end their last ‘world war’ But they don't realize that much of the early 
wisdom that led to their creation came from elvin scientists.” 

“Some argued that the knowledge they gave was generic enough that the 
humans likely would’ve discovered it on their own,” Alden added. “But the 
Council couldn't ignore such a catastrophic loss of life—especially since the 
humans now had the potential to do it again.” 

“The ogres also didn’t appreciate that humans posed a greater threat 
because of us,” Quinlin added. 

“Neither did the goblins, Sandor noted. “As I remember, my queen 
threatened to pull all military support if the program was not terminated.” 

“And that is why we can't let anyone know youre here,’ Livvy told Amy. 
“Contact with humans is now expressly forbidden—though our order felt 
that was a mistake, which is partly why we arranged for Sophie to be raised 
by a human family.” 

All Amy seemed able to say to that was “Huh’—and Sophie couldn't 
blame her. Shed been given bits of the story over her time in the Lost Cities, 
but shed never had the pieces click together quite so clearly. 

“Well? Livvy said, “that got . . . heavy.’ 

“It did? Amy agreed, still staring at the silver-blue city. 

“You okay?” Sophie asked her. 


“Yeah. I was just trying to imagine what it would be like if you guys had 
never had to sink this place.” 

‘Tve often tried to picture the same thing,” Livvy admitted, “but I never 
really know where to begin. Our species have been on separate paths for so 
long... ? 

“I think its safe to say that the world would be a very different place,’ 
Quinlin added. 

“A better place?” Amy asked. 

“Peace is generally the optimal way of being,” Alden agreed. “Division 
and strife always come with a cost.” 

“But it’s best not to lament what we cannot change,’ Quinlin said quietly. 
“Like it or not, the humans did betray us, and we have been forced to go our 
separate ways.’ 

“Dont worry—we don't blame you,’ Livvy said when she noticed Amy’s 
frown. “No one should be held accountable for their ancestors’ mistakes, so 
long as they learn from them. And now that I’ve thoroughly overwhelmed 
you with difficult information, let me show you the best part of this room.” 

She crossed to the ornate silver wardrobe and pulled the doors open, 
shoving aside the fancy clothes hanging from the rack and knocking on the 
back. 

“It has a secret wardrobe passage?” Sophie asked as Livvy twisted a 
hidden knob and revealed a narrow doorway that led to a lush, airy 
conservatory lit with twinkling lights. 

Flowering vines draped across the crystal ceiling, and the walls dripped 
with blue papery flowers that smelled like vanilla and honeysuckle. Tendrils 
of jade-green grass covered the floor, and graceful trees had been scattered 
around the space, growing in giant crystal urns. 

“I thought your furry friends would love having their own private 
garden, Livvy explained. “But like I said, you're welcome to pick any room 
you—” 

“Are you kidding?” Amy interrupted. “Tm totally taking the Narnia 
room!” 

The glee in her voice helped Sophie breathe a little easier. 

Her sister would be happy here, even with everything else they were 
dealing with. 


“That settles it, then,’ Livvy said, “We'll get your things moved in— 
though I saw those sad little satchels Alden packed, so I’m sure we'll also be 
making a list of things they forgot, and ll make a shopping run? 

“We only packed the necessities because I didn't want Amy to feel like 
wed uprooted her whole life? Alden argued. “Plus, I was wrestling with an 
overly protective dog and a supremely mistrustful cat!” 

“Where are they, by the way?” Amy asked. 

“In the larger conservatory on the opposite end of the apartment,’ 
Quinlin told her. “And since Td like to keep the skin on my face, I'll leave 
moving them here to you.” 

Wrangling a skittish cat and an exuberant beagle through the secret 
passages was definitely a process. But it helped that Marty remembered 
Sophie. Hed slunk right toward her, rubbing his big furry body against her 
legs and filling the air with the hum of his squeaky purr. 

“You're leaving now, aren't you?” Amy whispered when Sophie set the 
fluffy cat among the pillows on Amy’s new bed. 

“I probably should get home. But keep this with you in your pocket.’ She 
grabbed the small silver square that Livvy had left on Amy’s nightstand and 
explained how all shed have to do is say, “Show me Sophie Foster,’ and the 
Imparter would hail her. “I don't care if it’s the middle of the night—if you 
need me, call for me, okay?” 

“Same goes for us,” Livvy said, wrapping an arm around Amy’s shoulders. 
“I know you might feel hesitant to rely on us. But we're here for anything you 
need. You dont have to put on a brave face or pretend like everything's okay. 
If you want to talk, cry, laugh, eat junk food till you're sick, or do all of the 
above, you just say the word. Or if youd rather we leave you alone so you 
can snuggle with your fur-babies, that’s fine too.” 

Amy gave a shaky nod. “And you're going to start searching for Mom and 
Dad?” 

“As soon as I get home,” Sophie promised. 

“As soon as you get some sleep,” Alden corrected. “And don't tell me you 
just slept fourteen hours from the sedatives—that kind of rest actually 
exhausts the body. It’s also far later than you realize. So please go home and 
go to bed. Wait for the morning, when you can regroup with your friends, 
and the seven of you can start scheming together.” 


“Actually, you have something else to do tomorrow morning, Livvy 
interrupted, fussing with her braids. “Tomorrow, Tiergan will be collecting 
you and your friends from Havenfield and bringing you to one of our most 
heavily protected hideouts. The Black Swan is finally ready to move forward 
with their contingency plan. And trust me, its going to change everything? 


Ten 


NO MATTER HOW hard Sophie pressed for details about the contingency 
plan, the most Livvy would tell her is, “Prepare for an emotionally 
exhausting day.’ 

But when Sophie finally gave up and agreed to let Alden take her home, 
Livvy did add, “You're going to be angry. And none of us will blame you for 
that. But try to remember that it was Mr. Forkle’s request to have us wait.” 

With that cheerful thought fogging up her brain, Sophie barely registered 
the goodbye hug she gave her sister—and she endured the lengthy process of 
leaving Atlantis in a daze. 

“Do you know what the contingency plan is?” she asked when theyd 
launched out of the ocean in a giant bubble and were drifting on the cold 
breeze. The night sky twinkled and the dark ocean churned far below, 
making her feel very small when Alden shook his head. 

“Tiergan told me they wanted you to be the first to see,” he said quietly. 

“See?” she repeated. “So it’s something they’re going to show me?” 

“I noticed the same word choice. And when I pressed him on it, he told 
me I would understand when the secret had been revealed. They definitely 
know how to be mysterious.” 

“More like annoying.” 

Sandor snorted his agreement. 

“If it cheers you at all,” Alden said as he fished his pathfinder out of his 
pocket, “I’m sure Fitz and Keefe have spent this time deciding how best to 
punish me for sedating you. I expect Biana and Della also assisted.” 

“Dont be surprised if Grizel ropes you into her dancing scheme, either,’ 
Sandor warned. 

Grizel had turned a search of Keefe's bedroom into a contest to see who 
could discover the most secrets. And after their win, Sophie, Linh, and 


Grizel each got to call in a favor from one of the guys. Sandor would now be 
dancing in what sounded like an embarrassingly tight pair of silver pants— 
and Fitz would be joining him, as punishment for the time he snuck away 
with Sophie to meet up with Keefe. Linh would be making Tam buy her a 
pet of her choosing. And Sophie had foolishly waited too long to decide 
Fitz's punishment, and ended up losing the favor to him in a follow-up 
wager. 

He hadnt called it in yet, and she was dreading what he would come up 
with. 

“You should probably be careful with any hair products you use,” she 
warned Alden. “Otherwise you might end up with blue spikes or red frizz.” 

“I probably deserve worse? His smile faded when he added, “I’m sorry 
again. For everything” 

Sophie focused on the stars. “I know.’ 

He didn't promise her that everything would be okay. 

Or tell her she had no reason to worry. 

He didn't even try to interrogate her about whatever she was planning. 

All he said was, “I believe in you, Sophie Foster,’ as he raised his 
pathfinder up to the silvery glow of the moonlight. 

And Sandor added, “We all do.” 

Then their bubble burst and the light carried them away. 


+ * %* 


SOPHIE WASN’T SURPRISED TO FIND Grady and Edaline waiting up for 
her on the crisp white couch in Havenfield’s elegant main room. Nor was she 
shocked to see shadows under their eyes and creases pressed into their 
foreheads. Her adoptive parents were champion worriers—and considering 
how many brushes with death Sophie had survived, she couldn’ totally 
blame them. Plus, shed rushed off to check on her human family without 
telling them she was leaving. 

“You don't have to explain,’ Edaline told her, pulling her into a hug. 
“Alden gave us plenty of updates. And we understand if you don't feel like 
talking.” 

“Thank you,’ Sophie grunted as Edaline’s hug turned crushing. 


Her adoptive mother might look like a fragile beauty with her wavy 
amber-toned hair, pink cheeks, and wide turquoise eyes. But she could also 
wrestle a mastodon and wrangle saber-toothed tigers. Edaline had even 
saved Sophie's life during the destruction of Lumenaria, using her ability as a 
Conjurer to send any falling debris into the void before it could crush them. 

“Is there anything we can do?” Grady asked, shaking his tousled blond 
hair out of his bright blue eyes before he turned the mother-daughter hug 
into a group hug. 

Sophie squeezed them tighter. “This helps.” 

Out of the corner of her eye, she checked the shadows for Cadoc— 
Edaline’s goblin bodyguard—needing to remind herself that her parents 
were well protected. She found him right where he should be, with one hand 
by his sword and the other hand near a line of goblin throwing-stars 
strapped to his leg—ready to shred the world at the first hint of a threat. 

The Black Swan had also added new security features to Havenfield after 
the ogre attack. And Grady was a Mesmer—a rare special ability that 
allowed him a certain level of mind control. Hopefully all of that would be 
enough to protect her family from the Neverseen. 

Still, Sophie felt the need to add, “Please promise me you'll be extra 
careful?” 

“Same goes to you, kiddo,” Grady told her. “I have a feeling I don't want to 
know about all the dangerous things youre now planning to do, but ’m 
hoping you'll tell me anyway.’ 

Sophie sighed. “Right now, the only plan is to get through whatever the 
Collective is going to reveal tomorrow.’ 

Neither of her parents had any theories for what the Black Swan could 
possibly be arranging. 

“Well,” Edaline said, tracing her fingers gently down Sophie's back, “if you 
think of anything we can do, were here.” 

Sophie kissed them each on the cheek and headed for the curved central 
staircase. Her bedroom took up the entire third floor, and she stood in her 
doorway while Sandor made his nightly security sweep. But as her eyes 
followed him around her enormous room, she couldn't help wondering what 
her sister would've thought if shed come home with her. 

The glass walls overlooked the ocean, the delicate flowers woven into the 
carpet were lovely, and the enormous canopied bed looked ready for a 


princess—and Iggy’s purple poof of a body bouncing in his tiny cage added 
a unique sort of quirk. And yet, the room didnt necessarily say anything 
about Sophie's new life. She hadn't bothered to decorate—even after Keefe 
had pointed out that almost nothing in the room seemed to be hers—in 
large part because shed spent most of her time in the Lost Cities either 
worrying that Grady and Edaline wouldnt adopt her, terrified that the 
Council would exile her, or banished and fighting to stay alive. 

“All clear,’ Sandor said, striding to his usual post outside her door. “Pll 
give you one hour with lights on, in case you want to record anything in 
your memory log. But then I expect you to go to bed” 

“We both know sleep is so not going to happen,’ she argued. 

“That doesn’t mean you shouldn't try. Please, Sophie. It sounds like you’re 
going to need the rest.” 

Fighting would only waste her precious lights-on time, so Sophie 
showered and changed into her pajamas as fast as she could. And when she 
emerged from her bathroom, her eyes went straight to her wall of 
bookshelves, searching for her old scrapbook—which was coated in a thin 
film of dust. 

Shed remembered to take the album with her when Fitz brought her to 
live in the Lost Cities, but shed barely let herself look through the photos 
since. Now she climbed into bed and forced herself to study each picture, 
reliving the memories shed buried away. 

Trips to the beach, and the zoo, and Disneyland. Every first and last day 
of school. Plus all the smaller moments, like licking cookie dough off of 
wooden spoons with her sister, or the two of them proudly holding up Ella 
and Bun-Bun—their special stuffed animals—to the camera. 

“You look so young,” Edaline said over her shoulder, making Sophie 
nearly drop the scrapbook. “Sorry—I thought you heard me approaching.” 

She eyed the photo album with a burning sort of curiosity, and part of 
Sophie was tempted to cover the pictures and keep the two halves of her life 
separate. But if her human family really did get to keep their memories, she 
was going to have to let everything merge. 

She patted the bed and flipped back to the beginning as Edaline scooted 
close, wrapping her arm around Sophie's shoulder. 

“Look at those big brown eyes,’ Edaline whispered, studying the first 
layout of photos. 


“Yeah, even as a baby I was weird,” Sophie mumbled. 

Blue eyes were standard among the elves, but Sophie’s tweaked genetics 
had made hers an earthy tone with scattered flecks of gold. Shed been teased 
and praised for it, so the only thing she knew for sure was that shed always 
be different. 

“You were beautiful,” Edaline insisted. 

Sophie snorted. “Oh please—look at my giant head!” 

“All babies have big heads. Besides, you needed space for that powerful 
brain” 
also a very serious baby.’ 

In every photo her face looked scrunched with concentration, like she 
was trying to make sense of the world. 

Or maybe shed been pooping. With babies, it was hard to tell. 

“You were perfect.” Edaline touched the edge of a picture where toddler 
Sophie had been dressed in so many ruffles she looked like a flower. “You are 
perfect.” 

The next page was full of family photos—just the three of them back 
then, though in the third one Sophie’s mom had clearly been pregnant. 

“Sometimes I forget that you had a whole life before you came here,’ 
Edaline whispered, and the wistfulness in her voice stirred up a whole new 
batch of worries. 

Edaline turned to the next page, to a photo of Sophie sunken into a faded 
old couch with her baby sister propped in her lap. “You must miss them so 
much.” 

Sophie nodded. 

But she couldnt bring herself to mention that she was hoping her human 
parents might be allowed to keep their memories. Because she hadn't really 
thought about how it could affect Grady and Edaline. 

Shed known it would be messy and complicated, but shed mostly 
considered how it might change things for her—and her human family. 

What if Grady and Edaline didn't think it was good news? 

What if it damaged the bond theyd worked so hard to build? 

What if... 

There were too many “what-ifs.” 

And she wasnt ready for any of them. 


“Youre sure you dont need to talk?” Edaline whispered as Sophie 
whipped the scrapbook closed. 

“I don't really know what to say right now,’ Sophie admitted. 

“Well . . . Pm here if you change your mind.” 

Edaline helped her put the photo album away before she snapped her 
fingers to lower the shades over the windows and left Sophie alone. 
Everything was quiet after that—except for Iggy’s leaf-blower snoring. 

But as soon as Sophie closed her eyes, each of those “what-ifs” took on 
vibrant, terrifying shapes. 

Shed battled nightmares before—and she was no stranger to sleepless 
nights. But the hollow chill that settled into her heart felt different. 

She lay there sweating and shivering, clutching her bright blue stuffed 
elephant and trying to talk herself through it. But when her chest started to 
constrict, she threw back her covers and rushed for the door. 

“Whats wrong?” Sandor asked as she sprinted for the stairs. 

“I... need my family.’ 

It felt like the silliest, most childish thing to admit—especially since shed 
brought Ella along with her. But Sophie couldn't face that suffocating 
loneliness any longer. 

She realized halfway to the second floor that shed never actually been in 
Grady and Edaline’s room. When shed first moved in, shed considered the 
space off-limits—though no one had ever told her that. And since then, the 
most shed ever done was peek through a crack in the doorway while the 
room was mostly dark. If Sandor hadn't been right behind her, she might've 
turned back—but pride drove her forward, and even though her knock was 
barely audible, Grady answered immediately. 

“Everything all right?” 

Sophie cleared her throat. “I’m fine. I was just wondering if—are there T. 
rexes on your pajamas?” 

Grady glanced down at his fuzzy pants covered in neon-green, feathered 
dinosaurs. The shirt was plain white, with a roaring dinosaur face in the 
center of the chest. “They were a gift from Elwin while you were living with 
the Black Swan?” 

Sophie smiled. Elwin—Foxfire’s resident Physician—was known for his 
fondness for goofy, animal-covered clothes. 

‘Tm guessing you're not here to discuss sleepwear,’ Grady noted. 


The temptation to wimp out surged again, but Sophie managed to 
mumble, “I was wondering if I could sleep in here. With you guys.” 

Shed expected Grady to ask why. Maybe even be a little annoyed that 
shed be crowding up his bed. 

Instead, his smile was a mix of touched and sad as he told her, “Of 
course, and stepped aside to let her in. 

The room was already dark, but Sophie could make out wispy curtains 
and sleek silver furniture as she shuffled across the bunny-soft carpet to the 
enormous bed. Each of the posts reminded Sophie of a tree, stretching metal 
branches toward the ceiling to form an intricate canopy, with thin strands of 
gossamer fabric woven around twinkle lights, like faded starlight. 

Edaline moved to the center of the bed, making room for Sophie to climb 
in. 

“You don’t mind?” Sophie asked as she crawled under the covers, which 
felt especially warm and soft against her skin. 

“Of course not.’ Edaline adjusted her pillows as she settled next to 
Sophie, wrapping one arm around Sophies waist and using the other to 
gently rub her back as Grady joined them on the other side of the bed. 

“Here, he said, snapping his fingers and making a series of softly colored 
orbs glow around the room, casting delicate shadows across the walls. Each 
shadow made different shapes—soaring birds, majestic mountains, floating 
fish, graceful beasts. “Jolie was afraid of the dark when she was little,” he 
explained. “So we added these.” 

“We wanted her to see that the shadows that scared her could be beautiful 
and powerful when we learn how to take control of them,’ Edaline added. 

Taking control. 

It sounded so simple. 

And so impossible. 

But Edaline was right—that was the only way to get through this. 

Tomorrow Sophie would hear the Black Swan out, hoping they had a 
solid plan. And if they didn't, shed have to figure out how to move forward 
with Keefe's mom—unless anyone had any better ideas. 

In the meantime, she would focus on the good things she had. Leave all 
the “what-ifs” alone until they became “for sures.” 

“I love you guys,’ she whispered as she settled against Edaline, hugging 
Ella tight. 


“We love you too,” Grady whispered back. 

It still took quite a while. But eventually sleep found her. And even 
though her dreams weren't pleasant, the steady warmth of her family chased 
away the worst of the nightmares. 


Eleven 


DON’T COME OUT until youre dressed, Sandor called through Sophie's 
bathroom door the next morning as she stood in the dressing area of her 
closet, tying the sash on her silky green tunic. 

Despite the somewhat restful night of sleep, shed still woken around 
sunrise, her limbs itchy with nerves for the day ahead. 

At least her sister had slept. Amy had been curled up in bed with Watson 
and Marty when Sophie hailed her to see how she was doing—and she had 
not been happy to be woken up. 

Sophie stepped out into her room. “Why? Is something . . ? 

Her voice trailed off when she spotted Keefe standing in her bedroom 
doorway. 

He was at least an hour early. And he looked . . . tired. 

“Yeah, I know,” he said, scratching at his hair—which was much less 
carefully styled than usual. “I look like I lost a fight with my pillow” 

He did. His dark circles were fierce. 

“Meanwhile, you look especially sparkly,’ he added with a slow smile. 

Sophie fussed with her jeweled sleeves—which matched the emeralds 
lining the knee-high boots shed slipped over her lacy gray leggings. Biana 
had frustratingly pointed out that elaborate clothes would do a better job of 
disguising her gloves, so Sophie was trying to force herself to get used to 
wearing glitter and frills. 

Keefe’s lips tilted into his famous smirk as he crossed the room to stand 
closer. “I meant that as a compliment, Foster. Sparkles look good on you. So 
does the new hairdo.” 

He reached up, his fingers skating gently along the edge of the intricate 
braid weaving through the front part of her hair. Shed been awake so long, 
shed decided to listen to Vertina—the tiny face programmed into her 


spectral mirror, who loved to offer beauty advice, regardless of whether 
Sophie wanted to hear it. 

“If you're trying to impress me, its working,” he told her, and she felt her 
cheeks warm—until he added, “But, you always impress me, so maybe you 
were thinking of someone else?” 

Sophie took a step back. 

She knew he was only teasing, but that didnt stop her face from 
experiencing an entirely different kind of burn. 

Keefe cleared his throat. “Looks like we both had the same idea about 
wearing green.” 

He tossed back the sides of his pine-colored cape, revealing an intricately 
embroidered sage-toned jerkin with peridot buttons. 

“It seemed fitting, since we haven't been able to do a planting,” Sophie 
mumbled, clutching her locket with Mr. Forkle’s Wanderling seed. The elves 
didn't wear black to their versions of funerals, preferring the color of life 
instead. 

Keefe nodded. “I had to sneak into Candleshade to grab this from my 
closet—though honestly, I’m not sure if my dad’s living there right now. The 
place felt way too dark and quiet.” 

Sophie frowned. “Where else would he be?” 

“Maybe his ‘secret apartment in Atlantis’? Or, his ‘secret beach house’? 
They're his ‘escapes’ for when he needs a ‘break; because, you know, a two- 
hundred-story tower isn't big enough for the three of us to all live in. Or 
wasnt, he corrected. 

He tried to shrug it off, but Sophie could see the hurt etched between his 
brows. Keefe’s father had never physically hit him, but hed done plenty of 
emotional damage with his insults, and unrealistic expectations, and the way 
hed made Keefe feel like a constant bother. 

“Did you grab Mrs. Stinkbottom while you were there?” she asked, trying 
to lighten the mood. But shed forgotten that shed spotted the so-ugly-it'’s- 
cute plush gulon in Lord Cassius’s bedroom in Candleshade, as if hed been 
sleeping with it while Keefe was away. 

“I did, actually,’ Keefe said. “Couldn't leave her behind again. I shouldn't 
have left her in the first place? 

“You shouldn't have,” Sophie agreed. “I bet you'll sleep better tonight.” 


“Probably? He smiled, shaking his head. “I never thought Id need a 
stuffed animal to sleep. But . . . I never knew I needed a lot of things before I 
met you.” 

Somehow hed moved closer, and Sophie's throat went dry as he reached 
up and touched her braid again. Their eyes locked, and when his lips parted 
they seemed to curve with a different word than the one he eventually said. 
“Anyway. We don't have a lot of time before the rest of the Foster Fan Club 
gets here, so Pm going to ask this fast—and I want a real answer, not that 
distract-and-avoid thing youre becoming a master at. You're planning to 
reach out to my mom, aren't you? To ask her to take us to Nightfall?” 

“We might have to? Sophie admitted. “But not until were more 
prepared.” 

“But every minute we waste—” 

“I know.’ Sophie pressed her fist against her knotted emotions. “Believe 
me—lI feel sick about every lost second. But I’ve thought a lot about it, and 
the thing is, your mom knows wed never reach out to her unless we were 
desperate. And she'll use that to her advantage.” 

“How does waiting change that?” Keefe asked. 

“It gives us a chance to make sure there isn’t anything else we're missing.” 

“You really think we're going to come up with a better idea?” 

“I don't know. Maybe the Black Swan’s contingency plan will—” 

“Uh, were talking about the Black Swan,” Keefe interrupted. “I’m betting 
they're going to tell us who they've elected to replace Forkle in the Collective 
and then order us to read some boring books and practice using our abilities 
—and while I’m sure you and the Fitzster won't mind the excuse to stare into 
each other’s eyes—” 

“Its called Cognate training,” Sophie corrected. “And that’s not what we 
do.” 

“Keep telling yourself that.” 

Sophie ignored him. “Physic warned me that the contingency plan is 
going to make me angry. That sounds like it has to be something big? 

“Or maybe she knows you're going to hate whoever they’re electing to fill 
his place in the Collective. Ugh—what if it’s Timkin Heks?” 

The idea of having the father of one of Foxfire’s most outspoken mean 
girls bossing them around—even if Stina had been a little better lately— 
made Sophie want to fling things. 


“It wont be Timkin,’ she tried to convince herself. “He’s too new to the 
order.” 

“Then who do you think it'll be?” Keefe asked. 

“No idea.” 

For her, Mr. Forkle was the Black Swan. She couldn't imagine it without 
him, even though she was going to have to. 

“Well, even if they appoint someone we like—and the rest of the 
Collective has some other brilliant plan for what to do without Forkle—that 
still doesn't get us any closer to Nightfall. We need my mom for that.” 

“Maybe,” Sophie admitted. “But you don't stick your hand in a viper’s nest 
until you have a plan to avoid getting bitten.” 

“Okay, Pll give you points for the fancy metaphor. But I can handle my 
mom. She loves glory and attention—and Fintan took that away and left her 
to rot in an ogre prison. She's going to want payback. Especially when she 
finds out that Fintan has enough of my blood to get into Nightfall. She called 
that place my legacy—but we both know she really meant it was her legacy. 
And now the Neverseen are in there without her” 

“Right, but you're forgetting that your mom still has her own agenda,” 
Sophie reminded him. “And taking my parents could’ve been a part of her 
plan.” 

“I know. But she also needs me—and I’m not saying that because I think 
my mommy loves me and misses me. I haven't believed that lie in years.” 

He said it so matter-of-factly, it made Sophie reach for his hand. 

He watched her gloved fingers wrap around his. “Tm just saying she 
wouldnt have left the note you guys found in my closet, or rigged my 
Imparter, or demanded you get me away from the Neverseen, if she didn't 
need me for something. So, lets find out what it is.” 

“We will. I’m sure we will. We just need to be prepared.” 

“I am prepared—and I know youre probably thinking about the epic fail 
I had with the Neverseen—” 

“That’s exactly what I’m thinking,” Sophie agreed. 

“But this won't be like that. I didn’t know Fintan. I know my mom.” 

“Do you?” Sophie asked as gently as she could. “She lied to you most of 
your life, and manipulated you and erased your memories.” 

“Yeah, she’s definitely not going to win any Mom of the Year awards,” 
Keefe muttered. “And yeah, she’s fooled me in the past. But I’ve had a lot of 


time to think about things, and I’m pretty sure I’ve figured her out? 

“Pretty sure?” Sophie repeated. “You want to risk everything on pretty 
sure?” 

“The only thing I’m risking is me? 

“Which is way more than I’m willing to lose” It came out mushier than 
shed meant it to, so she added, “And I know the rest of our friends will agree 
with me.’ 

Keefe snorted. “I’m betting Bangs Boy won't.” 

“Well, maybe he would if youd stop calling him Bangs Boy? 

“Yeah, but that’s never going to happen.” 

Keefe had invented the nickname because of Tams long jagged bangs, 
which Tam had dipped in melted silver to annoy his selfish, domineering 
parents. The hairdo was actually awesome—and matched the silver tips his 
twin sister, Linh, had added to her long black hair for the same reason. But 
Keefe insisted on teasing him relentlessly about it. Probably because Keefe 
and Tam had disliked each other from the moment theyd met. 

The funny thing was, neither of them realized how much they had in 
common. If theyd get over themselves, theyd probably be best friends. 

“I appreciate the concern, Foster,’ Keefe said, slowly pulling his hand 
away. “But we both know that sooner or later we're going to have to reach 
out to my mom. So why not do it before we waste a bunch of time we can't 
afford to lose?” 

“Because’—she took a deep breath—“there are bigger things to think 
about, beyond what's going on with my family. It kills me to say that. But... 
it’s also true. Whatever's happening to them right now is just one small piece 
of the Neverseen’s plan. And I think they're trying to keep me distracted— 
trying to keep all of us so focused on the rescue that we don't notice what 
they're actually up to. Just like they did with Lumenaria.” 

The color drained from Keefe’s face. “Any idea what else they’re working 
on?” 

“Nope. But I’m starting to wonder if it goes back to that first attack with 
the Everblaze. We never really looked into why they set all those fires in the 
human world, and I think we need to figure that out. Did anyone ever bring 
the fires up when you were living with the Neverseen?” 

He shook his head. “Fintan was always going on about the wonder of fire 
and how things need to burn so that something stronger can rise from the 


ashes—blah, blah, blah. But it was just his usual tirade about how the 
Council never should’ve banned Pyrokinetics.” 

“Well, I still think there had to be a bigger reason for the Everblaze,” she 
said quietly. “But even if ’'m wrong, we know this is about more than two 
abducted humans.” 

“That doesn't mean we should ignore a solid plan to help them either.” 

“But we don't have a plan. Believe me, I’m trying to put one together. But 
there are so many things we need to consider—like Wylie’s mom. Fintan 
wouldn't have abducted Wylie if there wasn't something crucial he needed 
from him. So maybe if we figure that out, it’ll give us some leverage, or at 
least tell us what Fintan’s ‘vision’ is or . . . I dort know. It made a lot more 
sense in my head yesterday.’ 

“Actually, that does make sense,’ Keefe said. “But there’s only one person 
who can give us that information—and hey, it’s the one I’ve been saying we 
need to reach out to!” 

“Shes not going to tell us for free. Same goes for any help finding 
Nightfall” 

“So let’s see what she demands.” 

“Do you honestly think your mom is going to ask for something we can 
actually give?” 

“I do. I think she’s that desperate—and if I’m wrong, all we wasted was a 
conversation. Thats why I got here early. I promised I wouldn't do anything 
without you again, so...” 

He reached into his pocket and pulled out something small, green, and 
shiny. 

“Is that a Prattles pin?” Sophie asked, squinting at the tiny metal animal. 

“A gulon, Keefe agreed with a wink. 

“Okay, seriously, will you please tell me what happened during the Great 
Gulon Incident? I’m really getting sick of everyone avoiding the question? 

“It's an awesome story. But now’s not a good time.’ He pulled something 
else out of his pocket, and Sophie’s whole body turned cold. 

“Please tell me that’s not.. ? 

Keefe held it up over his head when she lunged to grab it. “It is. Dex gave 
it back to me a couple of weeks ago.” 

“He shouldn't have done that? 


“I agree,’ Sandor said, stalking into the room. One of his large gray hands 
hovered menacingly near his sword as he held the other out to Keefe. “Give 
that to me, before you do something foolish.” 

For one endless second, they stared each other down. 

Then Keefe jabbed his finger with the sharp end of the gulon pin and 
dragged it through his skin, cutting a deep red gash. 

“Sorry, Gigantor,’ he said through gritted teeth as he scrambled to the 
other side of the room. “Foolish is my specialty.” 

“Dont!” Sophie shouted—but hed already smeared his blood across the 
back of the silver screen. 

“It's going to be okay,’ Keefe whispered as the small gadget flashed with a 
dull glow. 

Sophie shook her head, her brain too clogged with words she wasn't 
supposed to say to come up with a response. But she still heard Lady Gisela’s 
sharp, arrogant voice as it poured in through the still-blank Imparter. 

“It's about time.” 


Twelve 


GLAD YOU'RE BOTH here” Lady Gisela said as Keefe tapped on the blank 
Imparter screen. “That makes everything so much easier.’ 

“You can see us?” Sophie asked, relieved her voice sounded strong and 
steady. 

“Of course. Just like I can see your goblin looming behind you, looking 
ready to snatch the Imparter and crush it. I wouldn't let him do that, by the 
way. Obviously you need my help, otherwise you never would've decided to 
trust me.’ 

“We don't trust you,’ Keefe said, his hands shaking so much, he barely 
kept his hold on the blood-coated gadget. 

Sophie wondered if he was in pain, since his cut was still streaming red. 
But then she realized... 

This was the first time hed spoken to his mom since he found out she 
might be dead. And the last time hed seen her, shed tried to kill him—and 
his friends. 

“Do you expect us to believe you don't already know what's going on?” 
Keefe snapped. 

“I have my theories,’ Lady Gisela told him. “But Fintan’s proving to be 
simultaneously predictable and foolhardy, thinking he can shred my plan 
and choose which pieces to follow—as if it wasn't painstakingly constructed 
after years of unparalleled research, then fine-tuned until everything was 
perfected? 

“Just so we're clear,’ Sophie said, “your plan was the Lodestar Initiative?” 

“That’s the name I eventually settled on, yes. And save your breath asking 
for specifics. Things may be salvageable yet, and neither of you are ready to 
accept that.” 


“And we never will be,” Sophie told her. “Any plan that involves killing 
innocent people—” 

“Who said anything about innocent?” Lady Gisela interrupted. “If you're 
talking about what happened to those goblins in Lumenaria—and 
Councillor Terik’s leg, for that matter—I told you, that was Fintan’s ‘vision’ 
As was his moronic plan with the ogres and the gnomish plague. I could 
never conceive anything so inelegant” 

“Then why did King Dimitar tell me at the Peace Summit that when 
Fintan first approached him about the plague, he called it the Lodestar 
Initiative?” Sophie asked. 

“How would I know? Perhaps Fintan made his own amendment. If you 
don't believe me, consider this: That was the same conversation where 
Fintan convinced Dimitar to lock me away in his reeking prison.” 

Bile coated Sophie's tongue. 

As much as she despised Keefe’s mother, shed never forget the memory 
shed seen of Lady Gisela begging for her life as she was dragged toward the 
ogres legendary prison. Her skin had been covered in strangely curved 
wounds, most so deep they probably left scars. 

Maybe that was why Lady Gisela wasn't letting them see her. 

“What about the abductions?” Keefe asked. 

His mom sighed. “That whole ordeal was Brant’s uninspired solution— 
bring in the moonlark, search her memories to find out what the Black Swan 
were planning, then wipe her mind to neutralize her and see if we couldn't 
reprogram her to work for us. I told him they would've been prepared for 
that scenario, but he lacked the patience to wait for a better alternative. And 
he was idiotic enough to kidnap an unnecessary child while he was at it.” 

Keefe wrapped his free arm around Sophie, holding both of them steady. 
“Those aren't the abductions I meant. And you know it” 

“Do I? Then you'll need to be clearer. Unless . . ? 

Her voice trailed off, and when she spoke again, the words shook with a 
barely bridled rage. “How many humans have they taken?” 

“You don’t know?” Sophie wished she could stretch out her consciousness 
and dive into Lady Gisela’s mind—but without knowing where Keefe’s mom 
was, or being more familiar with the feel of her thoughts, she wouldnt be 
able to make a strong enough connection. 


When Lady Gisela stayed silent, Sophie decided she couldn't treat her 
family like pawns in a game. “They took my human parents.’ 

Lady Gisela swore under her breath. “I suppose they do love to make 
things personal.” 

“To keep me distracted, right?” Sophie asked. 

“Sounds like the moonlark is finally learning to ask the right questions.” 

“Does that mean I should also be asking if there was another reason 
behind the Everblaze attacks several months ago?” Sophie pressed. 

She could hear the smile in Lady Gisela’s voice when she said, “Definitely 
a question I was surprised no one asked before. Every action is... 
multifaceted.” 

“And I’m assuming you're not going to tell us what some of those other 
facets might be?” Sophie asked. 

“For the fires? Is that really what you want my help with? And keep in 
mind, I’m only going to help you with one thing” 

The answer should’ve been yes. The fires could be more important than 
anything. 

But even knowing that—even knowing the Neverseen were manipulating 
her into focusing on something personal—Sophie couldn't make herself say 
the word. 

“We need to get Foster’s family back,” Keefe said, making the choice for 
her. “Why would the Neverseen take them? Is there something important 
about them?” 

‘Tm sure that’s what theyd like to find out. Though for Brant, this is 
mostly about revenge. Your escape made him look bad, Sophie. And then 
you took great pleasure in spoiling some of his other plans—and you helped 
cost him his hand. He's determined to make you pay? 

Sophie frowned at Keefe, wondering if hed caught the same thing she did. 
“Don't you mean ‘was’?” 

“Was what?” his mother asked. 

Sophie and Keefe shared another look. 

“Didn't you hear that Brant was killed in Lumenaria?” Keefe asked. 

Silence followed. 

If it werent for a few crackles of static, Sophie would’ve worried the 
connection had been severed. 


“Was it an accident?” Lady Gisela whispered. “Or did they turn on him as 
well?” 

“Neither,” Sophie told her. “He died when he attacked Councillor Oralie? 

Lady Gisela barked a laugh. “She took him out? Miss ringlets and rosy 
cheeks? I’m not sure I believe that.’ 

“She had help?” And no way was Sophie telling her about what happened 
to Mr. Forkle in the process. 

“Well,” Lady Gisela said after another stretch of silence, “that’s certainly 
an interesting shift in the balance. Especially for Ruy? 

“Why?” Keefe asked. 

“Didn't you live with them?” 

Keefe glanced at Sophie. “Ruy and Fintan did argue a lot.” 

“Tm sure they do even more now that Fintan has his new advisor,’ Lady 
Gisela added. “In fact, that explains this sudden acceleration.” 

It took Sophie a second to put together who she must be referring to. 
“Youre talking about the prisoner they freed from the Lumenaria dungeon.” 

The prisoner whod been held there for thousands of years. 

The prisoner who was so dangerous, the Council had erased any 
knowledge of them from their memories—as if that could somehow make 
the problem disappear. 

“She's quite the legend,” Lady Gisela said. “But that’s all Pm going to tell 
you, because she may yet be useful to me.” 

Keefe huffed a disgusted laugh. “I love how you keep acting like you still 
have any power in this mess. The Neverseen cut you up, locked you in 
prison, and left you for dead.” 

“If Pm so powerless, why are we having this conversation?” 

Sophie hesitated before admitting, “Because they took my parents to 
Nightfall” 

“Of course they did. That’s what I designed it for.” 

“So... my family is part of your plan?” Sophie whispered. 

“None of this is going the way I wanted it to” was the only answer Lady 
Gisela gave—which wasn't much of an answer at all. 

But Keefe moved on to the more important question. “What is Nightfall? 
Some sort of prison?” 

“It's the future—though Fintan has never truly understood the concept. 
And I wont ask how he got in, Keefe, since I’m sure I won't like the answer.” 


“You won't,’ Keefe agreed. “So why dont you tell us how to get there, and 
well clear them out for you?” 

His mom sighed. “I expected you to be cleverer by now. Do you really 
need me to remind you that I already told you how to find it?” 

“The starstone?” Sophie guessed. 

In Keefe’s only memory of Nightfall, his mom had used a smooth, softly 
glowing stone to leap her and Keefe to the doorway. The rare jewel was set 
into one of her hairpins—the same pin shed used to draw Keefe's blood for 
the lock. 

“Starstones always remember the last place they've been,’ Lady Gisela 
confirmed. “I told you that would be important someday.” 

“Funny, itd be a lot easier to remember these things if you hadn't wiped 
them out of my head!” Keefe snapped. “And hey, while you were at it, you 
could’ve told me where you hid the stupid pin!” 

“I didn't hide it. I lost it? 

Keefe snorted. “You expect me to believe you lost your only way to get to 
Nightfall?” 

“Of course not. But it’s the only way you'll be able to find your way there. 
And it just so happens to be in the one place I need you to pay a visit to for 
me anyway.” 

“How convenient,’ Sophie grumbled. 

“Yes, I love when things come together so neatly. Especially when were 
pressed for time, so I wont have to deal with any whining or arguing” 

“I wouldn't be so sure about that,” Keefe warned her. 

“Really? Should I describe some of the tests Sophie's parents are enduring 
while you snipe like a petulant child?” 

“What kinds of tests?” Sophie asked, struggling to breathe. 

“Hmm. Perhaps it’s better to let you imagine.” 

“Dont listen to her,” Keefe said. “I know this trick. She used it all the time 
on my dad—pretended thered be some huge problem if he didn't give her 
exactly what she wanted. And then, once she was satisfied, it would turn out 
to be a ‘misunderstanding? ” 

“Are you willing to stake her family’s lives on that?” Lady Gisela asked. 

Sophie wasn't. “Where's the starstone?” 

“Lets not get ahead of ourselves. First you need to agree to deliver a 
message for me—one that must arrive pristine and unopened. Pll know if 


you tamper with the seal, and you wont like what happens.” 

“And how am I supposed to get this mystery message?” Sophie asked. 

“Leave that to me. If you agree, you'll find it waiting for you tomorrow, 
and even your goblin will be scratching his head, wondering how it got 
there.” 

The squeaky sound behind them was probably Sandor’s growl, but Lady 
Gisela seemed unimpressed. 

“Do we have a deal?” 

“Not without more information,’ Sophie told her. “I'm not agreeing to 
deliver something that could be a kill order? 

“Trust me, Sophie, if I wanted someone dead, they'd be dead already.” 

“Like Cyrah Endal?” Sophie countered. 

“You brought Cyrah up the last time we talked too. What is your strange 
fixation with her?” 

“Fintan’s fixated on her too. And I’m assuming you know why.’ 

“I do. But I’ve never agreed with it.” 

“Then why did you kill her?” Sophie demanded. 

“What makes you so certain I did?” 

“Dont!” Keefe interrupted before Sophie could answer. “Shes dodging 
the question, trying to get you to tell her everything we know? 

“Which means there is something to know,’ Lady Gisela seemed to purr. 
“Fascinating. Fintan’s scrambling everything up even worse than Id 
imagined. We can use that.” 

“We're not a ‘we,” Sophie told her. 

“Perhaps not yet. But we will be. Once you agree to deliver my message.” 

“I told you, Pm not agreeing to that without knowing where I’m going 
and who I’m giving it to,’ Sophie told her. “And how do I know you won't 
betray us afterward and never tell us where to find the starstone?” 

“Because the starstone is where you'll be heading, and retrieving it will be 
entirely up to you. You and your friends are good at being creative. And the 
message is nothing to trouble yourself over. In fact, depending on the result, 
you may even be thanking me.” 

“You still haven't told me where I’m going,’ Sophie reminded her. 

“And I wont, until you agree. I’m also withholding one crucial piece of 
information you'll need to get past Nightfall’s security until I know the 
message has been delivered. It’s your call. If youd rather track down 


Nightfall on your own, be my guest. But I made sure it’s a place no one can 
find unless they already know where it is—and much as my son may think 
he can figure it out on his own, he doesn't have enough information, even if 
he recovered every one of his erased memories.” 

“How many missing memories are there?” Keefe asked. 

“Telling you would be playing fair? 

Keefe gritted his teeth so hard, Sophie could hear them grinding against 
one another. 

“This could be another one of her tricks,” Sophie reminded him. “To 
make you second-guess yourself?” 

“I suppose that’s a valid point,’ Lady Gisela said. “But you've recovered 
how many memories, Keefe? Two? Or was it three? Do you really think I 
would've made it that easy?” 

Keefe rubbed his temples, and Sophie reached for his hand. 

“It's fine, Foster,’ he told her. “I’m done obsessing about the past. All I 
care about is the future.” 

“And that future is growing increasingly bleak, the longer you delay your 
answer. Tell you what—Ill sweeten the deal. I'll share everything I know 
about Cyrah Endal—but not until after you deliver my message. That’s my 
final offer. And it expires in thirty seconds, so think quickly—and keep in 
mind that if you come crawling back to me later, the price will increase 
significantly? 

Sophie tugged on her eyelashes and tried to rush through a mental list of 
pros and cons. 

Even without knowing where the message was going, she was sure its 
contents wouldnt be good. But would it be bad enough that it was worth 
ignoring this chance to help her family and learn about Wylie’s mom? 

“Your choice, Foster,’ Keefe told her, and the red streaming from his hand 
made it pretty clear how much he was willing to sacrifice. 

“Twenty seconds,’ Lady Gisela warned. 

Sophie glanced at Sandor. 

The massive goblin sighed. “I think you can guess my opinion on the 
matter. But you'll have my protection either way.’ 

“Ten seconds,” Lady Gisela said. 

Sophie closed her eyes, her mind like a pendulum swinging back and 
forth. 


“Deal,” she barely managed to whisper. 

“Wise decision, Lady Gisela told her. “I hope this is proof that you're 
realizing I’m not your enemy.” 

“I guess we'll see once you tell me where youre forcing me to deliver a 
message.” 

Lady Gisela laughed. “I’m not forcing you to do anything. My help simply 
doesn't come free—something you should consider the next time the Black 
Swan expects your assistance. Take it from someone who had to learn the 
hard way—making sacrifices for an organization wont earn you their 
loyalty. Demand it? 

‘TIl keep that in mind,’ Sophie muttered. “Now tell me where I have to 


go. 

“Whats the hurry? You wont have the message until tomorrow—and 
judging by the green you're both wearing, I’m guessing you have other plans 
for today.’ 

“Dont, Keefe warned. “Don’t make jokes about that.” 

“So its serious, then, Lady Gisela murmured. “I must say, this 
conversation has been far more enlightening than Id imagined. Who could 
you have lost? Was it—” 

“STOP!” Keefe shouted. “Or I swear, Pll give what I found in Candleshade 
over to the Neverseen.” 

Sophie's eyebrows shot up. 

“Yeah,” Keefe told her. “I did some digging while I was there this 
morning. And I found my moms secret stash. It was pretty obvious, actually, 
once I really thought about it.” 

“Well,” Lady Gisela said, her voice tighter than it had been. “Good to see 
you finally solved that puzzle—but there's no need to make threats, Keefe. Be 
ready bright and early tomorrow—you'll be heading to Ravagog to deliver 
my message to King Dimitar.” 


Thirteen 


YOU WANT US to go to the ogre capital,” Sophie clarified. 

“And deliver a message to the guy who sliced you up and left you to die in 
his prison?” Keefe added. 

Lady Giselas voice sounded hollow when she said, “King Dimitar’s 
loyalties have changed since then. He no longer supports the Neverseen”” 

“He doesnt support anybody, Sophie argued. “I was there at the Peace 
Summit. He agreed to every concession in the treaty, in exchange for a 
guarantee that the elves—and other species—would leave his people alone. 
I’m sure the city gates are locked—and the secret path we snuck through last 
time will be sealed up, if it wasn't destroyed in the flood” 

“Well then, it’s a good thing you and your friends have proven to be so 
resourceful. Because that’s the deal you agreed to. And let’s also not forget 
that the starstone you need is in King Dimitar’s possession. I had it with me 
the day I was taken, and the guards stole everything. Even the clothes off my 
back? 

The shiver in her voice matched Sophie's shudder. 

“Are you sure the ogres wouldn't have thrown it out?” Keefe asked. 

“I suppose I can't be certain of anything, given the unpredictability of the 
ogres, Lady Gisela said quietly. “But I do know Dimitar is fond of his 
trophies. He has a whole room in his palace where he keeps the treasures 
he’s taken from those hes imprisoned or killed. And I was considered a 
prize, so I suspect mine will be prominently displayed? 

“I dont understand why you want to reach out to him,” Sophie mumbled. 
“Unless this is about revenge—” 

“It's not? Lady Gisela interrupted. “I won't claim that some part of me 
hasnt loved watching Dimitar suffer for his alliance with Fintan. And I 
doubt Ill weep whenever his life ends. But for now, we have a common 


enemy, and that is too powerful of an asset to ignore—something I’m hoping 
you ll also see the wisdom of, eventually.’ 

“I wouldn't hold my breath.” 

“Said the girl who already agreed to deliver my message.” 

“This is more than a message delivery!” Sandor growled. “You barely 
made it out of Ravagog once, Sophie—and I wont be able to accompany you 
without embroiling my species in treaty violations.’ 

“I know.’ Sophie tried to think of a plan, but everything ended in pain— 
or prison—or war. 

“King Dimitar isnt exactly a big fan of me or my friends,” she reminded 
Lady Gisela. “Hes not going to read anything I bring him” 

“Won't he?” she asked. “Dimitar may despise you and everything you 
represent. But he knows the weight of your role in our world, and that 
ignoring you could lead to consequences for his people. He'll open the scroll 
and memorize every word, if only to make sure he’s informed and prepared.” 

“Tm not going to pretend the message is from me,’ Sophie warned. 

“I didn't ask you to. You could tell him a sasquatch wrote it for all I care? 

There was a joke there—but Sophie didn't make it. 

Shockingly, neither did Keefe. 

“Well,” Lady Gisela said, sounding far too pleased with herself, “Ill leave 
you to figure out how youre going to make this happen. If it helps at all, I 
wouldn't make a demand I considered impossible. Stop panicking and think. 
And keep an eye out for the message tomorrow. Once it’s delivered and you 
have the starstone, hail me again and I'll give you the last piece you need. 
Oh, and Keefe?” 

She seemed to wait for him to look at the Imparter. 

“Your father was wrong about you,” she said quietly. “You're not a 
disappointment. Yet.” 

The Imparter went dark without so much as a goodbye. 

“Same old Mom,’ Keefe muttered, squeezing the gadget so hard, Sophie 
wondered if it would crack. 

She hooked her arm through his and dragged him toward her bathroom. 
“Come on. We need to treat your wound.” 

The gash in his finger was still bleeding, dripping spots of red on his 
brown boots as she led him over to the sink. 


“Ugh, you didn’t need to cut this deep,’ she grumbled when the gentle 
stream of water separated the skin. 

“Guess that’s what I get for rushing.” 

“Yeah, were going to talk about that in a minute. First lets see if we can 
stop the bleeding?” 

She took several deep breaths, trying not to think about all the red as she 
fished through the drawers of colorful vials—Edaline kept a plentiful supply 
of medicine around, thanks to Sophies accident-prone tendencies. “I think 
this is the right one.” 

She could always hail Elwin if she was wrong—the friendly physician was 
kind enough to make house calls. But then theyd have to explain what 
happened, and she had enough challenging conversations ahead. 

Grady and Edaline were not going to be pleased with this new bargain. 
Neither would the Black Swan. And she was sure Sandor wasnt done with 
his lectures. 

“Does it sting?” she asked Keefe as she slathered on a cold turquoise 
balm. 

“Nope. But I sure wish it smelled better.” 

So did Sophie—especially since some elvin remedies had lovely 
ingredients like yeti pee. 

But Keefe’s wound was clotting, so she let the treatment settle for a few 
more seconds, then wiped his hand clean with a damp towel and dotted the 
wound with a silver paste. 

“Thanks,” Keefe mumbled as she wrapped his finger in gauze. 

“Need an elixir for the pain? I’m sure we have some.” 

He grabbed her hand to stop her fussing. Tm all good now, Foster. 
Unless you want to try kissing it to make it better” 

She rolled her eyes and pulled away. 

“So ...; he said as she put the supplies carefully back into the drawer. 
“On a scale of one to ten zillion, how angry are you?” 

Sophie was still deciding. 

“It's okay,’ Keefe told her. “Unleash the lecture! Here, I'll even start it for 
you.” His voice shifted up to an uncanny impersonation of hers. “How dare 
you ambush me, Keefe? I dont care if youre the most gorgeous guy I’ve ever 
seen— WAY better looking than other guys with their dimples or weirdly teal 
eyes. You had no right to show up and surprise me like that!” 


Sophie pinched the bridge of her nose. “This isn’t a joke? 

“Aw, come on. Dont I at least get points for not hailing her by myself, 
making the deal alone, and running off to Ravagog without you?” 

“No, Sandor growled from the doorway. 

“He gets some,’ Sophie corrected. “This is an improvement. But you still 
can't spring something on me like that. That’s not how teamwork goes.” 

“I know.’ Keefe fussed with his new bandage. “If it hadn't involved my 
mom, I never would’ve done it. I just . . . I know you get protective of me 
sometimes—especially when it has anything to do with my oh-so-awesome 
family. And I appreciate it. But I care way more about helping your family. I 
didn't want you hesitating because of me, so I thought Id make the hard 
decision for you—but everything after that was up to you.” 

Sophie let out a slow breath. 

‘TIl make it up to you,” he promised. “How about I let you demand a 
special favor? I won't even put a time limit on it and steal it back later like 
some greedy people. And anything’s game! You want me to sing, Pll belt it 
out like a siren. You want me to dance, Pll treat you to my most epic 
shimmy. Here, Ill give you a free taste.” 

He wiggled his hips around the bathroom, and Sophie felt her traitorous 
lips smile. 

“Or maybe youd rather I put my incredible Empath talents to work and 
help you solve the complicated square you're always telling yourself is a 
triangle?” 

She shook her head, refusing to admit she knew what he meant. “I 
already know what I want” 

One of Keefe’s eyebrows shot up. “Is that so?” 

“Yep. Give me the Imparter.’ 

Keefe’s smile faded. But he obediently handed it over—only to have it 
snatched by Sandor. 

“That doesn't count as your favor,’ Sandor informed them. “I was going to 
confiscate this anyway—and dont you dare go easy on him with what you 
demand, Sophie. Pm sure Grizel can help you come up with some 
humiliating ideas, if you need inspiration. And I expect you,” he told Keefe, 
“to hand over whatever you found at Candleshade.” 

Keefe’s lips quirked up again. “Funny story? I only said I found something 
to see how my mom would react—and she fell for it! So now we know there 


is something worth looking for. Come on, Foster, admit it—that was pretty 
clever? 

“It was, Sophie reluctantly agreed. “But do you really think were going to 
be able to find it? There must be a million different places she could’ve 
stashed it in that giant tower.’ 

“Yeah, I'll have to see if I can trick a clue out of her after we deliver her 
message.” 

Sophie sighed. “I love how you make it sound like we just have to knock 
on the gates of Ravagog and King Dimitar will invite us in for a party.’ 

“A parade in our honor seems more likely,’ Keefe teased. 

Sophie wandered back to her room and stared at the bookshelf, as if the 
answer were sitting there waiting for her. “What do you think her message is 
going to say?” 

“Probably some desperate plea for an alliance,’ Keefe said as he came to 
stand beside her. “But don't look so freaked out. No way is King Dimitar 
going to trust my mom again. You saw those cuts he made to her face. And 
didn't he call the Neverseen ‘lunatics’ in his speeches at the Peace Summit?” 

“But your mom's not with them anymore. And we both know she’s a 
master of manipulating people.” 

“Maybe, but . . . if King Dimitar is stupid enough to trust my mom, he’s 
going to do that whether were the one delivering the letter or not. That’s the 
part you have to remember—if she wasn't using us, shed find another way. 
She's annoyingly resourceful like that.” 

“She really is.” She squared her shoulders and turned to face him. “So, the 
big question is—assuming we find a way to get into Ravagog—how on earth 
are we going to get the hairpin from Dimitar?” 

“Maybe he'll give it to us,’ Keefe suggested. 

It was hard to tell who scoffed louder—Sophie or Sandor. 

“No, really. Pm serious!” Keefe insisted. “I'm not saying he’s going to be 
our new BFF. But didn’t he turn down the Neverseen’s latest offer after he 
talked to Lady Cadence? So maybe we should ask her for some pointers on 
how to get through to him. In fact, she might be our ticket into Ravagog. 
Didn't the treaty say shed be granted access whenever she wants?” 

“She probably is our best chance,” Sophie admitted. Lady Cadence had 
lived with the ogres for years and was one of their most supportive allies. 


“What was that?” Keefe asked. “Did the Mysterious Miss F. just agree that 
I’m a genius? Because that’s what I heard! And it’s filled my heart with all the 
warmest, softest fuzzies? 

Sophie shook her head. “You really are the most ridiculous person I’ve 
ever met.” 

“And that’s why you adore me. That, and my awesome hair? His smile 
faded. “All kidding aside, though? Were getting that starstone tomorrow— 
and then my moms telling us about what happened to Wylie’s mom, before 
we head to Nightfall and get your parents back. And I know youre going to 
tell me it won't be that simple—and it probably won't be. But whatever it 
takes, its going to happen. Do you know why?” 

When she didn't answer, he took both of her hands, and she couldn't 
ignore the rush of warmth that tingled through her when she met his eyes. 

There was no teasing glint to be found. Just pure determination when he 
told her, “Because Team Foster-Keefe is going to win.” 


Fourteen 


SOMEONE CLEARED THEIR throat, and Sophie dropped Keefe’s hands 
and jumped back, expecting to find Grady scowling at them. Hed been 
ramping up the protective-dad vibe for a while—especially when it came to 
Keefe. Half the time he wouldn't even call Keefe by his name. He was simply 
“That Boy? 

But when she glanced at her doorway, she found the rest of her friends, 
all dressed in solemn shades of green, along with Grizel—and Bianas and 
Dex’s bodyguards, Lovise and Woltzer. 

It was impossible to tell from her friends’ expressions which one of them 
had done the throat clearing. Fitz’s jaw looked clenched, Tam was glaring 
through his silver-tipped bangs, Dex’s periwinkle eyes were narrowed and 
his dimples were nowhere to be seen, and Biana had popped one hand on 
her hip to match her raised eyebrows. The only one Sophie could rule out 
was Linh, who always had an aura of sweetness around her pink-cheeked 
face—even when she was unleashing tidal waves to wash away half of an 
ogre city. 

“Are we interrupting something?” Fitz asked. 

“Just the usual,’ Keefe told him. “Foster’s going on and on and on about 
how she can't live without me. It’s really quite exhausting” 

“Actually, we're trying to come up with a plan,” Sophie corrected, before 
relating the details of their conversation with Lady Gisela, as well as 
outlining the deal theyd made. 

Grizel whistled, sauntering over to Sandor with a grace that matched her 
lithe frame. Her black bodysuit shimmered like snakeskin, and Sophie didn't 
miss the way Sandor’s eyes tracked Grizel’s every movement. 

“These kinds of problems never happen on my watch,’ Grizel told him, 
her husky voice lilting with the tease. 


“Thats because youre stuck trailing the Wonderboy,’ Keefe jumped in. 
“His idea of excitement is when he changes the way he parts his hair? 

“Excuse me, I’ve almost died just as many times as you have,” Fitz 
reminded him. “Maybe more.” 

“So have I,” Dex jumped in. 

“We all have,” Biana corrected. 

Tam elbowed Linh. “You sure you dont want to get some less dangerous 
friends?” 

“Uh, are you forgetting that I’m the Girl of Many Floods?” Linh 
reminded him. 

“Exactly? Tam said, flicking his bangs out of his silver-toned eyes. “I have 
enough problems already.” 

Linh responded by gathering the moisture in the air into a golf ball-size 
sphere and splashing her brother in the face—receiving “Wows” from Fitz 
and Dex for her efforts. 

Sophie would never cease to be amazed at how the twins could resemble 
each other so closely and still have completely opposite temperaments. Even 
if he wasnt a Shade, Sophie suspected Tam would be just as surly. 
Meanwhile Linh managed to be serene and feisty with each of her pink- 
lipped smiles. 

“So whats the plan for tomorrow?” Dex asked, patting the sides of his 
strawberry blond hair, which—Sophie noticed—hed styled the way Biana 
had shown him during her makeover. 

“We're still working on it,” Sophie admitted. “Tm hoping Lady Cadence 
will agree to help. And, um . . . don't freak out, but I think only Keefe and I 
should go? 

Naturally, there was a whole lot of freaking out. 

“I'm not saying that because I’m trying to protect you,’ she told them 
when the shouting had quieted. “I’m saying it because we can't focus on only 
one thing.” 

She rehashed her theory about her family’s abduction being a distraction 
from bigger, more important schemes, like the fires and Wylie’s abduction. 

“So if all of us go to Ravagog to get the starstone, we're doing exactly what 
the Neverseen want. We need to divide and conquer.’ She turned to Dex. 
“Have you made any progress on hacking into the caches?” 


“Not as much as Id like,” he admitted. “The good news is, the cache that 
belonged to Fintan feels weaker than Kenrics—and that’s the one that'll 
probably tell us who they broke out of the dungeon.” 

“Then I think you should make that your focus,’ Sophie told him. “We 
need to learn as much as we can about the prisoner from Lumenaria. Keefe's 
mom called her Fintan’s ‘advisor’ If you work on the cache nonstop, how 
long do you think it'll take you to crack it?” 

Dex chewed his lip. “Honestly? I have no idea. It doesn’t communicate 
with me the way other gadgets do.” 

“Do you think it would help if Sophie enhanced you?” Tam asked. 
“Wasn't that how you figured out how to hack into the Imparter?” 

“That’s right!” Dex was practically bouncing as he pulled a small satchel 
out of his pocket and dumped the two marble-size caches into his hand. 
Both were made of smooth clear crystal, with smaller rainbow-toned 
crystals set inside—seven in Kenric’s and nine in Fintan’s, each colorful 
speck holding one Forgotten Secret. 

“You carry the caches around?” Sophie squeaked, glancing over her 
shoulder as if a thief might appear from the shadows. “Dont you realize how 
dangerous that is?” 

“It's way riskier leaving them unguarded around the triplets? Dex 
promised—which was a fair point. Dex’s siblings brought new meaning to 
the word “handful” “Besides, it’s a good thing I have them with me. Now we 
don't have to wait to see if enhancing helps.” 

He looked so adorably excited as he tucked Kenric’s cache away and held 
on to only Fintan’s that it was hard not to feel at least some of the same thrill 
as Sophie peeled off one of her gloves. 

“Wait,” Fitz said, scooting closer and wrapping his arm around Sophie's 
waist. 

‘TIl be fine,’ she told him. “I barely feel anything when I do this.” 

“Still, its better to be prepared, right?” His smile did all kinds of fluttery 
things to her heart. 

And maybe she was imagining it, but he smelled better than normal—a 
little spicy and crisp, like hed started wearing some sort of fancy elvin 
cologne. It took all of her willpower not to lean closer and take a long breath. 

Dex rolled his eyes. “If anything, I’m the one whos going to fall over.’ 


“Awww. I got you, Dexy; Keefe said, wrapping his arms around Dex’s 
waist. “What? Was that not what you were hoping for?” 

Tam snorted. “Pretty sure the last thing he wants is an Empath holding 
on to him when he goes anywhere near Sophie's hand.” 

“You guys are the worst,’ Biana told them. 

“We try, Keefe said. “And by the way, dude,’ he told Dex, “have you 
invented some new elixir I don't know about? When did you get so tall?” 

Sophie tilted her head. “He's right? 

When shed first met Dex, hed been a little shorter than she was. And 
now he and Keefe were basically the same height. 

Dex shrugged, blushing all the way to his ears. “I don’t know. Must be a 
growth spurt.’ 

It probably was. But Sophie had also been so distracted, she hadn't been 
paying attention. Which probably made her a terrible friend. 

“You ready?” Dex asked. 

She reached out her gloveless hand. And as soon as her fingers connected 
with his, Dex’s knees buckled. 

Keefe grinned. “Typical Foster, always knocking guys off their feet? 

Sophie sighed. “Should I—” 

“Dont let go, Dex told her, tightening his grip. Tm fine. It’s just. . . 
intense.” 

Keefe and Tam both snickered. 

“Here, Linh said, dragging Sophie's desk chair over so Keefe could lower 
Dex down. “Better?” 

Dex nodded. But his eyes seemed to roll back in his head as the warm 
tingles in Sophie’s fingers grew stronger and stronger. 

“I think this might be too much,” she told him. 

“No,” Dex insisted. “A little longer? 

He kept his grip for another endless stretch before he slumped over. The 
cache slipped from his grip, and Keefe barely managed to catch it. 

“You okay there, dude?” Keefe asked. “Need us to call Elwin?” 

Dex shook his head, staring blankly at the floor. “That thing is the 
strangest gadget I’ve ever felt. Nothing I do will make it speak to me.” 

Sophie's heart deflated as she pulled her glove back on. “Does that mean 
you wont be able to hack in?” 

“I... cant tell. Do you have any paper?” 


Sophie rushed over to her desk and grabbed a notebook and pencil, and 
Dex scribbled a bunch of numbers and symbols—then scratched out 
everything and turned to a new page. 

He scratched out everything he wrote there, too. 

“Who has the cache?” he asked. 

Keefe handed it over, and Dex squinted at the tiny inner crystals. 

“The mechanisms are too simple,’ he said, mostly to himself. “It must 
need...” 

He flipped to a fresh page, drawing a circle and a series of intersecting 
lines. Sophie thought he must be crossing out his work again, but after a few 
more dashes he set down his pencil and held the cache up to the sunlight. 

“I know what it needs!” He squinted at the tiny crystals and nodded a few 
times before he told them, “A password!” 


Fifteen 


A PASSWORD?” SOPHIE REPEATED, wishing she could feel as excited as 
Dex looked. The odds of them guessing something like that didn’t seem 
good. 

Especially when Dex told her, “Yep. Each of the inner crystals needs one 
to open.” 

“Just so Pm clear—you're saying we need to figure out nine different 
passwords?” Tam asked. 

Dex nodded. “But only if we want to access every single secret? 

“Right, but there isn’t a way to know exactly which crystal is the one we 
need, is there?” Linh asked, biting her lip when Dex shook his head. “So, 
were probably going to have to open at least a few of them to find the right 
secret.” 

“Maybe all of them,” Fitz said. 

“Can you hack around the passwords?” Biana asked. “Like you did with 
Keefe’s Imparter?” 

“I actually didn't hack that. Sophie guessed the right word. And with the 
crazy security I’m feeling on this . . . nope.” 

“Youre sure?” Sophie pushed. “Human hackers find ways to break 
through passwords all the time” 

“Yeah, but that’s human technology,’ Dex said with a slight smirk. “Trust 
me, there's no algorithm that’s going to solve this.” 

“So where does that leave us?” Sophie asked. 

Dex mussed his hair. “I honestly don't know.’ 

The confession seemed to bounce around the room, feeling heavier each 
time it hit. 

Biana shook her head. “No way—no underestimating yourself like that. 
Youre Dex Dizznee. You built the Twiggler. You translated the Lodestar 


symbol. You built this.” She held up her hand and pointed to the pretty pink 
panic-switch ring hed given her. 

Fitz held his up too. So did Tam and Linh. And Sophie pointed to the 
bump under her glove. 

“Dude, what's a guy gotta do to join the ring club?” Keefe asked, wiggling 
his bare fingers. 

“Maybe not run off and join the enemy?” Fitz suggested. 

The words were like a record scratch, screeching everyone into awkward 
silence. 

This was the first time they'd all been together since Keefe’s betrayal. 

Keefe cleared his throat. “Yeah... so... about that? 

“It's okay,’ Sophie told him. “You don't have to—” 

“No,” Keefe interrupted. “I do? 

He forced himself to face each of his friends, lingering longest on Fitz. 
“Tm sorry. I know you think I’m an idiot for running off. And .. . I guess I 
am. I thought the fact that my mom had built something she called my 
‘legacy’ meant that I was valuable enough to the Neverseen that they'd bring 
me in on all their plans and I could find a way to stop them. But it turns out 
I’m worthless.” 

“No, you're not? 

Surprisingly, the words came from Tam. 

“Having a family like yours messes with your head,” he added, tugging his 
bangs over his eyes. “I know how that goes. You still made a bad call—or lots 
of bad calls, actually. But . . . if you don't do it again, we're cool.” 

One side of Keefe’s mouth quirked as he nodded. 

Sophie let out a breath she hadn't noticed shed been holding. 

“Anyway, back to my pep talk,” Biana said, turning to Dex. “I know you 
can figure this out.” 

“Biana’s right, Sophie agreed. “Even if it takes time, you'll get it. You 
always do.” 

Dimples sank into Dex’s flushed cheeks as he grinned at both of them. 

“Well, at least I know what I’m aiming for now,’ he said, scribbling a few 
more notes before he held up Sophie’s notebook. “Can I borrow this?” 

“Keep it? Sophie told him. “And if you need me to enhance you again, 
just let me know.” 


He nodded, tucking the notebook into his cape pocket and returning the 
cache to his satchel. “I'll work on it every chance I get? 

“And in the meantime,’ Tam added, “what if we talked to the guards who 
took care of the prisoner? I know all the Peace Summit's goblins were killed 
in the collapse”’—he paused as the four bodyguards bowed their heads—“but 
didn't the Council bring in a whole new security team just for the Summit? 
So what about the guards who were working in Lumenaria before that? 
Wouldn't they have to know at least a few things about who they were 
guarding to be prepared in case anything happened?” 

“I can ask Councillor Oralie for their names,” Fitz offered. “She rigged my 
Imparter so I can reach her directly—but I left it at home? 

“Can you hail her as soon as we're done with the Black Swan?” Sophie 
asked. “Hopefully by then, Quinlin will have sent your dad the information 
on the fires and you can start sorting through that, too. And I think Biana 
and Tam should go to Candleshade and try to find whatever Lady Gisela hid 
there. Dex can keep working on the passwords. And maybe Linh should go 
visit Wylie, since you guys have been spending so much time together. Make 
sure he’s prepared for whatever were going to find out about his mom's 
death. Then we'll all regroup once Keefe and I have the starstone.” 

“Most of that sounds great,’ Fitz said. “But there’s one part we need to 
change. I should be going with you to Ravagog”” 

“Wait for it? Keefe jumped in, right before Fitz added, “We're Cognates.” 

“Aaaaaaaand, there it is!” Keefe said. “He's adorably consistent, isn't he? 
Dont forget to show her the rings, too.” 

Fitz rolled his eyes. “She doesn't need me to.” 

But he did tilt his hands so the verdigris bands on his thumbs were much 
more prominently displayed. 

Sophie wore a matching set under her gloves, each ring stamped with one 
set of their initials. The special metal had a magnetic kind of draw, keeping 
their hands connected whenever they worked telepathically. 

“You know were stronger together,” Fitz told her, and the intensity in his 
eyes made her mouth go dry. “You never would’ve gotten past Dimitar’s 
blocking last time without me.” 

“But I’m not going there to read his mind,’ Sophie reminded him. “I’m 
going to deliver a message and hopefully convince him to give me the 


hairpin. We need to get through this without causing another interspeciesial 
incident.” 

“And you think bringing Keefe along is going to do that?” Fitz asked. 
“Hes the one who caused the big distraction last time. Dimitar probably 
hates him more than all of us.” 

“Eh, I’m pretty sure King Dimitar hates us all equally,” Keefe said. 

“Which is another reason I think we should keep the group as small as 
possible,” Sophie jumped in. “The less this visit reminds him of our last one, 
the better. The only reason I’m including Keefe is because his mom seems to 
want him involved. Why else would she insist we contact her with his 
blood?” 

“Plus, y know, Foster can't live without me,’ Keefe added. 

“Dont make me smack you,” Sophie warned. 

Keefe smirked. “Td like to see you try.” 

“So would I, Tam informed them. 

“Obnoxious boys aside,’ Biana interrupted, “you're assuming Dimitar is 
going to just hand over the starstone. I doubt he will. And if he doesnt, 
youre going to need my help.” She tossed her silky dark hair and blinked out 
of sight, reappearing seconds later on the other side of the room. “And Tam 
should be there too, in case we need his shadows. Wed still be a smaller, less 
suspicious group, but wed also have a backup plan in case things go wrong. 
And let's face it: Something usually goes wrong.” 

She had a point. 

“Okay, so Keefe, Tam, Biana, and I will figure out how to deliver the 
message and get the starstone, Sophie decided. “And Fitz, Linh, and Dex 
can stay focused on the other projects—deal?” 

Linh nodded. 

Fitz scowled. 

“Welcome to my world,’ Dex told him. “It’s always, ‘Dex, you can stay 
behind and work on the gadgets!” 

“Yeah, but at least your job is important,’ Keefe reminded him. “Fitz’s, on 
the other hand .. ? 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Its super important,” she promised Fitz. 

“Is it?” Fitz mumbled. “You dont even know if Quinlin will have sent 
over the paperwork you want me to go through. And even if he has, I doubt 
it’s going to take me all day to read through it.” 


“I dunno,” Keefe said. “You don't have a photographic memory, like 
Foster and I do.’ 

Fitz shook his head. “Dude, you're losing major Best Friend points today.’ 

“Aw, Im sorry, Fitzy. Should we hug it out?” Keefe wrapped his arms 
around Fitz and Fitz shoved him away—but at least they were both laughing. 

“If you want, Linh said, glancing shyly at Fitz, “visiting Wylie shouldn't 
take me all day. So maybe we could meet at Candleshade in the afternoon 
and work on searching the house?” 

It was a perfect way to maximize their time. And yet, Sophie felt a tiny 
pang when Fitz agreed, especially when he flashed his most adorable smile. 

She tried to tell herself it was nerves—and it probably was. After all, she 
had a lot of scary things to deal with. 

It definitely didn't have to do with the pretty way Linh was blushing. 

“Okay; she said. “So, we all have a plan! Unless whatever the Black Swan 
shows us today changes something” 

“Do you think it will?” Biana asked, biting one of her perfectly glossed 
lips. 

“No clue,’ Sophie admitted. 

She shared what little Livvy had told her in order to prepare. 

“I still can't believe she’s Physic,” Biana confessed. “Do you know she used 
to come over all the time when I was little? Quinlin, Dad, and Fitz would 
disappear into Dad’s office, and Livvy would hang out with me and Mom— 
and sometimes Alvar.” 

“She was probably making sure we weren't getting too close to finding 
Sophie,” Fitz said—which made sense, but felt strange, imagining her spying 
on them. 

Even stranger was realizing Alvar was doing the same thing. 

“So now we know who Granite, Physic, and Squall are,” Biana said, 
glancing at Dex during the last code name. Hed been understandably 
shocked when it turned out his mom, Juline—who also happened to be 
Edaline’s sister—was the Froster in the Collective who disguised her identity 
by crusting her body with ice. “That means we need to figure out Wraith and 
Blur. Maybe if we think of all the Vanishers and Phasers we know, we can 
narrow it down.” 

“You won't be able to guess,’ a voice said behind them, and everyone 
turned to find Tiergan climbing the last few stairs. 


“Youre not in your rock-dude disguise,’ Keefe noted. “Did you get sick of 
getting pebbles stuck in uncomfortable places?” 

“And youre not wearing green,” Sophie added. 

‘Tm not.” Tiergan fidgeted with his long blond hair, which hed pulled 
into a loose ponytail at the nape of his neck. “Today is not a day for 
disguises, or mourning—though you were all very generous to honor our 
loss with your wardrobe choices.” 

“What is today a day for?” Fitz asked. 

“Truth.” 

Tierganss olive skin seemed paler than usual as his dark blue eyes drifted 
to Sophie. “What I’m about to reveal is a secret that only a handful of others 
know—and you will not be allowed to share it with anyone, except the select 
group we've chosen.” 

“That better include her parents,’ Grady called from downstairs, making 
Sophie wonder how long hed been eavesdropping. 

“Yes, you and Edaline are on the list,” Tiergan shouted back. “But we'll go 
over that later. Right now, we have a lengthy journey ahead” 

“Of course we do,’ Keefe said through a sigh. “What are you putting us 
through this time? More eckodons blasting us through water vortexes?” 

“Sadly, there won't be any animal friends assisting us,’ Tiergan told him. 
“The hideout I’m bringing you to is a bit more straightforward. Shall we?” 

He pulled a pathfinder out of his pocket, and Sophie noticed the crystal 
was iridescent pink—a color shed seen Mr. Forkle use before—as he 
adjusted to a specific facet and offered her his free hand. 

She took it, and her friends quickly formed a chain, with Keefe claiming 
Sophie's other hand before Dex or Fitz could grab it. 

“You okay?” Keefe leaned in to ask. “Because you kinda feel like you want 
to barf? 

‘TIl be fine,’ she insisted. 

“It's okay to be nervous,” Tiergan told them as he raised the crystal to the 
light and cast a shimmering beam across the floor. “Part of me never 
believed it would come to this. But . . . here we go? 


Sixteen 


THEY REAPPEARED SOMEWHERE hot, with thick swirls of white fog 
fuzzing out any glimmer of sky. If it weren't for the solid feeling under her 
feet, Sophie would’ve thought they'd leaped into the center of a cloud. 

“The water is so alive here,” Linh whispered. “It almost feels playful” 

She waved her hands and the fog shifted, curling into a flock of birds that 
fluttered around them—earning another “wow” from Dex and Fitz. 

“Yeah, well, I'm not a fan,’ Keefe told Tiergan, shaking his drooping hair 
out of his eyes. “This place feels like weve been stuffed inside a verminion’s 
cheeks.” 

Biana crinkled her nose. “Ew.” 

“Dont worry, we won't be staying long,’ Tiergan told them. “This is the 
access point to Brumevale, much like the island we use to reach Atlantis’ 


He pulled a tiny glass vial from his pocket and showed them the label: 
ONE WHIRLWIND—RELEASE WITH CAUTION. 


“Please tell me you're not launching us out of a tornado,’ Sophie begged. 

Tiergan smiled. “No. The wind is to give us clarity for the climb.” 

He hurled the vial toward his feet, and the sound of shattering glass was 
quickly drowned out by the roar of wind as a cold breeze whipped around 
them, growing faster with each rotation. 

Sophie's hair swatted her cheeks, but otherwise the wind was gentle, 
whisking away the worst of the heat as it swelled into a wide funnel and 
stretched skyward. The centrifugal force drew all of the mist to the edge, 
clearing the air inside the vortex to reveal... 

... The kind of staircase that screamed This will be the death of everyone. 

The narrow blue stones hovered in the sky with nothing to anchor them. 
No railing to hold on to. Just open air, and plenty of space to fall. 


“Should we take bets on how many stairs Foster makes it up before she 
trips?” Keefe asked. “I say she'll lose it on the sixth step” 

“Nah, she'll make it at least ten,” Fitz countered. 

Sophie glared at both of them—but didn't argue. The Black Swan had 
given her many gifts, but they'd completely neglected the grace department. 

“I wont let you fall,” Sandor promised. 

“Actually, you, Grizel, Woltzer, and Lovise should stay here,’ Tiergan told 
him. “This staircase is the only way in or out of Brumevale, so if you keep a 
steady guard, you'll be able to ensure that no danger reaches us.” 

“Is there a reason you don't want us in your little hideout?” Grizel asked 
as she played rather menacingly with a goblin throwing-star. 

“It's simple logic,” Tiergan assured her. “Where can you best engage a 
threat? On solid, steady ground where you can see them coming and block 
them from reaching the only path? Or hundreds of feet in the air, on narrow 
steps?” 

The four goblins exchanged a look. 

“And what of any dangers above?” Lovise asked. “How do you know there 
isn't an ambush waiting for you at the top?” 

Tiergan smiled. “No one has set so much as a toe in Brumevale without 
our permission for millennia.” 

“Besides, if someone was waiting for us up there, with all this moisture in 
the air, all I'd need to do is take off my glove, grab Linh’s hand, and let her go 
wild, Sophie added. 

Linh paled as she nodded. 

Shed practically shoved Sophie away when shed first heard that Sophie 
had manifested as an Enhancer, terrified of what might happen if she turned 
even more powerful. 

“I have no doubt the seven of you could find all kinds of impressive ways 
to create havoc should you need to defend yourselves,’ Tiergan assured 
them. “So, is everyone agreed?” 

The goblins shared another look before Sandor begrudgingly instructed 
them to move to sentinel positions along the edge of the funnel. 

“When should we expect you back?” Woltzer asked. 

Tiergan glanced at the sky, smoothing the strands of his hair that had 
broken free from his ponytail. “I suspect they'll need several hours—so we 
should get moving.” 


He headed for the first floating step, and Sophie half expected the stone 
to crumble under his weight. But it held steady, somehow not even shifting. 

“Arent you coming?” he asked when none of them followed. 

Everyone looked to Sophie to go first—the wimps. 

“Right behind you,” Fitz told her as she carefully climbed onto the bottom 
stair. “Tll make sure you don't fall.” 

He placed a hand on the small of her back, probably to steady her—but 
the soft contact gave Sophie another rush of flutters. 

“I think this is a two-person job, Keefe said, nudging Fitz over so he 
could place a hand on her opposite side. “This is Foster, after all.” 

Sophie sighed. But on the sixth step, her ankle wobbled, and she would’ve 
toppled to the left if Keefe hadn't been ready to nudge her back to the right. 

“Not a word,” she told him, realizing his prediction about when shed trip 
had come true. 

He snickered. “At least this proves I know you better than the Fitzster.” 

“No, it’s that I have more faith in her,’ Fitz corrected. “That’s what being 
Cognates means.” 

“And yet, I seem to remember Foster hiding some sort of important 
secret from you during your trust exercises. Did something change while I 
was gone, or... ?” 

Sophie glanced over her shoulder to glare at him. 

The fact that she was holding something back was a touchy subject with 
Fitz—especially since she couldn't tell him why. Cognates were supposed to 
share everything. But there was absolutely no way she was going to tell Fitz 
shed had a major crush on him since the day they met—even after their 
sort-of “moment” under the Panakes tree. 

Fitz could’ve meant dozens of things when hed leaned in and suggested 
they “skip the talking” 

Keefe raised one eyebrow. “You okay there, Foster? Your mood seems to 
be making some sudden shifts.” 

“Yeah, because I’m trying to decide if I can shove you off the stairs 
without knocking Biana down.” 

“I can jump out of the way,’ Biana offered. 

“And I can give him an extra shove as he tumbles by, Tam added. “Td 
come up there and do it myself, but I’m trying to be a good brother and wait 
for my slothlike sister.” 


“Td like to see you try climbing in heels,” Linh told him. 

“Here, Dex said, placing his hands on her shoulders to help her keep her 
balance. 

“Are you getting handsy with my sister, Dizznee?” Tam asked, cracking 
up when Dex jerked his arms away. “Only kidding, dude.” 

“Anyone want to trade brothers?” Linh asked. 

“You can have both of mine,” Dex offered, “but you have to take my sister 
too. And keep in mind that last week they snuck into my closet and cut out 
the backsides of all of my pants.” 

Keefe snickered. “I think the triplets just became my new heroes.” 

“So here's a question,’ Tam said as the climb stretched on. “Wouldnt it be 
easier to levitate to the top?” 

“I doubt even the Exillium Coaches could navigate air this thin,” Tiergan 
warned. 

Dex huffed a weary breath. “Maybe we should try it anyway? 

“Td be game for that,” Biana agreed. 

“My goodness—clearly we need to have the lot of you get more exercise if 
youd rather risk your safety than climb a few stairs,’ Tiergan scolded— 
though he was huffing as hard as any of them. 

The stairs were steep. 

And the air was definitely getting thinner. 

Sophie had to force herself to breathe slower to keep her head from 
getting woozy. 

‘Tm sure I speak for everyone,’ Keefe grunted, “when I say: Are we there 
yet?” 

“Almost,” Tiergan promised. “Everyone dig deep—and don't look down? 

“Steaming sasquatch poop—that’s a long way to fall!” Keefe announced. 

Fitz moved closer to Sophie, his new cologne tickling her nose as he 
whispered, “I almost forgot. I brought you a present? 

Her heart skipped at least five beats when he slipped an orange velvet 
satchel into her palm. Hed been bringing her lots of tiny gifts lately—and 
shed been trying hard not to read too much into it. 

“Ugh, anyone else ready to vomit from the Fitzphie?” Keefe asked. 

“I am, Dex said, as Linh asked, “Did Fitzphie become an actual thing?” 

“I don't even know what ‘Fitzphie’ is supposed to mean,” Tiergan noted. 

“Want me to explain it?” Tam offered. 


“No, Sophie said, opening the satchel and pulling out a fist-size crystal 
prism. It was heavy like a paperweight, and when she held it up to the light, 
rainbow sparkles flashed across her fingers, highlighting words carved 
across the base, along with the Foxfire seal. 

Alvar Soren Vacker 

“That’s called a Radiant,’ Fitz explained. “It’s the highest honor any 
prodigy can receive when they complete the basic levels at Foxfire. Alvar was 
so disgustingly smug about earning one that he told my mom she should 
keep it on the mantel in our main sitting room, so it could inspire Biana and 
me to work harder.” 

“Ugh, I forgot about that,” Biana grumbled. “I can’t believe Mom did it? 

“I know. So I think it’s time to destroy it. And considering where we are, 
maybe itd be fun to let it take a really nasty fall.” 

“Gotta give you credit,” Tam told Fitz. “That’s pretty much a perfect gift.” 

It was. Though Sophie felt bad taking it. 

“Shouldn't you or Biana do the honors?” 

“Nope. Alvar was there when they took your parents,” Biana argued. “And 
when you were kidnapped.” 

“Just throw it extra hard, for us? Fitz added. 

Sophie glanced at Dex. “Alvar helped kidnap you, too.” 

“So boost your throw with the Sucker Punch I made you,’ he suggested. 

They seemed pretty sure, so Sophie gathered whatever mental energy she 
could muster and channeled it into her arm muscles. A burst of force from 
the Sucker Punch gave her throw extra oomph as she hurled the Radiant 
down the center of the curving stairs, where none of the bodyguards would 
be standing. A satisfying CRACK! filled the air with when the crystal 
shattered against the ground. 

“WHAT WAS THAT?” Sandor demanded. 

“Sorry!” Sophie called down as the bodyguards shouted battle 
preparations. “Don’t worry—everything’s fine!” 

Grizel shouted something back, and Sophie was glad she couldn't make 
out the words. 

Fitz laughed. “I’m going to pay for that later. But howd it feel?” 

“Really good. Thank you.” 

“Ugh, score one for Fitzphie? Keefe mumbled. “Shouldn't we be 
climbing?” 


“Yes, Tiergan called from above. “You've all made this climb far more 
interesting than it usually is. But its time to focus. Were about to step 
through the shroud.” 


Seventeen 


COLD AIR MADE Sophie shiver as she passed through a thick veil of 
moisture, and as soon as her head was clear, she sucked in a shallow breath. 

A narrow white lighthouse sprouted straight out of the clouds, standing 
alone in a silent pocket of sky. And even though Sophie couldnt see any 
water, her ears prickled with the faint swish of waves slapping against a 
shore. 

She waited for a beam of light to flash, but the tower stayed dark, as if it 
were a remnant from another time, long since forgotten. 

“Welcome to Brumevale, Tiergan said, his voice hushed as he took 
Sophie's hand to help her navigate some sort of platform before descending 
down a few steps onto solid ground. 

The swirling white mist climbed to her waist, obscuring whatever terrain 
lay under her feet, and goose bumps pebbled Sophies skin as their group 
moved toward the lighthouse. A deep, soulful hum, almost like a melody, 
seemed to radiate from the structure, but Sophie couldnt find the source. 

“How old is this place?” she whispered. 

“Ancient, Tiergan told her. “The Black Swan didn't build this tower. We 
simply reclaimed it.” 

“Did the lighthouse ever work?” Dex asked. 

“Long ago. This area has a rather complicated history. But I shouldn't be 
the one to tell you that story? 

“Who should?” Biana asked. 

“The person who was affected.” Tiergan led them around to the other side 
of the lighthouse, where a narrow silver door had been nestled into the 
stones. 

“What do you guys use this place for?” Fitz asked as Tiergan uncovered a 
hidden DNA panel. 


“It's always been a place for reflection,” Tiergan told him. “Project 
Moonlark was actually conceived here—though most of the genetic work 
was done at our High Seas facility. That’s the hideout where we healed your 
abilities, in case you were wondering, he added for Sophie, “which has since 
been abandoned, thanks to the Neverseens assault.” 

“Why was only ‘most’ of the work done there?” Dex asked. 

“To ensure that the two elves who donated their DNA for the project 
never met. Anonymity was essential to protect their identities.” 

“But you know who they are?” Sophie had to ask. 

“Actually, Mr. Forkle kept your genetic father’s and mother’s identities 
entirely to himself—though that information hasn't been lost.’ 

“Because of that gadget he gave me before he died?” Sophie guessed. 
“Does that mean you haven't gone through it?” 

“It wasnt intended for me. You'll see why soon enough.’ He licked the 
DNA panel, triggering a creaky click as the door unlocked. “I’m afraid our 
group must split for the moment. Mr. Forkle’s instructions were explicit that 
Sophie be brought in alone.” 

“Do you really want to go up there by yourself?” Keefe asked. 

“No,” Sophie admitted. “But . . . it’s what Mr. Forkle wanted.” And she 
owed him that much. 

Call me telepathically, if you need to, Fitz transmitted. I'll keep my mind 
clear. 

She gave him as much of a smile as she could. Thanks. 

Tiergan offered her his arm. “Ready?” 

He wasnt a touchy-feely kind of guy, so the gesture felt especially 
unnerving as he pulled her closer to his side. 

“Tl see you soon,” she told her friends before he pushed on the door, 
making the hinges creak as the door slowly swung inward to reveal... 

“Oh good—more stairs,’ she grumbled. 

Keefe snorted. “Stay snarky, Foster. It'll help? 

She stole one last glance at her friends and let Tiergan lead her into the 
lighthouse. The door clicked closed behind them, and the silence of the 
tower was nearly overwhelming. She hadnt realized how loud the wind was 
—or that strange, soulful homming—until the heavy stones sealed away the 
noise. 


“On a scale of one to ten,” she whispered as they started up the corkscrew 
staircase, “how bad is this going to be?” 

“Quite honestly, Sophie, I have no idea how you're going to react. But Pm 
here for whatever you need, whether it’s a shoulder to cry on or someone to 
scream at.” 

If she hadnt been verging on panic before, the words definitely pushed 
her closer to the edge. But she focused on counting her steps, making it to 
three hundred and eighty-seven before they reached another weathered 
door, this time carved from a rich, cherry-colored wood. 

The round chamber beyond was small, and decorated with shabby 
armchairs and faded rugs. But that gave the room a lived-in feel that had 
Sophie's shoulders relaxing. It was a room where she could imagine people 
sipping mugs of tea as they gazed out the huge, curved windows at the calm, 
endless blue. 

But her worries rushed back when the ceiling creaked with a series of soft 
thuds. 

Footsteps. 

She noticed the narrow staircase tucked in the shadows the same moment 
she realized the footsteps were heading toward it—and she tried to prepare 
herself for whoever would be coming down those stairs. If Keefe was right— 
if Timkin Heks was about to stride into the room and declare himself her 
leader—she was going to have to find a way to deal with it. 

But that wasn't who appeared. 

She screamed and stumbled back, shaking her head so hard it felt like her 
brain was slamming against her skull—because the bloated, wrinkly figure 
standing in front of her couldnt possibly be there. 

He couldnt. 

And yet, Mr. Forkle offered a nervous smile as he took the last steps into 
the room and filled the air with the dirty-feet stench of ruckleberries. 

His piercing blue eyes locked with hers, flickering with a dozen 
unreadable emotions as he mumbled, “You kids are going to have a very 
hard time understanding this.” 


Eighteen 


YOU’RE ALIVE?” SOPHIE asked as she tried to process what she was 
seeing. If her brain were a computer, it would be flashing error messages and 
smoke would be coming out of her ears. 

“Perhaps we should sit down for this conversation?” Mr. Forkle 
suggested, taking a careful step toward her. 

“No!” Sophie backed farther away, nearly toppling down the stairs. 

She should be happy to see him alive—and part of her was. 

But a vicious rage was crystallizing under her skin. 

“You lied to me!” 

Actually, it was much crueler than that. 

“I watched you die! I was covered in your blood!” Shed never, ever forget 
how warm and sticky it felt. Or the choking iron smell that didn’t wash off 
for days. “And now you just walk in here and ask me to sit and talk about it, 
like that’s not a big deal?” 

Tears welled in her eyes and she blinked them back. He didn't deserve 
them. Not anymore. 

“Quite the contrary, Miss Foster. This is a very big deal. Why do you think 
I insisted you be brought in alone? I wanted to give you the time to process 
this privately. But I also knew you wouldnt want to be the one to explain any 
of this to your friends. So, I had Tiergan bring them along so I can tell them 
—and I will. As soon as you're ready for me to have that conversation.” 

“And that’s supposed to make up for the fact that you let me believe you 
were dead for weeks?” She reeled on Tiergan. “You knew?” 

“Dont blame him,” Mr. Forkle told her. “I was the one who insisted the 
rest of the Collective wait to tell you” 

“What kind of sick game—” 


“No games,” Mr. Forkle interrupted. “Only a desperate, half-formed plan. 
I thought I was prepared for this, but it’s been . . . incredibly difficult.’ 

“Am I supposed to feel sorry for you? Poor Mr. Forkle—faking your death 
must've been so hard? 

More pieces fell into place, each more disgusting than the last. 

“Is this why you asked Oralie to take your body away and make sure no 
one saw it? And why you told me not to plant your stupid Wanderling?” She 
ripped the locket off her neck. “Is this even a real seed?” 

“Please, he whispered, holding out his arms like someone facing down a 
feral animal. “Please be careful with that? 

“Why should I?” 

“Because it’s all I have left? His voice choked as he added, “That seed is 
not fake, Miss Foster. Nor was what happened in Lumenaria.” 

He needed several deep breaths before he added, “What you hold in your 
hands is all that remains of my brother.’ 

The words moved like sludge through Sophie’s brain. 

“Your ... brother.” 

Mr. Forkle nodded, looking away to wipe his eyes. “My twin brother. 
Identical twin? 

Okay. Now Sophie needed to sit. 

Everything was wobbling and shaking—or maybe that was her. She didn't 
know anymore. 

She didn't know anything. 

Tiergan wrapped an arm around her shoulders and guided her to one of 
the armchairs. 

“You knew about this?” she asked, tempted to shove Tiergan away. But 
she didn't have the strength. 

He nodded as he lowered her onto the lumpy cushion. 

“For how long?” Sophie demanded. “Before Lumenaria?” 

“Yes,” Tiergan admitted. “But they still kept the truth from us for many 
years. It wasn't until Project Moonlark, when we were trying to figure out 
how to keep an eye on you while you lived in the Forbidden Cities. Wed 
often joked that Forkle seemed to be able to be two places at once. We never 
realized that he really could be.” 

“It was the secret that was never meant to be shared,’ Mr. Forkle added 
quietly—though Sophie realized then that it wasn't Mr. Forkle. 


Not really. 

She swallowed hard as a fresh swell of grief hit hard. She hadn't noticed 
how much hope had filled her until it washed away. 

“So, your brother,’ she said. “He was the one who...” 

Her words trailed off as she struggled to find a way to describe their 
relationship. 

Mr. Forkle hadn't necessarily been a father figure. But hed often taken 
care of her. And sometimes, hed even made her believe he cared. 

“He was the one who lived next door to me?” she finished lamely. 

“Thats the part that’s going to be especially confusing.” He lumbered 
closer, looking and moving so familiarly, it broke her heart. “There was 
never any division between us. I was him and he was me. We only ever had 
one life, that we shared equally.” 

Sophie frowned. “Does that mean . . . sometimes I was with you?” 

“In a way it was always me. We shared every thought. Every feeling. Every 
memory. Nothing was ever separate—except for our bodies. Physically, our 
time had to be divided, which was why we created a rigid schedule, and 
never deviated, even when it was inconvenient. But I beg you not to try to 
guess it. Our existence was seamless. Anything we ever said or did came 
from both of us, even though only one of us was present in that moment.” 

“That ... doesn't make sense.” 

“I know. But for us, it was a perfectly natural way of being.” He sank into 
the chair across from her, staring out the window. “Wherever either of us 
went, whatever we witnessed or accomplished individually, it was simply a 
part of our collective whole. We always considered each other before we 
made decisions—and we updated each other on everything. Before we 
manifested as Telepaths, we made it a habit of staying up late, rehashing 
every detail of our days. And once we could connect our minds, we started 
swapping memories fully—holding nothing back. So, when you were with 
him, it was no different than if you were with me.’ 

“But why?” Sophie had to ask. “Why lie to everyone and live like that?” 

“Because it was either share a life, or face the scorn of identical twins. 
And back when we were born, our world was even more restrictive than 
what you see now. We never would've been allowed to attend Foxfire, or 
been invited to join the nobility—and that would've only been the beginning 
of the limitations. But regardless of any of that, the decision was also out of 


our hands. When I made my surprise appearance—two minutes and twelve 
seconds after my brother made his—my parents had to make a choice. And 
they chose this.” 

“They didn't know they were having twins?” Sophie asked, finding that 
hard to believe. Even humans knew how to find that out ahead of time. 

“They claim they did not—and you must keep in mind that this was a 
long time ago. They didn't do as many tests back then. Though I do think my 
parents suspected. I find it rather suspicious that my mother chose to give 
birth somewhere private, instead of going to the birthing center. My father 
was a physician, and insists that my mother’s pregnancy had been so healthy 
that they saw no reason to make her leave the comforts of home for delivery. 
But that also made it incredibly easy for them to falsify the paperwork and 
erase any trace of my existence.” 

He lifted the swollen folds around his neck, revealing a registry pendant 
set onto a strained silver chain. “Technically, the feed this crystal generates 
isnt mine, and never has been. But it’s the only life [ve ever known. My 
mother told me once that if wed been fraternal twins, she would've simply 
tucked me away and faked a second pregnancy. But we were identical. They 
could never register me without my DNA giving us away. So my father came 
up with this much more complicated solution. He gave us one name. One 
inception date. One registered strand of DNA. And from that moment on, 
we were raised to see ourselves as two halves of a single whole. Only one of 
us ever left the house at any given time. And we were never allowed to 
mention the existence of the other—to anyone.” 

“That sounds horrible,’ Sophie mumbled. 

“Perhaps. But it was the only life either of us knew, so we never resisted. It 
took us more than a decade to realize that others didn't share their lives with 
anyone else. Wed always assumed everyone had another like them, hidden at 
home.’ 

“And you werent furious when you figured out theyd lied to you?” 
Sophie asked. 

“Of course we were. But had we come forward, our parents would’ve been 
exiled for falsifying registry records—and my brother and I would've 
become the ultimate pariahs. The only logical path was the one we were 
already on. So, we decided to see it as an advantage. And in many ways, it 
was. Only we had a built-in backup system. Only we could do the work of a 


single person in half the time. As Tiergan said, we could be two places at 
once. And eventually, we realized that it was a phenomenal waste to hide 
one of us away while the other was out in the world. So we mastered the art 
of disguise. But every role was played by both of us. We also began to study 
genetics, trying to determine if there was a reason for our world’s prejudices 
against multiple births. Nowhere could we ever find any proof of the feared 
‘inferiority’ in our genetic circumstance. But the more we studied, the more 
we began to realize that there were ways to adjust DNA to affect someone's 
abilities. And when we thought about how slowly our society was crumbling 
—so slowly that very few realized it—a plan started to form. But we needed 
help, so we reached out to the Black Swan’ 

Sophie sat up straighter. “I always assumed you were the one who 
founded the order.” 

“Many have assumed that. But the seeds were in place long before our 
inception. This tower is proof of that. All we did was help shape the existing 
members into a true organization. And yes, as Tiergan said, we kept the 
nature of our dual existence a secret. The Black Swan had enough to hide. 
But as Project Moonlark took form, we realized that some would need to 
know the truth to understand the depth of our plan. So we revealed 
ourselves to a very select group, as I am now doing again.” 

“I still remember when they walked in,” Tiergan said with a deeply sad 
smile. “They didn't give us any sort of warning. Just called a meeting, and 
when we showed up, there were two of them. Pretty sure I screamed.” 

“You did. That was a much happier reveal than this one.” 

Mr. Forkle wiped his eyes again. 

Sophie tried to think of something to say, but even with him sitting right 
in front of her, it was still so hard to believe. 

“And you and your brother really shared everything?” she asked. “You 
never kept any secrets?” 

“We couldn't. Our life would’ve collapsed. Thats why even with his final 
breaths, my brother made sure there would be no gaps in my memories.” 

He reached into his pocket and removed the round gadget that Mr. 
Forkle had pressed into Sophies hand as he lay dying. 

Sophie glanced at Tiergan. “Thats why you said it wasnt intended for 
you. 


He nodded. “Not that I wasn’t tempted to take a peek, but . . . they weren't 
my memories.” 

“They were mine, Mr. Forkle rasped. “My brother recorded everything 
he saw at the Peace Summit, as well as his showdown with Gethen and Brant 
to protect Councillor Oralie. Even his farewell to you is there, to make sure I 
knew everything. Right up to the end” 

A shuddery sob slipped out with the words, and Sophie watched his 
shoulders shake as she fought back her own emotions. Her eyes stung and 
her nose ran, but she swallowed away the tears. She wasn't ready for them. 

“He also reminded me of our agreement,” Mr. Forkle added as he stood 
and paced to the window. “The one wed worked out in case something like 
this ever happened—though it wasn't much of a plan. Mostly it involves me 
learning to do less, since I'll have to shoulder the burden alone now. I dont 
think either of us truly believed this would be our reality, but . . . here we 
are. 

He offered a weak smile, but Sophie shook her head. “I don't understand 
why you waited this long to tell me.” 

He sighed. “You probably won't like this answer, Miss Foster—and you're 
welcome to think me cruel if you wish. But I decided that my brother 
deserved to be mourned. He deserved to have his loss felt—and if Id made 
an appearance right away, it would've been too natural for everyone to act 
like he was still with us. ’m him, after all. But also not completely. So I asked 
the Collective to hold off. Id actually planned to go another week, until we 
were closer to when Td need to return to work at Foxfire. But when Tiergan 
told me about your family, I knew you would need me. So here I am?” 

Warmth swelled with the words and Sophie fought it back. 

Everything felt too fragile. 

Her heart was breaking all over again—both for him and the brother 
theyd lost. 

“Things will have to change,” he added quietly. “Tm still deciding what 
will and wont be sacrificed. But I know I wont be able to sneak away as 
often as I used to—especially once I return to my responsibilities as 
principal. Fortunately, no one will be suspicious of you or your friends 
paying regular visits to my office, thanks to your propensity for trouble.” He 
offered a weak smile. “And I'll probably need to pare down my total number 
of identities. I’m just struggling to decide the best way to do that without 


drawing too much attention. And then, of course, there’s simply the 
challenge of being me. My brother was my balance—and I was his. I’m not 
sure how [ll get anything done without having him question everything I’m 
thinking. It feels like I’ve been left with a hollow body and only half a brain, 
and.. ? 

Sophie met his watery eyes—so familiar, but somehow so wrong. “I... 
dort know what to feel; she whispered. 

He snorted a thick laugh. “That makes two of us.” 

“Three of us,’ Tiergan agreed. “And I’m sure your friends will feel the 
same.’ 

Sophie sank back against her chair and tried to imagine how they were 
going to react. All she could picture were blank stares. 

“Are you ready for me to tell them?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

She shook her head. She needed to sort out her own thoughts before she 
could face any more chaos. 

“What am I supposed to call you?” she asked. 

“The same things you always have, Miss Foster. I’m still him. I always 
have been. And I will be, until it's my turn to draw my last breath, should 
that day happen.” 

The words were equal parts reassuring and devastating. 

This had to be what Mr. Forkle meant when hed promised her that his 
death wouldn't be as bad as she thought it would be. And she could see why 
he might think that. 

But . . . he was still dead. 

His blood had still stained her hands. His last rattling breath had really 
been the end. 

Somehow it felt like losing him all over again. 

She focused on the locket still clutched in her fist, trying to fight off a 
surge of tears. “Am I supposed to give his seed to you? Do you know where 
to plant it?” 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “We chose a spot long ago. Neither of us wanted to be 
in the Wanderling Woods. We wanted to commemorate our shared life the 
same way we lived it—together, and just outside the bounds of our world” 

It took more strength than Sophie would’ve expected to stand and offer 
the locket to him. 


“Actually, he wanted you to be with me when I plant it. I was hoping we 
could go there together later today. Hopefully it'll give us that elusive bit of 
closure we'll need as we try to regroup from here. We'll also bring your 
friends, of course. And the few others who'll soon be in on the secret. 
Everyone who heard about my death will have to know the truth about my 
brother, otherwise they'll wonder why Magnate Leto is still at Foxfire, and 
why Sir Astin will sometimes appear in the Lost Cities, and why this bloated 
body will still be an active part of the Collective. But the rest of the world 
will continue on as though nothing has changed, and Pll need you to act 
accordingly. Pll do my best to make it seem as if that really were the case.” 

Everything he said made sense. 

But it also didn't. 

And the idea of saying goodbye—with him right beside her... 

It hurt her brain. 

And her heart. 

And something even deeper inside. 

Everything was slowly unraveling. And even though Sophie knew hed 
asked her not to, she couldnt stop her mind from sorting through her 
memories, trying to find a pattern to which Forkle had been which. 

What if the better brother was gone, and all that was left was the cranky 
guy who wrote confusing notes and grumbled about “you kids”? 

“Tl do all of that,’ she whispered. “If you'll tell me one thing—one 
memory that was you. I promise I wont ask for more than that. But I need 
something to help me figure out how to feel about this? 

Mr. Forkle’s sigh felt endless, and she flinched as he reached for her free 
hand, bracing for a stern lecture. But all he did was gently pull the glove off, 
careful not to touch her skin as he pointed to the small star-shaped mark on 
the back of her hand. “Tm the one who gave you this.” 

Her breath caught. “You were the one who healed my abilities?” 

“I was. And I wish I'd managed the process better? 

Hed made her drink an entire ounce of Limbium to reset her brain, and 
then injected her with a human remedy to stop her allergy from killing her. 
He probably should’ve stabbed the needle in her leg—maybe then she 
wouldnt have gotten the scar. But hed gone with her hand, leaving the small 
star as a permanent souvenir of the trauma. 

But that wasn't the part of the memory that Sophies mind focused on. 


Mr. Forkle had given her a choice about the risk shed be taking, making 
it clear she could go on just as she was if she didn't want to face the danger. 
Hed also taken the time to answer one very important question to set her 
mind at ease. And afterward, when the Neverseen dropped out of the sky to 
steal Silveny, it was Mr. Forkle whod charged in to protect her, along with 
several dwarves. 

It wasn't a happy memory. 

But she also remembered trusting him completely—with her life, and 
Keefe’s life and Silveny’s. 

“Okay; she whispered, pulling her glove back on. 

“You'll do the planting?” Mr. Forkle asked quietly. “And then we'll try to 
move forward?” 

Sophie didn't know how. But the only answer she could give was, “We'll 


try.” 

And with those words, the tears shed been choking back since the 
moment he came down those stairs finally broke free. 

For several seconds she cried alone. Then warm, pudgy arms pulled her 
into a ruckleberry-scented embrace, and she clung to Mr. Forkle as her tears 
soaked his wrinkled tunic and he whispered the only two words that made 
her feel any better. 

“Tm here? 


Nineteen 


WATCHING HER FRIENDS come face-to-face with the gone-but-not- 
gone Mr. Forkle was even more emotionally exhausting than Sophie had 
imagined. And it felt like the cramped tower might burst from all the 
pressure. 

Fitz was furious—which wasn't surprising. Sophie had seen his grief-torn 
rage before, during the days theyd temporarily lost Alden to a guilt-broken 
mind. But thankfully, this time Fitz’s shouts were saved entirely for Mr. 
Forkle. And Mr. Forkle bore it well, enduring the tirade until Fitz settled 
into one of the armchairs in a daze. 

Biana cried—huge, shaking sobs that twisted her flawless features into 
something red and puffy. Some were tears of fury. Others dripped with joy 
and relief. And the overwhelming combination would've made Biana 
collapse if Dex hadn't let her soak his shoulder with snot and tears until her 
cries faded to hiccup-y whimpers. 

Dex’s reaction, meanwhile, was much more analytical. He pummeled Mr. 
Forkle with question after question, and demanded to know a specific time 
when hed interacted with this Forkle. Sophie was sure hed probably been 
hoping the elf in front of them was the one who pulled them away from 
their kidnappers in Paris, but that seemed to have been the other brother. 
But the Forkle still with them was the one whod been there—as Magnate 
Leto—the day the Council forced Sophie to wear the ability restrictor that 
Dex had been tricked into designing. It was another far-from-happy 
memory, but still one where Mr. Forkle had done everything in his power to 
get them through. And for Dex, that seemed to be enough. 

Tam only had one nonnegotiable demand: that Mr. Forkle let him take 
another reading of his shadowvapor—and the amount he found was the 
same as what hed sensed before. Mr. Forkle seemed so genuinely surprised 


by the discovery that Sophie wondered if Tam had taken a reading of the 
other brother the last time. But Tam didn't ask. He just moved to a dark 
corner and settled into the shadows. 

Linh endured the whole scene in silence, her silver-blue eyes focused on 
something in the distance. She only spoke once, and the question wasn't one 
Sophie would’ve guessed—though she probably should have. Linh wanted to 
know if either of the Forkles had ever regretted hiding that they were twins. 
And Mr. Forkle had taken her hands and reminded her that his choice 
hadn't really been a choice. But he also went on and on about how proud he 
was of Linh and Tam for standing up to their parents. And he told her that 
hopefully someday, all the powerful, brilliant multiple-birth children would 
force their world to set aside its ridiculous prejudices. With those words, 
Linh had gone to stand next to Tam, the two of them sharing a look that 
seemed to communicate something privately between them. 

And then there was Keefe, who simultaneously endured the entire range 
of emotions—fists curled with fury, eyes watery, skin pale from shock, hands 
shaking with a nervous, almost hopeful energy. But when it was his turn to 
speak, he chose to move to where Sophie sat curled up in one of the 
armchairs and crouched down to her eye level to ask how she was doing. 

“Keeping your promise, I see,’ Mr. Forkle said, smiling sadly at Keefe. 
“Not that I ever doubted it? 

During his final moments, the other Mr. Forkle had made Keefe promise 
that he wouldnt let the tragedy break Sophie. 

‘Tm fine,’ Sophie assured Keefe. “This is all really weird. But . . . better 
than we thought it was, don’t you think?” 

Keefe sighed. “I think . . . I’m getting tired of finding out everyone’s been 
lying to us and hiding things.” He turned to Tiergan. “Any life-changing 
pieces of information you've been holding back?” 

Tiergan shuffled his feet. “No one ever reveals everything.” 

“T take it that’s a yes?” Fitz pressed. 

“How did this become about me?” Tiergan waved his arms toward Mr. 
Forkle. “If it helps, I can assure you that I don't have a secret identical twin.” 

“Very few do,’ Mr. Forkle said, staring out the windows again. “In fact, I 
might very well be the only one. Or, I should probably say I was the only one 
—though I suppose I technically still have a mostly secret twin, whether he 


walks the earth or rests underneath it? He sighed. “I’m not sure I have the 
right words for the complexity of my new situation.” 

Tiergan moved closer, placing a steadying hand on Mr. Forkle’s shoulder. 
“We'll figure it out as we go.’ 

Mr. Forkle nodded, reaching up to rub his eyes before he turned back to 
the group. “Going back to Mr. Sencen’s complaint, the simple truth is, we all 
have things we hold back. Maybe we have no choice. Or maybe they’re small 
things that we feel aren't anyone elses business. Whatever the reasoning, 
secrets are simply a part of life.” 

“Isn't it better without them, though?” Fitz asked. “Don’t you think it’s 
going to be easier to trust each other now that we know the truth?” 

He didn't look at Sophie as he said it, but she couldn't help wondering if 
he meant the questions for her. 

And while her secret was downright trivial compared to the day’s 
revelations . .. maybe he had a point. She was risking their Cognate training 
—something that would make them more powerful and give them a better 
chance against the Neverseen—because she was too embarrassed to admit to 
her silly crush. 

Sharing it would be humiliating. And it would probably end in rejection. 

But . . . then it would be over, and they could move forward. 

After we get my parents back, she transmitted to Fitz, I think we should 
work through some more trust exercises. And this time . . . no holding back. 

Fitz's eyebrows shot up. Youre sure? 

No. 

She already wanted to wimp out. 

It'll be good for us, she told him, trying to believe it. 

Fitz's answering smile was so bright, it made all her insides flip—and then 
flip again when he said, Might be even better than you think. 

Keefe cleared his throat. “Everything okay? I'm picking up some strange 
mood swings.” 

“Yep, Sophie said, turning away to hide her flushing cheeks. 

“I hope that’s true,” Mr. Forkle said. “Because the last thing I want is to 
distract any of you from our greater cause. Were trudging through the 
depths of a long, tumultuous battle, and I sincerely hope that today’s 
revelation proves to all of you that the Neverseen haven't achieved as large of 
a victory as was once believed. I stand here before you ready to work, ready 


to fight, ready to do whatever needs to be done to win this battle. The 
question is, are you still with me?” 

The seven friends shared a look. 

Even though their faces were still pale, Sophie saw zero doubt in their 
eyes. 

“We are,’ they said together. 

Mr. Forkle nodded, then turned away, clearing the thickness from his 
throat. “You kids are going to make me cry? 

And with the oh-so-familiar first words—words that had long been Mr. 
Forkle'’s trademark—everyone else found themselves fighting back tears too. 

But somehow, they all seemed to decide that it wasn't the time for crying. 

It was time to get back to work. 

“Well,” Mr. Forkle said, “we still have to endure a few more of these 
difficult conversations—as well as my brother’s planting. But before we do 
that, Td like to show you the reason I had Tiergan bring you to Brumevale.” 

He snapped his fingers, and the glass windows slowly lowered, letting a 
rush of cold, fresh air surge through the stuffy room. 

At first, Sophie thought the wind was giving her goose bumps, but as her 
senses settled, she picked up the same haunting melody shed heard earlier— 
only so much louder and clearer. The song was rich and soulful, and 
somehow felt both fiercely hopeful and achingly sad. 

“Moonlarks,’ Mr. Forkle explained. “I don't know if you realize how rare 
it is to find their nests in the wild, but this is the only one I’ve found, in all 
my years. And they return to it time and again, generation after generation. 
It took my brother and me years to understand why. The waves you hear in 
the distance are where they leave their eggs to fight the currents, knowing 
only the strongest will reach the shore to hatch and survive. I once thought 
the creatures cruel for abandoning their young that way, leaving them 
without any guidance or protection.” 

His eyes focused on Sophie, and she nodded. Shed actually wrestled with 
trusting the Black Swan at first, knowing they'd similarly left her to struggle 
among humans. 

“But the songs youre hearing,’ Mr. Forkle whispered, “are sung by both 
the mothers and fathers, calling the eggs toward the shore. And even when 
the babies hatch, their parents continue singing night and day, either for 
comfort or instruction—I'm not sure. What I am sure of is that while they 


leave the fledglings to fend for themselves, they’re also always there, just out 
of sight, urging them on. Thats why I agreed to name our plan Project 
Moonlark when Calla suggested it—not because you would be alone, Miss 
Foster. But because I intended to make sure you never truly would be. I 
would always be somewhere close by, guiding you however I could. And that 
goal holds, even now, when there's only half of me left—and not just for you. 
Everyone in this room is under my care. So, before we leave, I want you to 
close your eyes and feel the power of that assurance.” 

Sophie should've felt silly, standing there with her friends, tearing up 
while listening to wind-whipped birdsong. But the strength and courage 
carried in the melody nestled deep into her heart. And the harder she 
concentrated, the more her mind filled with scattered images—scenes of tiny 
chicks covered in silver fluff skittering over white sand with their scrawny 
legs. 

She wasn't sure if the images were part of her imagination, or if her 
uniquely enhanced telepathy had connected her with the adult moonlarks’ 
thoughts. 

But she transmitted back, Its going to be okay. 

“Looks like were ready to head out,” Mr. Forkle said, snapping his fingers 
to raise the glass windows, shutting out the moonlarks’ songs and settling 
the tower back into silence. 

“I don't expect to return here for quite some time,’ he explained, tracing 
his palm almost wistfully across the back of an armchair. “I think it’s best if 
you go back to Havenfield to wait for me. I still need to make myself known 
to your bodyguards, and I’m sure youd rather skip that particular 
conversation. It’s likely to involve an impressive amount of threatening.” 

“Who here thinks Grizel will slap Forkle?” Keefe asked. 

“I'm glad your sense of humor is still intact, Mr. Sencen. But keep in 
mind that my patience has now been reduced by half” 

“Do you want me to tell my parents about . . . all of this?” Sophie asked, 
feeling queasy even imagining it. 

“No. I want you to go to Everglen and tell Alden and Della to head to 
your house for an announcement. And then leap to Eternalia and tell 
Councillor Oralie the same. Your mother already knows to bring your father 
over, he told Dex. 


“That’s right,’ Dex said with a sigh. “My mom already knew. Thats why 
she looked so nervous when I left. Ugh, just when I thought she was done 
lying to me? 

“Dont blame her for her silence, Mr. Dizznee. Blame me. And for the 
record, your mother struggled with her knowledge of my shared life more 
than the others. She told me once that she finds herself looking at her 
triplets and imagining how miserable they would be if shed forced them to 
lie and hide the way I’ve had to. And yes, they were fraternal—but even if 
they were identical, your parents never would've chosen the path my father 
took. Your parents are some of the boldest, bravest people I’ve ever met. And 
everything your mother has done—and continues to do—has been in the 
hopes of creating a better world for her children. Please dont hold that 
against her.” 

Dex kicked his shoe, but didn't argue. 

“Anyway, Mr. Forkle said, “hopefully by the time everyone has gathered, 
Pll be done with the goblins. But if 'm delayed, none of you are under any 
obligation to answer their questions. And in case youre wondering, this 
group should be the last of those allowed to know the truth. The Black Swan 
have done an excellent job of covering the absence of my various identities 
while I’ve taken time to mourn. Everyone else has no idea theres been any 
change.” 

“What about the Neverseen?” Sophie asked. “Gethen had to know he 
dealt a lethal blow with that sword.” 

‘Tm sure he did. And should any of us have any contact with them—” 

“I love how you make that sound like an ‘if;” Fitz interrupted. 

“Very well, Mr. Vacker. When any of us have any contact with them, I 
think it’s important we let them continue with their false assumption. They 
have no knowledge of my other identities—or at least, that’s what Pm 
assuming. You would know better than I would, Mr. Sencen.” 

“I didnt tell them anything about you,’ Keefe promised. “The story I 
stuck with was that I secretly suspected you were Councillor Alina—and 
please, please, please let me be there when Fintan finds out youre still 
around. I want to see him pee his pants!” 

“Tm sure you do,’ Mr. Forkle said as Tiergan retrieved his pathfinder and 
created a beam to take them to Everglen. “But the longer the Neverseen stay 


in the dark, the better. Let them bask in their perceived victory as long as we 
can.” 

Part of Sophie wanted to argue that it had been a victory, since the 
Neverseen still took someone from them. But as she watched Mr. Forkle 
prepare his own pathfinder, she realized theyd won as well. 

The Neverseen may think themselves brilliant schemers, full of plans no 
one would ever suspect. 

But when it came to game-changing secrets, the Black Swan would always 


be the best. 


Twenty 


MR. FORKLE ARRIVED at Havenfield with a handprint-shaped blotch on 
his left cheek, and Grizel seemed mighty pleased with herself when she 
strolled in behind him. 

Sandor, meanwhile, was a walking storm, and his thunderous focus went 
immediately to Sophie and lightened only when he was back at her side, 
muttering under his breath about the duality of elves. 

Woltzer and Lovise looked mostly puzzled—but that was probably 
because they hadn't had many interactions with Mr. Forkle, or his various 
identities. Neither had Cadoc, and the three of them stood together while 
everyone else struggled to process. 

And struggle they did—though the adults were shockingly consistent 
with their reactions to the Great Forkle Reappearance, as Keefe had dubbed 
it. There was gasping. And shouting. And rushing to hug their children to 
make sure they were okay with the news—or, in Juline’s case, making sure 
that Dex was still speaking to her. All of which was followed by lots of 
questions. And while the conversation was mostly a rehash of things Mr. 
Forkle had already gone over with Sophie and her friends, two new 
questions did catch Sophie's attention. 

Dex’s father, Kesler, somewhat morbidly wanted to know what happened 
to the other Forkle’s body after Oralie hid it. 

Apparently, the late Mr. Forkle had told Oralie how to contact the Black 
Swan, and Wraith had snuck into the ruins and brought the body back to 
one of the Black Swan’s hideouts, where Physic made sure it was given a 
proper burial. 

The other question came from Councillor Oralie, who stood on the far 
side of Havenfield’s enormous living room in her blush-toned gown. Her 


jeweled circlet was noticeably absent from her ringletted blond hair as she 
whispered, “Can you ever forgive me?” 

Mr. Forkle moved to her side and reached for her fragile, shaking hand. 
“There's nothing to forgive, Oralie. I would’ve made the same choice my 
brother did in that moment. And you're an Empath, so you know Pm telling 
the truth.” 

Empaths often served as living lie detectors, using their ability to read the 
shifts in emotions to gauge the honesty of the speaker. 

Oralie’s shadowed blue eyes shimmered with tears. “But if [d—” 

“One thing I’ve had to learn,’ Mr. Forkle interrupted, “and I suspect you 
know this better than most—is that it’s far too easy to analyze a tragedy after 
the fact and feel like you should’ve been able to prevent it? 

“Yes? Oralie whispered. “It is.” 

Sophie had a feeling Oralie was also thinking about the day Councillor 
Kenric was taken from them. Shed long suspected that Kenric and Oralie 
had been in love, but never acted on it. 

“For the record, the only person truly responsible for my brother’s death 
is the person who stabbed him,” Mr. Forkle added. “And for all the other 
‘what-ifs’ that led him to that moment . . . theres nothing we can do about 
them. The past is the only finite thing in this uncertain world, and in a way, 
thats somewhat comforting.” 

“How?” Tam wanted to know. 

“Because it gives us a fixed point to learn from. For better or worse, this 
loss—and any others weve suffered—makes us stronger, smarter, more 
determined than ever to fight back with everything we have. But in order for 
that to happen, we have to let go of our regrets.’ His voice hitched and he 
turned away, smearing tears with the back of his hand. “Part of me will 
always lament that I didn't listen to Miss Foster and focus harder on 
interrogating Gethen. But... I’m choosing to channel those feelings into our 
cause. I hope you'll do the same, Oralie. We could use a Councillor on our 
side, now more than ever.’ 

‘Tm already on your side,” Oralie whispered, reaching up to trace the part 
of her forehead where her circlet usually rested. “And if any of you are 
worrying about my presence here”—her focus lingered on Kesler and Juline 
the longest—“you have my word that none of what I’ve seen or heard today 
will ever be repeated. You should also know that the balance in the Council 


is shifting. Those who mistrust your order are finding their voices overruled. 
I suspect Councillor Emery will be contacting your Collective soon about 
truly joining forces. Were just trying to get things settled with the other 
world leaders first. The attack in Lumenaria has created a diplomatic 
nightmare.” 

“I can imagine,’ Mr. Forkle said quietly. “And we're ready to help with 
whatever the Council requires. In the meantime, know that we'll be working 
behind the scenes to the fullest extent of our abilities. In fact, it seems Miss 
Foster has some rather interesting plans taking shape.” 

Sophie's eyes widened. “Did you read my mind?” 

She covered her ears when he nodded. The gesture wouldn't block him, 
but somehow it made her feel better. 

“I dont remember giving you permission,” she noted. 

“Would you have, if I'd asked?” 

“Yes. But that doesn’t make sneaking in okay!” 

“No, I suppose not. For what it’s worth, I was mainly trying to see if I 
could still slip past your blocking, or if your point of trust had been altered 
by everything that’s happened. And once I was through, I caught a glimpse 
of what was on your mind, and—it’s no excuse—but curiosity got the better 
of me. So I have to ask . . . are you really intending to go to Ravagog?” 

The word was a match hurled into a box of fireworks. 

“I guess I should’ve clarified,” Mr. Forkle shouted over the din. “Their 
current plan is uncharacteristically reasonable.” 

That quieted everyone enough for Sophie to explain her charming 
conversation with Lady Gisela, and how she was planning to bring Keefe, 
Biana, and Tam with her to ask Lady Cadence for help arranging a meeting 
with King Dimitar. And while she was at it, she told them Fitz would be 
looking into the fires and searching Candleshade for whatever they now 
knew was hidden there, while Dex would keep working on Fintan’s cache, 
and Linh would check on Wylie. The only part she left out was any mention 
of her sister. 

“I feel the need to emphasize exactly how dangerous the information in 
those caches could be? Oralie said when shed finished. “And if you do 
manage to access it, I hope you'll notify me? 

Sophie nodded. “Dex thinks we need passwords to get past the caches’ 
security. Is that true?” 


Oralie frowned. “All I’ve ever been told is that there is a way to recover 
the secrets. But the specifics of how have never been explained. Accessing a 
cache is supposed to require a unanimous vote, so I’ve always assumed wed 
be given instructions then. I could try asking another Councillor, but the 
person most likely to know would be Bronte, and I’m not sure if you want 
him to suspect what youre up to? 

“Let me play with it a little more on my own, first,” Dex told her. 

“If you want to help,’ Fitz jumped in, “I was planning to ask you for the 
names of any goblins who worked at Lumenaria and might've tended to the 
prisoner before she escaped. To see if they know anything about her? 

“How do you know it’s a female?” Oralie asked. 

“My mom told us,” Keefe told her. “And I dort know why shed lie about 
that.” 

“I suppose,’ Oralie said. “Though it’s strange that I’m not feeling even the 
slightest sense that I’ve ever heard of an Ancient female criminal. Whoever 
she is, they did a very good job of erasing her. Pll put together a list of 
guards. You might also want to ask Fallon Vacker” 

The name sent a strange ripple through the room. 

Sophie didnt know much about him, only that he was Fitz’s great-great- 
great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great- 
great-great-great-great-grandfather and one of the first members of the 
Council. 

“He... rarely accepts company,’ Alden said quietly. 

“Is that why we've never met him?” Biana asked. 

“You have lots of relatives you've never met,’ Alden reminded her. 

“Really?” Sophie asked. Her brain still struggled with the indefinite elvin 
life span. But shed always assumed they kept in touch with their numerous 
relatives—especially a legendary family like the Vackers. 

“Most of the Ancients live very solitary lives,” Alden explained. “All that 
time and experience makes it hard for them to relate.” 

The explanation made sense—but something about the way his jaw had 
tightened had Sophie wondering if there was more to the story. Especially 
when she considered what Alvar claimed when hed revealed himself as one 
of the Neverseen. 

You'll understand, someday, when you see the Vacker legacy for what it is. 

“Can't you at least ask Fallon for a visit?” Biana pressed. 


Alden sighed. “I suppose I can try. But I wouldn't get my hopes up.” 

Oralie promised to send the list of goblin guards to Fitz that night, and 
Sandor offered to coordinate with his queen if any of the goblins had 
returned to Gildingham. 

“And while we're adjusting plans,” Della said, blinking in and out of sight 
as she crossed the room, “I want to go with you to Ravagog.” She might've 
looked like a Disney princess with her wavy dark hair, perfect features, and 
green mermaid-cut gown. But Sophie had seen her drop Mr. Forkle without 
breaking a sweat—while wearing heels. 

“I think that'll be up to Lady Cadence,’ Sophie warned. “If she agrees to 
help, Pm sure she'll have a lot to say about who does and doesn't get to go? 

Della nodded. “Then I want to go with you when you talk to her today? 

“So do I,” Mr. Forkle jumped in. “I also expect a thorough update when 
you next contact Lady Gisela.” 

“And I want to know everything she has to say about what happened to 
Cyrah before you tell Wylie,” Tiergan added. “I know my son has asked you 
to keep him updated. But he’s still recovering from his abduction. I need to 
make sure nothing sets him back.” 

“Of course,’ Sophie promised. 

“Well then,” Mr. Forkle said, “it sounds like we have quite a lot to do. So I 
suppose we should move on to my brother's planting” 

“Only if you're feeling ready,’ Tiergan told him. 

‘Tm as ready as I'll ever be? 

“Then Pll let Blur and Wraith know to meet us at the planting site? Dex’s 
mom offered. “And I brought this.” She fished a delicate green bottle out of 
the pocket of her cape. 

Kesler side-eyed his wife. “Did you steal that from Slurps and Burps?” 

Juline’s cheeks flushed, but her posture stayed tall and proud. “The store is 
half mine, so it's hardly stealing” 

Kesler grumbled something about never-ending secrets, but he wrapped 
his arm around his wife and pulled her close, tucking her amber-colored 
hair behind her ear. 

Sophie wasn't sure exactly what was in the bottle, but shed seen others 
like it used during the plantings shed attended. And it made her heart feel 
prickly. 

“You're welcome to join us,’ Mr. Forkle told Councillor Oralie. 


“I wish I could. But my absence would be noticed. Councillor Terik is 
meeting with Elwin this afternoon—as well as a team of Technopaths—to 
make some adjustments to his new leg, and the rest of the Council is 
expected to be there for moral support.’ 

Sophie glanced at Dex. “I thought you were helping with the prosthesis.” 

“I was. But he wanted me to design something that could be permanently 
attached, and that’s too . .. complicated.” 

“It's absurd is what it is,’ Kesler corrected, then quickly apologized to 
Oralie. 

“Actually, I agree,’ Oralie told him. “I think Terik’s hoping they'll be able 
to build something that will function exactly the way he was able to before 
Lumenaria—and I cant blame him for the inclination. But technology is not 
flesh. Hell be much happier if he allows his body to adapt.” 

“It can't be easy, though,” Grady said quietly. “Especially since so few 
understand what he’s enduring.” 

“I wonder if it would help him to speak to the Redek family, Alden 
suggested. “I know Caprise’s injuries were vastly different, and her struggle is 
mostly emotional. Still, they can at least relate to the challenge of having a 
drastic change in physical circumstance.’ 

Oralie seemed intrigued by the idea, but Sophie couldnt follow the rest of 
the conversation. Her failing friendship with Marella Redek was one of her 
bigger regrets—especially since the last time she saw her, Marella had 
begged Mr. Forkle to try triggering her special ability, hoping shed become 
an Empath and be able to help her mom. 

“Did any of you guys ever find out if Marella manifested?” Sophie 
whispered to her friends, feeling both better and worse when they all shook 
their heads. 

Oralie moved to leave then, holding a shimmering pendant up to the 
light. “It’s incredibly good to see you,” she told Mr. Forkle, choking slightly 
on the words. 

He cleared his throat. “It’s good to be seen.” 

As soon as Oralie glittered away, he removed a blue pathfinder from his 
pocket and reached for Sophie's hand. “Let’s go say goodbye to my brother.’ 


Twenty-one 


ARE WE IN Norway?” Sophie asked, wishing shed added a cape to her 
outfit when the blisteringly cold wind hit her. 

Theyd leaped to a sharply angled slope in the middle of a green-gray 
valley, with snow-crowned mountains surrounding an ice blue lake—or was 
it a ford? 

“Thats what the humans call it, yes, Mr. Forkle agreed, his deep breaths 
clouding the air. “And that”—he pointed to the massive rock jutting 
horizontally out of the mountain far above them—“they call Trolltunga.” 

“Troll Tongue?” Sophie asked when her Polyglot sense translated the 
Norwegian term. 

Mr. Forkle smiled. “My brother and I gave the humans the nickname, and 
it’s stuck all these years—along with so many of the stories we invented. | 
suppose we had a touch too much fun ensuring that the legends about us 
stayed as convoluted as possible.” 

He turned away to wipe his eyes and Sophie hugged herself, trying to 
think warm thoughts. Even with the body temperature regulation tricks 
shed learned at Exillium, she couldn't stop her teeth from chattering. 

“Here, Keefe said, wrapping his cape around her and fastening it under 
her chin. “Can't have you turning blue on us.” 

He shook his head when she tried to protest. “You didn't refuse the 
Fitzster’s gift, did you?” 

She wanted to point out that Fitz’s gift didn’t require him to be stuck 
freezing for who knew how long. But she had a better solution. 

She unfastened the pin and scooted closer, wrapping one arm—and part 
of the cape—around him so they could share. 

Tam snorted. “Guess we have to score one for Keephie.” 

Grady’s sigh had a whole lot of groan mixed in. 


“Wait? Kesler glanced at Dex, who was shaking his head at his dad— 
hard. “Does that mean—” 

Juline elbowed him before he could finish the question. 

“My brother just likes to make trouble,” Linh said through the silence that 
followed. 

“And for once I don't mind? Keefe scooted even closer, resting his head 
on Sophie's shoulder. 

She shoved him away, taking the cape with her. “And now you can freeze? 

“Worth it!” Keefe decided. 

“Are we waiting for something?” Fitz asked, squinting at the blue-white 
sky. 

“Blur and Wraith should be here momentarily,’ Mr. Forkle promised, 
counting his paces across the ice-crusted ground until he reached a small 
patch of muddy grass. “This is it? 

“Really?” Kesler asked. “I mean, the view is nice, but . . . there are lots of 
amazing views on this planet.” 

“There are,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “Though the sky here is spectacular. And 
this region holds many of our fondest memories. But honestly, we chose this 
place for the challenge. Everything on this slope has to fight for its spot on 
the earth, through wind and snow and rain.” 

“You wouldn't rather give yourselves a tiny bit of peace at the end?” Biana 
asked. 

“I'm not sure our Wanderlings would know how to survive without 
struggle, he said. “Plant them somewhere easy and theyd wilt from sheer 
boredom. This is the life we know—beauty and treachery in equal measure. 
And think of the stories we'll inspire! Humans hike up this way a few 
months out of the year, when the conditions allow. I look forward to hearing 
how they explain the sudden appearance of a tree unlike any others, 
standing tall in Trolltunga’s shadow. I wouldn't be surprised if they blame it 
on magic. Or elves. And I may have to—” 

The rest of his sentence was cut short by a flash of light as three figures 
leaped onto the slope. 

“I thought today wasn't a day for disguises, Tam said, pointing to 
Wraith’s headless floating silver cloak, and the smudges and swirls of color 
and shadow that made up Blur. 


“But it’s also not a day for distractions,’ Livvy corrected—though she was 
noticeably mask-free. 

Wraiths cloak rippled when he moved closer, his voice eerily 
disembodied as he said, “Revealing who we are would sidetrack everyone.” 

“And in my case, it requires a loooooooo000ng story, Blur added. 

“A boring one at that,’ Livvy said. “Mine was way better? 

“How's my sister?” Sophie asked her. 

“Doing well. Shes helping Quinlin organize the paperwork he'll be 
sending over about the fires. And she's officially addicted to Prattles. She 
already devoured six boxes, and asked me to bring you this.’ 

She handed Sophie a grayish-brown pin of a creature that looked like a 
messed-up combination of a saber-toothed tiger, a hippo, and a giant rat. 

“A gorgonops?” Biana jumped in. “I’ve been trying to find one of those 
for years!” 

“They are rather rare, Livvy agreed. “Thats why your sister said she 
wanted you to have it—though I suspect she may have also thought the pin 
was ... less than pretty.’ 

Sophie smiled. “That sounds like the Amy I remember.’ 

Her sister used to love trying to trade the things she didn't like, 
pretending she was doing Sophie a favor. And the gorgonops definitely 
wasnt a creature that was going to win any beauty contests. 

“Do they keep these things at the Sanctuary?” Sophie asked. 

“In a restricted area,’ Grady said. “We had one at Havenfield for a while 
and his fangs were bigger than my head.” 

“He dug his way into the mastodon pasture once,’ Edaline said quietly. 
Her shudder said the rest. 

“Some creatures do not mix well with others,’ Mr. Forkle agreed. “But 
they still need our protection.” 

The elves believed that every species existed on the planet for a reason, 
and to allow any to go extinct could have tremendous consequences for the 
delicate balance of the earth’s environment. 

Sophie tucked the pin into her pocket and asked Livvy to tell her sister 
that shed hail her before she went to bed. 

“Well,” Mr. Forkle said, “I suppose I’ve stalled long enough. My brother 
deserves to rest.” 


He dropped to his knees, taking a slow, deep breath before clawing at the 
cold mud with his swollen fingers. It seemed strange he hadn't brought a 
shovel—especially when Sophie noticed his nails cracking—but maybe that 
had been deliberate. Maybe he wanted the planting to hurt a little. 

When hed scraped out a fist-size hole, he wiped the mud on the sides of 
his cape and turned to Sophie. Her hand shook as she dug the locket from 
her cape. 

Soft sniffles rippled through their group when he let the tiny seed drop 
into his palm. Sophie had never actually seen a Wanderling seed before, so 
she hadn't known what to expect, but somehow shed imagined something 
more... exciting. 

The seed had no real color—just a faint milky tone—and was shaped like 
dried-out, already-been-chewed gum. But coiled carefully across it was a 
strand of thick black hair, and Sophie’s already prickly heart plummeted into 
her stomach. 

“Goodbye, my brother,” Mr. Forkle murmured, bringing the seed to his 
lips. He whispered something only the seed could hear before he placed it 
carefully in the hole and covered it with soil. 

Juline moved to his side and poured the clear serum from the green 
bottle over the mound, then shattered the glass against her knuckles and 
scattered the shimmering remains like confetti. The glinting shards sank into 
the ground and everyone stepped back, holding their breath. 

It took much longer than the other plantings Sophie had been to, but 
eventually a tiny green shoot peeked out of the ground. And as soon as the 
light hit it, the sprout surged with a rush of energy, stretching higher, 
growing thicker, and spreading out branches until the sapling was taller than 
all of them. 

The trunk was narrow, but the bark was thicker than other trees, and 
coarser too, with a swirled pattern of brown and gold and red and black and 
even a few threads of green. The leaves were equally varied—some wide and 
flat, some thin and curled, some shiny, and others covered in a cottony fuzz. 
Berries sprouted among them, the exact blue as Mr. Forkle’s eyes—the only 
part of his appearance that Sophie could recognize. The rest was such a 
hodgepodge of colors and textures, it almost felt like the Wanderling was 
trying to reflect all of Mr. Forkle’s identities at once. And it seemed to lean, 
as if it was angling itself, waiting for someone else. 


Mr. Forkle wiped his eyes and ran a shaky hand down the trunk, 
whispering more words that only he and the tree could hear. 

Sophie decided to transmit a few of her own—the one thing shed 
forgotten to say in Lumenaria. 

Thank you for everything you did for me. 

“Rest well, my brother,’ Mr. Forkle said, stepping back to join his small 
band of supporters. “TIl take it from here.” 


Twenty-two 


I THOUGHT WE were going to Lady Cadence’s house,’ Sophie said as the 
scenery glittered into focus. 

Mr. Forkle had leaped the eight of them—Sophie, Biana, Tam, Keefe, 
Della, Sandor, Woltzer, and himself—to a river so wide, it looked more like a 
lake. White swells crashed against the dark rocks, and the roar of water 
tickled Sophie's ears. 

“The best anyone can do when visiting Riverdrift is find the general area,’ 
Mr. Forkle explained, pointing south, to where the water cut through a 
tangle of unruly woods. “The rest we'll have to do on foot? 

“Aw, not another epic journey, Forkle,” Keefe whined, slumping against 
Sophie's shoulder. “My feet are still recovering from the eight thousand stairs 
you already made us climb.” 

So were Sophie’. 

Theyd also lost time going home to change. Mr. Forkle hadn't wanted 
Lady Cadence to see them all in green—which was probably smart. But now 
the sun was setting and all she could think was that her parents had been 
missing for another whole day. 

“There's a curve in the river about half a mile up ahead,” Mr. Forkle called 
over his shoulder. “She usually lays anchor somewhere near there.” 

“Wait—we're getting on a boat?” Tam asked. 

“A houseboat,’ Mr. Forkle clarified. “King Dimitar refused to let Lady 
Cadence establish any sort of permanent home in Ravagog. But he did agree 
that she could set up something temporary. So, Riverdrift was her solution. 
She designed the vessel herself and kept it docked along the Eventide—until 
the Council made her sail back to the Lost Cities to mentor Sophie.” 

“Well, its probably smart we didn't bring Linh, then? Tam said. “She 
might sink the place.” 


“Aw, she has awesome control,’ Biana argued. 

“Not lately. She's started calling water in her sleep. ’ve been waking up to 
giant water-beasts prowling around the room. She's even made a few life-size 
water elves—two of which looked so much like my parents I actually 
screamed.” 

Mr. Forkle frowned. “Sounds like she could do with formal training. I can 
arrange for her to have a Hydrokinetic Mentor—and a Shade Mentor for you 
as well—if you transfer to Foxfire’ 

Tam pulled on his bangs. “Ugh. That would make my parents way too 
happy” 

‘Tm sure it would,’ Mr. Forkle agreed. “But had life not thrown you such 
a complicated detour, youd be attending the academy already—which isn't 
to imply that your education through Exillium has been a waste. I wish 
every prodigy could achieve such mastery of their skills as the two of you 
have.” 

“But if you guys come to Foxfire we could have lunch together every day,’ 
Biana jumped in. “And hang out in study hall. And team up in PE. It would 
be epic!” 

“It would,” Sophie agreed, even if it was hard to imagine life ever being 
that simple again. 

“At least talk to your sister about it,” Mr. Forkle encouraged Tam. “She's 
worked so hard to master her talent, Td hate to see her lose that hard-won 
hold.” 

Tam nodded. “Would we have to move back home?” 

“I see no reason why. Foxfire has no requirement about prodigies living 
specifically with their families. And it would make no difference to Tiergan.” 

“You guys are living with Tiergan?” Sophie asked. “I thought Blur was 
going to be your guardian when you moved back to the Lost Cities” 

“That was our original plan,” Mr. Forkle said. “But Blur’s living situation 
has grown slightly complicated. And Tiergan realized that Wylie wouldnt be 
needing his room now that he’s settled into the cabin with Prentice?’ 

“I didn't have high hopes for living with a guy who spends half his time 
looking like a giant half-carved statue,’ Tam admitted. “But Wylie’s room is 
more like three rooms, so we still have our own space. And Linh loves 
digging through his music.” 


“Music?” Sophie repeated. The Lost Cities hadn’t seemed to be very 
musically oriented. 

“The songs probably arent what you're imagining,” Mr. Forkle told her. 
“Elvin composers tend to focus on ‘natural melodies’ Elegant tapestries of 
natural sounds.” 

“They're very soothing, Della said. “And Tams mother has composed 
some of my favorites. As has his grandmother.’ 

Biana stopped walking. “I don't know why I never put it together that you 
guys are those Songs.” 

“Wait—your last name is Song and your family makes . . . songs?” Sophie 
had to ask. 

“Ugh, don't even get me started,” Tam grumbled. “Our real family name is 
supposed to be Tong. But my great-great-great-great-great-great-great- 
great-great-grandmother started calling herself Lady Song, and when she 
registered her daughter, she put that as the surname—and it’s been passed 
down ever since. Stupid, right?” 

“Eh, at least the name comes from your mom's side,’ Keefe told him. 
“Sencen comes from my dad. Can't wait to ditch that one someday? 

“So then how do people decide which last name gets used?” Sophie asked. 

“It's up to each couple,” Della told her. “In my case, Vacker was such a 
legendary name that it was only natural for me to take Alden’. But the Heks 
name is from Vika's side of the family. It generally comes down to which 
name holds more distinction” 

“Or what message the couple is trying to send,” Mr. Forkle added. “I 
suspect Juline went with Dizznee because she wanted people to know she 
wasnt ashamed of her husband, even if the matchmakers didn't approve 
their marriage.” 

All Sophie could say to that was “Huh.” 

It never ceased to amaze her how much she still had to learn about elvin 
culture—and it was cool that they didn't just pass down names arbitrarily. 
But she wondered how theyd feel if she kept her human last name. She 
couldnt imagine letting the name go—assuming she ever got married, of 
course. For that, shed have to go through the whole terrifying matchmaking 
process with its endless questionnaires, and lists of matches, and Winnowing 
Galas. It was enough to make her want to move back to the human world. 
Or stay fourteen forever. 


Or wait—was she fifteen now? 

The elves tracked age by something they called an Inception Date—a fact 
Sophie had only discovered a few months earlier, when shed also learned 
she was nine months older than shed once believed. 

She was in the middle of counting how many weeks had passed since 
then when the river curved again, and the strangest contraption shed ever 
seen came into view. It was as big as any of the other elvin mansions, resting 
on a huge silver barge with two giant steel paddlewheels mounted to the 
back. The house itself reminded her of Howl's Moving Castle, with all the 
different metal structures smashed together and piled on top of each other. 
Some were gold and round, with porthole-size windows dotting the sides. 
Others were copper and square, with riveted metal shutters. A central 
pyramid-shaped tower was made of cut glass, surrounded by three chimneys 
spewing some sort of multicolored mist. 

“I take it this isn’t what you were expecting?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

They all shook their heads. 

“One of the great follies of the elves,” Lady Cadence said, stepping out of a 
copse of trees. “We always want everything to be pretty? 

“There's nothing wrong with favoring beauty,’ Della argued. 

“Id agree if youd used the word ‘enjoying,” Lady Cadence told her, 
smoothing the strand of long raven hair that had broken free from her tight 
braid. Paired with her buttoned-up-to-the-neck black shirt and starched 
black pants, she almost looked like she was wearing a military uniform. “But 
favoring it gives beauty value—and therein lies the folly. Why is something 
valuable simply because it appeals to our senses? What good does that really 
do, in the grand scheme of things? My home may not have shimmering halls 
or sculpted gardens, but it allowed me to carve out a life between two 
drastically different worlds. And yet when you look at it, all you see are its 
quirks and oddities, and whether you realize it or not, you condemn it for 
them. I’ve often wondered if our kind would be so mistrustful of the ogres if 
we found them more physically appealing” 

“I don't know,’ Keefe jumped in. “We like Gigantor, here, and he’s pretty 
funny-looking’” 

Sandor rolled his eyes. “Ask any of my people, and you'll find no 
complaints about my appearance.” 

“Or we could ask Grizel? Biana suggested. 


She clearly meant it as a joke, but it was too close to the truth—and 
Sandor’s red-flushed cheeks gave him away. 

“You and Grizel?” Biana squealed. “Aaaah—that’s the cutest thing ever! 
How long have you been together?” 

“Since the attack at Havenfield” Sophie said when Sandor was too busy 
scowling. 

Keefe reeled on her. “YOU KNEW GIGANTOR HAD A GIRLFRIEND 
AND YOU DIDN'T TELL ME?” 

“I think Sandor’s ready for us to change the subject,” Della noted. 

“Indeed, I’ve never seen a goblin blush,” Lady Cadence said, with a bigger 
smile than Sophie had ever seen her have. “Though you've also proven my 
point. What some admire, others may not—and neither side is wrong. We 
should all be challenging ourselves to keep an open mind” 

“Is it okay if we have a closed nose?” Keefe asked. “Because I’m picking 
up a pretty strong stink of curdleroots—or are we supposed to find the value 
in that too?” 

“No, Lady Cadence told him, motioning for everyone to follow her. “The 
plants are useful for my research. But the aroma is universally odious.” 

She led them up a rickety ramp and onto the gently rocking deck of 
Riverdrift, heading for the glass pyramid portion of the houseboat, which 
turned out to be... empty. 

“It's best to sit when bartering, dort you think?” Lady Cadence asked, 
snapping her fingers and making an enormous table and nine throne-size 
chairs appear in the center of the room. A second snap conjured up a fancy 
porcelain tea service with nine fragile teacups. Whatever was in the teapot 
smelled warm and citrusy—but when she poured, the liquid was sludgy and 
green. 

“Dont be fooled by your eyes,’ Lady Cadence said, handing the first 
slime-filled cup to Sophie. “This is one of my favorite ogre treats.” 

‘TIl pass,’ Sandor and Woltzer said in unison. 

“Your loss.” She made two of the cups disappear. 

Mr. Forkle sipped bravely from the cup she handed him, and nodded his 
approval. “Hopefully your barter will be equally appealing” 

Lady Cadence took a long draw of her tea. “I think you'll find my terms 
more than fair, considering what youre asking.” 


“But we haven't even told you what we need,’ Biana pointed out. She 
sniffed her cup before taking a sip. “Oh, it’s actually good, guys—you should 
try it? 

Sophie, Keefe, and Tam reluctantly took her advice. And Biana was right. 
It tasted kind of like a warm strawberry-lemonade milkshake—a little weird, 
but not unpleasant. Even Della didn't seem to mind it. 

“There can only be one reason you would come to me for help,” Lady 
Cadence told them. “You want something from the ogres—either a meeting 
with King Dimitar, or for me to ask him to give you something.” 

“Or both,” Mr. Forkle said, taking another sip. 

One of Lady Cadence’s eyebrows shot up. “That is a very large order.’ 

“It gets larger.” Mr. Forkle explained about the message they had to 
deliver from Lady Gisela, and the starstone they needed to recover, and how 
time was of the absolute essence to rescue Sophie's human parents. 

“Dude, I don't think you know how to negotiate,’ Keefe told him, 
spinning his cup on the table and somehow managing not to spill it. “You're 
supposed to undersell.” 

“This won't be a negotiation,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “Tve no doubt Lady 
Cadence decided what she wanted before she agreed to meet.” 

“How very astute of you,” Lady Cadence said, downing the rest of her tea. 
“Though the things I want shouldn't pose too much of a challenge.” 

Mr. Forkle leaned back in his chair. “Tm listening.” 

“Okay, first: I want you to let me mentor a session on ogres at Foxfire— 
one that all prodigies are required to attend in order to come to a proper 
understanding of their ways.” 

“And what makes you think I have the power to grant that?” Mr. Forkle 
asked. 

She stood and paced to the farthest corner of the pyramid. “Its funny— 
everyone still calls me Lady Cadence. Have you noticed that? Its honestly 
how I still think of myself. But technically my title is Master Cadence. I was 
appointed as the Beacon of the Silver Tower to replace Master Leto when he 
was appointed as principal of Foxfire. And the funny thing about being 
Beacon is that theres actually very little for me to do. So I’ve taken to 
exploring the tower, and I found something rather interesting on the roof. 
Do you know what's up there?” 

“Isn't it a greenhouse?” Biana asked. 


“Mostly, yes. There’s a huge glass bubble where the prodigies grow their 
splendors for the Opening Ceremonies. But off to the side, tucked behind all 
the gardening tools is a rickety shed that looked forgotten. I climbed 
through all the clutter to investigate, and it seems someone used it as 
another greenhouse. The soil in the troughs looked freshly churned, so I 
dredged it, to make sure my prodigies hadnt been harvesting anything 
dangerous.” Her eyes locked with Mr. Forkle’s. “Someone was growing 
ruckleberries.” 

Sophie barely managed not to squeak. 

Mr. Forkle merely smiled. “If you have something to say, Cadence, say it.” 

“In front of everyone?” 

“Why not? They already know I’m sometimes Magnate Leto.” 

“Well then,’ she said, smoothing her shirt and trying to recover, “I 
suppose that makes things simpler. I hope the fact that I haven't shared my 
discovery makes it easier for you to see the value of my other demand. If you 
want my help with King Dimitar, I want to know that were truly on the 
same side. So, you have to let me join the Black Swan.” 


Twenty-three 


I WAS UNDER the impression that you weren't a fan of our order,’ Mr. 
Forkle said, finishing the last of his sludgy tea. 

Lady Cadence sauntered back to the table and snapped her fingers, 
making a glowing silver orb appear in the center. Sophie hadn't noticed how 
dark it had gotten until her eyes squinted at the sudden brightness. 

“I could be a very big fan,” Lady Cadence said, “if you widened your 
vision to ensure it wasn't limited to the elves.” 

“Fixing the problems in our world will benefit all species,’ Mr. Forkle 
assured her. “Just as all are currently struggling because of the Neverseen’s 
divisiveness.” 

“That’s not what I meant.’ 

“T had a feeling it wasn't.” Mr. Forkle reached up to rub his temples. “Am I 
to assume youre suggesting an ogre—Black Swan alliance?” 

“A temporary one, yes. Dimitar still has his heart set on his new course of 
isolation—and in some ways, it’s not a bad plan. The ogres have made some 
unfortunate mistakes. It will be better for them to keep to themselves while 
their capital is rebuilt, and the other species they've harmed take time to 
cool off” 

“Those of us whove had our loved ones aurified in our Hall of Heroes 
will never cool off!” Sandor snapped. 

“And Dimitar’s actions weren't mistakes. They were acts of war!” Woltzer 
added. 

“Mostly they were wrong—which Dimitar is beginning to see? Lady 
Cadence poured herself a second cup, and refilled Mr. Forkle’s. “I don't 
expect any of you to be friends. But like it or not, we share this planet. If we 
want to achieve real peace, were going to need to work together? 

“Ogres don't want peace,’ Sandor argued. 


“Some might say the same of goblins. Tell me this, if the ogres were to 
vanish, would I no longer see a sword at your side and pockets full of 
throwing-stars?” 

“Ogres aren't the only threat,’ Woltzer reminded her. 

“Some of them aren't a threat at all. Which is why an alliance could be to 
our advantage.” 

“And Dimitar’s on board with this?” Mr. Forkle asked. “He made it 
unmistakably clear at the Summit that he wanted zero contact with our 
kind? 

“But he does trust me,’ Lady Cadence reminded him. “Following my 
advice spared his people further tragedy. It also nearly cost me my life— 
something Dimitar does not take lightly. The ogre rebels who attacked 
Havenfield were there for me? 

“How can you be so sure?” Sophie asked. Dimitar had implied the same 
thing when she saw him at the Peace Summit—but he didn’t have any proof. 

“I can be sure? Lady Cadence said, setting down her tea, “because 
Dimitar’s soldiers caught the ogre who got away.’ 

Chairs crashed to the floor as Sandor and Woltzer jumped to their feet. 

“You're sure it was him?” Sandor asked. 

“Yes. He had the scar across his chest from Brielle’s final attack. And he 
tried to fall on his sword to spare himself the punishment for treason.” 

“Then why hasnt he been handed over to our queen?” Woltzer 
demanded. 

Lady Cadence swallowed hard, her complexion turning as green as her 
sludgy beverage. “Because .. . he did not survive Dimitar’s interrogation.” 

Several cups spilled as Sandor’s fist pounded against the table. “That 
vengeance belonged to my people!” 

“Vengeance is a fool’s mission.” Lady Cadence conjured a napkin and 
mopped up the sticky mess. “It does nothing to right any of the wrongs.” 

“And yet Dimitar had no problem claiming the vengeance for himself,’ 
Woltzer reminded her. 

“Vengeance was not his goal. He was attempting to send a message to his 
people about the consequences of rebellion—and while I find his method 
grotesque, I can understand why he was impelled to take the matter so 
seriously. Before the prisoner succumbed, he confessed that at least a dozen 
ogres have left Ravagog and sworn fealty to the Neverseen. They saw our 


mighty castle fall by Fintan’s hand and see it as proof that he'll deliver on his 
grandiose plans.” 

“And I’m assuming the prisoner didnt mention what any of those plans 
are?” Della asked. 

“Just the same ramblings about letting the ogres take back the resources 
that are currently being squandered on humans, and granting them the 
freedom to expand their territories. But now the rebels think Dimitar has 
lost the nerve to fight for his people—and they blame me for weakening his 
mind with my elvin reasoning.’ 

“But . . . the Neverseen are elves too,’ Biana reminded her. 

“Exactly. That’s the treachery of greed. Everything stops being about logic 
and becomes a simple matter of who tells you what you most want to hear. 
And Fintan is a master at pouring sugar in peoples ears—though he doesn't 
deserve all the credit. This rebellion is rooted in mistakes that our society 
has made for centuries? 

“How can you be certain that all of this isn't a ploy to cover the fact that 
the ogres are violating their new treaty?” Sandor asked. “These rebels might 
not be rebels at all” 

“That could even be why Dimitar refused to hand over Brielles killer,’ 
Woltzer added, “knowing my queen would drag the truth out of him.” 

“I realize that such reasoning fits neatly within the box you choose to 
place the ogres in. But the only truths to be gleaned from the prisoner were 
the facts I’ve already shared—and I can swear to that because I was there.” 
Her arms trembled slightly, and she pulled her hands into her lap. “Dimitar 
offered me a chance to face my intended murderer before he was 
condemned, promising that if I found any proof of the ogre’s innocence, his 
life would be spared. So... I went. And Dimitar made it clear to the warrior 
that I was his only hope of salvation. And yet.. ? 

She cleared her throat, reaching up to fiddle with her Markchain pendant. 

“I lived with the ogres for years. I’ve seen them at their very best and their 
absolute worst. And I’ve never seen anything like him. The things he 
shouted—the horrors he chose to suffer . . . no one could fake that level of 
pure, poisonous hatred. Doubt me if you want. But keep in mind that the 
mark of most extremists is that they resist change, claiming they’re trying to 
protect something they fear they're about to lose. Sound like anyone in this 
room?” 


“Now we're extremists?” Woltzer asked. 

“Good intentions can be just as extreme as bad ones,” Lady Cadence told 
him. “Don't let yourselves make that mistake. We need Dimitar as our ally. 
Neither the Black Swan, nor the Council, nor even the goblins are prepared 
for a threat of this magnitude. And before you go claiming otherwise,’ she 
told Sandor, “let’s not forget that you’ve recently recovered from numerous 
serious injuries caused by one ogre working with the Neverseen.” 

“He threw me off a mountain,’ Sandor protested, “while I was weakened 
by the lack of oxygen” 

‘Tm not doubting your abilities as a warrior. I guarantee Fintan chose 
that mountain because he knew the conditions would leave you at a 
disadvantage.” 

“Actually, we chose it? Biana corrected. “We were planning to ambush 
them, and they found out and turned everything around on us.” 

“That may be,” Lady Cadence told her, “but they still knew you would be 
caught off guard. They don't fight fair—and they always have a strategy. 
Dont you think it’s time we start doing the same?” 

“Are you suggesting we ask Dimitar to give us a battalion of ogre 
warriors?” Mr. Forkle asked, holding out his hands to silence Woltzer’s and 
Sandor’s protests. “I cant imagine him agreeing to that—and even if he 
surprises me, the Council will never allow an army of ogres to dwell within 
the Lost Cities, even under the banner of allies. And the Black Swan has no 
means to hide them. Nor the desire, I might add. I’m a risk-taker, Cadence, 
but you've found my limit.’ 

Her lips twisted into a smile. “Quite honestly, [m not sure what I'm 
suggesting, nor am I certain what Dimitar will be willing to offer. All ’m 
asking for is the chance to find out, and the support of the Black Swan for 
whatever I can arrange. This rebellion has affected both ogres and elves alike. 
It’s time we figure out how to fight it together. And what better opportunity 
than when were already journeying to his city and asking him to hand over 
one of his prized spoils?” 

“Does that mean you'll take us to Ravagog?” Sophie asked. 

“Not all of you. I cant bring the goblins, of course. And you”—she 
pointed to Tam, Biana, and Della—“can only have one purpose for tagging 
along for this meeting, and I’m not bringing thieves into a friend's palace.” 

“Wed only steal if he won't give us the hairpin,” Tam argued. 


“That doesn't make it right. Dimitar is not so unreasonable as you may 
believe—especially if you let me take the lead. He'll likely give you a 
challenge to convince him he should hand over what you seek.” 

“What kind of challenge?” Sophie asked. 

“Any number of things. Dimitar likes to consider his allies worthy, so I 
wouldnt be surprised if he chose to test you in some way.’ 

“Test who, exactly?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

“My guess would be Sophie. You've made it abundantly clear that she 
holds a certain value to our world. Most likely he'll want to her to prove that 
she deserves his generosity” 

“Why do I not like the sound of that?” Keefe asked. 

Sophie didn't either. 

And Sandor looked ready to unsheathe his sword and start hacking at 
things. 

But .. . if that was the only way to get the starstone to take them to 
Nightfall, shed do it. Whatever it took to get her parents out of there. 

“Let me be clear,’ Mr. Forkle said. “If I entrust Miss Foster to your care 
for this meeting, you must assure me of her safety. And Mr. Sencen’s as well.” 

“Won't you be joining us?” Lady Cadence asked. 

“I... have other matters to attend to? 

He probably did—but Sophie wondered if he also didn't want Dimitar 
seeing him alive, in case he was in contact with Fintan. 

Lady Cadence’s eyes narrowed at Sophie and Keefe. “And you two will do 
whatever I tell you without causing any trouble?” 

Keefe batted his eyelashes. “We would never dream of causing you any 
trouble.” 

“We won't; Sophie emphasized, kicking Keefe under the table, “because 
my family’s lives are on the line” 

Lady Cadence nodded, turning back to Mr. Forkle. “Then yes, I can 
assure they'll leave Ravagog in one piece.” 

Somehow that didn't sound the same as safe. 

“But King Dimitar will need some assurance that I have the Black Swan's 
permission to broker an alliance,’ she added. 

‘TIl arrange for a member of our Collective to join you—assuming we 
have a deal, of course,” Mr. Forkle told her. 

“Are you agreeing to my terms?” she asked. 


Mr. Forkle reached for his neck, tracing his fingers along the chain of his 
registry pendant. “I cant grant you the Foxfire session until the next school 
year, since the prodigies’ schedules will already be overloaded to make up for 
lost time. And I can't speak for the entire Collective, so this is still pending 
an official vote. But . . . welcome to the Black Swan.” 


Twenty-four 


How WORRIED DO I need to be?” Grady asked when Sophie, Keefe, and 
Sandor leaped back to Havenfield and found him out in the pastures, 
clinging to a thick black rope that rose high into the inky sky. 

The most enormous silver-blue bird Sophie had ever seen was tethered to 
the end, circling among the winking stars. 

“I don't know,’ Sophie told him. “That thing does look like it could carry 
you off and eat you.” 

Grady gave the gleaming bird some extra slack. “Nice try. This big guy is 
our new argentavis. He only eats carrion—at least until I can show him the 
glory of gnomish vegetables. And I think you and Keefe have been spending 
too much time together. You're starting to sound like each other? 

“I know! Our little girl is growing up and getting so snarky!” Keefe 
pretended to wipe his teary eyes. “I’ve never been so proud.” 

Grady shared a look with Sandor before he let out an endless sigh. 
“Anyway. Howd it go with Lady Cadence?” 

“Better than I expected,’ Sophie admitted. “She said shed bring us to King 
Dimitar tomorrow, and she even thinks she can convince him to hand over 
the starstone.” 

She decided not to mention that she might face some sort of “challenge” 
in order for that to happen. Instead she filled him in on Lady Cadence's 
demands to Mr. Forkle. 

Grady tightened his hold on the rope. “A few years ago I would've 
laughed at the idea of an ogre-elvin alliance. And a few months ago, I 
would've called it treason. But . . . Lady Cadence may have a point. The way 
those ogres fought—I’ve never seen anything like it. And my power was 
useless against them, thanks to those thinking caps.” 

“But you haven't been trained for battle,” Sandor argued. 


“Cadoc and Brielle had,’ Grady reminded him. “And they were taken 
down in minutes. If Verdi hadn't busted out of her enclosure, I doubt I'd be 
standing here right now—and poor Verdi has a permanent limp because of 
it.” 

Keefe reached for Sophies hand, but the extra support didn't stop her 
bloodstained flashbacks. The pasture they were standing in had been strewn 
with bodies when she and Sandor had finally gotten there. And for a few 
harrowing minutes, Sophie had been sure she was going to find Grady and 
Edaline among them. 

“My people have protected the elves for centuries, Sandor said quietly. 
“Are you ready to discount us after one close call?” 

“Of course not,’ Grady told him. “But I never want to attend another 
aurification—especially yours.” 

Sophie nodded, trying not to imagine Sandor’s gilded, lifeless body 
standing among all the others in the goblins’ Hall of Heroes. 

“So, if the ogres are willing to clean up their own mess for us, why not let 
them?” Grady asked. 

“Because trusting ogres has never ended well,” Sandor told him. “A fact I 
doubt Lady Cadence is planning to cover in her new session. I may speak 
with my queen and see if we should demand a chance to teach our side of 
things. I’ve endured enough of Sophies multispeciesial studies lectures to 
know that your curriculum has been incredibly sanitized. I've never been 
able to decide if it’s the result of arrogance or ignorance.” 

“Youre forgetting that Sophie is only a Level Three,’ Grady said as he 
attempted to rein in the argentavis—earning a piercing screech and a whole 
lot of flapping wings. “Certain truths are reserved until our prodigies are 
mature enough to process them. And some are restricted to the elite levels, 
for those preparing to enter the nobility.” 

“Does that mean anyone who doesn't qualify for the elite levels won't 
learn the whole truth about our world?” Sophie asked. 

“There's no such thing as a ‘whole truth’ when it comes to history,’ Grady 
told her. “There will always be classified information only given to those 
who need to know. Even the Council divides up their secrets.” 

“And then erases a ton of stuff from their minds,” Sophie added. 

Shed always found the concept strange. But shed never thought through 
what it really meant. 


“So then ... even the Councillors dont know our complete history, do 
they?” she asked. 

“They know everything they need to know,” Grady assured her. 

“How can you be so sure? I mean . . . we have an escaped prisoner 
running around, plotting creepy stuff with the Neverseen—and, according 
to Oralie, the Councillors dont even know who she is. And I know they 
never meant for her to get out of Lumenaria, but she did. Am I really the 
only one who thinks the whole Forgotten Secrets thing seems .. ? 

“Dangerous?” Sandor finished for her. 

The word in her mind had been “stupid.” But his was probably better. 

“I just remember in my human schools,” Sophie said quietly, “sometimes 
everyone would whine that studying history was boring—” 

“Because it is,’ Keefe jumped in. “I get more sleep in elvin history than 
any other session.” 

Sophie often shared his struggle. As did Sandor. 

“But,” she added, “the teachers were always telling us that if we didn't 
know our history, it might repeat itself” 

“Which would be a valid point if the humans truly were learning and 
improving, Grady said gently. “But even with all that knowledge—all that 
history—dont they still live with war and crime? Dont they still cling to 
their same prejudices? The Councillors believe that the truer lessons don't 
come from the facts or details. They come from the emotions triggered by 
the experiences—and those never get erased. If something inspires caution 
or reserve—or outrage and indignation—the Councillors still carry those 
feelings with them, even after the memories are wiped away.” 

“Yeah, but emotions can be warped,” Keefe said quietly. “Every horrible 
thing my dad ever said to me came from his twisted idea of love. He was a 
jerk because he cared—or thought he did. We all know the only person he 
actually cares about is himself? 

The words felt too raw to touch. 

Keefe cleared his throat. “I just overshared, didn't I?” 

Sophie shook her head, a dozen different responses warring in her mind. 

“No, it clearly was, Keefe said. “You all have that head-tilted-with- 
sympathy thing going on now. So hey, how about a subject change? Grady, 
did you know Sandor and Grizel have been sneaking off for snuggle time?” 


Grady wheeled toward Sandor. “Id wondered if there was something 
going on with you two. Glad to hear it!” 

Sandor flushed pink from head to toe. “I . . . should start preparing for 
tomorrow. I'll be setting traps for when Lady Gisela attempts to deliver her 
message. She may think she can slip past me—” 

“She will,” Keefe interrupted. “Don't ask me how. But believe me, if I 
thought there was even the slightest chance we could catch her, Foster and I 
would be having a slumber party tonight’ 

“No you wouldnt,’ Grady informed him. 

Keefe smirked. “Worried Pll prank you?” 

“Definitely not what I’m worried about? 

And on that note, Sophie decided it was time for another subject change. 

“Are you going to start staying at Candleshade?” she asked Keefe. “Since 
your dad isn't there?” 

“Nah. With my luck, hed come back. Plus, the Neverseen might be 
watching the place? 

“Your father isn’t at Candleshade?” Grady asked, frowning when Keefe 
nodded. “He hasnt made an appearance in Eternalia in a while, either.’ 

“Probably hiding from my mom.” 

“Or ... could they be working together?” Sophie had to ask. 

Fitz had wondered several weeks earlier if Keefe’s dad could've been the 
one to help Lady Gisela escape. The theory was a little hard to believe—Lord 
Cassius was more of a fancy clothes guy than a busting-people-out-of-an- 
ogre-prison guy. But Mr. Forkle and Dex had both planned to look into it, 
and Sophie couldn't remember if shed ever followed up. 

“Nah, my dad cares way too much about his precious reputation to get 
dragged down with my mom’s mess,’ Keefe assured her. “If anything, he's 
trying to find her so he can redeem himself with her arrest? 

“Maybe.” 

Still, Sophie made a mental note to ask Dex about it the next time she saw 
him. Hed offered to hack into Keefe’s dad’s registry records to track his 
recent movements. Might be a good idea to see if they could get a current 
location. 

“So where are you going, then?” she asked Keefe. “You’ve never told me 
where youre hiding out.” 

“I know.’ He fussed with his cape. 


“Why don't you want me knowing where youre living?” 

“Because it’s my turn to be the mysterious one? 

The joke felt like a cover. 

“Dont go tilting your head with sympathy again,’ he told her. “It’s not a 
big deal. If it was, would I have offered to let your sister stay with me? 
Speaking of which, didn’t you promise youd be hailing her with an update 
on the search for your parents tonight? Shes probably sitting in her room, 
staring at her Imparter, wondering if you forgot her. She might even be 
crying.” 

“Wow, that’s how youre going to get out of answering my question?” 
Sophie asked. 

“It worked, didn't it?” 

She sighed. “You're off the hook—for now? 

“Then I better take my cue,” Keefe said, tipping his fingers toward Grady 
in a salute as he pulled a scuffed-up crystal from his pocket—a clear one, 
Sophie noted, so he had to be leaping somewhere within the Lost Cities. 

Right before he stepped into the narrow path, he told Sophie, “See you 
bright and early, Foster. Tomorrow we start fixing this mess.” 


Twenty-five 


THIS HOPEFULLY GOES without saying, Grady told Sophie as Keefe 
glittered away, “but I expect you to come straight home after you're done in 
Ravagog. And I will be going with you when you head to Nightfall to rescue 
your parents. We need a plan that the Neverseen can't predict.” 

“But they know youre a Mesmer? Sophie reminded him. “They're 
probably more prepared for you than anyone else.” 

“Yes, but they dont know that you're an Enhancer. And who knows what 
Pll be able to do if you use your ability to enhance mine?” 

His voice quivered with the suggestion, and Sophie felt the same rattle 
deep in her bones. 

Grady’s ability was already scarily intense. She wasn't sure she wanted to 
find out what hed be able to do if she boosted that power. 

“But if she enhances you in front of them, theyll know what's 
happening,” Sandor pointed out, “and they'll realize she has a new weakness 
for them to exploit.’ 

“Being an Enhancer isn't a weakness,’ Grady argued. 

“Fine, let’s call it a vulnerability,’ Sandor conceded. “Isn't that the reason 
she’s wearing gloves and keeping it secret?” 

“Wed want to save it for an emergency,’ Grady agreed. “But I should still 
be there in case it comes to that.” 

It wasnt a horrible suggestion, but... 

“Can we wait to decide until we have the starstone, and Lady Gisela tells 
us whatever important security thing she held back?” Sophie asked, still only 
half sure if she believed both of those things would actually happen. “Tm 
sure that’s going to change everything anyway.’ 

“Fine. But I’ll be holding on to Keefe’s Imparter in the meantime,’ Sandor 
told her, “that way you can’t contact his mom without me.” 


Sophie gritted her teeth. “I know I’ve run off in the past, but I’m not 
stupid enough to do that with this—just like Pm not stupid enough to think 
were actually going to fix anything tomorrow.’ 

Her voice wobbled with the confession, and Grady gave the argentavis’s 
rope more slack so he could reach for her hand. 

“No one would ever call you stupid, Sophie. We just want to help? 

“Tm going to need it,” she whispered. “I dont know how to fix this.” 

It was the truth shed been trying to bury under all the shaky plans theyd 
been cobbling together, hoping everything would somehow mesh into 
something solid and whole. But so far, all theyd really done was make a deal 
with Keefe’s conniving mother and agree to meet with a cruel king whod 
already tried to kill her—twice. All of which would cost them precious time 
and put more people she cared about in danger. 

“I dont know how to fix this either,” Grady said, gently pulling her into a 
hug. “But I do know were not going to stop until we get your parents back— 
and deal with whatever else the Neverseen are planning” 

“Which is why you should try to rest while you can,” Sandor told her. 
“Want me to ask the gnomes if they can bring a late dinner up to your 
room?” 

“That’s right!” Grady said, nearly losing his balance when the argentavis 
fought to fly higher. “Dex is up there, waiting for you.” 

Sophie blinked. “You're telling me this now?” 

“Sorry. I was waiting until Keefe went home, and then I got sidetracked.” 

“Why were you waiting for Keefe to leave?” 

“Dex said he had something important to give you—oh, but he told me to 
tell you it doesn't have anything to do with the cache because he didn't want 
you getting your hopes up.” 

Unfortunately, her mind had already made that leap. 

“Besides,” Grady added, “I thought it might be nice for you and Dex to 
have some one-on-one time. Remember how often you guys used to hang 
out?” 

“We still do,” Sophie argued. “We just have a lot going on.” 

“And yet I sure seem to see a lot of Keefe these days...” 

Sophie scowled. 

Sandor coughed. 

Grady shrugged. 


“I just dont want you to forget how many great guys you have in your 
life,” he told her. “Especially Dex.” 

“I haven't. Dex is my best friend, remember? And thanks to you, he’s been 
stuck in my room all alone, waiting for me all this time” 

“Dont worry, I warned him it might be a while,’ Grady told her. “He said 
hed play with Iggy while he waited.” 

Dex’s idea of playing with Iggy usually ended with an imp makeover. So 
Sophie wasn‘ surprised when she found Dex sitting among all the flowers in 
her carpet, holding a tiny creature that was no longer a purple poof. 

“He looks awesome, doesn't he?” Dex asked, flashing his dimpled grin as 
Iggy flitted his batlike wings and flew over to Sophies palm. His fur was now 
a bright Kelly green and hung in long wispy layers that flipped out like 
feathers. 

“He feels so soft,’ Sophie said, rubbing Iggy’s tummy and triggering his 
squeaky purr. 

“Thats because I mixed the Greenleaf elixir with some Floof? Dex told 
her. “I picked the color for Forkle—or I guess I should say it’s for the Forkle 
we lost. Hope you don't mind. I had time to kill” 

“Yeah, sorry about that. Grady just told me you were up here.” 

Before Dex could answer, Iggy unleashed a ground-shaking fart that 
filled the whole room with the choking stench of rotting grass. 

“Ugh, it’s a good thing he’s cute,’ Sophie grumbled. 

“I could bottle that smell and make the ultimate stink bomb,’ Dex agreed. 
“But I’m a little afraid of what would happen if Keefe got ahold of it? 

“Probably better if we don’t unleash that havoc upon the world. Oh! But 
that kinda reminds me—did you ever hack into Keefe'’s dad’s registry file and 
see if he could've helped Keefe's mom escape?” 

Dex frowned. “I did, but his feed looked normal. Just lots of trips to 
Atlantis. He definitely didn't go anywhere near the prison. Why?” 

Sophie sighed. “Well . . . I guess that’s not surprising. But can you check 
his feed again? Keefe said it looks like his dad’s not staying at Candleshade, 
and I want to know where he is.” 

It also seemed like a good idea to add find out how Lady Gisela escaped to 
their never-ending list. If Keefes mom had someone helping her, they 
needed to know who. 


“Tl hack into his records again tomorrow,’ Dex promised. “Might as well 
do something useful” 

Sophie rolled her eyes and plopped down next to him on the carpet. “Do 
you really need me to give the ‘you have the most important job’ speech 
again?” 

“I dunno. It is one of my favorites. And I am working on the cache, by the 
way. It’s just insanely complicated.” 

“I know. If it makes you feel any better, Lady Cadence only agreed to take 
me, Keefe, and someone from the Collective to Ravagog tomorrow. She 
booted out Tam, Biana, and Della—something about not bringing thieves 
into her friend's castle. According to her, Dimitar will give us the starstone if 
I prove my value in some sort of challenge.” 

“Uh ... is it me, or does that not sound good?” 

‘Tm sure it wont be,” Sophie admitted. “But if it helps us find Nightfall, 
it'll be worth it? 

“I guess. Is Sandor freaking out?” Dex glanced toward her open door, 
where her bodyguard’s usual post was empty. 

“Actually, he didn’t put up that big of a fight. I think hes more focused on 
setting traps to catch Lady Gisela tomorrow. Or maybe he figures the 
challenge cant be more dangerous than trying to steal the starstone?” 

Dex fussed with the flowers on the carpet. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, 
but . .. you don't think Fitz should go with you, so you guys could go all 
Cognate—RAWR?” 

“Cognate—RAWR: Is that the technical term?” 

“I mean, I can talk about the ‘staring into each other’s eyes’ thing if you 
really want me to? 

Sophie held Iggy close and whispered, “Feel free to go fart on him? 

Instead, Iggy blinked his watery green eyes and unleashed a belly-shaking 
burp. 

“I guess I brought that on myself? she muttered, carrying the stinky imp 
over to his cage. “Besides, I doubt Dimitar would ever assign a challenge 
where my abilities gave me an advantage.’ 

“Probably true.” Dex stood, stretching his legs. “Well . . . if it gets ugly, 
you ll have your panic switch. Though I’m not sure how Id get to Ravagog to 
help.” 


“We'll be fine. Were doing things Lady Cadence’s way, and she always 
seems to handle King Dimitar without a massive disaster.” 

“Lets hope. But just in case, I made you something—and I know it’s 
probably going to seem a little weird at first, so hear me out.” 

He reached into his cape pocket and handed her two thick black 
wristbands made of soft fabric, with silver snaps and big silver embroidered 
words—which made Sophie choke. 

“Um ... Why do these say ‘Sophie Foster + Dex Dizznee’?” 

Dexs grin was enormous. “Because crush cuffs make the best 
camouflage.” 


Twenty-six 


OUCH,” DEX MUMBLED, “you don't have to look that horrified” 

Tm not horrified? Sophie promised, barely stopping herself from 
dropping the crush cuffs. “I just .. ? 

How on earth was she supposed to explain this? 

Thered been times when Dex had made her wonder if maybe... 

But shed always shrugged it off, or pretended not to notice. And lately 
hed been better—way less pouty and pushy—which had been a relief, 
because Dex was sweet and hilarious and brilliant and a million other 
awesome things. 

But, he was just a friend. 

“Relax, Dex told her. “Like I said, the cuffs are only for camouflage. 
Remember when I told you Id build a gadget to block your enhancing? I 
figured that might be a good thing for you to have in Ravagog, in case 
Dimitar makes you take off your gloves.” 

He clicked a hidden latch on one of the snaps, flipping back the top to 
show a ton of intricate circuitry. 

“See? I designed these microtransmitters to put a force field around your 
hands so that anyone touching your skin isn't actually making contact—and 
its a nonreactive force field, so you wont zap anyone if you touch them. But 
we should probably test it, to make sure everything’s working.” 

Sophie peeled off her gloves in a daze and snapped on the cuffs, which fit 
snug, resting right where her wrists ended and her hands began. 

“They aren't too tight, right?” he asked, tugging on the fabric. “I didn't 
want them sliding down your arm, in case that weakened the force field, but 
I don't want them cutting off your circulation either. And I went with snaps 
because you can pull them off way faster than a button or a clasp? 


She tried to focus on the practical points he was making, which truly did 
make a lot of sense. But all she could think about was how anyone who saw 
her wearing them would assume that she and Dex were . . . well, something 
they werent. 

“Ready to test them?” he asked. 

When she nodded, he grabbed both of her hands, and Sophie pressed her 
fingertips against his skin, half hoping shed feel the familiar warm tingle and 
be able to call the whole thing a fail. 

But Dex pumped his fist. “Woo! I don't feel anything!” 

Why— WHY—did he have to be such a talented Technopath? 

He held on a few seconds longer, then checked the snaps again. 
“Everything looks okay. But it’s probably a good idea to wear gloves 
tomorrow too, since I threw all of this together a couple of hours ago and 
there might still be some glitches. I'll make something more permanent now 
that I know the concept works.” 

“OH!” Sophie let loose a breath she hadn't noticed she was holding. “So 
these are only temporary?” 

She could live with temporary. 

Maybe she could even turn them inside out in the meantime. 

“And you'll make the permanent ones with normal bracelets, right?” she 
added. 

“Why? Theyd be way more noticeable. Crush cuffs are one of the only 
things people never take off” 

“They also never take off nexuses,’ Sophie reminded him. “Wasn't that 
what you said youd use to make these?” 

“That was the plan. But nexuses have complicated clasps—and even when 
I simplified the latches as much as I could, they were still way harder to take 
off than these. Isnt it smarter to have something you can snap off super 
quick in case you need to enhance someone in a hurry—and put back on 
really easily when youre done?” 

Unfortunately, he had a point. 

“Well . . . what if we went with a plain cloth bracelet, then?” she asked. 

“I don't think anyone makes those. Cloth bracelets are always crush cuffs. 
If they don't have names on them, it'll look super weird? 

She shrugged. “I have brown eyes and grew up with humans. Everyone 
expects me to be weird? 


“Right, but I thought you also didn't want to have people asking questions 
about your hands. Isn't that why you're dressing all fancy now, so the gloves 
wont stand out?” 

She really wished hed stop making such well-reasoned arguments! It 
meant she only had one option left, and it was the extra, extra, extra, extra, 
extra awkward one. 

She stared at her wrist, tracing her finger over the giant silver letters— 
which felt like they were somehow getting bigger. “If people see me wearing 
these, won't they think we're. . .” 

She couldn't make herself say it. 

He shrugged. “I guess some might think Pm your hopeful—but that’s just 
a matchmaking thing. People give out the cuffs before they register, like 
they're trying to tell the matchmakers, ‘Pair me with them!’ It’s not like the 
matchmakers listen. All they care about are genetics and abilities.” 

Dex had admitted once that he wasn't sure if hed be registering for the 
match, or if hed refuse, to protest the way theyd treated his parents—and 
Sophie honestly hadn't decided if shed be doing the same. She wasnt thrilled 
with the idea of being told who she was allowed to love. 

“It's just peoples way of feeling like they have a little control over their 
lists, even though they don't,’ Dex added. “The cuffs don't actually mean 
anything.” 

And yet, Fitz hadn't worn any of the cuffs hed been given as midterm 
gifts. 

And Biana didn't wear any. 

Or Keefe. 

Or Tam and Linh. 

Or Jensi. 

Even Marella, with all of her flirtiness, didn’t have a pair. 

“It's going to start a bunch of rumors, Dex,’ she said carefully. 

“So? They already say all kinds of stuff about both of us.” 

“Right, but . . ? She grasped for something—anything—that would be 
gentler than were not hopefuls—feeling her heart lighten when she realized 
there was one last, desperate protest. 

“Were cousins,’ she finished. 

Dex blinked. 

Then he cracked up. 


“Thats whats bothering you? We're not actually cousins, Sophie. 
Everyone knows youre adopted.” 

“I know. But technically your mom is my moms sister. Won't that freak 
people out?” 

“Nah. Were not genetically related—and honestly, do you ever think of 
me as Cousin Dex?” 

“No,” she begrudgingly admitted. “But—” 

“You're way overthinking this,” he told her. “Did you freak out this much 
when Fitz gave you rings with his initials on them?” 

“Those are a Cognate thing.” 

“Maybe. But not all Cognates have them. And I’ve heard people gossip 
about you guys because of them.” 

Really? 

That definitely did not help her queasiness. 

“So if you're fine with that,’ Dex continued, “why—” 

“I never said I was,” Sophie interrupted. 

“Okay, but if I ordered new crush cuffs with Fitz’s name on them and 
used them for the next batch...” 

“Tt would still feel super weird,” Sophie finished. 

And it would. 

For different reasons—but he didn’t need to know that. 

“Would it feel weird if Fitz was the one to give them to you?” Dex 
pressed. 

She hated herself for blushing at the thought. “Were not talking about a 
hypothetical. Were talking about this? She pointed to the names on her cuffs 
again—which seriously had to be getting bigger. 

Astronauts could probably read them from space. 

“Is it really so bad to have people think you want the option of dating 
me?” Dex asked without looking at her. “That’s all a hopeful really means. It’s 
just a possibility—that’s it” 

When he put it that way, it didn’t sound as scary. 

But . . . giving him the answer he needed still felt like agreeing to a whole 
lot more. 

She stared at the intricate embroidery, trying to think of anything she 
could say to dig her way out of this mess, but her mind kept circling back to 


something Dex had already said—something she probably shouldnt keep 
poking at, but . . . she had to know. 

“So. Crush cuffs have to be ordered in advance?” 

“Yeah. It takes a few days for them to customize the names. Why?” 

Because hed said he threw the gadgets together for her that day... 

Somehow Dex managed to pale and flush. “I’ve, uh . . . I've been planning 
to use crush cuffs for this for a while. And... I put my name because .. . I 
thought itd be funny—that’s it” 

She wanted to believe him. 

It would’ve been so much easier if she could. 

But he was too fidgety. And he wouldn't look at her. And she could see 
sweat trickling down his forehead as he backed a few steps away. 

“Dex,” she said gently. “I—” 

“It's fine, okay?” He pulled so hard at the bottom button on his jerkin that 
it popped off in his hand. “Just drop it? 

She wished she could. Every alarm siren in her head was screaming, 
DANGER! DANGER! DANGER! 

But deep down, she could feel that this time was different. 

Theyd torn something open—exposed something raw and deep. And if 
she tried to pretend they hadn't—let him walk out of this room without 
patching it up—their friendship would never be the same. 

And Dex was worth fighting for—worth wading neck deep into the 
terrifying, embarrassing muck, if it gave her a shot at saving what really 
mattered. 

She just didn't know how. 

Words would only hurt. But what else was there? 

“Maybe . . . it’s time for a trust exercise,’ she decided after what felt like an 
eternity. 

‘Tm not a Telepath,” he mumbled miserably. 

“No,’ Sophie said, “but you're my best friend. And this is important.” 

Nerves tangled up in her throat as an idea took shape—one of those all-in 
kinds of plans that could far too easily backfire into a nightmare of 
unparalleled proportions. 

“I think,” she said slowly, “that theres a really easy way to settle this— 
once and for all.” 

“Settle what?” Dex asked. 


“Thats where the trust comes in,” she said. “Close your eyes.” 

“Why?” 

She put her hands on her hips, tapping one foot until he obeyed. 

“Fine, my eyes are closed now, happy?” 

“Terrified” was a better description. 

But one final look at the crush cuffs had Sophie taking a slow step 
forward. Then another. 

She could do this. She just had to think of it as . . . an experiment. 

And maybe she was a little curious. 

“What are you doing?” Dex asked as she closed the last of the distance 
between them. 

“Just testing something” 

She found herself marveling again at how much taller he was than the 
boy shed first met, and took one deep breath for courage—then another to 
steady her nerves. 

When she couldn't stall any longer, she tilted up on her toes and leaned 
in, lingering a hairsbreadth away, so hed have the option of pushing her back 
if he wanted. 

He didn't. 

So she closed her eyes and pressed her lips against his. 


TWENTY-SEVEN 


IT WASN'T A movie-worthy kiss—that was for sure. 

Their noses bumped. Sophie's lips felt too dry. And Dex started out with a 
startled squeak. 

Then for one truly horrifying moment, it almost felt like he wasn’t going 
to kiss her back. 

But he did kiss her back. 

And that made it... 

So much worse. 

He reached for her face, but his fingers somehow ended up tangled in her 
hair. And his knees crashed into hers, nearly knocking them both over. 

The whole thing couldn't have lasted more than five seconds, but all 
Sophie could think was, Is it over yet? 

And then it was. 

And they stood there, staring at each other. 

And it was so, so awkward. 

Dex’s eyes were stretched wide and his breathing was way too fast and 
Sophie couldn't decide if she wanted to cry or burst into nervous giggles. She 
settled for covering her mouth with her hand. 

“You kissed me,’ Dex eventually whispered. 

All she could do was nod. 

He reached for his lips, brushing his fingers across them. “I . . . always 
imagined it different than that.” 

“Different how?” 

He stumbled over to her bed and sank onto the edge. “I dort know.” 

Seconds crawled by. 

“Dont hate me,” he mumbled, “but . . . didn’t it feel weird?” 

Relief flared, even as the words gave Sophie's pride a good hard smack. 


‘Tm not saying it was bad,’ he added quickly. “It’s just . . ” 

“There was no spark,’ Sophie finished for him. 

“Yeah.” His relief faded to a wince. “Does that mean I’m a terrible kisser?” 

“I don't think it’s you? 

“Well, it wasn’t you.” The conviction in his voice made her blush. 

He brushed his finger across his lips again, staring blankly at the wall. “I 
just couldn't stop thinking the whole time, you know? I kept worrying my 
breath was bad or trying to figure out what I was supposed to do with my 
hands. And, I mean, I always knew itd be awkward at first, but Id figured at 
some point all of that would drop away and Id just sorta . . . feel.” 

“T think that’s how it should be? 

She forced her shaky legs to move her close enough to sit beside him— 
but not too close. 

Space was good right now. 

They needed a cushion of air to hold all the angst swirling between them. 

“I think it’s us,’ she added gently. “I think neither of us could relax 
because deep down we know were better as friends.” 

His eyes shifted to the dark sky outside her windows. “That’s why you did 
it, huh? You already knew you didn't like me that way.’ 

“Its more than just me, Dex. Otherwise you would’ve felt something 
during the kiss.” 

“But I’ve liked you for years!” His face turned redder than shed ever seen 
it when he realized what hed just admitted. “Ugh—could this get any more 
embarrassing?” 

“Sandor could be here,’ Sophie reminded him. “Or my parents could’ve 
walked in.” 

Dex groaned, and they both glanced at the door, needing to make sure 
they didn't have an audience. 

“How long have you known I liked you?” he asked without looking at her. 

“Honestly? I’m not sure.” 

Shed spent so long pretending not to notice, it was hard to pin it down. 
But it might have also been part of the reason theyd been spending a little 
less time together—and why they mostly hung out in bigger groups. 

Dex buried his face in his hands. “And you never felt . . . ? Actually, never 
mind, I dont want to know.” 


“Hey now, don't forget—kissing me did nothing for you? She was trying 
her best not to let that sting. “So your head may have been telling you one 
thing, but deep down, the rest of you wants something else.” 

He didn't look convinced. 

And the silence that followed felt like it had eyes, staring at both of them, 
daring them to be the one brave enough to end it. 

Sophie stepped up first. “Thanks, by the way.” 

“For what?” 

“For ... caring about me like that. For thinking I’m special enough.” 

He snorted. 

“No, Dex. I mean it. I’ve never had anyone think about me that way.’ 

He snorted louder. 

She shook her head. “You weren't there when I was growing up. You 
didn't see how hated I was? 

“Yeah, but that was around humans. Around here .. ? 

“What?” 

He tilted his head. “We both know I’m not the only one who—” 

She held up her hand. “Let’s not go there? 

She could only stomach one brutally uncomfortable subject at a time. 
Especially since she was pretty sure she knew what he was going to say—and 
she had no idea if it was true. 

“All Pm trying to say,’ she told Dex, “is that Pm honored you thought of 
me that way. And your friendship seriously means everything. Please tell me 
this hasn't ruined that.’ 

He looked away again, fussing with the button hed torn off. “It's probably 
going to be weird for a while. So I guess its good you want me to stay home 
and work on the caches.” 

Her eyes and nose burned as she nodded. “Just . . . let me know when 
youre ready, and I'll try to give you space until then.” 

“I don't need space. I need . . . I dont know what I need,” he mumbled. 

The only thing Sophie could think to say was, “Tm sorry.’ 

“Dont be,’ he told her. “You could’ve been way meaner about this. You 
could’ve thrown the crush cuffs in my face.” 

“I would never do that, Dex. I do care about you. Just not .. ? 

“Yeah?” He went back to fiddling with the torn-off button. “I promise I'll 
find something else to use for the replacements. I dont know what I was 


thinking.” 

“Hey—you had some pretty solid points about the camouflage,’ Sophie 
reminded him. 

“Yeah. But . . . I think deep down, part of me wanted to know if youd be 
willing to wear them—which was stupid. You already have a ton of stuff to 
worry about with your human family and going to Ravagog tomorrow. You 
didn't need this. It’s just been like . . . a giant maybe in the back of my mind 
for so long that when I thought Id found a sneaky way to finally get an 
answer, I couldn’ resist.” 

“How long have you had the cuffs?” Sophie had to ask. 

He ducked his chin to hide his face. “I got them for you for midterm. And 
then I wimped out and gave you your iPod instead.” 

“Wait. You ordered these when we were Level Twos?” 

That was more than a year ago. 

“Pathetic, right?” 

Sophie shook her head. “Very, very sweet? 

“You don't have to say that.’ 

“But I mean it. And if you don't believe me, think about this. You’re my 
first kiss.” 

A slow smile spread across his lips, and he sat up a little taller. “You're my 
first kiss too.” 

Sophie grinned back at him. “See? We'll always have that. And I couldn't 
think of a better person to share that memory with.” 

She hadn't expected the words to feel true. But they really did. 

It felt like she was standing on the edge of a terrifying sea of new. And 
who better to dip her toe in with than a friend? 

“The next time you kiss someone,’ she added quietly, “it’s going to be 
perfect. And I’m going to want to hear all about it? 

“Am I a jerk if I admit I do not want to hear about your next kiss?” 

Sophie laughed. “No, I think that’s fair. But dont worry, it won't be 
happening for a long time?” 

“Sure it won't.” 

She could argue, but it was probably better to let that conversation die. 

“Well” Dex said, scruffing his fingers through his hair until he looked like 
hed just wandered through a tornado. “Its been . . . a strange day. First 
Forkle'’s back. Now this.” 


“Yeah, definitely not the way I expected it to go,’ Sophie admitted. “And 
tomorrow's going to be a whole lot more complicated.” 

“Ugh, I just realized you'll be hanging around Keefe. How long do you 
think it’s going to take him to drag this story out of you?” 

Sophie groaned. 

Keefe was going to slay her over this—and there was no way shed be able 
to hide it. Her emotions were way too strong. 

“Maybe you shouldn't wear the cuffs,’ Dex suggested. 

She shook her head. “Tt'll be fine. Its way more important to protect the 
ability. I can handle Keefe. Or, if he gets too annoying, I'll throw him into 
the river? 

Dex cracked half a smile, but it faded pretty quick. “How much are you 
going to tell him?” 

“It depends on how much he guesses.” 

“Um, this is Keefe. Hes going to guess everything.” 

“Probably; Sophie agreed, silently cursing all Empaths. 

“And he'll tell everyone,’ Dex added through a sigh. 

“Not if you dont want him to,’ Sophie promised. “I know Keefe is the 
master of teasing, but he’s your friend too. If I tell him to keep it quiet, he 
will” 

“Let's hope.” 

“Does that mean you don't want the rest of our friends knowing?” 

“I dort know. What am I supposed to say? Hey guys, pretty sure you all 
knew I used to like Sophie, but she shot me down so lets move on, okay?” 

The “used to” hurt more than Sophie had expected. So did the “shot me 
down.” 

“You don't have to tell them anything you don't want to,” she promised. 
“But, if it would help, you’re welcome to tell them I got all weak in the knees 
after the kiss. It’s technically true? 

His dimples made a slight appearance, but faded just as fast. “It’s going to 
be so humiliating” 

She couldn't blame him for feeling that way. After all, wasnt that why 
shed put off confessing her crush to Fitz? 

Her insides tangled when she remembered the promise shed made to 
finally come clean—what had she been thinking? 

Maybe she could figure out a different confession. 


Or avoid any form of Cognate training indefinitely ... 

“I'm sorry, she told Dex, feeling the need to say it again. 

“It’s not your fault.” 

It was and it wasn't. Either way, there was nothing either of them could 
do. 

She started to reach for his hand, then stopped herself. Dex noticed, but 
didn't say anything. 

Instead, he stood on his still-shaky legs and pulled out his home crystal 
pendant. “Guess I'll see you later.” 

Sophie nodded. 

Her heart felt like it was dropping out as he held the crystal up to the 
light. 

But before he leaped away he asked, “Still best friends, right?” 

A soft smile curled her lips, and her heart pulled back into place. 
“Forever.” 


Twenty-eight 


KEEFE SPOTTED THE crush cuffs about ten seconds after he got to 
Havenfield the next morning—despite the long-sleeved tunic Sophie had 
worn to keep them covered. And he dragged out the rest of the story with a 
relentless bombardment of questions. 

But the epic teasing Sophie had been bracing for never happened. 

Instead, he lowered his voice and asked, “How’s Dex?” 

“Hopefully okay.” She peeked around the pristine living room, glad to see 
they were still alone. 

Keefe’s mom had indeed managed to slip past all of Sandor’s traps and 
security during the night, leaving behind nothing but the faint scent of ash, a 
sealed black scroll in the center of Havenfield’s kitchen table, and a tray of 
caramel-drizzled pastries—which of course no one was willing to eat. 
Sandor and Cadoc had been scouring the grounds ever since, trying to 
figure out how Lady Gisela had pulled off the trick. And Grady and Edaline 
were upstairs in Grady’s office, inspecting the scroll to make sure it wasn't 
hiding anything dangerous—and probably trying to see if they could find a 
way to read the message. 

“What about you?” Keefe asked, pointing to the dark circles rimming 
Sophie's eyes. “Couldn't sleep after crushing Dex’s fragile heart?” 

“I didn't crush it,” she said, kicking the side of her sturdy black boot. 

At least, she hoped she hadn't. 

Keefe must've sensed her doubt, because he moved a little closer. “I’m just 
kidding. All you did was prove my dad’s theory.” 

It took Sophie a second to realize he was talking about Lord Cassius's 
book— The Heart of the Matter—where hed claimed the heart and the head 
held two different sets of emotions. 

“Since when did you start agreeing with him on that?” Sophie asked. 


“Since Lumenaria, when you enhanced me.” 

Her eyebrows shot up. 

Keefe smoothed the front of his navy blue jerkin, which looked snug in 
the shoulders, as if whatever training hed done with the Neverseen had 
added some muscle. “Td assumed that the enhancing made everything feel 
more intense than normal. But I realized later that some of what I picked up 
didn’t match the usual Foster Feelings you're always flinging my way.’ 

“Empaths,” she grumbled, pulling her cape closed, as if that could keep 
her emotions away from him. Shed gone with a black pants-and-tunic 
ensemble that morning, hoping it would make Dimitar take her more 
seriously. 

“Hey, its not my fault you hurl your emotions at me like we're in a big old 
splotching match of feels,” Keefe told her. “Td ignore you if I could” 

“And Id block you if I could? 

Keefe laughed. “Then it looks like were stuck with each other. But if it 
makes you feel any better, it turns out youre only giving me a tiny piece of 
the Foster Puzzle. I got a glimpse of the bigger picture and ... well . . . lets 
just say it was very enlightening.’ 

Sophie stared at the rainbow sparkles reflected on the marble floor from 
the chandelier. “How so?” 

“Nope. Not gonna tell you.” 

“Uh—they’re my feelings.” 

“Yeah, but once you know about them, it . . . changes things. That’s the 
part that’s missing from my dad’s theory. He never explained why the 
emotions in the heart and the head are different. But I figured it out. It’s 
because we're aware of what goes on up here’—he tapped the side of his 
head—“so we control those feelings in subtle ways. We'll encourage any 
emotions were comfortable with, and fight the ones we aren't. But here”’—he 
pressed his hands against his chest—“everything is beyond our control. And 
once you become aware of it...” 

He flicked his hands, like he was holding something that went poof! 

“Think about what happened with Dex,’ he added. “In his head, he 
wanted the Dexphie ship to set sail so badly that he kept fighting for it, even 
when he got some pretty clear signals that he was bound for a crash. But 
deep, deep down, he knew you were better off as friends, and you kissing 


him finally brought that feeling out. And now that he knows it, he'll never 
look at you the same ever again.” 

The words shouldn't have hurt quite so much. 

“Hmm,” Keefe said. “Please tell me you haven't decided you want what 
you cant have.’ 

“No!” 

Though maybe she did—just not the way he meant. 

“Dont you miss when crushes were only silly, secret things?” she asked 
quietly. “Suddenly it’s all getting so . . . real—and not just because of this. I 
mean ... Fitz already finished filling out his matchmaking packet. And you 
probably need to go pick up yours—if you haven't already? 

Keefe smirked. “So thats what kept you up tossing and turning? 
Wondering if I’ve registered for the match?” 

“Ugh, that’s so not what I was saying.” 

“Suuuuuuurrrrre it wasnt.” 

She tried to roll her eyes and turn away, but he grabbed her hands to stop 
her. “I dont want you losing sleep, Foster. So let me set that powerful little 
mind of yours at ease. I have not registered for the match, and I wont be for 
a while.” 

“Why not?” 

He shrugged. “Waiting to see how a few things shake out.” 

Sophie had no idea what that meant, but no way would she give him the 
satisfaction of asking. “Well, FYI, these dark circles are because of my sister. 
I hailed her to check in after Dex left, and she made me stay up super late 
updating her on everything” 

“Everything?” Keefe asked. “Even . . ? 

He made an obnoxiously loud kissing sound. 

Sophie shoved him away. 

She actually had told her sister what happened with Dex, and it had been 
surprisingly helpful. Turned out, Amy was an excellent listener—but Keefe 
didn't need to know that. 

He jumped back in front of her. “Okay, fine, you want me to be serious 
again. I don't like it. But I will. Because I do get what youre saying, Foster. 
All of this . . . stuff. It makes everything way more complicated.” 

Sophie nodded. “I just dont want to lose anything that matters, you 
know?” 


“You haven't lost Dex,’ Keefe promised. “Trust the Empath!” When she 
didn't smile, he leaned in and whispered, “And heres another thing you can 
count on. You'll never lose me. No matter how any of this stuff goes down.” 

There was a softness to his voice. Maybe even a sweetness. And for a 
second, Sophie's breath seemed to catch. 

But then he leaned back and added, “I have way too much fun annoying 
you. 

Sophie sighed. “That does seem to be one of your talents.” 

“And you adore me for it. In fact, maybe we should find out if were 
meant to be.” 

He puckered his lips and Sophie shoved him a little harder that time. 

“Hey—how come the Dexinator gets the smooch test and I don't? Do you 
realize that thanks to you, sweet, innocent little Dex has now kissed 
someone before I have? And you too?” 

“Really?” Sophie blurted. “Never?” 

“I realize it’s hard to believe, considering . . ? He waved his arm in front 
of himself, like his looks said it all. “Don’t get me wrong—I’ve had plenty of 
offers, but...” 

He shrugged. 

“What about Biana?” Sophie had to ask. “You told me you kissed her 
mostly on the cheek” 

Hed been loopy on pain medicine when he admitted it, but she could tell 
he hadn't been lying. 

“Eh. That doesn’t count. She dared me to do it, for one thing. And the 
only reason I caught a tiny corner of her mouth was because she turned her 
head on me at the last second. Thank goodness I had my eyes open, or it 
would've been a disaster.” 

He let out a long, weary sigh. 

“You know what, Foster? You're way braver than I am. I guess we already 
knew that, considering your number of near-death experiences. But . . . I’ve 
never had the guts to be honest the way you were with Dex. I keep telling 
myself, ‘If I don't encourage it, it'll fade’ And it’s helped a little, but . . ? 

Sophie had to fight the urge to ask if he meant what she thought he did. 
Shed already strained one friendship—and she had no doubt Biana would 
consider that a violation. 


Plus, Biana had been a little less flirty with Keefe lately. Maybe her crush 
was fading. 

Still, Sophie couldn't stop herself from saying, “Please don't lead her on? 

“Never. Why do you think I don't flirt with her? I even go out of my way 
to flirt with everyone else around her so that itll be more obvious, you 
know?” 

“Yeah,” Sophie said, fighting a strange, prickly feeling. 

Finally—a solid explanation for why she was always subjected to so much 
Keefe-teasing. 

Shed known there had to be one. 

But for some reason . . . it stung. 

Two big blows to her pride in two days. 

She might as well come clean to Fitz and get the trifecta of humiliation 
over with. 

“Hey, Keefe said. “I—” 

Grady strode down the stairs and shot Keefe a look that had him backing 
even farther away. 

Edaline trailed behind, offering a smile that looked mostly like an 
apology. 

“Everything check out with the scroll?” Sophie asked, trying to force her 
face into an expression that said nothing to see here—we definitely werent 
talking about kissing! 

“It seems safe,” Edaline assured her. 

“Only if we ignore the fact that we have no idea what this thing says,” 
Grady argued, holding up the scroll and shaking it. “I think everyone's 
forgetting that there's a reason humans say ‘don't shoot the messenger.” 

“They'll have Lady Cadence to keep them safe,’ Edaline reminded him. 
“Dimitar was seconds away from dragging Sophie off to one of his work 
camps after he caught her trying to read his mind—and Lady Cadence 
talked him out of it.” 

“Yeah, that makes me feel much better about this plan,” Grady grumbled. 

“I know. But we have to do this? Sophie repeated all the reasons shed 
agreed to Lady Gisela's deal in the first place—and she wasnt just saying it 
for him. 

She couldn't let the whole rejecting-Dex thing—or any of her boy-related 
worries—distract her from the much more important problems they were 


tackling. And not just rescuing her parents. 

When shed talked with her sister, Amy told her that she and Quinlin had 
been going through human newspaper articles about the fires, and theyd 
found that twenty of the burned areas were experiencing an unprecedented 
regrowth of rare wildflowers—which seemed way too perfect of a number to 
be a natural occurrence. Even the humans were calling it the Extraordinary 
Efflorescence. 

Sophie had no idea why the Neverseen would plant a bunch of flowers in 
the human world—and only at certain fire sites. But shed seen enough over 
the last few years to be skeptical of coincidences. 

That was the kind of detail she needed to stay focused on—not all of this 
other drama. 

“Are we ready?” she asked, holding out her hand for Lady Gisela’s scroll. 

“I thought you were waiting for someone from the Collective,’ Grady 
reminded her. 

They were. And Sophie had assumed it would be Granite, since he was 
usually the one who stepped in for Mr. Forkle. 

But a few minutes later, a smudge of shadows and color phased through 
Havenfield’s front door. 

“The Collective thought Id be the best one for this assignment,’ Blur 
explained. “That way if Lady Cadence is overestimating King Dimitar’s 
generosity, we have a way to make sure we dont leave without the starstone.” 
He phased through the wall again to illustrate. “But Pm just the backup 
plan,” he promised Grady. “Everyone ready to head to Spateswale?” 

“Were not going to Riverdrift?” Keefe asked. 

“We are. Lady Cadence moved it to a new river after she finished 
swearing fealty last night. I guess Spateswale is the most direct path to 
Ravagog.” 

“So she’s officially part of the Black Swan now?” Sophie asked. 

“She is. And she’s already given us three separate lectures on the ogres.” 

A loud sigh sounded behind them, and everyone turned to find Sandor in 
the entrance to the kitchen. His hard eyes focused on Keefe. “If Sophie 
returns with so much as a scratch, Pll let Grizel determine your punishment 
—and I think you'll find it to be creative and memorable.” 

“Live in fear of the scary girlfriend,’ Keefe mumbled. “Got it? 


“And the terrifying father,’ Grady added. “I can make King Dimitar look 
cuddly.” 

“Um, excuse me—if anything happens to me, the only one responsible is 
me, Sophie informed them. 

“Well said, Edaline agreed as she strangled Sophie with a hug. “But 
everyone work together to make sure nothing happens to any of you, okay?” 

She pulled Grady into the embrace, and he reluctantly stretched an arm 
around Keefe. 

“Awww, its like Pm already part of the family,’ Keefe said, earning a 
grumble. 

Blur laughed. “Well, if nothing else, this should be entertaining. Come 
on, guys. Let’s go see if you two can annoy King Dimitar into giving us what 
we need.” 


Twenty-nine 


WHAT ARE THOSE things?” Sophie shouted, keeping her back against one 
of Riverdrift’s metal towers as she watched the giant water beasts swarming 
through the dark, choppy water. 

The bluish-gray creatures looked like the oversize spawn of a shark, an 
alligator, and an eel—with beady eyes and extra-long snouts and about 
twenty million needle-sharp teeth. 

And there were five of them. 

“Pannoniasaurus, Lady Cadence said, rolling up the sleeves of her stiff 
gray jacket. “They're a rare freshwater type of mosasaur. Don't worry, I’ve 
worked with this particular pod for years.” 

That would've been a lot more reassuring if one of the beasts hadn't 
chosen that moment to leap out of the water and whip its massive tail at 
Lady Cadence, nearly knocking her into the river. 

“They're just trying to get me to swim with them,” Lady Cadence 
explained. “That’s how we usually spend our morning.” 

“Anyone else not surprised that Lady Cadence has seriously scary pets?” 
Keefe asked. 

“They're more than pets,’ Lady Cadence said, swinging a long copper 
lasso and catching the beast whod just tried to knock her into the water. 

Her muscles flexed as she cinched the rope and dragged the end over to a 
wide steel post in the center of the prow, which had two bars jutting from 
either side and a large loop in the center. “How else did you think we were 
going to get a structure this massive to sail upriver?” she asked as she tied 
the end of the rope through the loop with an incredibly complicated knot. 

Blur pointed his smudge of an arm toward the two huge paddle wheels at 
the back of the boat. “I thought that’s what those were for? 


“Those are only for downriver.’ Lady Cadence swung another lasso 
toward the remaining four pannoniasaurs—and caught nothing but air as 
they dove under the water. “Every current will be raging against us today. 
Ravagog is one of the most inaccessible places on this planet. That’s why the 
ogres chose the location.” 

“You mean stole the location,” Sophie corrected. 

Ravagog had originally been the gnomes’ homeland—called Serenvale— 
until the ogres ran them out, chopped down the trees, and poisoned the 
water with toxic enzymes. 

“I expect you to keep comments like that to yourself when we face King 
Dimitar,’ Lady Cadence told her, tossing the lasso again—and catching her 
target that time. “He may not be your king, but his title demands respect. 
And like him or hate him, you need his help to free your human family? 

Unfortunately, she was right—which was probably why Sophie's stomach 
felt like shed been swallowing shards of ice as Lady Cadence dragged the 
thrashing mosasaur closer to the steel pole and knotted the end of the lasso 
through the loop again. 

She repeated the process with the next beast, and the next, until all five 
were secured, then gripped the two bars, almost like she was holding the 
handles of a bicycle. 

“Everyone ready?” she asked, not bothering to wait for their answer 
before she stomped down a lever, raising a massive silver anchor out of the 
water. Her whole body strained as she locked her legs and cranked the 
handles toward the center of the river, making the houseboat lurch as the 
beasts dragged them the same direction. 

Keefe would've face-planted onto the deck if Sophie hadn't grabbed his 
arm before he hit. “Whoa, youre catching me?” he asked. 

“I know—what’s happening to the universe?” Sophie caught him again as 
Lady Cadence jerked the handles the opposite way. 

“Better hold on to the rails; Blur advised, pointing to the rapids ahead. 

“This part will be bumpy,’ Lady Cadence agreed. 

The houseboat was too wide to go around the rocks, so they sailed 
straight over, launching the craft airborne before it crashed back to the 
water's surface—up-down-up-down-up-down. Water sprayed the deck every 
time they landed, and the wind was punishing on every rise, making Sophie 
wish shed worn her hair in a tight bun like Lady Cadence had. Drenched 


strands kept whipping her cheeks, and she scooted closer to Keefe, partially 
to shield herself behind him, but mostly because he was slumped against the 
rail like a piece of soggy laundry. 

“You okay?” 

“Oh yeah, never better? He looked as gray-green as the river. 

“He needs some of this,’ Lady Cadence said, tossing Keefe a vial with 
something milky inside. “It helps with seasickness.” 

Blur took one as well. “Whew, that stuff is strong!” 

“Bring it on, Keefe said, downing his in one gulp—and then nearly 
gagging it back up. “Ugh. It’s like drinking liquefied hair!” 

Sophie declined the vial Lady Cadence offered her. Her stomach wasn't 
happy, but she didn't feel all that different than when shed ridden roller 
coasters with her human family. And strangely, her balance wasn't thrown 
off. If anything, it was improved. Her feet seemed to instinctively know how 
to move, making tiny adjustments to keep her legs steady. 

“Is this what normal people feel like when they walk on regular ground?” 
Sophie asked, crossing the main deck and back without losing her footing 
once. 

“It’s a little drier,’ Blur said. His outline was becoming clearer as the cold 
spray spritzed him again and again. He was skinnier than Sophie had 
imagined, and shorter too, but he kept his face turned away, hiding his 
features. 

‘Tm ninety-nine-point-nine percent sure that I’m dying,” Keefe croaked. 

“Aw, is the elixir not helping?” Sophie asked. 

“If it was supposed to make me feel like sludgers are swimming around 
my stomach, then it’s doing a great job!” 

“Try this,” Lady Cadence told him, tossing Keefe something that looked 
like a gray walnut. When he cracked the shell, it was filled with a reddish- 
brown goop that smelled like burnt garlic. 

Keefe gagged. “Yeah, that’s a big nope? 

He held the remedy as far away from his nose as he could. “I don't know 
if 'm going to make it, Foster. And in case I don't, theres something I need 
you to know.” 

He motioned for her to lean closer—so close she could feel his breath on 
her cheek, and a fresh wave of goose bumps streaked across her skin. 

“You need to know,’ he whispered, “that—” 


“Oh, stop being so melodramatic!” Lady Cadence interrupted, cranking 
the handles left, to change the boat’s direction again. “Either slurp down that 
bilepod, or quit whining.” 

“Does that mean I can whine all I want if I eat this thing?” Keefe asked. 
“Because that might be worth it? 

“This is going to be a very long day,’ Lady Cadence muttered. 

“Wait—what were you going to say?” Sophie asked when Keefe closed his 
eyes and curled up tighter. 

His lips were half grimace, half smirk as he said, “FI tell you later. Right 
now I’m focusing too hard on not throwing up on you.” 

Sophie scrambled away. 

“Everybody, brace yourselves,’ Lady Cadence called. “Were coming up 
on the first fork, and the river changes can be a little jarring.” 

“Jarring” didn't begin to describe it. It felt like they were tipping over as 
Lady Cadence cranked the handles all the way to the right, and the boat 
jackknifed onto the narrower tributary. 

“Anyone see my stomach back there?” Keefe moaned, forcing himself to 
suck down the bilepod like an oyster. 

“How many more river changes do we have?” Sophie asked. 

“Three,” Lady Cadence said. 

Keefe whimpered. “Someone hold me.” 

He was so pale and soaked and shaky that Sophie had a feeling he wasn't 
kidding. And since she couldn't stop shivering herself, she moved behind 
him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and pulling them both down 
so they were sitting on the slick deck, leaning against each other. 

“If you need to throw up, do not turn around,’ she warned as she 
wrapped her cape around both of them to keep in whatever warmth she 
could. 

“Actually, this is helping,’ Keefe said. “Your cape smells way better than 
this miserable boat.” 

“Thanks .. . I think?” 

His breathing seemed to calm, and his trembling eased. But a rough 
patch of waves had him tensing up again. 

“Drink this,’ Lady Cadence said, tossing him a yellow vial. “And plug 
your nose before you open it.” 

Keefe squinted at the liquid. “Why does it look like pee?” 


“Kelpie urine is the absolute best way to regain your equilibrium.” 

Keefe tossed the vial into the river. “Not even if I really was dying.” 

“Youre going to regret that when we make the next change, Lady 
Cadence warned. 

“Yeah, I don't think I will? 

But he didn't look good when the houseboat turned onto the choppiest 
river yet. 

“I think you need to take your mind off of it? Sophie told him. “Try going 
to your happy place.” 

“I have no idea what that sentence is supposed to mean—unless you're 
offering to teleport us out of here? 

“I wish.” Sophie could only teleport when she was free-falling. Plus, the 
ogres had force fields protecting their city, and there was no way to know 
what would happen if she tried teleporting through. “But seriously, it’s a 
visualization technique. You imagine yourself in your favorite place to take 
your mind off everything going on around you.” 

“What’s your happy place?” he asked. 

“Probably flying with Silveny.” 

There was nothing quite like racing through the sky, surrounded by fluffy 
white clouds. 

“That’s a good one,’ Keefe said. “I’m going to picture myself there too. Just 
you, me, and Glitter Butt.” 

“Glitter Butt?” Lady Cadence asked. 

“Thats Keefe’s nickname for Silveny,’ Sophie explained. “Because her fur 
is so shimmery.’ 

Keefe elbowed Sophie. “Tell her the real reason” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Alicorn poop also tends to be sparkly.” 

“It's one of the greatest things in the whole world,” Keefe added. “And 
Glitter Butt loves her nickname, by the way. Almost as much as she loves me. 
Foster tries to deny it, but I’m totally her favorite? 

“It’s a tie? Sophie corrected. 

“Keep telling yourself that? Keefe closed his eyes and rested his head 
against the rail. The color was slowly returning to his cheeks and his features 
were beginning to relax. “Remember that flight we made to the High Seas 
hideout?” 

Sophie smiled. “Yeah, I think you whined the entire way.” 


“We all have our gifts. And speaking of whining—” 

“No whining in the happy place! Seriously, Keefe, try to concentrate.” 

Everyone got quiet after that, and Sophie watched the smooth green hills 
race by, trying to spot anything familiar. Ravagog was tucked among dark, 
jagged mountains and hidden behind a massive iron gate—though Linh’s 
tidal wave had smashed the barrier to pieces. 

It hit her then—she would have to see the destruction theyd caused. 

Even if the bridge and gate had been rebuilt, there would surely be 
remnants of the ruin. 

Washed-out buildings. 

Flooded sections of the playa. 

Graves. 

“Hey, Keefe said. “You know what I remember most about that flight 
with Silveny? That was the first time I felt you trust me. Like, really trust me? 

It was also the first time that Keefe had peeled back his joking, teasing 
mask and given her a glimpse of the deeper, serious side he hid away to keep 
anyone from getting too close to him. 

“T like it when you trust me,” he said quietly. 

“So do I” 

He scooted ever so slightly closer. “You still do, right? Even after .. ? 

She had a feeling that if she snuck into his mind, hed be remembering the 
moment he stole her cache and handed it over to Fintan to prove his 
commitment to the Neverseen. But Sophie was remembering the moment 
she woke up on a cold, rocky beach and found herself in a newer, darker 
version of her world, surrounded by the crumbled ruin of everything that 
used to be. She hadn't known at that point just how devastating Lumenaria’s 
collapse would end up being. But she knew that things would never be the 
same—and that Keefe was right there with her. 

Hed escaped the Neverseen the night before and camped nearby in a 
dark, freezing cave in case she needed him. 

“Of course I trust you,’ she promised. 

He seemed to let out a breath hed been holding. “One of these days—” 

The rest of his sentence morphed into a moan as Lady Cadence steered 
the boat through what Sophie hoped was the final turn. 

“Not gonna make it? Keefe groaned. 


“Go back to the happy place. You're not here, youre flying with Silveny— 
and she's filling my head with way too many KEEFE, KEEFE, KEEFEs.” 

Keefe’s smile looked completely miserable. 

“Have you checked on Silveny lately?” Blur asked. 

“Not as often as I should be.’ Sophie was supposed to check on the 
pregnant alicorn at least once a day to make sure Silveny and Greyfell were 
safe, and that there were no complications with Silveny’s pregnancy. But 
shed been so overwhelmed, she kept forgetting. 

She closed her eyes, trying to stretch out her consciousness and feel for 
her connection to the alicorns. But no matter how hard she pushed, her 
mind stayed silent. 

Maybe she was too close to the strange force fields of Ravagog. 

Or maybe Silveny was sleeping. 

Or maybe she should be worried... 

She tried to stuff the niggling doubt away—tried to remind herself that 
Silveny could call for help if she needed it. 

But sourness still sloshed inside her like the tossing waves. 

She vowed to try again as soon as they were back in the Lost Cities. And 
if Silveny still didn't respond... 

“Okay there, Foster?” Keefe asked. 

She nodded. 

“Not sure I believe you. So how about we brainstorm that favor I owe 
you? Are you leaning toward humiliation, punishment, or servitude?” 

“Go for servitude,’ Blur told her, right before a huge wave hit the prow 
and drenched him head to toe. For the briefest moment, his features were 
outlined by the water—and while Sophie didn't recognize him, his full lips 
and round cheeks felt strangely familiar. 

“How about I steal the Fitzster’s match packet for you?” Keefe suggested. 

“How about no?” Sophie told him, not even wanting to imagine what 
might be in there. 

“Okay, then what if—” 

“Just so you know,’ Lady Cadence interrupted, “from here on out, you 
shouldnt say anything unless youre comfortable with Dimitar’s soldiers 
hearing it? 

“Are we in Ravagog?” Sophie asked. 


None of the scenery looked familiar. The Ravagog shed known had been 
a series of swampy caverns, along with elaborate structures carved into the 
side of a mountain. But all she could see was stark, barren earth stretching 
into striated badlands. 

“This is called the King’s Path,” Lady Cadence explained. “It brings us to 
the restricted portion of the city, where Dimitar keeps his private palace. He 
showed me the route when he realized this boat was too wide to fit through 
the main gate. If I wasn't wearing this’—she pulled her Markchain out from 
under her cape—“the battalions stationed in these foothills would’ve blasted 
us to splinters by now.’ 

Cold sweat trickled down Sophie's spine as she scanned the hills again. 
No matter how carefully she searched, she couldn't spot a single ogre. But 
she had no doubt they were out there, weapons trained and ready to fire. 

“Prepare to dock,’ Lady Cadence said, and every nerve in Sophie's body 
sprang to life. 

The mosasaurs pulled them toward a flat rock that jutted out into the 
water, and Lady Cadence cranked the lever to drop the anchor. 

“How far is it from here to the palace?” Sophie asked as she helped Keefe 
to his feet. 

“See that gap in the badlands up ahead?” Lady Cadence pointed to an 
especially deep crevice barely a hundred yards away. “Thats where were 
headed.” 

The shadowy crack looked neither grand nor palatial. 

It looked dark. 

And dusty. 

And miserable. 

Lady Cadence hopped onto the dock and secured the houseboat to a 
deadly-looking hook, before lowering a short platform for them to 
disembark. 

“SOLID GROUND!” Keefe shouted, dragging Sophie to a nearby boulder 
and bending down to kiss the rock’s edge. “I don't care if this place smells 
like morning breath—I’m never leaving.” 

“That can be arranged.” 

The scratchy, all-too-familiar voice came from the shadowy crevice, and 
Sophie's legs stopped wanting to cooperate. 


“Whats the matter?” King Dimitar asked as his gorilla-shaped body 
emerged from the darkness, moving with a regal grace that didn't match his 
hunched posture or especially long arms. “Not happy to see me?” 

King Dimitar camouflaged perfectly with the mottled rocks around him, 
right down to the lumpy features of his face. The only parts that stood out 
were the glinting yellow stones set into his ears and the polished metal of the 
diaperlike armor he wore. 

“The fifteen minutes we agreed upon begin now,” he told Lady Cadence, 
scratching the swirling black tattoos that crowned his bald head. “Go ahead 
and convince me why I shouldn't kill all of you.” 


Thirty 


LADY CADENCE LAUGHED—which definitely wasn't the reaction Sophie 
had expected her to have to King Dimitar’s time-limited death threat. 
Especially since his hand was hovering uncomfortably close to the hilt of his 
spiked sword. 

“Dont take him too seriously,’ Lady Cadence told Sophie, smoothing her 
somehow-still-immaculate bun as she turned to face the ogre king. “Dimitar 
greets me the same way every time I visit. And he has yet to make good on 
his threat.” 

Dimitar cracked his knuckles. “There's a first time for everything” 

Lady Cadence sauntered closer—close enough to be within sword 
swiping range—before lowering herself to one knee and dipping her head in 
a bow. “Good to see you again, my friend. Thank you for conceding to this 
meeting.” 

Dimitar’s only response was a grunt. 

His eyes shifted to Sophie, and she hastily dropped to one knee, her dark 
clothes still dripping water as she did her best to copy Lady Cadence's 
posture—from a much safer distance. Blur did the same at her side, though 
it was hard to tell, now that hed smudged his form again. 

Keefe stayed standing tall. 

His hair was droopy and his clothes were soggy and he still looked a little 
green. But his shoulders were square and his gaze was intent on the ogre 
king. 

“Am I supposed to see this as bravery?” Dimitar asked him. “The arrogant 
young elf lord who dares to taunt me?” 

“Psh, like the Council would ever make me a lord,’ Keefe snorted. 
“Though, Lord Keefe does have a nice ring to it.” 


“What are you doing?” Sophie whisper-hissed. “We need this meeting to 
go smoothly.” 

“I know,’ Keefe said. “But I’m the Mercadir for our group. And Mercadirs 
don't bow. They salute.” 

“Am I supposed to know what a Mercadir is?” Sophie asked as Keefe 
raised his left arm toward his nose in a zigzag motion. 

“Actually, the salute looks like this,” Lady Cadence corrected, sweeping 
her arm from her nose to her chest and making a similar zigzag as she stood. 
“And no, Sophie, I wouldn't expect you to know the term. I’m surprised 
Keefe does. A Mercadir is an ogre military designation. Dimitar’s army has 
no ranks—all soldiers answer directly to him—but he holds a small group 
accountable for ensuring his orders are carried out, and those soldiers are 
his Mercadirs.” 

“Which gives them no power,’ King Dimitar added, narrowing his gaze at 
Keefe. “If that’s what you're after? 

“Yeah, not in it for that,” Keefe told him, copying the salute Lady Cadence 
had shown him. “All I care about is that you hold me accountable if 
something goes wrong today—and not her.” 

He pointed to Sophie. 

“That’s not what we agreed on!” Sophie snapped. 

“Maybe not. But I’m not going to let you face any consequences for this.” 
Keefe slipped his moms scroll from his pocket and Sophie felt her jaw fall, 
wondering when hed stolen it from her. 

Had he played up the whole seasick thing so shed be close enough for 
him to pick her pocket? 

“I believe that’s mine,” Dimitar said, holding out his hand. 

Keefe tucked the scroll away again. “You can have it as soon as you 
confirm that I’m the Mercadir.” 

Dimitar scratched his pointed gray teeth with a long black fingernail. “It 
almost seems as though you want things to go poorly today.” 

“No, I want you to give us the starstone and show us a way home that 
doesn't involve a boat—and maybe commission a few statues in our honor 
to celebrate. But I’ve learned to prepare for the worst when it comes to my 
mom, so in case something in that scroll gets your metal diaper in a bunch, I 
want to make sure you keep Foster out of it. Take it out on me—which 
shouldnt be too big of a sacrifice. I can already tell you want to punch me.” 


“I would tread carefully, Mr. Sencen,’ Lady Cadence warned. “The 
punishment for a Mercadir is far more severe than a punch. How do you 
even know the title?” 

“From you. I found the reports on ogre culture that you sent the Council 
while you were living in Ravagog. Looks like Alvar was stashing them so no 
one would read them.” 

Lady Cadence sighed. “I knew I shouldn't have trusted that arrogant 
child.” 

Sophie regretted the same mistake. Shed even asked Alvar to serve as 
their guide when theyd infiltrated the ogre capital—and hed probably 
planned to betray them while they were there. If she hadnt changed their 
strategy halfway through the excursion, who knew what could’ve happened? 

Which made her wonder... 

“How long have you had an alliance with the Neverseen?” she asked 
Dimitar. 

“That’s none of your concern.” 

Lady Cadence frowned. “Was I still living in Ravagog?” 

The king’s silence said it all. 

“Is that why you canceled our weekly meetings those final months?” she 
asked. “Id assumed it was because I sent the Council the update on the 
soporidine.” 

“It was both. The boy revealed himself to me after you and I had our 
rather vocal disagreement on the matter. And he assured me that he would 
‘take care of it?” 

“Thats why you agreed to ally yourself with their order?” Lady Cadence 
gasped. 

“What’s soporidine?” Blur asked, beating Sophie to the question. 

“T think it’s some sort of protein,’ Keefe jumped in. “She wrote up a whole 
report on it—but it was long and boring, with all these science-y words, so I 
mostly skimmed.” 

“It's an amino acid,’ Lady Cadence corrected, narrowing her eyes at the 
ogre king, “secreted by a hybridized bacterium called Bucollosisia, which the 
ogres cultivated during one of their experiments.” 

“See?” Keefe said, making a snoring sound. 

“Trust me, that discovery was anything but boring? Lady Cadence 
assured him. “The bacteria themselves are harmless—but the soporidine 


they secrete is the most potent sedative I’ve ever experienced. A single drop 
accidentally touched my skin and I was gone for three days. No thoughts. 
No dreams. Even my vitals changed. And there was no way to awaken me. 
The only reason I regained function is because the soporidine eventually 
wore off. Had I been exposed to a larger quantity, I might never have woken 
again.” 

“Just from touching it?” Sophie asked, her breath turning sharp when 
Lady Cadence nodded. “So it could be used as a weapon?” 

“Such dramatics? Dimitar said, a snarl creeping into his tone. “Cadence 
knows as well as I do that the unsustainability of the bacterium makes it 
nearly impossible for us to mass-produce soporidine.” 

“Nearly impossible isn't the same as impossible? Sophie hated to point 
out. 

“Spoken like someone who has no knowledge of microbiology,’ Dimitar 
told her. “There is no food source for the microbes, so they perish within a 
few seconds of their creation—most before they ever secrete any 
soporidine.’ 

That still meant someone could cultivate the scary sedative—if they were 
really determined. 

Lady Cadence must’ve agreed, because she stalked closer. “If the 
soporidine wasnt important, I wonder why you allied with the Neverseen to 
keep the Council in the dark about it?” 

“I allied with the Neverseen because they agreed that I had the right to 
keep the Council in the dark? Dimitar snapped back. “You elves love to 
police the world, thinking youre doing some brilliant service. But most of 
the time your rules do nothing more than hinder progress? 

“And what progress have you made with soporidine?” Lady Cadence 
demanded. 

Dimitar gritted his teeth. “As it turns out, that substance had troubling 
effects on our species as well—which is why Id asked you to hold off on 
notifying the Council until my researchers had a better idea of what we were 
dealing with. And after so many years working together, Id counted on your 
support. But you chose to be as small-minded as the rest of your kind?” 

“So you formed ties with murderous lunatics and decided to threaten an 
innocent species,’ Lady Cadence spit back. “Excellent decision” 


“Aaaaaaand you wondered why I thought this meeting might need a 
Mercadir!” Keefe said as Dimitar gripped his sword. 

“Dont, Sophie told him, but Dimitar was already circling Keefe with an 
expression that said Keefe had just been sized up and found . . . lacking. 

“I do not give that title to elves? 

“Then whyd you give it to my mom?” Keefe asked. “I saw her wounds. 
They were curved, like they'd been carved by—not sure how I’m supposed to 
pronounce this one: a shamkniv?” 

“The ‘k is silent,” Lady Cadence told him, still glaring at Dimitar. “Sham- 
niv” 

“Fine, a shamkniv,” Keefe repeated. “And according to her report, 
shamknivs are only used to punish a Mercadir who failed their assignment? 

“You mean this?” King Dimitar drew a dagger-size weapon from a hidden 
compartment in his diaperlike armor. The blade was short and heavy, made 
of black metal that curved like a crescent moon, and Sophie felt dizzy when 
she glimpsed the dried blood on the handle. 

“Yep, that’s the one,” Keefe said. 

Dimitar moved the blade much too close to Keefe's face. “No one realizes 
the edge of a shamkniv is serrated until it’s tearing their skin. The jaggedness 
ensures that each cut leaves a scar. And when a Mercadir has seriously 
disappointed me, I dip the end in flesh-eating bacteria? 

Keefe swallowed hard. “Good thing I don't plan on disappointing you.” 

“All elves disappoint me.” 

“Tm feeling the same way about ogres at the moment,’ Lady Cadence told 
him. 

For a second Sophie wondered if Dimitar was going to carve a few gashes 
into Lady Cadence’s face—and Lady Cadence must've come to the same 
conclusion because she strode closer, placing her hand on Dimitar’s arm. 
“But you and I have always managed to find a common ground. Even under 
difficult circumstances.” 

“Like when two of the children who destroyed my city come begging for 
my help while bearing a message from an elf who failed her assignment?” 
Dimitar asked. 

“Well, when you put it like that,” Keefe said. 

The joke hit the ground with a thud. 


“Did Lady Gisela fail?” Sophie had to ask. “I thought Gethen getting 
captured was actually part of their plan? 

“That was not the source of my disappointment.” 

“What was?” Blur asked. 

“And why was her punishment so much more severe than others?” Lady 
Cadence added. “You know I’ve always disapproved of your use of the 
shamkniv. But you've at least limited the cuts to one or two for a first 
offense.” 

Dimitar tucked his shamkniv back into its hidden sheath. “You assume I 
was the one delivering the blows. Or that I was even involved with that part 
of her sentencing.” 

“Who was?” Sophie asked. 

“It's none of your concern. But it was an elf—which exemplifies why I 
find little reason to put faith in your kind. For all your talk of peace, you 
allow any manner of atrocity to occur. And for all your power, you hold no 
actual control—even over your own people.’ He turned back to Keefe. “Give 
me one reason you deserve the title of Mercadir? 

“Easy. Keefe held up the finger hed sliced open the day before, which was 
no longer covered by a bandage. “I spilled my blood to get us here.” 

The gash was blackened with scabs, and Sophie wondered if she should’ve 
used a different balm—or called for Elwin. But in the grand scheme of 
wounds, it still looked like a paper cut pretending to be a battle scar. 

And yet, King Dimitar said, “An elf willing to spill blood—even his own 
—is a rarity.” 

“For good reason,’ Blur told him. 

“Ah yes, how can I forget your delicate sensibilities? Your poor, weak 
minds cannot bear the violence and gore.” 

“Embracing violence doesnt make you strong,’ Blur argued. “True 
strength comes from finding a peaceful alternative.” 

“Yes, I've heard that excuse before. And I give it even less credence 
coming from someone cowering behind a disguise.” 

“Fear has nothing to do with it. This disguise is a statement—much like 
how you wear that’—Blur waved a smudged arm toward Dimitar’s metal 
diaper—‘“to show your people that their king needs no armor to protect him 
on the battlefield. I appear like this to show my people that I will push 
through any boundary if it’s in the best interests of our world.” 


“Still sounds like a coward’s excuse to avoid being held responsible. Even 
this ridiculous boy has the guts to face me as himself? 

“Does that mean you're accepting me as the Mercadir?” Keefe asked. 

Dimitar studied Keefe again, before he turned to head toward the crevice 
hed emerged from. “The title is yours. We'll see if you lose more blood 
before this day is over.” 


Thirty-one 


THAT WAS AN incredibly dangerous move, Lady Cadence told Keefe, 
blocking him from following the ogre king. 

“Oh, you want to talk about dangerous?” he asked. “How about the part 
when you almost started a brawl with King Dimitar? You were supposed to 
be the person at this meeting that he actually likes—that’s why we brought 
you!” 

“I brought you,’ Lady Cadence corrected. 

“Technically true—though Keefe does have a point,’ Blur said. “The Black 
Swan is counting on you to keep things peaceful today.” 

“And I did. But I will not hold back from telling Dimitar when he's been a 
fool—especially when I find out he partnered with the Neverseen while I 
was still living here. Td always assumed the alliance formed when I was no 
longer around to be a positive influence. But apparently, he spent my final 
months lying to my face.” 

“Do you really think the ogres arent planning something with the 
soporidine?” Sophie asked, trying not to imagine the horrifying possibilities. 

Could they sedate a whole city if they misted the air? 

Lady Cadence sighed. “I don't know. It’s tricky. No food source naturally 
produces the amount of nitrogen the Bucollosisia require—and even if 
someone were to hybridize one, the bacteria also didn’t produce any 
enzymes to digest it. But I don't like that the Neverseen are aware of it— 
especially since I was never able to conduct any of my own research on the 
bacteria. Things had turned so tense with King Dimitar—and the Council 
hadnt expressed any concern. But I had no idea they werent getting my 
reports. Do you still have access to them?” she asked Keefe. “Id love to take 
another look at my notes.’ 

“I can get them,’ he told her. 


“How?” Sophie wanted to know. 

“I don't have to go anywhere near the Neverseen, if that’s what you're 
worried about” was Keefe’s only answer—which wasn't good enough. 

“Excellent,” Lady Cadence told him. “Bring all the scrolls to me when 
were done here.” 

“I want a copy too,’ Sophie added. “And I want to know where you found 
those reports, Keefe. You can't keep—” 

“SHOULD I ASSUME THIS MEETING IS FINISHED?” Dimitar called 
from the shadows. “BECAUSE MY PATIENCE IS ABOUT TO BE!” 

“Hes right,’ Lady Cadence whispered. “We'll circle back to these 
conversations later. Right now we need to focus. You need that starstone to 
find your parents, don't you?” 

Sophie let out a breath as she nodded. 

“Then wed best get moving, Lady Cadence said, heading toward the 
crevice. 

Blur turned to follow—but Sophie grabbed Keefe’s arm to stop him from 
doing the same. 

“Yeah, I know,’ he said, before she could launch into the tirade shed been 
planning. “I feel that cloud of Foster Fury loud and clear. And you can hate 
me if you want. But I made a promise when I found out my mom was with 
the Neverseen—she only gets to hurt me. It’s the only way I can live with 
myself.” 

His voice was raw—his arm trembling in hers—and Sophie realized hed 
just let another mask slip. 

She knew the funny, teasing Keefe. 

And shed seen glimpses of the scared, angry boy he hid underneath. 

But beyond all of that was this new boy, broken into sharp, painful pieces. 
And the only thing holding him together was his determination to fix this 
mess they were caught up in. 

“Keefe—” 

“Sophie! Keefe! Get over here right now!” Lady Cadence commanded. 

“We're not done,” Sophie told Keefe, letting go of his arm as she turned to 
head toward the crevice. 

His voice sounded especially small as he mumbled, “I hope not? 

By the time they reached the rest of their group, the tension between 
King Dimitar and Lady Cadence seemed far less palpable. Sophie hoped that 


meant the king would be feeling more cooperative as he led them into the 
ominous gap in the mountain. 

All other thoughts dropped away as the darkness melted into the 
vibrancy of the palace. 

The main cavern was massive, with a ceiling so high, Sophie wondered if 
it stretched all the way to the mountaintop—though the height was broken 
up by long, needle-thin stalactites tipped with tiny glowing orbs. Each of the 
stone pillars supporting the cavern had been carved differently—some tall 
and twisted, others squat and robust—and they all glowed with colors unlike 
anything Sophie had ever seen. There were no names for the shades and 
tones—no comparison she could make to anything that existed. It felt as if 
theyd stepped into a new universe, walking on a sleek floor that brightened 
wherever their feet stepped down. 

“Is this Foxfire?” she asked, squinting at the tiny illuminated specks 
glowing across an especially wide pillar. 

Dimitar snorted. “You elves and your glowing fungus. You’ve always been 
so dazzled by glitter and light, you never think to see what's lurking in the 
dark—not that you can find these microorganisms anywhere but here? 

“So this is bacteria, then?” Blur asked, scooting away from the pillars 
when Lady Cadence nodded. 

“Also amoebas, King Dimitar added. “And protozoa. We utilize all 
manner of microorganism.” 

“Is that why it smells so . . . special?” Keefe asked. 

The air was somehow both disgustingly sour and cloyingly sweet, like 
curdled milk stirred with extra-sugary frosting. And it felt thicker, like 
Sophie could chew her breath—which was not a pleasant sensation. 

Dimitar sighed. “This air is some of the healthiest air you'll ever breathe, 
and yet you turn up your noses at it.” 

“I never found any evidence that these enzymes brought any 
improvement for elves,’ Lady Cadence reminded him. 

“And I suppose if something doesn’t benefit you, you assign it no value?” 
Dimitar countered. 

Lady Cadence shrugged. “Don't pretend you don’t do the same.” 

King Dimitar didn't argue her point, instead leading their group down 
the narrowest and darkest of all the hallways branching off the main square 
—a path lit only by a single strand of dangling orbs, each radiating the same 


otherworldly colors. As they walked, Lady Cadence explained that the 
palace was designed to fool intruders, so the important paths intentionally 
looked neglected and unimpressive. Any routes that reeked of opulence led 
only to traps. 

The hall wound back and forth, the floor sloping down as they walked, 
until Sophie was certain they were heading for the dungeons. But when the 
long corridor ended, they found themselves in an even more spectacular 
cavern, where smoothed stalagmites stretched out of the ground in sharp 
angles and met in the middle, forming a path lined with sloped arches that 
glowed with a light that almost felt alive—probably because it was. Millions 
of tiny pricks of color were in constant motion, swirling and shifting and 
casting soft illumination on the two enormous thrones stationed on a raised 
dais in the center of the room. 

“Two?” Sophie asked, not necessarily meaning to say it out loud. 

“Yes, King Dimitar said, his expression almost amused. “Did you not 
expect me to have a queen?” 

The thought definitely hadn't crossed Sophie’s mind. Maybe shed spent 
too long around the forever-unwed Councillors. 

“You've never mentioned her,’ she said in her defense. 

“I've never mentioned many things. Especially when it comes to my 
private life. The more your enemies know, the more they can exploit.’ 

“Were not your enemies,’ Lady Cadence assured him. 

“Is that so?” Dimitar turned his attention back to Sophie. “Tell me, is my 
palace how you imagined it? Or were you picturing bloodstained walls and 
halls littered with bones?” 

“You can't judge her for biases that you yourself have perpetrated,” Lady 
Cadence interceded. “There’s a reason you keep this palace private—even 
from the majority of your own people. Just as theres a reason that Queen 
Gundula doesn't sit at your side in the Triad when you render judgment, or 
accompany you on diplomatic missions. You've chosen exactly how you wish 
to present yourself as leader” 

Dimitar’s jaw tightened. “You know nothing of what I wish” 

‘Tm open to being enlightened?” 

“Tm sure you are,’ Dimitar said, stalking over to the wider throne, which 
seemed to be carved from a single massive boulder. Whatever 
microorganisms were on the stone reacted to his presence, blaring with a 


pure white glow as he plopped into the seat. “But that’s not why you came 
here today,’ he added, turning to Keefe. “Lets not waste each other's time 
pretending youre not going to give that message.” 

“None of us know what it says,’ Keefe warned as he handed over the tiny 
black scroll. “So don't blame us if it’s annoying” 

“Knowing your mother I fully expect it to be.” 

The seals made a strange sort of buzz when King Dimitar broke through, 
and thin wisps of smoke swirled around the paper, which was shorter than 
Sophie had imagined—scarcely longer than one of Dimitar’s fingers. 

She couldn't breathe while Dimitar read, trying not to imagine him 
pulling out his shamkniv and carving gashes into all of them. 

But the king didn't so much as blink before he rolled the scroll back up 
and stuffed it into the waistband of his diaper. 

“Am I to assume you wont tell us what she requests?” Lady Cadence 
asked. 

“Who said it’s a request?” 

“Because it’s my mom,’ Keefe said, “and she always wants something? 

“I'm well aware of her greed.” His fists tightened on the arms of his 
throne. “If you must know, she’s offering information on which of my guards 
helped her escape my prison. Now that she no longer needs their assistance, 
she has no problem betraying them.” 

“Sounds about right,” Keefe muttered. 

Dimitar shrugged one shoulder. “She's a survivor. Some part of me can 
appreciate that.” 

“But the other part has to know she’s going to want something in 
exchange for the information,’ Sophie told him. 

“She made that abundantly clear—and I’m still deciding whether or not 
Pll give it? 

“Dont do it,” Keefe warned. “There's always a trick.” 

“Strange advice coming from the boy who shed his own blood and 
dragged his friends to this meeting on her word—and her word alone—that 
I have a certain item in my possession. What makes you so sure she was 
telling the truth?” 

“Are you saying you don't have it?” Sophie asked, barely able to scrape 
together enough voice for the words. 

If he didnt... 


If they couldn't get to Nightfall . . . 

“He has it,” Lady Cadence assured her. 

“Do I?” 

Lady Cadence nodded, dipping a brief curtsy before approaching the 
throne. She slid her fingers along the edge of the arm until a soft click 
opened a secret latch in the stone. 

Dimitar crossed his arms. “I don’t remember telling you about that 
compartment.’ 

“You didn't?” 

The king’s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing as he reached in and pulled 
out a palm-length silver stick with a white stone tucked into a nest of 
intricate silver swirls at the end. 

“Tl admit, I hardly see the value of such a trinket,’ he told Sophie. “But I 
suppose you elves do love shiny things.” 

Sophie could barely focus. 

There. 

Right there was the first piece she needed to find her parents. 

All shed have to do is reach out and grab it—or snatch it with her mind, 
using telekinesis. 

But King Dimitar kept a tight grip—and his other hand lay ready by his 
sword. 

“What do you want?” Sophie asked. 

“Things you cannot give.” 

“Try me,’ she told him. “Tm up for any challenge you want me to face.” 

“I see Cadence has prepared you well—though I wonder if she gave you 
an accurate picture of what to expect?” 

“It doesn't matter,’ Sophie told him. “TIl do whatever it takes.” 

“Or we could form an alliance,” Lady Cadence jumped in, “and skip this 
drastic waste of time.’ 

Dimitar raised one eyebrow. “You honestly think that ogres and elves 
could side together?” 

“For the right cause, yes. And with the right leaders to guide them? 

“Funny, I don’t see any members of your Council here. So either you don't 
consider them to be valuable leaders, or that’s whos hiding under there.” He 
pointed to Blur’s smudged form. 

Blur laughed. “Definitely not? 


“And I never said a valuable leader,’ Lady Cadence added. “I said the right 
leaders. The Black Swan has its own brand of authority—a kind of power 
that can act much quicker, and keep a more open mind.” 

“Yes, I relied on a similar authority when I made my ties with the 
Neverseen.” 

“We're stronger than they are,’ Blur told him. “But I think you already 
know that. Otherwise your city wouldn't be undergoing repairs.” 

Dimitar unsheathed his blade. “Do not speak of those losses so casually!” 

“You realize you cant kill me with that, right?” Blur leaped forward, 
slamming his smudged chest into the spiked blade—which slipped through 
his indistinct form without drawing a single drop of blood. “Bet you wish 
your soldiers could do this, huh?” 

“Actually, I prefer they learn to fight, instead of relying on gimmicks that 
breed overconfidence,’ Dimitar told him. 

“Our abilities are not gimmicks; Blur snapped back. 

“And yet, if I wanted you dead, it would be the work of only a moment to 
make it happen,’ Dimitar warned. 

“Lets not focus on our differences,” Lady Cadence stepped in, forcing 
Blur to back up. Dimitar reluctantly resheathed his sword. “I realize we may 
all find the idea uncomfortable—but we need each other. The Black Swan 
has proven to be a resourceful organization, but time and again, its efforts to 
stop the Neverseen have failed. And you're a good king, Dimitar. Someday I 
hope you'll become a great one. But your authority is slipping. If you're not 
careful, your world will dissolve into full-fledged rebellion.” 

“And how is uniting with an organization that you've just admitted is 
failing going to change any of that?” Dimitar wanted to know. 

“Because we'll be each other's balance. I’m not saying it will be easy. But 
together, we will be stronger.” 

“And if your Council disagrees?” 

“If we start small, they'll go along? 

“Small,” Dimitar repeated, reaching up and twirling the stone set into his 
earlobe. “And what small thing would you expect from this so-called 
alliance?” 

“Whatever you're willing to give. We'll treat it as a trial run, to see how 
things come together. And if it works, we'll look into building on it.” 


“A trial? Dimitar said, holding up the starstone, letting it flash blue in the 
caverns eerie light. “Isnt that what we were already discussing?” 

“I'm looking for more than a hairpin,’ Lady Cadence countered, and 
Sophie had to force herself not to argue. 

She had to remember that finding her parents was only one of their 
current problems, and likely one of the smaller ones. 

“I suppose it will depend on how well you fare in the challenge,’ Dimitar 
said, his pointed teeth gleaming. “Feeling brave, little girl?” 

“If it gets us the starstone.” Sophie's voice cracked more than she wanted, 
but she at least managed not to flinch—even when Dimitar rose from his 
throne and whipped out his sword. 

“I believe you,’ he said, slashing the spiked end under Sophie's nose. “So, I 
challenge you to a sparring match.” 

“Sparring?” Lady Cadence, Keefe, and Blur all seemed to ask on top of 
each other. 

King Dimitar grinned. “First to draw blood three times wins.” 

“Sophie's not a warr—” 

“She's not’ King Dimitar interrupted. “But she doesn't need to be. After 
all, we have a Mercadir to handle these things for her, remember?” 

He pointed his blade toward Keefe. “You spilled your own blood to get 
here—now show me you can spill mine. And if you cant, pain will be the 
least of your worries.” 


Thirty-two 


I GOT THIS,” Keefe said, for what had to be the tenth time as they followed 
King Dimitar through another palace tunnel. It seemed even darker than the 
last one—or maybe that was Sophie's mood. 

“You dont,’ she told him before she turned to Lady Cadence. “You can 
stop this, can't you?” 

Lady Cadence shook her head. “Dimitar has named his terms.” 

“Then let Blur steal the starstone and—” 

“I can hear you,’ Dimitar warned, even though shed been whispering and 
he was far ahead. “And youd never get out of my palace, much less down the 
river past all of my guards.” 

“You might be surprised,’ Blur told him. 

“No, youd be surprised by how much security this palace has,’ Lady 
Cadence corrected. “Beneath our feet is an entire barracks of soldiers ready 
to spring into action. Besides—we didn't come here to steal.” 

“We didn't come here to die, either,’ Sophie snapped back. 

“It's a sparring match,” Keefe told her. “He's not going to kill me? 

He glanced at Dimitar, who gave a pointed-tooth smile that knocked the 
grin off Keefe’s lips. 

“The bloodshed will be kept to a minimum,” Lady Cadence reassured 
them. 

“I don't know about a minimum,’ Dimitar corrected. “But . . . if he’s smart, 
he should be able to walk out of the ring after he loses. And if he’s foolish, he 
should be able to crawl to one of your medics.’ 

“Even if I am crawling,” Keefe said, his voice strong, despite how pale he 
was turning, “I wont be losing.” 

Theyd reached their destination by then—another enormous cavern lit 
by four glowing obelisks in the corners. The walls were adorned with an 


abundance of metal items that would've looked perfectly at home in a 
museum—or a torture chamber: blades of all shapes and sizes, some 
gleaming, others disturbingly splattered with brown and red. Clubs. Axes. 
Spears. Metal orbs covered in spikes. All manner of terrifying hooks. 

The rest of the space was empty, save for a large circle in the center filled 
with a glistening layer of— 

“Salt? Dimitar said, following Sophie's stare. “Gives the same traction as 
sand—with the added bonus that if you knock your opponent down, you 
can press it into their wounds. Ample motivation to stay on your feet, don't 
you think?” 

Bile rose in Sophie's throat. 

“Elves are not warriors,’ Lady Cadence told him. “As you well know.” 

“And yet for years I’ve been led to believe that you make up for your lack 
of military training with your other advantages,” Dimitar countered. “Aren't 
those abilities of yours supposed to be important?” 

“Keefe’s an Empath, Sophie jumped in. “All he can do is tell you what 
youre feeling” 

Dimitar grinned again. “How unfortunate for him. Though that does 
improve my mood.’ 

“It ll be fine,” Keefe told Sophie. “I'm basically undefeated at tackle 
bramble.’ 

“This isn’t a game, Keefe—and you can't cheat? 

“I never cheat.’ His wink said otherwise. 

“It wont help,’ Dimitar warned. “Once we step into the ring, we do not 
leave until the match has a winner. Step one toe outside the salt and I get a 
free strike. First to draw blood three times is the champion. And I’m not 
completely unreasonable,’ he added to Lady Cadence. “Usually we spar with 
swords, but I doubt his skinny arms could support the weight—” 

“My arms aren't skinny,’ Keefe argued, pulling back his sleeve and flexing 
what looked like a well-defined bicep—until King Dimitar did the same, 
revealing muscles bigger than watermelons. 

“I also won't use the grusom-daj, Dimitar said, referring to an ogre mind 
trick that seemed to cause as much pain as an Inflictor. “And Pll allow him 
to keep his pants.’ 

“Um ... what was that last one?” Keefe asked. 


“Sparrers generally expose the same amount of skin, to ensure they have 
equal targets,’ Lady Cadence explained. “So you should have to wear what 
he’s wearing.” 

“TIl settle for you removing everything from the waist up,’ King Dimitar 
added. 

“Phew, Keefe said, unfastening his cape. “That diaper looks like it would 
cause some serious chafing.” 

“Stop treating this like a joke,” Sophie snapped, grabbing his hands. “You 
realize the best-case scenario here is that you get seriously wounded, right?” 

Keefe grinned. “You really are adorable when you worry. But you don't 
need to. I wouldn't have agreed if I didn’t know I can handle it. See?” 

He pulled his hands free and showed her how steady they were. 

Then he gave her his cape and set to work unbuttoning his jerkin. 

“There has to be another way to settle this,” she tried, turning to the king. 
“How about a game of riddles? Or—” 

“This is the way I have chosen,” Dimitar interrupted, snatching a silver 
dagger from a long row of knives mounted on the wall. The blade was at 
least a foot long, with hooked barbs on the hilt, as if the weapon were 
designed to stab deep into an organ and tear it out. 

“Please dont do this? Sophie begged Keefe as he unbuttoned his 
undershirt. 

Any other time Sophie might've noticed how Keefe's lean build showed a 
rather impressive amount of muscle tone when he added the shirt to the pile 
draped over her arm. But when he moved next to the ape-size king, it was 
hard to think anything other than RUN! 

“Let’s see, which one looks good for stabbing,’ Keefe said, grabbing a wide 
black blade from the wall of weapons and testing a few swipes. His motions 
were somehow both sluggish and erratic, and when he tried to pivot, the 
weapon slipped from his grasp. 

“The grip on that one’s faulty,’ Keefe mumbled, kicking the weapon aside 
and snatching a dagger with a palm-length blade. “This one looks perfect for 
sneak attacks.” 

“You can't sneak up on him in an open ring,’ Sophie argued. 

“Thats what you think” He offered a smirk, but Sophie didn't buy the act. 

King Dimitar studied him again, noting the way Keefe kept adjusting his 
grip on his miniscule dagger. “You display an uncommon amount of bravery 


for your species. Good to know there's a shred of fight hidden underneath 
the elvin pomp and circumstance.” 

“Just because we don't fight with blades doesnt mean we're afraid of 
battle,” Blur told him. 

Dimitar pointed his dagger toward the ring and glanced at Keefe. 
“Perhaps. But blades measure what truly matters.” 

“Do they?” Sophie said, reaching out with her telekinesis and floating a 
dozen swords toward Dimitar, each pointed at his chest. 

“Do. Not. Threaten. The. King!” Lady Cadence snapped. 

‘Tm not threatening,’ Sophie argued, floating another sword toward him. 
“Tm showing him there's no need for this match.” 

“You think you can wield those weapons simply because you can lift 
them?” Dimitar asked, studying the blade hed chosen. 

One second his eyes were on his dagger—the next hed leaped in a 
sweeping spin, swinging his arm and sending each of her weapons clattering 
to the floor. 

“It's as simple as this,” he said, stalking so close that Sophie was forced to 
take a step back. “I named the challenge. The boy accepted. Now, he must 
fight, or forfeit.” 

“Dont forfeit? Lady Cadence warned. “Whatever pains Keefe will 
experience in that ring are nothing compared to the punishment for that 
level of cowardice.” 

“She's right? Dimitar said, striding into the circle of salt and holding his 
blade toward Keefe. “Shall we?” 

Sophie grabbed Keefe’s arm. “I have a super bad feeling about this.” 

He covered her hand with his. “I know. But I’m not going to lose. And 
when I win,’ he added, turning to Dimitar, “you will give us the starstone?” 

“You have no chance of winning,’ Dimitar told him. “But if you manage 
to make it through this match without sniveling or groveling, I'll allow you 
to take your trinket and go—after I make one strike against each of your 
companions. Consider their blood the price for traveling with a boy who 
thinks he deserves to be a Mercadir.’ 

“I told you—Sophie stays out of this,” Keefe argued. 

“And I never agreed.” Dimitar stomped his foot, and four holes opened 
up in the floor, followed by four enormous ogres in full body armor who 
crawled out and blocked the only exit. 


“Like I said,” Lady Cadence mumbled, “a whole battalion is underneath 
us. 

“In case anyone was getting any ideas about running, Dimitar said. 
“Youre all here to witness the battle. And you're all here to pay for the loss.” 

“The only loss will be yours!” Keefe sidestepped Sophie and charged into 
the ring, dagger raised, eyes wild, leaping for the ogre king. 

Dimitar grabbed him by his shoulders and threw him to the ground, 
placing one giant foot on Keefe's neck, closing off his windpipe. 

“Two other things we should be clear on,’ he said, as Keefe turned a 
purple-sort-of-red. “Number one: I will limit your wounds to treatable 
injuries, so long as you extend me the same courtesy. Come at me with a 
fatal attack—however flawed it may be—and you'll be dead before you swing 
your blade. And number two: Your friends are not allowed to assist? 

“If youre going to take his loss out on us, we should be allowed to help 
him win,’ Sophie argued. 

“That definitely would be fairer. But I don't play fair? Dimitar said, 
removing his foot from Keefe’s throat. “Which is why the sparring begins 


» 


now. 


Thirty-three 


BEFORE KEEFE CAUGHT his breath, Dimitar had dragged his blade 
across Keefe’s shoulder with a sickening squish. 

“That’s one,” he called over Keefe’s guttural cry. 

Sophie's vision blurred as red streamed down Keefe’s chest. 

“I can't decide what I’m enjoying more, beating the boy—or having the 
girl watch me do it, Dimitar said with a cold smile. “Be glad I’m not kicking 
salt into his wound.” 

‘Tm fine,’ Keefe promised, stumbling to his feet. 

He didnt look fine. He looked pale and wobbly, and Sophie had to press 
her fist under her ribs to keep her stored emotions under control. Every fiber 
of her being wanted to let her darkness rain on the ogre king. But if she let 
that happen, shed unleash the pain on everyone. 

Keefe shrugged his shoulder, testing the motion. “It’s really not that deep.” 

“It's not,’ Dimitar agreed. “But the next two will be.” 

He lunged again, fast and deadly—but that time Keefe managed to launch 
his body into the air, hovering out of the king’s reach. 

“Stay up there as long as you can!” Blur advised. 

“Uh, duh,” Keefe told him. His levitation was shaky, but he managed to 
keep himself afloat and pull his body to the opposite end of the room. “You 
said I couldnt step outside the salt, but you didn't say I couldn't hover above 
it.” 

“I suppose I didn't,” Dimitar said as he moved as close to Keefe as the salt 
ring allowed. “Keep in mind, though, that for every minute you drag out this 
match, my next blow gets stronger—and I aim for a far more inconvenient 
place.” 

“You have to catch me first,” Keefe told him. 


“I intend to.” Dimitar leaped in an arc, slicing for Keefe's feet before he 
twisted his body around, landing on the very edge of the ring—and it almost 
worked. 

The blade shredded the sole of Keefe's shoe, but didn’t hit skin. 

“Good thing I wore the thick boots,’ Keefe said, tucking his legs up 
against his chest. 

But his concentration was fading, his form bobbing unevenly through the 
air. 

“Get back over the ring,” Blur warned. “In case you lose your hold” 

Keefe took his advice, dragging himself to the far end of the circle—and 
just in time. He plummeted, and Dimitar leaped toward him, blade slashing. 

Sophie closed her eyes, bracing for Keefe’s scream. But the only sounds 
were an angry grunt and a chorus of startled gasps. 

“That’s one,’ Keefe said, and when Sophie opened her eyes he was 
levitating again, while King Dimitar stared at the maroon blood streaming 
down his ribs. 

It wasnt a large strike—barely more than a nick, just below the king's 
clavicle. But Dimitar’s eyes were wide. His barrel chest heaving. 

Which was probably why Keefe wasnt ready when Dimitar launched 
toward him with a mighty leap, dragging him down by his ankles and 
slamming Keefe into the ring with a bone-crunching thud. He slashed his 
blade under Keefe’s ribs, a long, deep stroke that sent red spraying before he 
flipped Keefe over and shoved him into the salt. 

“That’s two,’ he snarled over Keefe’s agonized groan. 

“Let him up!” Sophie screamed. 

“He'll get up on his own, or Pll finish this now.’ 

Red was soaking the salt all around Keefes torso, but somehow he 
managed to twist and kick Dimitar back, giving himself the seconds he 
needed to rise to his feet. 

“Tm still fine” he promised. But Sophie noticed he kept his left arm 
pressed under his ribs to keep pressure on the wound—not that it did much 
to stop the bleeding. 

“You need to get to a physician,” Sophie told him, checking her pockets to 
find the Panakes blossoms shed remembered to bring, wondering if she 
should make him eat them or press the petals into the wound. Probably 
both. 


‘Tve got time,’ Keefe promised. 

“And were almost done,’ Dimitar added with an asplike strike. 

Keefe managed to retreat to the air. 

“Back to hiding like a coward?” the king called. 

“Why not? It smells better up here? 

Red rained from Keefe's wound, and Sophie had to fight back a gag. She 
kept herself in control by tearing Keefe’s cape into strips, ready to use for 
bandages. 

“Keep wasting my time and I'll slice something off,” Dimitar shouted at 
him. “You don't need all of your fingers.” 

“Tempting, but I’m really kind of attached to them,” Keefe said. “See what 
I did there?” 

He smiled, but his words were slurred, probably from the blood loss. And 
as Dimitar rolled his eyes, Keefe seemed to collapse, toppling toward the 
ring with flailing arms. 

Sophie gasped, sure hed lost control—but he flipped around when he 
neared the king, a primal roar blasting from his lips as he crashed into 
Dimitar, knocking him over and pinning the king’s shoulders with his knees. 

Salt flew. 

Limbs thrashed. 

And there were so many growls and snarls it sounded like feral beasts 
had entered the room. 

Dimitar’s guards pressed closer, their movements cautious, as if they 
werent sure whether or not to aid their king. But Dimitar managed to fling 
Keefe off and send him skidding across the salt. 

He swung his blade for Keefe’s face, but his arm froze midswipe. 

“Ah-ah-ah,” Keefe told him, sweat dripping down his brow. 

It took Sophie a second to realize he was using telekinesis to stay the 
king’s hand. 

“That was three.” Keefe pointed to the maroon streaming from a small cut 
near the top of the king’s metal diaper. 

“Two, Dimitar corrected. “And you'll regret that miscount.” 

“No? Lady Cadence said, her eyes wide as she pointed to the side of 
Dimitar’s face. 

One of the yellow stones was now missing from his earlobe. And small 
drips of maroon trickled down the king’s neck. 


Keefe released Dimitar’s arm so he could reach up and feel the wound. 
“Like I said. That’s three.” 

“You did this with your bare hand,” Dimitar said quietly. 

Keefe nodded, holding up the splattered yellow stone with a shaky grip. 
“You never said the strikes had to be from the blade. Just that they had to 
draw blood.” 

Silence followed. 

Then slow clapping filled the cavern, and Sophie turned to see Blur’s 
solidified hands creating the applause. Lady Cadence cautiously joined him, 
but Sophie couldnt bring herself to celebrate—or even look in the king’s 
direction—as she sprinted to Keefe’s side, bandages at the ready. 

She shoved a Panakes blossom into Keefe’s mouth and ordered him to 
swallow it. 

“It looks worse than it is,” he told her, choking on the colorful petals. 

But he wouldnt let her peel back the arm he held under his ribs. 

“Come on, Keefe, I need to press the blossoms into the wound.” 

“Nah, I’m good. And hey, I got you a souvenir!” 

He offered her the bloody yellow stone. 

She shook her head, not realizing her eyes were blurry with tears until the 
wetness spilled over. 

“Seriously, Keefe said, when she tried to move his arm. “No need to get 
blood on your gloves—or Dex’s very special cuffs.” 

She sighed. “Show me.” 

“If you wanted to check out my abs—” 

“Show me.” 

Keefe cringed and slowly pulled back his arm, revealing a deep gash that 
ran from one side of his stomach clear to the other. 

“Told you hed be crawling to the Physician.” Dimitar flashed a 
particularly vicious smile, and whatever bond had been holding Sophie's 
knotted emotions in check finally snapped. 

Cold darkness unraveled inside her, mixing with burning rage, the two 
like catalysts, blasting the searing ice through her veins. 

A tiny voice in the back of her mind warned she was losing control, and 
that if she didn’t stop, everyone in the room would suffer. But that voice was 
drowned out by the thunderous fury. 


Red rimmed her vision. Her body shook—though it didn't feel like it was 
hers anymore. It was as if shed been shoved far away, buried under the thick 
black hate that kept bubbling and churning, ready to drown the world— 
until a cool rush breezed through her. 

Calm, it seemed to say. 

Steady. 

Relax. 

And Sophies mind obeyed. 

Black and red faded to gray. Then to a dusky blue that grew brighter and 
brighter as the shaking eased and her mind cleared and she found herself 
staring into a pair of eyes the exact same icy shade. 

“There you are,’ Keefe whispered, his breath warm on her cheeks. “You're 
good now, right?” 

Pressure tightened on her hands and she glanced down to see his fingers 
twined with hers. 

Her gloveless fingers. 

Dex’s crush cuffs were gone too. 

“I took them off? he whispered, glancing down to where they were piled 
in his lap. “Didn't think itd be a good idea to let you rage out on King 
Dimitar. And I didn’t know how else to get through.” 

“I'm assuming youre not going to explain what you two are doing?” King 
Dimitar asked. 

Sophie wasn't sure herself. It felt like Keefe had controlled her emotions— 
but he couldn't do that, could he? 

Keefe must've thought so. He told the king, “Lets just say I’m saving you 
from one beast of a headache.” 

“And now we need to get you to Elwin,’ Lady Cadence added as she 
crouched next to Keefe and tried to wrap his arm around her shoulder. 

“Not yet,’ Keefe said. “Starstone first.” 

Dimitar was still stroking his wounded ear, and his fisted hand made 
Sophie wonder if he would betray their bargain. But he lumbered to his 
throne, retrieved the hairpin, and handed it to Keefe—who slipped it into 
one of the pockets of his trousers. 

“It pains me to admit that your mother was correct,’ Dimitar told him. 

“What are you talking about?” Sophie asked. 


He retrieved the black scroll from the waistband of his diaper. “She told 
me to challenge her son and let him prove that he’s not worthless like the 
others.” 

“Awesome, Keefe grumbled, sucking air through his teeth as Lady 
Cadence gently pulled him upright. “My mom’s love notes are the sweetest, 
arent they?” 

“You may find them lacking sentiment, but she’s done you a great service. 
She requested a specific favor—which I’ve now decided to grant.’ 

Dimitar slipped two fingers between his lips and made a screechy sort of 
whistle that left Sophie's whole head ringing. 

The other four ogres dropped to their knees as the floor rumbled and a 
fifth ogre crawled out of a narrow opening in the center of the salt pit. 

The young female warrior had a leaner build than the other ogres, but her 
body was pure muscle, accentuated by the metal breastplate she wore paired 
with a metal diaper of her own—which was studded with spikes. She looked 
almost stylish with her chin-length ashy hair, the thick black lines painted 
across her silver eyes, and the blue stone set into one of her nostrils. And yet, 
something about the fluid way she moved made Sophie suspect she was the 
most dangerous ogre in the room—aside from Dimitar. 

Sophie had just noticed the thin tattoos circling the girl’s forehead when 
Lady Cadence dropped to one knee, bowed her head, and said, “Good to see 
you again, Princess.” 

“Yes,” Dimitar said, his gaze on Sophie. “I have a daughter—who happens 
to be one of my most powerful soldiers. Romhilda has—” 

“Ro, his daughter corrected, twisting her blue nose piercing. “Romhilda 
is Grandmas name—and it’s gross.” 

Dimitar gritted his teeth. “Fine. Ro has been training for battle since she 
was one month old.” 

Ro crossed her muscled arms as she turned to study Sophie and Keefe, 
her nose crinkling with distaste. “These scrawny kids are seriously the elves 
who flooded the city?” 

“The water girl isn't with them,’ Dimitar told her, a growl creeping into 
his voice. “But yes, they are. And I need you to let that go, because they were 
not the ones who truly betrayed us that day. The real blame belongs to those 
cloak-wearing liars. Which is why I have an assignment for you.” 


He stalked toward his daughter, murmuring something Sophie couldnt 
hear—but she was too worried about how much blood Keefe was losing to 
care why Ro was there. “What’s the fastest way to get him home?” she asked 
Lady Cadence. 

“You should take him to Foxfire,” Lady Cadence told her. “Elwin’s already 
working in the Healing Center, prepping for when sessions resume. And 
you ll be able to leap there as soon as were clear of the King’s Path. I can sail 
Riverdrift home myself” 

“Hmm, a boat ride and my first light leap,” Ro said. “At least this is going 
to be entertaining!” 

She grabbed Keefe from Lady Cadence, scooping him up like a baby. 

“You're coming with us?” Lady Cadence asked. 

“Pretty sure that’s the plan—unless I missed something” Ro glanced at 
her father. 

‘Tm starting to think I missed something,” Lady Cadence said when 
Dimitar nodded. 

“Weren't you the one who suggested a trial run?” the king asked. “It’s a 
bonus, really, that this also satisfies Gisela’s request? 

“And what request is that?” Blur wanted to know. 

Dimitar’s eyes drifted to Keefe. “A bodyguard for her only son. 
Apparently hes made some powerful enemies. And we need to keep him 
alive, so he can fulfill his legacy.” 


Thirty-four 


| THINK YOU’VE officially broken Sophie's record for most Healing Center 
visits,’ Elwin said as he straightened his enormous iridescent spectacles and 
helped Keefe sit up on the narrow cot. Hed already cleaned and dressed 
Keefe's wounds and made him drink at least two dozen elixirs. “Or maybe 
youve tied her record—it’s so hard to keep up with you two. Either way, I’m 
going to add your photo next to hers? 

He pointed to the wall behind them, where a picture of Sophie in her 
humiliating mastodon costume from the Level Three Opening Ceremonies 
hung in all its glory. 

“I’ve never been so proud of us!” Keefe said, holding up his hand for a 
high five. 

Sophie left him hanging. 

She didn't feel like celebrating when Keefe had a thick bandage covering 
his shoulder and a wide band of gauze wrapping completely around his 
torso, starting just below his armpits and stretching to the middle of his 
stomach. 

Keefe winced as he lowered his arm. 

“Still tender?” Elwin asked, shaking his messy dark hair out of his eyes as 
he pressed gently along Keefe’s bandages. 

Keefe sucked air between his teeth. “Yeah. Just a little, though” 

“Is that bad?” Sophie asked. 

“Not necessarily,” Elwin said. “It’s honestly what I'd expect with wounds 
this deep.” 

“Deep” was understating things. 

“Dimitar practically gutted him,” she grumbled, standing to pace again. 

“At least he missed anything vital, Elwin said as he snapped his fingers 
and made a purple orb glow around Keefe’s torso. “I think the Panakes 


blossoms you gave him made a difference too.” 

“And I stole his earring,” Keefe added. “His head will always be lopsided 
now. You're welcome, world!” 

He tossed the yellow stone up and caught it—then winced from the 
motion. 

“Hmm, Elwin said, snapping his fingers again and changing the orb from 
purple to green. As a Flasher, Elwin used light to affect what his strange 
glasses allowed him to see. 

“Whats wrong?” Sophie asked. 

“Probably nothing.” But he frowned when he changed the orb from green 
to blue. 

“You found something serious, didn't you?” Sophie asked when Elwin 
rifled through the satchel of medicines he kept slung across his shoulders. 

Shed been trying to console herself with the fact that Bullseye—Elwinss 
pet banshee—was still sleeping on Elwin’s desk in the private-office section 
of the Healing Center, instead of screeching or curling up at Keefe’s side, like 
he would be if Keefe was in mortal danger. 

But Keefe looked so pale. ... 

‘Tm starting to think you're doubting my abilities,” Elwin told her, 
handing Keefe three more elixirs in various shades of pink. 

“It's not you; Sophie promised. “I just wouldn't be surprised if Dimitar 
laced his weapon with toxic bacteria.” 

“If my father was going to do that, your boy would already be dead,’ Ro 
called from where shed stationed herself near the main door to the Healing 
Center. 

“Oh good, I was wondering when we were going to acknowledge the 
armed ogre in the room.’ Elwin padded over and offered a hand to shake. 
“And you are?” 

“Ro, she said, side-eyeing Elwin’s outfit, which was covered in tiny 
golden flareadons. 

“Shes my new babysitter,’ Keefe explained, wiping his mouth after 
chugging his medicine. “Wasn't it sweet of my mom to get me my very own 
ogre?” 

“Mommy issues alert!” Ro said. “Though I get it. I met your mom once, 
and after about five minutes I was begging my dad to let me stomp her. But 
like it or not, she did you a solid by getting me assigned as your bodyguard. 


Those little tricks you did during the sparring match arent going to save you 
in a real battle. I trained with some of the idiots who've defected, and if they 
come after you, you'll be dead in one slash.” 

“And your father is . . . King Dimitar,’ Elwin clarified. 

She pointed to her forehead tattoos. “Hes going to owe me big-time for 
this. He didn't tell me how lame it is here in elf land—though I guess I 
should've known.” 

She crinkled her nose as she glanced through the doorway at the 
shimmering hallway. “No offense, but what’s with all the crystal? It’s sorta 
desperate, don't you think? Like oh, look at us—were elves, and we like light, 
so we make everything sparkly!” 

Elwin laughed. “It’s always fascinating to see our world from another 
perspective.” 

“Well, if you like honesty,” Ro said, following him over to Keefe, “it stinks 
here, too. Everything smells like . . ? 

“Fresh air?” Sophie guessed. 

“Awww, my girl keeps getting snarkier and snarkier,’ Keefe said proudly. 

‘Tm not your girl,” Sophie snapped back. “And don't think I’m done being 
mad at you!” 

“Obhh, a lovers’ quarrel!” Ro clapped her hands. “Those are my favorite. 
Anyone have snacks? I feel like we should have snacks for this? 

“Thats not what this is? Sophie told her. “Were not . .. never mind.” 

Ro grinned, flashing pointed teeth. “If you say so.” 

“Foster's not ready to face her feelings,’ Keefe stage-whispered. 

‘Tm ready to strangle you,” Sophie countered. 

“You should!” Ro said. “Or wait—am I supposed to tell you not to? Pm 
still not clear on how this bodyguard thing works. Like, if he’s annoying me, 
can I smack him around a bit as long as I don't do permanent damage?” 

“Be my guest,’ Sophie told her. 

“But not until he’s recovered,” Elwin added. “Then, by all means. Maybe 
you ll finally knock some sense into him.” 

“I doubt it.” Keefe winked, but Sophie looked away. 

“By the way,’ Elwin said, “am I supposed to keep Ros presence here a 
secret? Or is the Council aware that Keefe has an ogre princess protecting 
him now?” 


“I think Blur went to tell them,” Sophie said. “Or maybe he went to tell 
the Black Swan, and Lady Cadence went to tell the Council? I cant 
remember.’ 

Shed been so desperate to get Keefe to the Healing Center that she hadn't 
paid much attention to what Blur and Lady Cadence had worked out. But 
there was no way theyd be able to keep Ro hidden from the Council—not if 
the ogre princess would be following Keefe everywhere he went. 

And not if Ro was supposed to be a trial run for a larger alliance. 

Sophie had been keeping an eye on the door, expecting twelve angry 
Councillors—and possibly the rest of the Collective—to come barging in for 
an endless shouting match. But so far, things had stayed mercifully quiet. 

“Well? Elwin said, “just make sure Magnate Leto does an announcement 
before school starts, so the other prodigies are prepared to have an ogre on 
campus. Otherwise there’s going to be major panic. No offense to you, your 
Highness—” 

“Ugh, call me Ro,’ she interrupted. “Titles make me itchy. And wait—I 
have to go to school? Gross. If I have to sit through a bunch of lectures on 
how brilliant you elves think you are, I might start smashing your crystal 
walls.” 

“Dont worry, I spend most of my time ditching or in detention,” Keefe 
assured her. 

Ro grinned. “Sounds like you and I are going to get along just fine.” 

Elwin laughed. “I’m not sure I want to know what havoc you two are 
going to cause together. Just promise me you'll save the shenanigans until 
youre stronger, okay, Keefe?” 

He flashed another orb around Keefe’s middle—a deep red this time— 
and gave his biggest frown yet. 

“There really is something wrong, isn't there?” Sophie asked. 

“It isn't wrong,’ Elwin assured her, heading for the wall of shelves and 
scanning the pots and vials. “But it looks like I need to get the tissue 
regenerator deeper into his muscle. And to do that, I have to reopen the 
wound. It’s not a big deal,” he added quickly. “The seal I made is fresh, so a 
few drops of piquatine should do the trick.” 

“And by ‘piquatine; you mean .. . the stuff that melts off skin,” Sophie 
confirmed. 


“Cooooco00000000000l, Ro breathed when Elwin nodded. “Can I 
watch?” 

“If you want to. But I think Sophie should step out to the hall. This isn't 
going to hurt, but it will be... messy? 

The word alone made Sophies head woozy. 

“Dont look so freaked,’ Keefe told her, offering a smile that didn’t match 
the green-gray pallor of his skin. “I was just thinking this morning—you 
know what would be awesome? Having my skin melted off today!” 

“How can you joke about this?” she asked. 

He shrugged—then winced—and ended with his serious eyes. “Elwin 
says it’s going to be fine, right?” 

“It is, Elwin assured them. “Just give us five minutes, okay, Sophie? Use 
the time to hail Grady and Edaline and let them know you made it back 
safe.” 

Sophie wanted to argue, but then she remembered something she could 
use the time for. “Fine. Five minutes.” 

“Woo-hoo!” Ro said as Sophie headed for the door. “Bring on the skin 
melting! Things are finally getting interesting here in Sparkle Town!” 

“How about I let you hold the bowl to catch the liquefied skin?” Elwin 
offered, which was enough to make Sophie hurry out to the hall. 

Once the door was safely shut, she closed her eyes and stretched out her 
mind, calling for Silveny with all the energy she could muster. 

Seconds ticked by, and Sophie was on the brink of seriously worrying 
when Silveny’s energetic voice filled her mind. 

SOPHIE! FRIEND! HI! 

Hi! Sophie transmitted back. Thank goodness! Im SO sorry I haven't 
checked on you in a little while. Are you and Greyfell okay? And how’ the 
baby? 

GOOD! GOOD! GOOD! 

Sophie let out the breath shed been holding. Where are you? Somewhere 
safe? 

SAFE! Silveny agreed, filling her mind with a picturesque scene of 
sweeping green hills and a trickling river with large mossy stones. It looked 
lush and empty—a perfect place for a pregnant alicorn to graze. 

So you guys really are okay? Sophie asked. 

OKAY! OKAY! OKAY! 


Glad to hear it. But you should probably visit soon I'm sure Vika wants to 
check on you and the baby. 

There was a long pause. And then Silveny told her, NO! 

No? Sophie repeated, sure she must’ve misunderstood. 

NO! VISIT! NO! 

Aw, come on I know youre not a fan of Vika—and I dont blame you. But 
she’s the one who knows the most about this stuff. And Ill be there the whole 
time! 

The Heks family were experts on unicorn breeding, which was the closest 
the Lost Cities had to alicorn-breeding expertise. 

But Silveny kept filling her head with a never-ending chant of NO! VISIT! 
NO! 

Sophie puffed out a breath, not sure what to do. Silveny usually begged 
for a visit, and appeared the second Sophie suggested it. 

Don't you want to see me? she asked. 

MISS! Silveny agreed. 

I miss you too. So why don't you want to visit? 

LATER! LATER! LATER! 

How much later? 

Silveny just kept repeating, LATER! 

Sophie rubbed her head. You're sure everything's okay? 

OKAY! OKAY! OKAY! 

Before Sophie could ask anything else, she told her, BUSY! TALK! SOON! 

Then Silveny severed their connection. 


Thirty-five 


UNBELIEVABLE,” SOPHIE GRUMBLED as she stretched out her 
concentration again, trying to reconnect with Silveny. 

Her head stayed frustratingly silent. 

Silveny was clearly ignoring her—but why would she do that? 

Dozens of theories bubbled up, each more troubling than the last—until 
Sophie reminded herself that Silveny had assured her that she, Greyfell, and 
the baby were all okay. She must really be “busy’—though what a sparkly 
winged horse would be “busy” with, Sophie wasn't sure. 

The most she could do at the moment was stay calm, trust Silveny’s 
instincts, and be much more regular about checking on the pregnant alicorn. 

The door to the Healing Center burst open then, and Elwin peeked his 
scruffy head out. “Were all set. Come back in whenever youre ready.” 

Sophie tried one more time to reconnect with Silveny before she gave up 
and headed inside, where she found Keefe propped against a pillow with his 
torso wrapped in an even thicker bandage. 

“You missed all the fun,” Ro told her. “There was ooze everywhere!” 

Sophie tried very hard not to picture it. 

“Did it fix the problem?” she asked Elwin. 

“Yes, and no,” he admitted. “This is one of those injuries that’s going to 
take some good old-fashioned bed rest before he’s truly back on his feet.” 

“How long?” Sophie asked. 

‘Tm guessing at least a week. Maybe more.” 

“Yeah, that’s not happening,’ Keefe told him. 

“You'll regret it if you don't,” Elwin warned. “Play this smart and the most 
youll have is a thin scar. But if youre not careful, you could end up with 
nerve damage.” 

None of that sentence was good—but the scar part hit Sophie the hardest. 


Dex had a burn mark from their kidnapping. Fitz probably had some 
small remnant from the giant bug-impaling in Exile. And now Keefe? 

How long would it be before all her friends had some sort of permanent 
mark? 

“Easy, Foster,’ Keefe said as Sophie’s hands curled into fists. “It’s not a big 
deal. It'll make me look tough and soldier-y.” 

“Hes right,” Ro jumped in. “Scars are marks of honor. See this?” She 
pointed to a thick line curving down her back from the base of her neck to 
the dip of her breastplate, with thinner lines running along each side. “My 
dad gave me that the day I completed my training. It’s a scar only his sword 
leaves.” 

“Wow, I thought my dad was harsh,” Keefe mumbled. 

“It wasnt harsh—it was a gift. Yeah, it didn’t feel good when he slashed 
me—and I totally kicked him in the teeth to make it even. But that scar tells 
any soldiers marching behind me that I’ve held my own against the king. It’s 
the mark of a leader, and its earned me respect I never would’ve had without 
it.” 

“Maybe so—but he didn't slice up Keefe for respect? Sophie argued. “He 
wanted to hurt him—and he enjoyed it.” 

“Hey, Keefe said, grabbing her arm as she paced past him. “Need me to 
calm you down again? Because I can.” 

“Is that really what happened?” Sophie asked, remembering the blue 
breeze that blew through her mind and shut down her inflicting. 

Keefe nodded. “You were losing it, so I tried to figure out which emotion 
was doing the triggering. And as soon as I took your gloves and cuffs off, I 
synced right into your emotional center. Somehow once I was in, I knew 
exactly how to shift your emotions a different way? 

“That's... weird? 

She stared at her hands, which were back in her gloves again. 

“I put them back on when youd calmed down,’ Keefe whispered. “And 
the cuffs are in your pocket. Wasn't sure if you were supposed to wear them 
outside of Ravagog.” 

“What do the gloves and cuffs have to do with anything?” Ro asked, 
narrowing her eyes when they both flinched. “Looks like I caught my first 
elf-y secret!” 

“You didn't catch anything,” Sophie told her. 
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them. I can smell your sweat too. And I get it. Pm an ogre. My dad's the king. 
And you guys have some ... issues. But right now, I’m here to keep your boy 
there alive, and I can't do that if you're hiding things from me.” 

“Ugh, you sound like Sandor,’ Sophie muttered. 

Keefe snorted. “Oh man, he is going to haaaaaaaaaaate Ro.” 

“If he’s a goblin, Pm sure the feeling will be mutual,’ Ro told them. “But 
nice try distracting me. What's the secret with the gloves and cuffs?” 

“It's just a privacy thing,’ Keefe said. “Foster doesn’t want me reading her 
feelings, because then I'd know how irresistible she finds me? 

Ro raised one eyebrow. “Thats the best story you've got? Ugh. Fine. But 
don't blame me if that secret costs you your life. Or a limb or two.” 

Elwin cleared his throat. “Regardless of that, you look a little pale, Sophie. 
So I want you to take one of these.” 

He handed her a vial filled with a deep violet liquid, and Sophie chugged 
it, only half-noticing that it tasted like milky rose petals. 

“Does that mean were done?” Keefe asked, swinging his legs around to 


the edge of the cot. 
“Easy, Elwin said, blocking him from getting up. “You shouldn't be 
walking” 


“On it,” Ro said, reaching to scoop Keefe up. 

He blocked her with his elbow and stood on his own. “Tm fine. See?” 

It would’ve been a lot more convincing without the sharp breath he 
sucked through his teeth. 

“Go straight home,’ Elwin told him. “And get in bed immediately. I'll 
check on you in the morning. Where are you staying?” 

“Id... rather not say.” 

Sophie shook her head. “Of course not? 

“Hey, I wouldn't need an ogre shadow if everyone wasn't convinced that 
there are people coming after me,’ he reminded her. “Tm just trying to keep 
you guys safe. I promise, I'll come here for a checkup as soon as I can,” he 
told Elwin. 

“You ll come here first thing in the morning,” Elwin corrected. 

“That depends on what my mom tells us,” Keefe argued. “If we're heading 
straight to Nightfall—” 


“Youre not going to Nightfall,” Sophie interrupted. “You're doing bed rest 
until Elwin says youre better.” 

Keefe smirked. “It’s cute that you think that? 

“I mean it, Keefe? 

Ro cracked up. “Wow, she just stamped her foot—that’s adorable! Are 
they always like this?” 

Elwin nodded. 

Keefe wrapped his arm around Sophie. “Foster gets all worked up when 
she’s trying to protect me.’ 

“Thats not what this is about!” Sophie snapped, pulling away. “Though 
would it kill you to do the smart thing, just once, and actually listen to 
someone when they’re giving you good advice, instead of thinking you know 
everything and doing whatever you want?” 

Keefe considered that for a second. “Yeah, that might actually kill me.” 

“Ohhhh,” Ro breathed, “that eye roll she gave you was amazing!” She 
backed up a step when Sophie reeled on her. “Wow, and I thought my dad 
was the master of the death stare.” 

Elwin coughed to cover his laugh. 

“Hey, Keefe said, grabbing Sophie’s arm as she tried to stomp away. “I get 
it. You're mad at me—” 

“No, you dont get it? Sophie interrupted. “You claim were a team, and 
then you change the rules the first chance you get and drag me into 
whatever insane plan you've come up with and expect me to just be okay 
with it. Well, I’m not okay with it? 

“Yeah. Pm sensing that. But—” 

“There's no ‘but’ with this. Either you swear that you'll be honest with me 
from now on—and I mean actually honest. No more surprises. Or... I can't 
trust you anymore.’ 

“You can trust me,’ he promised. “You heard Dimitar. My mom's message 
told him to challenge me. So he would've done it whether I took the title of 
Mercadir or not, and things would've ended up exactly the same way.” 

“Maybe, Sophie agreed quietly. “But you didn’t know that when you 
demanded the title, so it doesn't count.” 

Keefe sighed. Tm just trying to keep you safe. Is that really such a 
horrible thing?” 

‘Tm not some damsel in distress who needs you to swoop in—” 


“I know that, Foster. Believe me, I’m super aware of how powerful you 
are. And brilliant. And special. And—” 

“The sucking ups getting a bit desperate,’ Ro warned him. 

“Tm just saying she’s important, Keefe insisted, before turning back to 
Sophie. “You're the one who matters—I’m just some pawn in my mom's 
creepy game. So if I see a way to take the hit and make sure youre not the 
one covered in bandages, I’m going to do it. And I thought you of all people 
would understand that, considering how many times you've put yourself at 
risk, trying to protect your friends.” 

“There's protecting and there's steamrolling, Keefe. You're preplanning 
ways to betray me. You went there today knowing exactly what you were 
going to say. Youd done research—which you didnt bother sharing with me. 
That’s not teamwork. That’s the Keefe Show, and we've already seen how that 
ends.” 

He flinched like shed struck him. 

But that still didn't stop her from adding, “I can't do it again.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“I dont know. I... need some time to think. And it seems like you do 
too. So I guess it’s a good thing you have a week of bed rest ahead of you.” 

“Right. So I’m just supposed to lie around doing nothing while you 
contact my mom and head to Nightfall without me?” 

“No. Youre supposed to get your strength back so you dont do 
permanent damage.” 

“I don't care about permanent damage.’ 

“Yeah, I can tell? 

“Pretty sure she’s not just talking about your wound—in case you didn't 
catch that,” Ro told him. 

She shrugged when Sophie glanced at her. “What? He's a clueless guy. 
Figured I should help him out? 

“Okay; Keefe mumbled. “I hear what you're saying, Foster. You're right, 
I’ve been taking over everything. I'll try to stop. And I'll send you that scroll 
about the soporidine when I send it to Lady Cadence—and anything else 
you want to read.” 

“Soporidine?” Elwin asked. “Should I know what that is?” 

“Probably. Pll get a copy for you too. See?” He turned back to Sophie. 
“Tm sharing. Don't shut me out, Foster. You need me—and not just because 


I have this.” 

He reached for his pocket, frowning when he found it empty. 

“You mean this?” Sophie asked, holding up the starstone hairpin. “It’s not 
cool when someone steals from you, is it?” 

“Whoa, I did not see that coming!” Ro said. “Gotta tell ya, Pm liking this 
girl more and more? 

Keefe didn't look like he agreed when he told Sophie, “Okay. Youve made 
your point. I’m sorry. I shouldn't have stolen my moms scroll from you. I 
shouldn't have done a lot of things.” 

“Maybe if you say that enough times,’ Sophie told him, “you'll actually 
believe it? 

“I do believe it, Foster. But I think youre forgetting that you can't do this 
without me. You need my blood to hail my mom—and to get into Nightfall.” 

“I know,” Sophie said, pulling a clear satchel from her pocket, filled with 
some of his blood-soaked bandages. “But you spilled enough of it already. So 
I’m all set.” 

“Wow, Ro said. “If Id known you elves were this intense, I would’ve 
visited way sooner.’ 

Sophie couldn't look at Keefe after that. She didn’t want to see the hurt in 
his eyes as she dug out her home crystal. 

“You'll make sure he gets home safe?” she asked Elwin. 

“If he won't tell me where he’s staying, I'll take him to my place,” Elwin 
promised. 

“And Pll make sure he stays there,’ Ro added. “Sorry, dude,” she told 
Keefe. “You called me your babysitter. Now you get your wish. Besides, Pm 
pretty sure she'll clobber you if you dont listen.” 

Sophie nodded, holding her crystal up to the light and keeping her eyes 
focused on the shimmering beam. 

“Take care of yourself, Keefe,” she whispered. “Ill see you in a week? 


Thirty-six 


I WAS EXPECTING to hear from you yesterday, Lady Gisela snapped 
through the Imparter. “And Id expected to see you with my son—not a 
Vacker? 

Fitz scowled at the silver screen, which once again remained blank for the 
conversation. 

Sophie had reached out to Fitz telepathically as soon as shed gotten home 
from the Healing Center, and shed ended up telling him everything—the 
bloody battle with Dimitar and her fight with Keefe. Hed rushed straight 
over with another present to cheer her up—and because he didn't want her 
hailing Lady Gisela alone. But Sandor sent him home as soon as hed given 
her the gift, refusing to hand over the Imparter until Sophie had gotten some 
rest. 

Shed fought Sandor at the time, but in the early light of morning Sophie 
was glad shed had time to mentally prepare for the conversation. And she 
was even more grateful that her parents had agreed to let her and Fitz speak 
to Lady Gisela alone—with their bodyguards supervising, of course. Shed 
had to promise a full update afterward, but at least shed have time to process 
whatever they learned before anyone started arguing about how dangerous 
the next step would be. 

“Well then,” she told Lady Gisela, leaning back against the side of her bed 
in a way she hoped looked calm and casual, “you shouldn't have told King 
Dimitar to challenge Keefe to a sparring match? 

She waited to see if Keefes mom would ask if her son was okay—or at 
least worry about how Sophie managed to have some of Keefe's blood to 
activate the Imparter. 

Instead Lady Gisela said, “Sounds like Dimitar accepted my bargain. 
Who did he assign as Keefe’s bodyguard?” 


“Why don't you ask King Dimitar?” Sophie countered. “Don’t you two 
have an alliance now?” 

“Far from it. All this means is that I showed him we have a mutual 
interest in keeping Fintan and his allies away from my son. But who he 
assigned is an excellent way of judging exactly how committed Dimitar is to 
the cause.” 

Sophie shrugged, keeping her expression neutral. Shed already held up 
her end of their deal. Now it was time for Keefe’s mom to come through with 
hers—and she wasnt giving her anything else in the meantime. 

“It's his daughter, isn’t it?” Lady Gisela asked. “Actually, wait. I bet it was 
his son.” 

“He has a son?” Sophie asked. 

“No. But obviously you know he has a daughter. So that must be who he 
assigned—exactly as Id been hoping. Thank you. You almost make it too 
easy. 

Sophie gritted her teeth. 

Lady Gisela laughed. “Now now, no need for sulking. The more you work 
with me, the better off you'll be. I assume you got the starstone?” 

Sophie glanced at Fitz before she held the hairpin in front of the 
Imparter, letting the stone flash blue in the soft glow streaming through her 
windows. 

Her feet itched to jump into the beam and go charging into Nightfall. But 
she knew they had to wait until they had a solid plan. 

“So tell us what other security thing were missing,” Sophie demanded, 
“and everything you know about Cyrah Endal.” 

Lady Gisela clicked her tongue. “If you're in such a hurry, you shouldn't 
have waited all night to hail me. First things first—does the Council know 
there's an ogre princess serving as an elvin bodyguard?” 

“What do you think?” Fitz asked. 

‘TIl take that as a yes. And I’m assuming the fact that you have two 
goblins standing beside you means that they've agreed to accept the new 
arrangement with the ogres as well?” 

“Accept isn’t the right word,” Grizel said as she stalked out of the 
shadows. “But the elves have always had alliances with the ogres, so it 
changes nothing.” 

“Those sound like the words of your queen,” Lady Gisela noted. 


They actually were. Sophie had overheard most of Sandor’s rather 
boisterous conversation with Queen Hylda after hed gotten word that the 
Council was going to allow Ro to stay. And the queen's final verdict had been 
that Ross presence in the Lost Cities didn’t violate any treaties. Unless Ro did 
something to prove herself an enemy to the elves—or to the goblins living 
among them—no action should be taken. 

“Well” Lady Gisela said, “it seems my plan is coming together quite 
nicely.” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Glad to hear it? 

“You should be. It’s going to fix everything.” 

“You can keep telling yourself that, but you couldn't even get a message to 
King Dimitar without my help,’ Sophie reminded her. 

“And you did it, didn't you?” Lady Gisela countered. “Delegating doesn't 
make me weak. It makes me smart. Clearly you need to learn that.’ 

“She's delegating to me, Fitz reminded her. 

“Yes. And you're a poor substitute for my son.” 

“Dont worry, Im sure you'll find plenty of other ways to manipulate 
Keefe into ruining his life,’ Sophie snapped back. 

“His life isnt being ruined. I've given him a purpose—Id think the 
moonlark, of all people, could understand the difference.” 

Sophie stopped herself from asking what purpose Keefe was being 
prepared for. Shed never get an honest answer. 

But she couldn't resist making a different plea. 

“Leave Keefe out of this. He’s your son, not some genetic experiment, and 
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“What makes you so sure?” Lady Gisela interrupted. 

Sophie's throat went dry. 

Thered been a time when shed feared that the Lodestar Initiative was the 
Neverseen’s version of Project Moonlark, and that Keefe had run off to join 
them because hed realized hed been created as Sophie’s nemesis—but she 
never found any proof to validate the theory. 

And Keefe had cracked up when he found out that’s what shed been 
fearing, so shed set the worry aside. 

“You look pale, Sophie? Lady Gisela noted. “Does that mean it would 
change things for you?” 


“If you designed him to destroy me?” Sophie asked, before she could stop 
herself. 

Lady Gisela laughed. “I love how you assume it would have anything to 
do with you. Do the math, Sophie—when my son was born, you didnt exist. 
But the problems in our world did. And like it or not, my son is part of my 
solution.” 

Silence followed, until Fitz shook his head. “I don’t buy it. Keefe doesn't 
have any crazy powerful abilities like Sophie does? 

“Hes exactly the way he needs to be—or he will be, when he starts 
listening to me.” 

“Well then, there's your mistake,’ Sophie told her. “Keefe doesn't listen to 
anyone.” 

“He listens to you.” 

“Trust me, he doesn't” 

“Ah. So that’s why he’s not there. Interesting. I suppose excluding him is 
the best punishment. Especially given your choice of replacement.” 

“He's not here,’ Sophie corrected, “because these games you keep playing 
are slowly breaking him. And if you don't stop, hes going to shatter 
completely.’ 

“The thing you need to understand, Sophie, is that sometimes we have to 
break so we can rebuild ourselves into something stronger. Look at me. 
Fintan thought sending me to prison would destroy me. But I got myself 
out. And now I know I can survive anything. There's a special kind of power 
in that? 

“The same power you're using to betray the guards who helped you?” 
Sophie asked. 

“I know you're young and blissfully idealistic. But sooner or later you're 
going to realize that there’s no such thing as loyalty.” 

“Maybe for you,’ Sophie argued. “I know plenty of loyal people.’ 

“Do you, now? I suppose you think the Vacker boy is one of them?” 

“I am,” Fitz said, scooting closer to Sophie. 

“As am I,” Sandor added, moving to Sophie’s other side. Grizel stood next 
to Fitz. 

“All that means is that someone hasnt found your weakness yet,’ Lady 
Gisela told them. “Or perhaps Sophie is your weakness. Either way, all it 
takes is for someone to figure out where youre vulnerable—and hit you 


there—and that loyalty will crumble. So you can either be the one exploiting 
people to your advantage, or risk that they'll exploit you.” 

“Is that what happened with Cyrah?” Sophie asked. “You used her 
weakness to force her to make the starstones you needed, and then killed her 
so she couldnt tell anyone?” 

‘Tm sure youd love that to be true. You're so determined to assign me the 
role of villain in this story. Sadly, reality is rarely so one-sided. But we'll get 
to that later.” 

“That wasn't our deal.” 

“Actually, I very intentionally never gave a timeline for when our Cyrah 
conversation would happen. But you can unclench that jaw. I’m not going to 
stall the discussion endlessly. Pm just keeping the proper priorities. Right 
now I need a better idea of what the Neverseen are up to. And you need to 
find your family. So let’s focus on Nightfall for the moment, shall we?” 

Sophie nodded, even though she hated herself for it. 

Once again, she was allowing herself to be distracted from the bigger 
picture. But . . . she was so close to getting her parents back. 

“Good, Lady Gisela said. “Now, where should we start?” 

“How about you tell us what Nightfall actually is?” Fitz suggested. 

“T already have.” 

“Saying it’s ‘the future’ doesn’t mean anything,” Sophie argued. 

“It means everything. Nightfall is more than a place. It’s an idea—though 
I cant take credit for it. At least not originally.” 

“Who can?” Sophie asked. 

“The oldest records I’ve found link it to Fintan’s new advisor. It was her 
focus—but she got herself arrested before she could make it a reality. And 
without her to spearhead it, the plan was forgotten—until I discovered her 
notes and realized the potential of her dream. It took me years—and some 
rather brutal sacrifices—but eventually I did what she couldn't and carved 
the facility into the mountain. But I also made some amendments to turn 
Nightfall into what it needs to be. And when I was done, I realized that the 
world wasnt ready for the change Id be bringing. So I locked the door and 
sealed it away—I believe you saw that memory. Over time, I realized that 
something so crucial should have regular guards. And since the Neverseen 
were stretched far too thin, I had to invent an alternative.” 


“Please tell me there isn't some sort of robot army in there,’ Sophie 
begged. 

“Of course not. The creatures I designed are far more elegant.’ 

Sophie and Fitz shared a look. 

“Are you saying you made some sort of . . . genetically engineered guard 
dog?” Sophie asked slowly. 

“Dont be silly. These beasts could swallow a dog whole. And I didn't 
make one. I made three.” 


Thirty-seven 


FOR A GIRL created in a lab, I didn’t expect you to be so shocked by this 
revelation, Lady Gisela said, breaking the silence that had settled over 
Sophie’s bedroom. “Especially since I never would’ve had the idea if it 
werent for your creators. Mind you, I’m not a fan of altering the genetics of 
our species—but I could see the advantage of designing a lesser creature to 
fit my security needs.” 

Sophie was still trying to wrap her head around the idea when Fitz came 
to another realization. 

“So you're admitting you didn't do any genetic experimenting on Keefe?” 

Lady Gisela laughed. “Of course I didnt manipulate the DNA of my son. 
Clearly you two have been spending far too much time with an order that 
disrespects elvin genetics. They may have given you some uniquely powerful 
talents, Sophie, but Pm not convinced you wont later discover that their 
alterations have unanticipated consequences.” 

Sophie shared the same worry—but that wasn't what she needed to be 
focusing on at the moment. 

“What kind of beast did you make?” she asked. “Or beasts, I guess I 
should say.” 

Lady Gisela’s voice sounded almost dreamy when she said, “I call them 
my gorgodons. Part flareadon, for their flame resistance. Part gorgonops for 
their fangs. Part argentavis for their wingspan. And part eurypterid, for their 
stinging tails. Equally at home on land, in the sea, or in the sky—” 

“Wouldn't that be a gorgentaveridon?” Fitz interrupted. “It seems like the 
argentavis and eurypterid should be in the name.” 

Lady Gisela sighed. “Clearly this is why you get along so well with my 
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son. 


Fitz shrugged. “Hey, it’s not my fault you chose a stupid name—which 
also sounds too much like a gorgonops, by the way.’ 

“Can we focus?” Sophie jumped in. “You're telling me you grew three 
mutant creatures—” 

“Hatched,” Lady Gisela corrected. “From fire. Weren't you wondering if 
the Everblaze had served some larger purpose? You don't get much larger 
than these” 

“Thats how you made the creatures?” Of all the theories Sophie had come 
up with, mutant beast creation definitely hadn't been one of them. 

“Thats how I hatched them,’ Lady Gisela corrected. “Id started making 
batches of eggs years earlier, but could never find a powerful enough heat 
source to incubate them. Td actually given up on the project, until Fintan 
suggested using Everblaze. We tried a controlled burn first, but the eggs 
needed the kind of heat that only comes from a true, out-of-control wildfire. 
And since Brant had already been planning a firestorm, we arranged ten of 
the blazes specifically for incubating and hatching.” 

“Ten, Sophie repeated. “I thought you said there were three? 

“The process didn't go exactly the way Id expected,” Lady Gisela 
admitted. “Genetics are . . . complicated. Despite my careful research, the 
gorgodons are covered in argentavis feathers instead of flareadon fur. So 
once the eggs finally cracked, most of the hatchlings were consumed by the 
flames. Fintan and Brant were able to steer the fire away—and Ruy was able 
to encase his in a force field until the fires moved along. But the rest of us 
could only stand by as life was given—and then taken away. Honestly, 
though, that turned out to be an advantage. The gorgodons are much 
deadlier than I anticipated. They have venomous fangs, venomous talons, 
and venomous spikes on their tails—as well as the ability to fly, breathe 
underwater, scale walls, and camouflage themselves.” 

Grizel breathed a word Sophie didn't understand. But she did catch when 
Sandor mumbled, “Abomination” 

“And yet you willingly put your life on the line to protect something just 
as unnatural,’ Lady Gisela told him. 

Sophie should’ve been insulted, but she was too busy trying to picture 
what the gorgodons must look like. No matter which way her mind 
combined the various creatures, the end result was huge and horrifying. 

Fitz—thankfully—seemed to be thinking more clearly. 


“Hang on,’ he said. “The Everblaze attack happened way after Keefe's 
memory of you bringing him to Nightfall and using his blood to lock the 
facility? 

“Yes, and I already told you, my gorgodons are a security measure I 
added later” 

“But how did you get in without Keefe?” Sophie asked. “Or is that 
another memory you stole from him?” 

“No. By the time the hatchlings were strong enough to be moved to 
Nightfall, Keefe had grown far too uncooperative to assist me—unless it was 
unwittingly. But all I needed was his blood. And he was so distraught after 
attending your planting, Sophie, that I didnt even have to convince him to 
take the sedatives.” 

Sophie's heart seemed to still. “You drugged him and stole his blood after 
my funeral?” 

“No. I offered him what little comfort I could—a night of dreamless 
oblivion. And he took it. Gratefully. And begged for more the next day. And 
the day after that. Poor boy was devastated.” 

“We all were!” Fitz snapped. 

“And that whole time, you knew we were alive!” Sophie added. 

“Well, yes, but I couldn't exactly tell anyone that, now could I? Besides, 
your final fates were still very much undetermined” 

Fitz wrapped his arm around her as Sophie's mind replayed the sickening 
moment when Brant had ordered both her and Dex’s deaths. 

“Youre even more heartless than I thought,’ Sophie said, rubbing the 
knot of emotions in her chest, trying to keep them bound together. 

“Said the girl who used my son’s blood to hail me today? 

‘Tm not the one who spilled that blood!” Sophie snapped back. 

“But you still took it. And used it. How very ruthless of you. No need to 
look ashamed. It’s good to see there’s hope for you yet.” 

“Hope for what?” Sophie asked, not sure why she was bothering. 

Of course Lady Gisela told her, “Things youre still not ready to accept.” 

“Were getting off track,” Fitz said, pulling Sophie closer. “If these beasts 
are running loose in Nightfall, how did the Neverseen get past them?” 

“The gorgodons have one weakness—the same weakness that destroyed 
the other seven we hatched. Which was why Fintan and I had agreed that 
when Nightfall was ready for use, he would contain them behind walls of 


balefire at the only access point to the facility to ensure that no one could get 
in or out unless we wanted them to. I see no reason why he would deviate 
from that plan—especially since he has to be preparing for you to come after 
your family.” 

“And there’s no other way to get in?” Fitz asked. 

“No. The dwarves who helped me construct the facility took measures to 
ensure that no one would be able to tunnel in. You'll have to go in the usual 
way and sneak past the gorgodons.” 

“Or, let me go first and I'll go hunting,” Grizel offered. 

Sophie’s stomach soured. 

The gorgodons might sound terrifying, but killing them didn't seem right 
—especially since the creatures were only doing what theyd been bred to do. 

The nausea grew when Lady Gisela told Grizel, “Youd be dead long 
before you ever swiped your blade. Sneaking past them is the only way to get 
through—and it’s not as difficult as you're imagining. The trick is to hide 
your scent the same way I snuck into Havenfield to deliver my message.” 

“Ash?” Sandor guessed. 

“From Everblaze, Lady Gisela clarified. “The flames leave behind 
different elements than regular flames, which gives the ash a quality that 
blocks other scents. Cover yourself from head to toe—don't miss an inch. 
You ll look ridiculous, and you'll be washing ash out of your hair for hours, 
but the gorgodons can’t smell you as long as the ash is there. And make sure 
you bring extra to cover your family once you find them, otherwise they'll 
give you away when you try to sneak out. You'll also want to go in with as 
small of a group as possible. Id advise against more than four—and I 
wouldn't recommend including a goblin. Their scent is much stronger than 
ours.” 

“You're not going without me,’ Sandor informed them. 

“If you care about your charge,’ Lady Gisela told him, “you'll listen to me. 
I know you want to believe you can come up with some simpler way to do 
this, but I was very thorough when I designed this security.’ 

“Assuming youre right,’ Grizel said in a tone that made it clear she was 
not happy about that assumption, “won't they be trapped in the same cage of 
flames holding the gorgodons?” 

“Look for the flame that rises higher than the others—that one’s always 
an illusion. It will be too narrow for the creatures to pass, but your group 


will have no problem fitting if you go one at a time? 

“You expect us to walk through fire just because you're telling us it’s safe?” 
Fitz asked. 

“Yes. Because I need you alive. And if I wanted to kill you, why would I 
bother warning you about the gorgodons?” 

“Fair enough,” Sophie decided. “Once we're free of the corral, where do 
we go? Can you give us a map of the facility?” 

“There's only one place Fintan would have your family. On the fourth 
level, I designed a special observation room.” 

Sophie had to remind herself to breathe. “Why are they being observed?” 

“Any number of reasons. And worrying about them wont change 
anything. If you want to help your family, get into Nightfall and take them 
back. You'll be entering on the second level, so you'll only need to make 
your way up two floors. You'll reach the main staircase if you keep right in 
all the forks off the main corridor. Don't try to open any of the doors you 
pass—you ll trigger alarms. And never go to the left—you'll get hopelessly 
lost. None of this is a trick, by the way. I know how you think, and I know 
you dort want to trust me. But I need your family out of Nightfall just as 
much as you do. So stay on the main path, keep right, and once you take the 
stairs to the fourth floor, then go left. You'll know the observation room once 
you see it. It ll probably be locked, but Keefe’s blood is a master key.” 

“What if we run into the Neverseen?” Fitz asked. 

“Tm assuming you can handle them, given the havoc I’ve seen you cause. 
Besides, if I know Fintan, he'll assign Ruy to keep an eye on things in 
Nightfall and have everyone else out working on other pieces of his vision. 
Surely you can handle one Psionipath.” 

Fitz leaned closer to Sophie. “We should probably bring Tam.’ 

Sophie nodded. 

Tam’s shadows could break through Ruy’s force fields. 

“So it'll be you, me, Tam, and Grizel?” she whispered back. 

“Bad idea,” a high-pitched voice said behind them, and they all flinched 
as Biana appeared in the corner. “If stealth is key, don't you think you should 
bring someone who can disappear?” 

“Have you been eavesdropping this whole time?” Fitz asked. 

Biana didn't look the least bit sorry. 

Sandor sighed. “Where's your bodyguard?” 


“Dont blame Woltzer. None of you would’ve been able to stop me from 
sneaking out either. Just like none of you could tell I was here, could you?” 

“Its hard to smell anything beyond your brothers cologne,” Sandor 
grumbled. 

Biana grinned. “I keep telling him it’s overkill” 

“Hey, I like it? Sophie argued—cheeks flushing with the confession. 

‘TIl leave that one alone,” Biana told her. “But you have to admit it makes 
way more sense for me to go with you to Nightfall than Fitz. I know he’s 
going to use the ‘were Cognates’ line, but whats more important? Mind 
tricks you're probably not going to need? Or someone who can do this?” 

She vanished again, reappearing on the other side of the room. 

“Can you even disappear when youre covered in ash?” Fitz asked. 

“I can make my clothes vanish. Why would ash be any different?” 

“You should test it before you go,’ Lady Gisela warned. “As I said, ash 
from the Everblaze is different.’ 

“And where, exactly, are we supposed to get this ash?” Sophie asked. 

“There's hardly a shortage. Just go to any of the firestorm sites that aren't 
buried in flowers at the moment.’ 

Sophie sat up straighter. “Why not the ones with flowers?” 

“Because I hear theyre quite crowded with humans admiring nature’s 
splendor, and I’m assuming you're going for discretion.” 

The explanation made sense—but Lady Gisela had hesitated half a second 
before shed given it. 

“What’s the real reason you don't want us going there?” Sophie pressed. 

‘Tm not telling you to stay away. I’m telling you that if you need ash, 
that’s the wrong place to look. There isn’t any ash left? 

“You expect me to believe you've removed all the ash from twenty burn 
sites?” Sophie argued. 

“I never said I was the one who gathered it? 

“So the Neverseen did?” 

Silence was the only answer, which told Sophie enough. 

“Do you know what flowers they’re talking about?” Biana whispered to 
her brother. 

“Quinlin found articles,’ Sophie explained, “talking about a phenomenon 
the humans are calling the Extraordinary Efflorescence. A bunch of the fire 
sites are covered in rare wildflowers right now, and no one knows why.’ 


“Why would you plant a bunch of flowers?” Fitz asked Lady Gisela. 

“That information isn't part of our bargain,” she told him. “And I hope 
you wont be foolish enough to let this distract you from getting yourself to 
Nightfall” 

“Why?” Fitz asked. “What’s in it for you?” 

“I already told you—I need more information on what the Neverseen are 
doing there. Especially which doors—if any—have the runes illuminated” 

“Thats not part of our bargain either,’ Sophie reminded her. “And don't 
even think about threatening to withhold information on Cyrah for this.” 

“There's no need. Once you collect your parents, you'll be desperate to cut 
another bargain with me” 

“How can you be so sure?” Fitz asked. 

“Because if I’m right about what Fintan’s been doing to them in Nightfall, 
youre going to need my help restoring their sanity.” 


Thirty-eight 


RESTORING THEIR SANITY. 

The words were too sharp—too heavy—too much. 

They pressed in from every direction, squeezing and choking until 
everything inside Sophie seemed to shut down. 

She was vaguely aware of Lady Gisela ending their conversation, and of 
following Fitz and Biana downstairs. Just like she knew she was now sitting 
on the living room sofa with warm arms wrapped around her shoulders. 

But she couldn't focus on who was next to her or what anyone was saying. 
And the more her imagination ran wild, the more her mind wrestled with 
one heartbreaking question. 

What was she going to tell her sister? 

“Nothing,” a familiar voice told her, and it took her eyes a second to focus 
on Mr. Forkle, who was standing in front of her, along with Fitz. “You say 
nothing about any of this until you're certain of what were dealing with. 
And I apologize for violating the rules of telepathy again—but you've been 
staring at the same spot on the wall for more than an hour and I needed to 
reassure myself that you werent having a mental breakdown.” 

“I feel like I might be,’ Sophie mumbled. 

“How can I help?” Fitz asked, a deep crease settling between his eyebrows 
as he crouched down to her level. 

Sophie shook her head. 

She couldn't stop what was happening to her human parents until she 
found them—and even then, she couldnt change what had already been 
done. 

The arms holding her hugged her tighter and she glanced over her 
shoulder to find Edaline there, with Grady beside her. 


“I know how easy it is to slip into despair,’ Edaline whispered, “but try 
not to lose hope.” 

“We're going to fix this,” Grady added. 

Sophie closed her eyes, wishing she could feel even a drop of confidence. 

“Want me to give you something to calm your nerves?” another voice 
offered, and Sophie followed the sound to where Livvy stood by the wall of 
windows. 

“Is Amy here?” she asked, pulling away from Edaline to scan the room. 

“No, Livvy assured her. “Shes with Quinlin, wading through more 
articles about the efflorescence—and I agree with Forkle. Right now she’s 
happy, and proud of herself for catching the details Quinlin misses. There's 
no need to worry her about any of this until weve made sure it isnt another 
of Lady Giselas games.” 

“But Keefe’s mom has been honest about everything else,’ Sophie 
reminded her. 

“Has she?” Tam asked from where he hid in the shadows below the 
curved staircase. “Because it sounds to me like she’s really only been honest 
enough to manipulate you.” 

“Mr. Tam is very wise, Mr. Forkle agreed. “And before you argue, I want 
you to consider this: Gisela is not an Empath. Nor is she a Telepath. Or a 
Physician. Which means she has nothing to offer when it comes to ‘restoring 
your parents sanity: So I find it rather suspicious that she would make such 
a claim—especially since she knows that the mere mention of it will trigger 
this level of panic.” 

“But what if—” 

“No, Mr. Forkle interrupted. “No ‘what-ifs’ Try to wait until we have 
facts. And remember, our medicine can fix nearly any physical malady.’ 

“Nearly,” Sophie mumbled. 

The word was just as unsettling as when King Dimitar used it about the 
soporidine. 

So was the word “physical.” 

“She said ‘sanity,” Sophie whispered. “Physicians can't fix that?’ 

“A Washer can,” Mr. Forkle said gently. “Whatever trauma your human 
parents have suffered will be linked to their memories. So if we wipe those 
moments away, it'll be as if it never happened? 


“But what about their emotions?” Sophie had to ask. “Those cart be 
erased, right? So all the fear they're feeling—” 

“Will be dulled when we tie those emotions to replacement memories,’ 
Mr. Forkle interrupted. “We would craft stories that echo the same 
sentiments in far less traumatic ways. Like a memory of a minor accident in 
those dangerous vehicles humans love to drive. The process would be 
complicated, of course. But effective, too? 

“Unless something triggers the real memories,” Sophie reminded him. 

“That would be a concern. Wed likely have to do what we call a ‘reset’ and 
erase every single memory your parents have made since the day of their 
abduction. We try to avoid those because it'll leave a blank spot in their past, 
and that can make their minds fixate and seek out the triggers. But as long as 
were careful to ensure their new identities feel seamless with their previous 
stream of memories, they'll learn to skip over the gap. And I know how 
confusing and impossible this all sounds—but I’ve actually done it before. 
Twice. And I have no doubt I can do it again” 

Sophie nodded, telling herself to be glad they had a way to wipe away 
anything painful from her parents’ minds. But... 

“This only works if you erase me again,” she whispered. 

“You were thinking we wouldn't,’ Mr. Forkle said. It wasn’t a question— 
but somehow, it felt like an answer, snuffing out that tiny hope shed been 
carrying. 

“I thought theyd be safer if they knew they were in danger,’ Sophie 
admitted. “And I figured, if they knew that . . . then maybe they could also 
know me—not to live with them,” she added, glancing at her adoptive 
parents. “Just . . . to visit, occasionally. I knew itd be super complicated, 
but.. ? 

Grady and Edaline tightened their hug. 

“Wed love for you to have that, they both assured her, and Sophie’s eyes 
burned. 

But it didn’t matter. 

Shed do whatever it took to spare her parents from trauma. 

“Hey, Edaline said, wiping tears off Sophie's cheeks. “Lets not get ahead 
of ourselves, okay? We don't know how any of this is going to work out? 

“Exactly,” Livvy told her. “I wouldn't be surprised if Gisela said that to 
distract you from the slip she made, mentioning the efflorescence.” 


“Me too,’ Biana agreed. “Didn't you hear how nervous she sounded after 
she said it?” 

“She should be,’ Mr. Forkle added. “She all but admitted the Neverseen 
planted those flowers. So now we need to figure out why. Just as we need to 
learn more about this soporidine. Mr. Sencen sent over the report you 
requested a little while ago’—he held up a crunched-looking scroll—“and 
Pll admit, it feels like we're missing something.’ 

He was right, both of those were probably related to much bigger 
problems they should be tackling. 

And yet, she found herself asking, “Shouldn't we be planning our raid of 
Nightfall?” 

“We have been,” Mr. Forkle assured her. “A group will be heading to the 
facility late tonight, while anyone there is hopefully asleep, and you'll have 
the best chance of sneaking in and out without detection.” 

“I still think we should try to capture anyone from the Neverseen while 
were there,’ Fitz muttered. 

“I know. And I understand the inclination,” Mr. Forkle told him. “It’s the 
same difficult decision I faced when I rescued Miss Foster and Mr. Dizznee. 
But the more you complicate a mission, the more it reduces your chances of 
success. And the most important goal is to recover Sophie's parents.” 

Sophie wasnt sure if that was true—but she couldnt bring herself to 
argue. Even if it was selfish. Even if it was playing into the Neverseen’s game. 

After Lady Gisela’s warning, she had to get her parents out of there. 

“When do we leave?” she asked. 

“We're aiming for midnight,’ Mr. Forkle said, “assuming we can gather 
the ash you'll need.” 

“And finalize whos going,’ Edaline added. 

“Tam!” Fitz, Biana, Grady, Grizel, and Sandor all said at the same time. 

“In case you were wondering,’ Tam told Sophie, “they've been fighting 
over this pretty much the whole time you've been sitting there. The only 
things they agree on are that Forkle cant go because the Neverseen would 
find out he’s still alive, and that I should be there. I guess we're taking on 
mutant beasts?” 

“Which is why I should be going,’ Grady jumped in. “I’ve tamed all of 
these creatures in our pastures.” 


“It sounds like these beasts cart be tamed,” Sandor argued. “Which is 
why you need someone trained to hunt.” 

“But that person also needs to be stealthy,’ Grizel corrected. 

“This is the part where Biana reminds everyone that she can turn 
invisible,’ Tam added. “And then Fitz will snap back that vanishing only 
protects her, and that he can give you extra mental energy if you need it. 
And then Grady jumps in saying that if he’s there, he can mesmerize any 
threat, in case Keefe’s mom is lying. And Sandor reminds everyone that 
youre his charge and his responsibility and round and round they go.” 

“Not this time,” Biana said, turning to Sophie. “I think I can prove why 
I’m the best choice—but only if Sophie feels up to enhancing me? 

Sophie wasn't sure where Biana was going with that, but she pulled off 
one of her gloves and offered her hand. 

“Wow, Biana breathed, disappearing the second their fingers touched. “I 
forgot how liquid the light feels. I don't even have to try to let it pour 
through me.’ 

“Okay, but how does this make you so important?” Fitz asked. 

“Tm getting to that.” Biana’s grip tightened on Sophie's hand. 

Seconds crawled by—enough for Sophies palm to turn clammy. Then 
Biana’s vanishing spread across Sophie like invisible paint. 

“Careful,” Biana said as Sophie jumped to her feet—which she could no 
longer see. Her whole body was just . . . gone. “It’s super easy to trip or bump 
into stuff, since you can't see where you are? 

Tam snorted. “Good thing Sophie's not clumsy at all? 

‘TIl keep her steady,’ Biana promised. “And hang on—I want to try one 
more thing.” 

She must've grabbed Fitz’s hand, because he faded out of sight a few 
seconds later. 

“See?” Biana said. “I can hide two of us—plus myself. And Tam can hide 
in the shadows. So once we dull our scent with ash, our whole group will be 
totally undetectable” 

“Can you really maintain the effect the whole time?” Edaline asked. 

“I think so. Now that I know how to do it, it almost feels automatic.” 

“But you still dort know if the ash is going to affect your ability,’ Fitz’s 
disembodied voice reminded her. 


“Okay, so let's get the ash we need for tonight and test it? Biana 
countered, letting go and making both him and Sophie reappear. 

“A wise idea, Mr. Forkle agreed, removing a blue-crystalled pathfinder 
from his pocket. “Think you're up to visiting a fire site, Miss Foster?” 

‘Tm sure she is,’ Livvy jumped in. “But you're not. And neither are you.” 
She pointed to Sandor and Grizel before pulling out a blue pathfinder of her 
own. “We need a group that’s more discreet—and Grady’s ability should 
more than cover us. Everyone take off your capes. It’s not going to take us all 
day to gather some ash, so I’m sending us on a detour. Let's see if we can 
figure out why the Neverseen have taken up gardening.” 


Thirty-nine 


THIS IS AMAZING? Biana breathed as their group trekked toward the 
rolling hills of color. It looked like someone had taken buckets of paint and 
splattered them across the narrow valley—and huge crowds had turned up 
to take pictures of the spectacle. 

But gorgeous as the scenery was, it was all familiar flowers—nothing that 
stood out as special. 

“Maybe they did something to the soil,” Livvy said as she dug several vials 
from her satchel and filled them with the dusty earth. “I’m taking samples 
for the gnomes. And I think we should walk around a bit, make sure we're 
not missing anything” 

“I wish the gnomes could come here,’ Grady murmured. “But there are 
way too many humans.” 

“Seriously. I’ve never seen so many camera flashes. Speaking of which, I 
don't suppose there's any way you guys can be less attractive for the next few 
minutes?” Livvy asked. “You're drawing almost as much attention as the 
efflorescence.” 

Fitz grinned—and a girl whod been watching him tripped over her own 
feet. 

“You guys have plenty of admirers too,” Sophie had to point out, nudging 
her chin toward several adults who were snapping pictures of Grady and 
Livvy as if they thought they were celebrities. 

“I think Tam’s causing the biggest stir,’ Biana said, tilting her head toward 
an entire busload of schoolgirls who were shamelessly gawking. 

“Great? Tam grumbled, pulling his bangs lower over his eyes—which 
only seemed to make the group swoon more. 

“Be glad Keefe’s not here,’ Fitz told him as they strode deeper into the 
field. “Hed be calling them over and making you pose for photos.” 


“Why isn't Keefe here?” Grady jumped in. 

‘Tve been wondering the same thing, especially since he sent over that 
scroll” Tam said. 

Sophie turned away, examining a patch of poppies as she whispered 
enough gruesome details about Keefe’s injuries to hopefully end the subject. 

“Okay; Tam said, “but this is Keefe. I can’t see him actually sticking with 
bed rest. Especially when his mom's sending us off to play with her freaky 
pets.” 

“He doesn't know about the gorgodons,’ Sophie admitted, very aware of 
how closely Grady was listening. “And nobody’s going to tell him, okay? 
Elwin said hed have permanent nerve damage if he doesn‘ give himself time 
to recover.’ 

“But Keefe knows you contacted his mom, right?” Tam pressed. “Or does 
he think you're waiting for him?” 

“He knows I don't need him right now? 

She kept her eyes on the vivid blue butterfly fluttering by, wondering if 
the flowers were meant to draw some sort of special insect, like how the 
splendors attracted the flitterwings. 

But if that was the case, wouldnt all the flowers be the same? 

And wouldnt there be a whole lot more bugs buzzing around? 

“There's more to that story than what you're giving us,” Tam pressed. 

Fitz shrugged. “With Keefe there’s always more to the story.” 

“Seems like you got the full-length version,’ Tam noted. 

“That’s because Fitz rushed over to Havenfield last night after Sophie got 
home,’ Biana told him. “And I didn’t sneak along, in case you guys were 
wondering. I saw him packing up another special present and figured I 
could skip the mushiness.” 

Sophies cheeks burned and she tried to blame it on the scorching sun. 
But Fitz’s gift had been especially sweet. Hed brought her a box of something 
hed called pudding puffs—fudgey squares that tasted like warm apple pie 
mixed with melted vanilla ice cream. 

And hed baked them himself. 

If her life wasn't such a mess, she probably would’ve been up all night 
replaying the look in his eyes when hed given it to her—a mix of pride and 
concern and something she couldn't quite put her finger on that had made it 
very hard to breathe. 


But now wasnt the time to be thinking about things like that. 

“Where's Dex, by the way?” Grady asked. 

“I dont know. Hes being weird,’ Biana admitted. “I tried hailing him 
yesterday, to see if he wanted to come over and work on the caches without 
the triplets around, but he said he wanted to be alone. Has anyone else 
talked to him?” 

“Not since Forkle’s planting,” Fitz said. 

Tam nodded. 

Sophie became very interested in another butterfly. 

“Iggy’s green now, Biana said slowly. “I remember noticing that while 
you were talking to Lady Gisela.” 

“Dex did that when he came over the other night, didn't he?” Grady 
asked. 

Sophie nodded, and tried to get them all back to talking about the 
flowers. But Biana didn't take the bait. 

“Why did Dex come over?” 

“He... brought something for me? 

“I'm not an Empath,” Tam said. “But I’m pretty sure there are some weird 
feelings going on right now.” 

“Me too.’ Biana leaned in to whisper to Sophie. “Did you and Dex get 
into a fight? He said he probably wont be around until school starts.” 

“Did he?” Sophie asked, fighting the urge to tug on her eyelashes. 

Biana glanced at Fitz. “Am I the only one who feels like I missed 
something?” 

“Nope, Fitz, Tam, and Grady all said in unison. 

“It's nothing,’ Sophie promised, picking up her pace. “Dex is just working 
through some stuff. He asked me not to say more than that. Sorry? 

Livvy came to her rescue. “Linh’s missing today too. Is she with Wylie?” 

“Again?” Fitz asked when Tam nodded. “She spent the whole day with 
him yesterday.’ 

“Does that mean you guys didn't meet up to search Candleshade?” Sophie 
had to ask. 

“Nope—they dumped that on us,’ Biana told her, pointing to herself and 
Tam. “Not that we found anything.” 

“Except proof that Keefe’s dad is even more ridiculous than my father,’ 
Tam added. “Do you know he has an entire room dedicated to himself, 


complete with a life-size statue made of lumenite? It glows, guys. I’m going to 
have nightmares about it.” 

“So did Keefe.” Hed told Sophie he used to dream it was going to come 
alive and eat him. “Did Linh say how Wylie’s doing?” 

“Much better? Tam said. “I guess he was actually making jokes, and 
adding light tricks to her water tricks. And she said it looked like his dad 
was watching them? 

“Prentice has seemed almost lucid,” Livvy agreed. “If he holds this way for 
a few more weeks, TIl hopefully be able to convince the rest of the Collective 
to approve the healing? 

“Weeks?” Sophie whined. “I thought you said soon? 

“I know it doesn't feel like it? Livvy told her, “but that is soon considering 
how long Prentice has been waiting.” 

Sophie sighed. 

“So what did you do yesterday?” Tam asked Fitz. 

“Besides bake for Sophie?” he asked with a far-too-adorable smile that 
made it hard to focus on the more important part of his answer. “Oralie sent 
over the names of the goblins who used to work at Lumenaria, and two of 
them are still stationed in the Lost Cities. So my dad took me to meet with 
them, but all they could tell us is that they were given permission to use 
lethal force—which was never allowed with any other prisoners. My dad was 
going to head to Gildingham today to see if he could track down the others. 
Pll let you know what he finds out.” 

“Thanks, Sophie mumbled, wondering how they could be working on so 
many projects and somehow not making progress on any of them. 

Maybe that was what happened when they didn't focus on one thing. 

Or maybe the Neverseen were too far ahead. 

“Is something wrong?” Grady asked, and it took Sophie a moment to 
realize he was talking to Livvy, who was studying a scorched bush. 

Livvy pointed to the bright purple berries dotted among the blackened 
leaves. They were shriveled like raisins and didn't seem familiar until Livvy 
said, “These are slumberberries.” 


Forty 


THESE ARE WHAT you use to make slumberberry tea?” Sophie asked, 
plucking one of the berries and giving it a tentative sniff. 

Livvy nodded, tearing off a branch and adding it to her satchel. “This 
bush must've been planted several months before the fires to grow this 
large.” 

“And humans don't grow them?” Biana asked. 

“No. The gnomes hybridized them,” Livvy said, glancing at the sun to 
check the time. “So we should search a few more efflorescence sites to see if 
we find any.’ 

She led them deeper into the valley, until they had enough privacy to leap 
to the next site, which was less crowded—probably because it was much 
colder. 

The icy soil crunched under their feet and a biting wind nipped at their 
ears as they searched the plains of vibrant flowers for slumberberries. 

No one found any—but Sophie did discover the charred remnants of 
thick vines with singed, spiky teal flowers. 

“These look like dreamlilies” she said, careful not to touch the petals. The 
caretaker at the Sanctuary had used them to sedate Silveny, and hed warned 
her that the slightest touch of their pollen could knock her out. 

“They are dreamlilies,’ Livvy said, plucking some of the blackened 
blossoms by the stem and adding them to her samples. “And they're another 
gnomish plant that shouldn't be here.” 

The next leap brought them to a forest of towering evergreens, with hilly 
meadows of flowers trailing into the trees. And tucked among the blackened 
trunks, Livvy found the remnants of dark red flowers she called aethrials. It 
took Sophie a second to realize shed heard of the plant from Calla, when 


shed explained how shed cross-pollinated several plants to make a special 
vine for Sophies bedroom, to give Sophie better dreams. 

Calla had used dreamlilies for that too. 

And they found the third flower Calla had used—lacy pink blossoms 
called sweetshades—at the final efflorescence site they checked, in a marshy 
area that made their feet squish with every step. 

“So... they grew different plants in different environments and then 
burned them,” Tam said as Livvy collected more samples. “And they all have 
something to do with sleep.” 

“Tt almost feels like an experiment,” Fitz added. “Doesn't it?” 

“But for what?” Biana asked. “To make a more powerful sedative?” 

‘Tve made a lot of sedatives in my day,’ Livvy told them, “and fire has 
never played a role. And it doesn’t explain why all these other flowers have 
popped up’? 

“Unless what they really did was change the soil? Grady said. “Or maybe 
it was about the ash, since that’s what they gathered” 

“Maybe. Or they could’ve been trying to get rid of any evidence.” Livvy 
checked the sky. “I wish we had time to search more sites. But we still need 
to gather the Everblaze ash for tonight.’ 

“Right, Sophie said, dragging out the word. “Tonight?” 

“You focus on Nightfall, Livvy told her. “Pll focus on this. Pll even let 
your sister help me test some of the samples to keep her involved with 
everything.” 

“Why does that pathfinder have paths to all of the fire sites?” Tam asked 
as Livvy adjusted the crystal again. 

“Because my husband has investigated far more than I ever realized.” 
Livvy’s eyes looked sad as she held the blue crystal up to the light, revealing 
thousands of glinting facets. 

Fitz whistled. “Pretty sure even my dad’s blue pathfinder isn't that 
complicated.” 

“I doubt it is. But your father was often limited in his assignments, 
because he had a family to consider. Quinlin only had me—and I was never 
a concern. Not that it matters.” She cleared her throat. “Is everyone ready?” 

They locked hands, letting the warm tingly light whisk them away to a 
stark, empty field. 

“That’s a lot of ash,” Biana noted. 


Definite understatement. 

Every inch of ground was white and powdery, and the hills in the 
distance were black and gray—as if the fire had leeched the world of all its 
color. 

“Recognize it?” Livvy asked Sophie as she handed out sacks for them to 
gather the ash. “Or is it too hard to spot without the flames?” 

Sophie's eyes widened. “Is this where you guys sent me with Gildie?” 

Livvy nodded. “It was one of the steadiest fires, so it felt the safest— 
though we knew it was still a tremendous risk” 

“This is where you bottled the sample of the Everblaze?” Grady asked, 
pulling Sophie close as she glanced at the sky, almost expecting to see a 
golden flareadon circling through thick smoke with a bottle clutched in her 
talons. 

“This is where Sophie proved that she was willing to do what's right,’ 
Livvy corrected. “Even when it’s hard, and scary, and sure to have serious 
consequences.” 

Sophie still had nightmares about that day—the way the smoke had 
choked off her lungs and the heat had singed her skin, and the wind had 
shifted, putting her directly in the line of fire. 

The flames were gone now. 

As was the smoke and the searing heat. 

And yet, Sophie could feel the same paralyzing terror. 

Because she may have stopped the fires. But shed clearly missed 
something big. 

And it was only a matter of time before the Neverseen would make them 
pay for that mistake. 
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SEE?” BIANA SAID, showing everyone at Havenfield how easily her ash- 
covered arm disappeared. “I can still vanish. Though, ugh, this stuff is gross. 
It feels almost wet, doesn't it?” 

“I think that’s because it’s cold,’ Fitz said, dipping his hand into one of the 
sacks and frowning at the thick whitish-gray powder that crusted his fingers. 
“It feels like it’s made of ice? 

“That might be the leftover Quintessence from the frissyn they used to 
snuff out the fire,” Grady told them, offering towels to wipe off the ash. “Or 
maybe the nitrogen from the flames themselves? They may even be reacting 
with each other” 

“Could that be why the Neverseen wanted the ash?” Sophie asked. 

“I suppose, Livvy told her. “But it wouldn't explain why we found those 
gnomish plants growing there. Is Flori still living here? Id love her to test 
some of these samples, since Calla was so familiar with these blossoms.” 

“Check the Panakes,” Grady told her. “She's usually out there, singing to 
her aunt.’ 

“You'll let us know if you find anything?” Sophie asked as Livvy headed 
for the door. 

“Of course. Just like I expect a detailed update on Nightfall. See how I'm 
assuming you'll be back safe? Make sure you prove me right.” 

She ducked outside, and the epic battle of Whos Heading to Nightfall 
resumed with a vengeance. They agreed Biana should go, but Sandor, Grizel, 
Fitz, and Grady were determined to claim the final spot—and without Mr. 
Forkle there to moderate, the debate showed no sign of resolving. 

Apparently, hed leaped away not long after their group left for the 
efflorescence, and hadn't told anyone where he was going. 


“I cant believe you're all fighting so hard to be a part of this,” Sophie 
mumbled, removing her glove and testing the freezing ash. “You realize this 
is going to be miserable, right?” 

“Probably; Fitz agreed. “But youd do it for us, wouldn't you?” 

“And protecting you is my job,’ Sandor added. “So everyone needs to let 
me do it. If Sophie will be enhancing Biana, she’s going to need someone 
guarding her even more vigilantly, since she'll be without her gloves.” 

Unease sloshed in Sophie’s stomach as she stared at her exposed hand. 

“Youre not the only one who can wield a sword,’ Grizel reminded 
Sandor. “And I don't have lumbering feet.” 

“Or we go with a stronger weapon,’ Grady countered, “and have Sophie 
enhance me if anyone comes near her.’ 

“But Sophie might need extra mental energy to enhance Biana for that 
long,” Fitz argued. 

“Pretty sure they're going to keep this up until the moment we have to 
leave,’ Biana told Sophie, “and I just realized were going to need to change.’ 
She waved her arms, and her flouncy sleeves made a loud rustling swish. 
“Do you have anything more fitted?” 

“No idea,’ Sophie admitted. Both Della and Edaline had gifted her with a 
lot of clothes, but shed barely had time to go through even half of them. 

“We should check,” Biana told her, “otherwise I can leap home and get us 
something.” 

“What about Tam?” Sophie asked. 

Biana studied his outfit. “He should be fine if he ditches his shirt.” 

“Um, what was that?” Tam asked, crossing his arms across his chest when 
Biana explained her noisy-fabric concern. 

“How about I wear my jerkin without the undershirt?” he asked. “If I go 
shirtless I'll freeze? 

“I guess that would work,” Biana agreed, heading upstairs to Sophie's 
closet and flipping through one of the many racks of tunics. “We should 
probably put our hair in buns so it’s easier to cover our heads with ash. And 
I might as well wash my makeup off” 

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Sophie had to ask. 

“Why wouldnt I?” 

“Uh, because it’s super dangerous. And it’s going to be miserable. And it’s 
not like you even know my human family.’ 


“I don’t have to know them to want to help. Besides, I hate to break it to 
you, but just because the Neverseen came after your family this time doesn't 
mean they won't come after mine next—or any of the other people we care 
about. Look at what happened with Wylie. Were all targets.” 

She was right—but the reality of it felt like a huge stone being dropped on 
Sophies back. 

“Dont you wish we could build some sort of protective bubble and put 
everyone we care about in it?” she asked. 

“Id rather lock the bad guys up and keep our freedom. Here, try this.’ 
Biana handed Sophie a sleeveless black tunic made out of the kind of slinky, 
skin-hugging fabric that Sophie usually avoided. When she tried it on, it was 
even tighter than shed been imagining. 

“Oh, that’s perfect!” Biana told her. “And stop crossing your arms over 
your stomach—you look fierce!” 

Biana found a similar tunic in a dark gray and changed into it before 
heading into the bathroom to pull back her hair. Sophie did the same, and 
the end result made them look like something out of a human action movie 
—though Sophie wished she had the muscles to complete the effect. 

“Ugh, I’m going to miss my eyeliner,’ Biana whined as she splashed water 
on her face. “My eyes look so boring without it? 

“You have teal eyes,’ Sophie reminded her. 

Biana reached for a towel. “Said the girl with the eyes everyone's always 
talking about—and dont you dare roll them. When are you going to realize 
that brown eyes are amazing? It’s—” She frowned at the counter. “What are 
those?” 

Sophie lunged to snatch the crush cuffs shed forgotten about—but Biana 
was much too fast. 

“Those, um... they're to block my ability,’ Sophie mumbled. “The snaps 
put a force field around my hands to prevent anyone from actually touching 
my skin.” 

“Okay; Biana said slowly. “But that doesn’t explain why they say this.” 

She pointed to the giant Sophie Foster + Dex Dizznee, and if Sophie 
could’ve jumped out her window and teleported away, she would've. 

“That was camouflage,” she tried. “Dex thought crush cuffs would be the 
least suspicious, since they're one of those things people wear all the time. 
And he thought they'd be easier to take off than nexuses.” 


“I guess that does make sense,’ Biana agreed. “But, then, why aren't you 
wearing them?” 

Sophie had really been hoping she wouldn't think to ask that. 

“I... told Dex I was worried it might cause . . . confusion.” 

Biana blinked. “Wow. I bet that was a fun conversation.” 

“It was pretty much the worst.” 

“So this is why Dex seemed weird when I hailed him, huh? Poor guy. I 
mean, I knew something like this was going to happen eventually, but—” 

“You knew he—” 

“Everyone knows, Sophie. You were the only one I used to wonder about. 
You can be kinda oblivious when it comes to this stuff?” 

‘Tm not oblivious, Sophie argued. 

Biana raised one eyebrow. 

Sophie sighed. “I dont know why were talking about this. We're 
supposed to be getting ready to risk our lives again.” 

Biana gestured to their outfits. “Were ready. And, I can still hear them 
arguing downstairs. Besides, this seems like . . . kind of a big deal. You 
okay?” 

‘Tm fine.” 

Biana didn't look convinced. “What about Dex? You guys are still going to 
be friends, right?” 

“I hope so. He said we would. He just . . . needs a little space? 

“I'm sure he does.’ Biana set the crush cuffs down and moved closer, 
wrapping an arm around Sophies shoulder. “Well, if you ever need to talk, 
I’m here, okay? I can't believe you didn‘ tell me sooner.’ 

“Dex asked me not to. And I figured I owed him that, even though I told 
him he had no reason to be embarrassed.” 

“He doesn't. But I get why he would be. It’s not fun having to admit that 
what you want just . . . isn’t going to happen.” 

She said it like shed been through it, and Sophie couldnt help wondering 
if she was talking about Keefe. 

She thought about asking—but if she was wrong... 

“I guess this is just the process,’ Biana said, leaning against the counter 
and fidgeting with the crush cuffs. “Theres a reason we get hundreds of 
matches to choose from, you know?” 


She tilted her head to study Sophie. “Do you realize you always cringe 
when anyone mentions matchmaking?” 

“Do Ie” 

“Yep. I know its different than how you grew up, but it’s really not as 
awkward as you're imagining. You'll see? 

Sophie forced herself to nod. 

“You are going to register, aren't you?” 

“I don't know,” Sophie admitted. “Is that bad?” 

“Of course not, Edaline called from Sophies bedroom. “It’s your 
decision. And you have plenty of time to figure it out before you have to 
make it.” 

Sophie was pretty sure everything inside her shriveled and died of 
humiliation—especially when Edaline peeked her head into the bathroom 
with a sheepish grin. 

“I know I probably shouldn't have admitted I was eavesdropping—but I 
figured you would’ve come out and found me anyway. And I swear I didn't 
mean to. I came up here to see if you guys were putting on the ash—and if 
you needed help—and by the time Id figured out what you were talking 
about, Id already heard the most embarrassing part. Dont worry, I’m not 
going to make you tell me more about it. I'll always respect your privacy, 
Sophie. But, if you do want my advice—or just want me to listen . . . please 
don't be embarrassed, okay? I know talking about crushes with your mom 
sounds as fun as being chewed on by a verminion, but you might be 
surprised by how much I can help.” 

The only response Sophie was willing to commit to was “Maybe.” 

She also had to ask, “Are you going to tell Grady?” 

“How about I leave it up to you?” Edaline offered. “If you want him in the 
dark, he can be—but don't blame me if he keeps trying to nudge you toward 
Dex. I’ve already told him not to do that and he still takes any chance he can 
get.” 

“Aw, that’s kind of sweet if you think about it? Biana said. 

“You wouldn't be saying that if it was your dad doing it to you,’ Sophie 
argued. “And I guess Grady should know—otherwise hell make it a 
thousand times more awkward.” 

“Probably; Edaline admitted. “But just so you know, all we want is for 
you to be happy, and choose someone who gets how amazing you are. I 


think that’s why Grady was trying to encourage Dex, because he could tell 
how much Dex adored you.” 

“Ugh, even Grady knew?” Sophie asked, burying her face in her hands 
when Biana giggled. 

Edaline wrapped an arm around her. “So do Kesler and Juline. Dex hasn't 
exactly been subtle. But I also think most of us suspected he was fighting a 
losing battle? 

“This is getting worse and worse, Sophie groaned. “I have to go into 
hiding now, right?” 

Edaline kissed her cheek. “Believe it or not, this will get easier. Someday, 
you ll be so sure of what you want that you won't care who knows,’ 

“You sure about that?” Biana jumped in. “This is Sophie? 

‘Tm sure,” Edaline promised. “And I’m betting Sophie's had about all she 
can stand of this conversation—and we should probably get downstairs and 
get you covered in ash. It’s getting close to midnight’ 

Edaline sounded as nervous as Sophie felt, but they both kept their heads 
high as they made their way back to the living room. 

“Are they seriously still arguing?” Biana whispered to Tam. 

“Yup. You're going to have to settle this, Sophie,” he said. 

“How?” Sophie asked. 

Biana clapped her hands and shouted for everyone to be quiet. “Who 
here thinks that Sophie should be the one to pick who fills the last slot, since 
it's her family and she’s the moonlark?” 

“Hey, don't dump this on me!” Sophie whisper-hissed. 

“Sorry, Miss Foster, but I agree,” Mr. Forkle called from the doorway. “But 
before you choose, I have one other option you should consider. I kept 
asking myself if there was any particular special ability that would provide 
an advantage on this mission—and yes, Mr. Ruewen and Mr. Vacker, I know 
what your answers will be. But I came to a different conclusion—one I 
resisted at first, as I suspect you will as well. All I ask is that you hear me out 
before you make your decision. And can we all agree that whatever Sophie 
decides, we will respect it without further debate?” 

It took a few seconds before Sandor, Grizel, Fitz, and Grady nodded. 

Mr. Forkle strode into the room, pacing the length twice. “Looking at 
your group, you have stealth covered quite nicely. But you're lacking in the 
area of defense. And I realize that slot is usually filled by bodyguards, but in 


this case, that’s not an ideal option. You need something unexpected, in case 
Lady Gisela conveniently forgot to mention something. Or in case the 
Neverseen are prepared.” 

He paused to clear his throat. 

Then cleared it again before he added, “And since you'll be facing 
creatures that are only vulnerable to fire, your best defense is to bring a 
Pyrokinetic.” 
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A PYROKINETIC,” SOPHIE repeated, certain she must have 
misunderstood. 

But Mr. Forkle nodded—and the gravity of what he was proposing 
seemed to suck all the air out of the room. 

“If youre suggesting that you trigger the ability in Sophie—” Grady 
started, but Mr. Forkle held up his hand. 

“No, Mr. Ruewen. My team and I were extremely careful to ensure that 
Miss Foster could never manifest as a Pyrokinetic. We knew her life would 
be challenging enough without a forbidden ability. Pyrokinesis is also far too 
volatile to risk combining with anything else.” 

Sophie couldn't help a small sigh of relief. 

“Does she still have more abilities you could trigger?” Fitz asked. 

“That is a subject for another time,” Mr. Forkle told him. “Right now, we 
need to decide if you're bringing a Pyrokinetic on this mission.” 

“Which Pyrokinetic?” Grady asked. “Aren't they all a little. . ? 

“Unstable?” Mr. Forkle guessed. 

“I was thinking more along the lines of ‘out of practice, since they haven't 
been able to use their ability in thousands of years,’ Grady told him. 

“They're definitely that as well. And denying their natural talent has been 
far more of a struggle for them than most people realize. Brant and Fintan 
arent the only ones who lost part of themselves to their constant craving for 
flame. So I would never recommend any of the Pyrokinetics in the registry.” 

“Then who—” Sophie started, before his words clicked. “Are you saying 
theres another unregistered Pyrokinetic?” 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “Someone manifested recently, and I’ve been doing 
what I can to ensure their ability remains undiscovered. But they've agreed 
to reveal themselves and help with this mission, provided that all of you 


swear not to tell anyone. Not even Mr. Dizznee or Miss Linh can be let in on 
this secret without express permission from the Pyrokinetic. Is that clear?” 

“Does the Collective know about it?” Sophie had to ask. 

“No. Given the recent havoc wrought by Fintan and Brant, people 
distrust Pyrokinetics more than they ever have before—even many of us in 
the Black Swan. And I know it’s with good reason’—his eyes focused on 
Grady and Edaline before drifting back to Sophie—“and I echo many of 
your concerns. But I do struggle with the idea of any ability being 
completely denied. If were willing to accept that every creature exists on this 
planet for a purpose, it seems only logical to assume that every ability does 
as well. They come straight from our genetics, after all. And any harm or 
heartache that pyrokinesis has caused in the past does not feel like proof that 
the ability is unredeemable—only that we need better training and systems 
to manage it. Think of Miss Linh, and the floods she caused before she 
learned to properly harness her hydrokinesis. Would any of us argue that she 
should've been forbidden from calling for water ever again?” 

“Fintan wasnt a newly manifested, untrained prodigy when his craving 
for Everblaze led to the death of five of his fellow Pyrokinetics, Grady 
reminded him. “Nor was Brant when he murdered Jolie.” 

Edaline rested her hand on his shoulder. “But those losses might not have 
happened if Brant or Fintan had been taught proper restraint? 

“Are you defending them?” Grady snapped. 

Edaline took a slow, steadying breath. “Jolie did. I’ve read the journal she 
left. Twice. And it’s clear she saw the best in Brant, right up until the end. 
She went there that day hoping to make him realize he needed help. And she 
understood the impossible situation hed been in.” 

“And that mistake cost Jolie her life!” Grady practically shouted. 

“I know.’ Edaline blinked her watery eyes. “But haven't you ever thought 
about how much it would’ve changed things if Brant had been afforded the 
same privileges that others receive when they manifest? If hed had training 
and education from a stable, reliable Mentor? If he hadn't been told to deny 
who he was and forced to live with the brand of Talentless? Think of your 
own struggles as a Mesmer. Where would you be if Bronte hadn't shown you 
the treacherous path you were on—and spared you the consequences that 
you technically deserved for wrongly mesmerizing him?” 


“The truth,” Mr. Forkle added when Grady stayed silent, “is that many of 
our abilities have the potential for harm. And while some of us have rules 
and restrictions to keep us better in check, none—besides Pyrokinetics—are 
forbidden from using their talent. Our Ancient Councillors let their fear and 
grief lead them to be unduly harsh—and it has resulted in all manner of 
catastrophes. I don't know how to ensure that this new child will not be led 
astray by the power. But I do know that forbidding the ability will lead to 
ruin.” 

“Even if you're right,” Sandor said—and it didn't sound like he believed 
that to be the case, “you're seriously suggesting we allow a brand-new, 
untrained Pyrokinetic into an enclosed fortress with what sounds like very 
few exits?” 

“Tm suggesting we bring the person who offers us the best advantage. I’ve 
worked with this child personally. I've seen them demonstrate both 
impressive power and tremendous restraint. And if we know the gorgodons 
submit only to fire, it seems wise to have flames in our own arsenal— 
especially since there’s a chance Fintan might be there.” 

“Pretty sure a newbie is no match for Fintan,” Fitz pointed out. 

“I dont expect them to be—though should the need arise, let’s not forget 
that Sophie could choose to enhance the Pyrokinetic’s ability. But Fintan 
would never expect us to have a Pyrokinetic on our side, so the first sight of 
flames would throw off his guard and give you a chance to subdue him by 
other means.” 

“And were sure we can trust this person?” Sophie asked. 

“Yes,” Mr. Forkle promised. “You should also keep in mind that this 
Pyrokinetic has far more to risk by revealing themselves than you do for 
accepting them.” 

Sophie glanced at Tam, Biana, and Fitz. “What do you guys think?” 

“I wish I knew who we're taking about,” Fitz told her. 

“Yeah, if it’s someone like Stina Heks, that’s a whole other thing than if it’s 
someone like . . . I dort know—Jensi,’ Biana added. “And yeah, Stina already 
manifested as an Empath, but you know what I mean.” 

Tam nodded. “I never trust anyone until I read their shadowvapor, so...” 

Sophie turned back to Mr. Forkle, “Is there a way to meet the person 
before we decide if we should include them in the mission?” 


He stroked his chin. “I suppose—but if I bring her in, I need your word 
that you'll protect her secret.” 

“Her?” they all asked at the same time. 

He waited for them to promise before turning to address someone who 
must've been standing just outside the doorway. “I’m assuming you heard all 
of that? Up to you if youd like to come in and join us.” 

Sophie ran through a list of names, trying to guess who might be about to 
walk through the door. But never in a million years would she have expected 
to see a pixielike girl with huge ice-blue eyes, nervously twisting one of the 
tiny braids scattered throughout her straight blond hair as she made her way 
into the living room. 

In unison, Sophie, Fitz, and Biana gasped, “Marella?” 
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YEAH,” MARELLA MUMBLED, still twisting her braids. “So . . . I guess I 
don't need to bother saying that I didn't manifest as an Empath when Forkle 
triggered me.” 

Sadness dripped off every word—and Sophies eyes welled up. She knew 
how desperately Marella had wanted an ability that would help her mom 
battle her mood swings—and then to manifest this instead? 

“Youre really a Pyrokinetic?” she whispered. 

Marella snapped her fingers, and a small tongue of flame appeared in her 
palm, dancing across her skin with flashes of red, orange, and yellow. 

Everyone scrambled back. 

Marella’ lips twisted into something that was half smirk, half grimace. 
“Dont worry, I know how to keep it under control. But yeah, this is what I 
can do now. And apparently it’s not going away.” 

“Its not,’ Mr. Forkle agreed. “Once an ability manifests, it cannot be 
switched off?” 

“That’s the part that gets me,’ Marella admitted quietly. “If I hadn't forced 
him to trigger me—” 

“I wouldn't be so sure,’ Mr. Forkle interrupted. “I may have given you a 
more powerful surge of mental energy than any of your Ability Detecting 
Mentors would have, but your pyrokinesis is strong. I cant imagine it 
would've stayed dormant.’ 

Marella went back to twisting her braids. “I guess it doesn't matter. This is 
me now—in secret, at least. Officially . . . PII have to be Talentless. No Elite 
Levels for me—but hey, who wants two extra years of boring sessions, 
right?” 

Mr. Forkle rested a hand on her shoulder. “Change will not happen 
overnight. But you have a long life ahead of you, and it is my sincerest hope 


that the stigma will be lifted someday.” 

“Yeah, well... I’m not going to hold my breath,” Marella told him. 

“What was it like when you manifested?” Sophie asked to break the 
silence. “Did you know right away, or... ?” 

“I thought I had a fever. So I took a few elixirs and went to sleep, hoping 
Id feel better in the morning. Instead, I woke up in the middle of the night 
surrounded by flames. I bolted out of bed, thinking the house was burning 
down and I had to get my parents out. But after a few seconds, I realized the 
fire was only on me. And no matter how much I rolled around, it wouldn't 
snuff out.” 

“Did it hurt?” Biana whispered. 

“No. But my brain kept telling me it should. Even now, when I look at 
this’—she held up her burning hand, letting the flames curl around her 
fingers—“I have to remind myself that my ability protects me. I wish I could 
say the same for my house. I scorched my room and part of the hall before 
my dad got to it with quicksnuff. And it was a good thing my mom was 
having one of her more clear-headed days and thought to tell the Emissaries 
that the fire was her fault. Of course they believed her, since it was ‘Crazy 
Caprise Redek?” 

Her hand curled into a fist, snuffing out the flame. 

‘Tm sorry, Sophie told her, not sure if they were the right words. “And 
I’m sorry you had to go through that alone.” 

“I wasnt alone. Both of my parents have been way cooler about this than 
I ever would’ve expected. My mom stayed by my side the whole first day, in 
case I lost control again. And my dad went to the library in Eternalia to get 
any books he could find on pyrokinesis—not that any of them were helpful. 
The third night I woke up in flames, I decided to reach out to Forkle.” 

“Td left her a way to contact me after I tried triggering her,’ Mr. Forkle 
explained. “In case she ran into anything unexpected—though I never 
prepared for this.” 

“Me neither,’ Marella mumbled. 

“Why didn't you tell any of us?” Biana asked her. “I know we don't hang 
out as much as we used to—” 

“Uh, we never hang out,’ Marella corrected. “You all pretty much forgot I 
existed—until you realized my mom knew something about what happened 
to Cyrah. Then suddenly we were BFFs again.” 


“That wasnt the only reason,’ Biana argued. 

“If you say so? Flames sparked to life across both of Marella’s palms, and 
it took several slow deep breaths to snuff them out. “Sometimes my mood 
affects the ability,’ she admitted. “But Forkle’s been giving me daily lessons 
for the last couple of weeks—” 

“He has?” Sophie interrupted. “So, while we thought you were dead, you 
were—” 

“Yes,” Mr. Forkle told her. “The necessary secrecy of Miss Redek’s lessons 
meant I could continue them, even before I felt ready to fully reveal myself 
to you and others. I realize my actions were far from ideal—but you already 
know why I delayed coming forward. Would you rather I abandoned Miss 
Redek during a time of dramatic adjustment?” 

“No, Sophie begrudgingly admitted. But that didnt calm the anger 
bubbling in the pit of her stomach. 

“Did you know we thought he was dead?” Fitz asked Marella. 

“I had no reason to tell her,’ Mr. Forkle interceded. “But I filled her in 
before I brought her here tonight, since I fully expected this reaction.” 

“And I’m still not totally sure I get it? Marella added. “So . . . you were 
dead, but not dead, but still dead, and somehow also alive?” 

Mr. Forkle winced, looking smaller somehow as he said, “Yes, I suppose 
that does sum up the situation. It’s all very complicated? 

“Most things are,’ Edaline agreed quietly. 

“But how are you training her in pyrokinesis?” Grady asked. “I don't see 
what fire has to do with telepathy—unless having a twin brother wasn't your 
only secret.” 

“I have many secrets, Mr. Ruewen. But being a Pyrokinetic isn't one of 
them. And it’s a good thing, because I would never be able to maintain the 
level of restraint that Miss Redek manages to hold. Nevertheless, you might 
be surprised by how many similarities there are between our abilities. Both 
require us to put barriers around ourselves in order to limit the power. And 
both can happen consciously and unconsciously. It’s not a perfect fit, but it 
gives us a starting point to build on—and I’m hoping to eventually have her 
work with either a Guster or a Hydrokinetic, since there are stronger 
correlations between abilities that affect the elements.” 

“If you want a Hydrokinetic to help,’ Tam said, “why did you make me 
promise not to tell my sister?” 


“I only made you promise not to tell her without Miss Redek’s 
permission? 

“I don't care if Linh knows,’ Marella said. “And PII tell Dex at some point. 
But please don't tell anyone else. I cant end up on the Council's watch list. If 
they start monitoring me all the time, I'll never be able to practice—” 

“Thats starting to sound an awful lot like what Brant did? Grady 
interrupted. “I assume you know how that turned out?” 

Marella paled. “Forkle’s told me the story, yeah. But thats why I'm 
training. Denying the ability only seems to make it worse.” 

“And youre sure you can keep it under control in Nightfall?” Grizel 
asked. “Fear and adrenaline are powerful things, and you already lost your 
cool during this discussion.” 

“Only for a second,” Marella argued. 

“That's all it takes,” Sandor snapped back. “One spark in the wrong place.” 

“Thats why Forkle has me carry this? She pulled a fist-size pouch from 
under her shirt and loosened the strings to show them a green-toned 
powder. “It’s a super-concentrated form of quicksnuff-” 

“A small sprinkle goes a very long way, Mr. Forkle assured everyone. 
“Kesler Dizznee made it, and we all know how brilliant his alchemy can be? 

“I still think sending her to Nightfall is like lighting a fuse and tossing it 
into a room full of kindling,” Grady warned. 

“Then I suppose it’s a good thing you won't be making the decision.” Mr. 
Forkle turned to Sophie. “It’s your call” 

Sophie glanced at Tam and Biana. “What do you guys think?” 

Biana chewed her lip. “Will you be able to hold my hand without burning 
me?” she asked Marella. “Because I can’t turn you invisible without contact.’ 

“Can you hold on to my wrist instead?” Marella asked. “My wrists rarely 
light up.” 

“Wrists work,” Biana said. 

“And her shadowvapor seems to be at a normal level,’ Tam added. 

Marella glared at Tams shadow. “Uh, I dont remember giving permission 
for a reading.” 

“You heard me say it was a deal breaker before you came in here,” he 
reminded her. 

“Fine—but don't push it, or I'll burn the bangs right off your forehead.” 


“Oh good,’ Sandor grumbled. “They haven't even left yet and she’s already 
making threats.” 

Marella shrugged. “Now he knows not to mess with me? 

Tam’s answering smile seemed to say he was up for the challenge. 

“So do we have a decision, then?” Mr. Forkle asked. “Because it’s getting 
quite late.” 

“I have one last question,’ Sophie said, waiting for Marella to turn to her. 
“Are you sure you want to be involved in all of this? I know you got mad at 
us for leaving you out a while back—but I also remember you telling me that 
you didnt think you were cut out for dangerous things. And you wont get 
anything more dangerous than this. Especially since, if you use your ability 
around the Neverseen, Fintan may come after you.” 

Marella struggled to swallow. “Forkle gave me those warnings when he 
asked me to come here. And at first I was thinking, ‘Uh . . . hard pass’ But 
then I thought about how Id feel if my parents were trapped like yours are. 
And I knew youd probably be willing to do anything to help me get them 
back.” 

“I would,’ Sophie promised. 

Marella nodded. “So ... might as well find out if the whole ‘almost dying’ 
thing is as miserable as you guys make it look, or if you're just being babies 
about it. Besides, what good is being able to shoot fireballs if you can't fling 
them at freaky beasts every once in a while?” 

“To be clear,’ Mr. Forkle jumped in, “adding Miss Redek to the group will 
not change our original plan of using ash to sneak past the creatures, nor our 
aim to evade the Neverseen and focus on the most crucial victory.” 

“And youre not to create a single spark unless youre in immediate and 
inescapable danger,’ Sandor told Marella. “Understood?” 

Marella’s “Fine. Whatever” didn't exactly fill anyone with confidence— 
and Sophie could tell Sandor, Grady, Fitz, and Grizel were all ready to go 
back to arguing that they should go instead. 

But weren't people always saying you had to fight fire with fire? 

She dipped her hand in the sticky, freezing ash and swiped a gray-white 
streak down Marella’s arm. “Time to get ready. We're going to Nightfall!” 


Forty-four 


Do I WANT to know why you have a blood-soaked piece of Keefe’s cape? 
Or is that, like, a normal thing for you guys to have?” Marella whispered as 
their small ash-covered group shivered outside the massive silver door that 
Sophie had previously only seen in Keefe’s memory. 

Howling winds whipped through the night air, making the gray-white 
powder on their skin zing as if theyd been drenched in ice water. Sophie 
could barely distinguish their forms from the shadows and snow. The only 
thing that stood out was the faint blue flash of the starstone hairpin that 
shed retucked into her bun after the leap—and the red-stained fabric in her 
hands. 

The iron smell made her gag, but she sucked in a freezing lungful and 
reminded herself that Keefe was safe—which was more than she could say 
for herself at the moment. 

“My theory is that Keefe made one too many jokes about Fitzphie, and 
Sophie finally threw him off a cliff,” Tam told Marella, careful to keep his 
voice low. 

“I could see that,’ Marella agreed. “By the way, how long has Fitzphie 
been official?” 

Sophie choked on her next breath. “It’s not.” 

“Seriously?” Marella asked. “Then what was with that hug?” 

“That was just . . ? Sophie wasn't totally sure how to finish that sentence. 

If she was honest, Fitz’s goodbye hug had been a pretty big surprise— 
especially since she was already covered in ash, so hed totally ruined his 
clothes. 

Hed hugged Biana too, of course. 

But ... not for as long. 


And he hadnt leaned down and whispered anything in Bianas ear— 
though all hed said was that he wanted Sophie to be careful, and Biana didn't 
end up in the Healing Center as often as she did, so that was probably why. 

Still, every time she thought about it . . . 

Marella giggled softly. “Aww, I can see you blushing, even with the ash.” 

“Tam not!” Sophie whisper-hissed. 

“Careful, Tam warned Marella. “She might toss you off this ledge? 

“I might toss both of you,’ Sophie told them. 

Marella rolled her eyes—which looked especially huge now that her hair 
was swept back into a tight bun. “Are you afraid Biana’s going to go all 
megabrat on you again because she's weirdly possessive of her brother?” 

“Tm not possessive, Biana corrected, lowering her voice before she added, 
“I just don't like when people use me to get closer to him. I’m sure Linh 
knows how annoying that is.” 

Tam snorted. “Trust me, she doesn't.” 

“Doubtful,” Marella whispered. “Have you seen you?” 

Tam pulled his bangs over his eyes. “Yeah. I’m a twin. And a Shade. And a 
Wayward. And up until a couple of months ago, I was banished—sorta”’ 

Marella shrugged. “You're talking to a Pyrokinetic, so...” 

“Okay, can we focus?” Sophie asked, pointing to the door, which seemed 
to glint in the moonlight. “There are gorgodons waiting to shred us on the 
other side. And who knows what other fun surprises?” 

She bent and patted the melder tucked into the top of her other boot, 
making sure it was still concealed. Sandor had insisted they each carry one 
—and hed had Tam carry an obscurer as well. None of the gadgets could 
match the power of their abilities, but it felt good having a layer of 
technological backup. Just like it felt good knowing she had a flat packet of 
ash strapped to her stomach. Theyd all worn them, to make sure theyd have 
enough for her parents. 

Her parents. 

Her brain wasn't totally ready to accept the fact that her family was 
somewhere beyond the massive door. 

“Tam, can you start gathering your shadows?” she whispered. “And, 
Biana, can you turn us invisible? And, Marella—can you . . . do whatever 
you do to have some flames ready?” 


“I always have flames ready,’ Marella told her. “Heat calls to me, whether 
I want it to or not. Why do you think I’m the only one not shivering right 
now?” 

“Sounds intense,” Sophie mumbled. 

“Tt is. And just so you know, were looping back to the why-do-you-have- 
Keefe’s-blood conversation later—assuming we dont get eaten or 
something.” 

Sophie sighed. “First lets work on not getting eaten?” 

“Probably a good plan” Biana reached for Sophie's left hand, making 
them both vanish. 

I'm going to open my mind to yours, Sophie transmitted to the group as 
Biana made Marella disappear and Tam shrouded himself with shadows. 
And I promise I won't listen to any secrets you dont want me hearing. This is 
just so I can pass along any questions you guys have, so were all able to stay in 
communication without talking and giving ourselves away. 

Does that mean we're ready to go in? Biana asked. 

I am if you are. 

Their responding yeps sounded as shaky as Sophie felt, but she moved 
toward the door anyway, tracing her fingers across the runes carved into the 
sleek metal. 

The star only rises at Nightfall. 

Maybe they were about to learn what the words meant. 

Okay, she transmitted, taking a deep breath and reaching toward the 
sensor with the bloody scrap. No sudden movements And try to keep your 
breathing shallow. If all goes according to plan the Neverseen wont realize 
were here until were already gone. 

She didn't let herself imagine the million things that could go wrong—or 
think about Lady Gisela’s warning about her parents’ sanity. She grabbed on 
to her hope with everything she had and swiped Keefes blood across the 
sensor. 

No lights flashed. 

No sirens blared. 

And no snarling beast slammed against the door. 

All Sophie was rewarded with was a soft click and the faintest whir of 
metal. 


But when her fingers grasped the handle, she was able to gently turn the 
mechanism. 
And slowly, painstakingly, she pulled open the enormous door. 


Forty-five 


WHERE ARE THEY? 

Tam was the first to ask the question—though Sophie could hear it 
forming in everyone's minds as dangling silver lanterns sparked to life one 
by one along the vaulted ceiling, revealing intricately carved white-stone 
walls lining a wide corridor that disappeared around a curve. 

Nothing more. 

No sign of the balefire cage Lady Gisela had promised. 

Definitely no gigantic mutant beasts ready to devour them. 

The elegant hall didn’t even have the damp, musky scent that usually 
suggested animals were nearby. The air smelled dry, sterile, and ever-so- 
slightly smoky—but that might've been the ash coating Sophie's nose. 

Do you think Keefes mom lied about the gorgodons? Marella asked. 

Why would she do that? Biana wondered after Sophie passed along the 
question. She wants Sophie to tell her which doors have glowing runes. 

I don't see any doors so far, though, Sophie noted. The arched walls were 
nothing but solid stone, and the glittering white floor was perfectly smooth. 

She glanced behind her, checking the door theyd entered through— 
which seemed to have sealed itself shut. 

You dont think this is a trap, do you? she asked. What if Lady Gisela’ 
planning an ambush and made up the whole gorgodon story to make sure wed 
come in a small group with no goblins to defend us? 

Thats what I’m here for, Marella reminded her. And if she made us crust 
ourselves with this disgusting ash for no reason, I’m going burn off all of her 
hair. 

Uh, guys? Biana chimed in. I dont think she was lying. 

She dragged Sophie and Marella over to a section of the wall where three 
evenly spaced gashes marred the ornamentation. Anyone else think these look 


like claw marks? 

Sophie traced her fingers along the jagged edge, realizing there were 
similar marks scratched into the floor a few feet ahead. And more on the 
ceiling. 

Why does this not feel like good news? Tam thought. 

Because it means they're still loose in the halls, Sophie told him. 

She turned toward the shadows, searching for glowing eyes, or any other 
sign that they were about to become a midnight snack. She couldnt find 
anything—but Lady Gisela had warned them that the gorgodons could 
blend with the scenery. 

So... what do we do now? Biana asked. 

All of Sophie's instincts were screaming, RUN FAR AWAY! 

But she reached down and checked to ensure that her melder was easily 
within reach in her boot before she transmitted, I guess we head as quietly as 
we can toward the fourth floor and hope my parents are where Lady Gisela 
said theyd be. 

Preferably before the gorgodons find us, Tam added. 

With that settled, they tiptoed down the hall, fighting back their screams 
every time a new lantern flicked on. 

There must be motion sensors, Sophie transmitted. 

Think theres any way to shut them off? Marella asked. Its killing our 
stealth. 

The best solution they could come up with was to have Tam wrap the 
lanterns in shadows to mute all but the faintest hint of their glow—but it 
also meant they could barely see where they were going. 

Every tiny sound blared through the facility, like Marella’ slight “oof” 
when she tripped over another gouge in the floor, and when Tam scraped his 
arm on a jagged section of the wall. It felt like hours before they passed the 
first fork in the corridor—though it had probably only been a few minutes. 
And the hall split twice before they found the doors Lady Gisela had told 
them to watch for. 

Side-by-side white double doors with runes carved into the top. 

None of the runes were glowing. 

And all of the doors were open. 

Some were only cracked a sliver, but most had been pushed wide, 
revealing dark, dusty spaces. 


Those runes mean “courage, Biana told Sophie, knowing her mind had 
only been trained to read the Black Swan's cipher runes. And the door over 
there says “ingenuity.” 

Think this has anything to do with the ‘criterion’? Sophie transmitted. 
Keefe said Fintan was making him list qualities in people hed want to save, 
and I bet they were things like this. 

But wouldnt Lady Gisela have labeled these doors long before that? Biana 
asked. 

Good point, Sophie admitted. Unless the criterion was part of her Lodestar 
Initiative. 

You know what's weird? Tam asked, thinning the shadows past one of the 
doors so they could see better. These rooms are empty. 

They werent always, though, Sophie noted. Look at the dust patterns on 
the floor. 

Dark shapes on the marble formed the outlines of... 

Furniture? 

Equipment? 

It was impossible to tell—but they found the same shapes in every room 
they checked. 

Something feels wrong, doesn't it? Sophie asked when the hall split again, 
revealing more dark, open doors. It was like they'd stepped into one of those 
human movies where the rescue party shows up to a place that’s far too 
quiet, and they slowly realize they've walked into a death trap. 

It kinda feels like the Neverseen are moving out of this hideout, doesn't it? 
Tam asked. 

Why would they do that? Sophie wondered. They just lost a ton of 
hideouts. Plus, Keefes mom spent forever building this place. 

Yeah, but they know she can find them here, Tam reminded her. Or maybe 
they dont like having to rely on Keefe’s blood to get in and out. 

Or the gorgodons got out of control, Marella suggested when Sophie 
shared what theyd been discussing. Look at those gouged places in the arch. 
These things can chew through stone, guys. STONE. 

But it could just as easily be that the Neverseen are rearranging the facility, 
Sophie reminded them, forcing herself to cling to a more reasonable 
explanation. Lady Gisela told us she made changes to the original plans for 
Nightfall. So maybe Fintan’s advisor wants it back the way she designed it? 


That makes sense, Biana agreed. Besides—who cares about these doors? 
Thats not what we came here for. 

Its not. But Sophie still memorized each of the runes, hoping the 
translations would give them a better idea of what Lady Gisela had been 
planning. And when they rounded the next corner, they finally reached a 
flight of stark white steps jutting out of the floor at a steep angle. 

Iron railings lined the edges, but they were bent and mangled, with gaps 
missing. 

Looks like the gorgodons can chew through metal too, Marella noted. 
Awesome. 

Still no sign of them, Biana said, and Sophie passed along her observation. 
So the ash must be working. Or theyre far away in another section of the 
facility. 

Or were heading straight for them, Marella countered. 

Sophie tried to share Biana’s positivity as they began their climb, but the 
suffocating silence still felt too much like a warning. And the stairs were 
even steeper than they looked, leaving them huffing and puffing. 

Remind me to get in better shape if I'm going to do stuff like this with you 
guys, Marella grumbled as they stopped on the third floor to catch their 
breath. And lets hope all the sweat dripping down my back isnt washing off 
the ash. 

Sophie had been worrying about the same thing—and wishing they could 
just levitate to the next floor. But it would be too hard to keep themselves 
invisible while concentrating on a skill like that. 

Looks like they cleared out this place too, Tam thought, thinning the 
shadows around them to reveal a wide room with a tall ceiling and lots of 
dust shapes on the floor. 

Doesnt it kinda look like this was a storage space? Biana asked. Look at 
how uniform the dust patterns are. Theyre all round. And all about the same 
size. And all in neat rows. 

Sorted into groups, Sophie added. Looks like twenty different clumps. 

She worked the math in her head. Each group had twenty circles, so four 
hundred of . . . whatever. 

Food for the gorgodons? Marella guessed. 

Or ash, Biana suggested. It could’ve been barrels full of everything they 
gathered at the efflorescence sites. Weren't there twenty? 


There were, Sophie agreed. 

They should probably take a closer look, see if the floor had any sort of 
ashy residue. But straying off the path could lead to a trap, or get them lost. 
And once again, Sophie couldn’ bring herself to lose focus on her parents. 

We should keep moving, she said, starting up the next flight of stairs. 

It felt even steeper than before—but that wasn’t why her legs were 
shaking. 

Any minute theyd find out if Lady Gisela had been bluffing about her 
parents’ sanity. 

Hey, Biana thought, tightening her grip on Sophie's hand. Whatever's up 
there, we'll deal with it, okay? 

Sophie squeezed her hand back and counted her breaths, trying to keep 
them steady. 

Were supposed to go left, she reminded her friends when they reached the 
fourth floor. And as soon as they stepped off the stairs, more lanterns 
flickered to life, illuminating a curved corridor that was narrower than the 
others, with walls, floor, and ceiling all made of cracked glass. 

Anyone else think it smells funny up here? Tam asked. Its . . . smoky. 

Sophie had been trying not to notice the same thing. Maybe you guys 
should wait here. 

No way, Biana told her, dragging her forward. 

At least this is the first corridor without any claw marks, Marella said. 

She was right—until they passed the first curve. Then the whole hall was 
gouged and rutted, and parts of the glass were scorched and blackened with 
soot. The doors had even been torn off their hinges and left in jagged scraps 
littering the floor. 

Not sure I want to know what happened here, Tam thought as they picked 
their way through the rubble, the broken glass crunching under their shoes. 
But I'm guessing thats where the smell came from. 

Hopefully the fact that were making all of this noise and nothing's trying to 
eat us means the gorgodons decided they didn't like hanging around here, 
Biana added. 

Or theyre on their way, Marella countered. How much farther do we need 
to go? 

No idea, Sophie admitted. Keefe mom said wed know it when we see it. 

And they did. 


The path curved again and a new lantern flickered on, leaving them 
facing a huge glass bubble—a much larger version of the Exile cell Sophie 
had helped rescue Prentice from. It would’ve been the perfect cage for the 
Neverseen to hold and observe her parents. But the air in the bubble was 
cloudy, and the space inside was empty, except for something black-and- 
white piled on the floor—something Sophie's eyes recognized but her brain 
refused to accept. 

She dropped Biana’s hand, no longer caring about staying invisible as she 
sprinted for the bubble, desperate for a closer look. 

“Never mind,’ Tam whispered. “Thats where the smell is coming from.” 

From the pile of charred bones. 


Forty-six 


IT’S NOT YOUR parents,’ Biana whispered, pointing to the gruesome pile. 
“The bones are way too big. See that curved thing in the middle of the pile? 
That’s a rib.” 

Sophie's eyes were too blurred with tears to make out much of anything, 
but she managed to blink them into focus enough to find what Biana was 
referring to. 

“It's not them,” Biana repeated. “I... think it might be what's left of the 
gorgodons.” 

“So do I,” Tam agreed quietly. “Fintan must’ve gotten rid of them—which 
would explain why we haven't seen any—and why it smells like barbeque.” 

“And why everything was so trashed out in the hallway,’ Marella added. “I 
bet the gorgodons wouldn't go down without a fight? 

Sophie could feel the logic in their words, but she couldn't make her 
mind accept it. Not until shed dug the piece of Keefe’s cape out of the 
airtight pack and swiped more blood across the glass bubble’s sensor. 

Gears whirred to life where the bubble met the arched ceiling, making a 
noisy hum like a cheap fan as the glass separated down the middle and slid 
apart, releasing a plume of smoky air that smelled so strongly of cooked 
meat and rotting flesh that the stench left them coughing and gagging. 

Sophie pressed her ashy arm over her nose and mouth and stumbled into 
the bubble to sort through the bones, which were even bigger up close—and 
many didn’t match human anatomy. 

Still, she kept digging all the way to the bottom, making sure there 
werent any smaller bones buried underneath. 

“Okay; she said, collapsing to her knees. “Okay, it’s not them.” 

Shed needed to say the words out loud. Needed to have them slide across 
her tongue to believe them. 


But that led to a terrifying new question. 

Where are they? 

She hadn't realized shed opened her mind and transmitted the words 
until Biana whispered, “Tm sure theyre somewhere else in the facility. 
Otherwise why would your sister have heard the Neverseen say they were 
taking your parents to Nightfall? It’s probably like you said, the Neverseen 
are moving things around, making it match their original plans. If we keep 
looking, I know we'll find them—and now we don't even have to worry 
about the gorgodons.” 

“Yeah. We just have to worry about the Pyrokinetic who decided to burn 
them alive,’ Marella mumbled, backing away from the bones. 

Biana pulled Sophie back to her feet. “We should get away from here in 
case opening the bubble alerted the Neverseen.” 

She dragged Sophie back into the hallway, and Sophie leaned against the 
gouged wall, sucking in huge gulps of the fresher air and trying to think. 

“If were going to search this place, we have to be smart about it? Tam 
whispered. “We can't afford to get lost.” 

“Can you do that Telepath trick?” Biana asked Sophie. “The one you do 
when we play base quest, where you track people’s thoughts to home in on 
their location?” 

Sophie's head cleared with a fresh rush of hope. “I can try—but I won't be 
able to enhance you while I do it.” 

“Thats fine—we're visible now and it’s not setting off any alarms,” Biana 
reminded her. 

“I can shroud us in shadows,” Tam added. “And we have the obscurer.’ 

With that settled, Sophie rushed to the stairs, needing a better view of the 
facility to get a feel for the layout. 

She sank onto the first step, pressing her fingers against her temples and 
closing her eyes as she stretched out her consciousness, pushing it in every 
direction at once and feeling for any sign of life. It helped to imagine her 
mind as a veil, slowly draping over every inch. 

But everything was cold, quiet, and empty, and the longer she worked, 
the more a headache flared. 

“You okay?” Biana asked. 

“I think the enhancing drained me more than I realized,’ she admitted, 
sucking in air to stop her head from spinning, spinning, spinning. 


“Here, Tam said, and she cracked open her eyes to see his shadow falling 
over her face. “Does that help?” 

“Wow, Sophie breathed as cold darkness flooded her mind, making 
everything hum. 

It was a new kind of energy, heavier than she was used to, sinking down, 
down, down, dragging her consciousness with it as it spread like ink until— 

“I feel something, she whispered. “It’s weak. And I cart pick up any 
thoughts. Just a pulse of life. But it’s definitely there.” 

“Where?” Tam asked, helping her back to her feet. 

“Somewhere below us. That’s as much as I can tell—but I might be able to 
keep the connection if you guys guide me, so I can keep my eyes closed and 
concentrate” 

“On it? Biana said, wrapping Sophies arm around her shoulder and 
leading her down the first step. 

“Are we sure this is a good idea?” Marella asked when they nearly toppled 
over. 

“It’s fine,” Biana said. “We just need to find a rhythm—see?” 

The next step went a little smoother. And the one after that. 

“No, that’s not what I meant,’ Marella argued. “Couldn't we be tracking 
the Neverseen right now?” 

“It's possible,’ Sophie admitted. “All I know is that theres someone there. 
But I have no idea who or how many.’ 

“Or maybe it’s what? Marella reminded her. “It could be one of the 
gorgodons. It was hard to tell how many were part of that pile of bones.” 

Sophie hadn't thought of that. 

“Well . . . either way, we have to check,’ Biana said, guiding Sophie down 
another stair. “If it’s a gorgodon, we're already prepared for that. And if it’s 
the Neverseen, we'll find a way to deal with them. But hopefully it’s Sophie's 
parents and we can grab them and get out? 

They moved in silence, step by step, until they made it back to the level 
theyd entered on. 

“But it’s still farther down,” Sophie whispered. 

Marella whimpered. “It looks really dark down there? 

“Hopefully some lanterns will kick on,’ Biana told her. 

It didn't sound like they did—though Sophie couldn’ tell with her eyes 
closed. 


She was so focused on following the pulsing energy that she nearly lost 
her balance when the next step was flat ground instead of another stair. 

“I think this is the basement,’ Biana whispered. “The walls are all rough 
stone.” 

“Is there a fork in the path?” Sophie asked. “I feel the energy pulling me 
to the right.” 

“There is,’ Biana said, leading her forward and navigating her through 
the sharp turn, guiding Sophie until the pull shifted again. 

Sophie steered them through turn after turn, fighting to keep her eyes 
closed. She couldn't have kept her connection otherwise—and they never 
would've found their way on their own. 

“How are we going to get back to the exit to leap home?” Marella asked. 
‘Tve lost track of where we are? 

“One problem at a time,’ Biana told her. 

“Speaking of problems, has anyone else been reading the runes?” Tam 
asked. 

“Are there more doors?” Sophie whispered. 

“A few,’ Biana agreed. “They're all closed. And the runes aren't glowing. 
And they all say ‘undesirable? ” 

“Thats . . . probably not good,” Sophie admitted. Especially since the 
pulsing energy was getting really close. “Go left? 

They did—and screeched to a halt. 

“Whats wrong?” Sophie asked, unable to resist opening her eyes. 

The low-ceilinged hall dead-ended at a heavy steel door that was open 
just enough to let a triangle of glaring white light paint across the dark stone 
floor. 

“The rune says ‘rejected, ” Tam whispered. 

The four of them exchanged a look. 

‘TIl go check it out,’ Biana told them. “That way Tam can keep you guys 
covered with shadows.’ 

Sophie wanted to protest, but Biana had already turned invisible and 
started down the hall. 

Scream if you need help, she transmitted. 

Uh, if you hear me scream—run! Biana countered. 

“I don't know how you guys do this kind of stuff all the time,” Marella 
mumbled, leaning against the wall. “I feel like ’ve sweated out a year of my 


life” 

So did Sophie. 

Especially as she watched the door creep open, pulled by Biana’s invisible 
hands. 

A sharp gasp shattered the silence, and Biana blinked back into 
substance, shaking her head and stumbling back. 

“What?” Sophie asked, already charging through the doorway, into a 
room divided by a glowing white force field that stretched from the ceiling 
to the floor. 

A bound, unconscious figure lay trapped on the other side, dripping 
blood on the stones. 

His face was swollen and bruised, his eyes were closed, and his chest was 
slashed and gouged. 

But Sophie still recognized him. 

Alvar. 


Forty-seven 


IS HE... DEAD?” Marella whispered, squinting to get a better look at 
Alvar's still form. 

“I wouldn't have been able to feel him if he was,’ Sophie reminded her. 

Shed lost the connection now, which made her wonder if the strange 
shadowy energy Tam had given her was the only way her telepathy could 
pass through the force field. 

“Hes breathing,’ she added, watching Alvar’s wounded chest make the 
shallowest of dips. 

Biana turned away, covering her mouth like she was about to be ill, and 
Sophie wrapped her arm around her, struggling to figure out what to say. 

Alvar had betrayed them—but he was still Bianas brother. And hed 
clearly gotten himself in serious trouble. 

“We were supposed to find your parents,’ Biana whispered. 

“I know?” The tears Sophie was fighting choked off her voice. “But your 
brother—” 

“I dont care about him,” Biana interrupted. “Are you sure your parents 
arent somewhere else in the facility? I think you should check.” 

“I mean it,” she added when Sophie hesitated. “He helped capture them, 
remember? So just forget about him and let's see if we can still fix this.” 

“Biana, Sophie tried. 

“Please,” Biana begged. “I can't deal with him until we find your family.” 

Sophie had a horrible, sickening feeling they wouldn't have a choice. But 
she sank down on the rough floor and closed her eyes, letting her mind go 
blank before she pushed out her consciousness and made it drift through the 
facility like a soft breeze. 

Sweat licked down the back of her neck, and her head throbbed from the 
strain—and all she found was cold, silent emptiness. She even asked Tam to 


boost her with shadows again, in case that really was the trick to sensing 
past Ruy’s force fields. 

“They're not here,” Sophie finally had to admit, reaching up to rub her 
pulsing forehead, glad she had something to do with her hands. It eased the 
urge to punch the floor. “Ihe Neverseen must've packed up what they 
wanted, killed the gorgodons, and ditched this place.” 

“Why would they do that?” Marella asked. 

“No idea,’ Sophie admitted. 

What if her parents were ... 

She clamped down on the thought, crushing it like the cruel little bug 
that it was. 

Her parents had to be alive. The Neverseen would never destroy such a 
powerful bargaining chip. 

She needed to focus on smarter questions, like: How were they going to 
find them? 

They could ask Lady Gisela, but her help wouldn't come free. And Keefe’s 
mom probably didn't know anything useful. Nightfall was her legacy—and 
the Neverseen had stripped it bare and slaughtered her precious creatures. 

But what other leads did they have? 

Her eyes strayed to Alvar, watching him take another shallow breath. 
Bonds tore into his wrists and ankles, and his body was covered in bruises. 
But the deep, curved gashes were what held her attention. 

“They cut Alvar with a shamkniv,’ she said, explaining what she knew 
about the weapon. 

“So they must've kicked him out of their order,’ Tam noted. 

“Or that’s what they want us to think,’ Biana warned. “They had to know 
wed come here—so maybe they left him like this to trick us into taking him. 
They could be setting the same trap they used with Gethen”” 

“I dunno,’ Marella told her. “He doesn't look like he can last much longer. 
Maybe they thought hed be dead by the time we got here?” 

“Or they knew wed be extra suspicious after Lumenaria, so they left him 
this battered to make us feel sorry for him,’ Biana countered. 

Both were viable explanations. 

But it didn’t matter. 

“Even if it’s a trick, we can't leave him here,” Sophie decided. “He might 
know something about where they took my parents, or what the Neverseen 


are up to with the ash and the efflorescence. I know it’s a huge risk—but it’s 
still our best option at this point. And he can’t fool us if were on to the 
game, right?” 

“Unless there’s more than one game,’ Biana reminded her. 

“So we take the player off the field, or . . . I'm losing track of this 
metaphor.’ Sophie rubbed her pulsing temples. “All I'm saying is, we can 
make sure that Alvar has no access to anyone or anything that’s even 
remotely important. Then it wont matter if the Neverseen have plans for 
him. Okay?” 

Biana stared at her brother. “As long as you don't expect me to trust him.” 

“None of us are going to trust him,” Sophie assured her. “Were just going 
to get him strong enough so I can search his memories and see what he 
knows.” 

“What if they wiped his mind, to make sure he couldn't help us?” Marella 
asked. 

“Then Pll ask Mr. Forkle how to trigger the erased memories. There has 
to be a way.’ Sophie repeated the words in her head until they drowned out 
her other needling doubts. 

She turned to Tam. “Can you break through the force field so we can get 
to him?” 

Tam nodded, letting his shadow stretch toward the wall of flashing 
energy. The darkness sank into the milky light, fanning out in thin threads 
that crawled through the brightness like ink in water. And bit by bit, the 
force field unraveled. 

Sophie froze, waiting to see if Alvar would react, but he stayed silent and 
still—even when she got close enough to nudge him with her toe. She tried 
to open her mind to his thoughts, but all she found was sludgy black. So she 
pulled her gloves on and tried to lift him by his shoulders. 

“Someone take his legs. We need get him back to the exit.” 

They couldn't light leap through solid stone—at least not with normal 
light. 

“You Foxfire people always forget the obvious, Tam told her, floating 
Alvar’s body off the ground. “Remember telekinesis?” 

Sophie’s cheeks burned. “Right. I guess that’s smarter.” 

Then again, watching Alvar’s bleeding, unconscious body float down the 
hall would surely become a recurring feature of her nightmares. 


“Where are we taking him after this?” Tam asked as they followed him 
through the maze of corridors. 

“Not Everglen,’ Biana told him. “Or anywhere near my family.” 

“Same goes for Havenfield and my parents,’ Sophie added. “And Dex’s 
house. And the Councillors’ castles in Eternalia. And we dont want him 
anywhere near my sister, so Atlantis is out—and we have to keep him away 
from Wylie and Prentice, too.” 

“I don't think we should lock him away in Exile, either,’ Tam said. “In 
case they're planning a prison break. And they could be hoping we'll take 
him to one of the Black Swan's hideouts, so those are all off-limits.” 

“Which leaves us with where?” Marella asked. 

Sophie bit her lip. “Well . . . what about bringing him to your house? They 
have no idea youre working with us now, so there’s no way that would be 
part of their plan” 

“I guess that’s true? Marella dragged out the last syllable. “But . . . his 
injuries would freak out my mom. Sorry, I know—” 

“It's fine,’ Sophie assured her. “You're right. Bad idea. I was just thinking 
out loud.” 

Theyd reached the stairs by that point, and Sophie noticed Tam gritting 
his teeth as he floated Alvar up. 

“Here; Biana said, letting her mind take control—and smacking Alvar’s 
body against the metal railing in the process. 

“That was an accident,” she insisted. 

But a few minutes later she banged his shoulder. 

Then his head. 

“What about Foxfire?” Marella suggested, getting back to the bigger 
question. “Maybe keep him in the Healing Center and let Elwin treat his 
wounds?” 

“And risk that Alvar does something to the school?” Sophie countered. 
“No way? 

“I think the real answer is that we need to hide him somewhere new,” 
Tam said as they turned down the final hall. “We should set up a cell in the 
middle of nowhere. I’m sure the Black Swan would help.” 

“But what do we do with him while they build it?” Sophie asked. 

Tam mumbled his reply, and Sophie had to ask him to repeat it. 

“I said my house would work? 


Sophie shook her head. “We can't have him around Tiergan—especially 
with Tiergan’s connections to Wylie.” 

“I didnt mean where I’m staying now,’ Tam corrected. “I meant... 
Choralmere.” 

Biana stopped walking. “You want to bring him to your parents’ house?” 

“Not want; Tam corrected. “But . . . the Neverseen wouldn't expect it? 

He had a point. 

“Do you even have a way to get there?” Biana asked. 

Tam squatted and peeled back the thick sole of his boot, removing a 
small round pendant from the heel. “I stole my home crystal when I left with 
Linh, in case either of us ever got seriously hurt and we needed a way to get 
back to the Lost Cities for help.” 

“I can't believe you had to think about stuff like that,” Sophie said quietly. 

When shed been banished, shed headed straight for the Black Swan and 
let them take care of her. 

“You're really sure you want to do this?” she had to ask as Tam stomped 
down the sole of his shoe and stood. 

Tam nodded. “Why not? Time to give my parents a little payback.” 


Forty-eight 


CHORALMERE SAT NESTLED between the edge of a rainforest and a 
pristine cove, where turquoise waves lapped against the silvery shore. A gray 
stone path lined with glowing golden orbs stretched across the smooth sand 
to the main entrance of the massive house, which was even more elegant and 
auspicious than Sophie had been imagining. 

Tiers of golden roofs crowned the square towers that formed the four 
corners of the outer wall—all of which had been built with blocks of crystal 
and garnet and amber. And three massive inner towers jutted from the 
center of the interior courtyard, made from the same sparkly bricks, but also 
decorated with gilded moldings and balconies around every window. Strings 
of gleaming golden lanterns tied all of the structures together, and lacy 
treetops peeked out of the center, hinting at a lush inner atrium. 

But what truly stood out were the sounds drifting through the warm 
night air. Hundreds of wind chimes rang from somewhere within the 
courtyard, blending with a cacophony of soft whistles created by the long 
metal tubes lining the eaves. Paired with the crashing surf and the rustling 
palm trees, it felt like they were surrounded by an ever-changing symphony. 

“Yeah, I know,’ Tam said when he noticed Sophie's and Biana’s wide-eyed 
stares. “Now you see why my parents refused to leave this place.” 

“What do you mean?” Biana asked, unpinning her bun and unraveling 
her ashy hair. 

Sophie did the same, noticing for the first time how hard her hands were 
shaking. She tried to channel that anxious energy into her legs, keeping 
them moving forward. That was the goal right now—dontt stop, don't think, 
dont panic. 

Shed given Marella the starstone hairpin and sent her back to Havenfield 
so that Tam’s parents wouldn't know she was connected to the Black Swan— 


and so Marella could have the Collective send Livvy to help with Alvar’s 
injuries. 

Tam kicked the edge of one of the path’s stones. “Well, a beachfront house 
isn't exactly an ideal location for a newly manifested Hydrokinetic. So when 
Linh started having problems, some of the Councillors suggested my parents 
move somewhere drier. But my mom said shed be lost without the sounds of 
the sea. Apparently that was more important than her daughter—though of 
course she claimed it was Linh’ fault for not trying harder to control her 
ability? 

Sophie shook her head, not sure how she would face his parents without 
shouting at them. 

Biana tugged at the tangled strands of her hair. “Sometimes I hate myself 
for not realizing our world can be so unfair” 

“You aren't the only one,’ Tam reminded her. “And it’s not like you had 
anything to do with what happened. The Council made the choice—and my 
parents didnt resist.” 

“I guess. But . . . my family’s a part of it. “The Vacker legacy?” She made 
air quotes with the words. “I don't know what Alvar meant by that—but it’s 
made me really think about what it means to be related to one of the 
founding members of the Council. All these decisions we keep questioning, 
like the prejudice against multiple births and the ban on Pyrokinesis? Those 
are all things Fallon probably decided.” 

“Even if youre right, he didn’t make those decisions alone, Tam 
reminded her. “There were other members of the Council who had to agree 
—and there’ve been lots of other Councillors since then who haven't felt the 
need to change anything” 

“I know,’ Biana mumbled. “But . . . some of them were part of my family 
too, along with tons of the nobility. And all my life, ’ve had everyone treat 
me like I’m special because of it—because I’m a Vacker. But maybe the 
Vackers arent as awesome as everyone thinks. Maybe we've messed up the 
world.” 

She pointed to her unconscious brother, who looked so pale as he 
hovered between them that Sophie almost wondered if they hadn't shielded 
him well enough during the light leap. 

“You can't change who you are, or who your family is,’ Tam told her. 
“Believe me—if I could, I would. All you can do is make sure you're living by 


what you believe in? 

“I guess.” Biana looked away. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make this about me. 
Is Linh going to be mad at you for bringing us here?” 

“Not mad, Tam said. “But I need to hail her as soon as we get Alvar 
settled and let her know what's going on.” 

“Youre sure youre okay with this?” Sophie had to ask. “We can find 
somewhere else.” 

“It ll be fine, Tam promised, taking a long look at the house before he 
started moving forward again. “Besides, I’m pretty sure were about to give 
my parents a panic attack, so that'll be fun.” 

His smile looked forced as he led them to the gilded front door and 
started pounding hard enough to rattle the wall. He didn’t stop, even when 
the windows blared with sudden light. 

“All right!” Tam’s father shouted. “Tm coming! What kind of—” 

The rest of his outburst morphed into a gasp as he threw open the door. 
His black hair was sticking out on one side of his head and smashed down 
on the other, and his silver-blue eyes were puffy with sleep. 

“Try not to look so happy to see me,’ Tam said as he shoved his dad aside 
and marched into the house. 

“Whats the meaning of this?” his dad barked, tripping over his silky 
black robe as he scrambled to get away from Alvar’s floating body. “What 
have you done?” 

“Nothing,” Tam told him, motioning for Sophie and Biana to follow him. 
“But thanks for assuming the best of me? 

“You show up at my door in the middle of the night with a floating body, 
while you and your friends are covered in silver paint—” 

“Ash,” Tam corrected, shaking his arms and sending silver-white flecks 
flying all over the spotless gold floor. 

“Well, congratulations,’ his father told him, slamming the door so hard 
the chandelier trembled. “You found something that looks more idiotic than 
your bangs.” 

“Quan?” a female voice called from down the hall. “Who are you talking 
to?” 

“It's nothing, Mai,” Tam’s father called back to her. “Go back to bed, my 
love. No need to trouble yourself with this.” 

“Trouble myself with what?” Mai asked, her voice much closer. 


Tam went rigid when his mother peeked into the room. 

Her ebony hair hung in two loose plaits, and her cheeks were flushed 
pink, like her daughter’s—until she spotted her son. Then all color drained 
away. 

“Tam?” she whispered, clutching the ends of her blue flowery robe as she 
stepped closer. “Where's Linh? And why are you filthy? And why—” 

She screamed when she noticed Alvar behind him. 

Lots of shouting followed, with both of the Songs demanding different 
answers. But Tam told them nothing as he floated Alvar down the mirror- 
lined hall. All Sophie and Biana could do was follow. 

They passed a series of gilded fountains filling the air with rippling 
gurgles, until they reached the house's inner courtyard, where thousands of 
glowing wind chimes cast a soft light as they swayed from the branches of 
flowering trees. Beneath the canopy, urns of lacy plants lined a series of 
reflecting pools filled with colorful fish and crowned with wide, flat lily pads. 
It was breathtaking and peaceful, the kind of space Sophie would normally 
want to spend hours in. But all she could think about was how the extra 
water must've amplified Linh’s struggles. 

“So where exactly are we going?” Biana asked as Tam tossed open the 
arched doors to one of the towers and started up a flight of jeweled steps. 

“To my moms favorite room, because when I annoy—I annoy hard” 

“Stay out of your mother’s studio!” his dad yelled behind them. 

“Can't stop me!” Tam shouted back. 

“Its fine; his mom said as she ran to catch up to her son. “Use whatever 
room you need. Just tell me what’s going on” 

Tam ignored her, climbing all the way to the top floor, which was so high 
up, the air had turned mostly silent. The only thing waiting for them was a 
pair of stained-glass doors. 

Mai grabbed Tams arm as he reached for the handles. “This’—she 
shuddered as she took a glance at Alvar—“is the Vacker boy, right? The one I 
hear has been working with those awful people?” 

“Yeah, Tam admitted as Biana slouched lower. “And no one can know 
where he is, okay? We needed to stash him somewhere unexpected, and 
everyone knows this is the last place I'd go, so .. ? 

Mai flinched. 


Tam pretended not to notice as he yanked open the doors and snapped 
his fingers to turn on the thin strands of twinkling lights that stretched 
across the enormous, hexagonal room. Sophie had been expecting the 
“studio” to be for recording music, but it turned out to be an artist's 
dreamland. Each angled wall was dedicated to a different medium— 
watercolor, sculpture, ink, charcoal, colored pencils, and something that 
involved tiny glass pieces. Floor-to-ceiling windows divided each “station,” 
and twinkling moonlight streamed through the square skylights. 

“Is that Linh?” Biana asked, frowning at a painting-in-progress of a 
smiling teenage girl with black hair and silver eyes. The resemblance was 
there, but certain details were off—the lips were too thin and the cheeks 
were slightly too wide, and the silver touches were noticeably absent from 
the ends of her hair. 

“It’s my best attempt,” Mai said quietly. “The only way I get to see her.” 

Tam snorted. “I notice there isn't one of me? 

“No?” Mai flicked her wrist and used telekinesis to spin the canvas 
around. “It’s hard to capture your intensity,’ she admitted. “But I did my 
best? 

She looked so small—so sad. It almost made Sophie feel sorry for her— 
until she remembered the scraggly tents that Tam and Linh had been forced 
to squat in for years. She also noted that Mai had conveniently left Tam’s 
silver bangs off the portrait. And shed painted it in a way where shed only 
see one of her twins at a time. 

“Here, Mai said, rushing over to the round table in the center and 
sweeping the rolls of canvas and pots of paint hastily to the floor. “Set him 
down here. It'll make it easier for your Physician to examine him.” 

Tam did as she requested, gaping at the mess—vivid splotches of thick 
paint staining the floor. 

“I spilled ink on your sleeve once, remember?” he said quietly. “Dad 
made me stay in my room for two days.” 

Mai looked away. “Things change.’ 

For a second, Tam’s eyes seemed to brighten. Then the shadows crawled 
back and he shook his head. “Not enough.” 

Mai fussed with one of her braids. “Can I get you anything else?” 

“Towels,” Sophie told her. “And bowls for water, so we can try to clean 
Alvar up?’ 


Mai nodded. ‘TIl be right back. Theres a bathroom at the end of the hall, 
if any of you feel like washing your faces. I can get you spare clothes, too.” 

“We're fine? Sophie said—then realized she shouldn't speak for her 
friends. 

Biana’s eyes were on her brother as she said, “I’m staying right here.” 

“Think his bonds are enough?” Tam asked, giving them a good hard tug 
as his mother left. 

“I don't think he'll be waking up any time soon,” Sophie reminded him. 

Biana wandered over to Tams portrait, pretending to study it closer— 
though she mostly seemed to be wiping her eyes. 

“Will you be okay without me for a second?” Tam asked. “I really need to 
talk to Linh” 

“Of course,’ Sophie told him. “Take as long as you need.” 

“Should I assume your sister is out taking similar risks tonight?” Tam’s 
father asked from the doorway. 

Tam shrugged. “You don't get to care if she is.” 

Quan blocked Tam from pushing past him. “You brought your troubles 
to us, Tam. You chose to involve us.” 

“Then how about you don't ruin it?” Tam snapped back. “How about you 
take this chance to do one nice thing for us without making your own selfish 
demands?” 

Quan opened his mouth to argue, then closed it and stepped aside. 

“Everything okay?” Mai asked as Tam stalked out of the studio. 

No one answered. 

She made her way to the center table, managing to avoid stepping in the 
paint as she set down the golden tray shed been carrying, laden with towels 
and bowls and a steaming pitcher of water. “Should 1... ?” 

“Here, Sophie said, taking the cloth from her—not that she had any idea 
where to begin. 

Under the bright lights of the studio Alvar looked even paler, and his 
wounds were so dark and jagged. She tried dabbing at a few, but that only 
seemed to break the scabs. So she settled for making a warm compress for 
his forehead, and another for his neck and hands. 

“How long do you think it'll be before your Physician arrives?” Mai 
whispered. 

A knock rang through the house in answer. 


Quan stalked off to get the door, and Sophie's breath caught when she 
heard more than Livvy’s voice greet him. 

The next seconds were a blur, and then Livvy was dashing to treat her 
patient—her face covered behind a mask again—as Fitz ran to his sister and 
Grady crushed Sophie with a hug. 

“I think Pll go check on my son,” Mai said quietly as she watched Sophie 
sink into Grady’s arms. 

Sophie buried her face against Grady’s chest, letting a few of the tears 
shed been fighting slip free. 

“I know you already know this, Grady whispered, stroking his hands 
gently down her back, “but we will find them.” 

We will, Fitz added, transmitting the words directly into her head. 
Whatever it takes. 

Sophie peeked out from Grady’s embrace and locked with Fitz’s beautiful 
eyes, feeling fresh tears when she noted his grief. 

This is NOT your fault, she told him, before he could voice the apology 
forming in his mind. 

Maybe not But I'm still so, so sorry. His gaze strayed to his brother, and 
the rage in his mind turned into a storm. I'll break his consciousness apart if 
that’s what it takes to find them. 

She could tell he meant every word. 

But memory breaks werent the kind of thing that should be decided out 
of anger. And they always took a toll. 

I'm hoping it won't come to that, she told him. If you and I could find our 
way through Dimitars mind, I’m sure we can poke around Alvars head and 
find what we need. 

But if we don't... , Fitz pressed. 

Then welll figure it out. 

“You guys might want to wait outside for a minute,’ Livvy warned— 
though Sophie realized she needed to call her Physic—removing a pair of 
shears from the black case shed brought that looked like a tackle box. “I 
need to cut off the rest of his clothes to check for wounds.” 

‘TIl need the clothes when youre done,’ Grady told her. “To check them 
for trackers.” 

Sophie froze. “I didn’t even think about that. What if—” 


“Relax, Grady said, gently guiding Sophie, Biana, and Fitz to the small 
space outside of the studio and closing the door. “Sandor’s already setting up 
security perimeters outside to make sure were prepared.” 

“Sandor’s here?” Sophie asked. 

Grady nodded. “So are Grizel and Woltzer, and at least a dozen dwarves. 
We have this covered? 

“But still—I should’ve—” 

“You had a lot to think about, Sophie,’ Grady interrupted. “And you did 
the right thing. You got yourself and your friends out of there unharmed, 
you chose the safest place you could think of, and then you got help. It’s okay 
to let us take over from here.” 

Physic pulled open the doors and handed him a satchel of bloody scraps. 
“It's safe to come back in now. He's under a blanket? 

“Will you be okay here for a few minutes?” Grady asked Sophie. “Sandor 
should take a look at these. And I should make sure Grizel hasn't slapped 
Tams father. When I left, Quan was spouting off lots of instructions to make 
sure they didn't destroy Choralmere’s ambiance.” 

“Sounds about right, Tam said, coming up the stairs behind them. “And 
feel free to let Grizel smack him around.” 

“How did Linh take the news?” Sophie asked as she watched Grady head 
back down. 

Tam’s smile faded. “Pretty much what I expected. She wanted to come 
over, but I talked her out of it? 

“I wish you hadnt,’ his mom called from somewhere below them. 
Eavesdropping from the shadows. 

“I know,” Tam shouted down to her. “Thats why I told her not to come. 
We have enough to deal with right now, without you using this as your 
chance to convince us to come home.” 

“But—” 

“Dont, Tam cut her off. “If you really want to be a part of our lives, you 
need to wait until were ready? 

He stalked back into the studio without waiting for her to reply. 

Sophie, Fitz, and Biana followed. 

Sophie hadn't worked up the courage to look at Alvar when Biana gasped, 
“You removed his bonds?” 


“It's my job to treat his wounds,’ Physic told her. “Even the ones under 
the cords. Besides, he’s not going anywhere. Whatever sedative they gave 
him is crazy strong.” 

She picked up one of Alvar’s arms and let it drop limply against his bare 
chest. A black blanket covered the rest of him from the waist down. 

“But you can wake him up, right?” Sophie asked, remembering how 
Gethen had hidden his consciousness in the darkest depths of his mind to 
avoid interrogations. 

“As soon as I figure out what he’s on.” Physic reached into her tackle box 
and pulled out seven slender candles, a jewel-encrusted lighter, and a pair of 
spectacles that looked like the ones Elwin was always using. “This is when I 
envy Flashers. Must make the process so much easier—especially since Pm 
stuck with this thing again.” 

She pointed to the bright blue mask, lined with gold beads and flecked 
with gold glitter. Fitting the glasses over it was a struggle, and the end result 
looked noticeably crooked. But she made it work as she used the lighter to 
spark the first of the candles. 

The flame was brighter than normal fire, casting a deep shade of green 
across Alvar's face as she studied him. 

Mr. Forkle didn’t want to come? Sophie transmitted to Fitz. 

He didn't think he should be around when Alvar wakes up. Plus, he wanted 
to bring Blur and Wraith the starstone—and a piece of Keefes cape—so they 
could do another search of Nightfall with some dwarves. Juline was going to 
work with the gnomes to set up a cell for Alvar. And Tiergan went to update 
my parents. 

Sophie's heart ached for Alden and Della. You dont think you should be 
there for that? 

I probably should be, but . . . I need to be here. 

He reached for her hand, and the way he clung to her made heat bloom 
across her cheeks. 

Neither of them seemed to know what to say after that, so they watched 
in silence as Physic switched to an orange-flamed candle. Then yellow. Then 
blue. 

“What's wrong?” Sophie asked when Physic finished working through the 
spectrum. 


She removed her iridescent spectacles. “I’m not sure. Physically, he’s 
stable—or as stable as you can be after that much blood loss. But I can't 
figure out what sedatives they gave him, and he’s not responding to any of 
my elixirs.” 

“Wait, Biana said, and Sophie turned to find her holding several pots of 
paint. “Weren't we wondering if the Neverseen were making their own 
special sedatives?” 

“I thought of that already,” Physic said. “But all of those plants we found 
at the efflorescence sites—slumberberries and dreamlilies and aethrials and 
sweetshades—they all leave telltale markers in the cells. And I can't find 
traces of any of them? 

She peeled back Alvar’s eyelids and flashed the light of the red candle 
across them. 

“Does that mean it’s a mental thing?” Fitz asked. 

“You guys would be able to tell that better than I can,” Physic told him. 

“Should we check?” Fitz asked, and Sophie was already on her way to 
Alvar’s side. 

“Maybe you should rest first,” Physic told her. “You look pretty dead on 
your feet.” 

‘Tm fine,’ Sophie promised. 

“Then let me give you a mental boost,’ Fitz offered as he came up beside 
her. 

He reached for her face, and Sophie closed her eyes and leaned in, letting 
him press his fingers against her temples. The second their skin touched, a 
rush of warmth flooded her mind—the energy softer than it had felt in the 
past. Smoother, somehow. Coating her thoughts like melted butter. 

“Wow; she breathed. “Did you do something different?” 

“You looked really tense,’ Fitz said. “So I tried sending energy from my 
emotional center.” 

“Well, it’s amazing.” She stretched her neck and channeled a tiny bit of the 
warmth into her weary muscles. “I’m going to want you to do that every 
day.” 

Tam snorted. “Be glad Keefe wasn't here to hear you say that.” 

“I just meant—” 

“I know what you meant,’ Fitz assured her. “And I’m here anytime.” 

She glanced at Alvar, feeling some of the warmth fade. “You ready?” 


Fitz struggled to swallow as he offered her his hand and reached for 
Alvar's temples with the other. 

“Think the gloves will affect this?” she asked as his palm pressed against 
hers. 

Their thumb rings didn't snap together. 

“Hmm. I forgot we haven't worked together like this since’—he glanced 
toward the door, lowering his voice in case anyone was eavesdropping 
—“you manifested.” 

“It's probably better to start with them on,” Physic told them. “If it doesn't 
work, you can try it without them.” 

Sophie nodded. Youre really sure youre up for this? she asked Fitz. Alvars 
memories are going to be rough. 

He stared at his eerily still brother. Will you think I'm a coward if I admit 
I'm a little scared? 

If that makes you a coward, then I'm one too. 

He tightened his hold on her hand. Lets do this. 

She took a slow breath and nodded. We go in three... two... one... 


Forty-nine 


SOPHIE HAD PLANNED for darkness. But shed expected it to have an end 
—a barrier they could push past and find Alvar’s consciousness hidden 
underneath. 

But no matter which way they navigated, or how far they dove, they 
couldn't escape the emptiness. And the harder they pushed, the more the 
darkness seemed to tighten around them, caging them in, smothering them 
in the sheer nothingness. 

Do you think its because of your gloves? Fitz asked. 

Sophie barely caught the words before they were swallowed up by the 
vacuumlike pull of the silence. 

Its possible But if I take them off, I'm going to enhance you—and probably 
Alvar too. 

Shed never tested whether the ability only worked with hand-to-hand 
contact. But the energy came from her touch, so she was pretty sure it 
wouldn't matter where she placed her fingers. 

I think we have to try, Fitz thought. 

Yeah, give me one second. Sophie severed their connection and pulled her 
mind free to clear her head. 

“I take it youre not having much luck,’ Physic said when she noticed 
Sophie peeling off her gloves. 

‘Tve never felt anything like that,” Fitz told her, rubbing his forehead. 

The scary thing was, Sophie actually had—but she was trying really, really 
hard not to think about that. 

“Ready for plan B?” she asked, wiggling her now exposed fingers to hide 
how much they were shaking. 

“Wait,” Biana said, moving behind Sophie and wrapping her arms around 
her waist. “Someone should hold you steady in case this gets too intense.” 


Physic did the same for Fitz, and the four of them held their breath as 
Sophie grabbed Fitz’s hand the same moment they each pressed their fingers 
against Alvar’s temples. 

WHOA. 

The thought came from both of them as Fitz’s mind glowed with the rush 
of pulsing energy. 

Is this what it always feels like when I enhance you? she asked. 

Pretty crazy, right? 

Suddenly he was ten steps ahead of her, his brain anticipating everything 
before her thoughts could even form. 

And the strength. 

The tiniest shove of his mind was like a wrecking ball, smashing against 
the never-ending black. 

But it was like crashing into a wall of smoke. The darkness swirled 
around each hit without any impact. 

Enhancing Alvar didn't have any effect either. Sophie could feel the 
tingling warmth leaving her fingers, but the energy was immediately 
swallowed by the darkness. 

Got any other ideas? Fitz asked. 

Sophie had one—but it wasn't so much an idea as it was a realization. 

What? Fitz asked as he boosted her strength to drag their minds out of 
the mental mire. I can feel you holding something back. 

I know—I just . . . need to think. 

Ten seconds slipped by. 

Then twenty. 

Thirty. 

Whatever it is, you can tell me, Fitz promised. I wont freak out. If Alvar 
broken— 

Its not that. 

“I think I know what you're going to say,’ Physic told her. “And if it helps, 
I noticed the same similarity in his vitals. I checked twice, to make sure | 
wasnt making a mistake. But other than a couple of changes that would 
stem from the blood loss, everything else is the same.” 

“The same as what?” Grady asked from the doorway, making Sophie 
whip around. 


“Is everything okay with Sandor and Grizel?” she asked. “Did they find 
any trackers?” 

“None so far,’ he told her. “What about you guys?” 

Sophie turned back to Alvar, searching his features for any sign of life— 
any clue that her theory might be wrong. 

His deep gashes were now sealed, leaving angry red lines on his clammy 
skin. And there were purple bruises around his mouth. But mostly he 
looked . . . distant. 

Unreachable. 

“What were you and Physic talking about?” Fitz asked. “What does Alvar 
remind you of?” 

“It's not what,’ Physic corrected. “Its who? 

Neither Sophie nor Physic seemed to want to be the one to say it. So they 
did it in unison. 

“Prentice.” 


Fifty 


I THOUGHT YOU said Alvar’s mind wasn’t broken.” Fitz’s face didn't betray 
any emotion, but there was a hoarseness to his voice that he couldn't clear 
away. 

“It isn't” Sophie promised. “Though . . . I guess there’s a tiny chance it 
could be. His mind is too empty right now to be able to tell. But thats what I 
mean. Thats exactly how Prentice’s mind felt after we brought him out of 
Exile.” 

“You mean when his consciousness was gone?” Grady clarified. 

Sophie forced herself to nod. “TIl never forget the way the darkness didn't 
have a shape to it. It just stretched on and on with endless nothing” 

“His vitals match that too,’ Physic added quietly. “Theyre almost 
identical to what Prentice’s were when I started treating him at the Stone 
House. I’ve even ended up giving Alvar the same elixirs, and they've all been 
about as effective.” 

“So then . . . we need to lift a veil of shadowvapor, don’t we?” Fitz asked, 
turning to Tam. “Thats how you brought Prentice out of it, isn’t it?” 

“I can try, Tam told him. “But if it’s as heavy as Prentice’s was, Pll 
probably need to rest before I’ll be strong enough to lift it.” 

Sophie offered her gloveless hand. “If you need me to help .. ? 

“Lets see how it goes,’ Tam said, squaring his shoulders and letting his 
shadow crawl toward Alvar’s face and sink slowly into his skin. 

Sophie braced for bone-shaking screams, like Prentice made when his 
veils were lifted. But Alvar stayed silent. 

Seconds dragged by—two hundred and seventeen of them—before Tam’s 
shadow slunk back to its rightful place. 

“I can't do it,” he said, grabbing one of the towels and wiping the sweat off 
his forehead. 


“Do you need more energy?” Fitz asked. “I might be able to give you a 
boost.” 

Tam shook his head. “It’s not that. His shadowvapor isn't heavy. It’s . . . 
gooey. 

“Gooey, Biana repeated, a shaky edge of humor in her voice, as if she 
wanted to laugh and scream at the same time. 

“I know, it’s not a great description,” Tam mumbled. “But it’s the only way 
I can think to explain it. There’s nothing solid enough to grab ahold of. No 
individual layers. And when I push it around, it floods in on itself and 
bunches up, like when you stir something thick and sticky.’ 

“Then he’s not like Prentice,” Fitz said, turning to Sophie. “Right?” 

“Or maybe the differences have to do with the fact that Prentice had a 
broken mind, and Alvar likely doesn't,” Physic suggested. “Or because were 
attempting this so much earlier for him. Judging by Alvar’s wounds, Id say 
he’s been like this for barely longer than a day. And we didn‘ try lifting a veil 
in Prentice’s mind for weeks.” 

“So... we cant wake him up?” Biana asked. 

“For the moment, no.” Physic’s face twisted, as if the words felt sour as she 
said them. 

‘Tm not sure I understand how they could be the same,” Grady admitted. 
“Are you saying the Council gave Prentice the same sedative?” 

“It's a possibility,’ Physic told him. 

Sophie frowned. “But I thought Prentice didn’t even respond to the 
sedatives the Council gave him.” 

“So did I,” Physic agreed. “Broken minds usually don't.” 

“Thats right—my dad didn't; Fitz added, and Sophie noticed his hands 
were white-knuckled, probably reliving those harrowing days. 

She let her mind drift to a different heartbreaking memory, and could 
practically feel the cold ocean wind on her skin from when shed stood 
outside Lumenarias towering gates, waiting with the rest of the Collective to 
exchange Gethen for Prentice'’s freedom. 

“Bronte told us that Councillor Alina had to go to Exile and use her 
ability as a Beguiler to calm Prentice down before transport,’ she said 
quietly. “I remember wondering if she might’ve done something to Prentice 
that caused him to slip away. Do you think the Neverseen have a Beguiler 
working for them and did the same thing to Alvar?” 


“Nothing a Beguiler could do would have this effect,” Physic assured her. 
“They only add to the mind, amplifying existing thoughts and feelings to 
manipulate people. They can't take anything away—especially an entire 
consciousness.” 

“So... how can Alvar and Prentice be the same, then?” Tam asked. 

“Tm honestly not sure,’ Physic admitted. “But I don't like coincidences— 
especially since we've never figured out what caused Prentice’s downturn.” 

“T think it’s definitely worth talking to the Councillors,” Grady said. 

“Are you sure we can trust them?” Biana asked. “It sounds like they 
might've done something to him.” 

‘Tve wrestled with that idea ever since they returned Prentice to us in 
such a confusing state,’ Physic told her. “But I’ve never been able to come up 
with a reason why they would harm him.” 

Neither had Sophie, when the same worry had reared up in her mind in 
the past. Anyone who damaged Prentice so severely would affect their own 
sanity with the guilt of it, and she couldnt imagine any of the Councillors 
taking such a personal risk—even Alina. 

“But it is possible they did something unintentionally,” Physic added. “So 
I think we need to ask them exactly what happened.” 

“Oralie would know, wouldn't she?” Fitz asked. 

“She might not,’ Sophie warned. “She wasn't at Lumenaria for the 
exchange—only Bronte and Emery. And Alina and Terik were the ones who 
went to Exile to bring Prentice to us? 

Physic checked Alvar’s pulse. “I still think we should start with her, see 
what she knows and if she thinks we should let her investigate further, or ask 
the other Councillors ourselves.” 

“I can head to Eternalia at dawn, see if I can set up a meeting,’ Grady 
offered. 

“That’s right,’ Sophie mumbled, staring up through the skylights at the 
stars shining over them. “I forgot it’s the middle of the night.” 

A deep, almost painful weariness dragged down her bones at the 
reminder. 

“Maybe you guys should go home and get a little rest,” Physic suggested. 

‘Tm not leaving my brother,’ Biana told her. 

“Me either,’ Fitz agreed. 

“It's not like any of us are going to be able to sleep,” Sophie added. 


“Well then, you might want to go back out to the hall? Physic told them. 
“Now that Alvar’s wounds have sealed, I need to coat his skin with reveldust 
to make sure he’s not covered in any ogre tracking enzymes.’ 

They were halfway to the door when Tam froze. 

“Did you do that?” he asked Biana, pointing to his mom’s portrait of him, 
which now had jagged bangs slashed across the forehead. 

Biana nodded. “I’m going to fix Linh’s portrait too—unless you don't 
want me to.’ 

Tam’s grin was enormous as he stepped closer to admire her work. The 
brushstrokes were hasty, and the silver tips were too gray—but the painting 
finally looked like him. “Are you kidding? That's the best thing I’ve seen in a 
long time!” 

“Um, not to spoil this moment, but you guys need to see this,” Physic said 
behind them. 

They all spun around to find a splotch of glowing purple on the bottom of 
Alvar's heel. 

“I thought Id start with his feet since you were still in here,’ she said, 
crouching to get a better look at the mark. “I think it’s some sort of brand. 
The shape is very specific, and the mark looks pressed into his skin.” 

Sophie stepped closer, squinting at the twisted lines that curved around 
each other before flaring out in spirals. It reminded her of a falling star. 

“What does it mean when reveldust glows purple?” she asked. 

“No idea,” Physic said. “Tve only seen red or green. But I’m not much of 
an expert on ogre enzymes. We'll have to ask Lady Cadence in the morning” 

“Why not hail her now?” Sophie countered. “She's part of the Black Swan, 
right? Were all up dealing with this. Why can't she be too?” 

“I suppose that is fair? Physic said, removing an Imparter from her 
pocket. “But I’m calling ‘not it’ for facing the wrath of a sleep-deprived Lady 
Cadence.” 

‘TIl do it? Sophie offered, taking the Imparter and giving the command 
before she could wimp out. 

“This better be important!” Lady Cadence snapped, her voice thick with 
sleep as her puffy-eyed face filled the small screen. “And I mean life- 
changingly important.” 

“It might be,” Sophie told her. “What does glowing purple mean?” 


Lady Cadence yawned. “Am I supposed to know what youre talking 
about?” 

“Reveldust,” Sophie told her. “What does glowing purple mean when you 
coat something with reveldust?” 

‘Tve never seen anything turn purple before,” she said. “You're sure it’s 
not blue?” 

“You tell me.” Sophie held the Imparter up to Alvar’s heel. “We captured a 
member of the Neverseen tonight, and we found this mark on his heel while 
we were searching for any way they might be tracking him.” 

“Well, I've never seen reveldust turn that color before, so Pm not sure— 
wait. Can you turn off the lights in the room?” 

Tam snapped his fingers, leaving them with nothing but the pale 
moonlight and the purple glow, which had turned much brighter, and had a 
slight shimmer to it, with hints of opalescence. 

Lady Cadence sucked in a gasp. “Is the prisoner unresponsive?” 

“Yes, Physic told her. “Both to mental stimuli and all of my remedies. Do 
you know what they gave him?” 

An agonizingly long pause followed before Lady Cadence said, “That 
mark is glowing with the residue of soporidine”” 


Fifty-one 


THE NEVERSEEN MUST’VE found a food source for the Bucollosisia? 
Lady Cadence murmured, “otherwise they never would’ve had access to 
such a massive quantity of soporidine’’ 

“This is massive?” Physic asked, pointing to the glowing mark on Alvar’s 
heel, which was barely larger than an inch. 

“It is? Lady Cadence assured her. “That mark is at least ten times bigger 
than the drop that spilled on me, and that had been a significant quantity? 

“Soporidine—is that what the scroll Keefe sent over was talking about?” 
Biana asked. 

“Yes, Lady Cadence said, launching into a brief explanation about the 
rare amino acid. “I honestly don't see how the Neverseen could've pulled this 
off. I read through my notes again, and the Bucollosisia were a deeply flawed 
creation. I cant imagine what would sustain them.” 

Sophie stared at the flaky powder coating her skin, feeling the pieces click 
together. “It has to be the ash.” 

“Is that what's currently smeared all over you?” Lady Cadence asked. 

Sophie nodded. “This has to be why the Neverseen gathered the ash from 
the efflorescence.” 

“Anyone care to explain what that means?” Lady Cadence requested. 

Fitz gave her a quick rundown of the twenty Everblaze sites now covered 
in flowers, and how theyd found dreamlilies and slumberberries and 
aethrials and sweetshades growing there. 

“Ash,” Lady Cadence said slowly. “Tm trying to imagine how that would 
work?’ 

“Well, didnt you say the Bucollosisia needed nitrogen?” Sophie asked, 
turning to Grady. “And didn’t you say the ash from the Everblaze has 
nitrogen in it, and that’s why it’s so cold?” 


“I'm nowhere near an alchemy expert,’ he admitted. “So that was partially 
a guess. But Everblaze is a solar flame, called down from the sky. And Pm 
pretty sure it absorbs nitrogen as it passes through the atmosphere.” 

“It does,’ Physic agreed. 

“And frissyn has nitrogen in it too, I think.” Sophie closed her eyes, trying 
to picture the formula for the only substance that extinguished Everblaze. 

She couldn't understand most of the symbols, but she recognized 
nitrogen among them. 

And the Council would’ve given the fires a generous dusting to halt the 
infernos. 

“But the bacteria needed more than nitrogen,’ Lady Cadence reminded 
her. “The Bucollosisia also lacked the ability to break the element down? 

“Maybe that’s where the gnomish plants come in,” Sophie suggested. “Or 
maybe the Quintessence in the frissyn is part of the process too. Or the 
Everblaze might change the nitrogen somehow. Or... I dont know—I’m 
horrible at this stuff. But didn't you say it seemed like an experiment when 
we were at the efflorescence sites?” she asked Fitz. “What if they burned the 
different plants with Everblaze and waited for the Council to extinguish the 
fires with frissyn—maybe they even did something else to the soil too, which 
would explain why there are so many flowers growing there now. And then 
they gathered it all up and tested it on the Bucollosisia in Nightfall until they 
found something that worked” 

“All of that does sound feasible? Physic admitted. 

“Can you turn off the lights and show me the mark again?” Lady Cadence 
asked, and Sophie moved the Imparter back to Alvar’s heel as the room went 
dark. “Thats definitely soporidine,”’ she whispered, as if shed needed to 
convince herself. “And with the amount he’s been exposed to, it’s amazing 
he’s still breathing” 

“His vitals are extremely weak,’ Physic said. “But they're holding steady.” 

“How long do you think it’s going to take for the soporidine to wear off?” 
Sophie asked, already dreading the answer. 

“I lost three days on a fraction of what he’s been exposed to,” Lady 
Cadence told her. “And with how much I'm seeing on his skin, I’m sure he'll 
be out for weeks. Maybe months.” 

“Months?” Fresh tears pricked Sophie’s eyes, and she was glad the 
darkness could hide them. 


Months before their only lead to find her family would actually be useful. 

“I'm assuming that means theres no antidote?” Physic asked as Tam 
turned the lights on again. 

“The ogres tried everything in their arsenal on me,’ Lady Cadence said 
through a sigh. “Nothing helped” 

The word echoed in Sophies head—nothing, nothing, nothing. 

Which was probably why Biana was the one to ask the question Sophie 
should've been focusing on. 

“Why would the Neverseen make a bunch of soporidine?” 

“I'm guessing the obvious answer is: to drug a lot of people; Physic said, 
tilting her head to study Alvar’s pale face. “But there has to be more to it 
than that, or they would’ve used it already. They must be waiting for 
something.” 

Grady tore a hand through his hair. “We need to figure out what it is.” 

“And wed better find a way to counteract the soporidine’s effects, in case 
we don't stop them in time,’ Lady Cadence warned. 

“Do you really think you can make something like that?” Sophie asked. 

“I don't see why not,” Physic told her. “If the Neverseen can figure out 
how to sustain the Bucollosisia, surely we can find a cure.” 

“Especially if we team up with the ogres, Lady Cadence added. 
“Soporidine is a threat to them as well, so Pm sure Dimitar would be willing 
to send some of his best microbiologists—but they'll need access to Alvar to 
run tests. As will I. Perhaps I can convert one of the rooms in Riverdrift into 
a cell” 

Sophie froze. “What if that’s what the Neverseen wants? The ogre rebels 
want you dead, remember? So what if Alvar’s not as drugged as they're 
making us think he is, and they’re counting on us to bring him to you so he 
can kill you?” 

“I never thought Td say this,’ Lady Cadence said, “but I think you might 
be overestimating my importance.’ 

“Maybe I am,” Sophie said. “All I know is that the Neverseen dont do 
anything without a reason. And they just tipped us off to the fact that they 
know how to mass-produce soporidine—and abandoned their Nightfall 
facility and got rid of Alvar. They wouldn't have done any of that if they 
werent planning something big? 


She latched onto the terrifying thought, clinging to each thread of fear 
that it triggered—because this had to be what the Neverseen were trying to 
distract her from. 

This was why theyd moved her parents from Nightfall. To keep her too 
busy panicking and searching to investigate any of this. 

She couldn't let herself make that mistake. 

But she couldn't abandon her human parents either. 

Shed have to stay on top of everything, even if her brain felt like it was 
stretching so thin it might tear. 

“Okay; Physic said, clapping her hands. “Pll make sure the Collective sets 
up Alvar somewhere we can all reach him for testing. And you need to talk 
to Dimitar, Cadence. Will you be able to house any ogres he sends at 
Riverdrift?” 

“Of course,’ Lady Cadence said. “But someone will need to alert the 
Council of their presence.” 

“I can handle that,’ Grady offered. 

Lady Cadence nodded, clicking away and letting the Imparter go blank. 

“What about us?” Fitz asked. “What should we be doing?” 

“And don't even think about telling us to go home and go to bed,” Biana 
added. 

“Why not?” Grady asked. “You guys look exhausted. And filthy. And 
freezing. You need to get cleaned up and give yourselves a little rest. 
Anything important can wait a few hours? 

Sophie reached for her eyelashes. “I . . . I have to talk to my sister? She 
turned to Physic. “Does she know you're with me?” 

“I snuck out while she was sleeping. And she didn't know you were going 
into Nightfall tonight. She seemed to guess that something big was 
happening, but I kept her distracted with the efflorescence samples. So you 
can share as much or as little as you think she can handle—and it can 
definitely wait until morning” 

Sophie nodded, deciding to give her sister a few more hours of peace. 

“Okay, I hate to say this, but aren't we forgetting something?” Tam asked. 
“I mean ... didn’t you guys say that Alvar’s mind felt like Prentice’s?” 

Sophies heart stopped. 

She could barely find enough voice to say, “Does this mean the Council 
gave Prentice soporidine?” 


“I... don't know,’ Physic admitted. “The vitals match—but how would 
they have had any to use?” 

“No clue,’ Sophie said. “But if they did. . ” 

She didn't know how to finish that sentence. The implications were too 
huge. 

“We need to find out,’ Tam said. “Do you think there could still be 
residue on Prentice’s skin, so we could test him?” 

“I doubt it. But it won't hurt to sprinkle some reveldust on him anyway. I 
cant do it until morning, though,” Physic warned. “Waking him up in the 
middle of the night would stress him out too much. But I'll go there first 
thing, I promise.” 

“So in the meantime, you four”—Grady pointed to Sophie, Fitz, Tam, and 
Biana—“should go home and rest up as much as you can.” 

“And I know youre going to argue that sleep will be impossible” Physic 
jumped in. “But it won't be if you take these.” She offered them four hot-pink 
vials. “Yes, these are sleeping elixirs. Extremely mild ones that will only last a 
few hours. And yes, I realize you're not fans of sedatives. But take it from 
someone whos served nearly two decades with the Black Swan. Sometimes 
we have to remember that we are not machines. We may not like it, but we 
need food and sleep—even if we have to force it. Otherwise we'll run 
ourselves into the ground.” 

Sophie stared at the pink vials. “Who's going to stay here with Alvar?” 

“Sandor will, Grady promised. “And Grizel. Havenfield and Everglen 
have enough security that we can spare one night without them.” 

“And Pll make the Songs set me up a bed in here,’ Physic added. “I also 
promise I'll be especially annoying,’ she told Tam with a wink. “If anything 
happens, I'll wake all of you up. Just take the elixirs and go home. Give your 
bodies the break they need and come back stronger. We have a lot of work 
ahead.” 


Fifty-two 


SOPHIE HADN’T ASKED Physic what was in the sugary pink sedative, 
knowing the answer would probably make her not want to take it. So she 
wasnt prepared for the interesting dreams. 

The second she crawled under her covers, she floated off to rainbow- 
glitterland, complete with kittens in tiaras and cartwheeling puppies and 
candy islands surrounded by twirling dolphins in tutus. Everything was so 
happy and sparkly and bright—it made her head spin and her stomach 
woozy. But maybe that was the point. To make her grateful to return to 
reality—even if it wasnt nearly so cute. And to be glad to wake up and find 
people in her room, instead of dancing anthropomorphic animals. 

“What's going on?” she asked, pulling her covers around her chest as she 
sat up to face Edaline and Lady Cadence. 

“You woke me up earlier? Lady Cadence told her, frowning as she 
watched Sophie slip on her gloves. “So I figured it was only fair that I get to 
return the favor. Especially since you insisted on sleeping until noon.” 

“Noon?” Panic wedged in Sophies throat when she glanced out her 
windows at the bright afternoon sunlight. “I thought the sedative was only 
supposed to last a few hours!” 

“It did? Edaline promised. “But your body must've been so exhausted 
that once you were out, you were out. And we let you sleep because you 
needed it.” 

“And because it was time to let the grown-ups tackle some of these 
challenges,’ Lady Cadence added. “Oh, don't scowl at me like that—there's 
nothing wrong with admitting that certain things need a bit more wisdom 
and maturity to manage.” 

“It had nothing to do with that,” Edaline insisted. “We just wanted to give 
you a chance to recover after an incredibly draining day. And don't worry, 


Mr. Forkle is here to update you on everything that’s been happening—” 

Edaline was still finishing the sentence when Sophie sprinted for the 
stairs. Which was unfortunately why she didn't realize she was still in her 
ruffly nightgown—with bed hair and morning breath—until she got to the 
living room. 

Even more unfortunate was the fact that Mr. Forkle wasn't the only one 
waiting for her. 

The other four members of the Collective were there, back in their bizarre 
disguises. And Livvy was Physic again, this time wearing a silver mask 
decorated with black feathers. 

Grady was there too. 

And Alden and Della. 

And Fitz, Dex, Biana, Tam, and Linh. 

And Sandor, Grizel, Woltzer, Lovise, and Cadoc. 

And an imposing figure in a jeweled circlet and cape, with features as 
sharp as the points of his ancient ears—which was probably the reason the 
Black Swan had chosen to hide their identities. 

“Good to see you, Miss Foster,” Councillor Bronte told her as she fumbled 
through a curtsy while attempting to tuck as much of her messy hair behind 
her ears as she could. “I see you were eager to get this meeting started.” 

Her face burned. 

And even though shed been on better terms with Bronte for the last 
several months, her queasy stomach couldn't forget all the time hed spent 
threatening to send her to Exile. 

“Sorry, she mumbled, slipping into the robe Edaline had thankfully 
thought to grab before she and Lady Cadence joined them. 

“No need to apologize,” Mr. Forkle told her. “I, for one, am relieved to see 
youve gotten some rest. I would've let you sleep the entire day, but I feared 
you might not be too happy with me if I did? 

“I wouldn't have been,” Sophie agreed. “Where's Alvar?” 

“Somewhere safe,’ Squall promised. The ice crusting her features made it 
impossible to recognize her as Dex’s mom. 

“It's been a very busy night, and an even busier morning,’ Mr. Forkle 
added. “We have lots of answers for you—but before we get into them, I 
need you and your friends to promise to hold your questions until weve 
finished explaining. Otherwise we'll never get through this.” 


When they nodded, he asked the six of them to take a seat on the couch 
—which didn't feel like a good sign for where the conversation would be 
heading. 

“Dont worry, Biana whispered as she sat next to Sophie, followed by 
Linh, Tam, and Fitz. Dex squeezed in on the opposite side, sitting as far 
away from Sophie as he possibly could. “We all only woke up a little while 
ago.” 

That would've been a lot more comforting if the rest of her friends hadn't 
looked so well-dressed and showered. Biana had even braided her hair with 
jewels throughout the intricate weave. 

Sophie felt even more uncomfortable when she noticed that Keefe wasn't 
there. Shed told him to stay away, but . . . it seemed wrong to have everyone 
gathered without him. 

“Lets see, where to start?” Mr. Forkle asked as he turned to pace the 
length of the bright room. After three back-and-forths, he settled on the 
subject of Alvar, explaining that the eldest Vacker had been moved to a cell 
that the gnomes and dwarves had constructed early that morning—far 
enough away from everything to ensure that Alvar would pose no threat. 
But still readily accessible for Lady Cadence and the ogre researchers who 
had arrived from Ravagog that morning to begin work on an antidote for 
the soporidine. 

“Are you guys okay?” Sophie asked Alden and Della when she noticed the 
bruiselike shadows rimming their eyes—not caring that she was breaking 
Mr. Forkle’s no-questions rule. 

“We have mixed emotions,’ Alden said, fussing with his slate-colored 
cape. “But weve known something like this was inevitable ever since we 
found out the truth about our son.” 

“In some ways, it’s a relief to know he’s no longer out there helping with 
the Neverseen’s horrible projects,” Della added. “I’m just sorry we can't learn 
anything from him right now—especially about where to find your human 
family.” 

“Which is still a priority,’ Grady assured her. “I know youre worrying 
that the Neverseen are using your parents as a distraction. But look at how 
many of us are here right now? He waved his arms around the crowded 
room. “And this is still only a fraction of the resources available. So we're 


more than capable of dividing our focus between projects. And we will find 
them? 

“But ... we don't have any leads,’ Sophie argued. 

“Actually, we do,’ Granite told her. His voice was as crackly as his rocky 
disguise—which gave him the look of a half-carved statue come to life. 

“Like what?” Tam asked. 

Mr. Forkle smiled. “You kids are doing about as well with the no- 
questions rule as I expected.” 

“But since you asked,’ Bronte jumped in, “I am one of those leads.” His 
sharp eyes homed in on Dex, who scooted deeper into the couch cushions. 
“It's come to my attention that you possess Fintan’s cache—and no need to 
look so terrified. I’m glad your group managed to steal it—though I do hope 
youre taking every precaution to protect it.” 

Whatever you do, dont tell him you carry it around with you, Sophie 
transmitted to Dex. And don’t mention that you have Kenrics cache, either. 

Dex gave her the briefest of nods, his eyes darting quickly away as he told 
Bronte, “No one’s getting anywhere near the cache unless I want them to.” 

“Excellent, Bronte said. “You and I will be working to access the secrets 
together to see what we can uncover about this prisoner he’s working with. 
Fintan and I have a long history, so if anyone can figure out the passwords 
protecting his secrets, it’s me.” 

“Does that mean he chose the passwords?” Sophie asked. 

Bronte shook his head. “They're generated by the cache itself. It’s a 
security feature, both to keep the secrets protected, and to provide a way for 
us to recover the information, should it become crucial. Each password is 
something that should inherently be instinctive to us, if we push our minds 
to trigger it—and I have several theories for what Fintan’s might be. So plan 
on coming to my office in Eternalia every day,’ he told Dex, “until we gain 
access.” 

Dex definitely did not look excited when he said, “Yeah, sure.” 

Sophie tried to offer him a sympathetic smile, but he didn’t look her way. 

“We've also spoken to Lady Gisela,” Granite said, making Sophie sit up 
straighter. “Sandor gave me Keefe’s Imparter last night, as well as a piece of 
his soiled cape. And she was so shocked to hear about the state of Nightfall 
that she agreed to meet me there to see for herself? 

“You met with Lady Gisela?” Sophie clarified. 


Granite nodded. 

“Please tell me you arrested her,’ Biana begged. 

“I said the same thing,’ Bronte grumbled. 

“We considered it? Mr. Forkle told them. “But Gisela is too cautious not 
to be prepared for that. And at the moment, she is of far more use to us 
when she has the freedom to investigate certain things on her own. 
Apparently the Neverseen stole something rather important of hers when 
they cleaned out her facility—something she called the Archetype.” 

“Did she say what it was?” Fitz asked. 

“Only in the vaguest possible terms,’ Granite said. “Gisela is smart. She 
knows we have no alliance—though she kept claiming we were fools not to 
offer one. And she’s clearly well trained at hiding secrets from Telepaths. I 
tried invading her mind while we were together, and I was only able to hear 
her most bland observations.” 

“Sophie and I could’ve gotten past whatever blocking she was using,’ Fitz 
argued. “You should’ve brought us with you.” 

“I wish we could have,’ Granite told him. “But Gisela demanded that the 
meeting be strictly between her and me. As I said, she’s smart. She didn't 
even let me see her face.” 

Sophie wondered if that had to do with her scars from the shamkniv— 
not that it mattered. “Did she say anything about what Nightfall was 
supposed to be?” 

“She said it’s a testing facility, designed to measure worthiness. But she 
refused to say who shed been planning to test or what would happen to 
those ‘worthy’ and ‘unworthy, or how those determinations were made— 
even when I suggested that the Black Swan might be open to a bargain. The 
only other information she gave me was to confirm that the third level in 
Nightfall was used for their soporidine experiment—and she only confessed 
to that when I revealed we had Alvar in our custody.’ 

“Why would you tell her that?” Fitz snapped. 

“Because I had to let her think shed forced me into revealing a crucial 
secret. Also because I wanted to see her reaction. She was genuinely 
shocked. In fact, its why she was willing to explain a few details about the 
soporidine. She didn’t give any clues as to the drug’s ultimate purpose, of 
course, or how much of the scheme was Fintan’s plan instead of hers—but 
she did reveal that each of the twenty fire sites had different variables to alter 


the proteins effect and potency. And she thinks Alvar was exposed to the 
strongest variation.” 

“Of course,’ Sophie mumbled. 

“Which is why Mr. Dizznee and I should get started on that cache,” 
Bronte noted. 

“Wait? Sophie said as he removed a pathfinder from his cape. “What 
about Prentice?” 

Mr. Forkle shifted his weight. “Before I answer that, I need to remind 
each of you of your promise to hold questions until the end. Can you try 
actually sticking to that for this next part?” 

He waited for all of them to agree before he nodded to Physic. 

She stepped forward, adjusting the tilt of her mask as she told them, “I 
tested Prentice this morning. And I didnt find any marks like what’s on 
Alvar's heel.” 

Sophie was trying to decide if she was relieved, when Physic added, “But 
there was a small glowing dot in the center of his palm. So he was definitely 
exposed to soporidine.” 
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How COULD YOU do that?” Sophie shouted at Bronte. “Do you have any 
idea how close we came to losing Prentice for good?” 

She regretted the words when Alden’s face went from pale to gray. 

Della must've noticed the change as well, because she wrapped her arms 
around her husband, holding him close and whispering in his ear. 

“I didn't do anything to Prentice,” Bronte said calmly. “And for the record, 
neither did Emery or Alina. Or Terik—though Id think his injury in 
Lumenaria would be proof enough that hes not involved with the 
Neverseen, without my needing to say so.” 

“Hes not lying,’ Mr. Forkle added before Sophie could make that very 
accusation. “I spent the majority of the morning in Eternalia personally 
questioning all twelve Councillors, and I kept my mind open to their 
thoughts to ensure their honesty.” 

“And I made him bring me to Prentice to see this mark for myself, 
Bronte told her. “Even now, I still find it hard to believe that such an 
insignificant glowing speck on his palm could have harmed him so 
thoroughly.” 

“It looked like he was exposed to the same amount as I was,’ Lady 
Cadence said quietly. “Believe me, it’s more than enough—especially with a 
broken mind amplifying the reaction.” 

“Why do you think I voted to allow more ogres into the Lost Cities?” 
Bronte told her. “Tm counting on you and your team to find a remedy to this 
substance, before the Neverseen unleash whatever they're planning.” 

“I still wonder if shadowvapor manipulation could draw Alvar from his 
trance,’ Physic jumped in. “If you're willing, Tam, Id love to test a few 
theories out? 

“Whatever you need,” Tam promised. 


“How did Wylie take this news?” Linh asked. “Did anyone explain what 
soporidine is?” 

“I did,’ Lady Cadence told her. “I answered all of his questions.” 

“And I made it clear that the Council had nothing to do with his father’s 
exposure, Bronte added. 

Sophie couldn't make herself believe him. 

You're sure the Councillors weren't involved? she transmitted to Mr. Forkle. 

Yes, Miss Foster, he transmitted back. I am. I bent the rules of telepathy a 
bit during my interrogations and combed through all of their minds much 
more carefully than they realized. And I was able to dredge up each of their 
memories of that day—and none of them gave me any reason to doubt their 
integrity. 

“So who drugged Prentice, then?” Sophie asked out loud. 

Bronte turned to stare into the pastures, watching the argentavis fly loops 
around his aviary. “Most likely it was one of the dwarves working in Exile. 
We've known for a while now that some of their species have joined forces 
with the Neverseen. And Terik said he had several dwarves helping him 
retrieve Prentice from his cell and administer the sedatives. Any of them 
would've had ample opportunity to apply the soporidine to Prentice’s palm 
without anyone noticing” 

“Councillor Emery already went through the guard records.” Mr. Forkle 
added. “Two different dwarves transferred into Exile not long before 
Prentice’s scheduled departure, and have since resigned. We gave their 
names to King Enki, and he has confirmed that they're missing from the 
dwarven world. Oralie will be heading to Exile today to interview the 
current guards and see if any of them noticed anything that day—or could 
be traitors as well” 

“I cant imagine the Neverseen would keep traitors there full-time,’ 
Bronte insisted. “It seems much more likely that they were brought in 
specifically for Prentice.” 

“But why?” Tam asked. “Why go to so much trouble to drug someone 
who already had a broken mind?” 

“Probably because they knew we were getting ready to heal him,” Physic 
told him, “and they didn't want us to find out what made him call swan 
song. 


“I thought he called swan song because he knew he was about to be 
arrested,” Dex reminded them. 

Alden flinched, and Della pulled him close again. 

“We once thought the same,” Mr. Forkle admitted. “But as I’m sure you 
recall, Prentice knew about the Lodestar symbol. And he dredged up the 
final pieces of it when Miss Foster transmitted the words ‘swan song’ 
Combine that with the tremendous efforts the Neverseen took to keep him 
shattered, and it seems fairly telling” 

“Okay, but heres what I dont understand,” Tam said. “It’s actually been 
bugging me since Prentice showed us the symbol, but I didn't say anything 
because I figured I was new to the group, so Id probably missed something. 
But . . . if Prentice knew the symbol was super important—which it seems 
like he did because of the swan song connection—why didn't he tell anyone 
about it before his mind was broken? Even if he was trying to protect the 
Black Swan's secrets, he knew the Lodestar symbol had nothing to do with 
you guys. So, why didn't he say, ‘Uh, here’s this big thing you need to look 
into since I won't be able to? Wouldn't you have investigated the symbol if 
hed shown it to you?” he asked Alden. 

“Of course.” Alden’s voice sounded hoarse as he turned to Physic. “But it 
wouldnt have spared Prentice any of this pain. In fact, it only would’ve 
served as further proof that the memory break was necessary.’ 

“Okay, Tam said, “but since Prentice knew the break was inevitable, 
wouldn't he at least pass along anything important while he still could, to 
make sure the secret didn't get buried after his mind was broken?” 

“That does sound like Prentice,’ Granite murmured. 

“And he didn't say anything to Quinlin during their private meeting, did 
he?” Alden asked Physic. 

She shrugged. “Tm sure if he had, Quinlin would've investigated.” 

“So... you guys think it’s weird too, then?” Tam confirmed. 

Sophie definitely did, now that hed mentioned it. 

And no one had a good explanation. 

“Well” Physic said, clearing her throat. “This makes our good news even 
more significant. Soon enough, we'll be able to ask Prentice these questions 
ourselves.” 

Sophie was on her feet without thinking. “Does that mean ... ?” 


“Yes? Mr. Forkle said when she couldn't finish the question, in case she 
was getting her hopes up for nothing. “Now that we finally understand why 
Prentice took such a drastic downturn and know we can prevent it from 
happening again, were ready to try having you heal him.” 
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Now?” SOPHIE ASKED, no longer caring that she was in her robe. If the 
Black Swan was ready for the healing, shed head straight to Prentice, 
morning breath and all. 

“I thought that might be your reaction,’ Mr. Forkle said, a smile tugging 
at his lips. “But unfortunately we aren't planning anything that immediate. 
Prentice still has a tremendous amount of heartbreaking news to wake up to, 
and—” 

“He's always going to have that,’ Sophie interrupted. 

“He will,” Granite agreed. “But I think ’ve come up with a way of easing 
him through the process. The last time you were in Prentice’s mind, weren't 
you able to communicate with him?” 

“Sorta? Sophie had actually spoken with a mental projection of Jolie, 
because Prentice told her he didn't know how to be himself anymore. 

“Well, he’s much more stable than he was before,” Mr. Forkle told her. “So 
hopefully that will make it even easier for you to communicate. We think it’s 
best if you explain the tragedies that have happened before you draw what's 
left of his consciousness back from whatever safe space he’s tucked the 
shreds away. If he can handle it in there, he'll likely be able to face it once he’s 
back in reality. And if he struggles, he won't shatter as hard as he would if 
hed been healed completely.” 

It wasnt a horrible plan—though Sophie wasn't thrilled that shed get to 
be the bearer of all the bad news. 

TIl be right there with you, Fitz promised. I know I can't go into a broken 
mind, but I can boost you like I did last time. 

He reached for her hand, and Sophie held on tight—until she caught Dex 
staring at their twined fingers. 


She pulled back the same second Dex turned away, and Sophie decided 
not to look at either boy as she took a deep breath and said, “If that’s how 
you want me to do it, I will.” 

“Excellent. But we're still not heading there now,’ Mr. Forkle warned. 
“And no, I’m not saying that because I’m trying to stall. You're forgetting that 
Lady Gisela still hasn't told you what she knows about Cyrah’s death. And it’s 
crucial that we give him all the bad news.” 

“Then give me the Imparter,’ Sophie said, holding out her hand. She had 
no idea how shed force Lady Gisela to make good on her deal, but she wasn't 
going to drag this out any longer—not when they were so close to finally 
making everything right. 

“Another reaction I assumed you might have,” Mr. Forkle said. “Which is 
why I’ve returned the Imparter to Sandor under the instruction to hand it 
over to you once you've taken time to think through what youre going to say 
—and perhaps also look less like someone freshly woken from nightmares. 
The more desperate you seem, the more grandiose Lady Gisela’s demands 
will be.” 

Sophie felt like a deflating soufflé as she sank back to the couch. 

“We'll figure out a plan,’ Biana assured her. “If we all work on it together, 
I bet it'll take us a few hours—tops.” 

“But it’s okay if you need longer than that,’ Physic added quietly. “One or 
two more days isn't going to matter in the grand scheme of things. And I 
think it’s much more important for you to talk to your sister. She’s already 
tried hailing you twice this morning to check on you.” 

Something seemed to crack in Sophie's chest, unleashing a flood of cold, 
black dread. “Have you told her anything yet?” 

“Only that youre safe and resting and will talk to her soon. I figured it 
would be better if she heard the harder things from you. She's stronger than 
you think,” Physic promised. “She'll take the news hard. But I know she can 
handle it. And Pll make sure she knows she’s welcome to stay as long as she 
needs. Shes actually starting to like it here. I taught her how to make 
ripplefluffs and she’s been inventing all kinds of crazy flavor combinations.” 

Sophie couldn't smile. 

She could barely think. 

Which was probably why it took her much too long to realize Physic’s 
mistake. 


Bronte was still in the room, listening to every word they were saying. 
And Physic had just revealed that her sister was illegally in the Lost 
Cities. 
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IT’S ALL RIGHT,” someone told her. 

Sophie couldn't figure out who. 

White-hot panic had clouded out everything but the searing tightness in 
her chest and the throbbing pulse in her ears. 

“Breathe, the same voice commanded. 

When she didnt respond, a prickle of cold scraped across her mind, as if 
something dark was crawling along her impenetrable mental shield. 

Her eyes snapped into focus and she found Bronte crouched in front of 
her, his hands clutching her shoulders. 

“Thought that might get your attention,’ he said without any hint of a 
smile. 

“Please,” she gasped. “Please—you can't—” 

“Technically, I can do whatever the Council wills,” he interrupted, rising 
from his crouch. 

The dark jewels in his circlet glinted as he loomed over her. 

“Fortunately, he added, dragging out the word for emphasis, “in this case, 
the Council’s will is in harmony with yours. We have no desire to see any 
harm come to your sister—and it’s a shame that youd so easily assume we 
would. Oh, and for the record, I already knew she was here in the Lost 
Cities.” 

“You did?” Sophie asked. 

“I told the whole Council this morning,” Grady admitted. “I wanted them 
to understand why finding your parents needed to remain just as high of a 
priority as developing a cure for the soporidine. But I didn't tell them where 
she’s staying, so there's no way they can get near her.” 

Bronte shook his head. “Even if you had told us where to find her, we 
have no plans to interfere with whatever the Black Swan has arranged. We 


would never abandon a child in need of our assistance.” 

Sophie had to clamp her lips shut to stop herself from reminding him 
how many times hed threatened to do exactly that to her after shed first 
been brought to the elvin world—or how the Council had no problem 
banishing Tam and Linh. 

“You have my word,” Bronte assured her, “that no harm will come to your 
sister as long as she’s in the Lost Cities—and that she can stay as long as she 
needs. The Council already voted—and the decision was unanimous. I only 
ask one thing” 

“You never said there were conditions,’ Grady argued. 

“This is a request, Bronte corrected. “A personal one, I might add—which 
I very much hope you'll be willing to grant, Miss Foster.’ 

The hairs on Sophie's neck bristled as she waited to hear what hed ask— 
but she still wasn’t prepared for him to say, “Td like to meet her? 

“My sister, Sophie clarified. 

He nodded. “Today, if at all possible.” 

“Why?” 

The question seemed to come from everyone in the room at once, with 
varying degrees of suspicion. 

Bronte rolled his eyes at all of them. “Are you really surprised that I’m 
curious? This young girl is the first human to experience any part of our 
world for many millennia. Can you blame me for wanting to know what she 
thinks of it?” 

“But she hasnt seen much,” Sophie told him. “Only the place she’s 
staying.’ 

“Exactly why I’m hoping you'll bring her here this afternoon. Pm 
assuming you wouldnt want to take me to wherever you've tucked her away. 
Besides . . . to witness her reaction to this place—to both the estate and the 
creatures. Even to these? 

He flicked the ends of his ears with an uncharacteristically wide smile, 
and Sophie tried to understand how he could be the same elf whod scowled 
at her with the rage of a thousand suns when Fitz first brought her to 
Everglen and shed gaped at the same pointed protrusions. 

“I assure you, I have no ulterior motive,’ Bronte promised, turning back 
to the wall of windows. “I’m just an old fool longing for the past.” 


Sophie glanced at her friends, glad to see shock in their expressions, as if 
they were all thinking, Who is this stranger and what has he done with 
Councillor Bronte? 

“You forget that Atlantis was not built as an obligation,’ he said when he 
noticed their gawking. “It was a dream. A future where these human 
creatures that looked so much like us—and yet lived such very different lives 
—might inspire us as much as we could inspire them. It was all for nothing, 
of course. Their greed destroyed everything. But forgive me for craving this 
small glimpse of what could’ve been” 

“And you really think today is a wise day for such nostalgia?” Mr. Forkle 
asked. 

“Why not?” Bronte countered. “You cant help Cadence or her team of 
ogres with their soporidine research. And it seems like an excellent way to 
ease your sister into the difficult conversations you still need to have. Bring 
her here, give her this glorious glimpse of our world, and then break the 
harder news she'll be forced to live with. Once she’s seen more of the majesty 
of the Lost Cities, she may feel more ready to put her trust in us as a species.” 

“Even though all those memories will have to be erased?” Sophie had to 
ask, her voice wobbling on the last word. 

Now that it was going to take them even longer to save her parents from 
whatever they were enduring, she couldn't imagine their minds wouldnt 
have to be reset. 

And so would Amys. 

“Is a day any less worth living simply because youre not going to 
remember it?” Bronte asked. “The joy she'll feel will still be real in the 
moment. Why not let her experience it?” 

It definitely wasn't a horrible idea. Except... 

“Is it too dangerous to leap her here?” Sophie asked. “Especially since 
she’s coming from .. ? 

She stopped herself in the nick of time. 

Bronte smirked. “I love how you think I don't know that she’s staying 
somewhere in Atlantis. And relax. How many times do you need me to 
assure you that the girl is safe?” 

Alden cleared his throat. “It’s .. . unlike you.” 

“Or perhaps you dort know me as well as you think,” Bronte countered, 
before turning back to Sophie. “And to answer your concern, leaping her 


here should be no problem, so long as the person who brings her is prepared 
to shield her with their concentration. Pm assuming shes with Quinlin 
Sondon? His mental skills are excellent. And if she wears elvin clothes for 
the journey through the city, no one will suspect her? 

Sophie had no idea how hed pieced so many details together, but clearly 
shed been underestimating the strict Councillor. 

“I suppose I can get rid of this too, then,’ Physic said, untying her mask 
and pulling it away to reveal her face. 

Bronte’s eyebrows arched. “Actually, Livvy, I hadn’t made the connection. 
You and Quinlin have always been so . . . separate. I assume he knows?” 

“As of a few days ago,’ she agreed. 

He opened his mouth to ask her something, then closed it and turned to 
the members of the Collective. “Any of you prepared to dispense with the 
disguises?” 

“Not quite yet,” Mr. Forkle told him. “But perhaps someday. Should the 
Council continue to make the right decisions.’ 

A bit of the infamous Bronte scowl returned, but he said nothing as he 
returned his focus to Sophie. “I believe weve gotten sidetracked. We were 
waiting for you to decide whether your sister will be paying us a visit.” 

“For what it’s worth,’ Edaline said when Sophie hesitated, “Id love to 
meet her.” 

The fragile hope in Edaline'’s voice settled it for Sophie, as did the happy 
crinkles around Grady’s eyes when she nodded. 

She couldn't pass up this unexpected chance to introduce her sister to her 
new family and give her a glimpse of her new life. 

“Just give me a few minutes to change,’ she told Physic. “Then tell 
Quinlin to bring her.” 
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WHOA.” 

It seemed to be the only word Amy could think to say—not that Sophie 
blamed her. She still remembered the wonder shed felt the first day Alden 
brought her to Havenfield—and at that point, shed already seen Everglen to 
help prepare her for the beauty of elvin homes. 

The light leap with Quinlin had brought on the first “whoa,” which wasn’t 
surprising, since Amy had been unconscious when Alden took her to 
Atlantis. The house itself earned another, probably because it was almost a 
castle by human standards. And each part of the tour continued to elicit 
them, from seeing Fitz again to meeting Dex, Biana, Tam, and Linh—which 
had earned a jaw drop along with the “whoa.” To the bizarre disguises of the 
Collective. To watching the squat brown-and-green gnomes tending to 
Callas Panakes tree. To the incredible spread Edaline conjured up with a 
snap of her fingers, composed of every delicious baked good the Lost Cities 
had to offer. 

As a group, theyd feasted on the sugary, buttery treats until they were all 
leaning back in their chairs, convinced they might burst if they stuffed 
themselves with any more pastry—even Bronte. In fact, the generally surly 
Councillor had smiled so much throughout the course of the afternoon that 
Sophie wondered if his cheek muscles would be sore the next day. 

Amy had been nervous around him at first, intimidated by his jewels and 
regal attire—but it hadn't stopped her from asking if she could feel the 
points of his ears, and causing everyone else to breathe their own “whoas” 
when Bronte let her. 

Hed used the moment to assure Amy that the Council would keep her 
safe in the Lost Cities as long as she needed to stay. After that, hed primarily 
been a silent observer. 


Amy had been quiet as well, especially around Sophie's adoptive parents 
—though theyd still gotten their own “whoa, paired with a whispered “It’s 
like you're being raised by movie stars.” But Grady and Edaline had happily 
filled the silence, sharing hilarious stories about Sophies adventures since 
shed moved to the Lost Cities—with Alden and Della jumping in to give 
extra details. Amy seemed to hang on every word, and kept stealing glances 
at Sophie, as if she couldn't believe she was the girl they were talking about. 

Sophie, meanwhile, was having just as hard of a time adjusting to the 
sight of her sister in elvin attire. Livvy had given Amy the dark blue tunic 
studded with sapphires and diamonds she now wore paired with silver 
leggings and knee-high boots—which had subtle wedge heels. But it was the 
cape that did Sophie in. Long, gray, and silky, and fastened around Amy’s 
neck with a crest that Sophie had never seen before—round, with three 
hands reaching for each other. 

Livvy had whispered in Sophies ear that shed had the pin made to 
represent Amy's family, and Sophie's eyes welled up at the gesture. But they 
spilled over when she studied the design again. 

Three hands. 

No fourth for her. 

It was how it should be. How it would have to be. 

And Sophie could live with that. She could let them go again, to spare 
them that pain. 

But it would still hurt. 

It would always hurt. 

“I get it now, Amy mumbled as they stood outside Verdis enclosure, 
watching the neon-green T. rex gobble up her dinner. The rest of their group 
had stepped back, giving Sophie and Amy some time alone together. 

“Get what?” Sophie asked. 

“Why you like living here. I mean, look at this place!” 

She giggled as Verdi tried to use her too-short arms to wipe a bit of food 
off her fluffy snout. 

“It's honestly the most beautiful place I’ve ever been,” Amy whispered, 
“and I’m saying that after coming from Atlantis.” 

“That’s right, whatd you think of your first ride in a eurypterid carriage?” 
Sophie asked. 


“Not nearly as terrifying as the bubble-geyser thing. Can't elves ever do 
anything normal?” 

Sophie smiled. “Tm pretty sure they can't.” 

Amy raised an eyebrow. “You realize you're one of them, right?” 

“Yeah, I know. I'm still . . . getting used to the language.” 

“I guess that makes sense. And by the way—your friends?” Amy glanced 
over her shoulder to take another peek at them. “Are they in a contest to see 
who can be the most gorgeous or something?” 

Sophie had to laugh. “They might be?” 

“It's ridiculous,’ Amy told her. “Especially Fitz’s family. I mean, seriously, 
who looks like that?” 

“Only the Vackers,’ Sophie assured her. 

“Though those silver-haired twins? Dude.” Her sister leaned closer. “And 
the reddish-haired guy is the one you kissed, right?” 

“Ugh, keep your voice down!” 

“I did? She stole another glance at Dex. “Don't worry, he’s talking to 
Quinlin and that guy with the pointy ears, anyway.” 

That was good to know—though Sophie wasn't surprised. Dex had done 
his best to stay a safe distance away from her all afternoon. But he wasn't the 
only one who could be eavesdropping. 

“Not that you care what I think,” Amy whispered, “but you totally made 
the right choice. The other guys seem more your type.” 

“And how, exactly, do you know my type?” Sophie had to ask. 

“I guess I don't,” her sister admitted. “You didn't have a lot of friends 
when you lived with us.” 

Sophie's cheeks flushed. “Yeah, well, no one wanted to hang out with the 
freaky twelve-year-old know-it-all whod skipped a zillion grades.” 

“Probably true.” Amy turned back to the munching T. rex. “I think I get 
that now too. How it must've felt growing up around humans. Because as 
much as I love it here? I can feel it—deep down—that I don't belong. You're 
all so powerful and pretty and ’m—” 

“Youre pretty,’ Sophie interrupted. Not that beauty mattered, but . . . she 
hated the idea of her sister feeling inadequate, even in a small, silly way. 

Amy rolled her eyes. “I wasn't asking for a compliment. I just meant . . . 
this really is a whole other world. You live in mansions and sew diamonds 
onto your clothes like it’s no big deal.” She twisted one of the larger stones 


stitched along her tunics hem, and Sophie wondered how many thousands 
of dollars the same diamond would sell for in the human world. “And while 
part of me keeps wondering how I’m ever going to go back to reality after 
being here, the other part of me... really wants to go home.” 

She choked on the last word and turned her face away. 

Sophie scooted closer, wrapping an arm around her sisters shoulders, 
trying to think of something to say. 

“I'm guessing it didn't go well yesterday,’ Amy whispered. “Otherwise 
Mom and Dad would be here. So just . . . give me the bad news, okay?” 

Sophie bit her lip. “Youre sure you don't want to wait until you're ready to 
go back to Atlantis? It might ruin the day.” 

“Just tell me,” her sister begged. “I keep imagining the most horrible 
things.” 

Sophie nodded, trying her best to sugarcoat anything she could as she 
told the story of their time in Nightfall and how they didn't currently have a 
clear plan for where to search next. And she left out Lady Gisela’s warning 
about her parents’ sanity. 

She also definitely didnt mention anything about having to erase their 
memories. 

But her sister was still trembling by the end, and her eyes were red and 
puffy. 

“I know this isn't going to make any of it better,’ Sophie said, holding her 
sister tighter. “But I’ve done this before. The part where it all feels hopeless, 
and like it’s never going to come together. And you know what? Somehow, it 
does. It’s never perfect. But it’s usually better than Td been fearing. And if you 
don't believe me, look at Mr. Forkle.” 

They both turned toward the heavyset figure watching them from the 
shadows of Callas Panakes, trying his best to pretend he wasnt listening to 
their conversation. 

“So that is our old neighbor?” Amy asked. “I thought I must be 
remembering him wrong when I saw him, since youd told me he was.. ? 

“Yeah, sorry—I should’ve warned you.” She explained Mr. Forkle’s dead- 
but-not-dead situation. 

“Uh, that might be the weirdest thing ever,’ Amy told her when shed 
finished. “And I’m saying that while staring at a fluffy dinosaur.” 


“Believe me, I know,” Sophie said. “But it also proves that things aren't 
always as bad as they seem, right?” 

“I guess.” 

“I know it still hurts. And I cart change that. But just . . . know that 
whatever happens, it’s going to be survivable—and never stop hoping for the 
happy ending. Sometimes you get one you dont expect. Pll definitely be 
fighting for it with everything I have? 

Amy wiped a fresh swell of tears as she leaned against Sophie's shoulder, 
the two of them clinging to each other, watching the sun make its slow 
descent toward the ocean. 

“So where are those flying unicorn things you told me about?” Amy 
eventually asked. “What are they called again?” 

“Alicorns,’ Sophie told her. “And they don't live here. We set them free 
because it’s safer if the Neverseen can't find them.” 

“Aw, it would’ve been cool to see them? 

Sophie wished she could show her sister the sparkly flying horses and 
bring back all the “whoas” and smiles from earlier. But after her last 
conversation with Silveny, she doubted shed be able to convince the 
pregnant alicorn to teleport over. 

Still, it might be worth a try. ... 

“No promises,’ Sophie told her. “But I’m going to see if I can reach them.” 

“You can do that? Just . . . shout with your mind and talk to someone 
anywhere?” 

“Depends on who I’m trying to reach. But, yeah.” 

Sophie shot her sister a slightly smug grin before she pushed out her 
consciousness, calling Silveny’s name over and over as her mental energy 
spread and spread and spread. 

It took longer than normal again, but Silveny’s voice at least sounded 
chipper as she transmitted, SOPHIE! FRIEND! HI! 

Hi! Sophie transmitted back. How are you and Greyfell and the baby? 

GOOD! GOOD! GOOD! 

Silveny flooded Sophies head with images of the secluded meadow 
Greyfell had found for them. 

That looks perfect, Sophie told her. I’m so glad you guys are safe. 

SAFE! Silveny promised. 


Sophie chewed her lip, trying to choose how to broach the idea of a visit 
without starting another alicorn tantrum. 

Did I ever tell you I have a sister? she asked. 

NO! The shout was especially loud. SISTER! SISTER! SISTER! 

But despite the boisterous response, loneliness clung to Silveny’s words, 
and Sophie wondered if Silveny had once had an extended family. 

She sent Silveny a mental picture of her sister standing next to her. This is 
Amy. 

AMY! AMY! AMY! 

And you know what? Sophie asked. Shed love to be your friend. 

FRIEND! FRIEND! FRIEND! 

Does that mean you'll come meet her? 

Silveny’s thoughts went silent for a second, before she told Sophie, 
LATER! 

But “later” means you wont get to meet her. She has to go back to Atlantis 
tonight. And I’m not sure if I'll ever be able to bring her to Havenfield again. 
Amys also been going through some really scary stuff, and I was hoping youd 
be able to cheer her up. But I'll tell her you dont want to meet her— 

WANT Silveny interrupted. WANT! SISTER! FRIEND! 

Then come see us, Sophie challenged. Please? 

A hint of the sadness and worry and desperation shed been carrying 
must've clung to the plea, because Silveny’s attention got a whole lot clearer. 

SOPHIE OKAY? Silveny asked, her mind sifting through Sophie's mess of 
conflicted emotions. 

I'm fine. Its just... been a rough week. And without meaning to, she 
shared a few of the harder memories. 

Silveny studied each image, and a surge of something that could only be 
described as motherly worry flooded Sophie's mind. 

HOLD ON! Silveny transmitted. VISIT! VISIT! VISIT! 

The transmission was followed by a boom of thunder as a black line split 
through the sky—a tiny tear in reality, opening to the void beyond. 

And out of the darkness, two shimmering winged horses appeared. 

SOPHIE! FRIEND! HI! 


Fifty-seven 


I'M ASSUMING YOU invited them here?” Bronte called as he craned his 
neck to watch the alicorns circle overhead, their silver fur shimmering in the 
late afternoon sunlight. 

“Amy wanted to meet them,” Sophie called back, grinning as Silveny flew 
circles around Greyfell. It was easy to tell them apart, thanks to Silveny’s 
slightly smaller size and Greyfell’s blue-tipped wings. 

“They're amazing, Amy whispered. “How did they crack the sky like 
that?” 

“Teleporting”” 

That earned another “whoa.” Followed by several more when both 
alicorns tucked their glittering wings and dove—streaking toward the 
ground and barely stopping their freefall in time to land in the long grass a 
few feet away. 

SOPHIE! SOPHIE! SOPHIE! 

“Hi, Sophie said, stepping closer to check every inch of the alicorns for 
any clue to why Silveny had resisted the visit earlier. 

Silveny’s belly had a slight bulge to it, but that seemed normal 
considering the pregnancy. And everything else looked fine—her fur was 
sleek and shiny, her gold-flecked brown eyes were sparkling and clear as she 
studied Sophie every bit as closely as Sophie was studying her. And she 
looked far more concerned with the results. 

SOPHIE OKAY? 

Better now that youre here, Sophie told her, stroking the velvety fur along 
Silveny’s nose. I've really missed you. 

Silveny nuzzled into Sophie's shoulder. 

Ready to meet my sister? Sophie asked. 

SISTER! SISTER! SISTER! 


Sophie turned to where Amy stood in jaw-dropped awe. “Amy, this is 
Silveny.” 

AMY! AMY! AMY! 

“And that’s Greyfell,’ Sophie added, gesturing to the much more reserved 
male alicorn, who stamped his gleaming hooves and whinnied. 

Amy offered the most adorably shy wave. 

“Here, Grady said as he rushed over with a huge armful of twisted stalks. 
“Give them some swizzlespice and they'll love you forever’ 

TREATS! TREATS! TREATS! Silveny chanted. 

Amy took two bunches of the stalks and held them out the way Grady 
showed her, grinning from ear to ear as the alicorns gobbled them straight 
from her hands. 

When theyd devoured the whole batch, Silveny turned to the rest of the 
group that was watching them—and realized someone was missing. 

KEEFE? 

He’ not here, Sophie told her. But he’s fine, don’t worry. 

Silveny must've sensed the doubt in her answer, because she blasted 
Sophie with chants of KEEFE! KEEFE! KEEFE! 

“You okay?” Amy asked as Sophie rubbed her temples. 

“Yeah. Silveny’s just very loud.” 

KEEFE! KEEFE! KEEFE! KEEFE! KEEFE! 

You're here to see my sister, Sophie reminded her. She needs you to cheer 
her up. 

Silveny glanced back at Amy. SISTER SAD? 

She's trying not to be, Sophie told her, feeling Silveny digging through her 
memories to understand what was happening. 

SOPHIE SCARED? she asked. 

A little, Sophie admitted. 

Silveny nudged her with her nose, filling Sophies mind with a rush of 
tender, reassuring warmth—along with an unexpected question. 

FLY? 

Do you mean fly with my sister? 

YES! SOPHIE! SISTER! FLY! 

Sophie bit her lip, glancing at Amy. “How scared are you of heights?” 

Amy’s eyes stretched huge. “We can fly with them?” 

“Only if you want to.” 


‘Are you kidding? Let’ go! Lets go! Lets go!” 

“Oh man—this is going to be a very loud flight? Sophie mumbled as 
Silveny transmitted, FLY! FLY! FLY! 

“I have to admit, I’m a little jealous,” Bronte said, coming over to watch as 
Silveny knelt to let them climb onto her back. 

Sophie gave Amy the front spot and settled in behind her, wrapping her 
arms around Amy’s waist to hold her steady. 

“You've never flown with the alicorns?” Amy asked him. 

Bronte shook his head. “Maybe someday.’ 

Sophie tried to imagine a giddy Silveny looping through the sky with 
Bronte on her back—but she couldn't picture it. 

“Why not today?” Amy asked. “Couldn't he ride Greyfell?” 

All eyes shifted to the male alicorn, who seemed to understand what they 
were discussing—and did not seem happy about it. 

Its up to you, Sophie transmitted to him. You don't have to. 

Greyfell flicked his tail. 

“Awww, you should let him,” Amy told the grumpy alicorn. “Youd make 
his day. And I bet hed give you a bunch more of those spicy sticks as a 
thank-you.” 

Greyfell gave her sister the alicorn equivalent of side-eye, and Sophie 
assumed the snuffle that followed was a no. But Greyfell slowly dipped his 
head and bent his knees, inviting Bronte to climb onto his back. 

“Well, TIl be? Bronte whispered. His hands trembled as he hauled himself 
up, and Sophie could've sworn his eyes looked misty. 

“Ready?” she asked, tightening her grip on her sister. 

“Yes!” Bronte and Amy said in unison. 

The word morphed into gasps and screams as the alicorns flapped their 
wings and launched into the sky. But the shouts quickly shifted to delighted 
squeals, then pleas to go faster and higher and spin and flip and more more 
more—for Amy at least. Bronte and Greyfell kept things much simpler. 

Silveny offered to teleport them anywhere they wanted to go, but Sophie 
wasnt sure if that would be safe for a human. So they stayed soaring over 
Havenfield, sometimes stretching out over the ocean, and Sophie couldn't 
decide if she should marvel at her sister’s fearlessness or worry about motion 
sickness. 

Mostly, though, she loved hearing Amy laugh. 


With all the bad news and stress, it was nice to give her this unforgettable 
experience. 

Even if Amy wouldnt get to remember it for very long. 

Sadness crept in with the realization, but Sophie fought it back, trying to 
savor the moment. They both deserved to lose themselves in this brief, 
happy escape before theyd have to return to reality. 

So they flew for hours and hours, until the sun was long gone and the 
blue-black sky twinkled with the flickers of early stars. Most of the group 
had gone home by the time Silveny and Greyfell touched down again in 
Havenfield’s pastures. Only Quinlin remained. 

“I need my own alicorn,’ Amy decided, stretching her stiff legs after she 
dismounted. “Want to give me one as a present?” 

Bronte snorted. “Sorry, these are the only two left on the planet, so they're 
not up for grabs. Even with a third one on the way.” 

Amy pouted. “Fine. I'll just have to visit them all the time, then.” 

“You will? Sophie said, wondering if her sister could hear the lie in her 
tone. 

If she did, Amy didn't call her on it—and Sophie avoided Bronte’s gaze as 
she turned back to Silveny, patting her side to thank her. 

She realized then how heavily the pregnant alicorn was breathing. Was all 
of that flying too much for you and the baby? 

NO! Silveny promised. FUN! FUN! FUN! 

But the transmission sounded strained. And Silveny’s eyes were heavy- 
lidded with exhaustion. 

Maybe Edaline should check on you before you leave, Sophie suggested. 

Silveny trotted backward. NO! NO! NO! 

Why not? You like Edaline. 

NO! NO! NO! 

Dont you want to make sure you and the baby are okay? 

SAFE! Silveny insisted. SAFE! SAFE! SAFE! 

Sophie sighed. You know youre going to have to let people check on you, 
right? 

LATER! Silveny told her, launching off the ground. 

“Everything okay?” Bronte asked as Greyfell followed Silveny into the sky, 
both alicorns circling higher and higher. 


The last thing Sophie wanted to do was worry the Council—especially 
since they could decide to take away Silveny and Greyfell’s freedom. 

“Everything's great,’ she told him, while transmitting to Silveny, LATER 
better be SOON. 

Neither alicorn agreed before they teleported away. 

“Huh,” Amy said. “They left without the treats you owed them.” 

Bronte frowned. “They did, indeed? 

“So did you have fun?” Sophie asked her sister, eager for a subject change. 

“Uh, yeah—today has seriously been the best. Day. Ever!” 

‘Tm glad to hear you enjoyed it,” Bronte told her. 

“Did you think I wouldn't?” 

“Honestly, I didn't know what to expect,” he said, his eyes shifting to the 
stars. “Letting you experience our world so fully, as if there were no divide 
between our species . . . part of me had wondered if your mind could truly 
process it all. And I can't decide if this means any human could, or if you're 
simply special. Either way . . . there was such joy today. It seems we truly are 
missing out, keeping ourselves separate.” 

“You can change that, cant you?” Amy told him, gesturing to his jeweled 
circlet. 

“If only it were that simple.” His smile looked equally wistful and sad as 
he squeezed Amy’s shoulder and told her he hoped theyd meet again, then 
raised a pathfinder and leaped away. 

“I guess that means it’s time for me to head back to Atlantis,” Amy 
mumbled when she noticed Quinlin crossing the pastures toward her. 

“Will you be okay?” Sophie asked. 

Amy's voice sounded a little thick, but Sophie still believed her when she 
said, “Yeah.” 

“What about you?” Amy asked. 

Sophie reached for her eyelashes—then stopped herself. “Tl be fine? 

“And you'll keep me updated?” Amy pressed. 

“As much as I can.” 

Amy nodded. 

There was so much more they both could—should—say. But they chose 
to save it for later. Just like they both avoided saying goodbye, as if they were 
afraid the word would be too permanent. 


But before Amy stepped into the light, she told Sophie, “Thank you. For 
today. And for all the scary things you've been doing. I dont know how it’s 
all going to work out, but . . . ll be fighting for the happy ending too.” 


Fifty-eight 


THE NEXT FEW days managed to be both busy and uneventful as 
everyone scrambled to regroup after the revelations from Nightfall. 

Grady worked with the Collective, trying to figure out what the 
Neverseen might be planning, and where they'd moved Sophie’s parents. 

Tam worked with Livvy, testing her shadowvapor theories on Alvar. 

Dex worked with Bronte, trying to access the secrets in Fintan’s cache—or 
Sophie assumed he did. Dex still seemed to be avoiding her. 

Fitz worked with Alden, trying to meet with the remaining guards from 
Lumenaria to see if they knew anything about the escaped prisoner. 

Lady Cadence worked with her team of ogres on the soporidine antidote. 

Linh worked with Marella, learning to control their abilities. 

And Sophie and Biana tried to work with Sandor, but no matter what 
they did, they couldn't convince him to give them the Imparter so they 
could hail Lady Gisela about what happened to Cyrah. He kept insisting that 
they werent ready and needed a stronger plan. 

Sophie didn’t think she could get any more frustrated—and then Mr. 
Forkle reminded her that Foxfire resumed session on Monday, and that 
everyone was expected to attend. Even Tam and Linh had agreed to switch 
to the prestigious academy. 

Others in our order will remain on top of all of your projects, hed assured 
her, and I'll call you to my office if theres ever anything important going on 
while you're in your sessions. 

Somehow that didn't feel like enough. 

Then again, none of it felt like enough. 

Probably because none of it was helping. 

Every update was always a long stream of failures and dead ends. And no 
matter how many times Sophie tried to remind herself that this was part of 


the process—that they always hit these kinds of walls in their investigations 
—she couldnt help feeling like this time was worse. 

“How are you holding up?” Fitz asked when he found her gathering fallen 
blossoms under Callas Panakes tree during an especially vivid sunset. Hed 
been coming by every evening to check on her, even though her mood was 
getting sulkier and sulkier. 

She shrugged and he plopped down on the grass beside her, setting a 
small box tied with teal ribbon in her lap before leaning against the wide 
trunk. 

“You don't have to keep bringing me gifts,” she told him. “Or putting up 
with me when I’m super grumpy.’ 

“I know.’ His smile chipped away some of the edge of her bad mood. 
“Arent you going to open it?” 

Warmth tingled her cheeks as she untied the ribbon and found... 

“Custard bursts?” 

“Thats what they're supposed to be—but I’m not sure if I pulled it off, 
Fitz admitted. “Who knew they were so hard to bake?” 

The puffed squares definitely were more lopsided than the batches 
Edaline made—but somehow that made the gesture even sweeter. 

And they still tasted amazing. 

“Is this caramel?” 

Fitz nodded. “My mom had me add a little bit of salt. She said that brings 
out the sweetness.” 

“It does.” She shoved the rest into her mouth and tried to wipe the bit that 
dribbled down her chin. 

“You missed a spot,’ Fitz said, reaching out to brush the corner of her 
mouth. 

His fingers didn't touch her lips, but they were so close her face turned 
nuclear—especially since her mind kept drifting back to the last time they'd 
been alone together under the Panakes tree. The moment that had almost 
felt like a moment, but had probably been a whole lot of nothing. 

“Youre not sleeping, are you?” Fitz asked, and it took her a second to 
follow the rapid topic change. 

‘Tm sleeping enough.” 

“Liar. He pointed to the shadows under her eyes. “Nightmares or tossing 
and turning?” 


She sighed. “Both.” 

“That’s what I thought. And that’s why I’m here. I think you need 
something to distract you from everything you're worrying about, so you 
can actually relax tonight’ 

“Okaaaaaay, she said, not sure where he was going with this, but her 
heart had shifted to a fast, fluttery rhythm. 

It shifted again when he said, “So how about we finally settle that favor 
you owe me?” 

Red Alert sirens went off in her mind. 

He laughed. “Don't panic. I’ve decided to go super easy on you. All I want 
is something you'll have to tell me anyway, the next time we do Cognate 
training.” 

“That doesnt actually sound easy.’ Her palms were sweating, and she 
leaned back, knowing she was going to need space for whatever was coming. 

“Wow, could you look any more terrified?” Fitz asked. “I promise, it’s 
nothing bad. I just want to know what happened with you and Dex.’ 

“Oh? 

Somehow that was both better and worse than what shed been expecting. 

She turned away, fussing with the ends of the teal ribbon. “He asked me 
not to tell anyone.” 

“Okay, but you already told Biana, he argued. 

“How do you know that?” 

“T just do.” 

She cleared her throat. “Well . . . I didn’t tell her. She saw something and 
figured it out.” 

“Then show me what she saw.’ 

No way was that happening. 

“You know, technically you're not supposed to be able to say no,’ he 
reminded her. “It’s my favor. You owe me? 

“I know, but what you're asking for isn't really my secret, you know?” she 
countered. 

Fitz tilted his head, considering that. “Okay, fine, new favor—and no 
cheating your way out of this one” 

He waited for her reluctant nod before he said, “I want to know if you're 
really thinking about not registering for the match” 

Aaaaaaaaaaaand, now her whole body was sweating. 


“Did Biana tell you that?” 

“Dont get mad—I sorta tricked it out of her when I was trying to find out 
what happened with you and Dex.’ 

It felt like there was probably some sort of clue tucked into that sentence, 
but Sophie's brain was too overloaded to process it—especially with the way 
he was staring at her. 

So she gave him the truth. “Tm still deciding” 

He nodded slowly. 

“Is that bad?” 

She hadn't meant to ask the question, but it somehow shoved its way out 
of her mouth. 

“Not bad, Fitz said carefully. “I do actually get why you might be 
intimidated by the whole process.” 

“It’s more than that? 

“I know—it’s not a perfect system. I really do see how unfair it can be 
now.” 

“But?” she prompted, wondering why she was pushing him. This was such 
dangerous territory. 

“But,” Fitz said, sweeping his hair off his forehead, “aren't you curious to 
see who would be on your lists? Even if you decide later not to follow them?” 

“Yes.” 

She hadn't meant to say that. 

But it was true. 

She was curious. 

Also terrified. 

And it would always feel wrong. 

It was all so miserably complicated. 

“Well,” Fitz said, “you still have some time to think about it. I was just 
curious. And see? Favor settled. Was that as scary as you thought?” 

It actually wasn‘. 

And somehow that was . . . disappointing. 

Neither of them seemed to know what to say after that, so Sophie became 
very interested in gathering more blossoms, arranging them into a neat ring 
on the grass. 

“For what it’s worth,’ Fitz whispered, “Pll be hoping you decide to 
register.” 


It was hard to tell in the fading light, but she almost swore he was 
blushing. And with that, she pretty much melted into a pile of goo—which 
was stupid. 

He could be worried about her facing the scorn of a bad match. 

Or he could be trying to protect her. 

Or— 

He took her hand, tracing his finger over the bump of her cognate ring 
under her glove. “Just promise me you'll think about it, okay?” 

Words. 

She needed words. 

She still hadn't found any when a painfully loud throat-clearing had her 
yanking her hand free and scooting back, ready to shout, We were just 
talking! 

But it wasn't Grady standing behind her in protective dad mode. 

It was Sandor, and he looked . . . pale. 

“Sorry to interrupt,’ he said, “but I wasn't able to ignore this.” 

He held out Keefe's Imparter, and before Sophie could ask why he was 
giving it to her, Lady Gisela’s voice trilled, “Hello, Sophie. We need to talk” 


Fifty-nine 


YOU HAILED ME?” Sophie asked, squinting at the blank Imparter screen. 

“What can I say? I’ve missed our chats,’ Lady Gisela said, managing to 
sound both bored and superior. “Mind you, Id hoped to find you with my 
son, and not the Vacker boy again. But you can correct that error in 
judgment later.” 

Fitz rolled his eyes and leaned back against the Panakes. “What do you 
want?” 

“I want you to stop wasting time?” 

“We're not; Sophie said, even if it kinda felt like they had been. 

“If that’s true, tell me this: What exactly have you accomplished since you 
left my facility?” Lady Gisela asked. 

“Thats what I thought,” she added when Sophie and Fitz didn't say 
anything. “And I’ve grown tired of waiting for you to realize that you need 
me. So here we are.” 

“We dont need you,’ Sophie insisted. “Everything you've had us do has 
turned out to be pointless” 

“Has it? So you don't have a member of the Neverseen in your custody, 
and information about Nightfall and soporidine, and an alliance with the 
ogres?” 

“You didn't have anything to do with any of that,’ Fitz argued. 

“If it makes you feel better to tell yourself that, go ahead. Pll admit, some 
of my plans have changed—but all of those changes have turned out to be 
for the better. Pm actually quite amazed at how well everything is coming 
together. I just need the final piece. And I need you to get it for me.” 

“And why would we do that?” Fitz asked. 

“Because it will be well worth your while? 


“Yeah . . . ’m done risking my life—and my friends’ lives—for your 
stupid errands,” Sophie told her. “Especially since you haven't even come 
through with everything we already agreed on.” 

Lady Gisela sighed. “I can only assume you're referring to your obsession 
with what happened to Cyrah Endal? 

“It's not an obsession.” 

Though Sophie decided then and there that she wasn't letting Gisela end 
their conversation until she had what she needed to heal Prentice—not after 
losing so many days trying to get Sandor to give her the Imparter. 

“The fact that it’s on your mind at all is proof of your foolish priorities,’ 
Lady Gisela insisted. “Especially when you should be focused on finding 
your fam—” 

“I am focused on finding my family!” Sophie interrupted. “But I’m not 
going to let the Neverseen distract me from their bigger plans.” 

“And what exactly are those plans?” She huffed when Sophie didn't have 
an answer. “You have no clue what’s going on—and you never will unless 
you accept my help.” 

“You only want to help yourself; Fitz argued. 

“Trust me, this bargain will benefit all of us.” 

“Yeah, well, 'm not making a deal with someone whos already proven 
they don't hold up their end,” Sophie told her. 

“Does that mean youd agree if I tell you about Cyrah?” 

“It means Pll hear you out, instead of hanging up on you.” Sophie counted 
to ten in her head, then handed the Imparter to Sandor. “You can take this 
back. I think we're done.” 

“Wait,” Lady Gisela commanded. “If you insist on sidetracking us, fine. 
Pll give you your precious Cyrah story. But you're not going to like it— 
because I’m not the villain.” 

“Somehow I doubt that,” Fitz told her. 

“That doesn't make you any less wrong.” 

Sophie could hear fabric rustling, as if Lady Gisela had decided to sit for 
the next part of the conversation. 

“All I wanted from Cyrah was the starstones,’ she said quietly. “Td 
discovered that the Ancients used them for leaping before the pathfinder 
was invented. And since I needed a way to access certain facilities that 
werent on the Lodestar map—” 


“Facilities,” Sophie interrupted, emphasizing the plural. “As in ‘more than 
Nightfall’” 

“One secret at a time, Sophie. Surely you know that. Anyway, I figured no 
one would suspect starstones the way they might question an unfamiliar 
crystal. So I needed a Flasher who could make them for me. The skill had 
mostly become a lost art, but I knew Cyrah was talented enough to figure it 
out. And with Prentice in Exile, I also knew Id be able to manipulate her 
into cooperating. In that sense, I suppose I do share some blame for what 
happened—but she was the one who demanded to know what I needed the 
starstones for. If shed kept her questions to herself, shed still be alive.” 

“Are you seriously blaming Cyrah for her own murder?” Sophie asked. 

“Why not? We all share some responsibility for our actions? 

“Uh, asking questions doesn't give anyone the right to murder you. Just 
when I thought you couldn't get any worse? 

“I can get much worse, Sophie. You should be grateful for my restraint.’ 

“Is that a threat?” Fitz asked. 

“It's a reminder to think long and hard about who's truly your enemy, and 
who has spared you time and again. But were getting off track. Going back 
to the story you've been so desperate for me to share, I tried to convince 
Cyrah that I was a member of the Black Swan and would be using the 
starstones to protect the newest hideouts—but Prentice must’ve coached her 
somehow. She asked too many specific questions, and my answers gave away 
that I was with the Neverseen—not that she knew the name of our order 
back then. But she knew I was on the other side, and she threatened to turn 
me in to the Council. I had to silence her” 

“You mean kill her,’ Sophie clarified. 

“Why would I kill her? I needed the starstones. I also much prefer 
keeping my sanity. I simply made a threat of my own. I knew the Black Swan 
had created a child, and that she was supposed to be this all-powerful thing, 
tucked away somewhere until the timing was right. Id also heard rumors 
that Cyrah believed her husband would recover by some mysterious means. 
So, I put two and two together and told her that the Neverseen were close to 
finding the girl, and that once we did, she would be terminated—but that if 
Cyrah made me the starstones I needed, I'd make sure the girl had a chance 
to help Prentice before her untimely demise.” 


“How nice of you,” Fitz muttered, scooting closer to Sophie and wrapping 
an arm around her. 

“I thought it was particularly generous,” Lady Gisela agreed. “And Cyrah 
became much more cooperative. But it took her several weeks to figure out 
how to achieve the blue flash I needed. And in that time, Fintan discovered 
what I was up to. He didn’t like that Cyrah knew about my connection to the 
order, even after I'd assured him that she understood that both her husband’s 
life—and her sons—were on the line if she betrayed our agreement. 
Evidently that wasn't good enough for him, so he was the one who got rid of 
her—without telling me. If you dont believe me, consider this: He didnt 
even wait until shed delivered all of the starstones. Shed messed one up, and 
still owed me a replacement, which I never got, thanks to him.” 

Sophie wondered if that was the stone Marella mom had found. 

But Fitz went for the bigger question. “How did Fintan kill her?” 

“He left that to Gethen. Fintan demanded I bring Gethen with me when I 
went to pick up the starstones in Mysterium. I’ve never worked out exactly 
what happened, but I saw Cyrah’s expression shift as she stepped into the 
light. One second all was well. The next she looked pained and panicked. 
And when I turned to Gethen, he was sweaty and shaking. I confronted 
Fintan about it later, and all he told me was that Id gotten sloppy—and I 
suppose I should've seen it for the warning it was. At the time, all I could 
think was that I had been sloppy—and it cost Cyrah her life.” 

There was a crackle in her voice, but Sophie couldn't decide if it was 
remorse or resentment. 

Or maybe the whole story was a ploy to misdirect the blame on Fintan. 

“If what you're saying is true,’ Sophie said, trying to fit the new details 
with everything she already knew, “why did Fintan abduct Wylie and 
interrogate him about his mom?” 

“Because Fintan’s convinced that Cyrah took so long to make the 
starstones—and messed up that final stone—for a reason. He believes that 
people who are forced to do things under duress always find a means to 
rebel. And since Cyrah would’ve known that shed be putting her son in 
danger by doing so, he thinks she must’ve warned Wylie somehow—maybe 
even clued him in to what was happening, or gave him the missing starstone, 
or... who knows? You're the one whos friends with him—you tell me.” 

Sophie pressed her lips together. 


“Fine, keep your secrets. It doesn’t matter right now. Thats what I keep 
trying to tell you. There’s only one goal we should be focusing on—and yes, I 
do mean we. Like it or not, you need to work with me if you want to find 
your family.” 

“Why should I believe you?” Sophie demanded. “You're scrambling just 
as much as we are.” 

“So you admit you're scrambling?” 

Sophie could’ve kicked herself for the slip. “I—” 

“I know your instinct is to shut me out,” Lady Gisela interrupted. “But 
our goals truly are connected. Find my Archetype and Pll show you. Its a 
book secured with a very special lock, to ensure no one can open it except 
me. Fintan stole it and I need you to get it back. The good news is, he'll have 
it in the same place he’s keeping your human family” 

“And wheres that?” Sophie asked, wishing she didn't sound quite so 
desperate. 

Gisela clicked her tongue. “Not until you agree.” 

“Agree to what?” Sandor demanded, resting his hand on Sophie's 
shoulder to remind her that she wouldnt be making any deals without 
consulting him. “It sounds to me like you want Sophie to take all the risks 
while you sit back and do nothing.” 

“Oh, I assure you, I will be very busy. But my primary contribution will 
be sharing what I know, so you can find the facility. You'll still have to figure 
out some things on your own—but without the information I have, you 
wouldn't even know where to start. And all I ask in return is that you recover 
the Archetype for me. Oh, and that you destroy the facility—but I’m sure 
you won't mind that part when you see what they’re doing in there.” 

“What are they doing?” Sophie asked, bracing herself for the worst 
possible answer. 

“It's hard to say for certain. But if it’s anything like what was done there in 
the past, it’s not going to be pretty. Especially for your family.” 

Panic mixed with dread, forming something thick and choking in 
Sophie's throat. 

But she reminded herself over and over that the Washers could erase 
every second of whatever her parents were enduring. 

“Why not just raid the facility yourself?” Fitz asked Gisela. 


“Because there’s only one of me and a whole lot more of you. I’m also a 
fugitive, so I can't exactly go traipsing around Atlantis trying to find the 
entrance.’ 

“Atlantis?” Sophie, Fitz, and Sandor all said at the same time. 

“Sounds like I have your attention?” 

Sophie nodded, already wondering if she needed to get her sister out of 
the city. “What makes you so sure that’s where they are?” 

“Because I know what the mark on Alvar’s heel means. It’s stamped on 
every page of the journals that loosely inspired my own plans. Id thought 
the writings were theoretical, but I've spent these last few days poring 
through them again, and now I can see the clues I missed.” 

“Youre talking about the notes that inspired Nightfall,” Sophie guessed. 

“I am, Lady Gisela agreed. “Fintan did take your family to Nightfall. But 
not to my facility. Hes keeping them in the original Nightfall. Where 
everything began.” 


Sixty 


Two NIGHTFALLS?” MR. Forkle asked as he stared at the stack of 
weathered blue journals Sophie was carrying. Shed found the books waiting 
for her at the bottom of the stairs when she emerged from her bedroom the 
next morning—exactly as Lady Gisela had promised they would be. “Pl 
admit, that’s a twist I didn't see coming.” 

“Neither did I,” Sophie said, setting the pile down on the table in front of 
the sofa. “But Keefe’s mom claimed the proof is in these.” 

Shed tried reading the ancient yellowed pages, but they were filled with 
runes her brain couldn't translate. The only thing she recognized were the 
swirling lines of the falling-star symbol stamped in the corner of every page 
and pressed onto the covers with gold foil. 

“And we don't know where this other Nightfall is? Tiergan noted. 

“Only that it’s somewhere in Atlantis,” Sophie agreed. 

“Oh good, because that’s not a huge city or anything,’ Tam said, flopping 
onto the couch between Biana and Linh. 

Their group was smaller that morning, thanks to all the projects they 
were juggling. Only Tam, Linh, Fitz, Biana, Grady, Alden, Mr. Forkle, and 
Tiergan were there—along with Sandor, Grizel, and Woltzer, of course, who 
were outside with Cadoc, trying to figure out how Lady Gisela had managed 
to sneak past their security again. 

“Lady Gisela said the entrance will be marked with the Nightfall symbol,” 
Fitz added. 

Mr. Forkle grabbed one of the journals and traced his fingers over the 
swirling gold lines on the cover. “In all my visits to the city, I've never seen 
anything like this.” 

“Neither have I,” Tiergan said. 

“Same,” Grady agreed. 


“Quinlin’s the best person to ask,” Alden suggested. “He knows that city 
better than anybody.” 

Sadly, a quick hail to Quinlin confirmed that hed never noticed the 
symbol either. 

“Well . . . now that we know what to look for, I’m sure we'll be able to find 
it,” Fitz said, deciding to be the optimistic one. 

“Is that seriously our plan?” Tam asked. “We're just going to wander 
around Atlantis and hope we spot it?” 

“No,” Mr. Forkle said. “The Neverseen likely have eyes in the city, and we 
dont want them to know were searching for them. Better to scour these 
notebooks first, see if there are any other clues to help us narrow down a 
more precise location. I’m sure theres at least one that Lady Gisela missed— 
or chose not to tell us so wed have to work for it.” 

He turned to the first page and frowned at the tiny writing. “Wow, these 
runes are ancient? 

“I thought all runes were ancient,’ Sophie said, glancing at Alden. “Isn't 
that what you told me?” 

“Probably—and it’s true in the sense that weve long relied on a more 
modern alphabet,” Alden explained. “But our runes also evolved over time. 
So I believe what Mr. Forkle is saying is that these journals were written with 
letters that predate the runes we use more commonly.” 

“See these extra curves?” Mr. Forkle pointed to several marks in the 
journal. “Those flourishes were only used in our most ancient alphabet, 
before the characters were simplified to make them easier to write.” 

“So does that mean you can't read the journals?” Sophie asked. 

“I can pick out some of the words, since many only have a few unfamiliar 
letters. But others are gibberish.” 

Grady grabbed one of the other journals and flipped through, seeming to 
have the same problem. Tiergan and Alden struggled as well. 

“Would Bronte be able to read it?” Fitz asked. 

“Probably. But I’m not sure we want to hand these over to the Council,’ 
Mr. Forkle warned. “Not until we know exactly what they say. Besides, if 
Lady Gisela can figure it out, I certainly can. I just need to get my hands on 
one of the ancient Lexicons.” 

“Quinlin has several; Alden noted. 


“Perfect. Can you let him know that Sir Astin will be paying him a visit at 
his office later today to borrow them?” 

“Should I tell him why?” Alden asked. 

Mr. Forkle considered. “At this point, hes involved enough that it’s 
probably better for him to know one of my identities. Perhaps we can 
translate the journals together. Pll have your sister help as well,’ he told 
Sophie. “It'll be good for her to stay involved? 

“Shouldn't we be getting her out of the city?” Sophie asked. “Now that we 
know the Neverseen are targeting Atlantis?” 

“Having a hideout there and targeting the city are two very different 
things,’ Mr. Forkle reminded her. “If anything, they're more likely to protect 
the city to prevent any harm from coming to their facility. It's also important 
to keep in mind that this Nightfall has apparently existed for thousands of 
years without causing any harm?” 

“But the person who built it was in prison,” Sophie countered. “She's free 
now. And we all saw what the Neverseen did to Eternalia and Lumenaria.” 

“If it would make you feel better, Sophie, Amy’s welcome to stay here,’ 
Grady offered. 

Mr. Forkle shook his head. “I don’t think that would be wise. Gisela has 
no problem breaching security here.” 

He patted the stack of journals as proof. 

“What about Everglen?” Biana suggested. 

“She would be more than welcome,’ Alden told her. “Though I’m not sure 
our home could guarantee her safety either. More than that, I think we need 
to consider the fact that this could be a ploy to flush Sophie's sister out of 
hiding. The Neverseen used a similar fear tactic to find Sophie, when they 
sparked those white fires around her city to inspire you to relocate her—and 
Gisela was in charge at that point.” 

“I was thinking the same thing,” Tiergan admitted. “And if that’s the case, 
it’s far safer to leave Amy where she is. Gisela wouldn't resort to this kind of 
trick if she already knew how to find her? 

“You think she’s after my sister?” Sophie asked. 

“I think we have to at least consider it,” Mr. Forkle said gently. “The fact 
is, we don't know what Giselas truly planning with any of this, so it’s best to 
resist changing anything that’s currently working. Look at what happened 
with Lumenaria. Had we left Gethen where wed originally been holding 


him, he wouldnt have been anywhere near the Peace Summit. It was only 
when we altered our plans that we fell in line with theirs.” 

“He has a point,’ Grady admitted. 

“We'll monitor the city,’ Tiergan added. “Pll even alert the Council to see 
if they want to make adjustments to the security.’ 

“And [ll give Quinlin a thorough update,’ Alden promised. “To ensure he 
knows to be extra vigilant.” 

‘TIl also check the apartment myself when I’m there later today,” Mr. 
Forkle assured her. “To see that every precaution has been taken.” 

Sophie couldn't argue with any of their reasoning. But every nerve in her 
body still itched to grab her sister and run. 

“I wish she wasn't somewhere that’s so hard to get to, she mumbled. “I 
know in some ways that’s an advantage, but if something happens, it’s a huge 
process to get there. Same goes for if they have to evacuate? 

“If it would make you feel better, I can give you a small bottle of starlight 
from Candesia, and a magsidian charm that leads to the city, as well as to 
other crucial locations, like Havenfield and the Physician's office at Foxfire,” 
Mr. Forkle offered. “But you know how illegal that is, so youd have to let 
Edaline hide it in the void—and only use it in an emergency.’ 

“Of course, Sophie promised, grateful for the backup plan—even if 
leaping with light from the unmapped stars was a complete misery. 

Mr. Forkle set his journal back on the pile. “If that’s settled, we still need 
to discuss the deal you’ve made with Lady Gisela. I’m assuming she didn't 
give you this information out of the goodness of her heart?” 

Sophie fussed with her gloves. “She wants us to steal back her Archetype. 
I guess it’s a book that no one can read without a special key.” 

“And that was her only demand?” Grady asked. 

Fitz glanced at Sophie. “She also wants us to destroy the facility,’ he 
admitted. 

Tam whistled. “I mean, normally I’m all for smashing things that belong 
to the Neverseen. But it kinda sounds like she’s putting you in the middle of 
her revenge on Fintan.” 

“I'm already in the middle? Sophie reminded him. “Fintan has my 
parents.” 

Biana sucked in a breath. “Has anyone considered that this whole thing 
might actually be the Neverseen’s trap? I’m sure they know were in touch 


with Keefe's mom, since we couldnt have gotten into the first Nightfall 
without her. So maybe this is why they left Alvar there, knowing the symbol 
would lead us to this other facility” 

“It's possible,’ Mr. Forkle admitted. 

“I still have to check it,” Sophie said quietly. “It’s not like we have any 
other leads right now—and not just for finding my parents. This facility 
could also be where they're keeping their supplies of soporidine, or could at 
least have some clues to what they're planning. But if you guys don't want to 
go with me—” 

‘Tm in,’ Fitz interrupted, reaching for her hand and holding on tight. 

“So am I; Biana promised. “Thats not what I was saying. I just meant that 
we might want to be prepared for them to be expecting us—that's all.” 

“We need a plan,” Tam agreed. “A good one? 

“Do you think theres information about the facility in the cache?” Linh 
asked. “It could be the reason Fintan’s new advisor was arrested.” 

‘Tm sure it was,’ Alden said through a sigh. “Or at least part of the 
reason. I'll be sure to tell Dex and Bronte, in case it changes their strategy for 
the passwords. I need to head to Eternalia anyway. I'm meeting with another 
former guard from Lumenaria today. And I'm still trying to convince Fallon 
to meet with me. Maybe PII just show up and force the issue. At this point, 
we need to exhaust every option? 

“I agree? Mr. Forkle jumped in as Alden pulled out his pathfinder. 
“Which is why it would be wise for the rest of you to spend whatever time 
you can researching Atlantis to see if theres anything in our history that 
references the facility. I realize that kind of work is far from your favorite— 
but there may very well be subtle records that could help us narrow down 
the precise location. Or, more importantly, the time period it was 
constructed.” 

“Why is that more important than the location?” Sophie asked. 

He sighed, running a swollen hand down his face. “Because one of the 
words I do recognize in this journal is human’ Over and over. And given 
how things deteriorated between our species, its unsettling to know our side 
has a secret that’s managed to stay buried for millennia—a secret connected 
to a prisoner so horrible, the Council erased her from their memories.’ 

“Sounds like you think Nightfall had something to do with the sinking of 
Atlantis,” Grady noted. 


“I think it’s crucial we find out. The best place to look would be the 
archives in Eternalia’s main library. Perhaps you could take everyone there, 
Mr. Ruewen?” 

Tam groaned. “You realize how huge that place is, right?” 

“The search likely will be daunting,” Mr. Forkle told him. “But were all 
enduring tedious forms of information gathering” He tapped the pile of 
journals hed be stuck translating. “I know it can feel slow and exhausting, 
but this is a vital step—especially when were so frighteningly behind the 
curve.” 

Everything he said made sense—miserable and boring as it sounded. 

But they were also forgetting something. 

“What about Prentice?” Sophie asked. “I have the story about what 
happened to Cyrah now. Doesn't that mean I should start working toward 
healing him?” 

“Absolutely, Mr. Forkle told her. “But that doesn’t mean you should be 
heading there today. I understand how frustrating it is to hear me say that. 
But are you really prepared to share these heartbreaking revelations with 
him? Because every single word you say will either help him or harm him. 
Its a tremendous responsibility—one I would gladly take on myself, if I 
could. But I can't” 

“I can help,’ Fitz offered, tightening his hold on her hand when he 
noticed the way Sophie had started shaking. “We all can. We'll write it up 
like a script that you just have to memorize and deliver. I’m sure it'll only 
take us a couple of days to get it all worked out.’ 

“That’s an excellent suggestion,’ Mr. Forkle told him. “But . . . Td like to 
ask a favor. I want to be there for every stage of Prentice’s healing—especially 
the first one, when he'll be the most vulnerable. And with Foxfire resuming 
session, I have too many responsibilities as Magnate Leto for me to be 
anywhere other than my office for at least the next week. I can still work on 
these,’ he promised, tapping the journals. “But I can't be sneaking away to 
where Prentice is staying. I’m sorry—I know it’s an incredibly selfish request. 
If I could still be two places at once...” 

His voice cracked and he turned away, shaking his head. 

Tiergan moved closer, wrapping an arm around his shoulders. “It’s not 
selfish. We all want to be there for this. And I’m sure the more time Sophie 
has to prepare for the conversation, the better. So how about we wait until 


everyone survives the first week of Foxfire? And in the meantime, we'll focus 
hard on these other projects.” 

Everyone nodded. 

“But I think we need to tell Wylie today,” Linh added quietly. “He should 
know what we've learned about his mom—and that were scheduling his 
father’s healing—in case he wants us to wait? 

“I was thinking the same thing,” Tiergan agreed. 

“Do you think Cyrah told him anything about the starstones, or gave him 
the missing one?” Sophie had to ask. 

“I feel like he would’ve mentioned it,” Tiergan told her. “Especially after 
the Neverseen interrogated him. But I still intend to double-check. I was 
planning to head there now.’ 

“Tl go with you,” Linh offered. “In case he needs cheering up.” 

Tam glared at his sister. “Oh sure. Leave us in research torment while you 
go hang out with your friend” 

“Uh, hello,” Biana told him, pointing to herself and Fitz and Sophie, 
“youre hanging out with us’ 

“Yeah, but . . . in a library? 

Biana laughed. “Its too bad Keefe isnt here—you two could have a 
contest to see who whines the most.’ 

“Id win,’ Keefe said from the doorway. 

Time seemed to stop—or maybe it was Sophie's heart as she watched him 
stride into the room. 

Keefe managed not to look at her as he folded his arms and flashed his 
famous smirk, telling everyone, “That’s right—I’m back!” 


Sixty-one 


WHAT ARE YOU doing here?” Sophie asked. 

Keefe's smirk widened as his eyes finally found their way to hers. “It’s 
good to see you too, Foster—though yowza, that’s a lot of emotions to hit a 
guy with all at once. In case you need help deciding, Id go with the part of 
you that wants to run over here for an epic Team Foster-Keefe hugfest, and 
not the part that wants to rip off my arms and smack me with them.” 

She looked away, blinking hard, trying to figure out how to respond. 

Keefe closed the distance between them, but still stood a few careful feet 
away as he added, “In case you're wondering, I’m all healed” 

He stretched out his arms and waved them around in a weird little dance 
without even the slightest wince. 

“Elwin took me off bed rest last night. And you can barely see the scar. I'd 
show you to prove it, but itd probably be weird to take my shirt off right 
now.” 

“It would,’ Grady agreed. 

Keefe nodded. “Tve also been eavesdropping outside—plus, Forkle hailed 
me this morning and caught me up on everything that’s been happening. So 
I already know about the giant beast things my mom made, and how we 
have a drugged Alvar in custody, and how all that boring stuff from Lady 
Cadence’s report about bacteria turned out to have something to do with 
flowers, and how theres apparently another Nightfall in Atlantis that’s not 
part of my legacy, and that’s where we need to go to get your parents. Oh, 
and my mom wants us to steal from it and destroy it—which totally kills the 
fun, but I’m still game for blowing a Neverseen hideout off the planet? 

“When Elwin let me know that Keefe was back on his feet,” Mr. Forkle 
explained, “I figured itd be easiest if I got him up to speed, so that he 
wouldn't slow us down today with a ton of questions.” 


“Oh, I still have questions,” Keefe said. “Lots of them. But I’m only going 
to ask one—for now.” 

His eyes shifted back to Sophie, and he struggled to swallow before he 
asked, “How much groveling am I going to have to do before you trust me 
again?” 

“Hopefully a lot? Tam jumped in. 

“I second that,’ Biana added. “And I don't even know exactly what 
happened.” 

Keefe's focus didn't shift from Sophie. “Your call, Foster. I totally get why 
you ousted me. I was being—” 

“An idiot?” Fitz suggested. 

Keefe shrugged. “I was going to go with ‘a sparkly poop head: ” 

Sophie’s lips twitched at that. “I should get you a T-shirt that says that.” 

“Id wear it? Keefe leaned slightly closer. “I'm sorry, Sophie. Really. And 
Pll do whatever it takes to make it up to you. Thats why I stayed in bed, even 
though I knew my mom had to be dragging you into a million dangerous 
things. I wanted to prove that I could do the right thing. Well, that and Ro 
threatened to tie me down and cover me in flesh-eating bacteria if I didn't, 
and I could tell she meant it? 

“Thats right,” Sophie said, standing on her tiptoes to scan the room. 
“Where's Ro?” 

“Outside, messing with Sandor. Who knew she could do a killer 
impersonation of his bunny voice?” 

That time Sophie's smile broke through. 

“She also figured out how my mom snuck past all the security here within 
about three seconds,’ Keefe added. “And she spent the entire time I’ve been 
eavesdropping pointing out a ton of other things the goblins are doing 
wrong—so I’m pretty sure theres going to be an ogre-goblin rumble any 
minute now.” 

“Nah, I don't feel like messing up my hair,’ Ro said, sauntering into the 
house, patting her tiny pigtails. 

Sandor, Woltzer, Grizel, and Cadoc scrambled in after her, taking up 
defensive positions around the room. 

Ro flashed a smile that emphasized the points of her teeth. “You guys are 
hilarious. I told you, I’m here under a bunch of boring ‘don't kill anyone’ 
orders. Plus, I just painted my nails.” 


She held up her hands to show off her claws, which were a deep, shiny 
blue. 

Sandor gripped the hilt of his sword. 

Ro didn't seem to notice. “Now heres a shock—another elvin house 
decorated with sparkles! But at least this place has dinosaurs. And it’s not as 
ridiculous as that towering monstrosity he grew up in? She pointed a blue 
claw at Keefe. “That place screams ‘overcompensating.” 

“You've been to Candleshade?” Sophie asked. 

“Only because he told me I could break stuff” Ro swung her arms, as if 
she were mentally bashing things with a baseball bat. 

“I sent Ro to search for whatever my mom left behind,” Keefe explained. 
“That way at least something was getting accomplished while I was stuck in 
bed.” 

“Uh, we accomplished a ton of stuff without you,’ Fitz reminded him. 

“Yeah. I know.” Keefe’s smile faded and his eyes lowered to Sophie's hand 
—which she realized was still entwined with Fitz's. 

“I found it, by the way,’ Ro said. “The thing his mom hid. It looks like 
junk to me—but it shut him up, so that’s all that matters. Plus, it was 
awesome shattering that ugly crystal desk to get to it. If any of you guys need 
stuff smashed, let me know.” 

‘TIl keep it in mind,’ Sophie told her, turning back to Keefe. “What did 
she find?” 

He pulled four pieces of metal out of his pocket, two silver and two gold 
—each with variations in their curved edges. 

“Okay ...,” Sophie said. “What are they?” 

Keefe held up one finger—an order to wait—before he selected one of the 
gold pieces, checked the edges a couple of times, and slipped it into the 
curve of one of the silver parts. 

“Hes going to show off now,’ Ro told them, “and pretend like he’s a 
genius. But this took him days to figure out? 

Keefe shrugged. “Or I had time to kill, and I knew you hated the noise? 

He knocked the loose pieces together with his other hand, creating a 
surprisingly loud Plink! Plink! Plink! 

Ro snarled. 

Keefe smirked and went back to flipping the connected pieces, twisting 
them a few times before he slid the other silver piece into the arrangement 


and twisted again. 

“Okay, this is the part that’s tricky.’ He rotated one of the pieces, and then 
adjusted them to three different heights before he tilted the final gold piece 
and tried slipping it in. 

No go. 

It took several back-and-forths—and a whole lot of muttering—but 
eventually the piece slid in. And once it did, the other pieces snapped 
together, creating a two-tone square about the size of an Imparter, but twice 
as thick. 

“Ta-da!” 

“Told you they wouldn't applaud,’ Ro said when everyone stared at the 
square, waiting for it to do something. 

“Is it a gadget?” Sophie asked. 

Keefe tapped it a few times. “It doesn’t seem to be. Honestly, I have no 
idea what it is—but at least I figured out how to piece it together, right?” 

Their murmured agreement was halfhearted at best. 

Keefe sighed. “Tough crowd. I must’ve made it look too easy.’ 

“I'm sure it is easy,’ Tam said, snatching the square from Keefe and 
snapping the pieces apart. But when he went to pop them back together . . . 

“How's that working out for you, Bangs Boy?” Keefe asked. 

Tam scowled. 

No amount of twisting, flipping, or rotating the pieces could get any of 
them to connect, and Ro cringed at all the plink, plink, plinking. 

“Oh man, this is the greatest present you could’ve ever given me,’ Keefe 
told him. 

“Whatever. It’s stupid,” Tam muttered. 

“Can I try?” Biana asked. 

She managed to fit two pieces together, but the last two refused to snap 
in. 

No one could do any better. Not Fitz. Not Linh. Not Mr. Forkle, or Grady, 
or Alden. Even the goblins tried, and Grizel looked ready to crush the pieces 
into dust—which made Ro laugh so hard she snorted. 

“Think you can do better?” Keefe asked Sophie. “Or are you afraid you'll 
have to admit I’m the real talent in this group?” 

When he put it like that... 


Sophie snatched the bits of metal and set to work. “So you really dont 
have any theories about what this is?” 

“Nope. But remember how my mom said something like “You finally 
solved that puzzle’ when I told her I'd found something? This has to be what 
she meant. You're doing that wrong, by the way. You have to end with a gold 
piece.” 

Sophie held up the three pieces shed fitted together—both gold and one 
silver. “Then how come I've gotten farther than everyone else?” 

“Because you can be wrong and still smarter than these guys,’ Keefe told 
her with a grin. 

“Or, I could ignore you and . . ” She tilted the last silver piece one way— 
then another—and finally twisted it around and click! 

“Now that deserves applause,’ Ro said. “I love this girl so hard?” 

Keefe snatched the puzzle from Sophie, turning it around in his hands. “I 
don't get it. The way I do it has the silver splotches curving out and the gold 
circling in” 

“So maybe you do it wrong,” Tam suggested. 

“It's a puzzle,” Keefe argued. “The pieces should only fit together one way.” 

“Not if that’s part of the challenge,’ Sophie countered. “Maybe it’s not just 
about solving it, but solving it a specific way?” 

“Tf that’s true,’ Fitz said, “how will we know which way is right?” 

Sophie had no idea, but she took back the puzzle, examining it from 
every angle before she pulled the pieces apart and tried solving it again. 
Keefe moved in to help—and while there was a whole lot of bickering, they 
managed to get three out of four clicked into place in another new 
arrangement. 

“You have to twist the last one the other way,’ Keefe said as she wrestled 
with the gold piece. 

“No, if I tilt it...” She angled the piece—then twisted the others and 
plink! 

“Uhbhh, anyone else think it looks exactly the same?” Ro asked. 

“It's pretty similar, but now the gold bits are all connected,’ Tam noted. 

“Is that better?” Ro asked. 

Biana sucked in a breath. “Yes! Don't you guys see it?” 

Everyone squinted at the square. 

Fitz caught it first. “There’s a rune.” 


“And not just any rune,” Biana said, tracing her finger across the golden 
shape. “It means ‘Archetype.” 


Sixty-two 


SO... THIS MUST be the key,’ Sophie said, cradling the metal square so, 
so carefully to make sure the pieces stayed together. “Lady Gisela said the 
Archetype is locked—and I guess it makes sense that shed keep the key and 
the book separate.” 

“But how is a metal square a key?” Tam asked. 

“I dont know,” Sophie admitted. “But I’m assuming it’ll make more sense 
once we have the Archetype.” 

“Perhaps I should hang on to that in the meantime,’ Mr. Forkle 
suggested, “and have our Technopath check it for trackers or listening 
devices.” 

“Wait, Fitz said as Sophie helped Mr. Forkle wrap the puzzle into a 
handkerchief. “Lady Gisela knows we have this, right? Keefe told her he 
found it?” 

“So?” Keefe asked. 

“So... then she has to know were going to use it as soon as we get our 
hands on the Archetype, doesn't she? Which doesn't make sense. Id figured 
the reason she didn't give us some big threat about what would happen if we 
refused to turn the book over was because she knew we couldn't open it? 

“So did I,” Sophie admitted. 

“Well, but this is my mom were talking about,’ Keefe reminded them. 
“She probably thinks I’m too dumb to put the key together the right way.’ 

“Actually, she doesn’t underestimate you the way your dad does,’ Sophie 
told him. “Every time I’ve talked with her, she’s been frustrated that you 
werent there.” 

“Only because she cant mess with my head,” Keefe mumbled. 

“Or maybe she doesn't care if we read the Archetype,” Biana suggested. 
“Maybe she thinks it'll make us want to work with her.’ 


“She did say something like that,” Sophie admitted. 

But Keefe’s mom had to know their truce was only temporary, and that 
they were never going to trust her. 

Which meant she had to have a plan for when it fell apart. 

“Whats especially strange is that she already handed over the journals,’ 
Mr. Forkle added. “Mind you, she’s still leaving the bulk of the work of 
finding Nightfall to us. But that doesn't change the fact that we currently 
have no reason to return the Archetype or the key to her. So either she's 
become an incredibly poor negotiator—or were missing her next trick” 

“Unless she's still counting on what she said to me before we went into 
the first Nightfall,” Sophie said, hating the reminder. “About how Id be 
desperate to cut another deal because Id need her to restore my parents’ 
sanity. She made it sound like this new Nightfall is super creepy.” 

Keefe glared at Mr. Forkle. “Why didn't you tell me about that?” 

“Because I’m not convinced it’s a valid threat—and even if it is, we can fix 
any damage done to Sophie's family by altering their memories.” 

“You still should’ve told me!” Keefe took Sophie by the shoulders. “Don't 
let her get in your head, Foster. Remember, this is all just a game for her. 
And she'll say or do anything to win.” 

Sophies mouth still tasted sour. 


“All I know is that my parents have been gone for . . ? She stopped, 
deciding she didn’t want to count how many days had passed. “We have to 
get them out of there? 


“We will,” Keefe promised. “Soon.” 

“Only if we get to work,’ Mr. Forkle said, gathering up the journals. “Pll 
start translating these, while the rest of you head to Eternalia, and then we'll 
exchange notes tonight.” 

Keefe sighed. “Come on, Forkle—you have to know I'm not going to 
waste time reading boring books.’ 

“It's not a waste,’ Mr. Forkle argued. “We need—” 

“Yeah, I caught your speech about why we need more information,” Keefe 
interrupted. “And I'm not saying youre wrong. But do you really think it’s 
smart to have five of us’—he pointed to himself, Fitz, Tam, Biana, and 
Sophie—“cooped up in a library looking for the same thing—especially 
since there’s a good chance it’s not even there?” 


“Dont forget about me,’ Linh added. “I can start helping tomorrow—or 
maybe even tonight, depending on how long it takes with Wylie? 

“Okay, so now were up to six,’ Keefe corrected. “Six of us sitting in a 
stuffy archive flipping through ancient scrolls. You really think that’s the best 
way to go about this?” 

‘Tm assuming you have another suggestion,” Tiergan said. 

“Yeah. We split up—some of us stuck in Boringville, and some of us in 
Atlantis searching street by street. I know it’s a lot of ground to cover, but at 
least we know it’s there, instead of just hoping we'll find something in a dusty 
old book. And I know youre worried about the Neverseen seeing us, but if 
we keep the group small, and make sure we do something normal while 
were there—like buying stuff for Foxfire—it should throw them off” 

“And I’m assuming you expect Sophie to come with you?” Grady asked. 

“I dont expect Sophie to do anything,” Keefe said, turning back to her. 
“I'm not trying to take control again, Foster—I promise. If you want to hit 
the books, go ahead. But I’m heading to Atlantis, okay? I'll go stir-crazy in 
the library. I wont be able to concentrate.” 

Neither would she. 

“I want to go to Atlantis,’ Sophie admitted. “Tm not sure I can handle 
sitting around right now. I’m too antsy? 

Keefe’s smile was enormous. “Woo! Team Foster-Keefe is back!” 

‘Tm in too,” Fitz said. 

“And me,’ Biana added. 

“Dude, I'm not gonna be the only one stuck on library duty,’ Tam told 
them. “But were changing the team’s name.” 

“We can't all be in,” Keefe reminded them. “That’s the point of splitting 


up: 
“The only way this will work,’ Mr. Forkle said, “is if you make a schedule 
and coordinate whos going and who's staying for each shift. Youre free to 
divvy it up however you want—so long as there's always at least one goblin 
with whoever’s in Atlantis.’ 

“Id point out that youd be way better off making sure they had an ogre 
with them,” Ro jumped in, “but your paranoid Councillors told me I’m not 
allowed to be seen in your cities. Which means’—she turned to Keefe 
—“youre stuck in library land—assuming I can sneak into the building 
unnoticed. If not, you'll just have to catch up with everyone later. Believe 


me, I’m not happy about it either, but I’m not supposed to let you out of my 
sight, so...” 

“You left me when you went to Candleshade,’ he reminded her. 

“That was different. You were on bed rest. And I rigged traps around your 
room when I left.” 

Keefe’s eyebrows shot up. “Wow, good thing I didn't get up to pee.” 

Ros grin said it definitely was. 

“Well, I don't need a babysitter,” he told her. 

“It's so precious that you think that. Look at him, guys—thinking he’s all 
tough.” 

“I like her,’ Tam said. 

Keefe shot him a glare that turned even colder when he directed it at Ro. 
“Tm going to Atlantis—and if you try to stop me, I'll make sure you take the 
blame for a very unfortunate incident in Councillor Alina’s castle and get 
banned from the Lost Cities.” 

Ro studied her claws. “Do that, and PII make sure my dad retaliates.” 

“Really? That’s the best you can do? Run to Daddy?” Keefe asked. 

“Just because you have daddy issues doesn’t mean we all do” 

“Okay, Mr. Forkle said, stepping between them, “in the interest of 
avoiding an interspeciesial incident, how about we provide extra security for 
Mr. Sencen, and you can blame us if anything happens, Ro?” 

“What kind of security?” Ro asked. 

“Me, Grady said before Mr. Forkle could answer. 

Sophie was going to be touched by Grady’s offer, until he added, “Tm sure 
Keefe’s going to talk his way into all of Sophie's shifts, and I want to keep an 
eye on them. And if you doubt my abilities, keep in mind that I've made 
someone burn off their own hand.” 

Ro looked mildly impressed. 

But she didn't agree until she looked at Keefe. “Fine—but only because he 
seems super bitter about this plan. What am I supposed to do while he’s 
gone?” 

“I can bring you to Riverdrift? Tiergan offered. “Lady Cadence has 
several of your father’s best microbiologists working with her on the 
soporidine antidote right now.’ 

“An ogre party boat?” Ro asked. 

“I believe they're calling it a research vessel,’ Tiergan noted. 


“Not once I get there? She wrapped her arm around Keefe’s shoulder and 
messed up his hair. “Have fun with your chaperone? 

On that note, Tiergan, Linh, and Ro left—and Mr. Forkle and Alden 
followed—leaving Grady with the less-than-happy task of arbitrating while 
Sophie, Keefe, Fitz, Biana, and Tam fought over the Atlantis schedule. 
Sandor, Grizel, and Woltzer added plenty of their own bickering, debating 
which one of them would cover security for each shift. And while Tam 
managed to force Keefe into a few of the research time slots, he gave most of 
them to Linh, not wanting her spending too much time underwater—no 
matter how many times Biana swore he was underestimating his sister. 

From there, they took time to map out the city, arranging each shift so 
that it would cover mostly new ground—but with enough overlap to keep 
the visits from looking systematic if anyone was watching. 

And thus began a string of endless, exhausting days where Sophie's feet 
throbbed from all the walking, and her eyes went blurry from all the 
reading, and she stumbled from shift to shift in a daze. 

She didn't hear the jokes Keefe cracked. 

Or taste the treats Fitz bought her. 

Or resist Bianas attempts to give her a makeover every time they 
pretended to shop. 

Or weigh in when Tam and Linh spent an entire Atlantis trip debating 
which pet Linh should adopt for the favor Tam owed her. 

Because every street that showed no trace of the symbol, every lengthy 
account of Atlantis’ history with no mention of the facility, every update 
from Mr. Forkle confessing that hed found nothing useful in the journals—it 
all felt like a ticking clock growing louder and louder and louder. 

Dex and Bronte had yet to access a single secret on the caches. Lady 
Cadence hadn't made any progress on the soporidine—and they still didn't 
have any clue what the Neverseen were planning to do with it. And no 
matter what Livvy tried, Alvar wouldn't wake up. 

Sophie forced a brave face every night when she checked on her sister, 
but all the things they didnt say piled up between them, making the 
conversation feel as tense as their smiles. 

And before Sophie knew it, Foxfire was starting—and the panic hit hard. 

She spent her last research shift—just her, Keefe, Sandor, Grady, and Ro— 
gathering the biggest stack of books she could carry so she could at least do 


something after school. 

“Hey, Keefe said, blocking her as she tried to scoot past where hed been 
sitting at the long obsidian table. “Did you seriously think you could hide 
these from me?” 

He reached up and wiped one of the tears trickling down her cheeks. 

She shrugged and looked away, hating that hed caught her. 

She wasn't crying about the things she should be worrying about—the 
huge, unsolvable problems that would surely affect everybody. 

She was being selfish and crying about the family she wouldn't even get to 
keep. 

“Okay, two choices,’ Keefe told her, standing up and tilting her chin 
toward him. “You can tell me what’s wrong. Or I can put my Empath powers 
to work—but keep in mind, Option B will likely pick up on all kinds of other 
feelings? 

Sophie gave him her surliest scowl, but he didn't back down. 

She looked away again, her eyes tracing the swirling facets in the dark 
ruby walls, which made the library look like it was made of jeweled 
mahogany. The room was probably supposed to feel cozy and opulent. But 
all Sophie saw was red. 

And still, Keefe waited, so she told him, “It’s just . . . were getting 
nowhere. And if we cant figure it out when were all working on it around 
the clock, how is anything going to get done when were all back at Foxfire 
and we have to let the adults take over?” 

Grady snorted. “You know, most people consider adults to be better at 
these kinds of things than teenagers.” 

Sophie and Keefe shared a look—and had to laugh. 

Grady sighed. “You two are definitely spending too much time together.” 

“I take it that means you haven't joined Team Foster-Keefe?” Ro asked. 
“Because I have to admit, they're pretty cute together. Especially when she 
gets that look in her eye like she’s going to tear off his head.” 

‘All I meant,’ Sophie said, doing her best to ignore Ro, “is that there’s so 
much going on right now, we cant afford to lose seven people—eleven, if 
you count Bronte and Lady Cadence and Tiergan and Mr. For .. ? 

She caught her slip just in time. 

“Darn, almost got one of the juicy secrets,” Ro said. “Though I’m pretty 
sure that means your wrinkly leader teaches at Foxfire.” 


“It's called mentoring,’ Sophie corrected, “and you can believe whatever 
you want.’ 

“T will? 

Sophie hoped that meant Ro would stick with her Forkle-is-a-Mentor 
theory and not look too closely at the principal. 

‘Anyway,’ Keefe said, “if it feels like the grown-ups aren't pulling their 
weight, we can always dit—” 

“No ditching,’ Sandor and Grady interrupted in unison. 

“Figured you guys would say that,’ Keefe told them, “even though you 
can't really stop us? He winked at Sophie. “But I think you're also forgetting, 
Foster, that weve managed to get a lot done when school is in session. We 
stopped the gnomish plague while going to Exillium—and you managed to 
look into the Everblaze while juggling midterms. You even got your abilities 
fixed—and healed Alden—during the first term this year.” 

The word “healed” unleashed a whole other storm of panic. 

Her friends had been coming over every night to work on the script for 
Prentice, but everything theyd come up with either felt too mushy or too 
cruel. Finding the right balance was starting to feel impossible. 

“Would it help if I’m there for the healing?” Keefe offered. “I could keep 
track of Prentice’s feelings. Or I could . . ? He glanced at Ro and his mouth 
shifted to a different word. “I could .. . do what I did to calm you down 
while we were in Ravagog.” 

Ro rolled her eyes. “Could you guys be any worse at hiding stuff?” 

Sophie ignored her, remembering that soothing blue breeze that had 
eased her panic. “That actually might be a good idea.” 

“Wow, you must really be scared if you're accepting my help that easily.” 
Keefe felt her forehead, as if checking for a fever. “I don't need to take you to 
Elwin, right?” 

Sophie sighed. 

But . . . the joke did help. 

The whole conversation helped. 

Her eyes had dried, and that tick-tick-ticking in her ears quieted. 

And Keefe knew it. His smile was adorably smug as he grabbed half of 
her books to help her carry them home. 

Grady, meanwhile, was studying Keefe like hed never seen him before in 
his life. 


‘Tm glad youre back,” Sophie told him, keeping her voice low—just for 
the two of them. 
Keefe’s smile turned unbearably sweet. “Me too, Foster. Me too? 


Sixty-three 


RETURNING TO FOXFIRE felt every bit as wrong as Sophie had expected. 

But in small ways, it also felt right. 

Even with the worries ticking away in her head—and even with the 
pressure of finals already looming—there was something comforting about 
wearing her amber-brown uniform again, and watching Mr. Forkle appear 
as the sharp-featured, dark-haired Magnate Leto, and wandering the 
colorful halls, surrounded by laughter and gossip. 

It felt like proof that someday things truly would return to the way theyd 
been when shed first moved to the Lost Cities and had no idea the 
Neverseen existed. 

Still, there were definitely challenges. 

Homework was a big one. In the past, Sophie had always been able to 
finish her assignments in study hall. But study hall had been cut in half, to 
add extra lecture time to each session. Her mentors had also doubled the 
workload to keep up with the accelerated curriculum. So every day, Sophie 
and her friends found themselves dragging home a thick stack of work that 
left almost no time for anything else. And while the adults did their best to 
pick up the slack—and gave Sophie lengthy updates every night to ease her 
mind—their reports were always filled with stories of failed attempts and 
false leads, with little actual progress. 

Ro's presence on campus was another problem—despite the stern lectures 
Magnate Leto kept giving at orientation every morning on how Ro was a 
distinguished guest and should be treated with honor and respect. The ogre 
princess didn't seem to mind the glares and whispers and screams—she even 
flashed claws and teeth to encourage them. But watching the other prodigies’ 
reactions made Sophie uneasy. After spending time with Ro and seeing her 
intelligence and humor—obnoxious as both could sometimes be—Sophie 


finally understood why Lady Cadence was always defending the ogres. And 
it turned her stomach to see how deeply the elves’ prejudice truly ran. 

Lunchtime was another complication. Jensi chose not to sit with them— 
and Sophie couldn't totally blame him, thanks to how crowded their table 
had gotten, now that Tam, Linh, and Marella were regulars. But it still made 
her sad every time he passed them by to head over to the Drooly Boys. And 
she wished Maruca would stop claiming the seat next to her. As Wylie’s 
cousin, Maruca knew all about Prentice’s upcoming healing, and spent the 
hour asking so many questions that it turned the healing into its own kind of 
stressful countdown. 

Four days. 

Three days. 

Two days. 

One. 

Then Sophie was stumbling on shaky legs into the cozy mountain cabin 
that Prentice and Wylie were sharing, not sure if she was going to throw up 
or pass out—especially when she saw how many people were waiting for her. 
Sandor, Grizel, and Ro chose to wait outside in order to patrol the 
surrounding forest. And the rest of the group had been limited only to those 
directly affected by Prentice’s sacrifice, or those who could provide Sophie 
with help or assistance. But the small wood-paneled room was still crammed 
with all five members of the Collective—though Tiergan had left behind his 
rocky disguise for the day. Quinlin and Livvy had also arranged to leave 
Amy with Grady and Edaline in order to join them. And Alden, Della, Fitz, 
Keefe, Tam, and Linh had all clumped together, their expressions as mixed 
as Sophie's tangled emotions. 

Wylie stood in the center of it all, next to a figure propped on a narrow 
bed, staring out the round window overlooking the snowcapped mountains 
—and Sophie could spot the changes in Prentice immediately. His usually 
dull, sweaty skin was now a rich, smooth umber, his blue eyes were clear, his 
tangled hair had been twisted neatly into smooth dreadlocks, and his full 
lips were miraculously drool free. He looked calm. Handsome, even. No sign 
of the twitching or thrashing Sophie had gotten so used to seeing. 

Still, Sophie had to work up the courage to hold Wylie’s piercing stare. 
She started with his arms, relieved to find no trace of the blisters that had 
marred his dark skin after the Neverseen’s interrogation. Then she moved 


her gaze to shoulders that looked even broader than she remembered, and 
finally to his face. His nose and lips were sharper than his father’s, and his 
smile—the rare times shed seen it—came from his mother. 

But his eyes were 100 percent Prentice’s. 

And Sophie saw terror in those piercing blue depths. 

And uncertainty. 

And sorrow. 

But there was also hope and peace and gratitude. 

Sophie didn't feel worthy of the last emotion. After all Prentice had done 
to protect her—and all Wylie had endured because of that sacrifice—she 
owed them this. 

Had owed them for a very, very long time. 

“Remember,” Mr. Forkle said as he led Sophie to a carved wooden chair 
that had been set up next to Prentice, “your goal is simply to catch Prentice 
up as much as you can and prepare him for what he'll find when he wakes. 
We trust you to judge how much he can handle.” 

“And tell him I love him, okay?” Wylie added quietly. “Tell him . . . I don't 
care how long it’s been, I just want him back.” 

“I will” she promised. 

“Tm right behind you,” Fitz said, reaching for her hand. They'd decided to 
have her keep her gloves on, afraid enhancing would be too much for 
Prentice. “Squeeze my fingers if you need me to give you a boost.” 

“Tm also happy to help any way I can,” Mr. Forkle promised. 

“As am I,” Tiergan said, moving to stand beside Wylie. 

“Same goes for me,’ Alden added, clearing the tremble from his throat. 

He glanced at Quinlin, as if he expected his former Cognate to make the 
same offer. But Quinlin was too busy staring at Prentice with a glazed, 
unreadable expression. 

“Wow, there are a lot of Telepaths in this room,’ Keefe said as he took his 
place on Sophies other side. “Good thing you were smart enough to also 
bring an Empath. Deep breaths, Foster—you've got this. And I’ve got your 
back. If I feel Prentice’s emotions getting too intense, Pll do this.” He 
clutched her shoulder—not tight enough to hurt, but enough to demand her 
attention. “So if you don't feel me doing that, you don't have to worry, okay? 
And if I feel either of you losing control, Pll pull off your glove and calm you 
both down. So just relax and do your Moonlark mind-healing thing” 


“Not healing,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “Just communicating. And if you 
need Mr. Tam to lift a veil of shadowvapor for any reason, all you have to do 
is say the word.” 

“Or if Prentice needs to be sedated, I’m ready,’ Livvy assured her, holding 
up a clear elixir. 

“Dont be afraid to abort if it’s not going well? Tiergan added. “Even if it 
means putting things off another day—or week—or month. We'll wait.” 

Sophie nodded blankly. 

Fitz leaned closer. “Just stick to the script, Sophie. It’s a good one. You're 
ready.” 

Sophie blew out a breath. “Okay.” 

Her eyes trailed back to Wylie—seeking that final assurance. And his 
shaky nod settled it. 

“All right, Prentice,’ she said as she closed her eyes and dove into his 
mental darkness. “Let’s start bringing you back? 


Sixty-four 


Um ... HI, SOPHIE transmitted, too startled to think of anything more 
articulate as she studied the lovely red-haired female who stood in front of 
her in a gauzy pink dress. 

Sophie had been prepared for another surreal projection as shed pushed 
past the sharper bits of Prentice’s shattered consciousness. But this was. . . 
unexpected. 

The redhead waited for her on the shore of a glassy lake, surrounded by 
swaying grassy plants that looked like glittery cattails. And Sophie 
recognized her even before she smiled her achingly familiar smile. 

Cyrah? 

Wylie’s mom nodded. “Hello, Sophie.” 

Her voice added a melodic curl to the words and Sophie marveled at the 
detail Prentice had managed to pull together for the vision. Hed rendered 
each curve of her face perfectly. Added each fleck of violet into Cyrah’s eyes. 
And when she tossed her long straight hair, the sun turned the strands every 
possible shade of red. 

“I had a feeling you might be coming to see me soon,’ Cyrah told her. 
“And I tried so hard to be prepared. I wanted to be me this time—the real 
me.” 

You mean Prentice, Sophie clarified. 

Cyrah nodded. “I wanted to show you I was ready. But . . . I couldn't 
figure out who I am. So this was the best I could do.” 

This works, Sophie promised, even if it meant she was going to have to 
break the news of Cyrah’s death to the woman herself—sort of. And the 
script shed carefully practiced seemed to unravel. 

“She’s one of the few things I’ve been able to hold on to,’ Cyrah added, 
each word pounding a nail into Sophie's heart. “Though I guess Pm not 


saying that right. I’m supposed to think of me as her right now, aren't I? This 
is always so confusing?” 

It was. 

You're doing the best you can, Sophie told her. 

They both were. 

Distantly—in another world—she felt soft pressure on each of her hands 
and a thread of warmth trickling through her brain. Tiny reminders that she 
wasnt in this alone. 

“Are you looking for another memory?” Cyrah asked, adjusting one of 
the jeweled combs tucked into her hair. “If so, I should warn you. They’re 
not in much better shape than the last time you were here. I keep trying to 
pull things together. But it’s such a mess.” 

I know. Thats why I'm here. 

Cyrah sucked in a breath. “Is it time to... 2” 

Were working toward it, Sophie promised. But we have to do this in steps, 
to make sure we dont overwhelm you. 

“That sounds . . . slow.” The sky flooded with storm clouds. 

It won't be, Sophie said, hoping that was true. And no matter what, it 
WILL happen. 

The clouds receded, but the sky stayed dimmer than it had been, the air 
colder, with a sharp wind that rippled the smooth surface of the lake. 

“You told me not to think about how many years have passed,’ Cyrah 
whispered. “And I’ve tried not to. But . . . I need to know? 

Are you sure? 

Some small, wimpy part of Sophie couldn't help hoping the answer would 
be no. 

But Cyrah told her, “I think it'll help me start piecing things together.’ 

Sophie nodded. 

She realized Cyrah couldnt actually see her, so she gathered her 
consciousness, shaping it into something more focused and solid, until she 
had a body of sorts—a mental avatar that appeared in the scene. The soft 
fabric of the teal tunic shed dreamed up brushed her imagined skin as she 
reached for Cyrah's trembling hand and led her over to a cluster of boulders 
nestled among the sparkly plants, then took a seat on the uneven stones. 

If this gets to be too much, Sophie transmitted, you have to tell me, okay? 

Cyrah chewed her lower lip. “Give me a second.” 


Blinding flashes erupted across the lake, and dozens of graceful black 
swans emerged from the sparks, tucking their dusky wings as they glided 
along the glassy water. 

“Swans help me focus,” Cyrah explained. “Especially black ones.” 

I remember you telling me that. 

Sophie jumped when more swans appeared at their feet, bobbing their 
noble heads and filling the air with their slightly mournful squeaks. 

Does that mean you remember the Black Swan? 

Cyrah reached out to stroke the nearest swans neck. “The words feel 
familiar. And there are flickers. A sense of urgency, and... something like a 
warning. But not enough to wrap my mind around.” 

Thats still good, Sophie told her. It gives us somewhere to start. 

“I thought we were going to start with how long it’s been.” 

You're sure you can handle that? 

‘Tm not sure of anything. But . . . is it the worst thing youre going to 
share?” 

No, Sophie admitted, deciding to be honest. 

The swans flapped their wings, and their squeaks turned to groans, 
making it hard to hear Cyrah mumble, “Then tell me? 

A fresh thread of warmth boosted Sophie's mental strength, giving her 
the courage to say, Its been about thirteen years. 

Icy rain erupted around them, matching Cyrah’s tears. “That’s . . . a very 
long time.” 

It is, Sophie told her. And... its my fault. You put yourself through all of 
this—gave up all those years—to protect me. 

The confession shredded something inside Sophie. But Cyrah’s rain 
turned warmer, until it was mostly a mist hovering around them. 

“I had to protect the moonlark,’ she whispered, reaching out to brush 
Sophie's cheek. “And I knew the risks. I may barely remember what I look 
like—or what it feels like to be awake. But I’ve always known this was my 
choice. And... that I had to trust.” 

Prentice had used a similar phrase once before—the first time that Sophie 
had tried searching his memories. 

We have to trust. 

Hed trusted her. 

Counted on her to fix him. Taken that unimaginable risk. 


And shed failed him all this time. 

But not anymore. 

Wylie wanted me to tell you he doesnt care how long its been, she 
transmitted. And that he loves you. 

“Wylie.” 

The name brought back the sun, melting the mist and casting glints of 
gold across the black swan's feathers. 

But the clouds slowly returned. “He must be all grown up.” 

He's a Level Eight at Foxfire, Sophie admitted. And he’s missed you every 
single day. But he never gave up hope that youd come back. And Tiergans 
taken amazing care of him. 

“Tiergan?” 

Sophies heart stopped with the slip. 

“Why has Tiergan been taking care of him?” 

It... doesn't matter. 

Thunder cracked all around them, sending the swans scattering. “Why 
has Tiergan been taking care of him. Did I—did Cyrah .. . are they 
together?” 

No! Sophie promised. It wasn't like that. 

“Then what was it like?” 

Its... hard to explain. 

“Try.” 

Not now. 

“Why?” 

Far, far away Sophie could feel pressure on her right shoulder—Keefe's 
warning. 

Because this is getting to be too much for you. 

“Tll decide when it’s too much! Is this what you meant when you said 
there would be worse things to tell me? Is it something with Cyrah?” 

Sophie tried to pull her mind back—tried to melt into a blip of thought 
and ghost away—but Cyrah snatched her wrist with an iron grip, chaining 
her to Prentice’s consciousness. 

“Tell me!” 

I will, Sophie promised. But not until your emotions are under control. 

“I don't care about my emotions!” 

You will if this sets you back months and months. 


“You think I can just forget this? You think the question wont be trapped 
in here with me, rattling around my head while I wait and wait and wait for 
you to come back?” 

Cyrah’s features widened with each word, and her red hair turned black 
and twisted into dreadlocks as her skin darkened and her body stretched 
taller. 

The new form was smudgy and indistinct—like a crayon drawing by a 
small child. 

Still, Sophie knew who she was looking at. Prentice? 

He struggled through a nod, and a fresh crack of thunder shook the 
scenery, sending the last of the swans flapping away. 

Warmth crashed into Sophies mind, paired with a soft, blue breeze. But 
neither stopped the lake from cresting into a wave and crashing over her, 
dragging her to a bubble of inky black. 

“Just tell me,’ Prentice begged. His form looked even sloppier in the 
shadowy pocket. And his voice sounded as brittle as the jagged memories 
that swarmed around them, slashing and shredding and clawing closer. 

He repeated the plea again. 

And again. 

And again. 

The shards broke through, aiming for Sophie’s skin. And when they 
couldn't break past her mental shields, they turned on Prentice, smudging 
his weary form like jagged erasers. 

“This is how it’s going to be for me,” he told her. “Just this, endlessly.” 

The shards kept blurring and smearing. 

Until there was very little of him left. 

So when he repeated his plea a final time, Sophie told him everything. 

Every heartbreaking, ugly detail. 

Until the shards of memory stilled. 

And the lasts wisps of Prentice vanished. 


Sixty-five 


No!” 


Sophie wasn't sure if she was transmitting the plea or screaming it. 

But she could feel bursts of warm tingles blasting through her 
consciousness as the blue breeze swirled faster and faster. 

Prentice, please! 

PLEASE. 

You have to come back. 

She repeated the cry as she dove into the jagged memories—not caring 
what chaos she might find on the other side. 

Dark nothingness awaited—the space so black and empty, it felt like 
dropping into a void—leaving her falling, falling, falling, so fast and so far, 
she might as well have dropped through the center of the universe. 

The blue wind chased her down—raced ahead—managed to catch her. 

And the jolt forced her to stop. 

Think. 

As if there was a distant voice chanting, “You’ve got this! You’ve got this! 
You've got this!” 

The confidence mixed with the next rush of warmth, and she slowly 
remembered that Prentice couldn't be gone. 

Hed simply hidden himself away. And she could find him. If she didn't 
give up. 

With that resolve fueling her, she grabbed the blue wind and tugged, 
shaping it into feathers—gorgeous cerulean wings that fluttered at the 
slightest wisp of thought and shimmered in the darkness. 

Please, Prentice, she transmitted. If you won't come back for me, do it for 
Wylie. He loves you. He needs you. 


She repeated the plea again and again, until the darkness seemed to 
tighten—until there were edges behind the blackness. Barriers that held in 
her sounds, filling the space with soft, looping echoes. 

Some small part of her mind found the effect familiar, but she was too 
focused on adding images to wonder why. She didnt have nearly as many 
memories of Wylie as shed like—and too many of them were heartbreaking. 
But maybe Prentice needed to see that. 

Maybe he needed proof of just how much his son missed him to find the 
strength to return. 

So she showed him the heated arguments shed had with Wylie about 
healing his father, and Wylie’s hopeless visits when theyd feared that 
Prentice had been lost forever. She even showed him a glimpse of the 
injuries Wylie sustained during the Neverseen’s interrogation. And she 
finished with the last image shed seen, of Wylie clinging to Prentice’s hand, 
asking her to tell him that he loved him. 

He’ waiting for you, she told Prentice. 

Come back. 

Come back. 

Come back. 

Far away there was pain in her shoulder—Keefe warning her that 
Prentice’s emotions were crashing—and a fresh blast of blue wind surged to 
lift her wings and make her lighter. 

But other than her echoes, Prentice’s mind stayed silent—and there were 
no warm trails to follow. No sign of recognition. 

Please, Prentice, she begged. So many people need you here. 

She showed him glimpses of Alden’s guilt and devastation, and the 
Collective's frustration and impatience, and Tiergan’s grief and loyalty—as 
well as glimmers of his love for Wylie. 

When that didnt make a difference, she added her own struggles to the 
mix—every tear shed shed over her role in his current situation. Every 
nightmare. Every wasted day. 

Dont you see how much you matter? she asked. How deeply you're loved? 

Maybe he needed proof. 

So she scraped together every ounce of love she could find within herself 
and poured it into the darkness in a white hot rush. 

The light swirled with the black, mixing into a hazy shade of gray. 


When it still wasn't enough, she dug deeper, reaching into her heart and 
tapping into that raw emotional well, where everything burned with a new 
kind of heat. It seared every thought as she gathered up the force of it, 
erupting into sparks as she blasted it into Prentice’s consciousness—and the 
blue wind fanned the sparks into flames. 

Harmless flames. 

Helpful flames. 

Flames that danced and crackled and gobbled up the murk. 

Warmth followed, swelling from within that time—growing and growing 
and growing until it melted each of the jagged shards of memory and welded 
them into some sort of mass as the rising energy launched Sophie up, up, up 
—so fast, so sudden, it knocked her back into her body, leaving her blinking 
and trembling and gasping for breath, her now-bare hands held fast by 
clammy, shaking palms. 

People called her name, pummeled her with questions—each voice 
stomping on the next until their words were a mush of noise. 

Except one. 

One voice that silenced everyone. 

All eyes turned to Prentice as he blinked eyes that were clearer and more 
focused than theyd been in over a decade, and moved lips that had done 
nothing but mumble and groan and drool but now formed hoarse, crackly 
words. 

“I think... Pm back? 


Sixty-Six 


PRENTICE WAS HEALED. 

Sophie hadnt meant to do it. Hadnt recognized that she was 
unconsciously going through the steps of a healing. 

But . . . Prentice seemed okay. 

He was disoriented, and overwhelmed, and heartbroken. 

But he hadnt shattered. 

Hed simply clung to his son, and they'd both cried together, until his 
weak body collapsed into sleep—real sleep, Livvy assured them. Shed 
quadruple-checked. 

Shed also had Keefe read Prentices emotions to make sure they were 
holding steady. And had Tam take a quick reading of his shadowvapor to 
ensure it was within a normal range. 

Mr. Forkle also chose to monitor Prentice’s dreams. 

He could do that now, without risking his sanity. 

Because Prentice was healed. 

But he wasn't back to normal, either. 

His memories were a mess—the splintered fragments mashed together so 
haphazardly that there was no rhyme or reason to anything. And no matter 
how hard any of them tried to help him make sense of it, his mind remained 
chaos. 

“It's up to Prentice now,” Mr. Forkle said as he took the seat next to 
Sophie on one of the benches lining the cabins wraparound porch. “He's the 
only one who can sort out his past.” 

Blur and Wraith had left already. As had Della. And the rest of the group 
had ducked outside to give Wylie, Prentice, and Tiergan some privacy to 
discuss what happened to Cyrah. 

“But he will get back to normal?” Sophie asked. 


ace 


Normal’ is a relative term,’ Alden reminded her, his eyes on the forest 
beyond, where a smoky mist seemed to be thickening as the day stretched 
on. 

He didn't look as peaceful as Sophie would’ve expected. Mostly 
thoughtful. 

Fitz went over and wrapped him in a hug. 

“From this point on, Prentice will have his health,’ Mr. Forkle told them. 
“And his son. And the chance to make new memories. ‘The rest? Only time 
will tell. The consciousness continues to shatter after the initial break, so 
after all of these years, his memories have all but dissolved. Imagine a piece 
of glass that you smash with a stone. One hit and it’s easy enough to see how 
to fit the shards back together. But smash it again? And again? And again, 
and again, and again?” 

It shouldn't have been a surprise. But the reality of it flattened Sophie's 
heart. “There's really nothing we can do?” 

“If you're hoping for a quick fix, no,’ Mr. Forkle admitted. “But I do think 
it would be wise for all of us to make memory logs of everything we 
remember about Prentice, or things weve glimpsed in his mind, or—” 

“I disagree,’ Quinlin interrupted. “Hes already lost more than a decade of 
his life—why waste another second of it trying to scrape together the past? 
He should be focusing on rebuilding and moving forward.” 

“Why can't he do both?” Linh countered. 

“Because nothing good can come from looking too deeply into the 
tragedies that can't be changed.” Quinlin paced to the farthest corner of the 
porch, tracing his hand along the railing. “We all watched Grady and 
Edaline fall apart after Jolie—are we really wishing the same for Prentice?” 

“I think it’s too early to know how he'll respond—long term—to Cyrah’s 
loss,” Alden said quietly. “But I can’t imagine he'll want to forget her? 

“I never said forget her,” Quinlin argued. “But he already remembers 
enough. Any more will only add to his pain—which is why we should treat 
this memory loss as the gift that it is.” 

No one seemed to know what to say to that—not even Sophie. And it 
killed her that Quinlin might be right—that it might be better to leave 
Prentice with fragments and mysteries than put him through additional 
grief. 


She couldn't figure out why it hurt so much—or wouldnt let herself 
admit it—until she was away from Keefe’s prying Empath senses, alone in 
her bed later that night with nothing but Iggy’s snoring and her own 
miserable thoughts for company. 

Some tiny, desperate part of her had been clinging to the hope that 
whatever secrets had caused Prentice to call swan song—whatever had 
helped him to know about the Lodestar symbol—would somehow lead them 
to Nightfall. 

It was a silly, illogical idea. But now that it was gone, the only choice left 
was to go back to their needle-in-a-haystack ways. 

Back to endless piles of schoolwork, and discouraging nightly reports and 
nothing, nothing, nothing. 

No answers. 

No plan. 

Each day dragging her further from her human parents and leading the 
Neverseen to their surely inevitable victory. 


+ + %* 


“I SAW THIS HUMAN MOVIE one time,’ Dex said to her on the fourth day 
back at Foxfire after the healing, making her drop the book shed been 
pulling from her locker. 

She hadn't noticed him beside her. 

Had barely noticed anything. For days. 

“It was about this plague that turned everyone into zombies,’ Dex 
continued, retrieving her book and handing it over. “There were all these 
people shuffling around with glassy eyes and rotting flesh. It was super gross 
—but also kind of hilarious to see what humans are afraid of? 

“Okay; Sophie said as she closed her locker. “You're telling me this .. . 
why?” 

“Because that’s what youre starting to remind me of—without the bloody 
sores. I mean, Fitz gave you another box of pudding puffs at lunch and you 
didn't even blush. And you've been walking around with this stuck to your 
shoulder all day? 

He peeled off a bold-lettered sign that said, ALL HAIL TEAM FOSTER-KEEFE! 

She blinked. 


He lowered his voice, making sure no one nearby was listening before he 
asked, “You're worrying about your parents, right?” 

A lump caught in her throat. “I shouldn't be? 

“Why not?” 

“Because there are so many huger problems—like the soporidine and—” 

“Hey; he said, waiting until she looked at him. “You're allowed to care 
about your family.” 

Tears welled in her eyes. “We've lost almost another week. And I know 
the Washers can erase their memories—but that doesnt help them right 
now, with whatever misery they're suffering” 

“I know. But... I bet they dont even know how long it’s been, or where 
they are, or what's happening. You and I didn’t, remember? They kept us 
drugged.” 

“Not the whole ti—” 

“Dont, Dex interrupted. “If you're going to find them—and fix all these 
other problems—you need to stay focused. And theres a really good chance 
I’m right about them being sedated—you have to admit that. So can't you try 
to believe it, and use it to shut the nightmares down before they get too 
distracting? Just tell yourself, Theyre sleeping, theyre sleeping, theyre 
sleeping? 

Her logical side wanted to poke a million holes in his theory. 

But... he had a point. 

She had no idea what her parents were dealing with—so why not hope 
for the best instead of assuming the worst? 

“TIl try,’ she promised. 

“Try it now,’ he pushed. “Close your eyes and think it until you mean it? 

It took so many repetitions that Sophie lost count. But by the end, her 
nerves had settled and her nausea had faded, and everything felt a little bit 
clearer. 

“Keep that up—every time the panic comes back, okay?” Dex pleaded. 
“And if you need to talk, hail me. Anytime.” 

She nodded and he reached for her hand, giving her gloved fingers a 
gentle squeeze before realizing he was going to be late for his technopathy 
session and racing away. 

It wasnt until Sophie was halfway to her own session that she realized... 


That was the first time Dex had talked to her—really talked to her—since 
their infamous kiss. 

It was a small victory compared to the massive battles they were still 
waging. But she was still grateful for it. 

And later that night, she actually slept. 


Sixty-seven 


DEX’S SUGGESTION KEPT Sophie out of zombie mode for another week 
—though it required a lot of mentally chanting, Theyre asleep, theyre asleep, 
theyre asleep. 

But it also dredged up a whole other kind of worry. 

If the Neverseen were keeping her parents sedated . . . could they be using 
soporidine? 

And much as she tried to tell herself that being in a deep, comalike trance 
was better than them being conscious prisoners, she couldnt help 
wondering what kind of a toll a drug like that would take—especially since 
Lady Cadence and the ogres still seemed no closer to a cure. 

So when Friday rolled around again—and there hadn't been the slightest 
bit of news or progress—Sophie found herself ignoring Sandor and climbing 
to the top level of Foxfire’s glass pyramid instead of heading to her afternoon 
session. And when the door to Magnate Leto’s office was locked, she plopped 
down on the floor to wait for him. 

“Whoa—is the Mysterious Miss F. ditching?” Keefe asked several minutes 
later as he strode up the stairs, followed by Ro and Magnate Leto. “Or did 
you get sent here? Either way, you clearly deserve the highest of high fives.” 

“Why are you here?” Sophie asked, ignoring his raised hand as she 
stumbled to her feet. 

“Tiny incident in the Level Five wing—but don't look at me. This one was 
all on her? He hooked a thumb toward Ro. 

“Why does that not surprise me?” Sandor grumbled. 

Ro batted her eyelashes. “Hey, it’s not my fault if someone gets their foot 
broken while trying to trip me?” 

“It is if you stomp on them as hard as you can,’ Magnate Leto argued. 


His usually sleek hair looked much more disheveled than usual as he led 
the way into his triangular office. 

“You should’ve heard the crunch,” Keefe whispered when Sophie followed 
him in. 

“And the squealing,’ Ro added. “You elves are such melodramatic babies. 
The bone barely even poked through her skin? 

Sophie shuddered. “Who was it?” 

“I dont think you know Shayda,’ Keefe said, collapsing into one of the 
tweed armchairs across from Magnate Letos gilded, antique-style desk. “I 
barely know her either—except that she always gives me lots of presents at 
midterms and finals.” He winked. “By the way, love what you've done with 
the place, Leto” 

“Tm sure you do.” Magnate Leto sank into his own chair, which was more 
of an upholstered throne now. 

“You're welcome for making it so you don't have to stare at ten thousand 
reflections of yourself every day; Keefe told him. 

Sophie elbowed Keefe as she sat beside him. “You don’t get to brag about 
leaving me covered in shattered glass.” 

“Wait—did you wreck this place?” Ro asked, studying the sloped glass 
walls and pointed ceiling with new appreciation. 

“He did? And Sandor’s glare made it very clear that Keefe hadn't been 
forgiven. “He's lucky the floor didn't shatter with the walls.” 

“I knew it was thicker,’ Keefe mumbled, “just like I knew the cloak would 
keep Sophie covered.” 

Ro whistled. “You know, when you're trying to impress a girl, it’s probably 
better if you don't almost kill her.” 

“Eh, this is Foster. She loves the thrill?” 

“Moving back to the much more pressing matter, Magnate Leto 
interceded, “Shayda Adel happens to be the daughter of two important 
Emissaries.” 

“So? Pm a princess? Ro pointed to the tattoos on her forehead. 

“I'm aware. But royalty or not, you'll still have to face consequences for 
your actions—and not just the detention I’m going to make you both serve 
through the end of the school year. The Adels will insist the Council issue 
their own punishment.” 


“What about the punishment for her assault on me?” Ro countered. “She 
was trying to knock me into that ugly jeweled dragon statue in the atrium— 
and if you think I’m going to let some scrawny elf make a fool out of me—” 

“Miss Adel’s punishment will be the days of bed rest she now requires 
while her bones heal? Magnate Leto interrupted. “And yours will likely 
involve some sort of apology during orientation next week—which I 
recommend you attempt to sound sincere for. I understand that some of my 
prodigies have been far from welcoming—and I’m working to correct that. 
But in the meantime . . . play nice. And if anything like this happens again, 
try defending yourself in a way that Elwin can quickly heal with an elixir” 

Ro crossed her arms. “Fine. But I’m going to need a list of exactly what 
kinds of injuries that leaves available—ranked in order of how painful they 
are.” 

“Can I get a copy of that list too?” Keefe asked. 

Magnate Leto rubbed his temples. “Some days I miss being Beacon.” 

“Hey, if you ever need a day off principal duty, Id be happy to fill in,’ 
Keefe offered. 

“Me too! Me too!” Ro said. 

“And what about you?” Magnate Leto said, ignoring them and shifting his 
attention to Sophie. “To what do I owe this visit?” 

Sophie glanced at Ro. “Um... I need to talk to you alone.” 

“Wow, subtlety is not your thing,” Ro told her. “So let’s end the misery—I 
already know this guy is the Forklenater. Took me about two seconds to 
figure it out after I met him. The berries might mask his scent for your noses 
—or his.” She grinned at Sandor. “But one whiff and I was like, come on, 
who are we kidding?” 

“Interesting, Magnate Leto said, leaning back in his chair. “Have you 
shared this knowledge with your father?” 

“Nope. He'll respect you more if you tell him yourself. And I never 
thought Td say this, but . . . I want you guys to keep working together—even 
after he tracks down the jerks who defected. Your Councillors are too stuffy 
—and the Neverseen are backstabbers. But the Black Swan might actually be 
useful.” 

Magnate Leto’s lips twitched into a smile. “I appreciate your discretion.” 

He turned back to Sophie. “I’m assuming you're here about the journals?” 


Sophie nodded. “Please tell me you've finally learned something that 
might help?” 

“As a matter of fact, I have. Id been planning to call a meeting once we 
finished the school week and I could take a break from this identity. But 
since youre here...” 

He reached into his desk and held up a rough sketch of the Nightfall 
symbol, tracing a finger along one of the lines. “What does this look like to 
you?” 

“Tm guessing the correct answer isn't ‘a line?” Sophie said. 

Keefe leaned closer, squinting at it. “I think it’s a rune.” 

“Tt is. As is this.” Magnate Leto traced his finger over another line in the 
design. “And this. And this. And this. And this. And this. Seven runes in all, 
which means this isn’t just a symbol. It’s a signature.” 

Now he had Sophies attention. “You know the name of the escaped 
prisoner.’ 

“I do? He ran his finger over each of the runes again. “Vespera? 


Sixty-eight 


VESPERA.” 

The name gave Sophie goose bumps—and not just because they finally 
had a piece of concrete information about the new villain they were chasing. 

“Do you think that’s the password?” she asked. “For one of the Forgotten 
Secrets in Fintan’s cache?” 

“It’s seems worth testing,” Magnate Leto said. 

He promised to make sure that Bronte and Dex met at Havenfield the 
next morning—then ordered Sophie and Keefe to return to their sessions 
while he cleaned up Ross foot-smashing mess. 

Sophie did as he asked, but the whole rest of the day her brain was a 
constant loop of Vespera, Vespera, Vespera. And the more the name repeated, 
the more certain she was that theyd found their breakthrough. 

This had to be the big AHA! that would make everything come together 
and finally help them get ahead of the Neverseen’s plans. 

It felt like morning would never get there—but then it did. And Dex was 
already waiting for her when she made her way downstairs. So was Bronte. 
And Mr. Forkle. And Alden and Della. And Grady and Edaline. And Tam, 
Linh, Biana, Fitz, Keefe, Grizel, Woltzer, Lovise, and Ro. 

Bronte insisted on giving all of them a lecture about the risks of learning 
a Forgotten Secret—and made the goblins and Ro wait outside—and Sophie 
was going to explode with impatience until Dex brought out the cache, and 
they all held their breath as he whispered “Vespera” to the tiny crystal orb, 
and... 

... absolutely nothing happened. 

Bronte tried saying it louder, with more authority, but it didnt make a 
difference. Just like it didn't matter when Keefe tried saying it with an 
unsettlingly accurate mimic of Fintan’s voice. Nor when Dex closed his eyes 


and tried to say the name through the strange language of Technopaths— 
even when Sophie enhanced him. 

“How can that not be the password?” she groaned, sitting on her hands so 
she wouldn't do something stupid, like grab the cache, run outside, and hurl 
it off the cliffs. 

“Honestly, Im not surprised,” Bronte admitted, and she switched to 
wanting to throw the cache at his head. “The passwords are supposed to be 
personal to the caches owner, so Vesperas name is too generic. But, I can 
run it through the registry and see if it turns up any records. And I'll share it 
with the rest of the Council in case it dredges up a rare memory.’ 

“I can also run it by the former Lumenaria guards,’ Alden offered. “And 
Fallon as well. He wouldn't let me in the last time I visited, but he did 
respond a few times when I shouted through the door?” 

Every plan sounded awfully similar to the things theyd already been 
wasting time on. 

But . . . they knew the prisoners name now. That had to make a 
difference. 

And yet, when they regrouped at Havenfield the next day, no one had any 
good news. 

“Maybe “Vespera is an alias,’ Biana suggested as she squished into the 
space on the couch between Dex and her brother. “Or . . . maybe we 
arranged the runes wrong? 

“I guess it could be Evespar,’ Linh said. “Or Apreves, or Pravese, or... are 
those actually names?” 

“We could play with ugly anagrams all night,’ Keefe told her. “Or we 
could solve this the faster way. Who has my old Imparter?” 

“I do,’ Sandor said from his post in the corner. “But I don’t see why we 
need to involve your mother again.” 

“Because she’s the only one who's helped us so far,’ Sophie reminded him. 

“Ohhhh, does this mean I get to stab Keefe?” Ro asked when Sandor 
handed over the silver gadget and Sophie took a seat on the bottom step of 
the staircase. 

Keefe sat beside Sophie. “Just my finger—and keep in mind that I have an 
elixir that will turn you sparkly pink if you cut me too hard.” 

Ro’ grin was downright wicked as she drew a dagger from the back of 
her breastplate. “I bet Td look good in sparkles.” 


“Wait,” Sophie said, before Ro could draw any blood. “Mr. Forkle can't be 
here when we hail her. And I doubt Lady Gisela will talk with Bronte around 
either.” 

“If I know my mom,’ Keefe said, “she'll be way more helpful if we don't 
have any adults listening in. She thinks were easier to fool without them.” 

“You are,’ Bronte said, earning groans from all of Sophie’s friends. “What? 
It’s a fact. Adults have more experience.” 

“Yeah, well, go be experienced in the kitchen,” Keefe told him. “Feel free 
to make us some snacks while you're there. And OW!” He yanked his hand 
away from Ro. “Did I say you could stab me yet?” 

“You would’ve been way flinchier if I'd warned you first. Besides, I barely 
nicked you—but if you want me to kiss it and make it better when you're 
done .. .” She puckered her lips—which shed painted blue that morning— 
and made a loud smooch. “Or were you going to offer that job to Sophie?” 

“Dont hate me for saying this,’ Grizel whispered to Sandor, “but Pm 
starting to like this ogre.” 

Sandor let out a squeaky sigh. 

Keefe, meanwhile, waited for the adults to file into the kitchen before he 
smeared his blood across the Imparter and held it up to face him, angling it 
to show as little of the room as possible. 

“Looks like the reckless son has finally returned to fight for his legacy,’ 
Lady Gisela said through the blank screen. “And with his loyal bodyguard, 
no less. Hello, Princess—it’s so good to see you. Are you enjoying your time 
in the Lost Cities?” 

Ro shrugged. “It’s not so bad when I get to smash things. I had a lot of fun 
in your old house. You didn't care about that desk, did you?” 

Sophie could hear the scowl in Lady Gisela’s voice when she said, “No, my 
son already retrieved what I needed from there.” 

“I did,” Keefe agreed. “So now you can tell us all about Vespera? 

“And here I thought you were hailing me to say youd finally gotten your 
hands on the Archetype.” 

“Nope. If you want your stupid book back, you have to tell us where to 
find it,’ Keefe told her. 

“I already gave you my journals. And if you've figured out the signature, 
you've no doubt spotted the other clues. Your job is to find where it all leads” 


“Maybe you should tell us what clues you found,” Fitz jumped in, “so we 
can make sure we caught them all” 

“Ah. The Vacker boy is around,’ Lady Gisela said. “And still contributing 
very little, it seems. But if you need me to spell it out, there are several 
entries that talk about steps—and Id once thought Vespera meant a list of 
tasks. But now I believe she means literal stairs. I can't tell if they identify the 
facility or are simply a part of it, but either way it gives you a landmark to 
watch for. There's also a part where she goes on and on about rebuilding 
after the sinking—and Td thought she meant rebuilding her plans. But I 
think she meant the facility itself—or part of it, at least—which is why it has 
to be in Atlantis. And the part about leaving her mark on Nightfall implies 
the facility is branded with her symbol” 

“So... youre not actually sure about any of this,” Sophie said through 
gritted teeth. “These are all just theories.” 

“No, Sophie, these are facts. You’ve read the journals. You saw how she 
described it. Or wait—have you?” 

“I didn’t have time to translate thousands of ancient runes,” Sophie 
admitted. 

“Ugh. What a horrible time to delegate. That explains why this is taking 
so much longer than Id expected. I’ve been wondering how you could stand 
to let so much time pass.” 

“We haven't been letting time pass, Keefe snapped. “Weve been working 
on it every day.’ 

“Not hard enough. Read the journals—you'll find a whole other kind of 
motivation. Or, if youd rather keep trusting the Black Swan, I'd recommend 
demanding they share what they clearly haven't bothered mentioning. ’m 
sure theyre around there somewhere. Probably eavesdropping right now. 
And once you have a proper understanding of exactly whats at stake, I'd 
recommend you start using your brains and track down Nightfall. Don't hail 
me again until you do.” 

The Imparter went silent. 

“Gotta love my mom's pep talks,” Keefe muttered, wiping his bloody 
finger on his dark cape. 

“I'm assuming you heard that,” Sophie called to Mr. Forkle. “Care to 
explain?” 


“Any details I haven't shared have been to spare you unnecessary worry, 
he called back, then shuffled slowly into the room. 

The others followed, and Sophie was glad to see that Grady and Edaline 
looked as confused as she felt. So did Alden and Della. 

Even Bronte. 

“I don't need you sparing me—” 

“Yes, Miss Foster. You do. We all know this threat is deeply personal to 
you—and that every day it’s a struggle for you not to give in to your panic. 
Theres no reason to add to this extra burden.” 

“Keefe’s mom sure made it sound like there is,” Linh noted. 

“Lady Gisela is simply casting the doubt on me so you won't focus on 
how supremely unhelpful she’s being,’ Mr. Forkle insisted. 

“Or you're both just super annoying,’ Tam countered. 

“If you wont tell me, give me the journals,” Sophie added. 

Mr. Forkle folded his hands. “I don't have them with me.” 

“Then go get them,” Biana told him. “We'll wait? 

Sophie stood. “Or I could push into your mind and find it myself? 

“TIl help,’ Fitz offered, moving to stand next to her. “Remember how well 
that worked during our Cognate training?” 

“See? That’s why I heart these kids,” Ro said. “They don’t just make threats 
—they mean them.” 

Mr. Forkle reached up to rub his temples. “You're not going to let this go, 
are you?” 

Everyone shook their heads. 

He raised his eyes to the ceiling, muttering something none of them 
could catch before he told them, “Then I’m going to need to sit. Were all 
going to need to sit.” 

He made his way over to one of the empty chairs, taking longer than 
normal to get himself situated. 

“Done stalling?” Sophie asked. 

“Not quite.” His voice filled her mind. This is an elvin secret The only way 
I can share it is if you all promise not to repeat it to the other species. 

“Whoa, why did every elf in the room just flinch?” Ro asked. 

“Pretty sure they're communicating telepathically,’ Grizel told her. “And I 
take it that means we dont get to hear this mysterious secret?” 


“Not until we verify that the journals are accurate,” Mr. Forkle told her. 
“And even then ... this one is tricky.” 

“See, it’s things like this that are why my dad doesn't trust the elves,” Ro 
noted. 

“If hed like to share everything he’s keeping from us about your people, 
tell him to set up a meeting,’ Bronte countered. 

Ro responded with a gesture that probably wasn't meant to be polite. 

“Secrets hinder our ability to protect you,’ Sandor added. 

“And yet, sometimes they’re necessary, Mr. Forkle said. “I still maintain 
that it would be best if none of you burden yourselves with this information. 
But . . . it seems your minds are made up.’ 

“They are.” Sophie sank back onto the stair, and Keefe and Fitz took the 
spots on either side of her, each grabbing one of her gloved hands. 

Mr. Forkle closed his eyes. 

The thing you need to understand, he transmitted, is that Vespera had a 
very specific vision for Nightfall—one that’s every bit as shameful as it is 
disturbing. And we dont know the extent to which she carried it out—nor 
whether shes still holding to the same plan at the moment. So what you're 
insisting I tell you will sound horrifying—but that doesn’t mean all of it 
happened, or that it's happening again. 

Sophie tightened her grip on Fitz's and Keefe’s hands. That's fine. I can 
handle it. 

I truly hope you can, Miss Foster. Because Nightfall was built for... 

She could feel his mind struggling to find some way of softening what he 
was about to say. 

Eventually, he simply told her. Human experimentation. 


Sixty-nine 


SOPHIE WAS GOING to vomit. Right in the middle of her living room. 

Her mouth watered and her stomach heaved—but before she lost it 
completely, a pure white breeze whisked across her consciousness. She 
hadn't felt Keefe remove her glove, but she was grateful for the bright, 
soothing tendrils that swept away the mounting darkness. 

It gave her the courage to ask, What kind of experiments was Vespera 
doing? 

Most of the details werent provided, Mr. Forkle told her. And the few that 
I've found are nothing like the horrors youre currently imagining. 

If that’s true, why didn't you tell me about this sooner? Sophie argued. 

Because I know how hard you've struggled with thoughts of what your 
parents might be enduring, and I feared you would see this as confirmation. 

Isnt it? 

No. The word was adamant—almost an order, commanding her to accept 
it. 

And she tried to. 

But she couldnt. 

Why was Vespera experimenting on humans? Fitz asked, tightening his 
hold on her other hand. 

Mr. Forkle rubbed his temples again—harder that time. According to her 
journals, she was striving to understand how humans could commit such 
terrible atrocities without shattering their sanity. She believed that if we—as a 
species—didn't find a way to harness that same level of ruthlessness, that it was 
only a matter of time before humans would take over as the dominant species 
on our planet. 

A collective shudder rippled through their group. 

Did the experiments have anything to do with sedatives? Alden asked. 


You're wondering if the soporidine could be related? Mr. Forkle guessed. I 
wondered the same thing, but the research seemed to involve studying her 
subjects’ active choices. 

A fresh wave of nausea hit Sophie hard. So... my parents are definitely 
awake for what theyre going through. 

Not necessarily, Mr. Forkle insisted. We don’t know anything for certain. 

And thats the problem, isnt it? Sophie snapped back. We dont know 
anything. 

They still had no idea what the Neverseen were planning with the 
soporidine, or where to find her family, or— 

“Breathe, Foster,’ Keefe whispered. “You have to keep breathing” 

She hadn't realized shed stopped. 

“Yeah, Pm not loving how pale youre all getting,” Ro noted. 

“Me either,’ Sandor agreed. 

“Have you told us everything?” Bronte asked. 

Mr. Forkle shook his head. And all the bodyguards grumbled when he 
closed his eyes and switched back to transmitting. 

Theres the timeline to consider, he informed them silently. The runic 
alphabet used in these journals—as well as subtle references in numerous 
passages—suggests that all of this was occurring before the sinking of Atlantis. 
And over the last few weeks, I’ve been conducting my own research. And I've 
found a number of missing persons reports long buried in our ancient archives 
—filed by humans living in Atlantis. 

The color drained from Bronte’s face. 

Alden didnt look much better when he asked, Any record of how the 
Council responded? 

I suspect the majority of the information exists only in Fintans cache, Mr. 
Forkle told him. But... from what I can tell, the Councillors wrote everything 
off as a misunderstanding. 

Sounds familiar, Alden said, his teal eyes colder than usual as they flicked 
to Bronte. 

Bronte looked away. 

Were any of the missing humans found? Fitz asked. 

Mr. Forkle ran a hand down his face. If they were, theres no record of it. 
But ...I cant imagine Vespera wouldve let them go. Even if she wiped their 
minds, their sudden reappearance would be evidence of her crimes. 


So she killed them, Sophie said. 

Something black and cold churned inside her, and Keefe scooted closer, 
sending new tendrils of that soft glowing breeze to push the darkness back. 

It's possible the deaths were natural occurrences, Mr. Forkle reminded all of 
them. Human life spans are fleeting Vespera might've simply kept them 
imprisoned until their days ended. 

How is that better? Sophie asked. 

No one had an answer. 

How many humans went missing? Fitz asked. 

The records I found were vague. But it seems safe to assume there were 
hundreds. 

Bronte swore under his breath. 

“Oh good,” Ro said. “Now the Councillor is swearing. Totally seems like 
something your bodyguards should be kept in the dark about? 

Bronte shook his head, his voice a hoarse whisper as he told her, “This 
can never be shared.” 

So you see the connection too, then? Mr. Forkle asked. 

All of the adults nodded. 

I don't, Sophie hated to admit. 

Alden moved to the windows, staring into the distance. Its the timing. 

Are we supposed to know what that means? Fitz asked. 

Consider what we teach about Atlantis in elvin history, Mr. Forkle told 
them. How the greedy, spiteful humans planned a war against our innocent 
ancestors because they feared the elves’ natural abilities and craved more 
power. 

But if Vespera was capturing humans and experimenting on them—and the 
Council refused to investigate what was happening, Alden added, the humans 
wouldve had good reason to want to overthrow that authority. 

“Still breathing there, Foster?” Keefe asked. 

She tried. 

But all of this was too hard—too huge. And it wasn't just about Atlantis. 

The elves didn't simply sink their shimmering city under the ocean. They 
terminated all of their treaties. 

From that point on, humans were no longer counted as an “intelligent 
species’ —no longer allowed to know the true realities of the world around 
them. 


And all of this time, it was the elves’ crimes that had caused it. 

And the monster whod committed those crimes was free—and she had 
Sophies parents... 

She pulled away from Fitz and Keefe, curling her arms around herself, 
trying to hold it together. 

“This is why I didn't want to tell you,” Mr. Forkle mumbled. 

“Secrets are why were in this mess!” Sophie snapped. “If the Council 
hadn't erased Vespera from their minds and locked everything away in a 
cache, we could’ve found Nightfall by now!” 

“She's not wrong,’ Ro noted. 

“Even if she isn't,’ Bronte told her, “we can't change whats been done? 

Sophie knew he was talking about the past, but she couldn't help 
wondering if the words also applied to her parents. 

What if everything they were enduring was too much—even for the 
Washers? 

Arms wrapped around her—so many that she wondered if everyone in 
the room was trying to hug her at once. 

But even with that support—even with a windstorm of Keefe’s mental 
breezes—nothing could stop the gaping hole from tearing open inside her. 

Shed fought so long, so hard to keep control—to keep perspective—to 
resist falling into the Neverseen’s schemes. 

But she couldn't stop imagining her parents in that ancient, wicked place. 

“Tell me we have a plan to find them,” she begged. 

Each silent second that followed widened that guttural hole, and Sophie 
sank into it—felt part of herself disappear into that dark void. 

She sank further still when they started talking about searching Atlantis, 
and doing research, and hacking caches, and creating a cure for the 
soporidine in Alvar, and meeting with Fallon Vacker and the Lumenaria 
guards. 

She wasn't sure what shed expected to hear, but she couldn't listen to the 
same worthless assurances—couldn't pretend that they stood a chance of 
working. 

“I'm sorry, she rasped, pulling free of the smothering embrace and 
fleeing upstairs. 

Shouts followed her, but she slammed the door—shut them out— 
burrowed under the covers, clutching Ella. 


She waited for the tears to come. But she was too numb. Too lost in that 
hollow emptiness that now lived inside her, swallowing up everything else. 

Sleep wouldn't find her either—but she couldn't get up. Couldn't open her 
eyes. Couldn't respond when her parents came in to check on her. 

“I shouldn't have told you,’ a familiar voice whispered sometime later, 
and the pain in the words finally got to her. 

She peeled back her covers and found daylight—and Magnate Leto—and 
realized... 

School. 

Shed missed school. 

“If my brother had been here,’ Magnate Leto said, sinking onto the 
farthest corner of her bed, “I suspect he would’ve talked me out of sharing. 
He was always better at knowing your limits. But now theres only me 
and... I made the wrong choice.” 

Sophie focused on the crystal stars dangling over her bed. “Hiding it 
from me doesn't change anything.” 

“It changes you,’ he said. “It keeps you fighting. Keeps you steady. Keeps 
you from becoming this.” 

She could see it then—the worry in his eyes mixed with the utter doubt in 
himself. And she knew if she didn't fix it, things would go back to the way 
they used to be, when the Black Swan tried to shelter her with riddles and 
vague notes. 

So she dragged herself out of bed, heading for her stack of untouched 
homework. 

‘Tm better now,” she told him. “I just need to stay busy.’ 

He didn't look convinced. 

Neither did Grady or Edaline, who were lurking in the doorway, 
watching her as if she were some spooked animal. 

She asked for breakfast to ease their worries—or was it lunch? It could’ve 
even been dinner for all she knew—and when Edaline conjured up plates of 
food, she forced herself to eat every bite. 

Fitz dropped by to check on her that night, and she tried to give him a 
real smile—tried to blush for his newest gift. But her heart didn’t even flutter 
when he hugged her and promised everything would be all right. 

Going back to school was absolute misery, but she made herself do it— 
made herself go through the motions. She had to convince all the nervous 


eyes watching her that she was okay, so theyd keep including her in their 
nightly updates—even if there was never any good news. 

So she endured the endless pattern: sessions, homework, research, 
checking on her sister, bedtime, repeat. Even though it felt like she was 
drowning. 

Her friends tried so hard to help her—especially Keefe. He was constantly 
teasing and pushing her, trying to drag out the slightest hint of a real 
emotion. But she didnt have the energy. It took every ounce of her strength 
to pull herself out of bed every day, to eat whatever food was placed in front 
of her, to answer questions when people asked her, and not constantly obsess 
about how many days were slipping away—or what that meant. 

And then somehow it was finals, and she fumbled through her exams, 
not caring if she passed or failed. What did any of it matter, when the 
Neverseen were winning—and would keep winning until they unleashed 
their next horrible plan? 

Her friends tried to draw her into the celebrations afterward—tried to 
show her all the finals traditions shed missed the year before because of her 
kidnapping. But she couldn't pay attention to any of it. There seemed to be 
games and prizes. She definitely felt lots of laughter tickling her ears. And 
there were piles and piles of presents. 

Grady and Edaline found her in the cafeteria, staring at her unopened 
gifts, and wrapped her in a crushing hug to congratulate her on moving to 
Level Four. Their smiles were wide and proud—begging her to be excited. 

“Can we go home now?” Sophie asked instead. 

Their smiles fell. 

Shed been trying not to notice how shadowed their eyes had become— 
trying not to admit that this time she was the source of that grief and worry. 

“Never mind,’ she said. “We can stay a little longer.” 

“No, kiddo?” Grady kissed the top of her head. “We can go home. Need 
help packing up your presents?” 

“And don't forget to clean out your locker,’ Edaline added. 

The halls were empty when Sandor led her back to the Level Three atrium 
—everyone too busy celebrating to gather used notebooks and scattered 
pens. She shoved whatever she could fit into her satchel and tossed the rest 
before handing the heavy bag over to Sandor. 

“You look terrible,’ an oily voice said behind her. 


Sophie glanced over her shoulder and found Keefe's father standing there 
in an extravagant silver cloak. 

“Mind you, my son doesn't look much better,’ Lord Cassius added, 
stepping to the side to reveal a slump-shouldered Keefe. “If Foxfire didn't 
require a parent or guardian to collect exam grades, I doubt he would’ve 
acknowledged my existence at all.” 

“I wouldn't have,’ Keefe mumbled. 

“Ooh, fun! Is it time to dredge up the daddy issues?” Ro asked, striding 
out of the shadows. “Why do I never have snacks when I need them?” 

Lord Cassius clicked his tongue, smoothing his always immaculate blond 
hair. “If my son has any issues, they're entirely his own. Pm simply waiting 
for him to realize hes pushing the wrong parent away.’ 

“And I’m waiting for him to realize that neither of his parents deserve 
him!” Sophie snapped, slamming her locker shut. 

The clang of metal tingled through her. 

Anger. 

The feeling was a revelation—and not just for her. 

“Theres the Foster we all know and love,’ Keefe said, offering a grin that 
had a whole lot of relief mixed in. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” 

“Are you sure that’s wise?” Lord Cassius called after them. “You need my 
help.” 

“Ignore him,’ Keefe whispered. 

“I wouldnt if I were you,” his father warned. “Because I know what you're 
looking for in Atlantis, Sophie. And I know where you can find it.” 


Seventy 


WHY SHOULD I believe you?” Sophie asked, refusing to turn back. She 
wouldn't let Keefe’s father see how much his words had affected her. 

But then he told her, “Because I brought this.” 

She stole a glance over her shoulder and found Lord Cassius holding a 
small handmade sketch of the Nightfall symbol. 

“That’s all Pll say for now,’ he said, grinning as Keefe wrapped an arm 
around Sophie to keep her steady. “This is not the place for this 
conversation. But if youd like to know where to find that signature in 
Atlantis, you'll come with me—now.’ 

“You know it’s a signature?” Sophie whispered. 

“I know everything?” He reached under his jerkin and grabbed the 
glinting chain of a simple pendant. A home crystal. “Answers are this way.’ 

Sophie glanced at Keefe. “Ts it a trick?” 

He stalked closer and snatched his dad’s hand, brushing a finger across 
his skin. “It . . . doesn't feel like he’s lying.” 

“Your parents are waiting for you back in the cafeteria,” Sandor reminded 
her. 

“Limited time offer,” Keefe’s father warned. 

Sandor wheeled on him. “Sophie's not going anywhere unless you tell me 
where that crystal leads!” 

Lord Cassius’s smirk looked uncannily like his son’s. “Bodyguards are 
welcome, if it helps. Even the princess’ 

“That doesn't answer where were going,’ Ro noted. 

“Just think of it as my beach house,’ Lord Cassius told her. 

Something sparked in Keefe's eyes—a seething kind of fury—but it was 
gone by the time he turned to Sophie. “TIl go, and Pll let you know what he 
says— 


“Not an option,’ his father interrupted. “Pll talk to both of you or none of 
you. And the time to decide is almost up.’ 

He held the crystal to the light, creating a shimmering path. 

Sophie tugged out an eyelash. “I could leave my parents a note on my 
locker. That way they'll know where I am? 

Sandor sighed, seeming to know there was no point arguing as he handed 
Sophie a notebook so she could scribble a vague message: 

Gone to a beach house with Keefe and his father. 

Be home soon—and don't worry, I have Sandor. 

“Grady is going to strangle me,’ Sandor said as he tucked the note into 
the seam of her locker door. 

“Glad to see youve made the right choice,’ Lord Cassius said when 
Sophie grabbed Keefes hand. Sandor took her other hand, and Ro 
completed the chain. 

“Dont make us regret it? Sophie warned. 

Lord Cassius made no promises as he reached for his son and dragged 
their group into the light, letting the warmth whisk them away. 


+ + %* 


“I TAKE IT THIS ISN’T what you were expecting?” Lord Cassius asked, 
leaning against the wall as they surveyed their surroundings. 

“It's not nearly as pathetic as your desperate-for-attention tower,’ Ro told 
him. “Less sparkly, too—I approve.” 

So did Sophie—not that shed admit it. Lord Cassius had kept his son 
away from this strange sliver of his life for some reason, and he certainly 
didn't deserve praise for it. 

But the house was beautiful. A single, sprawling level with mother-of- 
pearl walls and massive windows overlooking the turquoise ocean. The 
scattered rooms were connected by vine-wrapped arches and broken up 
with sun-baked inner courtyards. Everything was bright and airy. Elegant, 
but comfortable. Decorated in dove grays and soothing shades of blue. 

He led them to the back patio, made of swirled abalone shell, and 
motioned for them to sit in the huge cushioned porch swings rocking back 
and forth in the crisp breeze. The beach itself spread before them, a 


shimmering cove of smooth black sand. Gulls cried overhead, mixed with 
the deeper, much more exotic song of some bird Sophie couldn't see. 

“Can I get anyone anything to drink?” Lord Cassius offered, lingering in 
the archway to the main house. “I think I have a few bottles of lushberry 
juice.” 

Keefe snorted, kicking his legs to make his swing rock harder. “Can we 
stop pretending this is a dinner party and get back to why you have a 
drawing of the Nightfall symbol?” 

“It's a drawing of Vespera’s signature, Lord Cassius corrected, pulling the 
sketch from his pocket to study it again. 

“How do you know about her?” Sophie asked. 

“The Black Swan told me.” He smiled when her eyebrows shot up. “I don't 
know why that surprises you. You both know Ive offered to swear fealty 
several times.” 

“I still dont understand why,’ Sophie admitted. 

He crossed to the railing, watching the orangey orb of sun slowly slipping 
beneath the horizon. “Our world is fracturing. And Id like to be on the right 
side of the divide.” 

“Pretty sure you just want revenge on Mom,” Keefe said, kicking his 
swing even harder. 

“I won't deny thatd be a welcome bonus. But believe it or not, I do respect 
much of the Black Swan's cause. And I could be a valuable asset for them— 
and they know it. But for some reason”—he turned to face his son—“my 
admission continues to be denied. Which has cost you dearly. All these days 
youve wasted wandering aimlessly around Atlantis—” 

“Were you following us?” Keefe interrupted. 

“Shockingly, Keefe, I have far better ways to use my time. But I have been 
staying in my apartment in the city—” 

“Why?” Sophie asked. 

Lord Cassius’s eyes darkened. “I’m not a fan of living in the house where 
my wife lied to me. My marriage was far from perfect—my need for other 
residences is proof enough of that. But since I had these built-in escapes, I 
figured, why not put them to use? And when I saw you two in Atlantis, 
despite how casual you pretended to be, I knew you had to be looking for 
something—and since very few know the city as intimately as I do, I reached 
out to the Black Swan and offered my assistance. But my offer was refused. 


And your search was far too aimless for me to figure out what you were 
looking for. So I put it out of my mind—let it be your problem—until the 
Black Swan came crawling back. Apparently, they've grown quite concerned 
about the mental state of their moonlark, and now that I’ve seen you, 
Sophie, I can't say I blame them.” 

Sophie shrank back into the cushions of her swing, pulling her hair 
around her cheeks to hide. 

“They finally told me what they were looking for,” he continued, “and it 
really is a pity they didnt let me start sooner. It only took me a week to find 
it.” 

Sophie refused to think about how much time that could’ve saved— 
refused to ask him where he found it. 

This was a game for him. And she wasnt going to play—even if it was 
killing her. 

“So stubborn,” he murmured. “I can't decide if that makes you two perfect 
for each other or heading for utter disaster.” 

“Just tell us where it is? Keefe snapped. 

“Id be happy to. But my help comes with conditions.” 

“Of course it does,’ Keefe muttered. “Just like Mom.” 

“Yes. We were matched for a reason. But unlike your mother, my 
demands are fair. Honestly, they’re things I shouldn't even have to demand. 
But since you insist on shoving me out of your life, I have two simple 
conditions. First, you go to the Collective and tell them to admit me to the 
order. And second, you move in here. With me.” 

Keefe dropped his legs to stop the motion of his swing. “You want me to 
live in your precious secret beach house?” 

“Unless youd rather we live in my apartment in Atlantis,” Lord Cassius 
told him. “It’s far less convenient to access, so Pm assuming youd prefer the 
ease of here. But if you're looking for somewhere more luxurious, we can go 
there.” 

Sophie rarely saw Keefe at a loss for words. 

“Dont look at me like that,” Lord Cassius grumbled. “It’s bad enough that 
I have to deal with constant slander because of your mother. I’m sick of the 
additional gossip about my runaway son.” 

“Awww, theres the father I remember.’ 


There was a smirk on Keefe’s lips as he went back to swinging, but Sophie 
could see the lie behind it—see the way his shoulders drooped and his chin 
tucked tight, as if he was shrinking away. 

“Forget it,’ she told Lord Cassius. “You can't force Keefe to live with you.” 

“Do you even know where hes staying right now?” Lord Cassius 
countered. “Because I do.” 

“So you were following me,’ Keefe noted. 

“Forgive me for wanting to make sure my son wasn't squatting in the 
street—not that you've chosen much better.” 

“Where are you staying?” Sophie asked Keefe. 

He cleared his throat. “Don't freak out.’ 

“Not the best way to start it off? Ro warned him. 

Keefe rolled his eyes. “It sounds bad when I say it—but it’s fine. Pm ... 
staying at Alvar’s old place—and I know what youre going to say. But it’s 
actually really smart if you think about it. Alvar was always grumbling about 
how he could never go back because the Council had to be watching the 
place. And it gave me a chance to snoop around. That’s how I found all those 
updates on the ogres that he intercepted from Lady Cadence? 

“That feeling you have right now?” Lord Cassius said to Sophie. “I’ve 
lived with it every time I’ve had to watch him jump from one poor decision 
to the next.” 

“Whatever, Keefe muttered, kicking his swing higher again. “It’s been 
fine.” 

“Just because you didn't face any consequences doesn’t mean you made 
the right decision,’ his father argued. “I know you love to think you're so 
brilliantly independent, but you're only fourteen years old—” 

“Fifteen, Keefe corrected. “But you were close. They both start with f? 

Lord Cassius sighed. “You know, if you were capable of having a snark- 
free conversation, we might actually get along” 

“Maybe,” Keefe said. “But that’s always been the problem, isn't it? Pm not 
some boring mini-you—and you cant stand it.” 

“What I can’t stand is watching my son throw away his life. Especially 
when you have so much potential. Youre made for greatness, Keefe. But you 
always settle for ‘good enough’ I’m trying to help you be more.” 

“Yeah, well, sorry—the role of ‘manipulative parent’ has already been 
filled by Mom. And if you have some sort of grand plan for me, the word 


‘legacy’ is also taken.” 

Lord Cassius pinched the bridge of his nose. “The only plan I have is to 
push you to try—and to keep you safe.” 

“Safe is my job,’ Ro told him, grabbing the chain of Keefe’s swing and 
jerking it to a halt. “But I’m all for moving here. I can watch you guys fight 
all day!” 

“Does that mean we have a deal?” Lord Cassius asked. 

“No,’ Sophie said, standing to face him fully. “Tm done with bargains. If 
you want your son to live with you, try begging for his forgiveness. And if 
you want to join the Black Swan, maybe you shouldn't hold vital information 
hostage—especially after they came to you for help.” 

“And here I thought you were desperate to find Nightfall.” 

“Iam. And I can drag anything I need out of your mind.” 

“Td like to see you try,’ Lord Cassius told her. “I have rather creative ways 
of keeping my thoughts to myself? 

‘TIl get past them,” Sophie promised. 

“After how long?” Lord Cassius countered. “Do you really want to waste 
more time?” 

“Hey, Keefe said, jumping off his swing and wheeling Sophie around by 
her shoulders. “Much as I’m enjoying this sudden overflow of adorable 
Foster-rage—it's not worth it. Hes good at dodging Telepaths—and this is 
way too important.” He turned to his dad. “Pll tell Forkle I don't care if you 
swear fealty, as long as he keeps you on different assignments from me. And 
Pll move here—but I won't be following your rules. Plan on some epic 
pranking, too” 

“Keefe,” Sophie warned. 

“It's going to be fine, Foster. I know you probably think I’m trying to take 
over again—” 

“It's not that,’ she interrupted. “It’s .. . can you really handle this? I see 
what he does to you.” 

“I don't do anything,’ Lord Cassius snapped. 

“The fact that you can't even see it is the worst part,’ Sophie told him. 

Keefe leaned closer to her. “I can handle him. What I can’t handle is any 
more of the Sophie Shell whos been wandering around for the last few 
weeks, scaring the snot out of all of us. I need my Foster back—the real one, 
who bosses me around and is way too much fun to tease.” 


“Awwwwww, is anyone else chanting Kiss! Kiss! Kiss! in their heads right 
now?” Ro asked. 

“Just you, Sandor said through a sigh. 

Keefe stepped back, scowling at both bodyguards before telling his dad. 
“Deal. Now spill it. Where's Nightfall?” 

Lord Cassius’s lips twitched. “Right where it’s been for thousands of years. 
You've probably walked by it a hundred times without realizing. And I'll give 
Vespera credit, it took some major audacity to hide it where she did” 

“Which is where?” Sophie asked. 

“Right in the heart of Atlantis. In the Unity Fountain. On the statue of the 
human.” 


Seventy-one 


THERE WAS A tremendous debate that night over who would go to 
Atlantis with Lord Cassius in the morning to try to figure out how the 
fountain actually led into Nightfall. And in the end, they chose Linh, Tam, 
Fitz, and Grizel. 

Linh, because water would likely play a role. Tam, because he refused to 
let his sister go under the ocean without him—and because he promised to 
find creative new ways to annoy Keefe’s father. And Fitz, so it wouldn't seem 
suspicious for Grizel to be there for protection. 

Everyone else was stuck at Havenfield, pacing and waiting—waiting and 
pacing—until Sophie decided she owed everyone an apology for her 
zombie-girl days. 

“You have nothing to apologize for,’ Mr. Forkle told her. “Nothing.” 

“Well . . . you did ditch us yesterday,” Grady corrected, pulling Sophie into 
a hug. “But we're letting you off the hook this time, because it’s way too good 
to see you smile.” 

“Tt really is,” Edaline whispered, wiping her misty eyes. 

All of her friends nodded. 

So did the Collective. 

And Alden and Della. 

Even Ro and the goblins. 

“Hang on—does anyone else think Foster should have to apologize for 
ignoring her finals presents?” Keefe asked. “I’m pretty sure I saw half the 
school crying about it.” 

“No one was crying,’ Edaline said, snapping her fingers and conjuring up 
the hefty stack of packages Sophie had left behind when she went to pack up 
her locker. “But it’s not too late to open them.” 

“But . . . I didn’t get you guys anything,” Sophie mumbled. 


Biana shrugged. “Just promise you won't try to stop us from going with 
you to Nightfall, and we're good.” 

“Hey, speak for yourself? Keefe told her. “I also demand a hug! And 
public declaration that my gift wins for Best Gift in the History of the 
Universe!” 

“Uh, Fitz showed me what he got her, and it’s pretty hard to top,” Biana 
warned him. 

“Please, Keefe scoffed, grabbing a flat package from the pile—wrapped in 
blue paper covered in tiny green gulons. “Go on, Foster. Show them who's 
the Gift Master.” 

“It’s not a competition,’ she told him as she tore through the thin paper, 
peeled it back, and... 

“Told you,’ Keefe said when she sucked in a breath. 

a re 

He smirked. “Look at that. The Mysterious Miss F is speechless.” 

She was. 

Shed known he was an incredible artist—had often marveled at the detail 
in his sketches. 

But these? 

The first painting was a close-up of her with Grady and Edaline, the three 
of them leaning on each other and looking so .. . natural. As if they'd always 
been together. 

The other was a wider scene—Sophie with all of her friends, standing 
near Callas Panakes tree. It was the kind of incredible group Sophie had 
never dreamed shed someday be a part of. But there she was. Right in the 
center. 

“Smooth move painting yourself next to her,” Ro told Keefe, peeking over 
Sophies shoulder. 

“Uh, we all know Foster cant bear to be away from me—and art is about 
honesty. That’s why I made sure I have the best hair.” 

“I dort know,” Biana argued, “you made mine pretty awesome. I should 
braid my hair more often.” 

“Are those runes on the back?” Dex asked as Biana started weaving her 
hair. 

Sophie flipped the paintings over. “Hey—I can actually read them?” 

Both paintings had the same word: Family. 


“Forkle helped me spell it out with their cipher,’ Keefe explained. 
“Because the Black Swan is part of your family too—but who wants a 
painting of those weirdos?” 

Sophie laughed, even as her eyes welled up at the enormity of what hed 
given her. 

Grady and Edaline were sniffling too. 

As were all the members of the Collective. 

And Alden and Della. 

Even Sandor. 

“Fine, Dex mumbled. “You really are the Gift Master.” 

“Only for some people,” Biana noted. “He gave the rest of us mood candy. 
Again.” 

“And you loved every bite of it? Keefe insisted. “Besides, you’ve seen 
Foster’s room. She was in desperate need of personal stuff. And she’s been 
bugging me for a drawing, so I kinda had to—” 

The rest of his sentence was choked off by Sophie’s tackle-hug. 

He laughed as he flailed to keep both of them from toppling over. “Don't 
worry, he grunted. “Breathing is overrated.” 

“It is? Sophie agreed, unwilling to loosen her grip. “Those paintings, 
Keefe . . . I still dont know what to say.” 

“Um, I thought we agreed youd be declaring it the Best Gift in the 
History of the Universe! And feel free to add that it’s way better than 
anything the Fitzster has given you.” 

It was, actually—but saying that didn't seem fair to all the awesome 
things Fitz had done. So she went with a simple “thank you.” 

Keefe pulled her a little closer. “Anytime, Foster” 

It was probably her cue to let go, but . . . she couldn't seem to do it. 

Someone cleared his throat, and Sophie leaned back, prepared to give 
Grady a death glare—but the sound had come from the doorway, where 
Lord Cassius now stood, along with Tam, Linh, Fitz, and Grizel. 

“Looks like we missed something,’ Fitz said, his eyes darting between the 
paintings and where Keefe’s arms were wrapped around Sophie's waist. 

Sophie pulled away. “So... howd it go?” 

“A mix of good news and bad news,” Lord Cassius told her. 

She didn't breathe until Fitz told her, “The good news is: The symbol is 
definitely there. It’s on the scepter the human statue is holding” 


Sophie's knees nearly gave out with relief. 

“I could feel the currents in the fountain brushing the seam of a door 
under the statue's pedestal,” Linh added. “One that should be easy to access 
once I part the water.” 

“If the door’s underwater, how do the Neverseen get in and out?” Biana 
asked. 

“Gusters can part water with their winds,” Alden reminded her. 

“So ... we definitely found Nightfall? Sophie said, needing to feel the 
words on her lips to truly believe them. 

Fitz closed the distance between them to take her hand. “We did.” 

She twined her fingers with his, taking all the support she could get in 
order to ask, “What’s the bad news?” 

“The bad news is: Linh made us buy this as our cover for being in the 
city, Tam grumbled, holding up a small clear bag with a tiny creature 
floating in water. It looked like a mini-kitten covered in purple-blue scales. 
“Of all the pets she could’ve made me get for her, she had to pick one with 
venomous fangs.” 

“Hey, murcats are sweet once you train them,” Linh insisted. 

“Uh-huh. Don't blame me if you lose a couple of fingers,” Tam warned. 

“Questionable pet choices aside,’ Granite said, not looking thrilled at the 
newest addition to his household, “is that the only bad news?” 

“No,” Fitz admitted. “Linh said the door feels locked.” 

“I tried sweeping waves against the handle,” Linh explained, “but I 
couldn't budge it.” 

“No big deal,’ Dex assured them. “Tve never met a lock I can't pick” 

“What about the cache I hear you've been trying to open for months?” 
Lord Cassius countered. 

“Isnt my dad fun?” Keefe asked. “Aren't you glad were working with 
him?” 

“Am I wrong?” Lord Cassius countered. 

Dex scowled. “The cache isn't locked. Its guarded—which is way more 
complicated.” 

“We'll make sure you have enough time,’ Mr. Forkle told him. “In case 
theres also an alarm to deal with. And we'll need to stage the raid at night, to 
ensure that no one’s around to see us enter the fountain. The Council has 
made it clear that none of the citizens in Atlantis can see what were doing.” 


“Are they really going to keep Nightfall a secret?” Sophie asked. 

He nodded. “At least while any of the Neverseen remain at large.” 

“That’s the other bad news,’ Fitz jumped in. “I don't think there’s a way to 
sneak in without the Neverseen knowing were coming.” 

Keefe shrugged. “So? I’m sure they’re already expecting us. Vespera left 
her signature on Alvar’s foot.” 

“I agree, Grady said. “But it also means they'll likely have plenty of 
security ready—and this time we don't have any idea how to prepare for it.” 

“It can't be worse than giant mutant beast things,’ Tam argued. 

“I wouldn't be so sure,’ Mr. Forkle told him. “Vespera has had a long, long 
time to plan for this. Fortunately, the same strategy we used to rescue Miss 
Foster and Mr. Dizznee should work for this as well” 

“You mean a diversion?” Squall clarified. 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “To draw them out of the facility. ’m sure they have 
eyes on that courtyard. So all we have to do is show them something they 
cant resist.” 

“Like what?” Della asked, beating Sophie to the question. 

“It has to be something shocking,’ Granite mused. “Something like . . ? 

“Me,” Mr. Forkle finished. “If the Neverseen see me, theyd have to 
investigate.” 

“Why?” Lord Cassius asked. 

“Because they think I’m dead.” 

Lord Cassius’s eyes widened. 

“Wouldn't that be too suspicious, though?” Tam asked. “I feel like the 
Neverseen would expect a trick the second they see you. They might even 
think it’s not really you—just someone we fed a bunch of ruckleberries and 
elixirs.” 

“Tams right,” Blur said. “They know were coming—and they know we've 
lured them out of their hideout before. The only way this is going to work is 
if we show them something they’re so desperate for—” 

“Or someone, Linh interrupted. The pink faded from her cheeks as she 
turned to Granite. “I know who they wouldnt be able to resist. But . . . I hate 
to ask him.” 

Sophie guessed who Linh meant at the same time as Mr. Forkle. 

And with equal dread—they both mumbled, “Wylie.” 


Seventy-two 


WE CAN’T ASK Wylie to do that” 

Sophie must've said the words three times, trying to silence the desperate, 
selfish part of herself that kept thinking it was an awesome solution. 

It wouldnt be fair to ask Wylie to take that risk. Hed barely escaped his 
abduction—and she didn’t want to imagine what Fintan would do if he 
captured Wylie again. 

“I actually think we should ask him,” Linh told her—which Sophie 
definitely hadn't been expecting. “He'll tell us if he doesn't feel comfortable 
doing it. And after everything the Neverseen have done to him, he might 
want to help.” 

Granite looked anything but thrilled with the possibility. “Do we even 
have the resources to stage a simultaneous raid into Nightfall and provide 
proper security for Wylie?” he asked. 

“It would be a challenge,” Mr. Forkle admitted. 

“My queen would probably be willing to send additional soldiers,’ Sandor 
offered. 

“And I bet my dad would send a couple of extra warriors, Ro added. “But 
your Councillors would have to be cool with having ogres stalking around 
Atlantis, making fun of all the sparkles.” 

“I don't think that would be wise,’ Mr. Forkle told her, “mostly because 
the Neverseen wont go near Wylie if he’s surrounded by armed guards. Any 
security we provide would have to be discreet.” 

“Like this?” Della asked, vanishing and reappearing a second later with a 
goblin throwing-star pressed against Lord Cassius’s throat. 

“That yelp you just let out totally made my day,’ Keefe told him. 

“Mine too,’ Ro said. “But anyone can scare Lord Fancyclothes,” she told 
Della. 


Della vanished again, reappearing across the room as she unsheathed 
Grizel’s sword and pointed it at Sandor’s chest. 

Ro shrugged. “Those guys are too busy making sappy eyes at each other.” 

Della vanished again—and Ro anticipated the attack. Her sword was 
drawn and ready, slashing the air. 

But Della appeared behind her, snatched the dagger from Ros breastplate 
and pressed the point against Ros spine. 

“Huh. I think I finally get how elf-y abilities could be an advantage in 
battle,” Ro admitted. “Too bad most of you don't show this kind of flare.” 

“Youd be surprised,’ Della told her, handing Ro back her dagger. 

“Your skills are highly impressive,’ Mr. Forkle told Della as she smoothed 
her dark silky hair and adjusted the skirt of her gown. “But a single Vanisher 
against the Neverseen won't be enough.” 

“Then let me help,’ Edaline said, snapping her fingers and making a 
melder appear in her palm. She snapped again and swapped the gadget for a 
tightly coiled lasso—which she swung in a fluid motion, looping the rope 
around Ro and cinching tight. “I have access to an entire arsenal of 
weapons, she told them. “And I can restrain a woolly mammoth with one 
hand.” 

Ro grabbed the rope and pulled, but Edaline easily kept her balance. 

“I can help too,’ Squall offered, curling her ice-crusted fingers into a fist 
and making frozen cuffs bind Ro’s hands. 

Ro fought to break free, but every time the ice cracked, a new layer 
formed. 

“Okay, you guys are my new favorites,’ Ro told them. 

“And I doubt the Neverseen would suspect them either, Blur noted. 
“Since Vanishers, Conjurers, and Frosters are rarely seen as threats.” 

“I would be there as well? Granite added. “If Wylie agreed—though, I 
have to say, I think we might be overestimating how the Neverseen would 
react to seeing him. The idea that theyd immediately abandon their facility 
in an attempt to recapture him seems far too impulsive.” 

“Okay, so what if we give them time to plan?” Fitz suggested. “What if 
Wylie requests a meeting—and we plan our raid for the same time?” 

“Do you really think theyd fall for that?” Tam asked. 

“They might,’ Mr. Forkle said slowly. “If his offer was tempting enough.” 


“Couldn't Wylie offer to give them the answers they wanted about his 
mom—and maybe even say he'll give them the missing starstone?” Fitz 
asked. “I bet they wouldn't be able to resist that.” 

“But Wylie would have to ask for something in return to make it 
believable,” Sophie reminded him. “And I don't know what that would be? 

“How about revenge?” Keefe suggested. 

“Uh, pretty sure the Neverseen aren't going to volunteer to let him punish 
them for kidnapping him,” Tam told him. 

“Not the revenge I meant, Bangs Boy,’ Keefe said with an enormous eye 
roll. “I meant revenge for what happened to his mom. Wylie could act like 
he thinks my mom killed Cyrah—it’s not like it’s a stretch, since I’m still not 
convinced she didn't do it. And he could say he went to the Black Swan for 
help and we refused, because were working with her. So now he’s going to 
the other side to see if they'll take her down for him, and offering the secrets 
as a trade.” 

“T actually could see them believing that,’ Mr. Forkle admitted. 

“So could I? Granite mumbled. “Though Pm sure theyd still be 
suspicious.” 

“Suspicious is fine,” Blur reminded him. “As long as they leave the facility 
to go to the meeting” 

“Okay but . . . did I miss something?” Dex asked. “How is Wylie supposed 
to tell them any of this? We don't have a way to hail the Neverseen.” 

“Could we leave a note?” Sophie said. “I know this is probably going to 
sound cheesy, but . . . the Neverseen must have a way of monitoring the 
Unity Fountain. So couldn't Wylie write up a message, slip it in a bottle, seal 
it with their symbol, and leave it floating in there?” 

Mr. Forkle stroked his chin. “I suppose we've left notes in stranger places.” 

“And at least wed know if they got it, if the bottle disappears, Alden 
added. 

“It sounds like were settled on this,” Granite said through a sigh. “I guess 
that means Id better talk to Wylie, but if he says no—” 

“We'll come up with something else,” Sophie promised. 

“Hail us as soon as you have his decision,’ Mr. Forkle added as Granite 
leaped away. 

Blur, Wraith, and Alden left soon after, to scout possible meeting places. 
And Della, Edaline, and Squall went to check Havenfield’s weapons stash to 


see what other items they might want to bring with them. 

“We should figure out our strategy for Nightfall while we wait? Grady 
said, turning to Sophie. “And I'll make you a deal. I won't argue about you or 
any of your friends going—if you dont fight having me join you.” 

“And your bodyguard,’ Sandor added. 

“That may not be possible,’ Mr. Forkle warned the goblins. “Nightfall isn't 
a place that should be seen by other species. Its .. . not a proud moment in 
our history.” 

“Youd really leave Sophie unprotected to hide something that happened 
thousands of years ago?” Grizel asked. 

A long second passed before Mr. Forkle sighed. “I suppose . . . whatever's 
down there .. . we'll have to own up to it eventually. But—” 

“Dont, Ro warned when he turned to her. “Don't even think about 
telling me I’m not going. Theres no way I’m letting Scrawny Boy go in there 
without me. Some of my father’s traitors could be serving as guards.” 

“Scrawny Boy?” Keefe asked. “Did I, or did I not beat you at arm 
wrestling?” 

“One time!” Ro argued. “And only because you tickled me!” 

“Ogres are ticklish?” Tam asked. 

“Apparently, Sophie said, not sure how to picture that. She stopped 
trying when Ro shot her a glare, instead turning back to Mr. Forkle. “It 
probably would be good to have Ro with us.” 

“I guess Pll be facing plenty of heat from the Council anyway—why not 
add a little more?” Mr. Forkle told her. “But I’m trusting all of you to keep 
whatever you see in there to yourselves until we've decided what to do about 
it.” 

When everyone nodded, he asked, “So how many does that put us at?” 

Sophie took a quick count. “Thirteen, including all of our bodyguards 
and Ro. Though I wasn't sure if I was supposed to count you.” 

He grimaced. “Much as it pains me to say this, I think keeping the fact 
that I'm alive a secret might hold more value than whatever I could 
contribute to this mission—especially since the group is already so large. In 
fact, how about we limit it to only two goblins? Pll let you decide which— 
though I’m sure I can guess.” 

Sandor and Grizel pulled rank immediately. 

“Okay, so now were down to eleven,’ Sophie said. 


“Twelve,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “Miss Redek should go too? 

“Marella Redek is part of the Black Swan?” Lord Cassius asked. 

Sophie cringed. 

Shed forgotten he was there. And given the way hed tucked himself into a 
shadowy corner, she suspected that had been his goal. 

“Think of her more like a consultant,’ Mr. Forkle told him. “And do not 
ask any more questions. In fact, you've done all we need from you at the 
moment.” 

“Am I to assume I’m dismissed?” Lord Cassius asked. 

“For now.’ 

Lord Cassius’s eyes narrowed, and Sophie waited for him to argue. But he 
said, “Fine. If you want me to prove I'll respect your authority, I can do that? 

He pulled out his home crystal and lifted the chain up over his head, 
handing the necklace to Keefe. “When you're finished here, come home? 

Keefe stared and stared at that crystal, long after Lord Cassius left. And 
he didn’t put it around his neck—but he did tuck it into his cape pocket. 

“Okay; Mr. Forkle said, clapping his hands, “that leaves us with a group 
of two goblins, an ogre, a Telepath, an Empath, a Vanisher, a Shade, a 
Hydrokinetic, a Technopath, a Mesmer, and a Pyrokinetic—and of course 
Miss Foster’s Telepath-Polyglot-Teleporter-Inflictor-Enhancer combination.” 

Ro blinked. “Wow. Now I get why everyone's always trying to kill her.” 

“Indeed. But what I meant was, I think this group should sufficiently 
cover any challenging situation—assuming Miss Redek is willing” 

“Shouldn't we wait until we hear what Wylie decides?” Biana asked. “In 
case that changes anything?” 

They didn't have to wait long. 

When Granite returned to Havenfield, he didn’t come alone. 

“Hey, Wylie said, stealing a glance at Linh before he turned to Sophie. “I 
hear you have a job for me.” 


Seventy-three 


ARE YOU SURE?” Sophie had to ask. “You don’t have to do this” 

“I know,’ Wylie told her. “But after my father—” 

“You don’t owe me anything,’ Sophie interrupted. “I healed Prentice 
because I wanted to. And because it was the right thing to do? 

“So is this. Your parents don't deserve whatever’s happening to them.” His 
bright blue eyes dimmed, and Sophie wondered if he was remembering the 
horrors hed endured during his interrogation. 

She didn't let herself think about it—didn't want to sink back into that 
numb panic. 

But she had to ask him one more time, “You're sure?” 

He was. 

So was Marella—though she looked a whole lot happier with her decision 
once Sophie had clarified that there would be no gorgodons or cold, sticky 
ash. 

And even though it earned Sophie lots and lots of eye rolls, she asked 
each of her friends if they were sure too. And Della. And Grady. And 
Edaline. And Sandor and Grizel. And Ro. 

Each time, they promised that they were certain. 

Even the Collective wasn't safe from the question—though for them she 
was mostly trying to make sure that there wasn't some better, safer, plan they 
should be focusing on. 

“We're sure,’ Mr. Forkle told her. Over and over and over. Until he turned 
the question back on her. 

“Are you sure?” he asked, removing a black bottle from his cape pocket. 
The note Wylie had written—following their explicit instructions—was 
already sealed inside, with white wax in the shape of the Neverseens eye. 
“Once Wylie leaves this in the Unity Fountain, the plan will be in motion. 


You ll have less than twenty-four hours before you head into Nightfall. Are 
you ready for that?” 

“I have to be? 

“That’s not the same as a yes,” he noted. “And as someone whos faced far 
too many moments like this, can I share something I've had to learn the 
hard way?” 

She nodded. 

He stumbled closer, lowering his ruckleberry-swollen body onto the 
couch beside her. “You cant control everything that’s going to happen, 
Sophie. I know on some level you know that—but I still see you trying. And 
I understand that instinct. But the real secret to facing these kinds of 
challenges is to go in knowing that something will go wrong. Many things, 
most likely. Its not about perfect plans. Its about believing you can handle 
whatever happens.” 

“But what if I can't?” she whispered. “I couldn't handle Lumenaria. And 
this time were even more unprepared. We don't know what kinds of security 
well be facing. We don't know anything about Vespera. We dont know if the 
soporidine plays into any of this, or if that’s a separate thing were going to 
regret ignoring. Or if Keefe’s mom has left out anything important because 
she has her own plans.” 

“Is that why you haven’ told your sister about any of this?” 

Her heart stumbled. “How do you know I haven't?” 

“Because as much as you hate to be coddled and sheltered, you do exactly 
that to others.” 

“So you think I should tell her?” 

“That's up to you. But let the choice come from love. Not fear.” 

She nodded, sitting on her hands so she couldnt tug on her eyelashes. 

“You're more afraid this time,” he guessed. “Is it because of your family?” 

“Thats part of it? She could've left it there, but she went ahead and 
admitted, “After Lumenaria, it’s . . . different. All the jokes about ‘almost 
dying’—they’re not jokes anymore. It could happen. It did happen.” 

“I know.’ He reached for her gloved hand, his fingers tracing over the 
spot where her scar was hidden. “When I joined the Black Swan, I knew Id 
be facing risks and danger. But I don't think I'll ever get used to how hard it 
is to watch others do the same. Especially now, when I should be going with 


you, and instead I’m stuck hiding away, trying to convince myself that my 
new limited situation isn't letting everyone down.” 

It was probably the most open hed ever been with her. 

And that trust—that honesty—made something shift inside her. As if a 
torch had been passed—and instead of feeling terrified, she felt proud. 
Strong. 

Wraith, Wylie, and Tiergan arrived then, to take the bottle to Atlantis, 
and she didnt feel like asking them if they were sure. 

“Be careful tomorrow,’ she said instead. 

Wylie nodded. “You too.” 

Barely an hour later, Wraith hailed Mr. Forkle to let him know the bottle 
had vanished from the Unity Fountain. And the countdown to Nightfall had 
officially begun. 


Seventy-four 


LOOKS LIKE SOMEONE didn't sleep,’ Keefe said, following Sandor into 
Sophie's room the next morning. 

“Are you really surprised?” she asked, pulling her hair closer to her face to 
hide her puffy, shadowed eyes. 

“Of course not. But was it nightmares? Or were you lying there 
overthinking everything? Or were you up late talking to your sister?” 

“About all of the above,” Sophie admitted, sitting on the edge of her bed. 

He plopped down next to her. “How much did you decide to tell Amy?” 

“I told her we found the other Nightfall, and that were going in tonight. 
Mostly I tried to assure her we have everything under control, but I don't 
think she believed me? 

‘Tm sure she didn't. This”—he traced a finger over the crease between her 
eyebrows—“doesn't make you very convincing.” 

Their eyes locked and it was suddenly much harder than it should have 
been to come up with a response. 

Iggy saved her from having to by jumping around, demanding attention. 

“How come youre here already?” she asked as she headed to her desk to 
scratch the tiny green imp through the bars of his cage. 

They weren't supposed to meet until closer to midnight, once they were 
all dressed and ready to head to Nightfall. Theyd be wearing Neverseen 
cloaks this time, hoping it might help them blend in. But the gnomes were 
still scrambling to make enough cloaks—especially ones large enough for 
Sandor, Grizel, and Ro. 

Keefe moved to her side. “I figured if someone didn’t come over to 
distract you, youd have no eyelashes left by tonight.” 

She dropped her hand, not realizing shed been tugging. 


“Besides,” he added, reaching into the pocket of his burgundy tunic, “I 
realized there's one thing we forgot to do. And I figured youd strangle me if I 
did it without you, so...” 

He pulled out his old Imparter. 

Sandor glowered. 

“Hey—don't blame me, Gigantor. You never asked for it back. I bet you 
didn't even notice it was missing until right now.’ 

“Of course I did!” 

“Nice try,’ Ro said, peeking into the room. “We all know you would’ve 
been pounding on the door to the Shores of Solace if youd realized.” 

“The Shores of Solace?” Sophie asked. 

“Apparently that’s what my dad calls his beach house,’ Keefe told her. 
“And yes, he says it with a straight face? 

“Meanwhile, I keep calling it the Waves of Wimpiness,’ Ro said proudly. 
“Lord Pretentious is not a fan.” 

Sophie had to smile at both nicknames, but it faded when she asked 
Keefe, “How’s it going, living there?” 

He shrugged. “It smells better than Alvar’s house.” 

“But . . . is your father being nice?” 

“Oh yeah, it’s a big cuddle fest. And then we sit down and make lists of all 
the reasons we love each other” 

She crossed her arms. “I mean it. Are you really okay?” 

“It is what it is. And focus, Foster—wrong awful parent! Right now, it’s all 
about Mommy Dearest.” He pointed to the Imparter. “I swear I don't have 
any crazy plans. I just know my mom loves to hold something back to see if 
someone calls her on it.” 

“Plus, I get to stab him again!” Ro said, unsheathing her dagger and 
jabbing the tip of his finger. 

Keefe didn't even flinch. 

“Hopefully this is the last time you'll have to do that,” Sophie said as they 
both sat on the edge of the bed again and he smeared his blood across the 
sensor. 

“Pretty sure we're never going to be free of her,’ he mumbled. 

“If you were free of me,’ Lady Gisela sniped through the blank screen, 
“you never would’ve gotten this close to finding Sophie's parents. And yet, I 
don't hear a thank-you.” 


“Youre not helping us. You're helping yourself? Sophie told her. 

“Why can't I do both? And let’s see . . . I’m guessing this is the part where 
you accuse me of hiding something to sabotage the mission, and I have to 
remind you that were on the same side—and that I need you to recover my 
Archetype. It’s a thick black volume—in case you were wondering—secured 
with a latch made of bands of silver and gold. You'll most likely find it near 
your parents, but if not, don’t leave the facility without it.” 

“Yeah, sorry, were not risking our lives to get your book back,” Keefe told 
her. 

“It's more than a book. It’s my vision—and it’s a thousand times more 
elegant than Fintan and his criterion. I know youre still refusing to see me 
as anything more than a villain in this conflict, but like it or not, I’m the only 
one trying to build a solution” 

“To what?” Sophie asked. 

“Problems you're still not ready to face. So let me give you some advice 
before you head into that facility. Remember who your enemy is—really 
remember. Because it'll be easy to lose sight of everything once youre in 
there. Think about who brought down Lumenaria, and burned Eternalia, 
and unleashed the gnomish plague, and stole the lives of the people you 
love? 

“Translation,” Keefe said, “you want us to take out Fintan instead of 
Vespera?” 

“You also agreed to wipe out the facility,’ Lady Gisela reminded Sophie. 

“Technically, I didn't,” Sophie argued. “You told me I'd want to once I saw 
it, and I didn't correct you. But I didn't agree, either.” 

“So you would allow it to remain, even knowing what goes on there?” 
Lady Gisela countered. 

Unease bloomed in Sophie's gut. But she kept her voice steady as she said, 
“I wont destroy it unless I know I can get everyone out of there safely—and 
that I won't somehow damage the city.” 

“Ah, the Black Swan's philosophy—overthink, overplan, stall, stall, stall. 
Haven't you seen how quickly that fails you? I’m only going to say this once. 
You will regret it if you dont destroy that facility, Sophie. Just as you will 
regret it if you allow Fintan to remain breathing. So if you get your chance, 
do whatever it takes to wipe them out of existence, regardless of the cost? 

“Why not Vespera?” Sophie asked. 


“Because I’m inclined to believe there’s more subtlety to her—and her 
research—than her journals imply. Shes an Empath, after all. And Empaths 
feel every hurt they trigger.” 

“Not all of them,’ Keefe muttered, and Sophie’s heart ached, knowing he 
had to mean his dad. 

“How do you know she’s an Empath?” Sophie asked. 

“I just do. Its actually why I chose Keefe’s father from my match lists. I 
knew if I wanted to build my own Nightfall someday, I was going to need an 
Empath to help me run it. But he turned out to be . . . incompatible. 
Fortunately, he gave me a son who manifested with far more power than he 
ever had. Thats your legacy, Keefe. But we'll talk more about that later. For 
now, go get me my Archetype. And try not to die? 

The Imparter went silent, and Sophie and Keefe just stared at it. 

Eventually Keefe mumbled, “So . . . all of that’s getting shoved into a really 
dark corner of my head—and were not going to talk about it, okay? At least 
not until we get through tonight.” 

Sophie nodded. “Well . . . at least we know Vesperas ability isn't 
something scary.” 

“Dont be so sure. My mom’s never trained as an Empath, so she doesn't 
get it.” 

He stood, moving to Sophies bookshelf, where shed displayed the 
paintings hed given her around her old human scrapbook. “My empathy 
mentor warned me when she saw how strong my ability was—that there's a 
risk that comes with feeling too much and not having the right training. Our 
mind's natural reaction is to shut down when things get too intense—but 
everything is intense for an Empath. So if you're not careful, you can end up 
going... numb. You'll still feel what others feel. But you wont feel anything 
yourself. And it can mess you up, since emotions overlap when you don't 
know all the thoughts and memories that triggered them. So, like, the rush 
that comes with anger? It’s not actually all that different from what I feel 
when someone's super giddy—in its basest essence, at least. They both give a 
burst of adrenaline. They both make the heart race and cause a surge of 
shivers. You only notice the bigger differences when you take the time to 
figure out why youre feeling it.” 

“Not sure I get what that means,” Sophie admitted. 


“I dont totally either. But my mentor said if I dont watch myself, I could 
get to a point where Id feel the same thing if I hugged somebody or punched 
them in the face. And if Vespera let that happen to her, well . . . it would 
explain how she was able to do such horrible, creepy research and write 
about it like it was no big deal” 

Goose bumps erupted across Sophie's arms and she rubbed them to calm 
the chill. 

Keefe did the same, which made her realize... 

“Is it harder to be around me?” she asked. “Since my emotions are 
stronger?” 

His lips tugged into a smile. “Don't worry, you're worth it? 

“Ugh—why didn't you tell me?” She stood, moving toward the door, 
trying to put as much space between them as she could. 

He laughed. “Trust me, a few feet doesn’t make a difference.” 

“Then you should stay away from me,” she told him. 

“Now youre being ridiculous.” 

He strode over to her, and she tried to back away but crashed into the 
wall. 

‘Tm serious, Keefe.” 

“Oh, I know. But you're forgetting something, Foster.” 

He was close enough to reach out and gently tuck her hair behind her ear 
as he leaned in to whisper, “I like a challenge.” 

His breath tickled her skin, and her stomach filled with fluttery things. 

“Speechless again?” he asked, grinning as he leaned in to whisper, “You 
know, there’s—” 

A loud slam had them both scrambling back, and before they could 
blink, Sandor and Ro were jumping in front of them, both drawing their 
weapons as heavy footsteps thundered up the stairs. 

“Good—youre together” Mr. Forkle gasped between heaving breaths as 
he stumbled into the room, with Grady and Edaline right behind him. “That 
saves me one trip.” 

“What’s going on?” Sophie asked. 

“Change of plans. You need to go—all of you.” 

“Where?” Grady demanded as Mr. Forkle dug through the pockets of his 
cape. 


“We've had Wraith keeping watch over the Unity Fountain. And this 
morning he found a new bottle floating near the base of the statues—with 
the Endal Crest for the seal. Wylie rushed to Atlantis to retrieve it, and 
apparently the Neverseen have named their own terms for the meeting— 
new time, new place. No negotiation. But its fine. We just have to hurry. 
Squall’s already at the new location, and she seems to think it’s safe. It’s 
public, at least. But Wylie should be joining her any minute, so the sooner 
you can get there the better? He handed Edaline a pathfinder. “I already 
have the crystal set to the facet you need.” 

“Wait—now?” Edaline asked. 

“Unfortunately. Blur went to warn the Vackers while I came here, so Della 
should be on her way—if she’s not there already. And Tiergan will be there 
as soon as he gets Tam and Linh what they need. So you five have to hurry,” 
he told Sophie, Keefe, Grady, Sandor, and Ro. “TIl go get Miss Redek and 
have her meet you there.” 

He handed Grady a pale glowing bottle—light from Candesia—and a 
small piece of magsidian. 

“That will take you to the heart of the city? he explained. “The Unity 
Fountain is only two blocks over. Stay in the southern alley until everyone's 
gathered.” 

Sophie blinked. “Were going to Atlantis now?” 

“Not just Atlantis, he told her. “You're going into Nightfall.” 


Seventy-Five 


I WISH I could’ve changed,’ Sophie mumbled, fussing with the sleeves of 
her long white tunic. 

Shed been planning to wear the green Neverseen-style vest shed used for 
the mission to Ravagog a few months earlier—but there hadn't been time to 
change. So now she was stuck in ruffles and frills, trying to be grateful that 
her low boots at least had soft soles, and didn't make a clack, clack, clack as 
she paced the narrow alley. 

“Tell me about it,” Fitz said, fanning the front of his red bramble jersey. “I 
was halfway through my morning run when Blur showed up—so now I’m 
all sweaty.” 

“And smelling awesome,’ Keefe added with a choked cough. 

Fitz, Biana, and Grizel had already been waiting for them when Sophie's 
group had arrived in the city. Marella showed up a couple of minutes later, 
followed by Dex and his father. 

“I'm a slight amendment to the plan,’ Kesler explained, “to clear the 
crowd out of the courtyard, since we're having to do this during a busy time.” 

He patted the worn satchel slung around his shoulder, and Sophie could 
hear the clink of glass vials knocking into each other. 

“Stink bombs?” Keefe guessed. 

“Some of my finest,” Kesler agreed. 

“Ohhhh, can I set one off?” Ro asked. 

Kesler laughed. “Pretty sure that would cause an interspeciesial incident.” 

“Which is why itd be so much fun!” Ro countered. 

Sophie tried to smile, but she couldnt take her eyes off the courtyard, 
where tiny shops and cafés surrounded the fountain in the center. The 
golden figures gleamed among the streams of colorful water that blasted 
around them in neat arcs before splashing into the swimming pool-size 


basin. She was too far back to see where Vesperas signature lay hidden on 
the top of the human statue's scepter—but she could feel it there. Waiting for 
her. Promising answers. 

“So when do we unleash the stink?” Keefe asked. 

“As soon as I get the signal,’ Kesler told him. “I guess Alden’s setting up 
something in another part of the city, to try to draw everyone’ attention 
over there? 

“And we have this to keep us hidden in the meantime,” Dex said, pulling 
an obscurer from his pocket. “I made some tweaks to it last night, so it 
should even cover some of what Linh does to the fountain—at least for a 
while? 

“Where is Linh?” Fitz asked. 

“And Tam?” Biana added. 

“Sorry; the twins said a couple of minutes later, plodding into the alley 
carrying thick stacks of black fabric. 

“Tiergan made us wait for these, Tam explained, pointing to the white 
eye symbol on the sleeves. 

Sophie's stomach filled with all kinds of squirmy things. 

The wriggling grew stronger when Linh passed out their disguises and 
Sophie found herself surrounded by the black-cloaked figures of her 
nightmares—and dressed as one too. 

“Right there with you, Foster,’ Keefe mumbled. “Td kinda been hoping Td 
never have to wear one of these again. Even a fake one.’ 

“Does anyone else think it’s a bad sign that the Neverseen are rushing 
us?” Marella asked, her petite frame hidden completely by the dark fabric. 
“Or are we all going to pretend were not freaking out?” 

‘Tm not freaking out,’ Grady promised, pulling his hood over his head. 
“Let them think they’re calling the shots. Nothing’s going to stop us from 
getting Sophie's parents back today.’ 

“Agreed,” Fitz said, resting a hand on Sophie's shoulder. 

“Okay, but what’s our actual plan?” Tam asked. “Do we know where were 
going once Linh and Dex get the door open?” 

“Grizel and I will go first, to scout for guards,’ Sandor said, strapping his 
sword outside of his cloak. “We'll use our senses to find a path to where 
Sophie's parents are being kept.” 


“And PII make sure they don't mess that up,’ Ro added. “But just so were 
clear, if I see any of my father’s traitors, Pll be killing them on sight. If you 
want me to leave the Neverseen breathing, that’s your call. But any ogres are 
going to die.’ 

“I have no problem with that,’ Sandor told her. “Pll happily help you 
strike them down.” 

“I doubt I'll need your help,” Ro said. “But . . . I guess it’s good to have 
backup.” 

Sandor nodded and Sophie wondered if this would be the first time an 
ogre and goblins had fought together. 

“The rest of us will follow,’ Grady told everyone. “Try not to be noticed— 
and stay behind me. If I tell you to do something—do it? 

“Now who’ taking over everything?” Keefe muttered. “And I bet he won't 
get cut off for a week? 

“Uh, youre not helping yourself in the father-approval department right 
now, Ro whispered. 

Keefe shrugged. 

“Okay; Sophie said, before an argument started. “We're going to do this 
like we always do—listening to each other, and counting on the fact that our 
plans are going to change about a million times as soon as we get in there. 
No one goes off alone. No one single-handedly tries to be the hero. If we see 
the Archetype—grab it. Otherwise the goal is finding my parents and getting 
out as fast as we can.” 

“Am I turning anyone else invisible?” Biana asked. 

Sophie shook her head. “If we can't hide the whole group, it doesn’t make 
sense. Especially since I should probably save my mental energy in case I 
have to enhance Grady.” 

Everyone shuddered at that. 

‘TIl cover us with as many shadows as I can,” Tam said. 

“And Pll have flames ready,’ Marella added. 

Sophie rubbed the knotted emotions in her chest. “TI inflict if I have to— 
but it'll be less painful for you guys if I don't. And if anyone needs me to 
enhance them, let me know.” 

“Same goes for needing a mental boost,” Fitz told her. 

“And calming any panic,’ Keefe added. 


A distant chime rang through the city, and strange music followed—a 
series of soft, lovely sounds woven into something peaceful and melodic. 

“Thats one of my mom’s compositions,’ Linh whispered, glancing at her 
brother. “She . . . she must be here.” 

Tam whipped around, as if hed be able to see his mom performing. But 
the rows of silver-blue towers blocked everything. 

“I think that’s also my cue,” Kesler said, pulling Dex into a strangle-hug 
before he headed out of the alley. “And Id plug my nose and cover my 
mouth if I were you guys.” 

He waited until hed entered the courtyard before he subtly poured one of 
his vials on the ground. 

“Dude, whats in that?” Keefe asked, looking both queasy and impressed 
as he tried to fan the stench away. “It smells like a hundred gulon farts 
baking in the sun” 

The crowd had noticed the odor as well, and there was a whole lot of 
coughing and gagging and sputtering—which turned into full-fledged 
stampeding as Kesler poured out a couple more vials. 

“We should move,’ Grady said, and they pushed into the fleeing masses, 
dodging elbows and trampling feet as they fought their way to the fountain. 

“Should I part the water yet?” Linh asked as Dex tossed the obscurer into 
the center of the basin. 

“Give it another minute,’ Fitz said. “There are still a lot of people here? 

Sophie used the time to study the gleaming golden figures. The elvin 
statue looked especially regal in an elegant cape and circlet, with part of his 
hair braided back and the rest hanging gracefully past his shoulders. His 
hand held a scroll, which he seemed to be offering to the human statue, 
whose head was bowed with gratitude. The human had rougher features and 
seemed to be wearing some sort of armor, but instead of a sword, he 
clutched a long, etched scepter. And carved onto the orb at the end was the 
symbol that turned the whole image into a mockery. 

“I think were clear,’ Grady said as the final few stragglers dissipated. “And 
if there is anyone in Nightfall, Pm sure they know were here. So we should 
head in before we give them time to prepare.” 

Sophie nodded and Linh climbed onto the rim of the fountain’s basin, her 
brow furrowing while she raised her hands and flicked her wrists. The ebb 
and flow of the fountain halted, and the colorful streams of water stilled. 


And when the surface of the pool was smooth as glass, Linh swept her arms 
in opposite directions. 

The water followed her silent command, rippling down the middle and 
rising on either side—so much more water than Sophie had expected. The 
fountain sloped sharply toward the center, the pool so deep that they 
would've been in way over their heads. But Linh kept drawing the water 
higher and higher, until shed formed two gurgling walls with a space in the 
center—a narrow, puddled path that cut straight to the human figure's 
pedestal. 

Even with the distance, Sophie could see the outline of a door—marked 
once again with Vesperas signature. 

“You okay?” Tam asked as sweat trickled down Linh’s temples. 

She nodded. “The other water just keeps calling to me now that I’ve 
opened my senses.” 

She tilted her head to the dome covering Atlantis, and a smile stretched 
across her rosy cheeks. 

“Wed better hurry,’ Tam warned. “The last time she got that look, she 
flooded the city? 

“I can resist it? Linh promised. 

But Dex had already hurdled over the edge of the fountain and sprinted 
for the door. 

“This lock isn’t too bad!” he said, placing his hands on the metal and 
tracing his fingers in circles. “Just give me a second.” 

Tam climbed up next to Linh and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. 

‘Tm fine,’ she assured him. 

But she didn't take her dreamy eyes off the dark depths beyond the dome. 

“Almost there,’ Dex called. “I’m just trying to feel for any alarms.” 

An agonizing minute passed. 

Then the door slid silently open. 

No sirens blared. 

No guards rushed out to attack. 

Only a blast of cold misty air swirled out of the shadowed space beyond. 

Sandor and Grizel raised their swords and charged down the slippery 
path in the fountain, disappearing without a word. 

“Give us two minutes,’ Ro told Keefe. “Then follow—unless you hear a 
whole lot of screaming.” 


Sophie choked down her nerves as she darted toward the door. She 
couldn't see much of the facility—just a hall of ancient silver and gold stones 
that wound down, down, down and vanished into dark mist below. 

“How did she keep this place from crumbling when they sank the city?” 
Biana whispered. 

“Most likely it was already buried, Grady murmured. “I wouldn't be 
surprised if this hall was actually much longer originally, and sinking the 
city brought Nightfall closer.” 

He traced his hand over the doorframe—over the ancient runes that 
proved how long this lie had existed. 

“I need to get Linh away from all of this water,’ Tam called, pulling his 
sister into the fountain. 

Linh let the path close behind them, leaving their group in a bubble of air 
nestled against the entrance. 

They lingered there, in that last safe space, locking hands and giving 
themselves a second to prepare. Then together, they stepped onto that dark, 
impossible path, to find Sophie's parents and chase down truths their world 
might not be ready for. 


Seventy-six 


THIS IS TOO easy” 

Marella was the first to breathe the words, but Sophie was pretty sure 
theyd all been thinking them with every step theyd taken down that long, 
winding passage. 

Theyd detected no one. Seen nothing but the silent silver and gold stones 
and the flickering balefire sconces that bathed everything in soft blue light. 
Eventually, they reached what seemed to be the hub of Nightfall’s only level, 
centered around an opulent, round foyer. Vaulted ceilings, sweeping balefire 
chandeliers, gilded pillars, mosaic floors, and walls inlaid with gold filigree 
were the only things that greeted them, along with an array of quiet, 
shadowed corridors—seven in all. 

It was far more palace than prison. 

And totally empty. 

No sign of the brutal experiments Sophie had been mentally preparing 
for. 

“I should double back,’ Ro whispered, halting their group at the edge of 
the foyer. “They could be planning to ambush us from behind?” 

Sandor went with her, while Grizel stayed to keep guard. But when they 
returned, neither had anything to report. 

“Well . .. maybe they all went to meet with Wylie,” Biana suggested. 

“If they did, can Tiergan and our moms handle that?” Fitz asked. 

“Of course, Grady promised. “But I cant imagine the Neverseen would 
be so single-minded.” 

“Then why isn't there any security?” Dex pressed his hands against the 
gleaming walls. “I keep searching for surveillance tech or alarms—but all I 
feel is solid stone.” 


“The door’s underwater,’ Linh reminded them, her silvery eyes focused 
on the ceiling, as if her mind was still on the pool far above—or the ocean 
beyond. “Maybe they think no one will find them.” 

Tam reached for her hand, giving her arm a gentle shake until she pulled 
her gaze away. “We left a note floating in their fountain. They know were 
onto them.” 

“Technically, Wylie pretended to be working against the Black Swan,’ Fitz 
told him. “But I know what you mean.” 

“And your senses aren't picking up anyone down those corridors?” Grady 
asked the bodyguards. 

Sandor and Grizel shook their heads. 

“All Pm getting is dust and ash,” Ro added. 

“Ash?” Marella said. “Could they be using the same trick we used last 
time?” 

“That wouldn't work on me,” Ro assured her. 

“So wait,’ Tam said, pressing his lips together like he wished he didn't 
have to ask his next question. “If no one’s sensing anything . . . does that 
mean Sophie's parents aren't here?” 

Sophie sagged against the wall. “If this is another dead end...” 

“No way,’ Keefe told her. “All the clues led here. We just have to figure out 
what the trick is? When she didn’t nod, he reached for her gloved hand. 
“Need me to calm the panic?” 

She took a shaky breath, blinking hard. “No, it’s fine. We should save our 
energy.’ 

“Or put it to better use,’ Biana told her. “Cant you track their thoughts 
like we did in the other Nightfall?” 

Sophie straightened. “I dort know why I keep forgetting about that.” 

Biana smiled. “Thats what I’m here for.” 

“Need a boost?” Fitz asked, nudging Keefe aside to offer Sophie his hand. 

“Actually, I need Tam. Last time, he slipped a shadow into my mind, and 
it made it so I was able to sense through a force field” 

“Hmm,” Keefe said as Tam nudged both him and Fitz aside. “On the one 
hand, the look on Fitz's face is pretty priceless right now, and I know it’s 
killing him not to say, ‘But were Cognates!’ But on the other hand . . . don't 
go thinking this lets you into the Foster Fan Club, Bangs Boy!” 

Tam rolled his eyes. “Ready?” he asked Sophie. 


She nodded, and his shadow slowly crawled into her head, the dark 
energy mixing with her own mental reserves before she flung her 
consciousness down each of the seven corridors. 

A headache rewarded her for the effort, but it was nothing compared to 
the ache in her chest when all she sensed was cold, empty nothing. The hole 
inside her stirred—still healing from her zombie days—and she could feel 
the despair reach out to drag her down into that dark pit of hopelessness. 
But she pushed those feelings away and shoved her thoughts farther, 
draining every bit of power she could muster. She didn't know the layout of 
the facility, so she couldnt tell if the turns and twists her mind made were 
real or imagined, but she followed them anyway, stretching herself thinner 
and thinner, until it felt like her brain was going to shred. 

The pain was worth it when the softest whisper of life skated along the 
edge of her consciousness. “I feel someone down there.’ She pointed toward 
one of the shadowy corridors. “There's a flicker of warmth—but that’s all I 
can tell.” 

“That has to be your parents,” Biana told her. 

“Only one way to know for sure,’ Sandor said, stalking toward the dark 
hall. 

“Stay here,’ Grizel told them as she and Ro followed. 

“Yeah, like that’s going to happen,” Keefe said, glancing at Sophie. “Unless 
you want to wait.” 

“Are you kidding?” She charged forward. 

Sandor sighed. “Fine. But stay behind us—and if we tell you to run, run.” 

No one breathed a word as they tiptoed across the foyer and headed 
down the sloped hall. The walls turned smooth, covered in intricate whorls 
of gold, and gleaming orbs dangled from the arched ceiling, flickering with 
balefire. 

“Does it seem like it’s getting hotter?” Marella whispered. 

Sophie nodded. “And brighter? 

The hall was curved, so they could only see a few feet ahead—until they 
made the final turn. A closed door waited for them, with a glaring glow 
seeping through the seams. 

Grizel motioned for everyone to be quiet as she reached for the handle, 
slowly testing the knob—and finding it unlocked. She and Sandor shared a 
look, and he tucked himself out of sight on one side of the door while Ro 


mirrored him on the other, their swords raised over their heads. When they 
were each in position, Grizel inched the door open and crept into the room. 

Her gasp sent everyone rushing in after her, their bodies crashing into 
each other as the bright light bleached their vision. 

Sophie blinked hard, forcing her eyes to adjust to... 

“Breathe, Foster,” Keefe said, catching her as her legs gave out. 

She could feel him reaching for her glove—and yanked her hand away. 
She didn't want to be calm as she sprinted toward the glaring white force 
field that split the enormous room in two. A towering cage of blue balefire 
burned on the other side, and between the dancing flames she caught a 
glimpse of two unconscious figures chained to the floor. 

Their faces were swollen, their bodies pale and bruised and burned. 

But she could still recognize her parents. 

She hugged her chest, certain that every part of her was about to crumble. 
Which was why it took her a second to notice the slitted yellow eyes 
watching her from the shadows near the balefire. 

The beast raised its massive head, revealing long, curved fangs jutting 
from its pointed, reptilian snout. Its talons scraped the floor as it stood, 
stretching its lionlike body, which was covered in silver feathers that trailed 
up to an enormous pair of sharply angled wings. 

When it curled its armored tail like a scorpion, Sophie finally understood 
what she was seeing. 

One of Lady Gisela’s gorgodons must have survived. 


Seventy-seven 


DON’T WAKE UP. 

Sophie repeated the plea over and over, begging her parents not to stir. 

Dont notice the chains—the fire—the huge, horrifying beast—the 
injuries... 

She was trying so hard not to think about the injuries. 

Sleep. Sleep. Sleep. 

And they did. 

They didn't even stir when the gorgodon let out a screechy roar and 
lunged against the force field, sending lightning sparking across the invisible 
barrier. 

“That thing definitely wants to eat us? Tam mumbled. 

Marella nodded. “I liked it way better when we thought the gorgodons 
were dead.” 

So did Sophie. Especially with the way the beast kept holding her stare. 
As if it knew she was the most desperate to get past its guard. 

“Those taller flames must be the decoy Lady Gisela told us about,’ she 
whispered, pointing to one of the corners of the balefire cage, where a clump 
of flames flared higher than the others. “That’s where we can slip through to 
pull my parents free.” 

“Awesome, Keefe said. “So how do we get there without becoming a 
gorgodon snack?” 

Dex turned to Tam and Biana. “Think either of you guys can sneak past?” 

“Probably not without ash,” Biana admitted. 

“But, uh, there's a bigger problem,’ Tam said. “I can only take down the 
whole force field—and none of us can rebuild it. So once I do, there'll be 
nothing to stop the gorgodon from coming after us—unless Marella thinks 
she can cage it in.” 


Marella frowned as she studied the huge empty room. “I don't know if I 
can make a barrier that big and not lose control.” 

“Is there a way to restrain the gorgodon?” Sophie asked Grady. 

He shook his head. “That beast is pure muscle—and it’s angry. Even with 
a fleet of gnomes, I doubt wed be able to get it under control. Especially 
without any rope.’ 

“Could we let it chase us out and then double back and lock it out?” Linh 
asked. 

“Depends on how fast it is? Tam told her. “Plus, then wed be trapped in 
here, so...” 

“And that’s if the door can even stop it,’ Marella added. “Remember the 
damage we saw at the other Nightfall?” 

Biana chewed her lip. “How do you think the Neverseen even got it 
here?” 

“There must be a tunnel somewhere,’ Dex said. “I wonder if we can find it 
and lure it back there.” 

“That sounds time consuming,’ Grady warned. 

“We need to burn it,’ Marella said, making everyone flinch. “I know, it'll 
be ugly. But... if we don't kill it, it will kill us? 

“Can you do that without burning my parents?” Sophie asked. 

Marella tugged on her braids. “I want to say yes, but . . . the ability is still 
so new?” 

“Then we cant risk it,” Sophie decided. 

“I suppose . . . I could put a bubble around your parents and drown the 
gorgodon,’ Linh suggested with a shudder. 

“Lady Gisela said it can breathe underwater,’ Sophie reminded her. 

“Of course it can,” Keefe grumbled. 

“So we'll kill it the old fashioned way,’ Sandor said, slashing his sword. 

“Cant be done,’ Ro warned. “Not without long-range weapons strong 
enough to pierce that super-thick skin. If we try to get in close with blades, 
that tail will take us out, and I’m pretty sure the barb on the end is dripping 
venom.” 

“Then we'll have to be fast,’ Grizel said, stalking closer to the gorgodon. 

Shed barely closed half the distance when its tail slammed into the force 
field, flashing sparks and lightning everywhere. 


“That would’ve been a direct hit,” Ro told her. “But if you don't believe 
me, you can go for it and I can say ‘I told you so’ while your insides liquefy 
from the venom.’ 

“No one’s going for anything,’ Sophie jumped in. “Not until we come up 
with a plan that wont get anyone killed” 

She stopped herself from taking another look at her parents. 

She needed to stay calm. Needed to find a different angle. Needed to— 

“The answer you seek does not exist,’ a female with an especially sharp 
accent said from . . . somewhere—everywhere. Her voice echoed all around 
them. 

Sandor grabbed Sophie, hauling her against his side as Ro and Grizel 
shifted to shield the others. 

“Such noble grace,’ the voice said, still bouncing off the walls and leading 
to nothing. “And yet . . . it is a pity. All this time—thousands upon thousands 
of years—and still we remain reliant on simpler species for our defense.” 

“Pretty sure that’s the cue for you elves to use your fancy abilities to drop 
this creepy mystery lady,’ Ro told them. 

“They will try,’ the voice said, and indeed, Grady’s eyebrows were 
squeezed together, as if he was fighting to grab control of her mind. “But 
they will find that I am well prepared. It is all I have been able to do these 
long years.” 

The last words left a trail, and Sophie followed the sound to a balcony 
hidden high in one of the corners, where a shockingly pale female in a stiff 
burgundy gown gazed down at them like a queen studying her court. Shed 
even crowned herself with an arched piece of jeweled fabric, similar to the 
Tudor headdresses Sophie had seen in her human history books. And her 
features were gorgeously dramatic—thick, arched eyebrows, wide-set azure 
eyes, angled cheekbones, and long pointed ears. But there was an unnatural 
stillness to her face. As if she wasnt used to moving or speaking. Or 
feeling... 

“Vespera, Sophie whispered. 

“Lady Vespera, she corrected, smoothing the bodice of her dress. The 
gown was probably supposed to be fitted, but her shoulders were so frail that 
it gaped in places, and one of the silken sleeves kept sliding down her 
shoulder. 


“This is far prettier than a thinking cap, is it not?” she asked, tracing her 
finger over the chains of rubies that draped off her headdress and were 
woven into an intricate net over the tight coil of her ebony hair. “And it 
provides far superior protection—even from the moonlark’s mind tricks. 
There is nothing any of you can do that will harm me.” 

“Nothing?” Ro asked, whipping a dagger out of her cloak and launching 
it toward the balcony. 

The blade spun in a smooth arc and slammed into Vespera’s stomach with 
a strange crash that splintered her gown—because it wasn't a gown. And she 
wasnt actually there. 

A mirror. 

“I told you,’ Vespera said, and they whipped toward the sound to find her 
perched on another balcony on their opposite side. “I have had plenty of 
time to prepare.” 

“And I have plenty of weapons,’ Ro said, hurling another dagger—harder 
that time, aiming for Vespera’s head. 

The blade punched through the pane of glass, sending shards raining 
down, only to reveal another image of Vespera standing behind it. 

“It is always so tiring, being underestimated,’ Vespera said as a dozen 
versions of herself flashed along the walls. “Everyone has grown so 
accustomed to mediocrity that when they find themselves faced with true 
greatness, they fail to appreciate it? 

“Appreciate this,” Ro said, whipping three knives in rapid succession— 
and shattering three more mirrors. 

But there were more mirrors behind them, already displaying Vesperas 
reflection. 

“Might want to save your knives, Tam warned. “Shes probably not 
actually here. That would explain why no one could sense her? 

“But shed have to be close—and above us, somehow,’ Biana said, mostly 
to herself. “There must be stairs . . ” 

“You will not find them,” Vespera promised. “And I see you testing me,’ 
she told Dex, whod pressed his hands against one of the mirrors. “Your 
talent will not help. When I built this facility, we did not rely on technology. 
Light creates the strongest illusions. Even for the mind.” 

Dex ignored her, closing his eyes and tapping different portions of the 
mirror. 


Vespera shook her head. “If you had done your research, you would 
know that I designed many of the tricks that keep our cities hidden. Even all 
this time later, my methods hold” 

“Uh, there's nothing to research,” Fitz told her. “You've been erased.” 

Vesperas chin dipped—the closest theyd gotten to a show of actual 
emotion—and all but one reflection faded away. It seemed to darken as she 
said, “The world I knew was a small-minded, ungrateful place that was not 
worthy of the help I gave it? 

“The help,’ Sophie repeated, unable to stop herself from stealing a glance 
at her parents. “Thats what you call this?” 

“Yes.” Vespera slipped her fallen sleeve back onto her shoulder. “And I 
suppose we should focus on why we find ourselves here today. Fintan told 
me the moonlark would be unable to resist coming after us. I did not believe 
you would be so careless, but here you are, risking so much for so little—and 
still not risking enough.” 

She pointed to where the gorgodon promised a swift death to anyone 
who dared enter its cage—then to the two helpless figures sleeping among 
the flames. 

“An elegant dilemma, is it not?” Vespera asked. “Seemed a decent means 
to get your measure.” 

“So this is a test,” Sophie said. 

“You have set yourself up as my opponent. Do you blame me for longing 
to discover what I might be up against?” 

“I blame you for torturing innocent people!” Sophies mind flashed to the 
wounds shed seen on her parents, wondering how many more Elwin would 
find once she got them out of there. 

“Torture is about pain and control,’ Vespera told her, moving her 
reflection again, to the closest wall, down at Sophie's eye level. “This was 
research. First about them. Now about you. We shall see how you think. 
How you fight. Where you draw your lines.” 

Sophie's knees wanted to buckle—but she stepped closer, moving away 
from her friends. “Let. My. Parents. Go.” 

“Or?” 

“Or... we'll destroy this facility? 

Vespera inclined her head. “I do not believe you.” 


“You think we can't?” Tam asked, pointing to where Linh had gathered a 
giant orb of water. 

“No, I suspect many of you are capable,’ Vespera said. “Just as I suspect 
the moonlark could tear these halls down stone by stone if she truly 
unleashed herself. But she won't. None of you will” 

“I don't know,” Ro said. “They wiped out half my city. You just haven't 
gotten them angry enough” 

“Is that the trick?” Vesperas eyes glinted as they bored into Sophie's. “If I 
describe your parents’ screams, would it change anything? Or if I tell you 
that their minds will never escape their nightmares? Or maybe I should 
share how they pleaded for me to spare them because of their daughter? Or 
how I told them their daughter is to blame for their current predicament?” 

Sophie clenched her jaw to hold in her rage—but red still curled around 
her vision, and acid boiled in her core, and everything was shaking shaking 
shaking. The wrath clawed at her—ate at her—but she shoved it deep, saving 
it for when Vespera would feel every horrifying drop. 

“Close, Vespera said. “But still you hold back. I wonder if it would 
change anything if you knew that I can lower the flames protecting them? If 
I let you watch as the gorgodon feasts on their weary flesh?” 

“Don't!” 

Sophie couldn't tell who shouted it. It might have been her. 

Her ears were roaring too loud, head pounding too hard—and sour 
revulsion coated her tongue as she forced herself to say, “Please let them go. 
Theyre not a part of this.” 

“A simple plea? That’s all you'll give?” Vespera folded her hands. “What if 
I told you I would release them right now if you swore to leave this facility 
and never return? Would you take what you want and go, knowing I would 
continue my research on others?” 

“Yes,” Sophie admitted, hating the selfish answer. 

“And what if the two prisoners were strangers?” Vespera asked. “Would 
you strike the same bargain?” 

“Yes,” Sophie said again, that time with a tinge of relief. 

“Why does that make you feel better?” Vespera wondered. “Stranger or 
friend, you still endanger many to spare the few.” 

“I spare the people who need it,’ Sophie argued. “Because I can come 
after you again once theyre safe.” 


“And what of the people who suffer in the meantime?” Vespera asked. 
“Do you think I will not ensure that many pay the price for every life you 
spare?” 

Sophie didn't have an answer. 

Disappointment puckered Vesperas features. “Fintan was so certain that 
your parents had been chosen because they were ideal specimens. But I 
knew even before I tested them that they lacked the necessary gifts. Which is 
a tragedy, really. The Black Swan was wise to have you learn from humans. 
But they chose the wrong humans, and now they have a powerful little girl 
who will always make the wrong decisions.” 

“Says the person who spent thousands of years in prison,’ Keefe said, 
wrapping an arm around Sophie's waist to calm her shaking. “Not exactly a 
model of awesome choices.” 

Vesperas brow lowered as she studied Keefe. “You must be the one Fintan 
called ‘the disappointment.” 

Keefe flushed at the too-familiar insult. But all he said was, “Some people 
arent worth impressing.” 

“I suppose. But looking at you now, I do not understand how you could 
fit into your mother’s plan” 

Keefe snorted. “That makes two of us.” 

“Do you even know her plan?” Vespera asked. “Did she tell you why she 
was so obsessed with my research? Why she burned the world to make her 
precious soporidine?” 

“Yeah ... Mom wasnt a big fan of sharing secrets. But hey, if you feel like 
showing her up, why don't you tell us what you know?” 

“Because it does not matter. We have new plans now—ones that do not 
waste time on sorting and gathering. I am, however, curious.” 

Vespera disappeared—then reappeared across the room, clutching a 
black book wrapped in bands of gold and silver. 

“Have you read this?” she asked, holding up the Archetype. 

“Have you?” Sophie countered. 

“It is locked? 

“Yup, Keefe agreed. “And I have the key. Care to make a trade?” 

Bad idea, Sophie transmitted. 

Not if we give it to her in pieces—and only include three of them. 

But we don't even have it with us, Sophie reminded him. And— 


“I have no need,’ Vespera said, interrupting their silent conversation. “I 
saw enough of her vain attempt at my facility to know she has missed the 
point entirely. A few ideas could be salvaged—but most had to be let go.” 

“Is that why you left my brother there?” Fitz asked. 

“Your brother has found himself in his current state because I do not hold 
back from making the hard choices. And that is why I will win? 

“Keep telling yourself that,” Keefe told her. 

“I do not need to. I can show you. It is time for your first lesson.” 

“In what?” Grady demanded. 

Fintan’s deep voice bounced all around them as he said, “Ruthlessness.” 


Seventy-eight 


THE DOOR SLAMMED shut before Fintan finished the final syllable, and 
Sophie knew it would be locked long before Fitz tried—and failed—to 
wrench it back open. 

Dex rushed over to help, pressing his hands against the metal, pushing 
his ability as hard as he could. But he wouldn't be fast enough—not if Fintan 
was there. 

Sophie peeled off her gloves, bracing for searing heat and choking smoke 
as she shouted for Linh to get close, hoping that enhancing Linh’s ability 
might be enough to douse any blazes Fintan would ignite. She also 
transmitted to Marella, warning her not to reveal her own flames until the 
last possible second. 

But when Fintan appeared next to Vespera on the far wall—with a floppy 
white thinking cap for mental protection—he simply flicked a speck of lint 
off his black cloak and told them, “Theres no reason to burn you in your 
present predicament. In fact, by the end of this you'll be begging me to.” 

Ross blade smashed the mirror, right between his sky-blue eyes. 

“Good to see you too, Princess,” he said as he reappeared with Vespera on 
a different wall. “And I must say, our uniform looks good on you.’ 

Ro held his gaze as she shredded the robe with her claws, leaving curls of 
black fabric at her feet. 

Sophie yanked off hers as well, as did everyone else—except Biana, who 
must've turned herself invisible. 

Sophie was trying to figure out where Biana was hiding when Fintan told 
Ro, “It seems rather ill advised to side with those who took so much pleasure 
in flooding your homeland. Or is there some betrayal in the works?” 

Ro gritted her teeth. “The flood only happened because you dragged my 
father into your stupid plan” 


“Then you should blame Gisela as well,” he told her. “And yet I hear she's 
behind your current assignment. I’m surprised you didnt find that more... 
concerning.” 

‘Tm assuming you know this because another fool betrayed my father 
since I left?” Ro asked. “Any of the traitors around? Td love to say hi” 

“Sadly, they're off handling other matters. You know how it goes.” Fintan’s 
eyes drifted from Sophie to Fitz to Dex. “By the way, your mothers say hello.” 

“Do they?” Grady asked, sounding far calmer than Sophie felt. “I 
wouldnt have thought youd have time for much conversation given how 
quickly you finished your meeting.” 

“The meeting's still going. I left Gethen and Ruy to handle our plans 
there. I couldn't miss my special guests—especially when they've gone to so 
much trouble to avoid me.” His eyes shifted to Marella. “And I get to meet 
the new recruit—a Redek, no less. Pm assuming your mother doesn’t know 
about this new hobby, given how much she sacrificed to keep you away.’ 

“What's that supposed to mean?” Marella snapped. 

Fintan smiled. “Nothing you should concern yourself with anymore. By 
the time were done here, I doubt you'll even remember her.” 

Careful. Sophie transmitted the reminder when Marella’s hands flashed 
with a single spark—hopefully too quick for anyone else to notice. If he sees 
your flames, he'll ignite his own. 

Sounds like were in for worse than that, Marella noted. 

I know. We need to get out of here. 

And how are we going to do that? 

Still working on it For now—stall. Every minute we keep him talking is 
another minute he isnt trying to kill us. 

I'm pretty sure hes smart enough to multitask, Marella warned. 

“Communicating telepathically, are we?” Fintan’s eyes locked on to 
Sophie's. “Think you're going to find some brilliant plan for escape?” 

“There is a way, Vespera told them, adjusting her sleeve again. “But you 
will never see it, because you are still trying to save everyone. It is why you 
will always lose—time and time again. You will always delay. Always try for 
the impossible while ignoring the most logical options—” 

“And what exactly are these ‘logical options?” Keefe interrupted. “Why 
don't you tell us what we're missing? Show us how much smarter you are.” 


“Do you think I will not answer?” Vespera asked. “As if the options are 
such a closely guarded secret that you have to trick and flatter them out of 
me?” Her focus shifted back to Sophie. “Your parents would already be free 
if youd been willing to sacrifice part of your group to the gorgodon. Or you 
could have fled the moment you understood the gravity of my challenge and 
dropped any foolish notions of sparing the humans. Even now, there is a way 
to free yourself, if you abandon the others. But you do not see it. And if you 
did, you would not take it. You would rather remain trapped—facing my 
tests along with your friends—because you refuse to accept that it takes 
ruthlessness to win in this world. There is no room to be noble. No reward 
for heroes. No space for sentiment or camaraderie. If you want to succeed, 
you should be severing ties, limiting your connections, viewing anyone 
around you as expendable. Because every time you allow yourself to care, 
every friend you surround yourself with, will only make you weak and 
vulnerable.” 

“Are you sure about that?” Biana asked, flashing into sight between 
Fintan and Vespera. 

Somehow, she was part of the projection, and when she lunged for 
Fintan’s thinking cap, she was able to yank it off his head. She leaped for 
Vesperas headpiece next, but Vespera managed to shove Biana back, both of 
them toppling out of the mirror’s range as Fintan raised his hands, shouting 
for flames and... 

... his body stilled, eyes widening. 

Grady smiled. “If you wanted a lesson in ruthlessness, all you had to do 
was ask.” 

Bone crunched as Fintan punched himself in the face. 

Then again. 

Then in the stomach. 

Again. 

Again. 

Sophie watched in dazed horror, until Biana’s scream snapped her out of 
it, followed by several thumps and crashes. 

“She needs help,” Fitz said, cupping his hands around his mouth and 
shouting, “HOW DO WE GET UP THERE?” 

Another scream was Biana’s only answer. 

Fitz grabbed Sophie's arm. “Please tell me you can track her.’ 


‘Tm trying,’ she promised. “But I think I need help.” 

She took his hand to enhance him and Fitz squeezed his eyes shut. 

His whole body shook as he told her, “Shes somewhere above us.” 

“I know—but I can't tell how she got up there. Can you?” Sophie asked. 

Sweat streamed down Fitz's face as he shook his head. 

“Scour the room for a staircase,’ Grizel ordered when glass shattered and 
Biana screamed again. 

“It's not in here,’ Ro warned. “Biana’s scent leads out the door. She 
must've slipped free before they locked us in? 

“Then, how’s it going on that lock, Dex?” Fitz shouted. 

Dex rattled the door. “I’m trying everything I can think of. But Vespera 
wasnt lying about how this place doesn't use technology.” 

“Does this help?” Sophie asked, grabbing his hand. 

He shook his head. “It’s not a gadget. I can't talk to it—I don't know what 
to do.” 

“Stand back!” Ro commanded, shoving Dex aside and slamming her 
body against the door. 

Sandor and Grizel joined her, but even with their combined strength, 
they only managed to warp the metal. 

“Tll make Fintan open it? Grady said, gritting his teeth. Veins bulged 
across his forehead and Fintan turned, eyes full of pure, black hate as he 
stumbled out of sight, heading their way. 

The small victory only lasted until Biana shouted, “RUN!” followed by an 
agonized scream and a whole lot of shattering glass. 

Vespera’s voice hissed around the room. “You want to see ruthless?” 

The air sizzled and popped as the force field unraveled—and the 
gorgodon bared its fangs and leaped for their throats. 


Seventy-nine 


Now WOULD BE a really good time for us to figure out how to get that 
door open,’ Keefe yelled as they all tucked and rolled out of the gorgodon’s 
path. 

The beast slammed into the wall, crashing through layers of glass and 
sending jagged shards flying as it scrambled to its feet and roared. 

“On it,” Dex called back, pulling a melder out of his cloak and popping off 
the back. “I’m going to blast through the whole stupid door.” 

“We'll keep the gorgodon away while you work,’ Sophie told him. 
“Everyone spread out and try to distract it.” 

Her friends obeyed—though Fitz kept screaming Bianas name, asking if 
she was okay. 

“She's probably hiding,’ Grady told him, glass crunching under his feet as 
he stumbled to the nearest wall. “And youd better work fast, Dex. Pm no 
longer controlling Fintan.” 

“Does that mean he can torch this place?” Tam asked as he blanketed Dex 
in shadows. 

“No. I could feel my hold slipping, so I made Fintan knock himself out. 
But I dort know how long the unconsciousness will last? Grady slumped 
against the wall, his face sweaty and gray. 

“Are you okay?” Sophie asked. 

He closed his eyes and nodded. “Fintan fought me pretty hard” 

‘TIl cover you,” Marella offered, gathering flames as she ran to Grady’s 
side and held them in front of her like a weapon. 

“Uh, I think that’s making the gorgodon angrier, Tam warned. He 
pointed to the snarling beast, which had crouched into a pounce stance, its 
yellow gaze locked on Marella. 


Marella snuffed out her flames, but the gorgodon still leaped—and it 
would’ve been a perfect strike, if a wave of water hadn't slammed it into the 
far wall, shattering more mirrors. 

The gorgodon was back on its feet immediately—shaking its feathers dry 
and raising its wings as it launched off the floor and circled above them. 

“Oh good, now it’s airborne!” Keefe said as Linh gathered water for 
another attack. “Any chance you feel like manifesting as a Psionipath, Foster? 
Because a new force field would really come in handy right now? 

“I wish,” she mumbled. 

But maybe she could control the beast a different way. ... 

She closed her eyes, stretching out her mind the way shed done with 
Verdi and Iggy and Silveny, hoping she could convince the gorgodon that 
they should be friends. 

But the gorgodon’s mind was a swirling pool of nothing. No sounds. No 
images. Only shadows of what used to be—as if everything had been blotted 
out by its cavernous grief. 

The bleakness made Sophie’s eyes water—made her want to help the 
tortured creature. Maybe if she— 

“WATCH OUT!” Sandor screamed, dragging Sophie behind him. 

He raised his sword at the gorgodon, which was diving straight for them. 

Fitz threw out his arms, whipping dozens of fallen shards toward the 
beast with telekinesis. But nothing slowed the gorgodon’s plummet—until 
Linh knocked it back with a massive geyser. 

Glass rained down as it slammed into the ceiling, and Tam shrouded 
Linh in shadows while the beast scanned the room for its attacker. 

“Anyone have a plan yet?” Tam shouted. 

“Besides ‘don't die?” Keefe asked, leaping over rubble as he sprinted 
across the room. “How about you guys keep that thing away from me so I 
can get Foster's parents and we can flee this death trap the second Dex gets 
that door open.” 

“Do you need help?” Sophie called as Sandor struggled to keep her 
shielded. 

“Nope, I got this. Just keep the gorgodon distracted.” 

“Done!” Ro hurled a dagger at the beast’s flank. 

The knife bounced off the gorgodon’s thick skin—but definitely got the 


creature’s attention. 


Grizel tackled Ro to save her from a tail-sting to the face, and Linh 
knocked the beast back with another wave. 

Sophie tried to think of a way to help, but she couldn't take her eyes off 
Keefe as he charged straight into the tallest section of flames. 

“Made it!” he shouted. “Good thing my mom wasnt lying about that!” 

“And my parents are really there?” Sophie asked, not sure what shed do if 
they'd fallen for another of Vespera’s illusions. 

“They are!” Keefe promised. “And they’re breathing!” 

Hope bloomed in Sophie's heart—but it was quickly choked out by thorns 
of dread as her mind dredged up the glimpses shed caught of her parents’ 
wounds. 

“What’s taking so long?” Ro shouted as she and Grizel dove to avoid the 
gorgodons talons. 

“Just trying to break these chains,’ Keefe told them. 

Lots of metal clanking followed. 

“Keefe’s going to need help,’ Sophie realized. “Even if he can break them 
out, he wont be able to carry both of them.” 

Sandor’s nod looked grim. “Tl go—but I want you to stay over there.” 

He pointed to where Marella was guarding a slumped Grady while Fitz 
covered Dex a few feet away, as Dex screwed some sort of contraption onto 
the end of the melder. 

“Deal,” Sophie said, darting for her friends. 

Sandor dashed into the fray, dodging the water balls Linh was hurling at 
the gorgodon to keep its focus away from Keefe. Tam had covered Ro and 
Grizel with shadows, helping them sneak up on the beast’s sides—but as they 
got close, the gorgodon flapped its wings, knocking them over. 

“You okay?” Grady asked when Sophie made it to his side. 

“I think so—you?” 

“Yeah, I’m just trying to figure out where Fintan is. I can't feel his mind 
anymore, and I’m not sure if that’s because he’s still unconscious, or if my 
brain is too tired, or if he’s woken up and moved beyond my range. Any 
progress on the door, Dex?” 

“Actually, yeah.” Dex showed off his melder, which now looked like some 
sort of alien ray gun. “Just making sure this thing won't blow off my hand.” 

“What about you?” Sophie asked Fitz, noticing how pale and sweaty he 
looked. 


He shook his head, eyes on the ceiling. “Bianas still up there. And I 
haven't heard her scream since she told us to run. Have you?” 

Shame heated Sophie's cheeks when she admitted she hadn't. 

She hadn't even been listening—or thinking about Biana at all. 

And when she stretched out her consciousness . . . 

Silence. 

Which made her wonder if Vespera was right. 

What if there wasn't a way to get all of her friends out of this safely? 

And not just that day—but the next? And the next? 

“We can't keep this up,” she whispered. 

“Yes we can, Grady promised. “When Dex gets the door open, we're 
going to find Biana and Fintan—maybe Vespera too—and get your parents 
out of this miserable place.” 

“It wont be that simple,’ Sophie told him. “The gorgodon is going to 
chase us. And I doubt the door will hold it back—if we can still close it after 
Dex blasts though.” 

“Then Pll burn the beast,” Marella told her. “Or put up a wall of flame in 
the hall.” 

“You really think you can do that without burning this whole place 
down?” Sophie asked. 

“Are you sure about any of the dangerous things you do?” Marella 
countered. “Besides, why bring me along if you're not going to let me use my 
power?” 

“Or .. . maybe we should let the fire get out of hand,’ Fitz suggested. “I 
know destroying this place is what Keefe’s mom wants, but it’s pretty creepy 
here.” 

He wasnt wrong. 

But the facility was also the only evidence of what had really happened to 
the humans in Atlantis. 

And what if the fire got out of hand and spread to another part of the 
city? 

Even the idea of killing the gorgodon felt wrong—especially after feeling 
how much it had already suffered. 

“I don't think we should turn to fire just yet? Grady said, sitting up and 
rubbing the spot between his eyes. “Not until we've exhausted all other 
options.” 


“Haven't we?” Marella asked. 

“No, Grady insisted. “Sophie hasn't tried enhancing me. Maybe I can 
control the gorgodon—” 

“Uh, shouldn't you have done that a while ago?” Fitz snapped. 

“I wanted to. But controlling Fintan drained me too much.’ He struggled 
to his feet and held out his hand. 

“Youre sure youre not going to freak out and start controlling all of us?” 
Sophie had to ask. 

He smiled. “Let’s hope not?’ 

“Thats not actually ‘no,” she reminded him. But her reluctance faded 
when she spotted Sandor and Keefe cornered by the gorgodon. 

They each held a limp figure wrapped in discarded Neverseen cloaks, 
which was making it nearly impossible for them to duck around the 
venomous tail. 

She grabbed Grady’s hand—then yelped from the jolt of heat that zapped 
between them. 

“Is this how it always feels?” Grady asked through gritted teeth. 

Sophie shook her head. “It’s never this intense. Want me to let go?” 

“No. Just . . . give me a second.’ An eerie sort of stillness settled over him 
as sweat beaded on his upper lip. 

He turned toward the gorgodon—and the second his brow scrunched, 
the beast plummeted to the floor, rolling onto its side with wide, glassy eyes 
and stiff limbs. 

“You didn't kill it, did you?” Sophie asked. 

“No!” The word was both a shout and a snarl as Grady’s eyes glazed over. 

“Do I want to know what just happened?” Keefe called. 

“Just hurry!” Sophie shouted, trying to pull her hand free—but Grady 
held on. 

“Are you okay?” she asked him. 

His attention slid to her, brow furrowing again as he studied her with that 
vacant stare. 

“Grady,” she said, tugging harder on her hand. “Dad!” 

The second word did the trick, crashing through the haze enough for him 
to let go and stumble back. 

“Are you okay?” Sophie repeated. 

He covered his face. “Never let me do that again.” 


She nodded. “What happened?” 

“> 

His answer vanished when Linh, Ro, and Grizel sprinted over—followed 
by Keefe and Sandor. 

Sophie stared at the limp bodies in their arms, telling herself not to look 
at her parents’ swollen cuts and bruises and blisters. 

All that mattered was that it was them. 

And they were still breathing—still sleeping. 

She had to let that be enough. 

Tears streamed down her face, pouring even faster when Dex blasted the 
door handle and shouted, “Okay, let’s go!” 


Eighty 


I NEED YOU to get my parents out of here,’ Sophie said to Sandor and 
Grizel as Dex used his modified melder to seal the door to the gorgodon’s 
chamber. Grady had warned them that the beast wouldn't stay stunned for 
long. 

Later, she would ask Grady why he kept mumbling “never again, never 
again, never again” and glancing at Sophies hands—but at the moment... 

“I know what youre going to say,’ she told Sandor, “but we have to find 
Biana—and my parents need to get to a Physician—and you and Grizel can 
carry them back to city level way faster than any of us can.” 

“How will they get out of here?” Tam asked. “Isnt the door blocked by 
water?” 

“The fountain is dry,” Linh corrected. “I called every drop to fight the 
gorgodon.” 

“Okay; Sophie said, glad she had friends to help her think all of this 
through. “Once you're back in the city, find Wraith or Kesler or Alden and 
tell them to leap you with this.” 

She held out her hand and mumbled, “Two twenty-one B Baker Street,’ to 
call the vial of Candesia’s light that Mr. Forkle had given her from the void. 
A magsidian black swan charm was tied around the top, and she showed 
Sandor the facet that would take them straight to Foxfire. 

“Fintan and Vespera might still be here,’ Sandor argued, “hiding near 
Biana.” 

“If they are, I'll handle them,” Ro assured him. “I know trusting me goes 
against those stubborn goblin instincts, but you have my word that TIl 
defend everyone with my life.” 

“Tf it helps,’ Grady added, “I can't feel Fintan. Either he’s still unconscious, 
or he left? 


“Or he put on that nullifying cap again,’ Sandor reminded him. 

“Please, Sophie begged. “We can't waste time arguing.” 

Dex and Fitz were already running their hands over walls, desperately 
trying to find whatever door Biana had used to get upstairs. 

“My parents need protection way more than I do,’ she added. “Please—if 
you really want to help me, get them somewhere safe so I can concentrate.” 

Sandor gritted his teeth, looking ready for a long fight. But he told her, 
“Dont make me regret this? 

He adjusted his hold on her father as Keefe handed Sophie’s mother to 
Grizel, and both bodyguards ordered everyone to leave Atlantis the second 
they found Biana. Sophie promised they would, barely managing to add a 
hushed “thank you” before the goblins turned and sprinted for the exit. 

“They're going to be okay,” Keefe whispered, reaching for Sophie's still- 
gloveless hand and sending one of his calming mental breezes. 

She clung to the blue rush, reminding herself that Sandor and Grizel 
could handle anyone they ran into on their way out. And Elwin had saved 
her from fading—saved Sandor after hed been hurled off a cliff—saved Keefe 
after hed been gutted by King Dimitar. And the Washers would take care of 
the rest. 

Then she forced herself to turn back to her friends. 

Tam and Linh had joined Fitz and Dex in scouring the halls, and Sophie 
closed her eyes and stretched out her consciousness. 

“I can feel Biana up there,” she told them. “Her thoughts are weak—but 
its definitely her. So once we find the stairs I should be able to track her? 

“Her scent is strongest over here,’ Ro called, waving them over to where 
the hall curved. 

Linh was the one who spotted the thin palm-length slit tucked among the 
gold filigree painted on the wall, and when she slipped her fingers in, the 
wall tilted ever so slightly. 

The light shifted, revealing an arched opening behind them. And through 
the gap was a winding staircase. 

“I dort understand these illusions,’ Keefe mumbled, shoving his arm 
through the archway, even though the wall had been solid a few seconds 
earlier. 

“Who cares?” Fitz snapped. “What are we waiting for?” 


Ro grabbed Fitz's shirt to stop him from heading up the stairs. “Tm going 
first—and none of you are going to follow me until I give the all clear. Got 
it?” 

She didn't let go until Fitz nodded. 

Then she was gone, squeezing her muscled body into the narrow stairway 
and winding up and up and up. 

“Biana has to be hurt, Fitz said, tearing his fingers through his hair. 
“Otherwise she would’ve come back by now. Or she’s a prisoner.” 

“We'll get her back,” Sophie promised, wishing she could reach for his 
hand. But she had to save her enhancing energy for when they might 
actually need it. 

“We got Foster’s parents back, didn't we?” Keefe added. 

No one wanted to mention how injured theyd been. 

“Okay? Ro whispered down. “Head on up—and get ready for some 
serious weirdness.” 

“Weirdness” didn't begin to cover it. 

The attic-style space was part theater catwalk, part funhouse maze—a 
tangle of wooden walkways and dangling lights and silks, lined with mirrors 
in every shape and size. Everything was attached by gossamer threads to an 
elaborate system of pulleys and hooks that dangled from the sloped ceiling. 
It was like stepping into a magicians workshop. 

“Theres no motor for any of this,” Dex mumbled, crouching to examine 
one of the larger mirrors. “I wonder if they . . ? 

His question trailed off when he spotted a splash of red near his foot. 

Ro nodded and pointed ahead to another splatter. And another. A 
gruesome trail leading into the shadows. 

“It's not just Biana’s, Ro whispered as Sophie clung to a nearby railing, 
trying to clear her spinning head. “I’m picking up Vesperas scent too, so 
Biana must have given as good as she got.” 

None of them found that comforting. 

“Does that mean Vespera’s still here?” Tam asked, keeping his voice as 
low as possible. “And what about Fintan?” 

‘Tm not feeling either of them,’ Grady murmured. 

Sophie stretched out her consciousness again. “Neither am I” 

“But that could be a trick,’ Dex reminded them. 


“I think I smell Fintan,” Ro said, pulling herself up to a higher catwalk 
and sucking in several deep breaths. “I can't tell how fresh the trail is. But he 
went that way.” 

The narrow ledge she pointed to went the opposite way from Biana’s red- 
stained trail—disappearing around a sharp curve. 

“You're sure?” Grady asked, lowering himself onto the rickety walkway. 

Sophie grabbed his sleeve. “What are you doing?” 

He leaned closer. “If Fintan’s still here, he’s either knocked out, or 
planning something. Either way, someone needs to check.” 

“You can't go alone,’ she whispered. 

He brushed a strand of her hair off her forehead. “Ill be fine. It’s you Pm 
worried about. Stay behind Ro, do everything she tells you, and get out of 
here as soon as you find Biana.” 

“You cant handle Fintan by yourself? Sophie argued. “Look how much he 
wiped you out last time.” 

‘TIl go with him,” Marella offered. “Seeing me spark a few flames might 
distract Fintan enough for Grady to get control of his mind.” 

‘Tm not putting you in that kind of danger,” Grady told her. 

“Uh, it’s not like the other path is any safer.” Marella pointed to the red 
splatters around their feet. 

“The girl has a point? Ro admitted as Marella hopped down onto the 
same platform as Grady. 

Sophie hated this new plan with every fiber of her being. But . . . if they 
had a chance to find Fintan, they had to take it. 

“Be careful,” she begged both of them. 

“Right back at you,’ Grady told her, kissing her cheek before leading 
Marella down the creaky path. 

Sophie's group went the opposite way—and with every step she expected 
to hear Grady’s scream or Fintan’s taunts or the crackle of flames. But the 
only sounds were from their feet scraping along the splintered floor as they 
struggled to follow Biana's bloody trail through a maze of mirrors and ledges 
and sharp curves they couldn't see until they'd nearly fallen off an invisible 
edge. 

And then—in the middle of a wide platform, with a steep drop on one 
side and mirrors lining the other—the trail just . . . ended. 


“You don't think she... ?” Tam didn't finish the question. But the way he 
peered over the edge said enough. 

“Easy there,’ Ro said as Fitz sank to his knees. “I can still smell her.” 

“I can feel her too,” Sophie added. “Her thoughts are blurred—but theyre 
close? 

“Then where is she?” Fitz snapped. 

“There must be another trick,” Linh assured him, reaching for his hand. 

“The illusions seem to be about the angle of the light,” Dex said slowly. 
“So I wonder .. ? 

He studied one of the mirrors hanging from a gossamer thread and tilted 
the glass enough to send the light bouncing toward a different mirror. “Can 
someone tilt that one down a little?” 

Keefe did as he asked, and the light refracted toward the edge of a new 
mirror, then bounced to another and another and... 

One of the mirrors seemed to vanish, revealing a cramped cubby of 
space. 

And tucked into the shadows was Biana. Passed out in a pool of blood. 


Eighty-one 


GLASS CRUNCHED UNDER Fitz’s knees as he knelt next to Biana. “Biana? 
Can you hear me?” 

He shook her shoulders and her head lolled to the side, giving them a 
better glimpse of the spiderweb of red gashes covering the left half of her 
face. Thick shards of glass jutted out of her arm, hip, and leg along that same 
side of her body, as if shed been slammed into a mirror and shredded as it 
shattered. 

“Biana?” Fitz tried again, choking on the word. “Do you think they 
drugged her?” 

Sophie couldn't tell. But judging by how much red was splashed around 
them ... “I think she might've passed out from the blood loss.” 

“She's breathing,” Keefe added, placing a hand on Fitz’s shoulder. “As long 
as shes hanging on, Elwin can fix the rest.” 

“How are we supposed to get her to him?” Fitz asked. 

The guilt nearly knocked Sophie over when she realized shed given 
Sandor and Grizel their only quick path to Foxfire. Now theyd be stuck 
dragging Biana through the whole stupid city to get to the stupid bubble 
wand statue to use the stupid geyser to finally leap her home. 

‘Tm sorry, she whispered, rubbing her knotted emotions to hold them 
together. “I shouldn't have let Sandor and Grizel leave until we found her.’ 

“Yes, you should have,” Keefe told her. “Seriously, Foster. You had to get 
your parents out of here—we all know that. Don't we?” He nudged Fitz until 
Fitz nodded. “We'll figure something out? 

“Like what?” Fitz wanted to know. 

“What about Livvy?” Linh suggested—and the name felt like a lifeline, 
dragging Sophie out of her panic. 


“Youre right!” she breathed. “We just need to get Biana to Quinlin’s 
apartment.” 

“Do we even know how to get there?” Fitz asked. 

Sophie hated having to tell him, “No? Especially when Fitz's features 
tightened into grim lines. 

“But Alden knows,” Keefe reminded them. “And he’s probably still in 
Atlantis. Or if not, we'll hail him and ask for directions.’ 

Fitz sucked in a shaky breath. “We'll have to make it work.” 

“We should bind her wounds before we move her,’ Ro said, already 
slashing thick strips off the bottom of Biana’s Neverseen cloak to use for 
bandages. 

“Do we really have time for that?” Tam asked, squinting at the shadows. 
“Vespera could still be here? 

“Her scent is fading,’ Ro told him. “I think she’s gone. Besides, we need to 
stop this girl from losing any more blood” 

“I have these,” Sophie added, pulling a handful of Panakes blossoms out 
of her pocket. The flowers were shriveled and crushed, but she still placed a 
few petals on Bianas tongue and pressed the rest into the worst of her 
wounds as Ro made quick work of wrapping Biana’s injuries. 

“I guess that'll have to be good enough,” Ro said, scooping Biana up, 
careful not to press on any of the glass sticking out of her as they slowly 
backtracked toward the entrance. “Can someone use their fancy powers to 
get a message to Grady? He should know were heading out so he doesn't 
count on us for help.” 

Sophie did as Ro asked, but couldn't help admitting, “I hate leaving him 
and Marella here alone.” 

“I don't like it either,” Ro told her. “But—” 

Biana’s moan cut her off. 

Fitz grabbed his sister’s hand, tears streaming down his cheeks as Biana’s 
eyes fluttered open. 

“Fitz?” Biana’s voice was thin as paper—and her lips twisted as she 
scraped her tongue against her teeth. 

“You're feeling the Panakes petals,’ Sophie explained. “Try to swallow 
them—lI think they’re helping?” 

Biana nodded—then winced from the motion—and winced even harder 
as she choked down the blossoms. But she still managed to rasp a soft “thank 


you. 

Sophies eyes burned. “We should be thanking you. I don't know what 
would’ve happened if you hadn't gotten Fintan’s thinking cap off” 

Biana tried to smile. But the pain seemed to steal her breath. “So .. . I 
guess I’m the one doing the almost-dying thing this time.” 

“Good thing it was almost,” Keefe told her. 

Biana’s eyes shifted to Fitz. “How bad am I? I mean... I can feel a lot of 
it, but...” 

When he didn't answer, she turned to Sophie, then Dex, then Tam, then 
Linh, and finally let out a soft breath. “Never mind. I don't think I want to 
know.’ 

“It's going to be fine,’ Keefe promised, with way more confidence than 
Sophie could manage. “Livvy will take care of it—and at least you won't have 
to tell people you got stabbed by a giant bug, like some people? 

He hooked a thumb toward Fitz. 

Fitz didn't smile. 

“Why didn't you tell us what you were doing?” he snapped at his sister. 

“Because there wasn't time. I barely made it out the door. And none of 
you could’ve gone with me anyway.” 

“I could have,’ Tam argued. 

“They would’ve noticed if two of us went missing” She glared at Fitz. 
“Stop looking at me like that—we all take risks.” 

“You took on two of the leaders of the Neverseen by yourself!” he growled 
back. 

“Yeah, well, I’m fine? She reached for his other hand, turning green when 
she saw the shards sticking out of her arm. She looked away. “Where are 
Grady and Marella? Did they go after Vespera?” 

“They went after Fintan? Sophie told her. “Ro could smell him 
somewhere in the halls.” 

“So no one went after Vespera?” Biana asked. 

Ro shook her head. “Pretty sure she’s long gone, judging by her scent.” 

Biana struggled to sit taller in Ro’s arms. “But I know where she went! I 
heard her hail Ruy after she lost track of me in the mirrors. She told him 
shed be waiting for him in the promenade—and she seemed frustrated when 
he said it was going to take him a little while to get there.” 

“The promenade?” Dex asked. “The one by the main canal?” 


“Thats what Pm assuming,’ Biana said. “It sounded like she was going to 
walk there.” 

“But why?” Tam wondered. “That’s one of the busiest spots in Atlantis.” 

“Maybe that’s why,’ Linh suggested. “Maybe she’s trying to hide in the 
crowd.” 

“Why wouldn't she leave the city?” Sophie asked. 

“She might not be able to,” Dex reminded her. “The geyser is triggered by 
registry pendants. And maybe she doesnt have any light from the 
unmapped stars to use instead.” 

Ro groaned. “I know those looks—and you can all forget it. We're getting 
this girl medical help, not going to some sparkly promenade to hunt down 
Lady Creeperton!” 

“That’s not a seven-person job,’ Biana argued. 

“It is as long as I’m the one carrying you,’ Ro told her. “No one’s going 
after Vespera without me.” 

“Then have someone else carry me,’ Biana insisted. “Or leave me here.” 

Fitz snorted. “Yeah, that’s not happening” 

“Why not? I’m fine!” 

“Fine?” he repeated. “Half your face is shredded!” 

Biana winced. 

“I know,’ she whispered. “All I’m saying is . . . lets make it worth it, okay? 
Don't waste everything I did by giving up now—not when we have a real 
chance to stop her? 

“I could carry you to Livvy,’ Dex offered in the silence that followed. 
“That way Ro could go with everyone else. I doubt they're going to need a 
Technopath.” 

“It's a good plan,” Keefe jumped in. “But you should stay with them too, 
Fitz. You guys will move faster if you carry Biana together—and you'll have 
twice the backup if you run into any problems. Maybe Bangs Boy should 
stay with you too.” 

“Youre going to need my shadows to slip through the city unnoticed,’ 
Tam argued. “Plus, Ruy’s going to be there, so there could be a force field. 
And I’m not leaving Linh alone in Atlantis—and dont roll your eyes,” he 
told his sister. “I know—you have amazing control now. But I’m your 
brother. It’s my job to have your back, even if you think you dont need it? 


“I love how youre all talking about this like it’s a done deal,’ Ro said. “I 
swore to Sandor that Id protect all of you.” 

“Eh, as long as you stay with Foster you won't have to face the wrath of 
Gigantor,’ Keefe argued. “And if theres a chance we can grab Vespera, we 
have to try.” 

Ro sighed, shifting to study Biana. “Are you really okay with this?” 

“Tl be in good hands,” Biana said, offering a weak smile at Dex and her 
brother. 

“Then I’m going to leave it up to the moonlark,’ Ro decided, turning to 
Sophie. “That way you get to take the heat if things turn ugly—and keep in 
mind that they probably will.” 

Sophie tugged hard on her eyelashes. 

Dividing their group again probably wasn't a smart idea—and taking on 
Vespera in a public place definitely wasn't. 

But she kept thinking about what Vespera had said about the innocent 
people shed make suffer to punish Sophie for saving her friends and family. 

“Let's go get her.” 


Eighty-two 


| DON’T SEE her” Sophie mumbled, knowing shed said the words twice 
already, but needing something to fill the agonizing silence. 

Tam had shielded them with shadows their entire trek to the promenade, 
and shrouded their hiding place under the arch of one of the gleaming silver 
skyscrapers so they could study the crowd bustling along the canal without 
anyone noticing. 

“Do you think she’s already gone?” Linh whispered, voicing the question 
Sophie hadn't wanted to touch. “It did take us a while to stop the gorgodon 
and find Biana and head here.” 

“Or she’s hiding” Tam countered. “Shes an escaped prisoner. She can't 
just wander the city. And if she could build an entire underground facility, it 
seems like she could easily have a few spots where no one can see her unless 
she wants them to. Especially since we know shes good with optical 
illusions” 

“And I’m guessing you can‘ feel her thoughts?” Keefe asked Sophie. 

She shook her head. “But that could just mean she still has her headdress 
on. 

“So then, what’s our plan?” Ro asked. “Stand here until our feet go numb 
and hope she comes out of hiding? Boooooooo000000ring. And how are 
you going to capture her, by the way? I’m guessing you don't want a massive 
tackle-brawl in the street. Want me to pelt her with daggers? That could be 
fun!” 

“And dangerous,’ Sophie reminded her. “You could accidentally hit the 
wrong person. Plus, we need to bring her in alive? 

“Oh, I can keep her alive,’ Ro promised. “Though, are you sure that’s a 
good idea? She already escaped once.” 

“After thousands of years,’ Tam argued. 


“Still seems like a problem Future You isnt going to want to deal with,” 
Ro noted. “But I get it—you want a chance to poke around her head without 
that ugly hat blocking you. Fair enough. You need to figure out how you're 
going to restrain her, though. Because she will put up a fight. And this place 
is super crowded—and she totally seems like the type whod grab a couple of 
hostages to force you to back off? 

“Okay, got any ideas?” Keefe asked. 

“Of course. I go down there, wave my sword around to herd everyone 
somewhere I can defend them—like maybe I get them all to the other side of 
the canal. While Pm doing that, I can lure her out by shouting about how 
creepy she is, and how she has a secret lair underneath the city, and how 
she’s going to drag you into war with humans—” 

“You think that’s her plan?” Sophie interrupted. 

“Seems pretty obvious after that long, boring speech about ruthlessness,” 
Ro said. “Sounds like she’s been studying humans to figure out how to make 
you guys info elf-y killing machines, and she’s probably teamed up with the 
traitors who fled Ravagog, to learn some proper battle tactics. I bet she'll use 
the soporidine to drug your enemies, so all you have to do is slaughter them 
while they sleep—which actually isn't a horrible strategy. Its brutal—and 
kinda cheating. But she doesn't seem like shed be too broken up about that?” 

Dozens of new worries squeezed Sophie's heart from all sides. “If you're 
right, we need to get her back in custody—now.” 

“Does that mean were going with my plan?” Ro asked. 

“Uh, if you go down there covered in Biana’s blood, waving a sword, 
everyone will run from the scary ogre, Tam told her. “And not in the 
direction you want them to run. I also didnt actually hear any explanation 
for how youre going to restrain her.’ 

Ro glanced down at her breastplate, which was smeared with red. “Fine— 
amended plan. We send in the moonlark. Let her bat those big brown eyes 
and give everyone a nice, pretty speech about your world’s tainted history, 
full of enough insults that Vespera wont be able to resist showing herself— 
and then I jump in and shove this in her mouth.” 

She opened a tiny compartment at the edge of her breastplate and pulled 
out something that looked like a slimy ball of tapioca and smelled like a 
rusted-out septic tank. 

“Ugh, what is that?” Keefe asked, plugging his nose. 


“A handy colony of a bacteria we grow to make you elves violently ill. 
Arent you glad none of you have made me angry enough to use it?” 

Sophie’s mouth went dry. “Do all ogres carry that?” 

“Oh, dont look so freaked. You already know I’m carrying dozens of 
blades. At least this won't kill you.” 

“I guess, Tam mumbled. 

“Any chance I can get a dose of that for my dad?” Keefe asked. 

“Not until Pm not stuck living with him. Even I can't take the smell of 
what comes out of you when you take this stuff” 

“Uh, guys?” Linh whispered. “Look? 

She pointed to the eastern end of the promenade, where a figure in a long 
black cloak with the hood raised was descending the steps from one of the 
bridges arching over the canal. 

“Good old Ruy,’ Keefe grumbled, white showing on his knuckles. “Looks 
like he’s heading for that curve in the embankment” 

Sophie nodded. 

It was the spot shed focused on the most when shed listened for Vespera’s 
thoughts, thinking the gleaming silver lanterns lining the railing might help 
shape an illusion. 

Ruy skirted the edge of the crowd, managing to avoid their notice as he 
took up a position in the center of the curve. 

One second he stood alone, his cloaked form facing toward the water. 
And the next second Vespera stood beside him. 

“Tl give her this—she’s got the dramatic-entrance thing mastered,’ Ro 
said under her breath. “But her clothes need work” 

Vespera had added a hooded cloak to her outfit, and the thick golden 
fabric cascaded over her in layered ruffles, hiding any hint of her figure— 
and disguising any injuries she might have sustained in her scuffle with 
Biana. 

“Okay, you guys have five seconds to tell me your plan,’ Ro warned, “or 
Pm charging in for an epic slashfest? 

Before any of them could respond, a flash of white light triggered a wave 
of gasps and screams through the promenade. 

“I dont understand,’ Sophie whispered, blinking hard to make sure she 
really was seeing what she thought she was seeing. 

Ruy had trapped Vespera under a dome of white pulsing energy. 


“This isn't going to be good,’ Keefe said, pointing to a second black- 
cloaked figure carving a bold path through the scrambling masses. 

The newest member of the Neverseen kept their face covered as they 
headed straight for Ruy, and Sophie assumed it had to be Gethen—until the 
figure raised their arms and shouted, “You're welcome!” 

The voice was Lady Gisela’s. 


Eighty-three 


YOU CAN COME out now, Keefe!” Lady Gisela called as Ruy encased her 
and himself inside a wider force field, then formed another glowing white 
dome around the entire promenade. “You too, Sophie! I know you're both 
here. Youd never give up while Vespera was still in the city. It’s time for all of 
us to stop hiding” 

“Dont you dare,” Ro told Keefe, grabbing his sleeve as he took a step 
forward. “She's already blocked my weapons with that energy thing. I’m not 
letting you give away our location.” 

“Ros right,’ Sophie whispered as Lady Gisela silenced the terrified crowd. 
“We need to figure out what game she’s playing before we do anything.” 

“Are you sure she’s playing one?” Linh asked, keeping her voice low. “She 
just captured Vespera.” 

“With my mom, it’s always a game,’ Keefe mumbled. “Besides, she’s like, 
Vesperas number one fangirl.” 

“Then this seems like a strange way to meet her hero, Tam noted. “And 
why is Ruy helping her?” 

“She told us Ruy and Fintan don't get along,’ Sophie whispered. “Maybe 
she used that to recruit him to her side.” 

Keefe gritted his teeth. “I should’ve expected that.” 

“Its not your fault,” Sophie told him. “I didn’t catch it either” 

Her mind raced through every conversation shed had with Lady Gisela, 
trying to spot any other clues they might’ve missed, since she was sure they 
were about to come back to haunt them. 

“Clearly youre still refusing to trust me,’ Lady Gisela called from the 
promenade. “Do you really not see how much I’m trying to help?” 

“What I see? Keefe snapped, earning a groan from Ro as all heads 
whipped toward where they were hiding, “is you dressed up like the 


Neverseen.” 

“It's called taking back what’s mine,’ Lady Gisela told him. “You have no 
idea how many strings I’ve had to pull—how many plans I’ve had to weave 
together—to clean up Fintan’s mess and get us to this moment. But here we 
finally are? 

“We're not a we,” Sophie shouted to remind her. 

“That’s what you keep saying. And I’ve been waiting for you to realize 
your mistake. But this one’—she pointed to Vespera, who stood with folded 
hands, studying her—“has accelerated the timeline. So it seems I need to 
give you both a nudge.” 

“Is that supposed to scare us?” Keefe asked, yanking free from Ro’ grasp 
and stepping out of Tams shadows. He crossed his arms and gave his mom 
his coldest smirk. “Because it doesn’t. And what’s with the hood? If you're 
done hiding, why don't you let everyone see how shredded your face is?” 

“Oh boy, this is not going to end well? Ro muttered as she drew her 
sword and stalked toward Keefe. 

“Hello, Princess,” Lady Gisela practically purred. “So glad you could 
make it. Though it doesn't look like this crowd feels the same.” 

Ro’ appearance had caused even more screaming and scrambling than 
Ruy and Lady Gisela’s arrival had. 

“It's not my fault elves are skittish,” Ro told her. “And obviously you are 
too, otherwise you wouldnt be hiding behind your little force field” 

“A simple precaution,’ Lady Gisela promised. “I assure you, I’m very 
happy to see you.” 

‘Tm going out there? Sophie whispered to Tam and Linh. “But I think 
you guys should stay hidden until we figure out what she’s planning. And 
don't break down her force field yet, Tam. Save that for when we can make it 
count.” 

They both nodded. 

“Ah, here's our fearless moonlark!” Lady Gisela said as Sophie marched 
toward Keefe and Ro. “I assume the Vacker boy is nearby, along with the rest 
of your ever-loyal friends. And your inseparable bodyguards, of course. 
Perhaps we could speed these reveals along? One at a time is going to be 
tedious.” 

“No one else is here,’ Sophie told her. “We split up. Aren't you the one 
whos always going on about delegating?” 


She could hear the smile in Lady Gisela’s voice when she said, “I suppose. 
Though judging by the amount of blood I’m seeing on the princess, I'm 
guessing some of that delegating wasn't necessarily by choice? 

“It was not,’ Vespera agreed, smoothing a ruffle on her cape. “I made sure 
their Vanisher will never be the same.’ 

Sophie's hands shook, and when she noticed Keefe’s doing the same, she 
hooked her arm through his. 

She was grateful for that bit of support when Vespera added, “I could 
have finished her. But she showed such promise that I decided to give her a 
chance at becoming useful someday.’ 

“See, now thats why I'm looking forward to working with you, Lady 
Gisela said. “Finally, an Empath I can count on to make the right decisions.’ 

“Is that what this whole thing was about?” Sophie asked, choking back a 
swell of nausea. “You needed us to get to her?” 

“I wouldn't say needed. But you definitely made it convenient. I knew 
Fintan would sequester her away and Id have to flush her out. And hed 
already gone to so much trouble to make this personal for you, I figured, 
why not take advantage?” 

“To what end?” Vespera asked as Keefe’s arm shook harder. “Do you truly 
expect me to form an alliance with my captor?” 

“I expect us to have an important discussion without either of us trying 
to kill the other,’ Lady Gisela told her. “And hope you see wisdom.” 

“See, and I think that’s a missed opportunity,’ Ro said. “A deathmatch 
would be way more entertaining—who’s with me?” 

She turned to the crowd, but everyone shrank back another step. 

“If conversation was your aim, I cannot fathom why you chose to hold it 
with an audience watching,” Vespera wondered. 

“Because it’s high time for our world to be properly educated,’ Lady 
Gisela said. “Now that I’m taking back control, I want people to see the real 
Neverseen. Not the imprudent, vengeful fools Fintan painted us to be.” 

No one looked impressed. But some were whispering into their 
Imparters, calling for help. 

“Am I to assume that Fintan is no longer part of the order?” Vespera 
asked. 

“He may not even be among the living,” Lady Gisela said, “but that’s up to 
Sophie's father. I knew Grady wouldn't be able to resist targeting Fintan 


today—after all, Fintan trained his daughter’s murderer.’ 

Sophie sucked in a breath. 

She should've realized that would be part of Grady’s motivation—maybe 
even why he looked so exhausted after controlling Fintan. 

“But who'll emerge from the facility alive is up to them,’ Lady Gisela 
added. 

“My money's on Grady,’ Ro jumped in. 

“So is mine,’ Lady Gisela agreed. “He’s the most ruthless elf I’ve ever met? 

“I noticed that as well,” Vespera said. “It is a pity he stands on the wrong 
side.” 

Lady Gisela nodded. “Believe me, I’m working on that.” 

Keefe snorted. “You seriously think Grady’s going to join the Neverseen?” 

“People aren't hard to predict when you understand what drives them,’ 
she told him. “It’s how I knew wed all end up in this promenade today. And 
how I know there's no way you and Sophie limited your group to the two of 
you and the princess. So how about whoever’s hiding in those shadows stops 
pretending we dont realize they're there? Or, if youd rather, I can have Ruy 
cut you off from the rest of your friends. I'll give you three seconds to make 
your decision.” 

Lady Gisela made it to “two” before Tam emerged from the archway. 

Linh didn't follow. 

“Only one of the twins?” Lady Gisela noted. “You expect me to believe 
that?” 

“Believe what you want, Tam told her. His voice was as steady as the arm 
he stretched behind him, drawing the shadows away from where hed been 
hiding—and revealing an empty alley. “Linh can't be underwater for very 
long. So she left with the others.” 

“I didn't realize the Girl of Many Floods had learned such restraint. 
Interesting” Lady Gisela dragged out the word. “Once again, your group 
proves to be full of surprises. Thankfully, this one works in my favor.’ 

“I know what youre doing,” Ruy snarled at Tam as swirls of shadow 
crawled through all of the force fields. “Do you really think I can’t block 
you?” 

Light flared, beating back the black swirls. 

“Impressive,” Lady Gisela said, tilting her head to study Tam. “But before 
we get to that”—she turned to the crowd—“I see you sneering at me. I even 


understand why. The change our world needs comes with a cost. One many 
of you are afraid to pay. But we must, if we want to save what matters most. 
That’s the truth the Black Swan refuses to accept. And it’s why they'll fail. 
Both of our orders are fighting the same problems—but mine is the only one 
willing to make the necessary sacrifices.” 

“You mean murdering people, and burning down cities, and threatening 
an entire species, and collapsing a castle full of people, and torturing 
humans for research?” Sophie asked. The last accusation earned a wave of 
gasps. 

Lady Gisela shrugged. “I already told you I’m here to clean up Fintan’s 
mess. But sometimes we do have to tear down what isn't working in order to 
have enough space to rebuild something stronger. Thats what she taught 
me.” She pointed to Vespera. “Her teachings have guided every plan I’ve 
built. And now we'll finally have a chance to combine our visions.” 

“They cannot be combined,’ Vespera informed her. “Our philosophies are 
opposite.” 

“They aren't as different as you think. Once you read my Archetype—” 

Keefe laughed. “Soooo00000000, is this the part where I tell you I didn't 
bother getting your stupid book back? Or the part where I promise you'll 
never get the key, either?” 

Lady Gisela drew out her sigh. “You get your photographic memory from 
me, Keefe. I only asked for the Archetype as a test. Which is the same reason 
I asked you to destroy the facility. And clearly you're still not ready? 

“He never will be, Vespera warned. “None of them will. And the fact that 
you haven't accepted that does not bode well for our alliance.” 

“Does that mean youre rejecting my offer?” Lady Gisela asked. “Td think 
carefully before you answer. I will leave you trapped until the Council locks 
you away for the rest of eternity. But I'd much rather we tear down the world 
and rebuild it together’ 

“Yeah, like that’s ever going to happen,’ Keefe snapped as Ro tightened 
her grip on her sword. 

Vespera tilted her head toward Lady Gisela. “Even if I were to agree, you 
realize the second you lower this force field, the ogre is going to attack.” 

“Of course,’ Lady Gisela said. “That’s why I brought this.” 

She pulled something from her cloak the same moment a searing flash 
whited out the world, and even Vespera screamed as the promenade erupted 


into chaos—everyone tripping over each other as they fought to back away. 

Sophie clung to Keefe as she rubbed her eyes. And when the world 
snapped into focus, the force field that had been around Lady Gisela and 
Ruy was gone, and Keefes mom was clutching some sort of silver-nozzled 
weapon, now pointed at her son. 

Ro was slumped at his feet, her chest splattered with a slimy purple glob 
that looked like a splotcher. Black veins were already spreading from the 
center, spiraling across Ros sweat-slicked skin as her limbs started 
convulsing. 

“What did you do to her?” Sophie shouted. 

“You really can't guess?” Lady Gisela shook her head. “This is my present 
to Dimitar for what he put me through in his prison. His princess just got a 
lethal dose of soporidine.” 


Eighty-four 


DON’T EVEN THINK about it!” Lady Gisela warned, aiming her weapon at 
Sophie's trembling chest—the gadget already loaded with another purple 
sphere of soporidine. “If I feel the slightest hint of your inflicting, I'll dose 
you as well. And then you'll lose any hope of saving the princess.” 

“Breathe, Foster,’ Keefe told her, his voice choked as he grabbed Sophie's 
hand and flooded her mind with blue and white breezes. 

“I thought you said the dose was lethal,’ Sophie managed to spit out as 
her rage ebbed. 

“It doesn't have to be,’ Lady Gisela told them. “I have an antidote. The 
same antidote your parents are going to need if you want any chance of 
them waking up again. Remember when I told you that youd need me to 
restore their sanity?” 

“Prove it!” Tam, Keefe, and Sophie all demanded together. 

“So little trust,” Lady Gisela said, reaching into her pocket and holding 
out a clear vial with a slimy green ball inside. 

“CATCH!” Linh shouted, leaping out of the shadows and charging 
toward Keefe's mom as she threw out her arms. 

A wave surged out of the canal, slamming into Lady Gisela and Ruy, and 
the antidote went flying out of Lady Gisela’s hand. 

Linh blasted the vial as far as she could, and Tam leaped after it, flying so 
high he must’ve levitated—and even then, his fingers barely managed to curl 
around the vial before he landed. 

“So the Hydrokinetic is here,’ Lady Gisela said, waving her arms to 
silence the crowd as Ruy secured both her and himself inside another force 
field. Her drenched cloak clung to her frail figure, and her hood was 
plastered to her head. “I love when you manage to surprise me—especially 


with the way you all lied so smoothly. And that shadow trick you used to 
hide your sister was very impressive, Tam.” 

“You want to see impressive?” Tam sent shadows tearing through Ruy’s 
new force field. 

Ruy managed to halt the darkness, but sparks flew everywhere, landing in 
the puddles at Lady Gisela’s feet and making a hissing sort of steam. 

“You may very well be a greater asset than my son,’ Lady Gisela told Tam. 

“Aww, my mommy likes you,’ Keefe muttered. “Isn't that just the best 
news ever?” 

Tam rolled his eyes. 

Linh, meanwhile, had grabbed the antidote from him and knelt over Ro, 
carefully scraping what remained of the purple poison off the ogre-princess’s 
chest with the edge of Ro’s sword. 

“Are you sure you want to do that?” Lady Gisela asked, before Linh could 
press the green blob onto fresh, unexposed skin. “Since you've taken it upon 
yourself to steal from me, I’m no longer feeling generous. So you can either 
use that on the princess, or save it for Sophie’s family. But you wont be able 
to do both.” 

Sophie closed her eyes, giving herself one second to sink into dread and 
anguish. Then she told Linh, “Do it. Ro needs it more than they do.” 

She tried to convince herself that Elwin and Livvy and Lady Cadence and 
the ogre scientists and the Washers would be enough to help her parents. 
But even if they werent . . . she couldnt live with herself if she let Ro die. 

“Fascinating, Lady Gisela said as Linh pressed the green blob onto Ro’s 
chest. “I wonder if this is proof that youre finally learning. I guess we'll see 
soon enough.” 

Sophie tuned her out, her knees nearly collapsing with relief when the 
black veining on Ros skin started to recede. Shed also saved one Panakes 
blossom when she treated Biana—in case they ran into any other 
catastrophes—and she begged its healing power to speed Ros recovery as 
she slipped the wrinkled petals between Ro’s cold lips. 

She couldn't help wondering what Calla would say if she knew one of her 
flowers was being given to the ogre princess. 

Dimitar didn't deserve Callas help—not after the plague. 

But Ro did. 


And Sophie had to believe the kindhearted gnome would agree with her 
on that. Maybe shed even be glad to build that small bridge between their 
species. 

“That still won't be enough,” Lady Gisela told them. “And do you really 
think the princess is the only piece of my plan? Revenge is fun—but if this 
were just about her, I wouldn't have gone to so much effort to bring all of us 
together here today. Mostly I needed the princess out of commission so I 
could teach you some proper priorities. I must get both of you ready for 
everything ahead.” 

“They never will be,” Vespera warned, still trapped in Ruy’s force field. 

“We'll see soon enough,” Lady Gisela told her. “Pll win either way—I 
made sure of it. But I’m hoping to see some growth. Before we start the new 
game, though, I need your answer. Ready to work together? Or ready to go 
back to prison?” 

“You're not giving me much of a choice,’ Vespera noted. 

“No, Lady Gisela agreed. 

Vespera nodded. “I suppose I can respect that. Very well. Consider me 
your reluctant new ally? 

“Uh, do you really think we're letting either of you walk away from here?” 
Sophie asked. 

“Yes, Lady Gisela said. “Because there’s another reason I recruited a 
Psionipath” 

White light flashed again, and Ruy shouted something Sophie couldn't 
hear over the screams as he raised his arms and pulled them back down in a 
strange twisting motion. 

Thunder boomed, shaking the city hard enough to crack some of the 
crystal towers, sending shards raining down on the fleeing crowd. All of 
Ruy’s force fields vanished as he stretched out his arms again, sending bolts 
of lightning blasting into the dome. 

Linh shrieked and stumbled backward as darkness poured into the city 
through a jagged, inky splotch. It took Sophie a second to realize the falling 
streaks weren't made of shadows. 

The air turned thick, filled with a strange salty wetness that shifted from 
mist to full-fledged rain. 

Emergency sirens blared, matching the wails of panic as people poured 
from the buildings to stare at the sky in horror. 


Because Atlantis’s force field had been breached. 


Eighty-five 


YOU NOW HAVE two choices” Lady Gisela shouted over the roar of the 
rain, which was falling hard enough to rock the buildings. All around them 
people were splashing through the flooding streets, following a trail of 
glowing blue flares that seemed to be guiding them toward an evacuation 
point that looked much too far away. 

Keefe lunged for his mom and she pointed her weapon at his chest. 

“Dont tempt me, Keefe. Same goes for you, Sophie. Keep your inflicting 
under control, or count on losing a friend.” Lady Gisela shifted her aim from 
Keefe to Tam, then to Linh—who was trying to keep the rising water away 
from Ro—then back to Keefe. “Now that everyone's listening, you should 
know that the princess is still dying. The remedy I gave you isn't enough to 
save her—did you really think Id make it that easy?” 

Nausea poured through Sophie, faster and colder than the rain. “What do 
you want?” 

“I want to see that you're capable of making the right decision. So [ll 
make this simple.’ She used her free hand to pull a vial of Candesia’s pale 
light from her cloak, along with a small crystal that looked like it had been 
shattered and glued back together. “You can take this light and this crystal 
and use both to bring Ro to Foxfire.” 

She squeezed both so tightly that there was no way to grab either with 
telekinesis—and Ruy looked ready to form another force field the second 
Linh tried anything with water. 

“Hopefully you'll make it to the Healing Center in time for Elwin to melt 
off any skin that was exposed to the soporidine,’ Lady Gisela added. 

“And let me guess—you'll only give those to us if we let you go?” Keefe 
asked. 


“Do you really think I need your help to escape? Trust me, Keefe, the 
second Ruy, Vespera, and I decide to leave—we will. This isn't a bargain. It’s 
a test. To see if youre beginning to understand the losses and gains we're 
going to face in the times ahead. Which is why your other option is to stay. 
Ignore my help. Do what you always do—try to have it all, try to be the hero 
—and fail. You may even drown, depending on how long it takes for you to 
accept that theres nothing you can do to stop this—even with your 
Hydrokinetic friend. And by then, it will be too late for the princess.” 

She pointed above them, to where the hole Ruy had punched through the 
force field was already twice as wide as it started. Then to Linh, who was 
leaning on Tam, veins bulging in her forehead as she strained to keep the 
water away from Ro. She finished by pointing to the rising water, which was 
now past their ankles—and the canals were already spilling over their banks. 

“Youre destroying an entire city—to test us,’ Keefe said. 

Each word had shockingly little bite. And there was no fury in his voice. 
No rage. 

Only bleak resignation, as if Keefe had stared into the monster's eyes and 
realized it was far too wicked to face. 

“We should've let go of this city long ago,’ Lady Gisela told him. “Atlantis 
is our past—not our future—and the more we cling to it, the more 
impossible it is for us to move forward” 

“Irs also filled with thousands of innocent people,’ Sophie snapped. 

Including her sister. And Quinlin and Livvy. And Biana, Fitz, and Dex. 
Maybe even Grady and Marella. 

Each new name felt colder than the freezing water crashing around them. 

“Yes, and the strongest and smartest of them will manage to evacuate,’ 
Lady Gisela told her. “The rest arent worth saving. And let’s also not forget 
that many, many more will be in danger if King Dimitar declares war— 
which he absolutely would do if he found out you had a chance to spare his 
only daughter and ignored it. The right choice sometimes isn’t easy, Sophie. 
But that doesn't mean it’s not right. I need you to show me you understand 
that.” 

Sophie closed her eyes, trying to think past the pounding in her brain. 

Maybe they couldn't save the city from flooding. But Linh could still clear 
paths through the water to give everyone time to evacuate—especially if she 
let Sophie enhance her. They might even be able to buy enough time for the 


Council to send a Psionipath to repair the breach. Someone must have 
already hailed them and explained what was happening. 

And maybe the Panakes blossom shed given Ro would help the ogre 
princess hold on long enough for them to clear the city before they leaped 
her to safety. Already most of the black veining was gone, and her breathing 
looked slow and steady, as if Ro was simply sleeping. 

Besides, for all they knew, the crystal Lady Gisela was offering wouldn't 
even take them where she claimed. 

“Time’s almost up, Sophie,’ Lady Gisela warned. “Thirty seconds.” 

“You show more ruthlessness than I expected,’ Vespera told Lady Gisela. 
“But you are giving her the wrong options. A real test would be to see if the 
moonlark takes her chance to capture us.” 

“She doesn't need to sink to that level to be useful,” Lady Gisela argued. 

“Is that what you tell yourself?” Vespera asked. “How you justify the 
slight shake in your hand whenever you point that weapon toward your son? 
Would you be willing to pull the trigger if they forced your hand?” 

“My son is important,’ Lady Gisela argued. 

“He is not. You need to see that. Otherwise, you're just as useless as him? 

Keefe glared at his mom. “Sounds like your creepy new alliance is off to a 
great start.” 

“She will learn,” Vespera told him. “Look how far she has already come. 
But you will not do the same. And neither will she.” She turned to Sophie. 
“You could have stopped this flood before it happened if you had been 
willing to sacrifice yourself—or your friends. It is not your fault. You were 
made that way. But you will always make the wrong choices.’ 

“WHO CARES?” Keefe screamed, tearing his hands through his hair. 
“WHO CARES ABOUT CHOICES?” 

“Our choices define us,’ Vespera informed him. 

“Wrong, Keefe argued. “Choice is only a tiny part of it. You're an Empath 
—youre supposed to know that.” 

He reached for Sophies hand. “Don't let them get into your head. You 
know what we need to do” 

“And what is that?” Lady Gisela asked. 

Sophie watched the waves in the flooded canal wash away a chunk of a 
nearby bridge, then turned to her friends—and she didn't need to read their 
thoughts to know what they were trying to say. 


“We're staying here,” she decided. “Until everyone is safe? 

“And youre staying with us,” Linh added, sending a wave crashing toward 
Gisela. But before the water hit, Keefe’s mom grabbed Vespera and Ruy and 
the three of them leaped away. 

The last thing Sophie saw was Vesperas cold smile—a promise of all the 
havoc she planned to wreak with her freedom. 

“Still the right choice,” Linh said, reaching for Sophie's hand. 

“I don't have my gloves on,” Sophie warned. “Can you handle being 
enhanced?” 

Linh nodded, her eyes shifting to the breach in the force field, which was 
still growing wider by the second. “I think it’s time to see what the water and 
I can truly do? 

“I guess it’s not like we have to worry about you flooding the place,’ Tam 
added. 

“Here, Keefe said, offering a hand to both Sophie and Linh. “I can make 
sure you guys stay calm and dont lose focus.” 

“And TIl get Ro to higher ground,’ Tam told them, using telekinesis to 
float the ogre princess safely out of the rising water. 

Everyone nodded, each of them taking a long breath as the plan settled. 

“Ready?” Keefe asked. 

“Ready, Sophie and Linh said. 

Together, the three friends reached for one another's hands, forming a 
small, brave circle—that trembled slightly as their palms connected. 

Linh gasped at the heat that shot between her and Sophie. 

“You okay?” Tam called to her. 

“Better than okay,’ Linh promised, a dreamy smile stretching across her 
face. “I was wrong to fear this. The water doesn't get to command me 
anymore. Only I command it. And I think I can save the city.” 


Eighty-six 


ARE WE SUPPOSED to be levitating?” Keefe shouted as Linh propelled 
him and Sophie out of the rising floodwaters, leaving their feet dangling 
above the churning waves. 

“I need to get closer to the breach,’ Linh explained. “But first . . ? 

The rain halted around them, forming a strange pocket of silence as all 
the water that had been drenching their skin and clothes separated into tiny 
drops and drifted toward Linh. They hovered like stars for a second, then 
merged into a clear, swirling orb, leaving the three of them warm and dry 
again. Keefe’s hair even bounced back to its tousled style, and Linh’ silver- 
tipped strands drifted gracefully around her face. 

Sophie couldn't decide if it was the glint in Linh’s silver-blue eyes, or the 
determination etched across her brow, but as she studied her friend, she 
didn't have the slightest doubt that Linh truly would find a way to save the 
city. And the more her hope swelled, the more the energy crackled between 
their clasped hands—a pulse now living and breathing between them. 

“So whats the plan?” she asked when Linh called a stream of gurgling 
droplets up through the center of their circled arms, adding it to the watery 
orb shed made. 

The glassy, rippling sphere grew bigger and bigger and bigger with each 
bubble she added, until it hovered over them like a watery moon. 

“Tm going to plug the hole,’ Linh said simply. “Until the Psionipaths get 
here.” 

Keefe’s eyebrows shot up. “Will that really hold back the ocean?” 

“Tt will if I tell it to.” 

Linh added more water to the orb, tightening her grip on Sophies hand 
with each addition. Tingles crept up Sophie's arm and spread down her 
torso, until her whole body hummed with buzzing energy. 


“You okay, Foster?” Keefe asked, sending her mind a steadying blue 
breeze. “You look a little freaked” 

‘Tm fine. I just . . ” She swallowed. “I can feel the pull of the water now. I 
dont know why. But it’s like its crawling into my veins, digging into every 
cell—taking over everything. Is that how you always feel, Linh?” 

Linh nodded. “Tt’s incredible. And overwhelming” 

“Yeah,” Sophie mumbled, staring at the water rising toward her boots. 
Each ripple seemed to speak its own language, begging for her attention— 
and she wanted to listen, wanted to pull every drop closer, wrap them 
around her. 

“Easy now, Keefe said, his lips curling with a faint grin as he sent another 
mental breeze. “Were supposed to be stopping the downpour, not adding to 
it—though itd be fun to call you the Foster of Many Floods.” 

“I need to take us up now,’ Linh warned, erasing their smiles. She kicked 
her legs and raised their arms, launching them toward the breach so fast 
their ears popped and the city blurred to a silver streak. 

“I think I left my stomach back there,’ Keefe groaned when they finally 
halted. 

Sophie nodded, fighting off a shiver. “I never realized the dome was this 
high” 

She tried not to look down at the gleaming spires that were far, far below 
—tried to focus on the dark rain roaring all around them, even as Linh kept 
them dry and safe, parting the waterfalls like curtains. 

“Youre starting to feel drained,’ Keefe warned Linh when her hands 
began shaking. “I’m going to try something? 

Linh let out a squeak. “Oh wow—that’s . . . that’s like a summer breeze 
inside my head.” 

“Is it helping?” Keefe asked. 

“Its amazing.” A blissful peace settled into her features—but it faded 
when she studied the damage Ruy had caused. The shadowy tear in the 
energy field had now stretched halfway across the city, and churning water 
poured through every inch, so relentless and powerful that it was battering 
the buildings. 

“Can you really hold all of that back?” Keefe asked. 

Linh’s jaw set. “I have to.” 


“Tl help any way I can,’ Sophie promised, twining their fingers together 
and sending a fresh rush of tingly heat through her skin. 

“Same, Keefe promised. “Whatever it takes.” 

This wasn't just about saving Atlantis. Or the innocent lives at stake. 

They needed to prove to Gisela that shed underestimated them. And that 
they would never let her win. 

“Okay; Linh said, taking a deep breath. “Here goes nothing” 

She shoved the watery orb into the center of the tear, making it swallow 
up the downpour—but the sphere strained as it expanded, and Sophie could 
feel the rippling bubble wanting to burst. Linh refused to let it, and a loud 
grunt slipped from her lips as Linh twisted the form to her command, 
molding and stretching it to match the shape of the breach, until every drop 
of the cold, salty water was sealed away, leaving them floating in a cloud of 
salty mist. 

Silence followed. 

Then the city erupted with cheers and whistles and chants that might’ve 
been their names. It was hard to tell—hard to think with the way the ocean 
was slamming against Linh’s rippling barrier, determined to break through 
again. 

Linh closed her eyes, sweat trickling down her face as she fought back the 
water's furious currents. Her grip on Sophies hand was so brutal, her bones 
ached. 

Sophie gritted her teeth through the pain, channeling every drop of her 
mental energy to her hands and letting Linh take it all as Keefe sent a deep 
green breeze through her mind that somehow helped dull the strain. 

“Hold on,’ Sophie whispered, closing her eyes as the water turned heavier 
and heavier. 

It became their group chant: “Hold on. Hold on. Hold on” 

And they did. 

Together. 

Minute by minute. 

Breath by breath. 

Until there was nothing but the ringing in Sophie's ears and the tingle in 
her hands, and the pressure in her head. 

But a low rumble like thunder dragged her out of her daze, and her vision 
focused as white lightning flickered across the dome. 


“The Psionipaths must be here,” Linh whispered, tears streaming down 
her pale face. 

The three weary friends stared in awe as the torn edges of the breach 
slowly knitted back together. And when the last stitch was in place, the 
entire dome glowed like morning sunlight. 

Cheers erupted again, and Sophie's cheeks turned wet with her own tears 
as the crowd's roar turned to a command. 

“Come down!” 

She decided they were her new favorite words, and Linh and Keefe 
looked just as relieved, clinging to each other as the world smudged and 
blurred and they drifted down, down, down toward the city streets. 

Sophie could feel her consciousness draining away—feel her mind 
reaching for that dreamless oblivion—but she managed to dredge up a final 
burst of strength to slow their descent until she felt the thud of stone against 
her feet. 

Strong arms saved her from collapse, and a voice that sounded familiar— 
but she couldn't place it—whispered in her ear. 

“Atlantis is safe now, Sophie.” 

She let the words echo in her mind as she surrendered to her weariness, 
letting the sleepy darkness carry her away. 


Eighty-seven 


SOPHIE WOKE UP in her bedroom in Havenfield, with no memory of how 
shed gotten there, or whod helped her into pajamas and slipped silky gloves 
onto her hands. But warm arms were wrapped around her, and when she 
rolled over... 

“Edaline?” 

Her adoptive mother gave her a relieved smile. 

Grady wasn't there. 

Neither was Sandor. 

“It's okay,’ Edaline promised, tightening her hug to stop Sophie from 
bolting out of bed. “They're safe. Everyone's safe.” 

“Everyone?” Sophie asked as Edaline’s soft fingers trailed up and down her 
back. “Even ... Ro?” 

She barely managed to choke out the name—too terrified she was going 
to learn that shed overestimated the Panakes blossom’s healing power. 

But Edaline nodded, and Sophie felt tears leak down her cheeks. 

She sent a silent thank-you to Calla's tree for keeping Ro safe, vowing to 
make a batch of starkflower stew as soon as she had a chance and pour it 
into the ground, right near the roots. 

“Ros currently enduring a week of bed rest—and not happy about it,’ 
Edaline added, still rubbing Sophie’s back. “But Elwin expects her to make a 
full recovery. And King Dimitar has issued death orders for Gisela and 
Vespera, but thankfully he didn't hold the attack against anyone else. In fact, 
he agreed to allow Ro to remain as Keefe’s bodyguard once she recovers. I 
guess she’s particularly looking forward to watching Keefe dance around in a 
yeti costume at the Opening Ceremonies.” 

Sophie had to smile at that, even if internally she was cringing at the 
reminder of the humiliating Foxfire tradition shed also be forced to 


participate in. 

But she had so many bigger problems. 

“What about Biana?” 

“Doing well, Edaline assured her. “Shes already back home at Everglen. 
And Kesler and Dex are over at Slurps and Burps, working on some new 
elixirs to help with the scars.” 

“Scars?” The word tasted of bile and rage. 

“Not as bad as youre thinking,” Edaline promised. “I went to check on 
her yesterday and I could barely see them.” 

The “barely” part was really hard to get past. Which was why it took 
Sophie a second to realize... 

“Yesterday? How long did Elwin sedate me for?” 

“He didn't. Your body pretty much shut down the second you hit the 
ground in Atlantis. Same thing happened with Keefe and Linh. Tam had to 
carry all three of you—and Ro—out of there. His telekinesis really is 
extraordinary.’ 

It was. Sophie made a note to thank him later. “So how long have I been 
asleep?” 

“Only a little more than a day.” 

“A DAY?” Sophie managed to drag herself to her feet—then immediately 
regretted it when the head rush hit and her knees collapsed. She would’ve 
crashed face-first onto her flowered carpet if Edaline hadn't guided her back 
to the bed. 

“It’s fine, Sophie. Weve been handling everything. You needed the rest? 

“But what about . . . ?” She didn’t know where to begin. 

Or maybe she did. “Any sign of Vespera or Gisela?” 

“None.” 

The news wasn't surprising. But Sophie was sure they were planning 
something. Hopefully their rocky alliance would at least slow them down. 
“And what happened with Wylie?” she asked. “Fintan made it sound like 
they had some big plan for you guys.” 

“If they did, it must've fallen apart when Ruy left—which was only a few 
minutes after Fintan. All Gethen did was ask Wylie a few questions about 
Prentice.” 

Sophie frowned. “Not about Cyrah?” 


“No. Somehow he knew that Prentice had been healed, and wanted to 
know how much Prentice remembered—and Wylie did a brilliant job of 
making it sound like Gethen should be worried. Wylie’s now back at the 
cabin with his dad, and lots of guards—though I think he’s planning to help 
with the cleanup efforts in Atlantis today.” 

Sophie's heart paused. “How bad is the damage?” 

“Not as bad as you might imagine. Some buildings will need remodeling, 
and a few people got banged up in the scramble to evacuate. But Livvy set up 
a temporary triage center in one of the squares. And Quinlin is with your 
sister, in case youre wondering.” 

She had been—but she also hadn't been brave enough to ask. And she 
couldnt find the voice to raise the most logical follow-up question. 

“They're going to tear out the unity fountain,’ Edaline said, breaking the 
awkward silence. “And believe it or not, they're talking about putting a statue 
of you, Linh, and Keefe there. I’m sure Keefe will have a Jot of fun with that.” 

He definitely would. But the idea made Sophie's insides feel slimy. She 
wasnt sure she wanted a statue in her honor on top of such a cruel, hateful 
place. 

“Does that mean the Council is still planning to cover up Nightfall?” she 
had to ask. 

“Cover up’ isn't the right way to describe it? Edaline told her. “But 
revealing the truth is going to take some time. First, they need to secure the 
facility, which means moving the gorgodon out of there.” 

Sophie’s eyes widened. “Where are they planning to move it to?” 

“Here. Edaline smiled. “I know—it’s going to be a challenge. But it 
doesn't seem right to destroy an innocent creature, at least not without 
trying to tame it. The gnomes are already redesigning one of the pastures 
into an enclosure that can keep it contained.” 

“I might be able to communicate with it once it’s here,’ Sophie offered, 
remembering the grief shed felt haunting the poor beast. 

‘Tm sure we'll take you up on that. Were going to need all the help we 
can get. And once the gorgodon is out of the facility, the Council is planning 
to scour every inch to find any secrets Vespera might have hidden. And at 
some point after that, they'll reveal the truth to our world. They want to wait 
until people arent feeling so scared. What happened in Atlantis has 
definitely shaken everyone? 


Sophie nodded, reaching for Ella and holding on tight, even though the 
treasured blue elephant was a painful reminder of the question shed been 
carefully avoiding. 

“We don't have to talk about them if you're not ready,’ Edaline told her, 
guessing why her hands were shaking. 

“I know.’ Still, Sophie took a slow breath and forced herself to ask, “How 
bad are they?” 

“They're .. . what we expected.” 

The careful answer only added to Sophie’s queasiness. 

“You've seen them?” she whispered. 

Edaline let out a breath. “I have—but only briefly. I didn’t want to be away 
too long in case you woke up. And physically, they're fine. Most of their 
injuries only went skin deep, and Elwin and Livvy have already treated 
everything.” 

“And... mentally?” Sophie asked, strangling poor Ella. 

“Unfortunately, it’s really hard to know,” Edaline admitted, reaching up to 
tuck a strand of Sophie's sleep-rumpled hair behind her ear. “Mr. Forkle has 
tried searching their minds, but your parents each bear the same brand on 
their feet as Alvar.” 

“Soporidine, Sophie mumbled, refusing to think about the green 
antidote shed told Linh to use on Ro. She would never let herself regret that 
decision. “I take it that means no one knows when theyre going to wake 
up?” 

If they wake up.... 

“That’s ... the part Pm not sure how youre going to react to,’ Edaline 
warned her. She leaned back, fussing with the trim on her burgundy cape. 
“Haven't you been wondering where Grady and Sandor are?” 

Sophie had—and a thousand horrible theories sprouted in her mind at 
the suggestion. 

But none of them prepared her to hear, “They're with Fintan? 


Eighty-eight 


FINTAN?” SOPHIE WHISPERED, not sure how to force the idea into her 
head. 

Edaline nodded, explaining that Grady and Marella had found Fintan 
unconscious in Nightfall. Theyd been dragging him out of the facility when 
the flood sirens started blaring—and by the time they got Fintan to city 
level, Sophie, Linh, and Keefe were already working on the breach. 
Apparently, Grady nearly had a heart attack when he saw them hovering up 
there. 

“Where's Fintan now?” Sophie asked. 

“Thats . . . where it gets tricky,’ Edaline admitted. “Fintan has made a 
number of demands. He doesn't want any Telepaths coming near him— 
especially you. And he wants to be kept in a private prison, like where we're 
keeping Alvar, instead of a cell in Exile. He also wants a guarantee from the 
Council that no memory break will be ordered, and that no harm will be 
brought upon him. And—” 

“Why would we agree to any of that?” Sophie interrupted. 

Edaline reached for her hand. “Because he has a small stockpile of the 
antidote to soporidine.’ 

Everything inside Sophie stilled. 

“The Council made a demand of their own,’ Edaline added. “Fintan will 
have to work with Bronte to help him gain access to the secrets in his old 
cache.” 

“Does that mean they’re going to agree?” 

“They already have. Oralie is livid, of course—and Grady’s not much 
happier. But the hard truth is, if Fintan’s willing to cooperate, its our best 
chance of learning at least a few of the secrets we need from him. We didn't 
recover anything useful during his previous memory break. And given what 


happened to Kenric, it's not worth attempting another—especially since 
Fintan’s demands arent that unreasonable.” 

‘Tm sure he’s planning something,” Sophie argued. 

“So am I. So is everyone. That’s why the Council is working with the 
Black Swan to build something to hold Fintan that will ensure he cant 
escape again.” 

Sophie wasnt sure a place like that would ever exist. But she focused on 
the more immediate problem. 

“How do we know this isn't a trick? Or that Lady Gisela hasnt moved the 
antidote somewhere else?” 

“Grady retrieved the stash this morning. It only had a dozen vials, but 
Elwin confirmed that the ointment matches the traces he found on Ros skin. 
And Lady Cadence and her team of ogres are already working to replicate 
it.” 

She paused there, twining her fingers with Sophie's. “Livvy took two of 
the doses for your parents.’ 

A lump lodged in Sophie's throat. “Did it work?” 

‘Tm sure it will. But Livvy doesn't think it would be wise to have them 
regain any form of consciousness until a Washer is there to erase their 
memories. Alden’s been working to make all the arrangements. He wants to 
use one of the same Washers he used before, to make their new identities as 
seamless as possible with their old” 

Sophie looked away, pressing a hand to her chest, as if she could feel that 
lingering void beginning to widen again. 

Shed known all of this was coming. And shed seen enough of her parents’ 
wounds—and heard enough of Vesperas horrifying philosophies—to 
understand why. 

But none of that eased the ache in her heart, or dulled the burning in her 
eyes. 

“So when is Livvy going to do it?” she whispered. 

“That’s up to you. Their vitals are stable, so they can definitely wait a little 
longer if you want some time to say goodbye.” 

Sophie frowned. “I thought we had to erase their memories the second 
they wake up.” 

“We do? Edaline wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I was talking 
about your sister?” 


“Oh? 

A headache flared to match the pain already in her chest. “Does Amy 
know her memories will have to be erased?” 

“Yes. Livvy explained everything when they brought her to see her 
parents. She .. . struggled a bit? 

The words felt like another blow. “She's seen them?” 

“She insisted. And don't worry, Livvy waited until their wounds were 
completely healed. Amy wanted to see you, too, by the way. But you were 
still too out of it. So if youd like to spend some time with her—” 

“Whats the point?” Sophie interrupted, the question sharper than she 
intended. “It’s just another memory for the Washer to erase, right?” 

“He won't be erasing your memories,’ Edaline gently reminded her. “I 
know all of this is going to be so, so hard for you. But . . . I think it might 
help if you have that small bit of closure.” 

The words echoed around the room, sounding as hollow as Sophie felt. 

‘Tm sorry, Edaline said, reaching up to brush away Sophie's tears. “I wish 
it didn't have to be like this.” 

“Me too.” 

And maybe it was selfishness, or recklessness, or pure desperation, but 
she found her mind circling back to that first conversation shed had with 
Alden in Atlantis, when shed reminded him that if her family had known 
the truth about the danger they were in, that they might've been able to 
prevent themselves from being taken. 

If Nightfall and Vespera had proven anything, it was that buried secrets 
had a way of coming back to haunt them. 

So she let herself ask, “Why can't Amy keep her memories? She hasn't 
been through any major trauma. And then shed be prepared if the 
Neverseen came after them again.” 

“If only it were that simple,’ Mr. Forkle said from the doorway. 

Sophie whipped around, flinching when she found him standing with 
Grady and Sandor—and Councillor Bronte. 

“I understand where you're coming from,” Mr. Forkle added. “But think 
of what youre suggesting. Your sister would be forced to lie to her parents 
every minute of every day.’ 

“Sounds a lot like how I had to hide my telepathy,’ Sophie reminded him. 
“And I was only five years old? 


“I remember,’ Mr. Forkle agreed. “I also remember exactly how great that 
struggle was for you.” 

“Maybe Amy wouldnt care,’ Sophie argued. “Shouldn't it be her choice? 
Alden promised it would be? 

Mr. Forkle sighed. “Your sister has shown a tremendous amount of 
resilience these long weeks. But shes still a child, and cannot possibly 
fathom the magnitude of this responsibility.” 

“I'm sure she’s also freaked out about having someone poke around her 
memories,” Grady added. “And that’s not a good reason to choose a life of 
constant deception.” 

“I agree, Mr. Forkle said. “And I say that as someone who understands 
the complexities of duplicity better than anyone.” 

Sophie looked away. “I know. I just . . . hate this.” 

“So do I” 

Surprisingly, the words came from Bronte. 

He crossed her room, the soft petals in the carpet shifting under his feet 
as he moved toward the windows and stared out at the sea. 

“All my life, some small, secret part of me has wished the divide between 
humans and elves could be bridged,” he whispered. “I never fought for 
change, because I believed the lies that had been fed to me. But now that the 
deeper truths have been revealed...” 

Several seconds dragged by before he turned back to Sophie. “Do you 
truly believe your sister could hide our existence?” 

She forced herself to think it through before she said, “Yes.” 

Amy had always been a good liar—and when she wanted something, she 
never gave up. 

“Theres more at stake than the secrecy of our world,’ Mr. Forkle 
reminded them. “All it would take is one slip around your parents—one 
wrong word—and the trauma of what they've endured could be triggered” 

Sophie shivered. “Will they really be that vulnerable?” 

“Not in the way you're thinking,’ Mr. Forkle assured her. “It would take 
very specific triggers. The kind your sister would only know if her mind 
wasnt cleared.” 

“So tell Amy that,’ Sophie told him. “If she knows the risks, shell be 
careful. Especially if you come up with a really good cover story for her.” 


If Mr. Forkle could keep his identical twin hidden—and maintain 
multiple identities—surely he could guide Amy through the process. 

“It seems at least worth considering; Bronte said, mostly to himself. “I 
suspect I could convince the rest of the Council to agree with me—or at least 
the majority Id need? 

A tingle hummed in Sophie's heart and she tried to ignore it, because it 
felt way too much like hope—and she was sure a “but” was coming. 

“But, Bronte said, right on cue. His sharp eyes locked with Sophie's. 
“Before I do anything, I would need to explain the options to your sister— 
and I would need to make the risks painfully clear? 

“You mean youd need to scare her,’ Sophie said. 

Memories of their early inflicting sessions flashed through her head—but 
she had no doubt her sister could face down anything. Even Bronte in stern 
mode. 

“And if Amy decides she wants to keep her memories?” she asked. 

He turned back to the windows. “Then I would head straight to Eternalia 
and make the arrangements. Assuming I could count on the Black Swan for 
help.” 

Mr. Forkle nodded, and the room went silent as everyone processed the 
gravity of what they were suggesting. 

A human knowing the secret of the Lost Cities. Maybe even having some 
contact with their world. 

It would be messy and complicated—but that was the Black Swan's 
specialty. And if her sister understood the stakes, shed find a way to make it 
work. 

“Talk to her,’ Sophie told him. “I bet I know what she'll say? 


Fighty-nine 


OKAY, FOSTER,” KEEFE said, guiding her to one of his dad’s porch swings 
and forcing her to take a seat. “We need to get your mind to a happier place. 
Want me to sing? Or how about I bust out more of my incredible dancing?” 

He folded his arms behind his head, shaking his hips and flapping his 
elbows like wings. 

Of all the places the Black Swan could've hidden her human parents, 
Sophie never, never would've expected they'd ask Lord Cassius to keep them 
at the Shores of Solace. 

Theyd had their reasons, of course. Something to do with security and 
the overall tranquility of the surroundings—not to mention Keefes dad was 
part of the Black Swan now. 

Thankfully, theyd asked Lord Cassius to leave for the afternoon, to give 
Sophie privacy. 

But it still felt wrong. 

Then again, everything felt wrong. Probably because everything was 
wrong. 

Sophie had been so sure her sister would be excited to keep her memories 
that it had felt like a double sucker punch when Amy chose to have her mind 
erased. She did understand why Amy had been afraid after Bronte’s 
warnings. And she couldnt fault her sister for choosing what she felt would 
be safest for her parents. Plus . . . it wasn’t like they were close. They'd barely 
seen each other while Amy had been in the Lost Cities. They weren't friends. 
And they werent actually sisters. 

They were just two girls from two different worlds. 

It was time for them to go their separate ways. 

And yet . . . it hurt, more than Sophie was willing to admit, knowing Amy 
was choosing to erase her. So shed made an important decision too. 


A choice to protect her parents’ sanity—and her own. 

Closure. 

“You're sure you don’t want your adoptive family to be here for this?” Mr. 
Forkle asked. 

He stood with Sandor near the porch railing, and Sandor side-eyed 
Keefe’s wiggly dance as he added, “Or any of your other friends?” 

“Are you implying that Pm not good enough, Gigantor?” Keefe asked, 
wiggling harder and kicking his legs. “Or are you just jealous of my moves?” 

“Tm implying that today will be difficult for Sophie, and she might want 
to surround herself with as much moral support as possible,’ Sandor 
informed him. 

‘TIl be fine,” Sophie promised. If shed had it her way, shed be alone. Shed 
even tried asking Keefe to leave, but there was no getting rid of him. 

That actually turned out to be a good thing, though, when Physic and 
Amy arrived a few minutes later, dragging a storm of awkwardness in with 
them. Amy wouldn't look at Sophie, and Sophie was happy to return the 
favor, pretending to be fascinated by the jewels on Physic’s mask. So Keefe 
jumped in to fill the silence. 

Hed just agreed to tell Amy all about the Great Gulon Incident when a 
loud knock halted the conversation. Sophie was too nauseous to care that 
shed lost another chance to hear about Keefe’s epic prank—especially when 
Mr. Forkle shuffled back into the room, followed by a tall elf in a long gray 
cloak. 

He tossed back his hood, revealing dark skin, buzzed dark hair, and 
shockingly handsome features—though most of the shock came from how 
young he looked. Sophie wouldn't have guessed him a day past sixteen. 

“Everyone, meet Mr. Kafuta,’ Mr. Forkle told them. 

“You're a Washer?” Amy asked, clearly as surprised by his obvious youth 
as Sophie was. 

He flashed a bright white smile. “I am, and youre welcome to call me 
Damel, if it’s easier. Oh, and yeah, I know I have a baby face. Don't worry, 
I’ve been doing this for years.” 

“Since he was a Level Four, I believe,’ Mr. Forkle agreed. 

“And next year you'll be...” Keefe prompted. 

“A Level Eight,” Damel told him. 


Which didn’t actually sound like a whole lot of experience—but Sophie 
reminded herself that in a little over two years shed faced fires and floods 
and plagues and beasts and tribunals and banishments and far too many 
Healing Center visits. 

And if shed survived all of that, surely she could survive this. 

Damel frowned at Amy. “Is this the girl Pll be... 2” 

‘TIl sedate her when it’s her turn,” Physic promised, squeezing Amy's 
shaky hand. “But she wanted to see that her parents were safely through 
their wash before we started on hers. And I cant blame her with how tricky 
this one’s going to be.” 

“Thats what I hear? Damel turned to Sophie. “I was told you want to be 
in the room with me. Planning on assisting?” 

“In a way.’ Sophie held up her right hand and peeled off her lacy glove. 
“Tm going to enhance you.” 

Damel’s eyebrows shot up. “Id heard your powers were legendary, but .. ” 

His voice trailed off as Keefe tried to cover his choked laugh with a 
cough. 

“This particular ability of Miss Foster’s is not public knowledge, Mr. 
Forkle explained. 

“Gotcha,” Damel said, rubbing his chin as he studied Sophie. “I’ve never 
been enhanced before. What should I expect?” 

“I'm not sure,’ Sophie admitted. “But Pm hoping you'll be able to get 
everything that could be triggering completely out of their heads. Especially 
all their memories of me? 

“What?” Amy and Keefe asked at the same time. 

“Will that work?” Amy added. 

“I don't know,” Sophie said, turning back to Damel. “But we have to try. 
I’m the reason my parents were captured. So if something ever made them 
remember me, it could trigger all of their other horrifying memories. The 
only way to keep them safe is to try to wipe myself totally out of their heads, 
and maybe if I enhance you, your instincts will tell you how to do it? 

Damel whistled. “Alden said this one would be intense, but this is a whole 
other level.” 

“It is? Physic agreed. “And there's one other variable. The sedative they’re 
under—let’s just say you've never seen it before. So I'll have to administer a 
special antidote to wake them up. And I'll be honest, I have no idea how 


that’s going to affect what you're here to do—especially since I don't feel 
comfortable sedating them again.” 

‘Tve done one other wash with someone awake,’ Damel told her. “It’s 
weird that way, but I should be good” 

“Then shall we?” Physic asked, adjusting her mask as she headed down a 
dove-gray hall. 

Keefe hooked his arm through Sophie's. “Don't argue, Foster. You're going 
to need me.” 

“He's right,” Mr. Forkle told her. “And we'll wait here,” he added, placing a 
hand on Amy’s shoulder to stop her from following. 

Sophie didn't look at her sister as she walked away. And she tried not to 
think about what was happening—tried to focus on one foot in front of the 
other. 

But as they entered the dimly lit bedroom, she realized . . . this was it. 

The last time shed ever see her human parents. 

The last time shed have a connection to the people whod tucked her in 
every night, and read her bedtime stories about fairies and hobbits, and 
taught her to ride a bike, and let her cry on their shoulders when she 
skinned her knees. 

She gave herself one minute to study their familiar faces, memorizing 
every line and shadow. They looked like themselves again. 

Peaceful. 

Happy. 

She hoped they would be. 

“Ready?” Physic asked, removing two small green vials from her cloak. 

The antidote hadn't been shaped into spheres like the one they'd used on 
Ro, but the thick green sludge looked familiar as Physic smeared it on 
Sophie’s father’s foot. 

Within seconds he began to stir—limbs thrashing, eyelids fluttering. And 
Sophie held her breath as his eyes opened and slowly seemed to focus. 

For one moment his gaze met hers, and she could’ve sworn a hint of 
recognition flickered. 

“Bye, Dad,” she whispered. “I love you.” 

Damel took her shaky hand. “Wow. That’s, that’s . . . different.” 

“You okay?” Physic asked him. 

“Yeah. Just trying to settle my head for a second.” 


His forehead creased, and he took a long, slow breath before he reached 
for Sophie's father’s temple and pressed his fingers against the pale skin. 

Sophie let her mind go blank, not wanting to see any of the horrible 
things Damel had to be witnessing. Whatever they were, they had him 
quivering and moaning. 

“It's okay,’ Keefe whispered, pulling off Sophie's other glove and sending 
her a blue mental breeze. 

He had to send two more before Damel stumbled and fell back, bending 
to rest his head near his knees. 

“Need a break?” Physic asked. 

“No, I think ... I think I just want to get this over with” He rubbed his 
temples. “It’s a lot to process.” 

Two more breaths and he straightened, glancing at Sophie. “Ready?” 

She really wasn't. But she nodded, and Physic smeared the antidote on 
her mother’s foot. 

It took longer for her mom to stir, and her eyes were cloudy when they 
opened. But when Sophie whispered, “Bye, Mom,” they seemed to clear. 

“Tl always love you,’ Sophie added, choking back a small sob. 

Her mom blinked hard and looked away. 

But right as Damel pressed his hand against her temple, she rasped, “PI 
always love you too, Sophie.” Then her eyes rolled back and Damel washed 
her memories away. 


Ninety 


I’M FINE,” SOPHIE told Keefe. 

Shed already said it a dozen times. But he kept his grip on her hand and 
sent another soft breeze rushing through her head. 

It helped, a little. But the numbness was fighting hard to take over. Which 
was probably why Keefe wouldnt let go. 

Theyd moved back out to the porch—Sophie, Keefe, and Damel—craving 
air and sunlight after that suffocating room. It was Mr. Forkle’s turn at the 
moment, and he was busy flooding her parents’ minds with the new 
backstories hed meticulously crafted to fill the gaps in their memories and 
prepare them for their new lives. Shaping them into people Sophie would 
never know. 

“She remembered me,’ she whispered. 

Damel nodded. “I’m sorry she won't anymore.” 

Sophie shook her head. “It’s fine. It’s how it has to be. But were you really 
able to erase everything we needed?” 

“Everything,” he agreed. “As far as they'll know, you never existed.” 

“And nothing can change that?” Amy asked from the far end of the 
porch. 

Sophie hadn't noticed her hiding over there, tucked into the shadows next 
to Sandor. 

“Nope? Damel promised. “With the enhancing . . . I don't know how to 
describe it. But every memory I washed didn't just get buried—it’s gone. 
And it was super easy to find them. The second I thought Sophie’s name, it 
dragged every thought theyd ever had about her right to me, and all I had to 
do was wash them away. Same thing worked with anything about elves.” 

Amy's sob rang out over the crashing waves, and a tiny, bitter part of 
Sophie was tempted to let her cry alone. 


But she got up to be the big sister one last time. “It’s going to be okay,” she 
promised, resting her hand on Amy’s shoulder. “You wort even remember 
any of this in a couple of hours.’ 

“NO!” her sister shouted, nearly knocking them both over as she threw 
her arms around her. “I’ve changed my mind. I dont want anyone taking my 
memories.’ 

Sophie twisted in the stranglehold, trying to breathe. “I know how scary 
this all seems—” 

“That's not it!” Amy insisted. She leaned back, waiting for Sophie to meet 
her eyes—which were so much like her moms eyes that Sophie's chest 
tightened. “I’m not scared. I just . . . I don’t want to forget anything. I only 
said I did because I didn't want to put Mom and Dad in any danger. But I 
cant now, right?” 

“You shouldn't be able to, Damel agreed. 

“Then, please? Amy begged him. “Don't erase my memories. I want to 
remember Havenfield and Atlantis, and Quinlin and Livvy, and Silveny and 
Greyfell and everyone else, and—” 

“Especially me?” Keefe couldn't resist jumping in. 

“Yes.” Amy sniffled. “I want to know that elves are real—and so much 
cooler than all the stories people tell about them. I want to remember what 
mallowmelt tastes like, and what it feels like to ride on a beam of light. But 
mostly . . . I want to know that I have a super-amazing sister out there whos 
way too cool for me, but . . . I love her.” 

Tears blurred Sophie's eyes. “I love you too.” 

Amy hugged her tighter. “Does that mean I can keep you?” 

“Only if I can keep you.” 

“Awwwwwwwww, you guys are going to make me cry too!” Keefe said, 
wrapping his arms around them and turning it into a group hug. 

Sandor joined in too—much to everyones surprise. And Sophie had no 
idea how long they stood like that, or what Damel must’ve thought of them. 

But eventually Mr. Forkle cleared his throat and said, “Looks like I need 
to hail Bronte.” 


“YOU CAN NEVER VISIT HERE,” Bronte told Sophie as he led her and 
Amy up the stone path to a fancy Tudor-style house with cut-glass windows 
glinting in the pale dawn light. It was slightly bigger than her family’s last 
house, and nestled closer to the neighbors. But Mr. Forkle had done a good 
job of finding a place that would feel familiar. 

“I know,’ Sophie growled at Bronte. “Tve sat through all your lectures.” 

Amy had spent the last two days at Havenfield, while Bronte went over all 
of her new rules. The basic gist was: Amy wouldnt tell anyone anything. And 
Sophie would stay far away. Not because they were worried about triggering 
her parents’ memories, but because they didn't want to draw the attention of 
the Neverseen. 

The Council would also be keeping a close watch on Amy and her family 
—as would the Black Swan. And Amy had an Imparter for extreme 
emergencies. 

Someday, they hoped things would calm down and Amy could visit the 
Lost Cities. 

In the meantime, shed have to settle for keeping her memories. 

“So ... I guess this is it, then, huh?” Amy said when they reached the 
front door. Watson was inside barking and scratching at the wood. 

“Youre sure you're ready for this?” Sophie asked. 

Amy nodded. “Tt’'ll be... an adventure.” 

Her parents had been brought in the night before—and were currently 
sleeping off a mild sedative. Once they woke up, Amy would feed them the 
final details of the cover story Mr. Forkle had perfected, and life would 
hopefully settle into some sort of new normal. 

“We need to hurry,’ Bronte said, glancing over his shoulder at the empty 
street. “We are far too conspicuous.” 

Sophie could’ve pointed out that if he wanted to blend in he should've 
removed his cape and circlet—and put a hat over his ears. 

But that would've cost precious seconds she refused to use for anything 
other than pulling her sister into a strangle-hug. 

“Take care of yourself, okay?” Sophie whispered. 

Her sister nodded. “And you keep . . . saving the world.” 

Sophie smiled through her tears. “PI try? 

Neither of them said goodbye. 


But they let go, and Bronte immediately dragged Sophie toward a small 
cluster of trees where theyd have enough privacy to leap away. 

She stole one final glimpse over her shoulder as Bronte adjusted his 
pathfinder, and spotted Amy still standing in the doorway, half in and half 
out of her new life. 

She used her foot to block Marty and Watson from sprinting into the 
street and gave a small wave, shouting, “See you later, Sophie? 


Ninety-one 


KEEFE WAS WAITING under Callas Panakes when Sophie leaped back to 
Havenfield after a final lecture from Bronte. And Sandor stood beside him, 
for once not looking annoyed by Keefe'’s existence. 

“I figured you were having a rough morning,’ Keefe said, patting a spot 
on the grass beside him. “And since I still have a few more days without Ro 
driving me crazy, I thought Id bring you a cheer-up present, since 
apparently that’s a thing.” 

He held out his arms. 

“Um... Sophie didn't see a gift. 

Keefe smirked. “Foster, Foster, Foster—always so adorably oblivious. I’m 
the gift. I'm all yours today—though I might be willing to extend my 
servitude if you call me the Gift Master.” 

Sophie rolled her eyes as she smiled. “You're ridiculous, you know that?” 

“And you love it? His grin shifted into something softer, something that 
made her stomach tighten. “So what do you need, Foster? A shoulder to cry 
on? A good old-fashioned cuddle? Or should we go back to brainstorming 
my favor?” 

Sophie tugged an itchy eyelash. “Actually, Fitz will be here any minute.” 

“Oh? And why is the Fitzster coming over? Hot date?” 

“He didn't tell you?” 

“Can't say that he did? He frowned when she reached for her eyelashes 
again, and his eyes dropped to his hands. “Why so nervous, Foster? Are you 
guys finally making Fitzphie official? Because if you are—” 

“We're not,’ Sophie interrupted, not sure she wanted to know how that 
sentence ended. “If you must know, we're going to see Alvar. Mr. Forkle is 
going to use some of the antidote on him to see if we can get some answers.’ 


Keefe was immediately on his feet. “Any chance I can be part of the big 
awakening? And maybe borrow your Sucker Punch while I’m there?” 

“Only after I get the first shot,’ Fitz said behind her. 

Sophie spun around and found him standing between Alden and Grizel. 
It was hard to decide who looked most exhausted among them. 

“You guys going to be okay with this?” Sophie asked. 

Fitz’s nod looked grim. “I should be asking you the same thing. Howd it 
go with your sister?” Hed been reaching out telepathically every night to 
check on her, even though shed told him to focus on helping Biana with her 
recovery. 

Sophie shrugged. “Not as sad as I thought. Just . . . weird.” 

“I bet? 

Neither of them seemed to know what to say after that. 

“It's okay if I crash your Alvar party, right?” Keefe jumped in, draping an 
arm around Sophie's shoulders. “Foster made it sound super fun.” 

“Sure, Fitz said slowly. “I guess I should’ve known youd be here? 

There was a strange edge to the words, and Keefe was quick to change the 
subject. 

“Della and Biana arent coming?” 

Alden shook his head. “Biana’s not feeling up to leaving the house yet, 
and Della didn't want to leave her alone. Especially since Dex and Kesler are 
supposed to stop by with their next round of elixirs. We're hoping this might 
be the last batch she needs.” 

Sophie opened her mouth to ask for more details about Bianas recovery, 
but Mr. Forkle glittered into the pastures and appeared to be in quite the 
hurry. 

“I need to get back to being Magnate Leto by this evening,” he explained 
as he dug a magsidian ring out of his pocket, “and we still have a long walk 
ahead.” 

“Of course we do,’ Keefe grumbled. But it didn't stop him from joining 
hands with the others and stepping into the path Mr. Forkle created— 
though he probably regretted it when they reappeared in the middle of a 
sweaty, putrid bog filled with sticky vines and an abundance of skittering 
things. 

“Any chance I can convince either of you goblins to carry me?” Keefe 
asked, the third time he ended up knee-deep in sludge. 


“No, but Id be happy to carry Sophie,” Sandor offered. 

Keefe clutched his heart. “That hurts, Gigantor. I bet Ro would carry me? 

“And probably bang your head into all the trees” Grizel added. 

“No one needs to carry anyone,’ Mr. Forkle told them. “We're here? 

He kicked aside the long grass, revealing a metal hatch sunken into the 
muck. 

“Please tell me it smells better down there,” Keefe begged. 

It didn't. 

A slippery ladder brought them down into a tiny round room that was so 
humid and foul it felt like crawling inside someone's snotty nose. But maybe 
that was deserved, since the only occupant was a violent traitor. 

And yet, Alvar didn’t look much like a monster when Sophie spotted him 
strapped to a cot in the center. He looked . . . defeated. His frail body was 
covered in angry red scars, and he was strapped to the bed with thick metal 
bands across his chest, knees, and ankles. 

“Where are the guards?” Sandor asked, his muscled hand hovering near 
his sword. 

“It's the dwarves’ shift,” Mr. Forkle reminded him. 

“You okay?” Sophie asked, noticing the death glare Fitz was giving his 
brother. 

His nod was far from convincing, so she reached for his hand—but he 
scooted closer, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and holding on like 
she was the only thing keeping him steady. And maybe she was. He was 
shaking almost as hard as his father, whod leaned on the rooms only table to 
keep his balance. 

‘TIl talk first,” Mr. Forkle told them as he held up a vial of the green 
antidote. “Then his father should have a turn. And his brother. Miss Foster 
can go next—” 

“So Pm last?” Keefe interrupted. “That stings, Forkle. And shouldn't a 
Physician be here, by the way?” 

“I've had plenty of medical training,” Mr. Forkle reminded him. 
“Everyone ready?” 

They each held their breath as he spread the green slime over Alvar’s heel. 

The antidote took longer to set in than it had with Sophie's parents—long 
enough that Sophie was wishing the cramped room had an extra chair. 


Keefe looked ready to go back to whining when Alvar finally stirred. His 
eyelids peeled open, revealing pale blue eyes just like his mother’s—though 
at the moment they were bloodshot, and stretched wide with terror. 

“Easy, Mr. Forkle told him as Alvar strained against his bonds, screaming 
and kicking and flailing. “You're going to hurt yourself” 

That only made Alvar thrash harder. 

He tried to say something, but his voice was like shredded sandpaper. 

“Here, Sophie said, grabbing a bottle of Youth off the tiny table. “Try 
drinking this.” 

He flinched when she stepped closer, but let her press the bottle against 
his lips, greedily guzzling down the cool liquid. 

“Not too much,” Mr. Forkle warned. “His stomach has been empty for a 
long time.” 

Sophie gave him one more second, then pulled the bottle away. 

Alvar cleared his throat and managed to rasp, “Where am I?” 

“Somewhere you cannot escape, Mr. Forkle told him. “So do not try. 
Once we see how that water settles, I'll bring you some broth. And in the 
meantime, you can tell us why the Neverseen wanted to get rid of you, and 
what they're planning next? 

“I dort know what you're talking about!” Alvar snapped. 

“Right, Fitz snorted. “Youre seriously going to cover for them? After 
they cut you up and left you to die?” 

Alvar thrashed against his bonds again. 

“You're going to hurt yourself? Alden warned. 

“Then let me go!” Alvar shouted. “Please, I don’t know anything.” 

He turned his desperate gaze to Sophie. “Please help me.’ 

“None of us are buying this, Alvar,’ Fitz snapped. “Just stop.” 

“Alvar?” he repeated, every line on his face twisting with confusion. 

His eyes darted between them, studying their expressions. Then to his 
bonds. Then back to Sophie. 

He huffed out a shaky breath. “Who's Alvar?” 
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PREFACE 


THIS TIME WE WIN. 

It was Sophie’s only thought, even as the world around her fell 
into shadow and chaos. 

Even as the Neverseen revealed their next move—their next 
twist in this deadly game. 

A game Sophie had lost over and over again. 

But this time she was ready. 

This time she’d trained—and so had her friends. 

This time, they knew how to fight back. 

So Sophie’s hand didn’t shake as she reached for one of the 
throwing stars she'd learned to carry. 

And she knew exactly where to aim. 

No hesitation. 

No fear. 

But... things weren't always as they appeared. 

And as everything flickered and faded, as her friends shouted 
and struggled to understand... 

Sophie knew. 


Illusion was her enemy’s new secret weapon. 


ONE 


SO IS IT STRANGE COMING here and not being the one on trial?” 
Keefe asked, checking his expertly styled blond hair in a shiny 
facet on one of the jeweled walls before he followed Sophie into 
Tribunal Hall. “Because I'd be happy to help you break a few laws 
if you're feeling left out.” 

“Me too!” Ro—Keefe’s bodyguard—jumped in. Her pierced 
nose crinkled as she surveyed the empty auditorium, which was 
built entirely out of emeralds. “Ugh, you guys have really out- 
sparkled yourselves with this place. It’s basically begging me to 
smash something.” 

“No one will be smashing anything,’ Sandor—Sophie’s 
bodyguard—warned. “Or causing any other problems!” 

The threat didn’t sound all that terrifying, thanks to Sandor’s 
squeaky voice. But he backed it up by being a seven-foot-tall 
goblin warrior—and by folding his gray arms across his bare chest 
and flexing some seriously impressive muscles. 

Ro flashed a pointy-toothed smile and patted the rows of 
daggers—a recent addition to her ogre arsenal—strapped to her 
toned thighs. “I'd like to see you try to stop us.” 

“Believe me, I’d enjoy every second,” Sandor growled, gripping 
the hilt of his giant black sword. “I still can’t believe the Council 
is allowing you into these proceedings.” 

Neither could Sophie. 


Then again, she hadn’t expected to be invited either. 


The Tribunal was supposed to be restricted to members of the 
Vacker family, since it was only a sentencing hearing—and mostly 
a formality. Alvar was already being held in the secret prison the 
Black Swan had designed specifically for him. The Council was 
simply deciding how many years he'd have to stay there. 

But Alden had stopped by Havenfield that morning and 
explained that hed gotten permission for Sophie to attend. And 
when she’d light leaped to Eternalia, shed found Keefe and Ro 
already waiting. 

Keefe looked dressier than usual, in a starched white shirt with 
a fitted black jerkin and an embroidered gray cape—and Sophie 
was relieved to see it, since shed decided to show her support 
with a dusty-rose gown that was much more Biana’s fancy style 
than hers. Shed also used the gold-flecked eyeliner Biana had 
been telling her would bring out the glints in her brown eyes— 
even though she hated drawing more attention to their unique- 
for-an-elf color. 

“What?” Sophie asked, wiping under her lashes when she 
noticed Keefe staring. “Did I smudge it?” 

“No, Foster. You look ... perfect.” 

She blushed at the slight catch in his voice—and then wished 
she hadn’t when he flashed his trademark smirk. 

“Did Alden tell you he wanted you to be here for moral support 
too?” she asked, stopping in the center of the hall as she realized 
she didn’t know which of the hundreds of seats were theirs. 

His smile faded. “Yeah. He said Fitz was going to need a friend 
today.” 

“He said a lot more than that,’ Ro muttered. 

“Relax, Foster,’ Keefe said, shooting Ro a glare before he 


pointed to the crease that had formed between Sophie’s eyebrows. 


“No need to get all crinkly on me. Nothing’s going on. Alden’s 
just ... worried about how Fitz is going to handle this.” 

“So am I,” Sophie admitted. 

Anger was often Fitz’s crutch in emotionally fraught situations 
—and nothing brought out his fury more than his traitorous older 
brother. 

“Yeah, well, now I’m stuck listening to a bunch of stuffy, know- 
it-all elves arguing with each other,’ Ro groused as she twisted 
one of her choppy pigtails, which shed recently dyed the same 
vivid pink shed painted her claws. “It almost makes me wish I 
were still bedridden. Seriously, who thought having twelve 
Councillors was a good idea?” 

Sophie was tempted to point out that the system was much 
more balanced than having a single power-hungry king. But since 
Ro was the daughter of the ogres’ fear-inspiring leader—and the 
elves’ alliance with King Dimitar had become rather shaky after 
the Neverseen almost killed Ro during their attack on Atlantis— 
she decided it was smart to avoid that particular conversation. 
Especially since the elvin Council was far from perfect. 

She turned toward the twelve jeweled thrones that filled a large 
platform at the front of the glinting green room. Each had been 
ornamented to reflect the style and taste of the Councillor whose 
name was displayed along the top: Clarette, Velia, Alina, Terik, 
Liora, Emery, Oralie, Ramira, Darek, Noland, Zarina, and Bronte. 

Sophie knew some of them better than others, and there were a 
couple shed even grown to trust. But she would never stop 
wishing that there was still a simple, sturdy throne for Councillor 
Kenric. 

Kenric had been kind. And funny. And one of Sophie’s most 
loyal supporters. 

And he'd still be alive if it weren’t for her. 


She tried not to let herself think about it, because the guilt 
might shatter her sanity. But she could still feel the stinging heat 
of the flames—still hear the crunches and crackles and screams as 
the jeweled tower melted around them. And she'd never forget 
Fintan’s taunt as he'd ignited the Everblaze to prevent her from 
retrieving his memories. 

Sophie had only been in Oblivimyre that night because of a 
direct order from the Council. But if shed been stronger, faster, 
smarter than Fintan... 

“You okay?” Keefe asked, flicking a strand of her blond hair to 
get her attention. “And before you answer, remember: You're 
talking to an Empath. Plus, you've already pulled out two 
eyelashes since we got here, and I can tell you’re dying to go for a 
third.” 

She was. 

Her eyelashes itched whenever she felt anxious, and tugging on 
them was such a relief. But she kept trying to break the habit, so 
she held her hands at her sides and forced herself to meet Keefe’s 
ice blue eyes. “I’m fine.” 

When he raised one eyebrow, she added, “I’m just frustrated. I 
wish the Council was holding a Tribunal for Fintan, not Alvar.” 

Keefe leaned slightly closer. “I wouldn’t let the Fitzster hear 
you say that.” 

“T know. Or Biana.” 

The younger Vacker siblings had been counting down the days 
to Alvar’s sentencing—and Sophie didn’t blame them for wanting 
everything settled with their older brother. 

But... 

She glanced over her shoulder, grateful the auditorium was still 
empty, so she could ask the question she'd been trying not to say. 


“Doesn't this feel like a waste of time?” 


“Because Alvar can’t remember anything?” Keefe asked. 

Sophie nodded. 

Alvar had been a longtime member of the Neverseen, involved 
in many of their cruelest schemes before Sophie and her friends 
found him drugged, bleeding, and trapped in a cell in an 
abandoned hideout. And when hed finally regained 
consciousness, he couldn’t even remember his own name. 

He didn’t seem to be faking, either. Sophie had checked. So had 
Fitz. And Alden. And Mr. Forkle. And Quinlin. And Councillor 
Emery—along with every other Telepath the Council trusted. 
None of them could find a single memory in Alvar’s head, no 
matter how deeply they searched. The Black Swan had even 
brought in Damel—a trained Washer—who’d told them that 
Alvar’s past had been scrubbed cleaner than he’d realized was 
possible. And Sophie had tried using her unique telepathic 
abilities to perform a mental healing, but it hadn’t made a 
difference. Neither had any of the elixirs a team of physicians had 
given him. 

Alvar’s mind wasn’t broken or damaged. 

It was... blank. 

Sophie had never felt anything like it—and she'd experienced 
some pretty bizarre mental landscapes over the last few years. 
There was no cold, suffocating darkness. No sharp, fragmented 
images. Just soft, fuzzy gray space. 

“I don’t understand why the Council is focusing on someone 
with amnesia,’ she whispered to Keefe, “when they have Fintan in 
custody and they’re doing nothing.” 

The former leader of the Neverseen had been captured during 
the raid on Nightfall. But Fintan had cut a deal with the Council 
for his cooperation. So he was currently being held in a prison 


built specifically for him, in exchange for sharing the location of a 


small supply of the antidote to soporidine—a dangerous sedative 
the Neverseen had developed for some still-undetermined 
purpose. He’d also demanded that all Telepaths be kept far away, 
to ensure that no one could mess with his memories. And while 
the Council did at least make him agree to help them gain access 
to his old cache—a small, marble-size gadget that contained 
dangerous memories called Forgotten Secrets—either Fintan was 
sabotaging the process, or caches were flawed inventions, because 
weeks had passed and they hadn’t recovered a single piece of 
information. 

“You think he’s planning something,” Keefe guessed. 

“Don't you?” 

Fintan had already proven that he was the master of long, 
intricate schemes. He’d destroyed Lumenaria—and freed Vespera 
from the castle’s dungeon—with a plan that required key members 
of the Neverseen to allow themselves to be imprisoned. He could 
be pulling a similar trick again—and Sophie knew she could find 
out if the Council would just let her meet with him. 

But all of her requests for a visit had been denied. And when 
shed asked the Black Swan’s Collective for help, they’d told her 
the Council wasn’t giving them access either. 

“Why is Fintan still calling the shots?” she murmured. “He 
already gave us the antidote.” 

“I don’t know.” Keefe seemed to debate with himself before he 
added, “But he’s never going to cooperate. So do you really want to 
do another memory break on him? After what happened with 
Alden—and Kenric...” 

Sophie stared at her hands, tracing her finger along one of the 
thumb rings peeking through her lacy gloves. The engraved bands 
had been a gift from Fitz, to identify the two of them as Cognates 


—and the rare telepathic connection made them far more 


powerful together than they'd been the last time they'd taken on 
Fintan. Shed also manifested as an Enhancer, which meant she 
could boost Fitz’s mental strength with a single touch of her 
fingertips. So she had no doubt that they would get past Fintan’s 
blocking and find whatever he was hiding. 

But... memory breaks were horrible, brutal things—even when 
they were necessary. 

“I don’t see any other choice,” she admitted. “Even if he’s not 
part of some bigger scheme, Fintan has to at least know what 
Vespera’s planning.” 

“But he won’t know what my mom’s up to,’ Keefe reminded her. 
“And she’s the one running things now.” 

Sophie wasn't entirely convinced that was true. 

Lady Gisela had seized control of the Neverseen when she'd 
tried to destroy Atlantis. But Vespera only allied with her because 
Keefe’s mom trapped her in a force field and threatened to leave 
her there until the Council arrived to arrest her. And Vespera 
didn’t seem like the type who'd cooperate for long—especially 
since she'd insisted that she and Lady Gisela had opposite visions. 

Then again, Keefe’s mom had already clawed her way back to 
power once, so she must be taking precautions to make sure no 
one could overthrow her again. 

“We have too many villains,” Sophie said through a sigh. 

Keefe snorted. “You're not wrong.” 

She wasn’t even counting the other members of the Neverseen. 
Or the ogres who'd defected from King Dimitar. Or the dwarves 
who'd disappeared months ago, presumably to join the rebellion. 
Or— 

“Hey, Keefe said, fanning the air the way he always did when 
her emotions started to spiral. “Weve got this, okay? I know it 


doesn’t feel like it—” 


“It doesn't,” Sophie agreed. 

They'd been trying to come up with a plan for weeks and still 
had nothing. And whenever the Neverseen kept them stumped 
like that, people got hurt. 

Sophie had even risked using Keefe’s old Imparter, which his 
mom had rigged with a secret way to contact her. But Lady Gisela 
was either ignoring them, or shed severed the connection. And 
the Black Swan had confiscated the gadget in case anyone could 
use it to monitor them. 

Keefe grinned. “You’re so adorable when you worry. I’ve told 
you that, right?” 

Sophie gave him her best glare, and his smile only widened. 

He stepped closer, reaching for her hands. “Let’s just get 
through today, okay? Then no one will be distracted by Alvar 
anymore, and we'll be able to focus.” 

“Yeah. I guess.” 

“Hmm.” He traced his thumb over the sliver of skin between 
her glove and the edge of her beaded sleeve. “There’s something 
youre not saying right now. I can feel it.” 

There was. 

The other question she’d been trying not to ask, because she 
was pretty sure she knew what her friends would say. 

“Come on, Foster. It’s me. You know you can trust me. And you 
already know all of my worst secrets, so...” 

It was the sincerity in his eyes that made her glance over her 
shoulder again, making sure the room was still empty before she 
whispered, “Do you think it’s weird to punish someone for crimes 
they don’t remember committing?” 

“Weird?” Keefe asked. “Or wrong?” 


“Both, I guess.” 


He nodded and stepped back, running a hand down his face. 


“Well . . . everything about this is weird. But, just because Alvar 
doesn’t remember the creepy things he did, it doesn’t mean they 
didn’t happen.” 

“True.” 


Sophie knew better than anyone what Alvar was capable of. 
And yet ... the few times she’d seen him since he lost his memory, 
he’d seemed different. 

He wasn't slick, or arrogant, or angry. 

He was terrified. And desperate. And he’d spent the whole time 
begging everyone to realize he wasn’t the person they thought he 
was. 

“He could still get his memories back,” Keefe reminded her. 
“Just because we haven't found the right trigger yet doesn’t mean 
the Neverseen didn’t plan for one.” 

That was another reason Sophie wanted a chance to poke 
around Fintan’s head. They'd recovered Alvar months before 
Fintan was arrested, so he had to know why Alvar ended up in that 
cell. 

But since the Council wasn’t cooperating, Sophie had 
convinced Mr. Forkle to bring Alvar to places from his past, like 
the apartment he’d been living in and the destroyed Neverseen 
hideouts they'd found. They'd also spent days exposing Alvar to 
random images and sounds and smells—even tastes—trying to 
trigger a hint of familiarity. 

None of it had caused even the tiniest flashback. 

And she was starting to think that nothing ever would. 

“Tm not saying I trust Alvar,” she said, turning to stare at the 
hundreds of empty seats. “But I also know how terrifying it is to 


stand in this room and face the Council, and I can’t imagine going 


through it without even remembering why I’m on trial. I mean... 
Alvar’s future is being decided by a past he doesn’t believe is his.” 

“But it is his,’ Keefe argued. “It’s not like we’re making this up. 
He helped kidnap you and Dex, and he helped the Neverseen grab 
Wylie and torture him, and he helped abduct your human family— 
and that’s only the stuff we know about. I saw what he was like 
when I was pretending to join the Neverseen. He was all in. One- 
hundred-percent committed to their cause, no matter what they 
asked him to do. And he'd still be just as dedicated if they hadn't 
gotten rid of him—if that’s really what happened. Do you want to 
let him off the hook just because they wiped his mind to keep him 
from telling us their secrets?” 

“No. But keeping him locked up in that miserable cell still 
feels... unfair, somehow.” 

“Ugh, you elves overthink everything,’ Ro grumbled. “It’s 
simple: A traitor’s a traitor, and they need to be punished so 
everyone understands there are consequences for treason. If you’re 
not willing to end him, lock him up and destroy the key. Or better 
yet, leave it hanging in his line of sight so he has to stare at it 
forever, knowing he'll never be able to reach it.” 

“For once the ogre princess and I agree,’ Sandor added. 

Sophie sighed. “Well, I guess it’s a good thing I don’t have to 
make the decision.” 
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“It is,’ Keefe agreed. “Cause I’m pretty sure Fitz is going to 
have a meltdown if the Council gives Alvar anything less than a 
life sentence.” 

The idea made Sophie cringe. 

The elves called their life span “indefinite,” because so far no 
one had ever died of old age. So if Fitz got his wish, Alvar would 


be spending thousands of years locked away—maybe even 


millions. And his cell wasn’t just cramped and stuffy. It was buried 
in the middle of a putrid bog and smelled worse than imp breath. 

Keefe moved back to her side, leaning in to whisper. “I do get 
what you're saying, Foster. Punishing the bad guys is supposed to 
be easier than this—and way more fun.” 

“Yeah,” Sophie said quietly. “I've been angry at Alvar for so 
long, I never thought I'd end up feeling sorry for him.” 

“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaand this is why we're going to be stuck here 
for hours,” Ro whined. 

“Nah, Pm sure the Council already made their decision,” Keefe 
told her. “They’re just putting on a good show for the Vackers.” 

“Wanna bet?” Ro’s grin looked dangerous when she added, “I 
say well be here until sunset—and if I’m right, you have to wear 
ogre armor to school, instead of your uniform.” 

Keefe smirked. “No big deal. I would rock that metal diaper. 
But I say that this hearing will be done in an hour—and if Pm 
right, you have to call me Lord Hunkyhair from now on.” 

Sophie shook her head. “You guys are terrible.” 

“That’s why you love us!” Keefe draped his arm around her 
shoulders. “You should get in on this, Foster. I’m sure that devious 
mind of yours can come up with some particularly humiliating 
ways to punish us if we’re wrong.” 

She probably could. But no way was she risking having to wear 
a metal breastplate to Foxfire. Ro’s looked like a medieval corset 
paired with spiked metal bikini bottoms. 

“Hard pass,” she told him. 
you, since I already owe you a favor. Any thoughts on what my 
penance is going to be, by the way? Don’t think I haven’t noticed 


how long you've been stalling.” 


“Tm not stalling,’ Sophie insisted. “I just . . . haven’t figured out 
what I want.” 

“Yeah, I know.” The teasing tone faded from his voice, replaced 
with something that made Sophie very aware of how close they 
were standing. “Take your time,” he told her, the words mostly a 


whisper. “Just . . . let me know when you figure it out. Because I 
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The doors to the hall burst open, cutting off whatever else he 
was going to say. 

“Oh good. Here comes the elf parade,” Ro muttered. 

“The Vacker parade,’ Keefe corrected. “And get ready for it. 
They’re the sparkliest of us all.” 

They really were. 

Sophie’s jaw even dropped a little as she watched the legendary 
family filing into the hall in their elaborate gowns and perfectly 
tailored jerkins and jeweled capes. Shed thought she was used to 
the extreme wealth and ageless beauty of the elves. But the 
Vackers demanded attention in a way she didn’t know how to 
explain. There was something striking about each and every one 
of them—which was extra impressive considering how different 
they all looked from each other. She spotted every hair color, skin 
color, feature shape, and body type. It probably shouldn’t have 
caught her by surprise—the family line went back thousands of 
years, and elves didn’t separate themselves by appearance the way 
humans often did. But she was so used to how closely Fitz, Biana, 
and Alvar resembled their parents that she’d foolishly imagined all 
their relatives with similar dark hair and pale coloring. 

She studied everyone as they passed, hoping shed catch a 
glimpse of Fallon Vacker—Fitz and Biana’s great-great-great- 
great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great- 


great-great-great-great-great-grandfather. Shed been trying to 


meet with him for months, hoping he could tell her more about 
why he’d sentenced Vespera to the Lumenaria dungeon. But he’d 
been annoyingly uncooperative. 

There were quite a few males with pointy ears—the trademark 
of the Ancients—but Sophie didn’t know any other details about 
Fallon’s appearance to help her narrow it down. And she couldn’t 
ask Keefe—the hall was way too quiet. No one said a word as they 
climbed the auditorium’s stairs and took their seats. 

And yet, somehow, the silence grew thicker when the doors 
opened again and Alden and Della strode into the hall, followed by 
Fitz and Biana and their goblin bodyguards, Grizel and Woltzer. 

Sophie had seen her friends shattered by grief, shaking with 
anger, sobbing with hysterics—even battered and bloody and half 
dead. But shed never seen them looking so .. . timid. Their 
clothes were dark and boring, and they kept their teal eyes focused 
on the floor. Biana even disappeared for longer between her steps 
than her vanishing ability usually caused. 

So did Della, who'd worn her long hair pulled back into a 
simple knot, along with a gown and cape that were dull gray, 
without any frills. 

Alden’s cape and jerkin were equally plain. 

Not that any of it helped them draw less attention. 

The air in the room shifted, turning hotter and heavier with 
each stare sent their way—a blast of searing judgment aimed at 
the family of Vackers who'd brought scorn upon the name. And 
Fitz and Biana seemed to shrink under the weight of it, ducking 
their chins and picking up their pace as angry murmurs began to 
swell—starting as a low rustle and growing into a pounding 
thrum. 

Sophie tried to think of something to say as they drew closer, 


but her mind wasn’t cooperating—and for once Keefe didn’t seem 


to have a joke ready. So she was forced to go with the less-than- 
inspiring “Hey.” 

Biana’s head snapped up. “Whoa, what are you guys doing 
here?” 

“Your dad didn’t tell you he got us in?” Keefe asked, dropping 
his arm from Sophie’s shoulders when he noticed Fitz staring at 
them. 

“I wanted it to be a surprise,’ Alden explained. “I hope that’s 
okay.” 

“Of course it is!” Biana practically tackled Sophie with her hug 
—but Sophie hugged her back as gently as she could. 

Biana kept claiming that shed recovered from the brutal 
injuries shed suffered in Nightfall, but Sophie had noticed that 
Biana always wore long sleeves now and chose gowns and tunics 
that covered her neck and shoulders. 

“By the way, you look awesome,” Biana said, pulling away to 
admire Sophie’s dress. “Now I’m wishing I braided my hair or 
something.” 

“Oh please, you look amazing,’ Sophie assured her. “Like 
always.” 

It wasn't a lie. 

Even in a hall full of Vackers, Biana managed to shine. 

So did Fitz—though Sophie was trying not to notice. 

“Hey, Fitzy,” Keefe said, elbowing Fitz’s side. “Wanna join our 
bet on how long this Tribunal is going to last? You get to name 
your terms—oh, but if you lose, you’ll have to wear a metal diaper 
to school and call me Lord Hunkyhair from now on.” 

“Uh... yeah, no,” Fitz said as Biana asked, “Hunkyhair?” 

“Lord Hunkyhair,” Keefe corrected. “What? It’s accurate.” He 
tossed his head like he was in a shampoo commercial. “I think we 


need to make it a thing either way—don’t you, Foster?” 


“I think you're ridiculous,” Sophie told him. 

Then again, Biana was giggling. And Fitz’s lips were twitching 
with the beginning of a smile. Even Alden and Della had relaxed a 
little. 

But everyone turned serious as Alden motioned for them to 
follow him toward a narrow silver staircase that led up to a 
platform with a row of chairs facing the Councillors’ thrones. 

Fitz offered Sophie his arm, and she tried to ignore the way her 
insides fluttered at the gesture. He was probably only doing it 
because everyone knew that climbing things without tripping 
wasn't one of her strengths—particularly when she was wearing 
heels. But her face still grew warm as she hooked her elbow 
around his. 

It got even warmer when he told her, “I’m glad you're here.” 

“So am I.” 

She meant it, even though the buzz in the room was shifting 
tone—and she caught enough scattered words to know many were 
now talking about her. 

“Raised by humans.” 

“Genetically altered.” 

“Project Moonlark.” 

There were also a few mentions of “matchmaking” in the mix, 
and Sophie decided she did not want to know what they were 
saying. Especially when she noticed Keefe’s smirk. 

Fitz guided her to a chair on the far left of the platform and 
took the seat next to her, with Keefe sitting on his other side, 
followed by Biana, Della, and Alden. All the bodyguards took up 
positions behind them. 

“Where’s Alvar going to be?” Sophie whispered, noticing that 


there were no empty seats. 


Alden pointed to a portion of the floor that had a square 
pattern. “That platform will rise once he’s standing on it.” 

“He has to face the Council alone,” Della added quietly. 

“And it looks like our time starts now,’ Keefe told Ro, as two 
dozen heavily armed goblins marched into the hall and took up 
positions around the Councillors’ thrones. 

“They call that security?” Ro huffed. “I could take them down 
without even drawing a dagger.” 

Fanfare drowned out Sandor’s reply—which was probably for 
the best. And Sophie’s insides squished together as all twelve 
Councillors shimmered onto the platform in their gleaming silver 
cloaks and twinkling circlets. 

Ro snorted. “Wow. Do the jewels in their crowns seriously 
match their thrones?” 

“I suppose you'd rather we ink our adornments to our skin?” 
Councillor Emery called back. 

His deep, velvety voice bounced off the emerald walls—but Ro 
didn’t look the least bit intimidated as she reached up and traced 
one of her pink claws over the tattoos swirling across her 
forehead. 

“I doubt you guys could handle the pain,” she told him. 

“I think yowd be surprised what we can bear,’ Councillor 
Emery responded. 

His skin was usually a shade similar to his long dark hair—but 
whatever memories inspired his statement had turned him slightly 
ashen. 

“But that’s not what we're here to discuss,” he added, taking a 
seat in his sapphire-encrusted throne, which matched both his 
circlet and his eyes. “I know many in this hall have important 


assignments to return to. So let’s not waste time.” 


“Did you hear that?” Keefe asked Ro as the other Councillors 
sat in their respective thrones. “They’re not going to waste time.” 

“Psh—like that’s going to last,” Ro argued. 

“Bring in the accused!” Emery commanded, and four additional 
goblin warriors marched into the hall, flanking a hooded figure 
who blinked in and out of sight with every step, just like his 
mother and sister. 

Alvar had never been as effortlessly attractive as his younger 
siblings, but hed always made up for it with immaculate clothes, 
perfectly gelled hair, and a build that looked like he’d spent hours 
working out every day. He would’ve been horrified by the scrawny, 
battered person hed become. His loose gray cloak seemed to 
swallow him, and greasy strands of his dark hair hung in his pale 
blue eyes. 

But worst of all were the curved red scars marring his gaunt 
face. 

“The Council better get this right,’ Fitz whispered as the 
platform raised Alvar to the Councillors’ height. 

“State your name for the record,” Councillor Emery ordered. 

Alvar gave a wobbly bow and drew back his hood. “I’m told it’s 
Alvar Soren Vacker.” 

“You sound as if you don’t believe that to be the case,” Emery 
noted. 

“I don’t know what I believe,’ Alvar told him. “Like I keep 
telling you, I have no memory of my past.” 

Fitz reached for Sophie’s hand when Councillor Emery closed 
his eyes. As spokesperson for the Council, Emery’s job was to 
telepathically mediate all arguments, to ensure the Councillors 
presented a unified front for the audience. 

Several long seconds passed—and Ro’s grin widened with each 


one—before Emery asked Alvar, “Do you understand why we’ve 


brought you before us today?” 

Alvar bowed again. “I understand that certain charges have 
been raised against me. But I have no way to verify them.” 

“Are you implying that we're liars?” a sharp voice barked. 

All eyes shifted to Councillor Bronte, the oldest member of the 
Council—with the pointy ears to prove it, along with the piercing 
stare of an elf who could inflict pain on anyone he wished with a 
simple glance. 

Alvar shrank back a step. “Of course not. I’m just... 
emphasizing my predicament. You keep outlining my crimes—but 
I feel no connection to any of it. Just like I feel no connection to 
anyone in this room, even though I’m told youre my family.” He 
glanced behind him, studying the intimidating crowd before his 
eyes settled on Alden and Della. “I wish I could remember you. I 
wish I could remember anything. But since I can't, all Pll say is... 
whoever did these horrible things that you’ve accused me of— 
that’s not me. Maybe it used to be. And if that’s the case, I’m truly 
sorry. But I promise I’m not that person anymore.” 

“Right,” Fitz muttered, loud enough for the word to echo off the 
walls. 

“I understand your skepticism,’ Councillor Emery told him. 
“We have doubts as well.” 

“Then let me prove myself!” Alvar begged. “I realize the chance 


of regaining my freedom is slim. But if you did decide to grant it 
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“We'd be endangering the lives of everyone in the Lost Cities,” 
Councillor Emery finished for him. “Whether you remember your 
past or not, your connection to the Neverseen poses a threat we 
cannot ignore.” 


Alvar’s shoulders slumped. 


“But,” Emery added, and the whole room seemed to suck in a 
breath, “your current imprisonment also creates quite the 
conundrum.” 

Fitz’s hand shook and Sophie tightened her hold, twining her 
gloved fingers with his as Councillor Emery closed his eyes and 
rubbed his temples. 

Ro leaned down and whispered to Keefe, “Settle in for a long 
debate, Betting Boy. And get ready to prance around school in our 
tiniest armor.” 

Keefe shrugged. 

But Emery stood, pacing twice along the platform before 
pausing to face Alvar. “Pll admit, none of us are entirely 
comfortable with what Im about to say—but we're also not 
willing to issue a sentence while there are so many uncertain 
variables.” 

“WHAT?” Fitz blurted, jumping to his feet. 

“We understand that this is an emotionally challenging 
situation for you,’ Emery told Fitz. “That’s why I’m tolerating your 
interruptions. But surely you can agree that the primary goal of 
any punishment must be to prevent further crimes from being 
committed. And we cannot determine what’s necessary for your 
brother in that regard until we discover who he is now. We need to 
witness how he interacts with others and study how he behaves in 
ordinary situations—which cannot happen in his isolated cell. But 
since we can’t trust him either, we must move him to an 
environment where we can keep him constantly monitored and 
separated from our larger world while still providing ample 
Opportunities for us to take his measure.” 

Sophie noticed the total lack of surprise on Alden’s and Della’s 
faces the same moment she realized that this was why she’d been 


invited for moral support. 


A quick glance at Keefe told her hed come to the same 
conclusion. 

So neither of them gasped with the rest of the crowd when 
Emery announced the Council’s decision. But she still felt a sour 
wave of dread wash through her when he said, “For the next six 


months, Alvar will be returning to Everglen.” 


TWO 


BUT HE’S A MURDERER!” FITZ shouted. “Are you forgetting that 
Alvar helped bring down Lumenaria?” 


1? 


“Absolutely not!” The hall fell silent as Councillor Terik rose 
from his emerald-encrusted throne. 

Sophie hadn’t seen him since the devastating Peace Summit, 
when the majestic castle had crumbled around them—and he 
actually looked better than shed been imagining, given his 
injuries. His pale skin showed no sign of any scars, and his cobalt 
blue eyes were bright and clear. But when he stepped forward... 

His right leg moved smoothly, but his left leg was much stiffer 
and slower. If it weren’t for the silver cane he pulled from the folds 
of his cloak, he would’ve toppled over. 

“As you can see, I’m still adjusting.” He tapped his left leg with 
his cane, filling the hall with a soft clanking that confirmed what 
was hidden underneath the thick fabric of his clothes. 

Elvin physicians were light-years ahead of human medicine, but 
even they couldnt regrow a severed limb. Instead, a team of 
Technopaths had built Terik a custom prosthesis. 

But metal would never work exactly the same as muscle and 
bone. 

In fact, when Terik took another wobbly step, he couldn’t hide 
his grimace—which was probably why he told Fitz, “I understand 
your fury better than anyone. But ... we must not let our anger 


make us overlook potential.” 


The last word rippled through the room as his meaning sank in. 

“Yes,” he said, tucking a loose piece of his wavy brown hair 
back under his emerald circlet. “I performed a new reading on 
Alvar.” 

Terik was the Lost Cities’ only Descryer, which meant he could 
sense the potential of anyone he tested. But he rarely put the 
ability to use, claiming it caused too many problems. 

He turned to study Alvar. “I told myself that if the results were 
the same as my prior reading, ld push for a life sentence. But 
something’s changed.” 

Alvar sucked in a breath. “What does that mean?” 

“Truthfully? I have no idea,” Terik admitted. “Readings can be 
difficult to interpret.” 

“Then how do you know he’s not worse?” Fitz countered. 

“I don’t. Potential is a tricky thing. We have to live up to it in 
order for it to matter. But it shouldnt be ignored either— 
especially in a situation like this. We’re all born with certain 
qualities. Certain limitations and abilities. But our experiences are 
what truly shape us. Everything we see and learn and do makes us 
who we are. And in Alvar’s case, all of that has been wiped away. 
So we can’t presume to know anything about him. Nor can we 
assume that he’ll make the same choices he once did.” 

“Which is why we’re giving you these six months,” Emery told 
Alvar. “Prove yourself worthy, and we'll take it into consideration 
during your final sentencing. Fail to impress, and we'll make sure 
you never see daylight again.” 

“And don’t expect any leniency,’ Councillor Alina—Sophie’s 
least favorite Councillor—added. She tossed her long dark hair, 
which gleamed with caramel-colored highlights as she rose from 
her peridot-covered throne. “The smallest mistake will end your 


trial period immediately. And you'll be sharing your apartment 


with two of our most trusted goblin warriors, who'll make sure we 
know everything you do.” 

Biana frowned. “What apartment?” 

“A team of gnomes is building a separate residence for Alvar on 
our property,” Alden explained. “Your mother and I figured that 
would be easier than having him in the main house.” 

Fitz whipped around. “So then you guys knew this was 
happening.” 

“Fitz,” Della tried. 

He shook his head, turning to Sophie and Keefe. “Did you know 
too? Is that why you’re here?” 

“They’re here because I asked them to come,” Alden jumped in. 
“I didn’t tell them why. But yes, your mother and I found out this 
morning, when Councillor Terik stopped by to make sure the 
Council had our permission to move Alvar to our private 
property.” 

“And you gave it?” Biana asked, moving to Fitz’s side, as if an 
invisible line had just been drawn between them and their 
parents. 

Della sighed. “I know this isn’t what either of you want to hear. 
But Alvar’s our son—and your brother. We owe it to him to—” 

“We don’t owe him anything!” Fitz interrupted. “He betrayed us! 
And if you think he won't do it again, you’ re—” 

“Td think twice before resorting to insults,’ Councillor Emery 
warned. “This is the Council’s decision.” 

Fitz clenched his jaw so tight, a muscle twitched along his chin. 

Alden cleared his throat. “I know you're angry, Fitz. And I 
won't tell you not to be. But try not to make this a bigger deal than 
it is. It’s six months of your life.” 

“A lot can happen in six months,” a voice called from the hall’s 


entrance, with the same crisp accent that Fitz, Biana, and Alden 


all shared. 

Whispers rustled through the crowd as a blond male wearing a 
pristine white cloak stepped the rest of the way through the doors. 
His face was all lines and angles, and his ears had the highest 
points Sophie had ever seen, so she wasn’t completely surprised 
when Bronte said, “It’s good to see you, Fallon. I wasn’t expecting 
you to join us today.” 

“I wasn’t expecting to be here,” Fallon admitted, glancing 
behind him like he was tempted to turn and flee. 

Sophie craned her neck to get a better view of the notoriously 
reclusive Vacker—and for the first time, she understood why 
people often paired the word “handsome” with “devastating.” His 
white-blond hair grew to a dramatic widow’s peak, adding a 
severity to his perfectly chiseled features. But it was his eyes that 
demanded the most attention. Dark as a midnight sky and shining 
with an intensity that could only come from millennia of wisdom. 

“Well... were glad you could make it,’ Emery said as all twelve 
Councillors gave a slight dip of their heads. The gesture wasn't a 
bow, but Sophie suspected it was meant to acknowledge the fact 
that Fallon wasn’t just a former Councillor. He'd been one of the 
three founding members, serving for nearly a thousand years 
before he resigned to marry Fitz and Biana’s great-great-great- 
great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great- 
great-great-great-great-great-grandmother. 

Councillors weren't allowed to have husbands or wives or 
children in case it biased their decisions. 

Fallon wrung his hands as he gazed around the room. “Forgive 
my tardiness. I prefer the solace of home. It’s the only place where 
my mind doesn’t struggle to separate what is from what used to be. 


I don’t know how you bear it, Bronte.” 


“It helps to stay immersed,” Bronte told him. “Keep myself fully 
in the present.” 

“I suppose.” Fallon’s eyes glazed over as he stared at some 
distant point. “But the world has grown... exhausting.” 

Silence followed, until Emery said—with the slightest hint of 
irritation—“I assume you have a reason for interrupting our 
proceedings.” 

Fallon blinked hard, dropping his hands back to his sides. “I do. 
Or... I did. I think I lost track of it. What did I say again?” 

“This guys my new favorite,’ Ro whispered as she grabbed 
Keefe’s shoulders and gave him a rough shake. “Get ready to show 
off those skinny legs at school.” 

“They're not skinny,’ Keefe muttered before he called to Fallon, 
“You said, ‘A lot can happen in six months.” 

“Ah. Yes. That does sound familiar. And a lot can happen.” 
Fallon stared at his fingers, twisting them around each other. “But 
there was something else I was going to add... and I seem to have 
lost my hold on it.” 

Ro snickered through another long stretch of silence, and 
Sophie tried not to smile at the way Keefe squirmed. 

Eventually Emery said, “Well, youre welcome to visit our 
offices whenever you remember. But for now, we must get back to 
the matter at hand.” He turned to Alvar. “We’ll move you to 


Everglen as soon as—” 
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“Everglen!” Fallon repeated. “Thats what it was!” He stepped 
closer, into the shadow of the Council’s thrones. “You don’t think 
its imprudent to send him home?” 

“Why would it be?” Emery asked. 

“I can think of two reasons,” Fallon told him. “For one, 
Everglen is an Ancient property. In fact, I believe some of the 


original structure still stands.” 


“One room does, yes,” Alden agreed. “The space I use for my 
personal office has been there since the beginning. Why does that 
matter?” 

“I can’t say for certain.” Fallon’s eyes shifted to Bronte. “But 
things from our past are often more than they seem.” 

Sophie’s heart paused at that, and her mind ran through a list of 
the lies shed already helped uncover. 

The Four Seasons Tree. Nightfall. Even the reason the elves 
sank Atlantis and severed all ties with humans. 

All of those had turned out to be very different from what their 
Mentors taught in elvin history—if the stories had been 
mentioned at all. 

The Lost Cities wasn’t a bad place. But it wasn’t the ideal world 
everyone wanted it to be either. And it had a lot of buried secrets. 

“Is there anything weird about Everglen?” she asked Alden. 

“Not that Pm aware of,’ he told her. “When I inherited the 
property, I made extensive renovations. But it’s always been used 
as a private residence. Do you know something that I don’t, 
Fallon?” 

“Not necessarily,” Fallon said, staring into the distance once 
again. “But everyone in this room knows that Vackers never do 
anything arbitrarily. That property was chosen for a reason.” 

“Yes. I liked the view,” a gorgeous female with pointed ears 
jutting from her shiny black hair said as she rose from her seat. 
Her angled, clear blue eyes were lined with deep purple—the same 
shade as her long, silky gown. And her bronze skin shimmered 
with flecks of amethyst glitter. “The lake was so serene at night, 
the way it reflected the stars. It was the perfect place to let my 
mind rest after a long day of bending the sun.” 

“Who's that?” Sophie leaned in and whispered to Keefe. 


He tilted his head. “Pretty sure that’s Luzia Vacker. She’s a 
super-famous Flasher.” 

“Not the most famous, though,’ Luzia clarified, and Sophie 
flushed, wondering how Luzia could’ve heard them. “That would 
be my son.” 

“Orem,” Keefe whispered, pointing to an elf a few seats over 
from Luzia, with neatly cropped hair and his mother’s coloring. 

Orem was one of the few Vackers that Sophie had heard of. 
She’d even been to the famous light show that he put on during 
the Celestial Festival. 

“Don’t be so modest, Sister,’ Fallon told Luzia, and Sophie’s 
eyebrows shot up at the label. “We'd all be living underground 
without your work.” 

“Luzia helped create many of the illusions that keep our cities 
hidden,” Alden explained. 

“Wait,” Sophie said, sitting up straighter. “Does that mean she 
worked with Vespera?” 

“Occasionally,” Luzia admitted, smoothing the waistline on her 
gown. “Many of her ideas were my starting point. But we had very 
little contact. I always found her unsettling—and I certainly never 
invited her to my home, in case anyone is now wondering. Sorry, 
Brother, you're on the wrong track with this.” 

Several other Vackers echoed Luzia’s sentiments. And Sophie 
wanted to believe them. 

But she also remembered what Alvar had told Biana when he’d 
finally revealed that he was part of the Neverseen. 

You'll understand, someday, when you see the Vacker legacy for what 
it is. 

“Don’t you think we should check before we move Alvar back 
to Everglen?” Sophie asked, loud enough to address the Council. 


“To make sure we haven’t missed something?” 


“There’s nothing to miss,’ Luzia insisted. “The property was my 
personal refuge, nothing more.” 

“Then why did you let it go?” Fallon asked. “I would never part 
with Mistmead, and I’m sure all of us feel that way about our 
homes.” 

“Yes, well, I’ve learned to keep free from such silly sentiments,” 
Luzia told him. 

Fallon narrowed his eyes. “I don’t believe you. You may be able 
to fool others with your nonchalance. But I’m your brother.” 

Luzia laughed. “My brother who hasn’t bothered to visit me in 
centuries. Yes, you're right. You do know me so well.” 

“I know you better than you think,” Fallon insisted. “We both 
know you've played a role in as many secrets as any Councillor. 
The only difference is, your secrets never get erased.” 

“That’s because they don’t need to be!” Luzia snapped. “And I 
have nothing more to say on this matter.” 

“Neither do we,” Emery added. “Except to assure everyone here 
that we'll be performing a thorough inspection of Everglen’s 
grounds as soon as the apartment is complete.” 

“And we'll be making numerous other enhancements to the 
property’s security,” Bronte added. 

“Lets also not forget,” Alina said, “that we're talking about 
Alvar’s family home. It’s not like he’s never had access to the 
property before now.” 

“Yeah, but my dad changed the security at the gates once we 
found out Alvar was with the Neverseen,” Biana warned. “What if 
Alvar hid something there and hasn’t been able to get to it?” 

“If that’s the case, why would the Neverseen erase his memory 
of it?” Alina countered. 

“Because memories can come back!” Fitz snapped. “All it takes 


is the right trigger.” 


“Which is why he’ll have guards with him constantly,” Emery 
reminded him. 

Fallon sighed and rubbed his forehead. “It’s quite tragic to 
think how often crucial choices come down to our best guess.” 

“This is hardly a guess,’ Emery argued. 

“Yes, I remember telling myself the same thing when I served,” 
Fallon told him. “But like it or not, that’s the truth of it. We gather 
what information we can and let it guide our decision. But only 
time reveals whether it was the right one. And if it wasn’t...” 

He threw out his hands as if to say, What can you do? 

“May I say something?” Alvar asked. 

Fallon ignored him. “It’s also the predictability that bothers me. 
Surely these rebels—these Neverseen, as they've chosen to call 
themselves—assumed we would send him home to his family in 
his condition. Is it such a stretch to think that it could also be 
their wish?” 

“We considered the possibility,’ Emery admitted. “And that’s 
another reason we're posting guards. But in the past, those the 
Neverseen planted into specific positions were also well aware of 
the roles they had to play.” 

“Tm sure they were,” Fallon agreed. “But as has already been 
pointed out: Memories can return. Or... perhaps the rebels felt 
an unwitting accomplice would be harder for us to detect.” 

Alina snorted. “You think the Neverseen are such masters of 
manipulation that they could guide Alvar through some intricate 
scheme without him realizing it?” 

“It doesn’t have to be intricate in order to be effective,” Fallon 
corrected. “Generally, the most powerful plans are also the 
simplest.” 

“Seriously—will you please let me say something?” Alvar asked 


again. “You're acting like I don’t have any control in this. I do. 


Even if my memories come back and I am part of some conspiracy, 
I’m giving you my word that I won't let myself play any part in it. 
In fact, Pl be doing everything in my power to make sure their 
plans fail. But honestly? I don’t think their goals have anything to 
do with me. Would they have given me these if they wanted my 
loyalty?” 

He pulled back his sleeves, revealing more curved red scars like 
the ones on his neck and face—but these looked much longer and 
deeper, as if the weapon had cut all the way to the bone. 

The gashes had been made with a shamkniv, a special kind of 
ogre blade meant to mark someone who failed at their assignment 
—which did support the theory that the Neverseen were done 
with him. 

“They left me to die,” Alvar said. “And they’re going to wish I 
had, because my new goal is to make them pay for everything 
they’ve done. I know you don’t trust me enough to let me join the 
resistance—and given what I’ve heard about my past, I can’t 
blame you for that. But I will find a way to help take them down.” 

“But if they're intending for you to be an unwitting accomplice,” 
Fallon warned, “you'd be assisting them without any knowledge of 
what you're doing. And I know you're going to claim that’s far too 
challenging of a feat for the Neverseen to achieve,” he told Alina. 
“But who among us ever thought they could bring down 
Lumenaria? Or flood Atlantis? Or burn the glittering city were 
standing in? Underestimating our opponents has not fared us 
well.” 

“Neither has giving the rebels more credit than they deserve,” 
Alina argued. “When we think of them as these ridiculous 
supervillains, we end up second-guessing ourselves and hesitating 


—which has also cost us greatly.” 


“But if we...” Fallon’s voice trailed off, and he tilted his head, 
studying her. “I had a counterpoint to your argument, but I keep 
hearing music when I look at you, and it’s breaking my 
concentration. Do you know why that is?” 

Alina rolled her eyes. “Absolutely no idea.” 

Fallon hummed a few bars of a soft melody, and Sophie 
wondered if he realized he was losing credibility with every note. 
“That doesn’t sound familiar?” 

“Can't say that it does,” Alina told him. 

He hummed a few more beats, rocking back on his heels. “I 
believe it’s from a wedding. I can see the gown so clearly. It looked 
like . . . spun sunlight. And I think there was some sort of 
commotion. Wait! You were the one who interrupted!” 

Alina’s face turned tomato red. So did Alden’s. And Della’s. 

It was no secret that Alina had once dated Alden and then tried 
to stop him from marrying Della. But clearly none of them 
appreciated the reminder. 

“Well,” Alina rasped, smoothing her hair, “that was a long time 
ago, and it worked out in the end.” She pointed to her peridot 
circlet. 

“Serving on the Council is a tremendous honor,” Fallon told 
her. “But it shouldn’t be your life. I gave the same advice to 
another, once. Sadly, I don’t believe she listened either.” 

He could’ve been referring to anyone, of course, but... 

Councillor Oralie’s cheeks had turned the same shade of pink 
as the tourmalines on her throne. Her azure eyes also looked 
glassy with unshed tears—which broke Sophie’s heart. She’d long 
suspected that Oralie had resisted her feelings for Kenric in order 
to remain on the Council. And now Kenric was gone. 

“Okay,’ Emery said, clapping his hands to get everyone’s 


attention. “Weve gotten way off track.” 


“We have,’ a new voice agreed as yet another Vacker stood—a 
female with vivid red hair and small points to her ears. “And no 
one has asked the most important question. How do you think 
people are going to react when they hear that a notorious criminal 
is living back home with his family instead of being locked away? 
And don’t tell me they won’t find out. This kind of gossip never 
stays quiet.” 

“Interesting word choice, Norene,” Alina said with a chilly 
smile. “Tell me, is it public unease you’re worried about? Or 
public outcry against your family?” 

Norene raised her chin, her indigo eyes flashing. “I won’t deny 
that I'd hoped today’s proceedings would put an end to at least 
some of the rumors currently tarnishing our hard-earned 
reputation. But as an Emissary—with centuries more experience 
than you, I might add—my only concern is ensuring the safety of 
our world. People are frightened. They need to see their Council 
taking action. And this—” 

“Is our way of reminding everyone that our job is to ensure 
justice—not vengeance,” Bronte finished for her. “We do not act 
out of fear or anger, nor do we pursue revenge. And we do not 
hand out a life sentence without ensuring that it is absolutely 
necessary!” 

“But if he escapes—” Norene argued. 

“We'll make sure he doesn’t,’ Emery jumped in. “Not only will 
he have the guards we've already mentioned, and additional 
security at the property, but we’ve also arranged for a rather 
unique means of monitoring his every move.” He craned his neck, 
focusing on something toward the back of the hall as he 
commanded, “Please come forward!” 

A hush fell over the room as another goblin marched toward 


the Council—a female warrior who Sophie recognized 


immediately. And she knew the strawberry blond boy trailing 
behind even better. 

“Dex?” she asked, watching her best friend step onto another 
section of the floor, which then rose and connected to Alvar’s 
platform. “What’s going on?” 

“Whatever it is, make it quick,’ Keefe added. “Some of us are 
running out of time.” 

Ro snickered. 

“This will be quick,” Emery assured him. “Mr. Dizznee is here 
to deliver a gadget he’s designed per our specifications.” 

Unease swirled in Sophie’s stomach as Dex pulled a small metal 
box from his cape pocket and held it out. He was one of the Lost 
Cities’ most talented and innovative Technopaths and had created 
all kinds of brilliant gadgets—like her Sucker Punch bracelet. But 
one time he'd gotten a little too reckless with a circlet he invented, 
and the Council had forced her to wear it. Shed never forget the 
brutal headaches that the ability restrictor had caused, or the 
hopelessness she'd felt having her talents stripped away. 

“Don’t worry—this will only work on Alvar,’ Dex promised, his 
periwinkle eyes locking with hers as he removed a wide golden 
cuff from the box. “It’s keyed to his DNA. I call it the Warden, 
because I got the idea from a human movie I saw, where the 
criminal had to wear a tracker around his ankle. The Warden will 
report every move Alvar makes, and every word he says. It’ll also 
monitor his heart rate, so we'll be able to tell if he’s nervous or 
lying. And itll make sure he can’t go anywhere without 
permission.” He turned to Alvar and pointed to a silver circle in 
the center of the cuff. “This piece is like a reverse nexus. If you try 
to leap without the Council’s approval, you'll scatter and fade, no 
matter how strong your concentration is.” 

Alvar blanched. “Is that safe?” 


“As long as you don’t try to escape.” Dex unhinged the cuff and 
crouched. “Take off your left boot.” 

Alvar did as he was told, and Dex snapped the cuff around his 
ankle with a loud click. 

“That’s...a little tight,” Alvar told him. 

Dex nodded. “It has to fit under your boot. Plus, it’s not 
supposed to be comfortable. It’s supposed to remind you that 
were tracking every single thing you do. I wouldn't recommend 
trying to take it off, either. It'll shock you if it senses you 
tampering with the latch—and I don’t mean a little sting. You'll 
need a physician to treat the burns with a gross balm made out of 
yeti pee. And if you try to leave Everglen any way besides leaping, 
I’ve programmed it to zap you harder than a melder. It’ll knock 
you out for a couple of days.” 

Keefe whistled. “Remind me never to get on your bad side, 
Dizznee.” 

Dex didn’t smile. His eyes narrowed on Alvar. “I know you don’t 
remember me. But I remember every single thing you did—and I 
have a scar to prove it. That’s why I have this.” 

He held out his wrist, pointing to a narrow gold cuff with a 
black jewel set into the center. “The Warden sends alerts to me if 
you do anything suspicious. All I have to do is press this button, 
and you'll wish you were back in that stinky cell. Got it?” 

Alvar swallowed hard as he nodded—and Dex looked pretty 
proud of himself. But his dimpled grin faded when Biana said, 
“So... if you had time to make the Warden, then you knew this 
was happening—and didn’t tell us.” 

“I didn’t know for sure,’ Dex mumbled. “The Council told me 
they were considering it and wanted to know if I could make 
something, just in case. But it wasn’t a done deal.” 


“How long ago was that?” Fitz demanded. 


“A week,” Councillor Emery jumped in. “And we made it clear 
that the project was classified, so do not blame Mr. Dizznee for his 
silence. He was following our orders—and we expect you to as 
well.” He turned back to Dex. “Thank you. You’re dismissed.” 

“I was just trying to help,” Dex told Fitz and Biana as his 
platform lowered back to ground level. “I figured this way we’d 
have some control, you know?” 

Neither of them nodded. 

Dex’s eyes shifted to Sophie, and she gave him as much of a 
smile as she could. She knew he’d been in an impossible position. 
But he was still going to have to give Fitz and Biana time to cool 
off. 

“Before we're interrupted by any further outbursts,’ Emery said 
as Dex slunk toward the exit, “I want to make it clear that this 
decision is final. As soon as the security at Everglen is ready, Alvar 
will be moved to his new apartment, where he'll remain for the 
next six months—unless he gives us any reason to remove him 
earlier. And while he’s there, we'll be providing weekly lists of 
tasks to test his behavior. All observations will be taken into 
account during his final sentencing.” 

“I won't disappoint you,’ Alvar promised, dipping his shakiest 
bow yet before bending to put his boot back on. 

“I hope you don’t,” Terik told him. “I also hope you realize how 
lucky you are to have this opportunity.” 

“I do,’ Alvar said, tears welling in his eyes as he turned to 
Alden and Della. “I’m... looking forward to getting to know you.” 

“So are we,” Della whispered, wiping her cheeks. 

“This is your last chance,’ Alden warned. 

Fitz shook his head, his face twisted with disgust, and Sophie 


noticed similar expressions among many in the crowd. 


“Wait!” Ro said as Emery ordered the guards to take Alvar back 
to his cell. “That’s it?” 

“What more were you expecting?” Emery asked. 

“I don’t know. Some of you didn’t even talk. Like you, red guy!” 
She pointed to the rubies in Councillor Darek’s circlet. “Don’t you 
have anything you want to add to the conversation? Or you, with 
the weird animal faces all over your throne. Anything you want to 
say?” 

“We had our say earlier,’ Councillor Clarette told her. 

“Just like I told you they would,” Keefe said, folding his hands 
behind his head and giving Ro an unbearably smug smirk. 

“And that concludes our proceedings,’ Emery told the crowd as 
the rest of the Council stood. “We’ll notify you when the date is 
set for the final sentencing. For now, you're dismissed.” 

Fanfare shook the walls as the Councillors glittered away, 
followed by steady stomping as their goblin bodyguards marched 
out of the hall. 

The rest of the Vackers followed, their voices echoing as they 
argued among themselves. Sophie couldn’t understand much, but 
she was pretty sure she heard several say, “They're ruining our 
family.” And no one so much as glanced Alden and Della’s way. 

Keefe tried to break the tension, pumping his fist and shouting, 
“LORD HUNKYHAIR LIVES! Say it now, Ro. Say it!” 

Ro said it, all right. Along with several ogre words that weren't 
very nice. 

Sophie wanted to laugh, but Biana was clutching her stomach 
like she was going to throw up—and Fitz’s fists were squeezed so 
tight, his knuckles looked bloodless. 

Alden cleared his throat. “I know we have lots more to discuss. 
But—” 


“Don't pretend like you actually care how we feel about this,” 
Fitz interrupted. 

“We do,” Della promised. 

“Then why didn’t you talk to us before you gave the Council 
permission?” Biana asked. “We have to live with him too.” 

“And we have to deal with the drama,” Fitz added. “If you think 
this is bad”—he pointed to the last few Vackers grumbling their 
way out of the hall—“wait until were back at school. You should 
hear the things people are saying about us.” 

Sadly, he wasn’t exaggerating. Foxfire had been back in session 
for a couple of weeks, and everywhere Fitz and Biana went, Sophie 
heard very unpleasant whispers. 

“It'll quiet down soon,” Della promised. 

“I doubt it,’ Biana mumbled. 

“Well, even if you’re right,” Alden said, “this is hardly the first 
time weve had anyone gossip about our family. You didn’t care 
when Fitz was sneaking off to the Forbidden Cities to find Sophie 
and people were wondering where he was disappearing to. And 
neither of you thought twice about running off to join the Black 
Swan, even though you knew you'd be banished.” 

“But this time the people gossiping about us are right!” Fitz 
snapped. “You're making us live with a murderer!” 

“You won't be living with him,’ Alden corrected. “You'll be 
living near him. And you'll be able to control whether you have any 
contact.” 

“Like that makes a difference,” Fitz muttered. 

“It does a little,’ Biana conceded. “But you should’ve warned us 
about this before we got here.” 

Della wrung her hands. “You're right. I’m sorry.” 

“We thought it’d be easier for you to hear it from the Council,” 


Alden explained. 


“No, you thought it'd be easier for you,’ Fitz argued. “You didn’t 
want us to know that it was happening until it was too late to stop 
it.” 

“You couldn't have stopped it,’ Alden assured him. “The 
Council had already made up their minds. If we didn’t let them use 
Everglen, they would’ve found somewhere else.” 
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“Fine by me!” Fitz shouted. 

“I dunno,” Keefe jumped in. “Wouldn’t you rather be able to 
keep an eye on Alvar?” 

Fitz reeled on him. “You're on their side? Is that why you just 
sat there and talked about your stupid hair?” 

“Okay, first? We both know my hair is awesome,” Keefe said 
with his hugest smirk yet. “And second: It’s not like they’re setting 
your brother free. Were you listening to Dizznee? I’m pretty sure 
if Alvar breathes too hard, Dex’ll zap him.” 

“Don’t even get me started on Dex,” Fitz muttered. 

“I know,” Biana said quietly. “I can’t believe he knew for a week 
and didn’t tell us.” 

Sophie opened her mouth to defend Dex but swallowed back 
the words. She could tell Fitz and Biana weren’t ready to hear 
them. 

Fitz must’ve noticed, though, because he reeled toward her. 
“Don’t tell me you're okay with this.” 

““Okay’ isn’t the right word,” she mumbled. “I think... it’s a 
hard call.” 

“A hard call,” Fitz repeated. “That’s it? I thought for this, of all 
things, we'd be on the same side.” 

“We are,” Sophie promised, reaching for him. 

He jerked away. “No, we’re—” 

Keefe stepped between them, placing a hand on Fitz’s shoulder. 


“Okay, as your best friend I have to stop you right there. 


Otherwise you're going to go all rage-monster like you always do 
and say a bunch of things it’s going to be super hard to take back. 
And we both know you don’t want to do that again. Especially to 
Foster.” 

Sophie wasn’t sure what to make of the last part—or of the 
glance Keefe and Alden exchanged—but she was relieved when it 
seemed to work. She hadn't seen Fitz that angry since the dark 
days when Alden’s mind had shattered, and itd taken their 
friendship a while to recover. 

“I think ... we all need to cool off,’ Della said to break the 
silence. “Why don’t we go home and—” 

“No.” 

Fitz’s voice was so cold, it made Sophie’s skin prickle. 

Alden sighed. “Fine. Take some time to process. We'll be 
waiting at Everglen whenever you're ready.” 

“Well, you'll be waiting a while.” Fitz straightened up until he 
was nearly as tall as his father and reached under the neckline of 
his tunic. 

“Uh... whatever you're doing,” Keefe said as Fitz pulled out his 
home crystal, “I’m pretty sure it’s a bad idea. Like, epic-level bad. 
Me-running-off-to-join-the-Neverseen bad.” 

“I don’t care.” Fitz yanked the chain and snapped one of the 
links before he tossed the crystal to Alden. “You guys made your 
decision. Now Im making mine. If Alvar’s moving back to 


Everglen, I’m moving out.” 


THREE 


I HAD A FEELING I'D FIND you out here,” Sophie said, striding up 
behind Fitz as he hurled a goblin throwing star toward a wooden 
dummy about a hundred feet away. 

SHHHHHHHICK! 

The sliver weapon blurred through the air and splintered into 
the dummy’s arm. 

Awkward silence followed, until Sophie told him, “Nice shot.” 

“Not really,’ Grizel jumped in. “He was supposed to hit it 
between the eyes.” 

She grabbed Fitz’s wrist and swung his arm through the throw’s 
range of motion. “You let go here”—she lined Fitz’s palm up with 
his shoulder—“and you need to let go here.” She adjusted his arm. 
“Feel the difference?” 

“Not really,” he grumbled. 

In his defense, both positions did look really similar. 

“Then you're not concentrating hard enough,” Grizel said, 
dragging his arm through both positions again. “Now do you feel 
ite” 

“Maybe?” Fitz hedged. 

Grizel sighed and rotated his arm through the throw again. 

Then again. 

And again. 

“Practice is about building muscle memory,” she told him. “But 


it wont do you any good if youre building the wrong muscle 


memory. You need to learn precision. Every throw should go like 
this.” 

She pulled three throwing stars from the pockets of her sleek 
black jumpsuit and hurled them one after another. 

SHHHHHHHICK! 

SHHHHHHHICK! 

SHHHHHHHICK! 

All three struck side by side in the center of the dummy’s 
forehead. 

“See?” Grizel sauntered over to the target to retrieve the 
weapons, somehow managing not to leave a single footprint in the 
reddish sand. She wasn’t as burly as other goblins, but she made 
up for it with an uncanny grace that allowed her to sneak up on 
pretty much anyone. And she'd been putting Fitz through goblin 
military training for the last few weeks to help him work off his 
Alvar frustrations. That was how Sophie knew where to look after 
Fitz had stormed out of Tribunal Hall—and why she'd taken a few 
minutes to stop by her house and change from her gown and heels 
into slouchy boots, black leggings, and a loose white tunic. Grizel 
had set up their secret training arena in the middle of a rust- 
colored desert surrounded by rocky caverns. Apparently, the dusty 
landscape was the ideal place to train for strength, skill, and 
stealth—and also far enough out of the way that no one would find 
them. 

All Sophie knew was that it was hot. 

She’d only been there a couple of minutes and could already feel 
sweat trickling down her back—though that might’ve also been 
from the scowl Fitz was giving her. 

She smiled back, refusing to let him chase her away. 

“Let’s try this again,’ Grizel said, tossing her long braid over 


her shoulder as she handed Fitz one of the throwing stars she’d 


retrieved. “Aim for the center of the forehead—and make sure you 
let go at the point I just showed you.” 

Fitz squinted at the target as he raised his arm, then let the star 
fly. 

SHHHHHHHICK! 

“The chest is closer,’ Grizel told him. “But were not stopping 
until you hit the mark.” 

His next throw struck the dummy’s ear, and the one after that 
hit the chest again. 

Grizel sighed. “You’re not concentrating.” 

“Yes I am—why does it matter if I hit the forehead? Any of 
those throws would’ve taken someone down.” 

“Down isn’t the same as dead,” Grizel argued as she handed him 
another weapon. “And that’s the kind of distinction that could 
cost you your life—just like your sloppy throws could cost 
someone theirs. What if your enemy’s holding a hostage?” 

She spun around and pulled Sophie into a headlock. “If the 
Neverseen had Sophie pinned like this, what happens if your aim 
goes low?” 

Sandor drew his sword. “Something we'll never need to worry 
about, because I will be there. And anyone who touches my charge 
will end up dead.” 

“Not if they're faster than you.” Grizel kept her stranglehold on 
Sophie as she drew her own weapon and knocked his away. 

“If this were a real threat, I wouldve cut down your knees 
already,” Sandor growled. 

“Yes, but I would’ve sliced off your sword hand before you 
could,” Grizel corrected. 

“Is that so?” Sandor tossed his sword to his left hand and 
swung, striking Grizel’s blade with a clang! “Good thing I can fight 
just as skillfully with either.” 


Grizel laughed and released Sophie, then spun around with a 
move that managed to look both elegant and lethal, and ended 
with the edge of her sword pressed against Sandor’s throat. 
“You're so cute when you think you can beat me.” 

“I can beat you,’ Sandor insisted. 

“No, you can’t.” Grizel spun away, blocking his next swipe with 
a clash so loud it made Sophie’s teeth sing. “But we are an even 
match. So you can keep wasting time trying to prove you're better 
than me—or you can admit that no matter how good either of us 
is, weve been assigned charges that have a gift for sneaking away 
to do really dangerous things. Which is why they should be 
training—and I mean seriously training,’ she added, turning to 
Sophie and Fitz, “not just working off a few frustrations. In fact, 
all of your friends should complete our full military regimen. And 
you”—she pointed at Sandor—“should be helping me guide them 
through the program.” 

It wasn’t the first time Grizel had made the suggestion, and it 
wasn't a horrible idea, considering how many attacks Sophie and 
her friends had barely survived. Even Ro agreed—though of course 
she’d argued that the focus should be ogre training. 

But . . . the thought of all the slicing and slashing turned 
Sophie’s stomach squirmy. She was stunned Fitz could handle it— 
though maybe he got that from his mom. 

Della had a flair for physical defense, blending her ability as a 
Vanisher with clever sneak attacks. She'd even taught Sophie and 
her friends some basic moves back when they were living with the 
Black Swan in Alluveterre. 

But defending and attacking were two different things— 
especially when weapons were involved. And these weren't 
weapons that stunned, like the melders they'd occasionally carried 


for protection. These were cold metal blades with sharp points 


and even sharper edges. And yes, there’d been times when Sophie 
had been given goblin throwing stars to carry in case of 
emergency—but she hadn’t necessarily been thrilled about that. 
Plus, Grizel and Ro wanted them to master swords and knives and 
all kinds of other stabby things. And they wanted them to study 
hand-to-hand combat, with moves that went way beyond 
punching and kicking. 

And the thing was: Elves weren't naturally violent creatures. 

Killing could shatter their sanity, stirring up too much guilt for 
their sensitive minds to process. That was why the Ancients had 
secured peace treaties with the other intelligent species and relied 
on them for protection. And even when the Council ordered 
everyone to attend special lessons with the Exillium Coaches to 
hone their mental defensive skills, no one had excelled, and 
eventually the program had petered out. 

Plus, Sophie was an Inflictor, and that was where shed been 
focusing her training—trying to learn how to constrain her power 
and target exactly who she wanted to take down, instead of 
causing everyone around her to writhe in pain. 

But so far, she hadn’t made any progress. 

Councillor Bronte, her inflicting Mentor, kept assuring her that 
she'd get there with time and practice—but she could tell that he 
was a little surprised by her lack of control. And so was she. All of 
her other abilities worked so effortlessly, she didn’t understand 
why this one was such a struggle. 

“Well, as long as you’re here, Sophie,” Grizel said as she 
sheathed her sword, “you should take a few turns. See if we can 
improve your aim.” 

“She’s not here to train,” Fitz jumped in. “She’s here to talk me 


into going back to Everglen—and it’s not going to happen.” 


Sophie fought off her smile as Fitz kicked the sand, stirring up 
a coppery cloud. He was so determined to be angry that it was 
honestly kind of adorable. 

“Actually, throwing things sounds pretty good right now,” she 
told him, taking the star Grizel offered. 

She swung her arm around a few times to loosen up, then kept 
her eye on the target as she let the weapon fly, and... 

THHHHHHWACK! 

“Your throw was a little soft,” Grizel informed her. “That’s why 
it sounded different. And obviously it was too low.” 

“I was aiming for the leg,” Sophie insisted, deciding not to 
mention that she'd been aiming for the other leg. 

Grizel handed her a new throwing star. “Okay, then try aiming 
for the forehead this time.” 

Sophie stared at the dummy, telling herself it was just a 
faceless, weathered hunk of wood shaped like a body. But her 
queasy stomach didn’t get the message. 

“I get it,” Grizel told her. “This isn’t your thing. But like I just 
reminded Fitz: If someone’s trying to kill you, an injury isn’t going 
to stop them.” 

“T know.” But the thought of throwing a weapon into someone’s 
skull—someone’s brain... 

She could imagine the sound it would make. 

The way things would splatter. 

“Your enemies aren’t going to show you any mercy,” Grizel 
warned. “They don’t deserve yours.” 

“I know,” Sophie repeated. 

But she couldn't help worrying that this was exactly what the 
Neverseen wanted—why Vespera had spent years experimenting 
on humans before she ended up imprisoned, and why shed 


abducted Sophie’s human parents and used them to lure Sophie to 


Nightfall for a brutal test. Vespera believed that if the elves didn’t 
learn to be ruthless, it was only a matter of time before their 
treaties collapsed and one of the more violent species overthrew 
them. And Keefe’s mom was just as bad. Shed exposed Ro to a 
fatal dose of soporidine right before she'd had Ruy use his ability 
as a Psionipath to breach the force field around Atlantis—all to 
teach Sophie and Keefe that they needed to learn to make hard 
choices. 

And here Sophie was, deciding how violent she was willing to 
be. 

“Battle skills are simply another tool,’ Grizel reminded her. 
“Adding them to your arsenal doesn’t mean you have to use them. 
But if you need them, you'll be glad you're prepared.” 

“T guess.” But Sophie’s arm still shook as she tried to line up a 
deadly aim. 

“It helps me to picture the Neverseen’s faces,” Fitz told her. 
“That way I’m only thinking about hurting people who deserve it.” 

“That helps me, too,” Sandor agreed. “I focus on the look in my 
enemies’ eyes to remind myself that they wouldn't hesitate to end 
me.” 

“You struggle with this?” Sophie had to ask. 

Sandor was always so quick to draw his weapon, it seemed like 
he'd been born with a sword in his hand. 

But he nodded. “Killing will always feel a little wrong—and in 
some ways, that’s a good thing. It helps us know where to draw the 
line. But it could also cost someone’s life, so I’ve trained my mind 
to focus on the reasons I’m fighting, rather than the fight itself.” 

“I guess that makes sense,” Sophie mumbled, closing her eyes 
as she raised her arm. 

She let her photographic memory paint every tiny detail of 


Vespera’s face, right down to the cold glint in her azure eyes and 


the sharp curve of her cruel mouth, reminding herself that 
Vespera wasn’t just a murderer—she was the elvin world’s darkest 
secret. Her crimes had been so indescribably awful that the 
Council was still covering them up, afraid the truth would fracture 
their world. 

And she'd done some of those terrible things to Sophie’s human 
parents. 

THHHHHHHHWACK! 

She nailed the dummy smack in the middle of the forehead. 

“Still too soft a throw,” Grizel told her. “But otherwise that was 
awesome.” 

Fitz cracked a smile. “Should've known you'd make me look 
bad.” 

Sophie’s cheeks flushed. “I’m sure it’s just beginner’s luck.” 

“Let’s see, shall we?” Grizel handed her another star, and this 
time Sophie pictured the jagged pieces of glass she'd seen jutting 
from Biana’s skin after they'd found her passed out in a pool of her 
own blood. 

Biana had risked everything to save her friends. And Vespera 
had sounded almost gleeful when she'd told Sophie: I made sure 
their Vanisher will never be the same. 

SHHHHHHICK! 

The star stuck right beside the other, embedding deep into the 
splintered wood. 

“Perfect 


> ee 


Grizel shouted. “You're a natural 
Sophie smiled. But the words kept crashing around her mind, 
sharpening every time they hit. And when her next two throws 
struck the same mark—without her even trying—she realized why 
the idea felt so prickly. 
There'd been a moment in Nightfall when Vespera had told 


Sophie’s friends: I suspect the moonlark could tear these halls down 


stone by stone if she truly unleashed herself. 

She’d been taunting Sophie at the time—trying to make her 
lose her temper—and Sophie had refused to give in. But... 

Could Grizel and Vespera both be right? 

Sophie already knew she was part of a genetic experiment. 

And shed been raised in the much more violent world of 
humans. 

And now she seemed to have a talent for lethal throws. 

Could all of that be connected—and if it was, did that mean... 


Had Project Moonlark made her a natural killer? 


FOUR 


YOU OKAY?” FITZ ASKED, WAVING a hand in front of Sophie’s 
eyes and snapping her back to the present. 

“Yeah,” she mumbled, swiping away the strands of hair sticking 
to her sweaty forehead. “Sorry. I was just . . . thinking.” 

“About?” he pressed. 

Sophie considered telling him the truth—it certainly wouldn't 
have been the worst fear shed ever admitted to him. And if Fitz 
hadn’t run away screaming when he found out her genetics had 
been modeled off alicorn DNA, this probably wouldn't even faze 
him. 

But... she was tired of making her friends give her pep talks— 
especially when she already knew what he would say: No matter 
what the Black Swan had in mind when they created her, she still 
had a choice in the matter. 

She wasn’t a robot. Or a puppet. 

She was a girl with strange abilities and a different way of 
looking at the world. What she decided to do with those things 
was up to her. 

And she didn’t want to be a killer. So... she wouldn't be. 

Even if she was a natural. 

Plus, maybe it really was just beginner’s luck. 

Either way, she decided she was done practicing her aim. 


“Sorry,” she repeated, “I realized I was showing off.” 


“So?” Fitz asked as she handed him her last throwing star. “If 
my throws were as perfect as yours, you'd never hear the end of it.” 

“They're nearly perfect,” Sandor corrected. “She’s still holding 
the weapon by the wrong blade. You both are.” 

Grizel threw her hands up. “Here we go.” 

“Yes, here we go,” Sandor agreed. “If you want me to train 
them, I’m going to teach proper technique.” 

Fitz squinted at the four twisted blades of the throwing star in 
his hand. “Aren’t they all the same?” 

“YES!” Grizel told him, the same time Sandor said, “Absolutely 
not!” 

“Our weapons are handmade,” Sandor argued. “Of course there 
are variations. One blade is always slightly lighter than the others, 
and one is always slightly heavier, and whichever you choose to 
throw with makes a difference, both in how the weapon spins, and 
how it slices through the air.” 

“I know he sounds logical,” Grizel told them. “But he’s talking 
fractions of an ounce.” 

“Fractions of an inch are the difference between a true aim and 
a miss, aren’t they?” Sandor countered. 

He handed Sophie another throwing star and asked her to pick 
the lightest blade. 

“Don't feel bad,” Grizel told her when she guessed wrong. “No 
one can feel what he’s talking about.” 

“Those with proper training can,’ Sandor insisted. “When I was 
in charge of a squadron, I made them spend hours every day 
cleaning the blades to learn their feel. And my soldiers had the 
highest accuracy rate in the entire regiment.” 

“That’s because you also made them practice for hours every 


day!” Grizel argued. 


“You did the same with your squadron, and their performance 
was never as precise as mine,’ Sandor reminded her. “So either 
your teaching skills are lacking, or Pm right about the weight of 
the blades. Actually, both seem likely.” 

Grizel narrowed her eyes. “It’s a good thing I love you, or I’d be 
kicking you in the teeth right now. And that comment just cost 
you another night of dancing—don’t think I’ve forgotten about the 
one you still owe me!” 

Sophie started to smile—but then Grizel’s words caught up 
with her. “Wait, did you say love?” 

She’d known Sandor and Grizel were dating. 

But love? 

A huge, goofy grin spread across her lips as both Sandor and 
Grizel flushed bright pink. “Oh my goodness—that’s the sweetest 
thing EVER!” 

Sandor groaned. “As if they don’t tease us about our 
relationship enough already!” 

“Tm not going to tease you,” Sophie promised. 

“But Keefe will,’ Fitz jumped in. “And I’m sure he’s going to be 
here any second, so—” 

“Actually, Keefe said he wasn’t getting anywhere near you anda 
bunch of weapons right now,” Sophie told him. 

She’d been surprised, since Keefe usually insisted on tagging 
along for everything. But he’d told her that Fitz would be way more 
likely to listen if she went there on her own. And before she could 
argue—or figure out why Ro seemed so annoyed with him—Alden 
had agreed, and somehow that settled it. 

“Huh,” Fitz said, flinging his throwing star—and hitting the 
dummy’s stomach. “He must be afraid I'll ask if I can stay with 
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him. 


“Is that your plan?” Sophie asked. “You want to live at the 
Shores of Solace? With Lord Cassius?” 

“It’s better than living with Alvar.” 

“Uh, I doubt that.” 

Keefe’s father wasn’t physically abusive, but he was still a 
horrible person who'd crushed his son through years of criticism 
and belittling insults. The only reason Keefe was living with him 
again was because of Sophie—and she hated that. She'd tried to 
talk him out of it, but his father was withholding crucial 
information in the search for her human parents, and Keefe was 
the kind of guy who was always willing to take the hit if he 
thought it would help a friend, regardless of how much it was 
going to hurt him. 

“Fine, maybe I’ll ask Tiergan if I can stay with him,” Fitz said, 
grabbing another star. “He’s already letting Tam and Linh live 
there.” 

“True,” Sophie agreed, wishing the idea didn’t put a sour taste 
in her mouth. 

Linh was her friend. She refused to be jealous of the way Fitz 
always seemed so wowed by her talent—especially since Linh 
deserved every bit of that praise. But Linh was so sweet and pretty 
and was always doing supercool water tricks. And if Fitz were 
living in the same place, and they were seeing each other every 
day... 

“You're really not going back to Everglen?” she asked, focusing 
on the larger issue at stake. 

“Nope. And I know you think I’m throwing a tantrum—” 

“I don’t think that.” She stepped in front of him so he'd have to 
look at her. “I get why you don’t want to live with him.” 

“But?” he added, and the question had a definite snap. “Go on. 


We both know there’s more to that sentence.” 


Sophie stared at the sky, watching the sun sink behind the flat- 
topped mountains like a pat of melting butter. “I know you hate 
what he did—” 

“No, I hate him. And I hate my parents for falling for his Tm a 
changed elf’ act.” 

“I don’t think they’ve fallen for anything,” Sophie said gently. 

“Yes they have. First thing my dad did after he found out Alvar 
was with the Neverseen was make sure Alvar couldn't get inside 
Everglen again. He blocked him from the gates—and changed the 
locks on the door to his office, just in case—and he told Grizel to 
use lethal force against him if she needed to. And now he’s letting 
him move back in?” 

“I think your parents just ... want to believe. He’s their son, you 
know?” 

“Yeah, well, so am I. And while they’re busy trying to get back 
their perfect happy family, they’re putting all of us in danger.” 

“Then why not stay at Everglen to make sure nothing 
happens?” Sophie asked. 

“Because he’s a Vanisher. He can sneak around as much as he 
wants.” 

“Not with that gadget Dex made him—” 

“Let’s not talk about what Dex did,” Fitz warned, stepping 
around her to fling his throwing star—and missing the target 
completely. 

Grizel snorted. “You know what that means, Pretty Boy: fifty 
dead drops to work off your temper!” 

Fitz scowled—and before Sophie could ask what a dead drop 
was, he’d flipped himself into a handstand and began lowering his 
arms until his elbows were bent at right angles, then straightening 


them again, like the world’s most impossible push-up. 


“You're making him do fifty of those?” Sophie asked as Fitz 
counted them off. She was pretty sure she'd have a heart attack 
after ten. 

Okay, fine—after five. 

Actually, shed probably face-plant into the sand just trying to 
get into position. 

Grizel grinned. “I usually make him do a hundred.” 

She must not have been exaggerating, because Fitz made it 
through without collapsing—though his face was red and his 
clothes were so sweaty they'd suctioned onto his skin. 

“Cooled off now?” Grizel asked as he flipped back to his feet. 
“Or do you want a few more?” 

His answer was to whip off his soggy jerkin and throw it at her 
head—but Grizel was too fast, drawing her sword and shredding 
the fabric to bits. 

She scooped up a ragged piece with the tip of her blade and 
held it under his nose. “Don’t make me tie you up and leave you in 
one of those caverns. You know I will.” 

The threat triggered a flashback, and Sophie closed her eyes, 
trying to squeeze out her memories of black cloaked figures 
jumping out of the shadows, grabbing her and Dex, and shoving 
drugged cloths over their faces. The Neverseen had ambushed 
them in one of the rocky caves along the beach near her house 
before dragging them away to be interrogated. Her wrists still 
stung sometimes, remembering the searing pain from her burns. 

“Alvar was there for that,” Fitz said, making her jump. “And no, 
I didn’t sneak past your mental blocking. I know you well enough 
to know what youre thinking right now—or ... I thought I did.” 

Sophie fidgeted with the star she still hadn’t thrown. “You do 


know me, Fitz.” 


“Then how can you be okay with this?” His voice cracked, and he 
cleared his throat and turned to Sandor. “And how can you be 
okay with Alvar having another chance to come after Sophie?” 

“My calm doesn’t mean I agree with the Council’s decision,” 
Sandor corrected. “It means I have confidence in my ability to 
protect my charge.” 

“Really? Because you couldn’t stop him before,” Fitz argued. 
“None of us could.” 

“Maybe not,” Sophie jumped in. “But now we know what we’re 
dealing with.” 

“Do we? You heard Fallon today. He asked all kinds of stuff that 
none of us had thought of.” 

“So you think he’s right about Everglen?” Sophie asked. “You 
think there’s something important hidden at the property?” 

“I have no idea,” Fitz admitted. “It’s hard to know what to think 
of anything Fallon says.” 

“Yeah, he’s... strange.” 

Fitz snorted. “That’s putting it nicely.” 

He reached up and wiped a stream of sweat trickling down the 
side of his face with the sleeve of his undershirt. “But he was right 
that people usually hold on to their properties. I never thought 
about how weird it is that Luzia gave Everglen to my dad.” 

“Do you know how long ago that happened?” Sophie asked. 

“It’s been a few decades. I think she offered it to him when he 
became an Emissary. And she’s the one who told my dad to add 
the gates. She said that if he was working for the Council, he 
should protect his privacy. I think she might've even made the 
gates. I know a Flasher did something to the metal to make it 
absorb light, so no one can light leap in.” 

Sophie had always wondered exactly what the massive glowing 


fence that surrounded the property was meant to keep out— 


especially since the elves claimed the Lost Cities were such a safe 
place. 

“Do you really think she picked Everglen because of the view?” 
she asked. 

Fitz shook his head. “There are tons of lakes that are way 
prettier than ours.” 

Sophie had thought the same thing. Not that Everglen wasn’t 
gorgeous—it was one of the most beautiful places she’d ever been. 
But that was mostly because the house was a shimmering crystal 
palace with jeweled mosaics and twinkling chandeliers and 
fountains everywhere. The lake... was just a lake. 

And Everglen was huge. Way bigger than Havenfield, which was 
saying a lot, since Havenfield’s grounds were used for an animal 
preserve. Sophie had spent hours running around the property 
when she'd played base quest with Fitz, Biana, and Keefe, and she 
still hadn’t explored the whole place. 

“Have you ever seen pictures of what the original house looked 
like?” she asked. 

“No. But my dad said it was small and boring. That’s why he 
tore it down. He’d met my mom and wanted to impress her.” 

“So he built her a palace?” Grizel asked, glancing at Sandor. 
“Sounds like I should have Alden give you some pointers.” 

Sandor crossed his arms. “My home is more than adequate.” 

“Oh, ‘more than adequate. Now there’s an epic love poem if I’ve 
ever heard one,” Grizel retorted, but she had to be teasing. Sophie 
had stayed at Sandor’s house after the ogre attack at Havenfield, 
and it was huge—and built almost entirely of gold. 

“Did your dad ever say why he kept Everglen’s office and tore 
down everything else?” Sophie asked Fitz. 

“I think it was because of the aquarium. It goes way deeper 


than it looks, and they would’ve had to move all the creatures 


living down there.” 

“Ts it normal to have something like that in a house?” 

“T want to say yes—but I’m basing that mostly on some of my 
relatives’ houses, so who knows?” 

“And Vackers never do anything arbitrarily,’ Sophie murmured, 
remembering what Fallon had said. “What do you know about 
Luzia?” 

“Not much more than you do. She’s a famous Flasher, but she’s 
mostly known for being Orem’s mom.” 

“And Fallon’s sister,” Sophie added. “I wasn’t expecting that.” 

Fitz grinned. “Probably because they don’t look like each 
other.” 

“Yeah, not at all.” Fallon’s skin was so pale he was almost 
translucent, while Luzia looked like some sort of Egyptian 
goddess. 

Fitz leaned closer and whispered, “It’s because they have 
different dads.” 

Sophie shouldn’t have gasped, since stepfamilies were super 
common among humans. But death was incredibly rare in the Lost 
Cities—and divorce seemed to be even rarer—so she had to ask, 
“What happened?” 

“I don’t actually know. It’s one of those Ancient scandals my 
relatives like to pretend never happened. Just like Pm sure they 
want to do with Alvar.” He kicked the sand again. “Did you hear 
them today? They hate us.” 

“I don’t think they hate you. But even if they do... do you really 
care?” 

“Why wouldn’t I?” 

Sophie shrugged. “It’s not like you see them very often.” 

“No, but they’re still my family. And they’re not the only ones 


bothered by my brother. You’ve seen what it’s been like at school 


—and this is going to make it a million times worse. I know I 
shouldn't care, but...” 

His gaze dropped to his feet as he kicked the side of his shoe. 
“The thing is ... I like being a Vacker—or I did until all of this 
happened. I know you're probably going to think I’m a jerk for 
admitting that, but... I like knowing I’m part of a huge legacy— 
and not whatever creepy legacy Alvar was talking about that has 
Biana all freaked out. The name’s always felt like proof that Pd do 
something important someday. But now I’m pretty sure the only 
thing anyones going to remember about me is that I’m the 
brother of a murderer.” 

“That’s not true. I'll always remember that you found me and 
brought me to the Lost Cities and showed me where I really 
belong. And that you came when I called for help and saved me 
from fading away. And that you left everything behind to go with 
me when I joined the Black Swan. Need me to keep going? 
Because I can.” 

His smile really was a beautiful thing. 

But it didn’t last. 

“None of that’s like . . . world changing, though,” he mumbled, 
staring at the orangey clouds. 

It had been for her—but saying that felt too sappy. And he 
obviously didn’t care. So she told him, “It will be when we take 
down the Neverseen. You’re still with me on that, right?” 

“Of course.” 

“Then we need a plan—and Fallon gave me an idea. I think we 
should search Everglen ourselves, to make sure the Council 
doesn’t miss anything. I know Luzia said Vespera never went to 
the house, but I don’t like that they knew each other. And I 


couldn’t help feeling like she was hiding something, you know?” 


When Fitz agreed, she added, “Of course . . . it’s going to be a lot 
harder to search the property if you're refusing to go back there.” 

“Ha—you walked right into that one,” Grizel told him. 

“Im not trying to trick you,’ Sophie promised. “If you don’t 
want to go back until Alvar’s gone, that’s your call.” 

“He’s never going to be gone!” he snapped, kicking up another 
cloud of red dust. “They're building him an apartment! And you 
already heard the garbage Alvar’s spewing out, about how he 
wants to help the rebellion and prove himself worthy.” He mimed 
gagging. “We both know how this is going to end. In six months, 
the Council’s going to sentence him to stay there permanently, 
and were all going to be expected to act like nothing ever 
happened.” 

“You may be right,” Sophie had to admit. “But if you are... 
don’t you think there’s a reason people say ‘keep your friends close 
and your enemies closer’?” 

Fitz closed his eyes. “Probably. But I don’t know if I can 
stomach watching my parents fall for his ‘I’m so innocent’ act. I 
bet you anything, by the Celestial Festival he’ll be back living in 
the main house.” 

“How soon is that?” Keeping track of dates in the Lost Cities 
was impossible. Plus, the festival only happened on total lunar 
eclipses. 

“A little less than three months. So, basically half of Alvar’s 
little testing period. I guarantee that’s all it'll take for him to win 
everyone over—even Biana. And I just... I can’t even think about 
it without wanting to punch everyone.” 

“T get that. And I promise, I’m not trying to talk you into going 
back home or doing anything you don’t think you can handle. 
Just... please don’t get mad at me if I go back without you, okay? 


Searching Everglen’s the first lead we’ve gotten since Keefe’s mom 


disappeared with Vespera—and it may end up being nothing. But 
at least it’s something worth looking into.” 

Fitz turned back to face her. “I’m not going to get mad at you, 
Sophie—especially over my jerk of a brother. And .. . if you’re 
going to search my house, I'll be right there with you.” 

“Just to visit?” Grizel jumped in. “Because even though you 
haven’t asked my opinion—a foolish oversight, by the way—I’m 
also in camp It’s Smarter to Keep an Eye on Your Creepy Brother. 
Alvar won't get away with anything on my watch. But I can’t be 
there to supervise if you’re off sulking.” 

Fitz dragged out a sigh as he scraped his toe across the sand. “I 
guess I can try staying there and see how it goes—but if I do... 
I’m going to need your help with something,” he told Sophie. 

“Anything,” she promised. 

He stepped closer, a new intensity brightening his eyes. “I don’t 
believe Alvar’s memories are gone. Memories don’t just 
disappear.” 

“Sometimes they do,’ she reminded him. “Damel was able to 
permanently erase me from my human parents’ minds.” 

“Only because you were there to enhance him. Plus, humans 
don’t shield their thoughts the way we do.” 

“True.” Sophie had suffered horrible headaches from the 
moment shed manifested as a Telepath. “But weve checked 
Alvar’s mind. You and I tried for hours, remember?” 

“I know.” Fitz lowered his eyes, twisting the verdigris thumb 
rings that matched the pair he’d given her. “But, we haven’t kept 
up with our training, you know? And I’m not blaming you for that 
—we've had a ton of stuff to deal with. But now that things have 
calmed down ... we need to get back to it. It might be the only 
way to find anything hidden in Alvar’s head.” 

Sophie wanted to argue so badly. 


But he had a point—and it made her eyelashes itch like crazy. 
Because Cognate training was about so much more than 
practicing telepathy. 

Cognates weren’t supposed to keep secrets from each other. 

Any secrets. 

Which meant Cognate training involved lots of trust exercises. 

And that was a problem, since Sophie had one secret she really, 
really, really, really, really didn’t want to share. 

“You said we'd start training again once we found your human 
parents,” Fitz reminded her gently. “And ... you said this time we 
wouldn’t hold anything back.” 

“You remember that, huh?” she asked, trying to smile. “Td been 
hoping you wouldn’t.” 

She’d made the promise while reeling from the discovery that 
Mr. Forkle had spent his entire life lying to everyone about the 
fact that he had an identical twin brother, because multiple births 
were looked down upon in the Lost Cities. In that moment, secrets 
had felt exhausting and pointless—and confessing her crush on 
him hadn’t seemed nearly so scary. 

But afterward shed definitely wondered what shed been 
thinking. 

“I figured,” Fitz told her. “Thats why I haven’t brought it up. 
But ... I need to know that I’ve tried everything I can to stop 
what’s happening with my brother—because I know something’s 
happening. And I can’t do this without you.” 

Sophie took a slow, deep breath, letting the words settle into 
her head. They had a weight to them. A truth—bigger than any 
embarrassment or hurt feelings her secret might cause. 

“Okay,” she whispered. “We'll train as much as we can.” 

Fitz’s shoulders sagged with relief. “When?” 


She could tell he wanted the answer to be very, very soon. But 
she needed a little time to mentally prepare for that conversation. 

“A couple of days?” she tried. 

“How about tomorrow?” he countered. 

She closed her eyes, wondering if her stomach was turning 
inside out. But stalling was probably only going to prolong her 
misery. 

“Tomorrow, she agreed, barely managing to choke out the 
word. 

Fitz’s answering smile was full movie-star mode, which 
somehow made her feel better and worse. Same thing happened 
when he reached for her hands. 

“It’s not going to be scary,” he promised. “There’s nothing you 
can tell me that’s going to change anything between us, okay?” 

She nodded. 

Her voice was gone at that point—her brain was too busy trying 
to imagine how he was going to react. 

Would he cringe? 

Laugh? 

Run away screaming? 

Most likely he’d just get super fidgety and mumble about how 
he'd always thought of her like a little sister. And if he did... she 
was going to have to find a way to live with that. 

If Dex could get past the way she'd rejected him, surely she 
could put any hurt aside too. 

And yet ...a tiny part of her brain couldn't help reminding her 
about all the sweet gifts Fitz had given her over the last few 
months, and those moments under Calla’s Panakes tree, where it 
almost felt like maybe Fitz was going to— 

“Thats weird,” Fitz said, interrupting all of those silly, silly 
thoughts. 


He pointed to her shadow, which was... moving. 

So was his. 

And Sandor’s. 

And Grizel’s. 

Each of the four dark shapes kept stretching longer and longer 
and longer. 

“What’s happening?” Sophie asked as they stumbled back. 

“You can’t guess?” a sickeningly familiar voice said behind 
them—a voice Sophie hadn’t heard since the Lumenaria dungeon. 

Gethen. 

She whipped around right as Sandor and Grizel charged toward 
three figures striding out of one of the caverns in black hooded 
cloaks with the white eye symbol of the Neverseen on their 
sleeves. 

Then the world went dark. 
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SOPHIE WASN’T UNCONSCIOUS. 

There were no sweet sedatives burning her nose. 

No fuzzy thoughts or foggy dreams. 

But everything was black—and when she reached to remove 
whatever cover must’ve been thrown over her face, all she felt was 
her own skin. 

“Still haven’t figured it out?” Gethen asked, his tone dripping 
with icy amusement. “How unfortunate.” 

Sandor snarled. 

“Are you sure you want to do that?” Gethen asked as Sophie 
raised her arm to fling the throwing star she was still holding. 
“You might hit something you'll regret—though itd be 
entertaining to watch.” 

It sounded like Gethen’s vision wasn’t impaired, which meant 
the darkness was somehow selective—and with that realization, 
Sophie finally pieced together what must be happening. 

Keefe had told her that the Neverseen had a freakishly powerful 
Shade among their ranks—a female called Umber, who must be 
flooding their minds with shadows. 

Which meant there was only one way to get them out of this. 

Sorry, brace yourselves, she transmitted to Sandor, Grizel, and 
Fitz—letting her fear and fury crackle through her veins as her 
knotted emotions unraveled. Mental energy fueled the storm until 


hints of red lit the edges of her darkened vision, and a primal 


scream slipped through her lips as she blasted the force from her 
mind. 

Rage spiraled like a hurricane, tearing down everything in its 
path. But when the tempest faded, Sophie could hear the soft 
clicking of a tongue. 

“Such a pity,’ Gethen said. “You have so much potential, 
Sophie. But you rely on the same predictable defenses—though it 
does make our job easier. Look at how well you’ve handled your 
mighty guards.” 

The sound of snapping fingers brought back her vision, leaving 
Sophie squinting through tear-blurred eyes at where Sandor, 
Grizel, and Fitz had collapsed in the sand, limbs thrashing and 
faces scrunched with agony. 

All three members of the Neverseen were perfectly fine. 

“We came prepared,” Gethen explained, tossing back his hood 
and pointing to the fitted hat made of shimmering chain mail that 
covered most of his blond hair. “You know how well these block 
your little mind tricks. And in case you’ve manifested something 
we don’t know about, let’s get you more contained, shall we? 
Though I’m pretty sure the only ability you're hiding has to do 
with those gloves.” 

Sophie was so thrown by the fact that he seemed to know about 
her enhancing ability that it took her a second to catch his threat 
—and another to realize she was still holding a throwing star. By 
then, the figure on Gethen’s left had raised his arms and trapped 
her in a glowing white force field. 

Panic bubbled up her throat as three more domes of energy 
appeared, imprisoning Sandor, Fitz, and Grizel. But she choked it 
down, knowing the best thing she could do was feign confidence. 


Make them wonder why she wasn’t freaking out. 


“I guess I’m not the only predictable one,” she said, taking a 
steadying breath as she stared down the cloaked figure that had to 
be Ruy. “How many times have you played the force field card 
now?” 

“Why stop if you keep falling for it?” Ruy countered, his voice 
every bit as familiar as it was nauseating. 

She shrugged, trying to channel Keefe’s snark—which was 
easier than shed expected. All she had to do was look at the 
crooked line of Gethen’s nose and remember how good it had felt 
to deck him with the full strength of her Sucker Punch. 

“I like it in here,” she told him. “It means I don’t have to smell 
you guys while you give your boring speech. Thats what you’re 
here for, right? If you didn’t want to talk, you would’ve drugged 
me by now. So let’s get on with it, okay?” 

Gethen’s piercing blue eyes twinkled. “This is why I enjoy our 
little chats. It’s always so adorable watching you play tough while 
you try to trick information out of me. You’re attempting to break 
into my head right now, arent you? Slamming that strange 
telepathy of yours against the force field, hoping you'll be able to 
sneak into my mind and dig out all of our secrets? But even if I 
took my hat off, you’re not strong enough without the Vacker boy, 
are you?” He nudged his chin toward Fitz—who, thankfully, 
looked less pained than he had a few seconds earlier. “And youd 
both need your little Shade to help. Pity he’s not here.” 

Unfortunately, he was right. 

Tam’s shadows were the only thing that had ever broken 
through Ruy’s force fields. 

Well .. . unless Sophie wanted to use the trick that Biana had 
discovered when they'd first clashed with Ruy in the Neutral 
Territories. The monocle pendants that the Black Swan gave them 


when they swore fealty had a special lens set into the curve of dark 


metal. And when Biana hurled hers into the force field that Ruy 
had been hiding behind, the energy hit the glass and exploded, 
covering Ruy in white flames. 

If Sophie tried the same method now, shed be the one 
showered with fire. And she’d have to take out three members of 
the Neverseen by herself with only one throwing star. 

She'd call that plan B. 

Not that plan A sounded a whole lot better. 

Her panic-switch ring was carefully hidden under her glove, 
and if she pressed the center stone, it would send Dex an alert and 
allow him to track her. She hated using it, because it meant asking 
him to risk his life—but she knew hed tell her that that’s what 
he'd designed it for. 

And he’d have his bodyguard with him. 

But... Dex and Lovise would still be outnumbered—and totally 
unprepared, since the ring didn’t let her warn them about what 
they'd be facing. She’d have to suggest that as an upgrade. 

Assuming they survived... 

“You've gone quiet,’ Gethen noted. “Beginning to grasp the 
gravity of your situation? Or are you still trying to think of a way 
out? Or maybe youre realizing that if youd used the weapon 
you're holding when you first saw us, you would’ve had a better 
chance than you did with your pathetic inflicting.” 

“Actually, Pm waiting for you to tell me what you want,” she 
said, pressing the center of her ring before she could change her 
mind. 

There was no way to know if the signal was strong enough to 
transmit through the force field, but she had to believe that it 
would—and she had to try to stall until Dex and Lovise got there. 
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“Or, wait, am I supposed to guess?” she asked. “Let’s see... . 


She closed her eyes, pressing two fingers against one of her 
temples and pretending to read his mind. “You’re here because 
you've finally realized that your cause is totally creepy, and that 
you're never going to win, so you're hoping to cut a deal for your 
cooperation. Not a bad move, honestly. But you're forgetting that 
the Council holds a grudge.” 

“Do they?” Gethen asked. “Seems to me like they've gotten 
rather lenient lately.” 

His smile made it clear that he was well aware of Alvar’s 
sentence—and she refused to rise to his bait. 

She polished the blades of her throwing star with the edge of 
her tunic. “Don’t worry, when your time comes I have a long list of 
suggestions for how they can punish you. My favorites involve 
flesh-eating bacteria.” 

“Ugh, now I get why Keefe was always going on about this one,” 
the figure on Gethen’s right grumbled. “They both think they’re so 
clever.” 

Her voice was soft and raspy, like curls of smoke. And the 
shadow at her feet seemed darker than the others. 

“You're Umber, right?” Sophie asked. 

“To some people.” She crossed her arms, pulling back her 
sleeves and drawing attention to her black-painted fingernails. “I 
only give that name to those I don’t trust.” 

“Huh,” Sophie said. “Seems like you could’ve come up with 
something cooler. Like Dusk—or Midnight! Midnight would’ve 
been so much more mysterious. Plus, Umber sounds like a noise 
your stomach makes when you eat something too spicy.” 

“Careful, Sophie,” Gethen warned as Umber’s fingernails grew, 
and Sophie realized the black that coated them wasn’t polish—it 
was shadows. Thick, sludgy darkness that seemed to pour out of 


her and curl into long claws. 


“You have no idea who you're dealing with,’ Umber told her. 

“You're right,” Sophie agreed, “because you're still wearing that 
ugly cloak. Aren’t you guys supposed to be done with that? Isn’t 
that why Lady Gisela told everyone in Atlantis that you weren’t 
hiding anymore? I know she was still covered up when she said it, 
but I figured that was because you slashed her up before handing 
her over to King Dimitar. Think she’s still angry about that, by the 
way? She seems pretty vain.” 

“She knows that was Fintan’s decision,’ Gethen assured her. 

“Right, but you still let it happen. Well, not you,” she corrected, 
stopping herself from thinking about where Gethen had been or 
what he’d been preparing for during that time. She had to keep her 
cool—even if rage was slithering down her spine. “But you guys,” 
she added, pointing her throwing star at Ruy and Umber and 
wishing she had a way to fling it through the force field. “Don’t 
you worry that Lady Gisela’s planning some sort of payback? You 
let Fintan torture her. And you didn’t even try to rescue her. And 
you kept working with Fintan after he took over.” 

“She knows we had our reasons,’ Umber insisted. 

“You'd better hope that’s true. Otherwise you'll be the next 
bodies left sliced up and drugged in an abandoned cell.” 

“Is this your attempt to trick us into revealing why Alvar was 
cast out of our order?” Gethen asked. “Because you really needn’t 
bother. He was simply no longer useful.” 

“You expect us to believe that?” Fitz shouted, and Sophie’s 
knees nearly collapsed with relief as she watched him struggle to 
his feet. He looked sweaty and pale, but his legs held steady and 
his eyes were clear and focused. 

Sandor and Grizel had recovered as well and were busy trying 
to tunnel out of their force fields—but the energy kept stretching 
with the shifting sand, keeping them sealed inside. 


Sophie pressed her panic switch again, trying not to worry 
about why Dex was taking so long to get there. 

“T don’t really expect anything from you,’ Gethen told Fitz. “But 
I’m telling the truth—and I erased your brother’s mind personally, 
so I would know. I’m sure you’ve both seen how thorough I was.” 

“That doesn’t mean his memories won’t trigger,’ Fitz snapped 
back. 

“Actually, it does. My washing skills are the reason I was 
recruited to the order. Do you think we would’ve released him if 
there was any chance you could learn something?” 

“Why release him at all?” Fitz countered. “If you're really done 
with him, why not just kill him?” 

“You sound as if that’s what you would’ve preferred.” He smiled 
when Fitz didn’t deny it. “Clearly no love lost between the Vacker 
brothers—though I suppose that was always the problem, wasn’t 
it? Families are so gloriously complicated. Which also makes them 
predictable. I knew you'd envision some grand conspiracy for your 
brother after my success in Lumenaria—but if you think Alvar 
could ever muster the discipline, determination, and endurance he 
would need to pull off a feat like that, you’re even more foolish 
than I thought.” 

The pride in Gethen’s voice was equal parts disgusting and 
terrifying. 

It took a special kind of evil to brag about murder. 

“How’s the Black Swan faring without their bloated leader, by 
the way?” Gethen asked, as if he knew what Sophie had been 
thinking. 

But he didn’t know that there used to be two Mr. Forkles 
gobbling up ruckleberries to disguise themselves for that role—or 
that one of the twin brothers lived on. And it was Sophie’s job to 


make sure it stayed that way. 


So she let her shoulders slump and curled one arm around 
herself, looking every bit the grief-broken girl she knew Gethen 
wanted her to be. 

He rewarded her performance with another smile. 

“T still have the sword,” he said, pulling aside the thick fabric of 
his cloak to reveal the familiar diamond-encrusted hilt protruding 
from a gleaming silver sheath. “I’m sure Pll find another use for it 
eventually.” 

His voice sounded flat and bored, as if he were talking about a 
pair of shoes instead of an ancient weapon hed pulled from a 
stone in Lumenaria and used to steal a life. But there was a wild 
gleam in his eyes, a hint of whatever damage the murder had done 
to his mind—and now was not the time to let that madness take 
over. 

“The Black Swan is... adjusting,” Sophie told him. “Mr. Forkle 
had a plan in place for his death.” 

“Tm sure he did,” Gethen said, “but it’s not working very well, 
now, is it? All these weeks since Atlantis, and what has your 
Collective done—besides waste time investigating a worthless 
prisoner with no memories? Though I suppose that isn’t all that 
unusual for them. Aside from creating you, what has the Black 
Swan done, other than lie to you and risk your life—and the lives 
of everyone you care about—while we succeed over and over and 
over? And now here you are, trapped like the helpless little bird 
you were designed to be. Does it bother you knowing you'll always 
be weak because your creators were too afraid to make you 
strong?” 

“You and I have different definitions of weak,” Sophie snapped, 
pressing her panic switch a third time and promising herself that 
if Dex didn’t get there in the next five minutes, shed switch to 


plan B—and make sure Gethen burned right along with her. “I can 


get out of this cage anytime I want. But I’m still waiting for you to 
tell me why you're here. I’m assuming you’re planning to trade me 
for somebody. I just can’t decide if you want Fintan or Alvar.” 

“T told you: Alvar is worthless. And Fintan has no place with us 
any longer.” 

“Then it must be the caches,” Sophie realized. 

Keefe had stolen Fintan’s cache—and the cache that used to 
belong to Councillor Kenric—when he’d abandoned his plan to 
infiltrate their order. 

Ruy snorted. “Wow, I thought you guys would’ve figured that 
out by now.” 
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“I know!” Umber’s laugh was verging on a cackle when she told 
Sophie, “The caches you have are fake.” 

“Fintan knew Keefe would be dumb enough to go after them,” 
Ruy added, “so he had our Technopath make a couple of replicas.” 

Sophie opened her mouth to call them liars, but... 

It would explain why Fintan hadn’t been able to retrieve any of 
the secrets from his cache. And why all of Dex’s efforts had been 
thwarted—even when she was enhancing him. 

“Yes, Sophie,” Gethen told her, “you should feel shaken. We 
really are that many steps ahead. Any victories you think you’ve 
had are only because we've let you believe. And lest you forget, we 
haven’t yet brought our ogre allies into play. Or our dwarves. And 
we have so many other plans in the works—things you can’t even 
begin to imagine. That’s why I came here to deliver a message. It’s 
time for you to understand that the fact that you're alive at this 
moment and generally free to do as you wish has nothing to do 
with your sloppy abilities, or the Council’s paltry protection, or 
the Black Swan and their ridiculous methods, or your absurdly 
loyal bodyguard, or your father’s tedious Mesmer tricks, or your 


obnoxious friends. We can find you anytime we want, anywhere 


we want, and if we wanted you dead—or in our custody—you 
would be. The only reason we haven’t taken you out is because 
Lady Gisela is still clinging to her hope that you'll prove yourself 
useful—especially with her son. But her patience will only last so 
much longer. In fact, she’s already preparing your replacement.” 

Bile turned Sophie’s mouth sour, but she swallowed it down and 
asked, “Is that supposed to scare me?” 

“No,” Umber told her. “This is.” 

She circled her hands, bending all the nearby shadows into a 
spear—then thrust her arms toward Sandor and sent the darkness 
slicing through his force field. 

A strangled sound tore from Sophie’s chest as the spear hit 
Sandor’s face, smashing his nose and splattering red as the dome 
sealed any gaps, keeping him caged. 

“And this,’ Umber added, launching another shadow spear at 
Grizel, nailing her in the stomach hard enough to make her vomit. 

“Stop!” Sophie screamed as yet another shadow spear smashed 
into Fitz’s legs, knocking him into his force field and making his 
body twitch and flail as the white energy zapped him with a 
thousand bolts of lightning. 

She grabbed her monocle pendant, ready to put plan B into 
action—and hoping her aim with her throwing star was as deadly 
as possible—but Umber’s next shadow spear blasted toward her, 
smashing the monocle into needle-sharp splinters that tore 
through her skin. 

The pain nearly knocked Sophie over, and as the throwing star 
slipped from her grasp, Umber’s shadows snatched the weapon 
and dragged it back to her waiting hand. 

“Had enough?” Umber asked, holding up her new trophy. 

“Let’s hope so,” Gethen said as he strode to the edge of Sophie’s 
force field. He tilted his head, watching her wrap her bleeding 


fingers with her tunic, staining the white fabric red. “Ugh, that 
looks gruesome. You with me, Sophie? Your eyes seem a little 
glazed.” 

They probably were. All the throbbing and bleeding was 
making it hard to concentrate. 

“You need to get yourself, and your friends, to a physician,” he 
told her. “But first you need to prove that you understand the 
importance of cooperation. So I’m going to give you a little test— 
and I’ll be kind enough to make it easy. All I need you to do is tell 
me where Wylie’s hiding.” 

The name dragged Sophie out of her daze. 

Wylie had barely escaped the Neverseen after they'd tortured 
him for information about his mom. Cyrah had been a Flasher, 
and Lady Gisela had blackmailed her into making special 
starstones—and then Fintan had Cyrah killed in order to make 
sure she couldn't tell anyone. But she hadn't delivered the final 
starstone, and now the Neverseen were trying to find it—or that 
was one of the prevailing theories. Wylie had also met with 
Gethen a few weeks earlier, trying to keep him distracted while 
Sophie and her friends snuck into Nightfall, and Gethen had 
seemed much more interested in learning about Wylie’s recently 
recovered father, Prentice. 

But whatever they wanted, Sophie would never put Wylie at 
risk, no matter what they threatened. 

“There’s no need to look so defensive,” Gethen told her. “I just 
want to have a little heart-to-heart with him—and since he called 
the last meeting, it’s my turn to extend the invitation.” 

Sophie straightened up, pressing her hand against her stomach 
to keep pressure on the wounds. “If you can find anyone, anytime, 


why would you need me to tell you where he is?” 


Gethen sighed. “I didn’t say we can find anyone. I said we can 
find you.” 

“And that was the wrong answer,” Umber added, whipping her 
hands again. 

Sophie tried to dodge, but there were two spears this time, one 
smashing into her right shoulder as the other nailed her injured 
hand again, this time cracking bone. And instead of dissipating, 
the shadows sank under her skin, shredding muscle and nerve 
with a million icy tentacles. 

“Let’s hope you're ready to tell me now,” Gethen said as Sophie 
dropped to her knees, gritting her teeth to silence her screams. 
“Otherwise this is going to get messy.” 

Tears blurred Sophie’s eyes as she used her good hand to 
retrieve the Panakes blossoms tucked inside her pockets. 

“That won't help as much as you think it will,’ Gethen warned 
as she swallowed the pinkish, purplish, bluish petals. 
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“It won't,” Umber agreed, twisting her fingers and making the 
darkness slice into Sophie’s bones. “If you think that hurts, 
imagine how it will feel when I tell the shadows to expand.” 

“I doubt she cares,” Ruy warned. 

“Oh, I’m sure she does.” Umber smiled, and Sophie closed her 
eyes, bracing for pain—but nothing could prepare her for the 
agony that followed. 

There was a crackling pop—almost like a firework—and a 
stomach-heaving pressure as jagged bone punched through her 
skin and her knuckle just . . . collapsed. Then another and another 
—though by then Sophie had lost feeling, her senses too 
overloaded to process the horror. 

“Had enough?” Umber asked. “Or shall I keep going? There are 
still plenty of little bones left—it’s one of my favorite things about 
the hand.” 


“You won't break her that way,” Ruy insisted. “You have to 
threaten her bodyguard.” 

“Ts that the trick?” Umber asked, taking out another of Sophie’s 
knuckles. “Look at me!” she ordered. “Look at me, Sophie!” 

Pain had made the world hazy—but it snapped into focus when 
Umber turned toward Fitz and asked, “Would it be better if I try 
this on your little boyfriend?” 

“DON’T!” Sophie gritted out—which was a mistake. 

Umber laughed and stalked to where Fitz lay collapsed on the 
sand. His eyes were closed and he wasn’t moving. 

“Tve always wanted to break a Vacker,’ she said, gathering a 
fresh batch of shadows. 

“Please, Sophie begged, “he has nothing to do with this.” 

“Of course he does,” Umber insisted. “He’s with you, isn’t he?” 

“NO!” Sophie screamed, the sound shredding her throat. But it 
didn’t stop the darkness from slamming into Fitz’s injured leg 
with a gut-wrenching crunch—followed by a deeper, wetter 
crackle that had her spitting bile on the sand. 

Even Gethen looked green as he told her, “End this, Sophie. 
Where. Is. Wylie?” 

“Right here!” a new voice shouted—and for a second Sophie 
thought she must be hallucinating. 

But Gethen spun toward the sound as well, facing a tall, 
muscular guy with dark skin and hate in his deep blue eyes. And 
he was flanked on either side by a strawberry blond boy and a 
battle-poised goblin. 

Dex and Lovise had finally arrived. 

And somehow, they'd brought Wylie. 


SIX 


YOU WANTED TO FIND ME so badly?” Wylie asked as Sophie 
struggled to her feet, not sure if she felt hopeful or horrified to see 
him. 

He stretched out his arms as a challenge while Dex and Lovise 
fanned out and charged toward the Neverseen. “Come and get 
me!” 

“Gladly,’ Umber said, hurling a shadow spear straight for his 
face. 

Wylie dropped into a crouch to dodge, and as soon as he was 
down, Ruy tried to trap him in a force field. But Wylie 
somersaulted away before the energy could lock into place. 

Lovise snarled, and a blur of metal streaked toward Ruy’s chest, 
but he shielded himself in time to block the spinning blades. 

“Hiding in your bubble already?” Wylie asked, jumping back to 
his feet, and Sophie tried to spot where Dex and Lovise had 
disappeared to. But a flash of green caught her attention, and she 
watched Wylie shape the light into a vivid sphere that looked 
almost solid as it hovered over his palm—before he whipped it at 
Gethen’s head. 

Gethen ducked in time, collapsing to his knees as Umber 
swung a beam of darkness like a baseball bat and knocked the 
squishy ball of light toward Lovise as she charged forward. But the 
orb whizzed over Lovise’s head, smashing into a nearby dune and 


bursting with a shower of green sparks that only seemed to speed 


Lovise’s sprint. And Dex leaped from behind a nearby dune, 
tossing a silver cube right where Gethen was still kneeling. 

The gadget exploded, blotting out the world with a gritty red 
fog. 

But when the dust settled, Gethen, Ruy, and Umber were safely 
shielded inside a glowing white dome. 

Now it was a standoff, Sophie realized. 

And the Neverseen looked way too happy about it. 

“Cowards,” Wylie muttered. “If you want a fight—let’s fight!” 

Gethen’s smile widened, and he took his time shaking the red 
powder out of his hair. “You do seem like you've been practicing. 
But I only came here to talk. And I must say, this is certainly a 
surprise. If Sophie didn’t look so stunned to see you, ld almost 
think this was proof that shed decided to cooperate. Pity for her 
that it isn’t.” 

Wylie stole a glance at Sophie, swallowing hard when he looked 
at her ruined hand. “I wouldn’t have blamed you if you told them 
where I was.” 

“I would’ve blamed me.” Her words were a rasp, her throat still 
hoarse from all the screaming. 

Gethen sighed. “Stubborn, foolish child. You can’t protect him 
any more than you can protect yourself.” 

“I don’t need her to!” Wylie snapped. “You think I haven’t been 
waiting for you guys to come after me?” 

He flashed another orb—yellow this time, and even squishier- 
looking than the green one—and pitched it toward the Neverseen 
like a curveball. 

Sophie braced for an explosion. But the golden blob deflated 
the second it touched the white energy, spluttering around like a 
wild balloon before winking out with a shower of glitter. 

Ruy laughed. “You'll have to do better than that.” 


“How about this?” Dex shouted, and Sophie pivoted to watch 
him throw what looked like a handful of Hershey’s Kisses. But 
these were no candy—the small silver blobs latched onto the force 
field and unleashed some sort of sonic pulse that made the white 
energy ripple and spark. 

“Eh,” Ruy said, waving his arms to thicken their shield. “You 
would’ve been better off bringing along your Shade.” 

“Nah, hed be no match for me,’ Umber argued. “He lacks 
proper training.” 

Ruy shrugged. “He’s still the only one they have with any real 
potential.” 

“Then why do you keep coming after me?” Wylie asked, 
pressing his hands together and forming a beam of light that was 
the same deep blue as his eyes. 

He slashed it like a sword, and Sophie’s heart swelled with hope 
as it sliced through the force field like butter, making the white 
energy blink away with a crackle of static. 

But the second the shield disappeared, Ruy had another one in 
place. “You realize I can do this all day, right?” 

Wylie sliced the new dome with another blue beam. “So can I!” 

Sophie wanted to believe him—but sweat was pouring down 
the strained lines on his face. And the next gadget Dex hurled only 
kicked up a little dust. 

“Tm done with this!” Umber shouted, launching shadow spears 
at both of them. 

Lovise tackled Dex to save him from being hit, and they both 
tumbled across the dunes, rolling out of sight as Wylie formed a 
red orb around himself—and this time the light held strong when 
the shadows landed. 

“Interesting, Gethen said, adjusting his ugly hat. “Weren’t you 


just calling us cowards for shielding ourselves?” 


“You lower yours, I'll drop mine,” Wylie offered, forming a 
green orb with each of his hands. “We’ll settle this right here.” 

“And you'll lose,’ Gethen warned. “Your little tricks will never 
be strong enough—no matter how hard you've been practicing. 
Look at the state of your friend, if you don’t believe me.” 

Wylie’s eyes shifted to Sophie’s hand, and fear, fury, and pity 
flickered across his face. 

“Same goes for you, boy,’ Gethen added, his voice projected 
toward wherever Dex was currently hiding. “Technology will never 
beat natural ability.” 

Wylie’s jaw clenched. “If you’re so sure about that, prove it.” 

Umber sighed. “If you insist.” 

She whispered something Sophie couldn’t understand, and her 
shadowy claws expanded, the darkness pouring out of her fingers 
and twisting into a short, thin strand that looked blacker than 
anything else Umber had formed. 

Sophie realized it was an arrow the same moment Wylie 
dropped to his stomach to dodge—and it was a good thing he did, 
because his shield unraveled the second the darkness hit. 

“That’s the problem with light,’ Umber said as Wylie struggled 
to shield himself inside a purple orb. “It will always be weaker than 
shadows. No matter what you try.” 

“It’s one of the great flaws of our world,” Gethen agreed. “We 
built everything around the lesser force because we were fooled by 
the shimmer and shine. But if we want to harness true power, 
we re going to need to embrace darkness.” 

“Like this,’ Umber said, weaving another arrow from her 
shadow claws. She threw back her arm, aiming it toward Wylie, 
but halfway through the throw she pivoted and launched it at Fitz. 

Sophie’s scream sounded like a death rattle as she watched the 


darkness slice through his force field and pierce his chest—then 


liquify and sink into his heart. 

Dex’s shout sounded just as guttural. But then he was charging 
toward Umber and tossing another handful of his silver blobs— 
but not at her. 

At Sandor’s force field. 

Ruy spun to reinforce the bodyguard’s cage—which meant he 
wasn't ready for Wylie to swipe a long blue beam toward Grizel 
and unravel her force field. Lovise lunged out of the dunes beside 
her, and together they sprinted for the Neverseen, while Wylie 
hacked at their shield and Dex hit it with silver gadgets. 

But the female warriors only made it a few steps before a 
massive bolt of darkness blasted them both backward, sending 
them tumbling across the sand until they both fell very, very still. 

Sandor roared. 

Umber pumped her fist. “Two down—though I guess it’s three, 
since there’s no way the Vacker boy is going anywhere now that 
my shadows have seeped in.” 

More darkness poured from the ends of her fingers, and she 
wove it into another eerie arrow. “Who’s next? How about you?” 

It looked like she was aiming at Dex—and Wylie made another 
purple shield to cover him. 

But the arrow blasted into Sophie’s mangled hand. 

A sob broke free when the darkness sank into her veins, tearing 
up her arm like frozen fire, blazing past her elbow, over her 
shoulder, up her neck. 

Flashes and shouts raged all around. But Sophie lost track of 
the battle. She lost track of herself as the shadows seared into her 
head and sank into her brain. 

“Hang on!” Dex shouted. 

She didn’t want to listen—she wanted to hide in the soft little 


nook in her mind where it was quiet and safe and far, far away 


from the pain. 

But she sucked in a long breath, trying to slow her pulse as she 
shoved another Panakes blossom into her mouth and dragged her 
throbbing body back to her feet. Her head spun and her eyes 
watered, and when the world came into focus she found Dex and 
Wylie standing side by side in the center of a massive, blobby- 
green bubble. Both still looked strong and steady, but Wylie had a 
deep gash above his right eyebrow, and Dex’s left arm was twisted 
at an odd angle. 

The Neverseen, meanwhile, were hiding behind yet another 
force field. 

But at least they'd taken some hits. Ruy’s cloak was now 
missing a sleeve, and his exposed skin was covered in blisters. And 
Umber seemed to be favoring one of her legs. 

Gethen’s lips were even swollen and bleeding as he shouted, 
“Enough! I don’t think you realize the predicament you're in.” 

He pointed to Fitz, whose face was now a terrifying shade of 
blue—the same shade that Sophie’s wounded right hand was 
turning. 

“Those shadows you're fighting are different,’ Umber warned. 
“The longer they mix with your blood, the more they take over. 
You have about thirty minutes before you lose your arm—and half 
that before the Vacker boy’s dead. And don’t even get me started 
on what’s happening to that special little brain of yours.” 

“Your goblins aren’t looking so good either,” Ruy noted. 

They weren't. 

Sandor was at least on his feet, pacing around his glowing cage. 
But he was bloody and pale. And Grizel and Lovise still hadn't 
moved. 

Sophie stared at her blue-tinted fingers, feeling the truth in 
Umber’s words. This pain was different than the blood and the 


breaks—deeper and more defining, like everything the shadows 
touched was changing. 

And they kept spreading with every heartbeat—the Panakes 
blossoms didn’t feel like they were helping. 

“You have a choice to make,’ Gethen said, flashing a smile 
streaked with red as he turned to Wylie. “Surrender now and leave 
with me while your Technopath brings the others to a physician. 
Or you can have your friends’ losses on your conscience while we 
drag you away.” 

“Don't do it!” Dex shouted, and Sophie tried to say the same. 
But the panic and pain choked off the words. 

“How do I know you won't hurt us?” Wylie asked. 

Umber laughed. “We already have. Far more than you realize— 
or maybe Sophie does. You can feel the shift, can’t you? The way 
the darkness is slowly remaking you?” 

“You're running out of time,” Gethen agreed. “And you're in no 
position to bargain. But since I find these sorts of standoffs to be 
rather tedious, let me be clear: I wanted to locate Wylie—and I 
have. So I have no more need for anyone else.” His eyes fixed on 
Wylie’s. “I’m willing to let your friends go if you come peacefully. 
And all I need from you is information. Once I have it, you'll be 
free to go as well.” 

“Right,” Dex snorted. “After you torture him.” 

“Telepaths have no reason to resort to such dramatics,” Gethen 
argued. “I can find the memory I need in a matter of minutes.” 

“What memory?” Wylie demanded. “I already told you—I 
wasn't there when my mom made her final leap!” 

Gethen wiped his bloody chin. “Yes, I know. I was there.” 

Wylie flinched at the words. And even with the shadows 
dimming her brain, Sophie realized... 


He was facing his mother’s murderer. 


If the story Lady Gisela told her was true, Fintan sent Gethen to 
do some sort of mind trick to break Cyrah’s concentration as she 
tried to leap home, causing her to fade away—right in front of her 
son. 

Wylie’s hands crackled with threads of light as he stalked to the 
edge of his green bubble. “If you knew I wasn’t there, why did you 
keep calling me a liar during my interrogation?” 

Gethen sighed. “I didn’t. That’s the problem with 
compartmentalizing information. Fintan and Brant only had 
certain pieces of the story, because they weren’t supposed to be 
focusing on your mother at that point. But Fintan adjusted the 
timeline when he took over—and I wasn’t around to fill him in on 
the many ways he was mistaken. So now I’m trying to get us back 
on track—and adjust for Vespera’s additions. Which means I need 
to know what your mother hid from us—and before you claim that 
she never told you, ask yourself this: Have you ever noticed any 
gaps in your memories? Any details that seem a little fuzzy?” 

Wylie pressed his lips together. 

“That’s what I thought. Cyrah was no fool. She knew anything 
she told you would put you in danger. But she also knew that 
something might happen to her if she chose to cross us, and then 
the information would be lost. If she’d written it down, I would’ve 
found it by now. So she must’ve had one of her Telepath friends 
hide her secrets deep in your head.” 

“That’s all just a theory!” Sophie managed to grit out as she 
turned to Wylie. “If he can’t find what he’s looking for, he’ll do a 
memory break.” 

“Im not wrong, Gethen insisted calmly, “and if Wylie 
cooperates, I won't need to resort to anything so extreme. But 
that’s a risk he’s going to have to take—and you're wasting 


precious seconds. Is the Vacker boy even still breathing?” 


Sophie couldn’t tell. But Fitz’s skin was turning from blue to 
gray, and the shadows in her head were latching on like they were 
permanently part of her brain—which made the selfish, terrified 
part of her want to beg Wylie to do whatever he could to save 
them. 

Instead, she forced herself to remind him, “Whatever your mom 
hid, she did it to keep it away from them.” 

“I know that,” he said quietly. “But . . . they're never going to 
stop coming after me until they get what they want. At least this 
way we get something out of it too.” 

“Such refreshing wisdom,” Gethen said, flashing another 
bloodstained smile. “See the beauty of cooperation? I hope you'll 
remember this, Sophie, the next time we pay you a visit. Especially 
since I think it might be time to bring a few of our ogre friends 
along—or maybe some dwarves. But we'll save that fun for later. 
For the moment, I’m going to need everyone that’s still conscious 
to raise your hands above your head—except you, Sophie. Given 
your condition, I’ll settle for just your good arm.” 

She had to let go of her injured hand to obey, and the pain left 
her doubled over. 

“Very good,” Gethen said, narrowing his eyes at Sandor before 
he turned back to Wylie. “Now I want you to unravel your shield 
on the count of three—and if you so much as think about reaching 
for one of your little trinkets, Dex, I'll have Umber send her 
shadows somewhere I suspect you'll find very unpleasant.” 

“Just do what he says,’ Wylie ordered when Dex didn’t agree. “I 
know what I’m doing, okay?” 

“Everybody ready?” Gethen asked. 

He waited until Dex nodded, then counted to three, and Wylie 
snapped his fingers, making their green shield dissolve into the 


sand. 


“Now, walk slowly over to me,” Gethen ordered. “And everyone 
else, keep those hands where I can see them.” 

Sobs shook Sophie’s body, and she forced her eyes to stay 
focused—forced herself to watch as Wylie handed himself over to 
the enemy to save her. 

But when he was only halfway to Gethen, he threw out his 
hands and shouted, “GET DOWN!” as a beam of rainbow-streaked 
light swirled from his fingers. 

“Fool,” Umber snarled, waving her arms and creating a long 
spear of black woven from threads of both kinds of shadows— 
those she gathered, and that strange darkness that poured from 
her hands. 

Thunder clapped and lightning flashed when the light and 
darkness collided, hurling both Wylie and Umber backward as the 
force exploded. 

Sophie tried to cover her head, her vision dimming from a fresh 
surge of pain. But she could still see the waves of shadowy light 
whip in every direction, spinning into a cyclone and spreading 
wider and wider until it burst with a blinding flash that somehow 
blacked out the sky. 

More crackles and flashes followed. And when the air finally 
calmed, all of the force fields were gone. 

All of them. 

Sandor must’ve realized the same thing, because he raised his 
sword and charged. 

And when Ruy tried forming a new force field, the energy 
flickered and dissipated. 

So did Umber’s shadows. 

“Well,” Gethen said, frowning as Sandor closed in, “looks like 


we ll have to finish this another time.” 


He reached into his cloak, pulling out a cobalt blue crystal and 
holding it up to the sky. Ruy and Umber did the same, calling, 
“See you soon,’ before they stepped into the light. 

The last thing Sophie heard was Dex telling her to hold on. 
Then someone lifted her off the sand, and her consciousness 


slipped away. 


SEVEN 


VOICES FADED IN AND OUT. Some Sophie recognized. Some she 
couldn’t place. And most of the words were lost in the layers of 
black. 

The pain was only a memory now. 

Gone but not forgotten. 

Another thing to carry—and she would. 

But the fear... 

This was not the kind of terror she'd battled before. 

This was solid. 

Tangible. 

A monster in the dark. 

Prowling into the prickliest places. Feasting on what'd been 
hidden away. 

Growing stronger. Fiercer. Dragging her down. 

“Sophie,” a voice whispered. Wrapping around her heart and 
pulling her closer. “Sophie, please wake up.” 

She tried. 

But the monster was too strong. 

And the bright light of reality was too full of horrifying 
possibilities. 

Neither was safe. 

Panic coiled tight, and the voice seemed to understand. 

“Okay,” it told her. “Just sleep.” 


She didn’t know how—not with the monster down below, 
waiting. It would hurt her this time. Somehow she knew that. And 
she wasn’t ready—not yet. 

But then a soft blue breeze trickled through her mind, 
scattering the shadows like dandelion seeds. Slowing her racing 
thoughts. Steadying her breath. 

Until there was only silence. 

And rest. 


Hours passed—or maybe it was minutes. 

It might’ve even been days. 

Then the darkness thinned and there were voices again. Two of 
them. Calling her name louder and louder until she forced her 
eyes open, groaning as a blast of light burned into her brain. 

The world shifted into focus, and she realized she was staring 
at the ceiling of the Healing Center, with a bruised, weary Dex 
leaning over her and a boy next to him with black hair and silver- 
tipped bangs. 

“It’s about time,’ Tam said, then winked one of his silver- 
flecked blue eyes. “Leave it to you to find a completely new way to 
almost die.” 

“Sadly, he’s not exaggerating,’ Elwin agreed as he leaned in 
between Dex and Tam. His dark, wild hair was even more rumpled 
than usual, and his eyes looked bloodshot behind the huge 
iridescent spectacles he always wore while treating patients. 
“Bullhorn screamed his head off when he saw you, and then he 
insisted on lying by your side—which pretty much gave me a 
meltdown, just so you know. Especially when you wouldn’t 
respond to any of the elixirs I gave you. But when Tam called the 


shadows out of your blood, your system finally started 


cooperating, and Bullhorn scurried back to his favorite spot under 
my desk.” 

“Wow, Sophie mumbled, the word sour and broken. 

Elwin’s pet banshee only acted like that if someone was almost 
out of time. 

“Yeah, it’s not a moment I want to live again anytime soon,” 
Elwin admitted, snapping his fingers and forming an orange orb 
around her torso. “Those shadows were like poison. If Tam hadn’t 
rushed over when I hailed him...” 

“It’s a good thing I actually had my Imparter with me,” Tam 
added quietly. 

He and Linh had spent years on their own after the Council 
banished them from the Lost Cities because Linh’s untrained 
ability had earned her the nickname “the Girl of Many Floods.” So 
staying in contact wasn’t really a habit for them. 

“Well... thank you,” Sophie told him. “All of you,” she added, 
taking a careful sip from the bottle of Youth Elwin pressed against 
her lips and wondering if it would ever not feel awkward to thank 
people for saving her life. 

It was the kind of moment that deserved some sort of deep, 
impassioned speech. But everything still felt too shattered. 

“How long have I been here?” she whispered. 

Elwin made her take two more swallows of the cool, sweet 
water before he told her, “Not that long—about eighteen hours.” 

That was shorter than shed expected. But still plenty of time 
for horrible, life-changing things. 

She could almost feel that monster of fear stirring. 

Biting her lip and bracing for the worst, she forced herself to 
ask, “How’s Fitz?” 

“Heavily sedated at the moment—but he’s going to be fine.” He 


pointed across the room to where Fitz must’ve been sleeping. 


She couldn’t see him from her current position—and lifting her 
head didn’t feel possible yet—but she was familiar enough with 
the layout of the Healing Center to picture it. 

The space was divided into three rooms: Elwin’s personal 
office, an alchemy area where he made his medicines, and the 
treatment space they were in, with a row of cots and lots of 
shelves filled with bottles of colorful elixirs and tiny pots of balms 
and poultices and salves. 

“How bad were his injuries?” she whispered as Elwin waved 
the orange light away and pressed another vial against her lips. 

He poured a thick, floral-tasting syrup into her mouth and 
waited for her to swallow it before he told her, “Pretty bad. 
Bullhorn ran to him before he went to you. And Tam had to fight 
hard to get those shadows away from his heart.” 

Tam looked slightly green as he nodded. “I’ve never felt 
anything like that before. I don’t know who their Shade is, but—” 

“She calls herself Umber,” Sophie told him. “But that’s all we 
know.” 

“Well, whoever she is, she’s doing some dark stuff—which I 
know sounds obvious, since she’s a Shade. But .. . those weren't 
normal shadows.” 

“They weren't,’ Sophie agreed. “She said they were different. 
And they kind of poured out of her hands, like they came from 
somewhere inside her.” 

Tam shivered. “I don’t know how that’s possible. But those 
creepy things wouldn’t obey any of my commands. I had to wrap 
my shadowvapor around them and control that—and when I 
finally pulled them free, they wouldn’t fade. They just . . . slithered 
away.” 

“Seriously, it was one of the freakiest things I’ve ever seen,” Dex 
said with a shudder. 


“Yeah, my Shade Mentor and I have a lot to talk about,” Tam 
mumbled. 

Sophie glanced at Elwin. “Fitz wont have any permanent 
damage, will he?” 

“It’s a little too early to tell about scars,” he admitted, pouring a 
second dose of the floral medicine into her mouth, “but I have 
everything else covered. We talked before I put him under, and he 
sounded good. Exhausted and weak, of course—and super worried 
about you. But his mind was sharp and his vitals were strong. He 
even convinced his mom and sister to go home and rest, so that 
should tell you something.” 

Sophie closed her eyes, repeating the words until they felt real. 
“Then why did you sedate him?” 

“I want to keep his pulse slow and steady for a bit, so I can run 
some tests on his heart—just to double-check a few things. Not 
because he’s in any danger. Plus, I needed to set his broken leg.” 

“Ts it a bad break?” She could still hear the horrible crack. 

“Unfortunately, yes. The bone split in three different places.” 
He let out a sigh. “But they were clean breaks, so the marrow 
regenerator should seal them pretty fast. Same goes for his 
cracked ribs. Then it’s just all the nerve and tissue damage from 
the force field, and—” 

“Uh, I don’t think this is making her feel better,’ Dex warned. 
And he was right. 

Every word was making it harder and harder to breathe. 

“He’s not in any pain,” Elwin assured her. “And by the time he 
wakes up, most of his injuries will be taken care of. The broken 
bones will take a few days, but everything else is easy, okay? I 
could put you out too, so youd just sleep through—” 

“No sedatives,” she told him. 


“I figured you were going to say that. You even fought me when 
I tried to knock you out before I worked on your hand and arm— 
and you weren't even conscious. That’s quite a talent.” 

She tried to smile, but... 

She couldn’t move her right arm. 

Or feel it at all. 

“It’s in there,” Elwin assured her when she scraped together the 
strength to lift her head enough to find a massive cocoon of silver 
bandages completely encasing her shoulder, arm, and hand. “And 
don’t worry, it’ll be good as new by the time I’m done. But ... it’s 
going to be a process—way more involved than what I had to do 
for Keefe after his sparring match with King Dimitar. What the 
Neverseen did to you...” 

His voice choked off, and his eyes turned shiny behind his 
glasses. And Dex and Tam both started blinking really hard. 

“That bad, huh?” she asked, forcing her lips into a wobbly 
smile. 

Elwin nodded. “Some of the breaks were clean. But some...” 

She squeezed her eyes shut, wishing it could block the 
memories of her knuckles shattering. 

“Can you really fix that?” she whispered. 

“I can,” he promised. “And I will. The Neverseen might be 
stepping up their game, but I can step up mine, too.” 

His tone had such a strange mix of anger, confidence, and 
exhaustion that it made her reach for him with her good hand. 

“Thank you,” she said, her voice thick and squeaky. “I don’t 
know where I'd be without you.” 

But she did know. 

She’d be dead. 

And so would Fitz. 


Elwin cleared his throat, squeezing her fingers back. “And to 
think, the first time you met me, you were afraid of me.” 

She had been—though it wasn’t because of anything he did. 
Several traumatic hospital stays during her years living with 
humans had left her terrified of doctors—and the needles and pain 
and scary beeping machines that always seemed to go with them. 

But Elwin was different—and not just because his treatments 
were gentle and he always wore funny glasses and silly tunics 
covered in colorful animals. 

After everything theyd been through together, Elwin... felt 
like family. 

“Well,” she told him, “now you're my favorite.” 

“You're mine, too. And it’s a good thing. Because we're going to 
be spending lots of time together. I set your bones as much as I 
could, but the shattered parts have a lot of missing pieces, which 
means a lot more marrow regenerator—and you can’t move any 
part of your arm or hand until everything’s sealed. That’s why I 
have you wrapped up like that. And even after the bandages come 
off, you won't be able to light leap for at least a couple more days, 
because breaking your body down would undo some of the 
recovery. So I told your parents to plan on at least a week before 
we can move you to Havenfield—that’s why they’re not here right 
now, in case you were wondering. They were by your side the 
whole time Tam and I were treating you. But since you didn’t 
seem to want to wake up, Edaline went to pack up your stuff. She 
figured you'd probably want something better to wear—though I 
think you look awesome.” 

That was when she realized she was wearing one of his tunics, 
with the right sleeve chopped off to accommodate her bandage. 
The blue fabric was decorated with eurypterids, but Sophie was 


far less disturbed by the idea of wearing sea scorpions than she 


was by the thought that someone had to have changed her into it, 
and she decided she didn’t want to know the who or when or 
where or how. 

She knew the why, and the rest was better left unanswered. 

“Edaline should be back pretty soon,” Elwin added. “And 
Sandor, Grady, and Alden went to talk to Magnate Leto about how 
to adjust the campus’s security while you’re staying here.” 

“Wait, I’m staying at Foxfire?” Sophie asked—then wanted to 
kick herself for focusing on such an unimportant detail when 
there was a much better question. “Sandor’s okay?” 

“Yep to both,” Elwin said, making her swallow a third dose of 
the floral medicine. “It’s going to be a Foxfire slumber party! And 
Sandor’s fine—he wasn’t exposed to the kind of shadows that you 
and Fitz were, so he just had a broken nose and some cuts and 
bruises.” 

“And a lot of rage,” Tam added. “Even Ro looked scared of him.” 

“Ro was here?” 

Actually, now that Sophie was thinking about it, she 
remembered a blue breeze swishing through her head and helping 
her sleep. “Was Keefe here too?” 

They’d discovered that if Keefe held her hand when she wasn’t 
wearing gloves, her enhancing allowed him to send rushes of 
energy into her mind that could affect her moods. 

“Tm sure he’s still around somewhere,” Elwin said, stopping her 
from sitting up to look and reminding her that she wasn’t 
supposed to move. 

Tam grinned. “Elwin made him wait out in the hall—and he 
was not happy about it.” 

“It was either that or strap him down to one of the cots so he'd 
stop all the frantic pacing,” Elwin explained, adjusting her pillow 


to prop her head up a little more. 


“I would've voted for that,’ Tam noted. 

Sophie sighed. 

Tam and Keefe had been feuding since the moment they'd met 
—even though they were so similar it was kind of hilarious. 

“T think Ro went with the others to talk to Magnate Leto,’ Dex 
added. 

“Are Grizel and Lovise with them too?” Sophie wondered, 
wishing she'd thought to ask about them sooner. 

“T don’t think so—but they’re both okay,” Dex promised. 

“I wouldn’t say they're okay,” Elwin argued. “They both have 
broken ribs, and Grizel has a few other hairline fractures. But 
instead of letting me treat them, Lovise gave her some sort of 
goblin battlefield remedy that’s supposed to boost her strength. 
Theyre both refusing to rest until the security's reorganized. 
Sandor’s even less happy about it than I am. He threatened to call 
their queen and ask her to order them back to Gildingham, but 
Grizel said if he did that, shed cover all of his weapons in Ro’s 
flesh-eating bacteria.” 

“And it’s not like Sandor’s letting you treat him, either,’ Tam 
added. “He didn’t even wipe the blood off his face.” 

“I know,” Dex said. “I can’t imagine being that tough.” 

“Um, you already are.” Sophie pointed to the giant bruise on his 
cheek, then to his left arm, which she could now see was 
supported by a golden sling. 

He tried to shrug—then winced. “It’s just a sprained shoulder.” 

“There’s no ‘just’ about that, Dex,” she said, reaching for him 
with her good hand. 

Tears blurred the room as her gloved fingers tangled with his. 

“If you hadn’t answered when I pressed my panic switch—or 


made it for me in the first place...” 


Dex cleared his throat. “I’m just glad you used it. Thank you for 
trusting me.” 

“Thank you for saving us.” 

He tightened his grip. And as the last fragments of space 
vanished between them, so did any lingering wisps of the 
awkwardness that had rattled their friendship after their epic fail 
of a kiss. 

“Uh... should I leave you guys alone?” Tam asked. 

Dex laughed, his dimples making a quick appearance. “Nope. 
We're good.” 

And the best part was: They really were. 

They were also safe—and Sophie clung to that word as hard as 
she clung to Dex. But then she realized... 

“Where’s Wylie?” She hated herself for not asking about him 
sooner. 

After everything Wylie had risked and how hard he’d fought, 
and— 

“He went home to protect his dad,’ Dex told her. 

“WHAT? Did the Neverseen—” 

“He’s just being cautious,’ Elwin assured her. “In case Gethen 
searched his mind during the attack and found out where he’s 
living.” 

Her heart stumbled. “I... didn’t even think about that.” 

“Don’t worry—the Black Swan’s on it,” Dex promised. “Blur and 
Wraith both went as backup, and Granite’s setting up somewhere 
for them to move to. In fact, I bet they’re already in their new 
place.” 

“Tm sure they are,’ Tam agreed. “Granite doesn’t mess around 
when it comes to Wylie. Or Prentice.” 

He definitely didn’t. 


Granite had adopted Wylie after Cyrah was killed, while 
Prentice was locked away in Exile—and didn’t seem to mind 
sharing fatherly responsibilities now that Prentice had been 
healed. 

But Sophie still felt ill. “How bad were Wylie’s injuries?” 

“Not bad at all,’ Elwin insisted. “Just some gashes and scrapes 
and bruises.” 

“How is that possible?” she asked. “He got flung across the 
desert in that explosion—and what was that, by the way?” 

“No idea,’ Tam admitted. “I’m guessing it has something to do 
with those weird shadows.” 

“Probably,” Sophie agreed. “I saw Umber swirl them with 
normal shadows before she attacked.” 

Tam tugged on his bangs, pulling them lower across his eyes. 
“Well. I need to talk to my Shade Mentor about it—which isn’t 
going to be fun, by the way. Lady Zillah is intense.” 

Elwin flashed a blue sphere around Sophie’s body. “That she is.” 

“You know her?” Tam asked. 

“Tve met her,” Elwin corrected. “And lets just say it was 
memorable. But she knows her stuff. In fact, would you mind 
sharing what she tells you? It might explain the anomalies I’m 
seeing—which aren't serious,” he added before Sophie could ask. 
“If I was worried, ld be tracking down every Shade I could find 
and dragging them here. Everythings good. I just don't 
understand why certain places look different.” 

“Different how?” 

Elwin sighed, rubbing his chin. “I don’t really know how to 
describe it. Usually, when I wrap something in light, it sharpens 
through my lenses. But right now, certain spots are... murky. I’m 
not worried, since it’s not affecting your vitals in any way. But I’d 


still love to understand it.” 


Sophie would too. “Which places is it affecting?” 

He pointed to her bandaged hand. Then to her forehead. Then 
to Fitz’s chest. 

All places that Umber’s creepy shadows had touched. 

But not everywhere they touched. 

“It’s not like that in my arm or shoulder?” Sophie verified, since 
she'd felt the darkness tear through both. 

“Nope. Just those three spots.” 

“And there are definitely no shadows there,” Tam promised, 
closing his eyes and waving his hand back and forth. “Td be able 
to feel them.” 

“Which is why it’s not a big deal,” Elwin added. 

Sophie wanted to believe him. But... 

“Umber made it sound like the shadows were changing us,” she 
whispered. 

“Yeah, but she said that when they were trying to scare Wylie 
into turning himself in,’ Dex reminded her, fidgeting with the 
strap of his sling. “I really thought he was going to.” 

“So did I.” And she had a feeling Wylie would have if the final 
attack he’d tried hadn’t worked. “Why was he with you?” 

“Total coincidence. I was at his house when the panic switch 
went off, and he insisted on helping. Then we got there and you 
were screaming and Gethen said Wylie’s name and... well... you 
know the rest.” 

She did. 

And she was trying hard not to relive it. 

“Why were you with Wylie in the first place?” Tam asked. “Linh 
had hailed him earlier to see if he wanted to meet up, and he said 
he was busy doing memory exercises with his dad.” 

“That’s what he was doing when I got there. I didn’t tell him I 


was coming. I just wanted to see what he thought of some of the 


stuff Luzia Vacker said at the Tribunal, since he’s a Flasher too.” 

“Luzia Vacker,’ Elwin repeated, scratching one of his cheeks. 
“Now, there’s a name I rarely hear. What'd she say?” 

“Nothing major. It just felt like she was giving really weak 
excuses for why she used to live at Everglen—like how she needed 
somewhere peaceful after a long day of bending the sun and stuff.” 

“That’s not as weak as it sounds,” Elwin told him. “Light has a 
weight to it—I never felt it until I manifested. And if I don’t take 
breaks from it, the constant pressure can really drag me down.” 

“That’s what Wylie said too,’ Dex admitted. “But that still 
doesn’t explain why she picked Everglen specifically. It gets dark 
everywhere, you know?” 

“But not always the same way,” Elwin corrected. “Some parts of 
the world have longer nights than others. And anywhere close to a 
human city gets a hint of their light pollution.” 

“It’s a thing,” Sophie agreed when she saw Tam and Dex’s 
confusion. “There are places where you can barely see the stars.” 

“So you didn’t think it seemed like Luzia was hiding 
something?” Dex asked her. 

“No, I totally did. Especially since she knew Vespera. Fitz and I 
were planning to search Everglen ourselves, to make sure the 


33 


Council doesn’t miss anything. But . . ? She glanced at her 
bandage cocoon. 

“I can do it,’ Tam offered. “I’m sure Biana would let me into the 
property. She’d probably even want help.” 

“Oh, let me know when yov’'re going,” Dex told him. “I want to 
look around too. Maybe I can even find somewhere to hide one of 
my stashes. Might be a good thing to have handy in case Alvar’s 
up to something.” 


“Since when do you have stashes?” Sophie had to ask. 


“Since Atlantis. I thought it might be good to make some 
gadgets that counteract the tricks we know the Neverseen always 
use, and I’ve been trying to hide them places we might need to use 
them.” 

“Smart, Sophie said, feeling equal parts impressed and 
ashamed. 

Shed spent weeks stressing about how little they were 
accomplishing, and Dex had used that same time to build secret 
weapon stashes? 

“The only problem is, unless I hide a stash everywhere, it takes 
too long to leap to one and find all the stuff I hid,” he admitted. 
“That’s why it took me so long to get to you. Well, that and I 
wasted time trying to talk Wylie out of coming. If wed gotten 
there sooner...” 

Sophie shook her head. “Don’t do that. You came as fast as you 
could. And you got us out of there alive—that’s all that matters.” 

“I agree,’ a familiar voice said from the direction of the 
doorway. “You kids did exactly the right thing.” 

Sophie craned her neck, expecting to see Mr. Forkle shuffling 
toward her. Instead, it was Magnate Leto—which was the same 
thing, of course. But his heavily gelled black hair and sharper 
features always made him seem more intimidating than his pudgy 
alter ego. 

Alden was right behind him, along with... 

“Grady.” She could barely sneak the word past all the emotions 
closing off her throat as her adoptive father closed the distance 
between them and pulled her into a hug. 

“Hey, kiddo,” he whispered, his voice as thick and crackly as 
hers. “How are you feeling?” 


“Tm okay,’ she promised. “You know... all things considered.” 


He kissed her cheek and leaned back to study her, and her heart 
cracked a little when she saw the shadows around his blue eyes. 
Worry lines creased his handsome features, and his blond hair 
looked like he’d spent hours tearing his hands through it. 

“Tm sorry for worrying you,’ she whispered. 

He shook his head and kissed her cheek again. “You have 
nothing to apologize for.” 

“We're the ones who should be apologizing,’ Alden added as he 
crossed to the other side of the room, and Sophie had to work up 
the courage to let her gaze follow. 

Until that moment, she hadn’t actually seen Fitz’s injuries. But 
now... 

Well. 

At least he looked peaceful. 

His eyes were closed. Features relaxed. But his skin looked 
clammy and pale. And his whole torso was wrapped in thick silver 
bandages. His arms were peppered with dark purple bruises. And 
his left leg was propped up on a mountain of pillows and 
cocooned in more silver bandages from the middle of his thigh to 
the tips of his toes. 

“I never should’ve let you go after him alone, Sophie,” Alden 
murmured, brushing the hair off Fitz’s forehead. 

“She wasn’t alone,’ Sandor growled from the doorway. 

He stomped into the room, and Sophie couldn’t help wincing 
when she saw the dried blood still crusting his lips and cheeks. 
His usually flat nose had swollen into a mound that reminded her 
of cauliflower, and his chest and arms were scratched and bruised. 
But it was the sorrow in his eyes that cracked her chest wide open. 

“This wasn’t your fault—” 


“Yes, it was, Miss Foster. You’re my charge. My responsibility 
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“But I’m the one who knocked you out with my inflicting,” she 


argued. “I didn’t even think to use the throwing star I was holding 
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“It never should’ve fallen on you to protect us! I let them get 
close enough to obscure our sight with their shadows. I failed to 
detect their presence.” 

“Grizel didn’t sense them either,’ Grady reminded him gently. 
“And despite what Ro kept claiming, there’s no guarantee that she 
could’ve scented them any earlier.” 

“She might have,” Sandor mumbled. 

The fact that he would acknowledge even the slightest 
possibility that an ogre could do anything superior to him worried 
Sophie way more than the brownish red crusting his skin. 

She wondered if Magnate Leto was feeling the same way, 
because he removed a handkerchief from his cape pocket and 
grabbed an elixir from one of the shelves, soaking the cloth in the 
green liquid before he handed it to Sandor. 

“T realize there’s nothing I can say to convince you not to hold 
yourself accountable,” he said quietly. “And in many ways, that 
dedication is what makes you an excellent bodyguard. But if you 
let them get in your head, you’re helping them accomplish what 
they intended today. The Neverseen want us scrambling and 
afraid, doubting ourselves and changing all of our protocols—” 


1}? 


“We should be changing our protocols!” Sandor growled. “We 
should be changing everything!” 

“Tm not saying adjustments won’t need to be made,” Magnate 
Leto clarified. “But don’t let that make you forget that today was a 
victory. Not a perfect one, no. But in the end, the Neverseen still 
fled empty-handed, and everyone they attacked will make a full 


recovery.” 


“And you're the reason they fled,’ Sophie reminded Sandor. 
“They saw you charging for them and knew they'd be dead if Ruy 
couldn’t shield them.” 

Sandor squeezed the cloth so hard, green drops splattered his 
feet. “Letting them get away only means I’ve given them a chance 
to come after you again!” 

“But you'll be better prepared when they do,’ Magnate Leto 
assured him. “We all will.” 

Sandor shook his head, and his gray eyes were brimming with 
tears as he made his way to Sophie’s side and studied her 
bandages. “I’m sorry I failed you, Miss Foster.” 

“You didn’t—” 

“Yes, I did. But”—he took a long, heaving breath—“it’s never 
going to happen again.” 


Dip DD. 


“It won't,’ Magnate Leto agreed. “Were going to learn from 
this attack and be ready for whatever the Neverseen might be 
planning next.” 

“Tm sure you will,” Sandor told him, his voice squeakier than 
ever. “But... that’s not what I meant.” 

The tears in his eyes finally spilled over, carving trails through 
the dried blood as he turned back to Sophie. “I meant that you 
need a bodyguard who’s capable of protecting you. So I’m going to 


ask Queen Hylda to reassign me.” 
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No!” SOPHIE LUNGED TO GRAB Sandor’s arm with her 
unbandaged hand, ignoring the pain that tore through her 
wounded shoulder in the process. “I dont want another 
bodyguard. I want you.” 

Her fingers only wrapped about a quarter of the way around his 
massive forearm, so he could’ve easily pulled away. But thankfully, 
he stayed. 

“I appreciate the sentiment,” he said quietly, staring at where 
her fingers rested on his skin. “But ‘want’ should never be a factor 
in these kinds of matters. What you need is someone who hasn't 
failed you—time and again.” 

“No, what I need is someone I trust,” Sophie argued. 

His gaze shifted to her cast, and he pulled his arm free of her 
grasp. “Your trust is misplaced.” 

“You don’t get to decide that! I do. And I know you did 
everything you could possibly do to protect me. Everything.” 

“Exactly,” he said, finally using the handkerchief to clean the 
blood off his face—scrubbing so hard it looked painful. “My 
methods failed. I was useless to you, and Fitz and . . . everyone 
else.” 

The tiny hesitation made her wonder if hed been about to say 
“Grizel.” And if he had been, maybe that’s what this was really 


about. 


Maybe watching the female he loved get brutally attacked was 
enough to make him want a safer assignment. 

“If guarding me is too dangerous,” she said, “I get it. I want you 
and Grizel to be happy.” 

“Grizel has nothing to do with this,” Sandor insisted. “As far I 
know, she has no plans to leave her position. And she currently 
has no idea I’ll be requesting reassignment. It’s not a decision that 
involves her.” 

“Pretty sure she'd disagree with you on that,” Grady warned. 

“Im sure she would,’ Sandor agreed. “But the point I was 
trying to make is that I would never put any personal attachment 
ahead of my responsibilities. I simply want what’s best for Miss 
Foster.” 

“Then stay,” Sophie told him. “Please.” 

She hadn’t asked for a bodyguard—and she hadn’t always 
enjoyed having an overprotective goblin following her everywhere. 
But she couldn’t imagine it being anyone other than Sandor. 

“Please,” she said again, not caring how desperate she sounded. 
“I can’t do this without you.” 

Sandor sighed, staring at the handkerchief now soaked with his 
blood. “The oath I swore promises to place the needs of my charge 
above anything else. And that includes putting your need for 
safety above our friendship.” 

“But I am safe with you.” 

“If that were true, you wouldn’t be bruised and broken and 
facing a very lengthy recovery after barely surviving the latest 
attempt on your life.” He turned to Grady. “Surely you agree that 
your daughter deserves better.” 

“She does,” Grady said, holding up his hands to stop Sophie 
from shouting at him. “She deserves to not have a group of villains 


constantly trying to kill her. She deserves to feel safe regardless of 


where she is or who she’s with. But since neither of those are 
possible at the moment, she deserves a bodyguard who’s fearless 
and loyal, someone she trusts with her life. And that’s you.” 

“See?” Sophie said. “No one’s blaming you for what happened.” 

“You should be!” 

“But were not, Sophie insisted. “So please don’t blame 
yourself. And please don’t leave. You can make any other changes 
you want to my security. Just ... not that. I promise, I'll follow any 
rules you want me to. I’ll even promise I won't sneak off without 
you.” 

Alden huffed a small laugh. “You should take that deal, Sandor. 
It’s the bargain of the century.” 

“Seriously,” Grady agreed. “Can I get in on that?” 

Sophie shook her head. “It’s just for Sandor—and it doesn’t 
apply to any replacement bodyguards. In fact, I’ll go out of my way 
to make their job impossible.” 
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“No, you won't,’ Sandor told her. “You're much too smart to 
resort to such reckless behavior.” 

Sophie’s eyebrows shot up. “You sure about that? You’ve seen 
how much time I spend with Keefe.” 

“TIl give her some pointers, too,’ Tam volunteered. “I picked up 
lots of tricks at Exillium.” 

“And I have lots of prank elixirs,” Dex added. 

“How many weeks do you think the new guard would last 
before they'd run screaming back to Gildingham?” Tam wondered. 

“I doubt they’d last days,’ Sophie told him. “Especially if Keefe 
and Ro join in the torment.” 

Sandor’s sigh had a definite snarl. “I’m trying to help—can’t 
you see that? You need someone with a fresh approach to your 


security—someone with different strengths and new ideas and—” 


“Okay,” Sophie jumped in. “If that’s what I need, then... bring 
them in too.” 

“You mean youd have two bodyguards,’ Magnate Leto 
clarified. 

Sophie nodded. 

The thought of two overprotective goblins shadowing her every 
move made her want to shout Never mind—just kidding! 

But... 

“If itd make Sandor stay, itd be worth it,” she said, before she 
could change her mind. She glanced at Sandor. “What do you 
think?” 

“Tm sure your queen would be more than willing to provide you 
with a backup, considering the circumstances,’ Magnate Leto 
added when Sandor didn’t respond. 

Sandor pinched the bridge of his swollen nose. 

“You know it’s a good idea,’ Sophie pressed. “I can see it in 
your eyes. You just don’t want to admit it.” 

“No, I want to make sure it would actually be beneficial,” he 
argued. “More doesn’t always mean better.” 

“If anyone could arrange an effective security team,” Magnate 
Leto said, “it’s you. And I can see many advantages.” 

“So can I,” Alden agreed. “I’m sure Fitz would even understand 
if you wanted it to be Grizel—” 
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“I wouldn't,” Sandor interrupted. “Grizel is ... distracting.” 
“Then ask for anyone you want,’ Sophie told him. “Make it 
someone you hate—I don’t care.” 
He looked away, and she could feel the rejection coming. 
“Please,” she whispered. “Don’t let the Neverseen take away 
another person I care about.” 
Sandor’s eyes welled up again. “I care about you too, Miss 


Foster. More than I should. That’s why I can’t trust myself to make 


this decision.” 

“Then talk to your team,” Grady told him. “Sophie’s safe here. 
Why don’t you go find Grizel and Lovise? See what they think.” 

“But I wouldn’t recommend telling Grizel you were planning to 
request reassignment without consulting her,” Alden warned. 

“Or that you find her distracting,’ Grady added. “I’m sure she'd 
have some thoughts about that.” 

“Very loud ones,” Alden agreed. 

“And more punishments,” Sandor muttered under his breath. 


“But I suppose it would be wise to get their insights. You're sure 
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“No one’s getting anywhere near Sophie right now,” Grady 
assured him. “Take as long as you need.” 

“But you have to promise you won't go to Queen Hylda without 
telling me,” Sophie added as he headed for the door and she 
realized he could choose to never come back, and there'd be 
nothing she could do to stop him. 

Sandor glanced at her over his shoulder, and she watched his 
gaze trace over her bandaged arm again. “I would never leave 
without saying goodbye, Miss Foster.” 

It wasn't the vow she'd been looking for. 

But it was all he said before he was gone. 

“Think we convinced him?” Sophie asked. 

“I hope so, kiddo.” Grady brushed a hand down her cheek, 
smudging away a tear she hadn’t realized was there. “But it’s hard 
to say. Guilt makes us do funny things.” 

“It does indeed,” Magnate Leto said quietly. 

His eyes glazed, and there was such sorrow in his features that 
Sophie had a feeling he was thinking of a lonely Wanderling 
growing on a hillside in Norway. But when he blinked, he was 


back to being Foxfire’s principal. 


“If youre up for it,” he told Sophie, “Pd love to hear your 
account of the attack, so I can better determine how to arrange 
campus security.” 

“Take this first,’ Elwin told her, pressing yet another vial 
against her lips. 

Shed expected it to be the same floral medicine hed been 
giving her. But this was thicker and slimier and tasted like burnt 
toast. 

“Thats to undo any damage you might've caused when you 
lunged for Sandor like that,” he explained. 

“Sorry,” Sophie mumbled. “I couldn’t let him walk away.” 

“I know. But you're at a really crucial stage right now. So no 
more moving, okay?” 

Sophie promised, and he helped her get better situated against 
her pillows before he told Magnate Leto, “She’s all yours. But try 
to keep it quick.” 

Magnate Leto sat on the empty cot next to Sophie’s. “It will be. 
Sandor already filled me in on everything he remembered about 
the attack—as did Wylie. Pm just hoping Miss Foster can fill in 
any final gaps.” 

“While they talk,’ Grady said to Elwin, “I have a few questions 
about Sophie’s treatment. Is it okay if we discuss them out in the 
hall?” 

Sophie was about to argue that anything they were going to say 
about her should be said in front of her, when she realized that 
Grady was probably trying to get Elwin out of the room so 
Magnate Leto could talk more freely. Elwin didn’t know that 
Magnate Leto was one of Mr. Forkle’s alternate identities, and he 
might guess the secret if he heard Sophie telling him too much— 
or if he saw Magnate Leto searching her memories, since only Mr. 


Forkle and Fitz could sneak past her mental blocking. 


Sure enough, as soon as Grady and Elwin had left the room, 
Magnate Leto asked permission to slip into her consciousness. 

“Is it okay if I watch what you show him?” Alden asked. 

“Sure, but... some of it isn’t pretty,” Sophie warned. 

Alden took a long look at his son. “I have no doubt of that.” 

He reached for Magnate Leto’s temples, and Magnate Leto 
reached for Sophie’s, and both of them closed their eyes as Sophie 
replayed the attack. Halfway through, their hands were shaking. 
Then their breathing turned ragged. And when they finally pulled 
away, their eyes were wet. 

Alden stumbled away, and Sophie figured he was heading back 
to his son. Instead he threw his arms around Dex, and Sophie 
wanted to laugh at the stunned look on Dex’s face. But it felt a lot 
less funny when Alden kept whispering, “Thank you for saving my 
son.” 

He pulled Tam into the hug too. 

“Well,” Magnate Leto said, clearing the catch from his throat, 
“obviously there is much to say. This was ...a far closer call than I 
realized. But for now, it’s probably best if we try to focus on what 
we can learn. For instance, it appears they know your're an 
Enhancer—or they suspect it, anyway. I’m surprised Gethen didn’t 
pry your gloves off and test his theory.” 

“That could mean he’s assuming the ability is something else,” 
Alden suggested, finally letting Tam and Dex go. “He might think 
she’s an Empath.” 

“How many Empaths wear gloves?” Dex countered. 

“All I know is, I do not want to find out what Umber can do 
with a Sophie boost,’ Tam said quietly—and everyone shuddered. 

“Agreed,” Magnate Leto said. “Clearly we need to find a way to 
give Miss Foster more control over the ability. Weren’t you 


working on a gadget along those lines, Mr. Dizznee?” 


Dex looked anywhere but at Sophie when he mumbled, “I made 
a prototype. But the concept... wasn’t right.” 

Tam narrowed his eyes. “Why are you blushing?” 

“Tm not,’ Dex argued—too loud and too fast. 

“So are you,” Tam said to Sophie. 

She turned her face away. “Like Dex said. The concept wasn’t 
right.” 

The gadgets themselves had worked pretty well: two tiny 
microtransmitters that put nonreactive force fields around her 
hands. But... hed chosen to camouflage them with crush cuffs, 
and it had led to the most awkward conversation in the history of 
the world. 

“TIl try something else,’ Dex promised. 

“Make it your top priority,’ Magnate Leto told him. 

“Even over the caches?” Dex asked. 

“Definitely,” Alden said, running a hand down his face. 
“Apparently the caches are fake.” 

Tam’s eyebrows shot up. 

“How could they... ?” Dex said, sinking onto one of the empty 
cots. “Actually? That explains a lot.” 

“I know,’ Sophie admitted, not sure what made her sicker: 
thinking about how many months they'd wasted trying to learn 
something useful from the fakes, or the fact that they'd been 
counting on the caches to become a huge lead. 

“It’s okay to hate me,” Keefe said from the doorway. 

He looked rumpled and pale and like he couldn’t decide if he 
wanted to cry or punch someone. 

Or maybe he really wanted to punch himself. 

He tore his hands through his hair, destroying what was left of 
his careful style. “That was the one thing I thought I did right. But 


I guess I messed it up—and don’t try to make me feel better, 
Foster. You know I don’t deserve it.” 

“Oh joy, it’s going to be a long night of sulky-boy angst,” Ro 
groaned as she shoved Keefe aside and stomped into the room. 
“Quick, who wants to trade jobs with me?” 

Keefe ignored her, tilting his head back and staring at the 
ceiling. “Fintan’s good. His emotions always felt normal when I 
asked about the caches. A little nervous. A little suspicious. 
Exactly the way he would’ve felt if they were real.” 

“You're not the only one he fooled,” Magnate Leto reminded 
him. “Bronte’s been working with Fintan on the caches for weeks, 
and he hasn’t noticed anything strange.” 

“Neither have I,” Dex admitted. 

“Wait,” Sophie said, wishing she could sit up more. Her lounge- 
y position wasn’t great for thinking, especially after taking so 
much medicine. 

“Since Fintan knew the caches weren't real when he made that 
bargain with the Council,” she said slowly, “that voids their 
agreement, right?” 

Magnate Leto frowned. “There isn’t any sort of official contract 
—and telling Fintan we’ve discovered his lie will only give him a 
good laugh.” 

Sophie was sure it would. 

“But the Council’s been going along with all of his demands 
because they thought he was cooperating, right?” she asked. “So 
now they can move him somewhere miserable and make him meet 
with as many Telepaths as it takes to find out what he’s hiding.” 

“I suppose it’s worth considering,’ Magnate Leto told her. 
“But... I also fear it may cause the Council to ask about Kenric’s 
cache. And as I’m sure you know, if they discover that’s fake, there 


will be consequences.” 


There definitely would be. 

Sophie had sworn to protect Kenric’s cache with her life. 

“No need to look so nervous,” he assured her. “These kinds of 
challenges can always be managed. But part of that involves risk 
assessment. And speaking with Fintan doesn’t seem worth the 
risk of cluing the Council in to our deception about Kenric’s cache 
—for all the reasons that you and I have discussed many times, 
and for the added fact that if the Councillors did agree to the 
meeting, the best Telepaths for the job are currently confined to 
this room for at least a week, with bed rest at home to follow—” 

“Whoa, back it up there,” Ro jumped in. “Did you just say that 
Sophie and the pretty boy are staying here for a week? Together?” 

“He did,” Elwin said, striding back into the room along with 
Grady. “Neither of them can light leap until their bones are 
completely healed. So they’re stuck with me.” 

Tam grinned at Sophie. “I’m guessing that’s news to you?” 

It really was. 

She probably should’ve assumed that Fitz wouldn't be able to 
go anywhere with his leg wrapped up. But her mind hadn’t made 
the connection. And now that it had... 

A week was a very long time. 

And the room was a very small space. 

Ro elbowed Keefe. “Nothing you want to say about this, Lord 
Hunkyhair?” 

Any other time, Keefe would’ve already made five different 
Fitzphie jokes. But he didn’t respond—even when Ro told him she 
was going to start calling him “Lord Funkyhair.” 

“Seriously, Keefe,” Sophie told him. “Don’t beat yourself up 
about the caches. We’ll figure something out.” 


“We will,” Magnate Leto agreed. 


“Tomorrow,” Elwin clarified, snapping his fingers and forming 
another orange orb around Sophie’s arm. “Right now, I need to 
give Sophie a dose of a much stronger marrow regenerator, and 
it’s going to make her pretty sleepy.” 

“Then there’s one more thing we need to discuss first,” 
Magnate Leto told him, placing a hand on Sophie’s good shoulder 
to help her focus. “Gethen claimed the Neverseen can find you 
anytime, anywhere. That implies they have some sort of tracking 
device. Any idea what it could be?” 

She traced a gloved finger along her choker-style necklace. 
“Could they have hacked my registry feed?” 

Grady shook his head. “Your feed is being scrambled. Same as 
all of your friends. The Council agreed to let us, after Atlantis. We 
thought itd prevent something like this from happening. But 
clearly we were wrong—and it made it so we couldn't track any of 
you after Dex and Wylie left.” 

“Has anyone given you anything that you keep with you all the 
time?” Magnate Leto asked. 

“Not unless you count my Cognate rings.” 

“It couldn’t be them,” Alden jumped in. “I’ve known the jeweler 
Fitz bought them from for decades.” 

“Yeah, well I was planning a wedding for Brant and Jolie,” 
Grady reminded him, “so sometimes people aren’t who we think 
they are.” 

Sophie wished he were standing closer so she could hug him. 

“I suppose you're right, my friend,” Alden said quietly. “Much 
as I hate to turn paranoid, past experience has proven that trust 
can be misguided. We should test Sophie’s rings before we rule 
them out.” 

Keefe sighed. “Don’t waste your time.” 

“Why not?” Sophie asked. 


“Because Fitz never makes those kinds of mistakes. That’s my 
specialty.” 

“I think we're going to need a little more explanation than 
that,” Magnate Leto told him. 

“I know. It’s just...” Keefe’s eyes shifted to Sophie, and he 
looked like the Most Miserable Boy in the Universe. “If you didn’t 
hate me before, you're definitely going to hate me for this.” 

“Will you please stop worrying about that?” she asked. “I’m 
never going to hate you.” 

“You should.” He trudged over and snatched the chain for the 
ruined monocle pendant she hadn’t realized she was still wearing. 

He pulled hard, snapping the clasp and holding it out to 
Magnate Leto. “Test this. I bet anything you'll find it’s a tracker.” 
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UNFORTUNATELY, KEEFE WAS RIGHT. 

Elwin coated the necklace with reveldust—a special spore that 
could detect the presence of ogre enzymes—and the second the 
powder touched the dark metal, the pendant glowed bright pink. 

So did Keefe’s hand. 

And parts of Sophie’s chest, neck, and glove. 

Elwin even spotted pin-size holes along the pendant’s edge, 
housing microscopic colonies of whichever bacteria secreted the 
enzyme. 

“I thought something was only a tracker if it glowed red,” Dex 
argued. 

Keefe shook his head. “Red means aromark, which doubles as a 
tracker because it’s a homing device for ogre weaponry. Green 
would be a basic tracker. Pink is... I don’t know—but if it’s there, 
it can’t be good.” 

He kicked the nearest cot so hard it made everyone wince. 

Ro rumpled his hair. “Listen to my little elf boy, sounding all 
knowledgeable about microbiology and stuff! I’ve never been so 
proud.” 

Keefe didn’t bother to respond. 

“So what does pink mean?” Magnate Leto asked. 

“And please tell me there’s a way to remove it without having to 


melt off my skin,” Sophie added. 


That was the only way to remove aromark. The process didn’t 
hurt, thanks to numbing balms and elixirs. But it was still one of 
the freakiest things she’d ever endured. 

“Pink means it’s ethreium,’ Ro told her, “which is another 
enzyme for tracking. We don’t use it as often, because it’s weaker. 
But it’s also odorless. That’s why I didn’t detect it.” Her eyes 
dropped to her feet as she added, “Sorry about that.” 

“You don’t need to apologize,’ Sophie promised. 

“I kinda do. I trained with some of the ogres who've defected, 
and one of them... This is the kind of trick he’d pull. I should’ve 
realized he wouldn’t have betrayed my father unless he was all in. 
Cad always wanted to be a leader.” 

“Cad?” Sophie repeated. 

Ro nodded. “His full name is Cadfael. He was a Mercadir, and 
he always resented that the title didn’t give him any actual power. 
I’m sure that’s why he defected—taking his chance to prove he 
should be in charge without having to openly challenge my father 
in a spar.” 

“Sounds like you knew him well,” Alden noted. 

“Like I said, we trained together. And since we had similar 
strengths, we were often paired up.” She reached for her forehead, 
trailing a claw across her tattoos—then seemed to realize 
everyone was watching her. “I’ll have no problem killing him, if 
that’s what you’re worried about. A traitor’s a traitor. And with 
Cad... I almost hope I face him before this is all over.” 

“Can you think of anything else he might help them plan?” 
Grady asked. 

“It all depends on what resources he has access to.” 

“T think it’s safe to assume the Neverseen will acquire anything 
he needs,” Magnate Leto told her. 


“Probably. Cad was always a bragger. I’m sure he’s convinced 
them he’s an expert on everything. Pll have to talk to my father— 
and I'll tell him to send over some voracillius when I do. That’s 
how you get rid of ethreium.” She pointed to the pink glow on 
Sophie’s chest, which was already fading. “Mind you, I think an 
epic round of skin melting sounds like something we could all use 
right now. But if you’re not with me on that, all you need to do is 
spread some voracillius on there and let them gobble up the 
ethreium like candy. Then you just wash it away.” 

“We should probably sweep the campus,” Magnate Leto added. 
“Make sure the ethreium hasn’t spread.” 

“TIl ask Lady Cadence to send over more reveldust,” Elwin said, 
heading for his office. 

“Have her send enough to cover Havenfield, too,” Grady called 
after him. 

“And Everglen,’ Alden added. “And we should probably dust 
everywhere Sophie’s recently been.” 

Tam barked a sharp laugh. “Then add my parents’ house to the 
list! We went to Choralmere after we found Alvar—and my dad is 
going to freak when he finds out you’re going to sprinkle ogre 
spores all over his precious stuff. Can I please be there when you 
do it?” 

His smile was downright wicked—and Sophie didn’t blame him 
one bit. 

Quan and Mai Song weren't as horrible as Keefe’s parents—but 
they ran a close second. They'd chosen to protect their reputations 
instead of standing up to the Council when they banished Linh for 
causing so many floods. And even before that, they'd tried to force 
Tam and Linh to lie about their ages to hide the fact that they 


were twins. 


“Wait,” Dex said, fishing his own monocle pendant out from 
under his tunic. “Does this mean all of our necklaces are 
contaminated?” 

Sophie shook her head. “No. Mine is... different.” 

“You don’t have to cover for me,” Keefe told her before turning 
to Magnate Leto. “That’s my pendant. Alvar ripped hers off her 


neck and gave it to Brant, who tried to make me burn her with it 
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“And you didn't,’ Sophie reminded him. “You helped me 
escape.” 

“This was the day he stole Kenric’s cache and used it to join the 
Neverseen?” Grady verified. 

Keefe kicked the cot again. “Yep. They took my pendant too. 
And I thought I was being all smooth by stealing it back and 
giving it to Foster when I snuck into Foxfire.” 

“Youre talking about the day you followed the Neverseen’s 
order to set off a shock wave in Magnate Leto’s office—and left 
Sophie curled up in a ball on the floor, covered in broken glass?” 
Grady asked. 

“He gave me his cloak to protect me,” Sophie reminded him. 
But she had a feeling Grady would be going back to calling Keefe 
That Boy, like he had the whole time Keefe was playing double 
agent with the Neverseen. 

“You don’t have to tell me I’m a jerk,’ Keefe mumbled. “I 
already know.” 

“Keefe—” 

“Save your pep talk, Foster. Grady’s right to be mad. This is my 
fault. I ran off, thinking I could fix everything myself. I stole your 
cache—and then brought back a fake instead. I gave you the 
tracker they used to find you. And my mom sent them there to 


mess you up. Oh, and let’s not forget that she did it to scare you 


into cooperating, because she wants you to be useful to me—and 
then I wasn’t even there to help you fight, because I promised 
Alden...” 

“Promised Alden what?” Sophie asked, glancing between the 
two of them. 

Keefe shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.” 

“Kinda sounds like it does,” she pressed. 

But Alden was staring at his injured son, and Keefe was kicking 
the cot harder and harder and harder, so she decided to let it go— 
for the moment. Instead she reminded Keefe, “If youd been there, 
the only thing that'd be different right now is that Elwin would 
have another patient.” 

“And there’s no guarantee I would’ve saved you,’ Tam added 
with a smirk. 

“I wouldn't blame you if you hadn't,’ Keefe muttered. 

“Stop, Sophie told him. “Seriously.” 

“I am serious! Don’t you get it? I’m as toxic as Umber’s freaky 
shadows. That’s my legacy.” 

The last word felt huge, like the letters were slowly squeezing 
all the air out of the room. 

It was the word Lady Gisela used to hint at whatever creepy 
plans she had for Keefe’s future—and every reckless decision he’d 
made over the last year was all part of his desperate attempt to 
relieve the shame and fear that were eating him up inside. That 
was the problem with guilt. If it didn’t fracture his sanity, it could 
send him spiraling down a very dangerous path, and Sophie 
refused to let either disaster happen. 
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“Hey, she said, offering him her gloved left hand. 
When he didn’t take it, she turned to Magnate Leto. “Can we 


have a few minutes?” 


“On it,” Ro jumped in. “Everybody out! Lord Funkyhair needs a 
pep talk.” 

“No, I don't,” Keefe snapped back. 

Ro rolled her eyes and hauled him over to the cot next to 
Sophie’s, muttering about moody boys as she forced him to sit. 
Then she herded Magnate Leto and Alden out of the Healing 
Center and went back for Tam and Dex. 

“I forgot to say,” Keefe called after them, “thanks. For helping 
her. And Fitz.” 

Dex shrugged with his good shoulder. “Wylie did most of it.” 

“He wouldn't have been there without you,’ Keefe reminded 
him before his eyes shifted to Tam. “And if you hadn’t rushed 
over...” 

“Well,” Tam said, fidgeting with his cape. “I guess that’s why 
were a team. We each have our part.” 

“Too bad I’m stuck being the designated loser,’ Keefe said 
under his breath. 

“Ugh—this is why you need a pep talk,” Ro grumbled as she 
shoved the other boys out of the room. 

Elwin locked his knees when she came after him. “Hang on. 
Sophie really needs to take her medicine now.” 

“TIl give you three seconds,” Ro told him, dragging Grady out 
instead. 

“Yeah, well Im going to need a few more than that,” Elwin 
argued as he grabbed a bottle of orange liquid and held it to 
Sophie’s lips. “Try to down this in one go—and plug your nose.” 

Sophie did as he asked. But she still got a taste of something 
that reminded her way too much of the way sasquatches smelled. 

“Ugh, what’s in that? Actually, never mind. I don’t think I want 


to know.” 


“You don’t. Here, this will help.’ He handed her what looked 
like a hard candy wrapped in silver paper—but the thing inside 
was black and squishy and looked frighteningly like a dead bug. 

“Just trust me,” Elwin told her. 

That would’ve been a whole lot easier to do if Elwin hadn’t 
been notorious for picking revolting flavors for the DNA panels 
on the Foxfire lockers. But even bug guts would probably still be 
better than liquid sasquatch, so she took a tiny bite and... 

“Oh! It’s like a snickerdoodle.” 

“Okay, I don’t know what a snickerdoodle is or why anyone 
would want to eat something called that,’ Ro said, hooking her 
arm around Elwin’s elbow and hauling him toward the door, “but 
she took her medicine and your three seconds are up. So out with 
you! My boy needs a good, long talking-to.” 

“Better talk fast then, Sophie,’ Elwin called over his shoulder. 
“The drowsiness will set in pretty soon.” 

Ro looked like she wished she could carry Fitz out too, even 
though he was still sedated. Instead, she told Keefe, “It’s time to 
listen to your girl. No arguing—she’s smarter than you. And 
remember what you and I have talked about.” 

“What have you and Ro talked about?” Sophie asked as Ro 
closed the Healing Center door. 

“It doesn’t matter,” he told his feet. 

Sophie sighed, wondering how many things he was hiding from 
her. 

“Look at me, Keefe.” 

She had to repeat the command two more times before he 
turned to face her—and when their eyes met, she caught a glimpse 
of the terrified, broken boy he always tried to hide behind bravado 
and pranks. 


“Do you trust me?” she asked. 


“Of course I do—that’s not the problem.” 

“Yes, it is. If you trusted me, youd know Id never hold 
something like this against you.” 

“You should.” He pointed to her cocoon of bandages. 

“Um, are you living a double life as a creepy Shade? Because 
that’s who messed me up.” 

Keefe stood, turning his back to her so he could kick the cot 
again. “Umber wouldn't have been able to find you if I hadn’t 
given you that pendant. Just like the day the Neverseen broke 
Silveny’s wing because of the Sencen crest I was wearing.” 

“And you know what both of those things have in common?” 
Sophie asked. “You had no idea that the Neverseen were 
manipulating you.” 

“Yeah, well I should’ve figured it out. Or I should’ve—” 

“Don't go down that road, Keefe. It doesn’t lead anywhere good. 
Trust me, I know. If I let myself take that journey, I’d be sitting 
here thinking about the fact that if I hadn’t hit my panic switch, 
Dex’s arm wouldn't be in a sling. And if you’d been the one to go 
talk to Fitz after the Tribunal instead of me, he wouldn't have a 
broken leg and cracked ribs. And if I hadn’t let you guys come 
with me to Nightfall, Biana wouldn’t—” 

“Uh, you didn’t let us come,” he reminded her. “We chose to. 
Just like Dex chose to make you that panic switch—and he 
wouldn’t have done that if he didn’t want you to use it. And trust 
me, you were the only one Fitz wanted going after him yesterday.” 

She highly doubted that, but... 

“Even if you're right, nothing will change the fact that if Fitz 
hadn’t found me that day in the Natural History Museum—or if 
he’d decided my weird eyes meant I couldn’t be an elf and leaped 
away—all of the bad things from the last few years wouldn't have 


happened. Kenric. Calla. Mr. For—” 


“That’s not true. The Black Swan wanted Fitz to find you. They 
sent Alden that newspaper article, didn’t they? If that hadn't 
worked, they would’ve found another way to get you to the Lost 
Cities. You're their moonlark.” 

“Exactly. I’m the moonlark. You realize what that means, 
right?” She hugged herself with her free arm and sank deeper into 
her pillows. “Everything about this mess comes back to me. Good 
or bad—right or wrong—I’m a part of it. And no matter how hard 
I try to protect the people I care about, someone always seems to 
get hurt.” 

Including herself. But that was easier to live with. 

“So... Pm learning to focus on the things I can control,” she 
told him quietly. “Like who I blame. And who I trust. And who I 
want by my side—even if it means asking those people to risk 
their lives.” 

Like she'd just done with Sandor. 

Part of her couldn't believe she'd done that—especially while he 
was standing there battered and bloody. She should’ve let him 
move on to a safer assignment. But... she couldn't let him go. 

“The Neverseen don’t get to control who I care about,” she told 
Keefe. “And neither do you. Even when you make mistakes, that 
doesn’t change how I feel about you—and you’re an Empath. You 
know I’m not just saying that.” 

Keefe’s laugh sounded more like a sigh. “Trust me, Foster, if I 
could understand your feelings, life would be way easier.” 

“Okay, then remember this: Your mom’s trying to get in your 
head. She wants you to feel like nothing you do will ever be good 
enough so you'll finally give up and decide to cooperate.” 

“Psh—she doesn’t need me to cooperate. I fall for her tricks 


i 33 
every time. 


“We all fall for her tricks,’ she argued, the words blurred by a 
yawn. 

Elwin’s medicine must’ve been starting to kick in, but she 
shook her head to clear it. 

“The Neverseen are good at what they do,” she told him. 
“They're going to beat us sometimes. But that’s when we have to 
rally.” 

Keefe fidgeted with a fraying thread on the sleeve of his tunic. 
“You know what scares me? I... can’t picture us winning 
anymore. I used to be able to. I used to imagine the moment where 
wed finally take them out. But now...” 

He sank back onto the cot and rested his head against the wall 
—right beneath the framed pictures of him and her in their 
embarrassing Opening Ceremonies costumes. Elwin had hung 
them as a joke, to commemorate their record-breaking number of 
emergency Healing Center visits. 

Some days it didn’t feel so funny. 

“You almost died,’ Keefe whispered. “So did Fitz—and I mean 
really almost died. I’ve never seen it that close. Bullhorn was 
watching every breath you guys took, and Elwin was begging Tam 
to rush over. And all I could do was sit there, trying to figure out 
how I'd make the Neverseen pay. But I couldn’t think of anything. 
Even now...” 

“Well,” Sophie said, forcing a smile, “maybe that’s progress. At 
least you didn’t race off to Ravagog and challenge King Dimitar to 
another sparring match. Then again, if you had, you could be 
joining in the Foxfire slumber party. Now Fitz and I get to have all 
the fun without you.” 

She waited for him to laugh, or tease her, or . . . anything. 

But he just thumped the back of his head against the wall and 
tugged on the fraying string until it snapped off in his hand. 


“How did you know I was here?” she asked. 

“Dex hailed Elwin and told him you'd hit your panic switch, so 
he should head to the Healing Center and be ready. Elwin hailed 
the rest of us so we'd know what was going on. Then we all got to 
sit here imagining all kinds of horrible things. Oh, and 
brainstorming ways to punish Dex for not telling anyone where he 
was going. His mom had some particularly brutal ideas. Remind 
me never to get on Juline’s bad side.” 

“Dex’s parents were here?” 

“Only his mom. His dad stayed home with Rex, Bex, and Lex, 
probably so they couldn't break everything.” 

“Good call.” 

Dex’s triplet siblings could cause more chaos in five minutes 
than a pack of saber-toothed tigers. 

“How long were you guys waiting here?” she asked. 

“I don’t know. It felt... endless. And then Wylie showed up 
first, and he had Fitz. And Sandor stumbled in with Grizel and 
Lovise. And there was still no sign of you or Dex, and blood was 
everywhere, and Bullhorn was screaming, and for a second I 
thought...” 

He twisted the loose thread around his finger, pulling tighter, 
tighter, tighter. 

“Tm okay,’ Sophie reminded him. 

“For now. Umber’s smart. She wouldn’t have wrecked your 
pendant unless they had other ways of tracking you. Probably 
something else that’s going to turn out to be my fault.” 

“Please stop saying that. But you might have a point about other 
trackers.” The last word was swallowed by another yawn, and she 
had to blink to fight the fresh wave of drowsiness. “Maybe Grady 
should test all of my stuff with reveldust. And if that doesn’t work, 


maybe we can convince the Council to let us—” 


339 


“Please don’t say ‘talk to Fintan,” Keefe interrupted. “Sorry—I 
know you think he’s the answer to everything. But .. . come on, 
Foster—have we ever gotten anything useful from him? In fact, 
have we ever gotten anything useful from anyone in the 
Neverseen? I mean... I lived with them for months, and I can’t 
even tell you Umber’s real name or what Ruy looks like!” 

“You can’t?” Sophie asked. “Ruy...” 

She closed her eyes, searching for the words to describe him. 
But... 

“I don’t know what he looks like either.’ Which didn’t make any 
sense. Shed helped capture him. There was no way she wouldn't 
have pulled back his hood and seen his face—and she had a 
photographic memory, so... 

“He wears an addler,” Keefe explained. “Like Alvar wore the day 
you saw the Boy Who Disappeared. Though his doesn’t look like 
an addler, so no one can tell he’s wearing it. He bragged about it. 
A lot.” 

Addlers were gadgets that made it impossible to focus on 
someone's face. 

“Well,” Sophie said, struggling to wrap her weary mind around 
that. “That’s ... weird. But we know his full name is Ruy Ignis, so 
we just have to look up his registry file—” 

“Won't help. He told me he had their Technopath wipe any 
records of his appearance. Don’t ask me why he cares, but... 
yeah. And you know what else we don’t know? Who their 
Technopath is. The only other member of the Neverseen I met is 
Trix—and the only things I know about him are that he’s a Guster 
and Trix isn’t actually his name. See what I mean? All this time— 
all our planning and scheming and searching. All the risks we've 
taken. All the times we've almost died. And we still don’t know 


anything about our enemies or what they’re planning or what they 


want. We don’t even know who’s actually in charge right now! And 
we've never figured out what the Lodestar Initiative is—or maybe 
I should say was, since we also don’t know if they're still going by 
it. Just like we don’t know why Fintan was keeping a list called 
Criterion, or why they made all those barrels of soporidine, or 
what the Nightfall facility my mom built was supposed to be used 
for, or why Vespera and Fintan abandoned it and moved to the 
facility under Atlantis—we couldn’t even find my mom’s stupid 
Archetype, remember?” 

Sophie definitely hadn’t forgotten. 

The last time they'd seen the thick book that supposedly 
outlined all of Lady Gisela’s plans, Vespera had been holding it in 
Nightfall—and Sophie had been sure they’d find it when they went 
back and searched the facility. But the Black Swan had scoured 
every nook and cranny, and there'd been no sign of it. 

No sign of anything, except broken mirrors and empty halls and 
the last remaining gorgodon—the hybridized creature Keefe’s 
mom had created to be her guard beast. It was huge and ugly, with 
giant claws and fangs and a scorpion-like tail—and it could fly, 
breathe underwater, and climb walls. So caring for it was an 
adventure—even with it being kept in a very secure, very isolated 
pasture. 

And yet, somehow the deadly behemoth was the least of their 
problems. 

“Tm with you, Foster,” Keefe said, gesturing to her frown. “It’s 
like ... could we fail any harder?” 

“Hey—weve done some things,’ she argued. “We saved 
Atlantis. And we caught Fintan and Alvar. And Mr. Forkle killed 
Brant. And we have the key to your mom’s Archetype—and even 
figured out the trick to piece it together. And...” 

Wow. 


Was that really all they'd done? 

There had to be more.... 

“I know we've done stuff, Foster. But it’s not even close to 
enough. And the scariest part is how little we know. I mean... I 
can’t even tell you if I’ve gotten back all the memories my mom 
erased. Meanwhile they know everything about us: where we live, 
where we go to school, what our abilities are, who our friends and 
family are, how to find us—do you need me to keep going? 
Because we both know I can.” 

“No... I get it,” she mumbled, wishing she could come up with 
a single argument against what he was saying. 

But Keefe was right. They were hopelessly and gloriously out of 
their depth. Far more than shed ever let herself admit. 

“So what are you saying?” she asked. “You want to give up?” 

“Of course not. I just . . . don’t know how to beat them. 
Everything I try only makes it worse—even when I think I’ve been 
so careful, it turns out I played right into their scheme.” 

“That’s because they think we're predictable,” Sophie informed 
him. “And they’re right. We always do what they expect. We have 
to break the cycle somehow. We have to...” 

Nope. 

She had no end to that sentence. 

And as the seconds dragged by, she realized there was freedom 
in admitting that. Power in letting her heart sink to that absolute 
low. 

Maybe hitting the bottom gave her something new to stand on. 

Or maybe the medicine was seriously starting to mess with her 
head. 

Either way, something was stirring inside her—something that 


went against everything she'd been telling herself to resist. 


“Tm tired of being weak,’ she whispered, remembering 
Gethen’s taunts in the desert. “I want to fight back—and I mean 
really fight.” 

“Like ... with weapons?” Keefe asked. 

She nodded, waiting for the queasiness to hit. 

When it didn’t, she told him, “Yeah. With whatever it takes.” 


TEN 


GRIZEL’S BEEN TELLING ME FOR weeks that I should be learning 
goblin battle tactics,’ Sophie explained, “but I’ve been focusing on 
inflicting—and that’s exactly what the Neverseen expected. They 
showed up prepared to block me, knowing I’d take Sandor down 
in the process. And if I’d used the throwing star ld been holding, I 
could’ve taken one of them out.” 

“Okay, but ... that still would’ve left two more, right?” Keefe 
asked. 

“Maybe not. They fled the second they realized Ruy’s force 
fields weren’t working. So they probably would’ve done the same 
thing if one of them went down.” 

Keefe narrowed his eyes as he studied her. “And you'd be okay 
ending someone like that?” 

Sophie forced herself to picture what it would be like before she 
answered. “Yeah. I think I would. Is that terrible?” 

“No. But I’m probably not the right person to ask.” 

“why?” 

He sighed. “Ugh, I shouldn’t tell you this, since it'll just make 
you think I’m even more messed up than you already do—” 

“I don’t think you’re messed up,” Sophie interrupted. “But go 
on.” 

He sank back onto one of the cots and closed his eyes as he 
said, “I feel like ... fighting comes easier for me. I used to think I 


was just angry about some of the stuff that’s happened. But 


sometimes I wonder if it’s part of my legacy. Maybe that’s why my 
mom let my dad be so hard on me—maybe she was trying to 
desensitize me. Or maybe she did other stuff I don’t remember. All 
I know is, weapons and blood don’t bother me the way they bother 
other people, so... yeah. Feel free to think I’m super creepy—” 

“I don't,’ Sophie promised. “I’m serious! In fact... I’ve actually 
been thinking that Project Moonlark might've done the same 
thing to me. Grizel said she thought I was a natural when we saw 
how good my aim is—and at first it freaked me out. But after what 
just happened? I don’t know. ... I think it might be a good thing. I 
mean, someone has to fight the Neverseen, right?” 

She did a quick gut check and still couldn’t feel any hint of 
queasiness. 

“And honestly, if you really think about it,’ she added, “most of 
our group pushes the limits. Fitz has been training with Grizel for 
weeks. Dex is always making things that explode. Biana charged 
after Vespera all by herself without hesitating. Linh took out half 
of Ravagog with a tidal wave. Tam knows how to break through 
force fields. Even Wylie looked ready to stomp the Neverseen into 
the ground. I don’t know if that’s our way of responding to all the 
scary, dangerous stuff we’ve been through, or if it’s something we 
just naturally have in common and that’s why we ended up friends. 
But... I think it’s time we all push ourselves to see how far we 
can go with it. It might turn out to be the best asset we have.” 

“You sound like you really believe that,’ Keefe noted. 

“You don’t?” 

“I don’t know.” He tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling. 
“I mean... even if we trained all day every day, it’s not like we 
could ever hold our own against an ogre. They have two hundred 
pounds of muscle on us—and claws and fangs. And they train 
from, like, birth.” 


“True. Im guessing that’s why the Council’s always put so 
much focus on our abilities ... and I think we need to get way 
better with those, too. I’m supposed to be this powerful moonlark 
thing, and Umber crushed me. And I’m sure if ld thought to use 
any of my skills, the Neverseen would’ve beaten me at those, too. 
Didn’t you say they had you train every day?” 

“Yeah, an hour on skills and at least an hour on abilities.” 

“Then we should be doing the same thing ... and weapons and 
combat training, too, and Grizel could teach us goblin tricks, and 
Ro could cover ogre stuff, and . . . hopefully the Exillium Coaches 
would be willing to work on our skills ... and then we could ask 
our ability Mentors to push us harder in our sessions, and maybe 
Dex should make us stashes ... but I think we should carry them 
with us to save time, so... we'll need pockets. Why do clothes 
never have enough pockets? There should always be lots of 
pockets ... the more pockets the better!” 

“Easy there, Foster,” Keefe said. “I think youre sleep-scheming. 
Your eyes aren't even open right now and you keep trailing off. 
Plus, youre talking a lot about pockets.” 

“Am I?” She blinked hard, smacking one of her cheeks a few 
times to wake herself up. “Okay, but what I said makes sense, 
right?” 

“It does. Especially the part about the pockets.” He winked. 
“But, you realize all that stuff takes a long time to make a 
difference, right? The Neverseen are years ahead of us.” 

“I know. But we’re never going to catch up if we don’t even try. 
Plus... if they're doing two hours a day and we do eight, that has 
to start closing the gap, right?” 

“You want to do eight hours of training every day?” 

“That'd be the ideal—two hours for each part of the program. 


But... the real goal would just be to train every day, for every 


minute we possibly can. I’m sure progress will be slow. But I still 
think it’s the smartest plan, since it’s the last thing the Neverseen 
will expect. You know what they’re thinking right now? They’re 
waiting for us to do what we always do—spend every waking 
minute trying to figure out what they're up to. They think we'll 
search Wylie’s memories until we learn everything we can about 
Prentice and Cyrah, and then hunt down the missing starstone— 
and I bet you anything they’re planning to ambush us the second 
we get close and take it for themselves. They want us either 
wasting our time or doing their dirty work—or both. And... I’m 
done with that. I’m done scrambling to get ahead and then ending 
up even more behind. I’m done trying to beat them at their own 
game. I’m done .. . focusing on them. I want to focus on us—on 
getting strong. Learning to fight ... Doing whatever it takes to be 
ready... for the next time they show up.” 

“Okay, your eyes are closed and you're trailing off again, so I 
have to make sure this isn’t delirium talking: Are you actually 
saying you don’t want to keep trying to figure out what my mom 
and Vespera are planning? 

Sophie gave her cheek another smack—much harder this time 
—and tried leaning her head forward to fight the pull of the 
medicine. “I’m saying I don’t want to waste any more time. It’s not 
like we have any solid leads. The caches are fake. Odds are we 
won't find anything at Everglen. And like you said: Talking to 
Fintan’s probably a waste. Wylie and Prentice are already working 
on memory exercises together, so they can keep doing that to see 
if they learn anything—and if they do, we'll change gears. But 
until we have something to go on, doesn’t training sound better 


than having the Black Swan tell us to go read a bunch of boring 


books?” 


“Actually, I was thinking itd be smart to spend some time 
learning everything we can about the history of ogre weaponry.” 

“Seriously?” 

He cracked a smile. “Nah. Just wanted to make sure you were 
still awake.” 

“So, you agree with the plan?” 

“I do!” Fitz called from across the room—and just like that she 
was wide awake. “Bring on the training!” 

Sophie turned toward him, so relieved to see his beautiful eyes 
staring at her that she didn’t care that hed been eavesdropping. 
“You don’t think I’m losing my mind?” 

His jaw set. “No, I think you’re angry. And I’m right there with 
you.” 

“So am I,” Biana said, appearing in a shadowy corner. 

“Vanishers,” Keefe grumbled. “How long have you been there?” 

“Not that long.” Biana blinked in and out of sight as she moved 
closer. “I snuck off with my dad when he went with Sandor and 
Grady to talk to Magnate Leto about security. But I stayed for this, 
because I wanted to make sure you guys didn’t decide something 
without me, since you’ve been super overprotective lately.” 

“We have?” Sophie asked. 

“Not you. But Fitz refused to let me go to Grizel’s training 
sessions. And Woltzer won’t teach me either.” 

“That’s because Woltzer doesn’t like you,” Fitz informed her. 
“You're always sneaking off and getting him in trouble for losing 
his charge. Like right now.” 

Biana grinned. “It’s not my fault he can’t keep up with me. And 
all I’m saying is, ’'m sick of being treated like Pm some broken 
doll because of what Vespera did—and you know that’s what 


you ve been doing.” 


1? 


“We found you passed out in a puddle of your own blood!” Fitz 
argued. 

“You don’t have to remind me!” Biana snapped back, rolling up 
one of her sleeves and revealing the scars that Sophie knew she’d 
been hiding. 

Most of the jagged lines had faded to white—but each mark 
still told a clear story of pain. And it looked like that story 
extended to Biana’s shoulder, back, and neck, too. 

“The next time I take on Vespera, I want to win,” Biana said, 
tracing her finger down the thickest scar, which curled across her 
biceps in a long, raised arc. “And I’m sure Tam, Dex, and Linh will 
want to get in on this. Probably Marella, too. Maybe even Wylie. 
We should ask them.” 

“You guys realize you're forgetting one huge detail, right?” 
Keefe asked. 

“You mean the fact that Fitz and I are on bed rest and Dex’s 
arm is ina sling?” Sophie guessed. 

“Seems at least worth mentioning,” Keefe agreed. 

Sophie glared at her bandages. “I know. But the rest of you guys 
can get started without us, and we'll join in as soon as we can. 
Plus, we can work on skills like telekinesis and outward 
channeling—even night vision and body temperature regulation.” 

“And don’t forget about Cognate training!” Fitz added. “It’s 
actually kind of perfect that we have to stay here together. Bring 
on the marathon training sessions!” 

Sophie tried to make her smile look at least a little bit genuine. 

But the only thing worse than confessing her crush to Fitz 
would be having to confess it in a tiny space neither of them could 
get away from. 

“You okay there, Foster?” Keefe asked. “Your mood just 


shifted.” 


“Tm fine.” 

Or, she would be. Because Fitz was right. They needed to put 
this time to the best use possible, and Cognate training should 
absolutely be a part of it—even if it was going to be ten thousand 
kinds of awkward. 

“I think you need to rest first, though,” Biana jumped in. “Let 
the medicine do its job.” Her eyes drifted from Sophie’s bandages 
to her brother’s, turning slightly glassy. “You guys need to get 
better, okay?” 

“We will,” Sophie promised. “Elwin’s on it.” 

“Yeah, don’t worry about us,” Fitz told her. “We’re safe in here. 
You guys are the ones the Neverseen might come after.” 

Biana pulled down her sleeve. “I guess that’s another reason 
why we should be training. I’ll talk to the others and see if we can 
come up with a schedule.” 

“Wait,” Sophie said as Biana led Keefe toward the door. “Keefe 
still hasn’t said if he’s with us.” 

Keefe’s smile looked sad but determined as he stepped back and 
took Sophie’s hand. “I’m always with you, Foster. Whatever you 
want, I’m in. Now get some sleep—it sounds like you’re going to 


need it!” 
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The monster had been waiting for her. 

Lurking in the mental shadows, ready to pounce the second 
Sophie’s consciousness was left unguarded—the moment she 
stepped from the thick haze of deep sleep and let her mind drift 
into dreams. 

It dragged her down, trapped her in the hidden, chilly abyss 
where everything was a darker shade of black and thought had no 


meaning. 


That was where the pain lived. Stretching and straining against 
the edges. Feeding off every awful memory. 

Sophie tried to scream—tried to fight. 

But the monster roared. And the sound... 

It was Gethen’s voice. 

See you soon, he told her. 

Over and over and over—each repetition a blade, slicing slow 
and deep into her still-healing wounds. 

It felt like torture. 

It felt like madness. 

And then... 

“Sophie.” 

The soft, familiar voice seeped through the shadows, sending 
Gethen’s words scattering and the monster scurrying away as 
Sophie followed the trail of warmth up, up, up. Back into the 
searing light. 

“It’s okay,” Edaline whispered, swiping sweaty hair off Sophie’s 
forehead. “Try not to thrash anymore. It was only a nightmare.” 

“A nightmare,” Sophie rasped, latching onto the word. 

Nightmares she could handle. 

Nightmares were far less scary than monsters. 

Everything looked blobby and indistinct as the room came into 
focus—a splotch of alabaster, a smear of amber, hints of turquoise 
—until the colors sharpened into the lovely face of her adoptive 
mother, who was lying next to her on a cot that had been pushed 
right up against hers. 

“Sorry, Sophie whispered, forcing herself to still as Elwin 
swooped in, adjusting pillows and untangling blankets before he 
carefully twisted her body back into the stiff position she'd been 
in the day before. 


She opened her mouth to say more, but... she didn’t want to 
talk about the dream. 

Didn't want to give it words and make it stick around. She 
wanted it to flicker and fade, the way figments of her imagination 
tended to do. 

But the pain... 

The pain lingered on. 

Gethen’s sharp words had sliced into her head, stabbed into her 
hand—and now those same places ached. 

But she knew that was actually backward. 

Dreams were just her subconscious playing games. Weaving 
thoughts with reality. So her medicine must’ve worn off, and her 
mind must’ve dragged the pain into her nightmare—no different 
than when she dreamed of waterfalls and streaming fountains 
when her bladder wanted her to wake up. 

“You okay?” Edaline asked, brushing smooth fingers down 
Sophie’s cheeks. 

Sophie hadn’t realized her face was damp—with tears or sweat, 
she couldn't tell. But either way, it explained the pinched shapes 
that had taken over Edaline’s usually soft features. 

She nodded, trying not to wince from the headache. “Just a 
nightmare.” 

Edaline scooted closer, her turquoise eyes studying Sophie as if 
she were looking for some deeper answer. “We'll get through this.” 

“We will,’ Elwin agreed. “And it might help if—” 

“No sedatives,” Sophie told him. 

She didn’t mean to be stubborn. But triggers were stubborn 
things, and sedatives brought her mind back to too many dark, 
drugged days. 

Elwin sighed. “Can’t blame a physician for trying. But I get it.” 


He snapped his fingers, forming an orange orb around her arm. 


“Let’s see how you're doing.” 

He adjusted his glasses the way he always did. Tilted his head 
from side to side. But this time he breathed out, “Darn.” 

“Well... that’s not what we want to hear,” Edaline said, forcing 
a tight smile as she sat up and swept her wavy amber hair behind 
her narrow shoulders. 

“It’s not,” Elwin agreed, running a hand down his face. “Sorry. 
It looks like the thrashing set us back a day. I can try giving 
Sophie a double dose of marrow regenerator tonight to see if it 
gets us back on track. Unless...” 

“Unless ...,° Edaline prompted. 

“Just wondering if I have something better.” He moved to the 
shelves of medicine, squinting at the colorful vials and tracing his 
fingers over several before snatching one that was a deep, earthy 
red. “Perfect! I wasn’t sure if I had any left. But it looks like I have 
one dose—which is more than enough. I made this for Sandor 
after he got thrown off a mountain—remember that?” 

Sophie shivered, wondering how long it’d be before this latest 
attack would be discussed so casually. 

Remember when the Neverseen tried to kill us with creepy shadows? 

“He had so many broken bones,” Elwin continued, “that I had 
to tweak my usual formula. So this should make up for the lost 
time—maybe even get ahead. Just plug your nose when you take it 
because this stuff is potent. Bullhorn wouldn’t come near me for 
three days after I brewed it.” 

“Great, Sophie mumbled. But she still reached for the vial. 

“Oh, you can’t take it now,” Elwin told her, tucking the vial into 
the satchel slung across his shoulders. “We’ll have to wait until 
right before bed so you can sleep through the worst of the 
queasiness. This is tough stuff. Like I said, I made it for Sandor, 


and I’m sure you've noticed that he’s a little bigger than you. You're 


in for kind of a rough night. But it'll be worth it to get your bones 
strong again, I promise. I may check with Livvy, too, and see if she 
has any suggestions. She usually comes at things differently than I 
do, so she might think of something I’m missing.” 

Livvy was the Black Swan’s physician—though she usually 
called herself Physic when she played that role—and shed been 
part of Project Moonlark, so she understood Sophie’s unique 
genetics even better than Elwin. 

Edaline reached for Sophie’s good hand, tracing her thumb 
back and forth over Sophie’s glove. “Don’t worry, Pll be right here 
the whole time.” 

“You will?” 

Edaline nodded. “Unless you don’t want me to stay.” 

She did. 

She really did. 

But she didn’t want to seem like some wimpy little girl who 
couldn’t function without her mommy. 

“Is Della going to stay too?” she asked. 

“I don’t think so. They have a lot going on over at Everglen. 
And Fitz is still sedated.” 

“He is?” She tried to turn to see him, and her brain did not 
appreciate it. 

“What’s wrong?” Elwin asked when she sucked in a breath. 

“Just a headache.” 

He frowned and snapped his fingers, flashing a purple orb 
around her face. “What kind of headache?” 

“I don’t know. The normal kind? I woke up with it, and it’s just 
sort of there. Throbbing behind my eyes.” 

His frown lines deepened. 


“Everything okay?” Edaline asked. 


“It is,’ Elwin said slowly, switching from purple light to pink. 
“Thats what I don’t get. I can usually see headaches. They glow 
right where the pain is centered. But .. .” He tried green, red, 
yellow, orange, and blue light too, shaking his head after each one. 
“Nothing. And I know you're not making it up, Sophie.” 

She wished she were. 

That would’ve been a whole lot less painful. 

But it made her wonder... 

“What do you see when you look at my hand?” she asked. “The 
broken one.” 

Elwin waited until hed flashed through every color on the 
spectrum before he said, “I’m hoping this is a trick question, 
because I’m not seeing anything. Well... I’m seeing the breaks 
and all the other damage I still have to get to. But the nerves still 
look dulled from the medicine. Why? Is it hurting?” 

She thought about denying it. 

But her hand was killing her. 

And what was the point? 

“It feels like something’s stabbing my fingers,” she admitted. “I 
woke up with that, too.” 

And dreamed about it—but that part she decided to leave out. 

“What does that mean?” Edaline asked as Elwin flashed 
through the spectrum again. 

“Well... first it means we need to get this girl some more pain 
medicine,” he said, fishing a pale elixir out of his satchel and 
handing it to Sophie. 

Edaline had to help her pull off the lid, since having only one 
hand was incredibly annoying—especially since it was her left 
hand. But it was worth the struggle when the tart elixir tingled 
through her veins, dulling the throb in her fingers. 


“Better?” Elwin asked, draping a cool silver cloth across her 
forehead. 

“So much better,” she breathed as the headache faded. “Thank 
you.” 

“That’s what I’m here for. I wish you'd told me you were in pain 
earlier.” 

“Sorry. I guess I’m used to you knowing what I need without 
me ever having to ask for it.” 

“So am I,” Elwin mumbled, snapping his fingers and flashing 
various colored orbs around her head and hand again. 

“Do they look different now?” Edaline asked. 

Elwin blew out a breath. “No. And I really don’t get it. Theyre 
both spots where my light’s a little murky right now for some 
reason, so that might explain why—but I’m still seeing enough that 
I should notice something flickering off as the medicine does its 
job.” 

He flashed a color Sophie had never seen him try before: a 
murky brown that looked like glowing smog. But that didn’t seem 
to help either. 

“You know what?” he said, pulling an Imparter from his 
pocket. “I’m going to have Tam do another check for shadows, just 
to be safe.” 

He tapped the flat silver square a few times, then shoved it back 
in his pocket. “There. Magnate Leto said he'll bring Tam here as 
soon as study hall’s over.” 

“Study hall?” Sophie repeated, scanning what little she could 
see of the room. The crystal walls had no windows to give her any 
cues about the time. “How long was I asleep?” 

“A little more than a day,’ Edaline told her. 

“A day?” 


Elwin nodded. “You need the rest. If I had my way, I'd keep you 
knocked out like your cuddly friend over there, but—” 

“Cuddly?” Sophie interrupted, skipping right over the sedative 
part of that conversation. 

“See for yourself,’ Elwin told her, helping her scoot up a little 
so she could see where Fitz was sleeping with his arms wrapped 
around a sparkly red stuffed dragon. 

Elwin had given him Mr. Snuggles during the dark months after 
Alden’s mind shattered, and Keefe had teased him relentlessly 
when he found out—until everything happened with Keefe’s mom. 
Then Elwin and Sophie gave Keefe a stuffed green gulon, which 
Elwin had named Mrs. Stinkbottom—and now both boys were as 
attached to their sleeping buddies as Sophie was to her Ella. 

“She’s right here,” Edaline said, leaning down to scoop up the 
bright blue, Hawaiian-shirt-wearing stuffed elephant from the 
floor. “You knocked her off when you were thrashing.” 

“Stinky’s hanging with us too,” Elwin told her, retrieving 
something fluffy and peach from his personal office. 

He'd told her once that he couldn’t sleep without his stuffed 
stegosaurus, but she'd forgotten all about it until right then. And 
Stinky looked very well loved. His feathers were faded and missing 
in several places, and his body was extra lumpy, like the stuffing 
had shifted around during all the years of hugging. 

“All the cool kids sleep with stuffed animals,” Elwin told her. 
“It’s why I gave Biana Betty-the-Yeti while I treated her injuries 
from Nightfall—though she insisted on renaming her Lady 
Sassyfur.” He glanced around the room. “Good. Looks like Biana 
finally went to session. Vanishers. I’ve found her hiding in the 
corner three times today, even though I promised I’d give you her 
message once you finally woke up.” 


“What message?” Sophie asked. 


Edaline’s smile was hard to read. The corners said happy news, 
but the curve said you’re busted. 
Which made sense when she told Sophie: “Biana wanted you to 


know that everyone’s in for your weapon-training program, and 


> 


“She told you?” Sophie interrupted, hugging Ella tighter and 
trying to figure out why Biana would do that. 

Battle training obviously wasn’t something they'd be able to 
keep secret—especially now that she couldn’t sneak off anywhere 
without breaking her promise to Sandor. But shed been planning 
to wait until the attack wasn’t so fresh. 

Grady and Edaline had come a long way since the day when 
they’d canceled her adoption because they were too overwhelmed 
by all of her near-death experiences. But this was still the kind of 
news that needed to be handled delicately. 

“T know it sounds—” 

“Hang on,” Edaline interrupted, holding out her hands like stop 
signs. “Before you try to explain, I want you to know one thing, 
okay?” 

She waited for Sophie to nod. 

Then Edaline smiled and told her, “I think battle training’s a 
good idea. And so does Grady.” 

Elwin cracked up. “Didn’t see that one coming, did you?” 

“Not really,’ Sophie admitted, studying Edaline’s face, looking 
for any sign that this was a trick. “You're not going to tell me it’s 
too violent?” 

“Tm not,” Edaline agreed, tracing a finger down Sophie’s 
cocoon of bandages. “I wish our world was the safe, peaceful place 
I used to believe it was. But ... there’s ugliness here. And it’s 
coming for you and your friends—coming for all of us, really— 


whether we want it to or not. So you need to protect yourselves 


any way you possibly can, even if that means crossing a few careful 
lines. Why do you think I’ve learned to handle certain weapons 
myself?” 

Sophie considered that. “I guess I figured you wanted to be 
prepared in case one of the animals got out of control in the 
pastures.” 

“That’s part of it,’ Edaline agreed, standing up and smoothing 
her silky tunic. “But ld never use something like this’—she 
snapped her fingers and conjured a short, braided whip—“on an 
animal. Even the gorgodon—though sometimes I’m tempted.” 

She jumped and spun, cracking the whip in the same fluid 
motion and striking a nearby pillow, sending bits of feather and 
fluff scattering as she leaped into a backflip and cracked the whip 
against the floor. 

Sometimes Sophie forgot that while Edaline might seem timid 
and sweet, with her pink cheeks and frilly clothes, but she also 
spent most of her days lassoing woolly mammoths or riding 
dinosaurs or wrangling giant prehistoric bugs. 

“Does the thought of violence ever get to you?” Sophie asked, 
toying with the hem on Ella’s Hawaiian shirt. 

“I don’t like it,’ Edaline admitted as she coiled her whip into a 
tight bundle. “Neither does Grady. And we’re both hoping that 
things never come to another battle. But... if they do, knowing 
how to wield certain weapons might be the only thing that keeps 
the people we love safe. So weve made our peace with that. And 
weve made our peace with you and your friends learning to 
protect yourselves as well, so long as you're responsible with your 
training, working with instructors who will teach you proper 
techniques and make sure you're considering the risks to both 


yourselves and others—which it sounded like youd be doing. 


Biana also mentioned that you'll be stepping up your ability 
lessons, so Grady wanted me to remind you to stick to your limits.” 

“Yeah, he gave me a whole big speech a while back about what 
happened with his Mesmer training,” Sophie told her. 

And she'd been trying to keep it in mind ever since, making 
sure she didn’t push too hard during her inflicting lessons so she 
wouldn't lose control. 

But that could also be why she wasn’t progressing with the 
ability. 

“Just ... try to ask yourself every day, ‘How is this training 
affecting me?” Edaline suggested, snapping to make the whip 
disappear back to wherever shed conjured it from. “And make 
sure you're really honest with your answer. Never be afraid to say, 
‘I don’t think I can handle this? And if you ever need to talk, you 
can always come to me—or Grady.” 

“But let’s not forget that you’re not allowed to join your friends 
in whatever program they’re planning until I give you the all 
clear,” Elwin said, pulling the silky cloth off Sophie’s forehead. 
“Same goes for Fitz. And I'll be honest—that’s probably going to 
take several weeks.” 

“I know,” Sophie told him. “We’re going to focus on skill and 
Cognate training until then—well . . . once Fitz isn’t sedated 
anymore. Do you know how much longer that’s going to be?” 

“Not exactly,’ Elwin admitted. “His bones are healing slower 
than I expected, and I think it’s because there’s so much nerve 
damage from when he got shocked by the force field. So now I'm 
treating him for both at the same time—which is a pretty rough 
elixir combination. Even harder on the stomach than the medicine 
you'll be taking. So Pll probably keep him knocked out until he’s 
past that, which should be at least a couple more days. Plus, I 


think I want to run a few more tests on his heart. There’s still 


nothing wrong,” he added quickly. “I just want to check one more 
time to make sure I’m not missing something—especially now 
that I couldn’t see your headache. And I want Tam to check him 
when he gets here, which should be pretty soon. I would’ve had 
Magnate Leto pull him out early, but we’re trying to keep our little 
slumber party a secret. That’s why there’s not a huge crowd in 
here, in case you're wondering. I’ve had to chase all your friends 
away—and Keefe’s been even worse than Biana. I swear, it’s a good 
thing that boy didn’t manifest as a Vanisher—the world would’ve 
dissolved into chaos. But I digress. This slumber party is closed to 
visitors unless the Council says otherwise. They don’t want 
anyone knowing what happened until you and Fitz are fully 
recovered.” 

Sophie shouldn’t have been surprised, considering how much 
the Council was already hiding. And she didn’t totally blame them 
for trying to prevent panic. But the more secrets and lies they 
piled on top of each other, the bigger the mess would be when it 
came crashing down. 

“Aren't people going to notice that we're not at school?” she 
asked. “Or wonder why Dex’s arm is in a sling?” 

“Dex stayed home today—and he'll stay home tomorrow, too. 
And then he'll be out of the sling and back to normal. And I’ve put 
Keefe and Biana in charge of making sure everyone thinks you're 
all busy with some mysterious assignment for the Black Swan. 
Though, from what I’ve heard, everyone’s mostly gossiping about 
the Council’s verdict for Alvar.” 

Sophie glanced at Fitz, glad he was at least getting to sleep 
through some of that. “You said there’s a lot going on at Everglen,” 
she reminded Edaline. “Does that mean the Council moved Alvar 


in?” 


“Actually, that’s been stalled. Grizel’s redoing all the security, 
and the Council agreed to wait until she’s finished—and also until 
she’s had time to go back to Gildingham and get treated for her 
injuries. So it'll be a few more days at least.” 

Another sliver of good news. 

But it also reminded Sophie that her own security situation was 
very much still up in the air. And she couldn’t help noticing that 
there was definitely not a seven-foot-tall goblin anywhere in the 
Healing Center. 

“So..., she said, pulling Ella tighter to her chest. “Has anyone 
heard from Sandor?” 

“We have,” Edaline told her, and Sophie couldn’t breathe—until 
Edaline’s lips stretched into the hugest smile ever. “He’s not going 
anywhere! He wanted to tell you the good news himself, but again, 
we re trying not to draw too much attention to the Healing Center. 
So I promised I'd let you know—and Grizel wanted me to inform 
you that you’re allowed to come up with one punishment for him 
for what he put you through.” 

Sophie laughed. “I don’t need to punish him.” 

“You might want to put a pin in that thought,” Elwin told her, 
“because if you think he was overbearing before...” 

“It’s worth it,” Sophie insisted. “And hey, he’s leaving me here 
without a guard, right?” 

“Oh, you have guards,” Elwin told her. “Queen Hylda assigned 
fifty goblins to Foxfire.” 

“Fifty? As in five-zero? Not fifteen?” 

“Fifty,” Edaline confirmed. 

“That’s...alot of goblins.” 

“That’s what we want,” Edaline agreed. “The Neverseen need to 
understand that if they try to get anywhere near you, they’re going 
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to face an army. 


Sophie pressed her nose between Ella’s ears, wishing any part 
of that sentence actually made her feel safer. “So did Sandor say 
who the backup bodyguard’s going to be?” 

“He did,” Edaline agreed. 

“Uh-oh. You just wrung your fingers,” Sophie noted. “Nothing 
good ever happens when adults do that.” 

Elwin snorted. “She has a point.” 

“It isn’t bad news,” Edaline insisted. “Just . . . try to keep an 
open mind—and remember that this is the reason Sandor decided 
to stay.” 

“Now youre really scaring me,” Sophie mumbled. 

“It’s not scary,’ Edaline promised, sitting back down beside her. 
“It’s just... odd.” 

“Thats putting it mildly,’ Elwin chuckled. “Remember that 
thought I told you to put a pin in? Pretty sure you're going to want 
to use that punishment at some point.” 

“Okay, will you tell me already, so I stop imagining horrible 
things?” Sophie begged. 

“All right,” Edaline said, dropping her hands to her lap to stop 
herself from wringing them. “Sandor decided that adding an extra 
goblin to your team wasn’t going to fix the problem. He thinks you 
need someone with a different skill set, different senses, a 
different approach to everything.” 

“Okay, so... he wants my backup bodyguard to be an ogre?” 
Sophie guessed. “Will they be able to work together without 
killing each other?” 

Edaline shrugged. “Sandor’s convinced the Council that he can 
handle it. And King Dimitar agreed to send one of his Mercadirs. 
So, I guess we'll see... .” 

“Why did you think that would freak me out?” 


In a way, it felt a little inspiring to know that the two hostile 
species would be setting aside their prejudices to protect her. 

But Edaline and Elwin shared a look that definitely couldn’t be 
good. 

“Well . . . while everyone was discussing the advantages of 
bringing in an ogre,” Edaline said carefully, “Sandor realized that 
each of the intelligent species had something unique and essential 
they could offer if they were willing to serve.” 

It took Sophie another second to process what that meant. 

“Please tell me I’m not going to be stuck with four bodyguards.” 

Edaline shook her head. “Five.” 

“FIVE?” Sophie repeated. “What does that even mean? I'll have 
Sandor, an ogre, a dwarf, a troll, and...” 

“A gnome,” Edaline finished for her. 

Sophie didn’t know where to begin. 

Or, maybe she did. “Gnomes aren’t fighters.” 

The child-size creatures were much more plantlike than animal, 
drawing nourishment from the sun and requiring almost no sleep. 
Their efficiency was legendary, and the produce they grew 
surpassed anything Sophie had ever tasted, but ... gnomes spent 
most of their time singing to trees. They definitely weren't 
warriors. In fact, they lived in the Lost Cities because the ogres 
starved them out of their homeland. 

“Elves aren’t fighters either,” Elwin reminded her. 

“Yeah, but—” 

“It was Floris idea,” Edaline jumped in. “And she was very 
determined.” 

“Flori?” Sophie repeated, wishing she'd misheard. 

The tiny female gnome was one of Sophie’s favorites. 

But... she was Calla’s great-great-grandniece. 


Sophie should be protecting her. 


“Flori volunteered when she overheard Sandor and Grady 
discussing your security,” Edaline explained. “She also gave quite a 
memorable demonstration of the methods she'd use to defend you. 
From what I hear, don’t ever upset her when you're near any tree 
roots.” 

Sophie had to smile at that. 

But it faded as soon as she tried to imagine sweet, green- 
toothed Flori leaving her peaceful spot in the shade of Calla’s 
Panakes tree and facing down the Neverseen. Calla had sacrificed 
herself to save the rest of her species from a deadly plague. Sophie 
doubted shed want her favorite niece to put herself in so much 
danger. 

Also: Having a gnome and an ogre serving together was a 
recipe for every possible kind of disaster. 

“Does Flori realize shell be working side by side with one of 
King Dimitar’s Mercadirs?” Sophie asked. 

“She does. And she said that if the ogre’s willing to risk their 
life to protect you, she’s willing to fight at their side. Sandor also 
made it clear to King Dimitar that whoever he sends needs to view 
a goblin as a leader and a gnome as an equal—along with a dwarf 
and a troll.” 

“You okay?” Elwin asked, waving a hand in front of Sophie’s 
face after a stretch of silence. 

“Yeah. I’m just ... trying to picture it.” 

She could see herself with Sandor and Flori—and it wasn’t that 
hard to imagine a dwarf and an ogre standing there too. 

But a troll? 

She’d only seen trolls three times since she’d arrived in the Lost 
Cities, and each time they'd been drastically different creatures. 

At Kenric’s planting, the trolls had wet, grayish-green skin and 
stood peacefully among the crowd in the Wanderling Woods. But 


in someone’s memory, shed watched a much larger, much more 
rabid troll disembowel two human teenagers. And at the ogre 
Peace Summit, shed been introduced to Empress Pernille, who 
reminded her of a tiny Muppet with a potbelly, fuzzy skin, and an 
upturned nose. 

Apparently, trolls aged in reverse, which must explain the 
discrepancies. But it didn’t make a whole lot of sense. 

“It really won’t be as weird as youre thinking,’ Edaline 
promised. 

“Im pretty sure itll be worse. I mean . . . everyone’s barely 
gotten used to Ro, and now I’m going to show up with a troll? 
How’s the Council going to explain that? I thought they didn’t 
want people to know I was attacked.” 

“By the time you're out in public with your new security team, 
people will know that something happened. And Sandor will be 
training the guards to keep a lower profile. They’re supposed to 
arrive at Havenfield tomorrow. That way he'll be able to organize 
them before you get there.” 

Sophie wasn’t sure what to say. 

Edaline scooted closer. “I’m sure this feels like a lot—and it is. 
But Sandor’s convinced it’s going to keep you safe. And I’ve never 
seen him so determined. He’s checked every single thing you own 
for any sign of trackers or ogre enzymes—and swept every inch of 
Havenfield with reveldust. Good news: He didn’t find any traces of 
ethreium—or any other ogre enzymes. Same goes for Magnate 
Leto’s sweep of Foxfire.” 

Which of course meant the bad news was: They had no idea if 
the Neverseen had another way of tracking her. 

“And King Dimitar sent over the voracillius we needed to get 
rid of the ethreium on your skin,” Elwin jumped in. “I already 


brushed it on, so all you have to do is wash it off. I have a basin 


and some sponges ready to go whenever you want them—and 
there’s a curtain that lowers around your cot to give you some 
privacy.” 

“I brought fresh clothes, too.” Edaline added. “I couldn’t find 
any tunics that would fit over your bandages, but the gnomes 
helped me make some adjustments to a few that I’m hoping 
weren't your favorites. So let me know when you're ready and I'll 
help you get undressed.” 

Sophie had thought nothing could be more embarrassing than 
the sparkly green dragon costume she'd had to dance around in— 
and all the slithery choreography—during the Foxfire Opening 
Ceremonies a few weeks earlier. 

But this was definitely worse. 

“I know it’s hard having people take care of you,” Edaline said 
gently. “But... that’s what family’s for.” 

She had a point. 

Sophie might not remember to call Edaline and Grady “Mom” 
and “Dad” very often—but that wasn’t because she didn’t think of 
them that way. It just came from the strangeness of being born 
and raised by humans, then moved to a new world and adopted by 
elves, all while knowing that somewhere out there were two more 
“parents” who'd donated their DNA to Project Moonlark but 
didn’t want her to know who they were. 

She could never let herself forget how lucky she was to have 
ended up in such a loving, supportive home despite all of that 
insanity. 

“T can help with the bath, too,” Edaline offered, “since it’s going 
to be difficult with only one arm.” 

“Uh... is this a bad time?” Tam asked from the doorway, his 
silver-blue eyes darting around the room like he wasn’t sure where 
to look. “Elwin said to head here straight after study hall, but...” 


“It’s fine!” Sophie said, pulling her covers up higher, even 
though there was absolutely no reason to. “We were just...” 

She glanced at Edaline, who stood up to give her some space. 

“Never mind, it doesn’t matter,” Sophie told Tam. “You're here! 
Let’s talk about Shade stuff!” 

Linh peeked her head over his shoulder. “This is fun! I never 
get to see Tam blush!” 

She pinched her brother’s cheeks, and Tam rolled his eyes and 
stalked into the Healing Center, with Linh giggling right behind 
him. 

The similarities between the twins were always super 
noticeable—same silver-blue eyes and silver-tipped black hair and 
dramatic features. And their matching green Level Four uniforms 
definitely added to the resemblance. But so did the way Linh 
carried herself ever since shed saved Atlantis. She was no longer 
the shy, quiet girl fighting a constant battle against her power. 
Now she moved with a confidence that looked a whole lot like 
swagger—though her pink cheeks paled when she got a look at 
Sophie’s bandaged arm. 

“It looks worse than it is,’ Sophie promised. 

“I hope so,” Linh whispered. Her chin trembled when she 
noticed Fitz’s broken leg. “Now I know why Biana’s ready to start 
stabbing things.” 

“Yeah, bring on the weapons,’ Tam agreed. 

“You shouldn’t waste your talent on such ordinary defenses,’ a 
statuesque female told him as she strode into the room, trailed by 
Magnate Leto. Her gown and cape were the whitest white Sophie 
had ever seen—almost glowing against her warm brown skin, and 
her height alone would’ve made her intimidating. But paired with 
the angled crop of her shiny black hair and the way her eyes 


somehow changed from light to dark blue as she moved, Sophie 


found herself fighting an inner war between wanting to stare and 
wanting to shrink away. 

“This is Lady Zillah,’ Tam explained. “My Shade Mentor.” 

“Forgive me,” Lady Zillah said in a soft, breathy voice that 
didn’t match her piercing stare. “I realize I wasn’t invited to this 
meeting. But ever since Tam described the attack, I’ve been 
longing to test my theory.” 

“What theory?” Tam asked. 

“Patience,” she told him as she stretched out her hands. 

Her fingers had long curved nails—but they weren’t black, 
thankfully. They looked like they’d been dipped in gold. 

And as she squinted at Sophie with her strange, shifting eyes, 
Sophie definitely understood why Tam had described her as 
“intense.” She fought the urge to fidget—or tug on her itchy 
eyelashes—and was nearly ready to give in when Lady Zillah 
clapped her hands and shouted, “I knew it!” 

“Im assuming you’re going to explain?” Magnate Leto said 
when Lady Zillah moved to Sophie’s side and waved her hand over 
Sophie’s bandaged arm. 

“I can feel the echoes so clearly,’ she whispered. “Here”—she 
pointed to Sophie’s right hand. “And here”—she moved her finger 
toward Sophie’s forehead. 

Sophie, Elwin, and Edaline all exchanged a look. 

“Echoes?” Elwin repeated. “Is that the reason for the anomalies 
I’m seeing?” 

“Tm sure it is.” She moved closer, reaching out as if she were 
going to touch Sophie’s forehead, but before her fingers made 
contact she whipped her hand away. “They’re strong. Very strong.” 

“Don't look at me,” Tam said. “I have no idea what any of this 


means.” 


“Of course you don’t,” Lady Zillah told him. “You're too new to 
your studies.” 

“Then would you care to enlighten us?” Magnate Leto asked. 

“Light has nothing to do with this,” she argued, waving her 
fingers back and forth over Sophie’s hand. “The echoes are a 
remnant. A souvenir from an extraordinary encounter. Proof that 
this girl’s been touched by shadowflux.” 


ELEVEN 


SOPHIE WAS ONE HUNDRED PERCENT certain that she wasn’t 
going to like the answer. But she still made herself ask, “What’s 
shadowflux?” 

“And why have I never heard of it?” Elwin added. 

“Because Flashers prefer to pretend it doesn’t exist,’ Lady 
Zillah told him. “It shatters your naive pretensions about the 
illustriousness of light—though, to be fair, many Shades choose to 
avoid the subject as well. Its easier to focus on shadowvapor 
because we understand it on instinct. It lives within us and never 
ignores our commands. Whereas shadowflux is something else 
entirely.” 

“But these shadows poured out of Umber,” Sophie argued. 

“Tm sure they did. Because she put them there—which is no 
small feat. Shadowflux doesn’t like to obey.” 

“That’s why I had to fight so hard to remove it,’ Tam 
confirmed. 

His Mentor nodded. “We'll discuss that in a moment. First, I’m 
curious: Tam said there was some sort of eruption at the end of 
the attack. Was the light used for that final strike more than one 
color?” 

Sophie closed her eyes, reliving the memory. “Yeah. It looked 
like a swirling rainbow.” 

Lady Zillah smiled. “I’ve always wondered what would happen 


if shadowflux were pitted against the full spectrum. Fascinating 


that it hindered the Psionipath’s ability in the end—though I 
suppose I shouldn't be surprised. There are always consequences 
for playing with the elements.” 

“You're saying this is a sixth element?” Magnate Leto clarified. 
“Earth, wind, water, fire, quintessence, and... shadowflux?” 

“The building blocks of everything we know,” Lady Zillah 
agreed. “No one wants to see it that way. No one wants to be made 
of darkness—not with the warped views we hold of it. Everyone 
would rather sweep the knowledge away, bury it with the other 
bits and pieces that don’t fit within the neat box we use to define 
our world. But that won’t stop it from existing. Just like it won't 
stop a few brave souls from reaching for the sky, calling for that 
pure, raw darkness. I know I’ve tried. But it resists me. Even 
now’ —she waved her hand over Sophies bandaged palm—“the 
echoes skitter away. But they embrace my prodigy.” 

She motioned for Tam to come closer and grabbed his wrist, 
holding his hand over Sophie’s forehead. “Tell me what you feel.” 

Tam closed his eyes. “.. . Nothing.” 

“Don’t reach for shadows—reach for darkness,” she demanded, 
pushing his fingers closer, until they were just a hairsbreadth 
away from touching Sophie’s forehead. 

His eyebrows crushed together. 

“I still don’t... Wait.” 

A shiver rocked up his arm. 

“I remember that chill from earlier,’ he said, with a slight 
chatter to his teeth as he jerked his arm away. 

“Remarkable,” Lady Zillah breathed. “I knew your power was 
immense. But commanding shadowflux!” 


“I didn’t command it,” Tam argued. “I just said I felt something 


cold.” 


“Tm not talking about the echoes. I’m talking about what you 
did to spare your friends after they were exposed. Commanding 
those shadows.” 

“Technically I didn’t command them,” Tam corrected. “I 
wrapped them in shadowvapor and commanded that.” 

“Yes, but the shadowflux still allowed itself to be contained,” 
Lady Zillah insisted. “It respects you. Sees you as an equal.” 

Elwin snorted. “You make it sound like it’s alive.” 

“In a way, it is. Just as fire hungers and wind breathes and 
water roars and earth waits. I’ve never been near quintessence, but 
I hear it pulses. And shadowflux dreams—hovering high above, 
waiting for something to capture its interest.” 

Tam glanced at Sophie. “Like I said. She’s intense.” 

“It’s hard not to be intense when discussing elemental energy,” 
Lady Zillah told him. “Your sister understands. So do Gusters. 
And Pyrokinetics.” 

Linh trailed her fingers through the air, creating swirls of mist. 
“But Tam doesn’t feel a steady pull the way I do—or do you?” she 
asked her brother. 

Tam shook his head. 

“You have water around you constantly,” Lady Zillah reminded 
Linh. “Shadowflux is distant. It has to be called for and convinced 
that it wants to respond—and even then, it’s always ready to rebel. 
I can teach you the basic commands,” she told Tam. “The rest will 
be up to you. Training will be tricky, since it resists me, but I’m 
sure we can figure it out.” 

Tam tugged his bangs lower across his eyes. “I think I’ll pass. 
That stuff feels way too creepy.” 

“It feels as it was made to feel—nothing more, nothing less. 
Shadowflux is neither good nor bad. Safe nor deadly. It is all 


things, waiting to discover how it will be wielded. What you do 
with it is entirely up to you.” 

“Yeah, well, Pm pretty sure no one should be messing with it.” 

“But they are,’ Magnate Leto reminded him. “And if the 
Neverseen are using shadowflux, it would be wise for us to learn 
as much about it as possible.” 

Tam sighed. “Okay, but . . . isn’t there someone with more 
training who should do that? I’ve only been at Foxfire a few 
months.” 

“And you’ve shown more potential in our sessions than any 
Shade I’ve ever worked with,” Lady Zillah insisted. “And with the 
right discipline—” 

“See, that’s the thing, though: I’m bad with discipline. Ask my 
Exillium Coaches. They hated me.” 

“From what I’ve heard about the conditions you endured in that 
struggling program, I’d say any defiance you demonstrated was 
both deserved and necessary,’ Magnate Leto assured him. 

“Maybe,” Tam conceded. “But ... I still don’t think I’m the 
right guy for this. I've seen what Linh deals with—and I know 
you're saying it won't be as bad as that. But the thing is: She’s also 
way more determined than I am.” 

Lady Zillah stepped closer, cupping his cheeks the way a 
grandmother would. “This isn’t doubt I’m hearing. This is fear. 
And you should never fear your power, Tam. Or yourself. I know 
our world makes it hard not to. Very few value our talent the way 
they should. But darkness is vital—and not because it teaches us to 
appreciate the light. It’s part of everything we know, and we've 
only begun to harness its potential. And if shadowflux respects 
you, that is significant. I won’t call it a gift, because it may very well 


end up a burden, as is so often the case when it comes to immense 


power. But it’s important—and if I had any worries about your 
ability to handle it, I would never offer to teach you.” 

Tam pulled away, blowing out a breath hard enough to ruffle 
his bangs. “This is how you feel all the time, huh?” he asked 
Sophie. 

“If you mean the sense that you're about to agree to something 
that’ll probably change everything, and part of you is excited while 
the other part is terrified that you're going to ruin all the stuff you 
care about—yep. Why do you think I tug on my eyelashes?” 

Tam’s smile looked grim. 

“For what it’s worth,” Sophie added, “one thing I’ve realized is 
that nothing can change me unless I let it. And I have to believe 
I’m strong enough to not let it. Plus, I have awesome friends and 
family who always have my back.” 

“So do you,” Linh said, spinning her brother around to face her 
and resting her hands on his shoulders. “You stood by my side all 
the years I fought with my ability. I'll stand by yours through 
whatever comes—whether you open yourself to this darkness or 
choose to keep it far away. And I know you can handle it.” 

Tam gave Linh’s shoulders a gentle squeeze before he stepped 
away. 

He glanced at Sophie. Then Fitz. Then Magnate Leto. And 
finally back to his Mentor. “Fine. I guess we can give it a try.” 

Lady Zillah’s smile had a gleam to it. “I look forward to 
tomorrow’s session.” 

“Wait!” Edaline said as Lady Zillah turned to leave the Healing 
Center. “Aren't you forgetting something?” 

When Lady Zillah frowned, she pointed to Sophie’s hand and 
forehead. “You need to remove the rest of the shadows. Or teach 


Tam how to if they won’t respond to you.” 


Lady Zillah shook her head. “There are no shadows. All that 
remains are the echoes.” 

“I don’t understand what that means,” Edaline told her. 

“Td wager none of you do. No one bothers learning about 
Shades. You'd rather banish us like criminals.” 

Sophie wished she could argue. But while the elves didn’t 
discriminate because of money or skin color—like many humans 
did—they had plenty of their own prejudices. The Talentless 
suffered the brunt of the inequality, but certain abilities were also 
valued above others. And some—like Shades and Pyrokinetics— 
were scorned or forbidden. She'd even heard some of her friends 
talk about Shades as if the ability made them harder to trust— 
though that was before they'd really gotten to know Tam. 

“For what it’s worth,’ Magnate Leto said carefully, “I’m 
incredibly grateful you accepted my offer to mentor Mr. Tam, just 
as I was extremely happy when Mr. Tam agreed to attend Foxfire 
—and I’m thrilled you'll be exploring this new facet of his power. 
I've always believed that Shades have a tremendous amount to 
offer.” 

“We do,” Lady Zillah agreed, turning back to Edaline. “But even 
the greatest among us could not do what you're asking. Echoes 
cannot be removed. They are a whisper of memory. The body’s 
story of its encounter with the kind of force that changes 
everything it touches. They will likely fade with time. But they are 
the girl’s burden to bear. And the boy’s.” 

“Fitz has an echo?” Linh asked, beating Sophie to the question. 

“Only one,” Lady Zillah said, and Sophie already knew where it 
had to be. 

Still, it felt like someone kicked her in the stomach when Lady 
Zillah pointed to Fitz’s heart and said, “Here.” She moved to Fitz’s 


side, closing her eyes and waving her hands over his chest. “His is 
much softer, though. Less angry.” 
“How can an echo hold emotion?” Magnate Leto wondered. 
“Shadowflux transmits the will of the one commanding it—and 


the echo is a reflection of that transmission. So in the girl’s case 
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“Her name is Sophie,’ Edaline interrupted. “I realize you find 
this all fascinating, but yov’re talking about my daughter.” 

Lady Zillah ducked her chin. “Youre right. I did not mean to 
seem insensitive.” 

She made her way back to Sophie’s side, tapping one finger 
against Sophie’s forehead before whipping her hand back like 
shed been burned. “The shadowflux that struck your daughter 
was filled with rage. And now that rage has left an echo.” 

“T still don’t know what that means,” Edaline told her. 

“Honestly, neither do I,” Lady Zillah admitted. “At least not 
completely. There are no rules for such things. Only discovery. But 
I'd wager Sophie is being haunted by ghosts of pain. And 
nightmares. Both of which will slow her recovery.” 

Sophie hesitated before she nodded. 

“Does that mean Fitz is having nightmares too?” she asked, 
hoping the sedatives weren’t trapping him in some mental 
horrorscape. 

“No, his echo is in his heart,” Lady Zillah reminded her. “It will 
likely affect his pulse. And perhaps certain feelings—and those 
will slow his recovery. But as I said, the shadowflux that touched 
him was far less angry. There’s a strange sort of triumph mixed in. 
Was he harmed to punish you?” 

“And to convince me to cooperate,” Sophie added. 

“That makes sense. The triumph tempers the rage, making the 


echo far more tolerable. His will fade faster than yours.” 


“But they will fade,” Edaline verified in that voice parents often 
get when they’re trying to sound calm—and failing completely. 

“Mostly, yes. Some tiny remnant will always remain. Think of it 
like scar tissue.” 

“But scars are harmless,” Elwin noted. 

“When the echoes fade to that point, they will be,’ Lady Zillah 
promised. 

“And in the meantime?” Edaline asked. “Isn’t there anything 
you can do?” 

“Tm sorry,” Lady Zillah said. 

Sophie reached for Edaline’s hand. “It’s fine. Pm a pro with 
nightmares.” 

“Im sure you are, Lady Zillah told her. “I feel tremendous 
strength in your shadowvapor.” 

“Forgive my ignorance,’ Magnate Leto jumped in, “but I’m 
trying to understand. If the echoes will eventually fade, it seems 
like there must be something that would speed that process along. 
Some trick of light—” 

“Light is not the answer,” Lady Zillah interrupted. “It rarely is.” 

Elwin huffed a laugh. “Getting a little tired of your slams 
against my ability.” 

“Im sure you are. Now you know how I feel every day of my 
life.” 

Elwin had the wisdom not to argue. 

Magnate Leto cleared his throat. “What about a trick of 
shadows, then? Darkness can be soothing and restful—and you 
said these echoes reflect emotion. So perhaps a new wave of 
shadows could calm the anger somehow.” 

“I suppose it’s possible,” Lady Zillah admitted. “But that would 
be up to my prodigy to try. The echoes do not respond to me.” 

All eyes turned to Tam. 


“I have no idea how to do anything you guys are talking about,” 
he warned. 

“That’s where instincts come in,” Lady Zillah reminded him. 

Tam glanced at Sophie. “Do you seriously want me to try this?” 

She shrugged her good shoulder. “I don’t know. It sounds weird 
and convoluted—which is how most of the stuff I’ve done tends to 
sound too, and it usually works.” 

His eyes narrowed, studying her for a long second before he 
reached up and swept his bangs off his forehead. “I don’t even 
know where I'd begin.” 

“How about by relaxing?” Linh suggested, guiding him over to 
the empty cot next to Sophie and forcing him to sit. “You didn’t 
know how to lift veils of shadowvapor until you tried it.” 

“Yeah, and that caused a whole lot of screaming,” Tam argued. 

“This may as well,” Lady Zillah warned. “You’re managing a 
trauma. And traumas can be ugly things. But it’s no different than 
treating physical injuries. I assume it wasn’t pleasant when Elwin 
set her fractures. But it was necessary. And now it’s aiding 
Sophie’s recovery.” 

“Why does this scare you so much?” Linh whispered when Tam 
just sat there staring into space. 

“I don’t know. I just... I hated those shadows. I hated how cold 
they were. And how they didn’t listen to me. And I hate that I 
haven’t been able to stop thinking about them since I felt them.” 

“Then you don't have to do this,” Sophie told him. “Seriously.” 

He tugged his bangs over his eyes. “No. I guess I'll just . . . send 
my shadow into your head, and if my instincts don’t kick in, I'll try 
to send some happy shadow thoughts or something to see if it 
makes the echo less angry.” 

Linh grinned. “I think I need to get Happy Shadow Thoughts 


embroidered on a tunic for you—with a bunch of smiley faces.” 


“I definitely think I need to see him wear that,” Sophie agreed. 
“Especially if it’s pink.” 

“Hot pink,” Linh decided. “With sparkly letters.” 

“And it should say Angry echoes—beware! on the back!” Sophie 
added. 

“You're distracting him,” Lady Zillah warned—but Sophie was 
pretty sure that was Linh’s intention. And it seemed to be helping. 

Tam looked much more like his usual snarky self as he asked 
Sophie, “You ready?” 

She nodded, smiling so hed know she meant it. “Bring on the 


happy shadows!” 


Darkness flooded Sophie’s mind. But it was softer somehow. 

Peaceful. 

A sliver of shade on a scorching day. 

The first wisps of a long, quiet night. 

The shadow of a perfect hiding space. 

Her consciousness curled up, snuggled in, folded the layers over 
like blankets, and sank into the sweet, soothing black. 

Seeking shelter. 

Craving rest. 

Feeling safe. 

Dreams beckoned, and she let them guide her to that hazy line 
between present and past. Thought and memory. 

And slowly, her mind crossed over. 

But that was a mistake. 

That was when the darkness shifted. 

Tightened. 

Grabbed hold and dragged her down, down, down. To that cold, 
lonely abyss. 


Where the monster was waiting. 

She thrashed and flailed. Screamed for help. But the beast was 
already roaring—Gethen’s voice again. Each taunt scraping away 
scabs and tearing open wounds. 

Predictable. 

Weak. 

Preparing your replacement. 

We can find you. 

See you soon. 

And the monster was only getting started. 

Its claws dug in, scraping bottom. 

Unearthing what was hidden underneath. 

Then the roars shifted tone and cadence—morphing into other 
ghosts. Other voices. 

Older, deeper pains. 

Their Vanisher will never be the same. 

This is my swan song. 

You can't fix me. 

Everyone will pay. 

Damaged. 

What are they hiding in that impenetrable little brain? 

Sophie, please—stop! 

Each cry came with flashbacks. The memories shredding and 
slicing and stabbing. Blending old wounds with new—except the 
last one. 

The last phrase stayed detached. 

A nameless, faceless haunt—the voice familiar but impossible 
to place. 

And the monster fixated. Roaring over and over and over. 


Sophie, please—stop! 


And for a fraction of a second, her thoughts flickered to a pair 
of terrified green eyes. 

Recognition hit. 

But she wasn’t alone anymore. There were new voices— 
stronger than the ghosts. 

Calling her name. 

She lunged toward the sound and the sound lunged for her— 
and when they met, the shadows crumbled, burying the monster 
as she kicked free and crawled up and out. 

Back to the light. 

Not caring that her head was pounding and her hand was 
aching or that something strong and heavy was holding her down. 

Because two silver-flecked eyes were staring into hers, filled 
with such horror and anguish it stole the air from her lungs. 

“What happened?” Tam whispered, reaching a shaky hand up 
to tug on his sweat-soaked bangs. Linh tightened her grip on his 
shoulders, but it didn’t ease his trembling. “One second you were 
there. And then you just ... weren't. And I didn’t know how to 
wake you up.” 

She swallowed hard, trying to find her voice. “I know. I’m 
sorry.” 

“But what happened?” Tam repeated. “What did I do wrong?” 

She shook her head, wincing from the headache. “It wasn’t you. 
I had the same nightmare before.” 

And that’s all it was, she told herself. 

Just a nightmare. 

Not even the scariest one she'd ever had. 

But Magnate Leto said, “That was more than a nightmare.” 

And she couldn't bring herself to ask. 

Edaline did it for her. “What was it?” 


He turned, staring at the shimmering walls and trailing a hand 
over his greasy hair. “I have no idea.” 

Definitely not what Sophie wanted to hear. 

The weight pinning her shoulders lifted, and Elwin stepped 
from behind her, snapping his fingers and forming a strange 
sphere of light around her whole body—thicker than the others, 
layered with rings of every color. 

And he did not look happy. 

“Tm sorry,” Tam mumbled, pulling away from Linh and stalking 
to the corner of the room, hiding in the shadows. “I knew this was 
a bad idea.” 

“It wasn't you,” Sophie repeated, forcing herself to stay calm. 
“It was the thrashing, right?” she asked Elwin. “I set my recovery 
back again?” 

She really needed that to be the reason. 

But Elwin pulled his glasses off, cleaning the lenses on his tunic 
before squinting at her again. “You didn’t thrash. I pinned you as 
soon as I saw you move. So everything should be the same. But... 
your progress has regressed. Not as much as last time—but there 
shouldn’t be any change. And I’m assuming you have another 
headache? And more pain in your hand?” 

She forced herself to nod. “I take it that means you still can’t 
see it with your glasses?” 

“Of course he can’t,’ Lady Zillah jumped in. “The pain isn’t 
real. It’s just an echo.” 

“Uh, it feels pretty real,” Sophie argued. 

“And it responds to medicine,” Edaline added. 

“Right—sorry.” Elwin scrambled to hand her another vial of the 
same elixir shed taken earlier. 

He also placed a fresh silver cloth over her forehead, and 


Sophie closed her eyes, trying to focus on how quickly both 


remedies made a difference. 

Whatever this was couldn't be that big of a deal. Not if Elwin 
could fix it that quickly. 

“May I try something?” Lady Zillah asked. 

“T don’t think that’s a good idea,” Edaline told her. 

“T understand your concern. But I’m not going anywhere near 
your daughter’s mind. Only her hand—and the echoes don’t 
respond to me anyway. I just want to see what my shadow can 
sense. She won't feel a thing.” 

“If anything starts to happen... ,” Edaline warned. 

“It won't. But if it does, I'll stop.” 

“T still don’t think—” 

“It’s fine,” Sophie interrupted, meeting Edaline’s eyes. “I’m 
fine.” 

She needed the words to be true. 

And Lady Zillah seemed to be the only one who had any idea 
what might be happening. So Sophie held still as a shadow 
crawled down her arm and sank into her bandages. 

She waited for chills or tingles—or worse things she didn’t 
want to imagine. But Lady Zillah was right. 

Nothing happened. 

Seconds dragged by, and Magnate Leto must’ve been feeling 
just as restless, because he used the time to transmit, I saw your 
nightmare. 

“That was not my doing,” Lady Zillah informed Edaline when 
Sophie jumped. 

“It was mine,’ Sophie agreed. “Sorry.” 

She took a steadying breath before she transmitted back, I 
thought you said it wasn’t a nightmare. 

I said it was MORE than a nightmare. And it was. Your subconscious 


wasn't in control in that moment. I couldn’t see what took over, but it 


almost felt like your memories were under attack. 

His description was close enough to the truth that Sophie had 
to ask, You couldn’t see the monster? 

Monster? 

It sounded so ridiculous when he said it. 

Never mind. Forget I— 

No, Sophie. Tell me about the monster. 

She was too tired to argue. And honestly? It felt good to say it. 
Like she was grabbing some small bit of control. 

So... Im guessing you think I’m losing my mind, she said when 
she'd finished. 

She shaped the words into a tease. Masking the fear tangled 
around them. 

Hiding the nagging worry that wondered if this time the 
Neverseen really had broken her. 

No, Magnate Leto said with the kind of absolute conviction that 
made her meet his gaze. That’s not madness, Sophie. That’s your 
subconscious trying to make sense of the echoes—assigning a word to 
what you're experiencing to help you wrap your head around it. But the 
monster isn’t real. 

Really? 

She’d known that, of course—but it felt so, so good to hear it. 

Tell me this: Can you actually see the monster? Can you describe 
what it looks like? 

She couldn't. 

It had no shape. No detail. 

That’s what I thought. It’s a monster by name alone. 

I don’t understand what that means. 

It means it’s a monster because you say it’s a monster, and that’s how 
your brain is choosing to understand it. But in reality, it’s simply an echo 


of whatever trauma the shadowflux caused. 


Well... 

That almost made sense. 

Assuming we can trust Lady Zillah about this shadowflux stuff, she 
reminded him. You've really never heard of it? 

I haven't. But I have heard claims that certain Shades have access to 
a greater reserve of power. And truthfully, I don’t know as much about 
the ability as I should. Once I ruled it out for Project Moonlark, I 
stopped researching it. 

Why did you rule it out? 

Not for the reason you're fearing. As someone whose entire life has 
been shaped by the ridiculous prejudices of our world, I do my best to 
resist their influence. We were simply trying to pick abilities that brought 
something unique to your skill set—and many of the feats that Shades 
accomplish are in a similar vein to your telepathy and inflicting. But if 
you should end up manifesting the ability as a natural result of your 
genetics—like you did with enhancing—I wouldn't give it a moment’s 
pause. 

Wait. I thought you knew what all of my abilities are. 

Definitely not. I’ve mapped out your genetic code, but there’s plenty 
I’ve been unable to translate or predict. Like when you suddenly found 
yourself able to jump off cliffs and teleport. 

That had been a pretty big surprise. 

So... does that mean I might still manifest another ability? 

He hesitated a second too long before he told her, It’s hard to 
say. 

That sounds like a yes. 

At best, it’s a “maybe.” Most elves manifest before they turn fifteen, so 
you're outside of that window. But... you’ve never been like most elves. 
You've also had your abilities reset-—twice— 


Twice? Sophie interrupted. When was the other time? 


She only remembered the day she'd flown with Keefe and 
Silveny to one of the Black Swan’s hideouts and trusted their 
dangerous cure to fix her broken abilities. And given that shed 
nearly died in the process—and had a small, star-shaped scar on 
her hand as a souvenir—she was pretty sure she wouldn't have 
forgotten if it had happened another time. 

Unless... 

You said you saw my nightmares, she transmitted quietly. What... 
did you see? 

Something we probably shouldn’t discuss with this large of an 
audience. 

Which was confirmation enough. 

And he was right. It definitely wasn’t the right time. 

But that didn’t stop the terrified green eyes from filling her 
mind again. 

Amy’s eyes. 

The name alone made her shiver. But the real chills came from 
the blank space surrounding the memory. 

Sophie knew what that space meant. 

Shed been begging the Black Swan for years to tell her why 
she’d woken up in the hospital when she was nine years old with 
no memory of how she'd gotten there and no explanation, other 
than the doctor’s diagnosis of a severe reaction to some unknown 
allergen. And the whole thing had become much more mysterious 
after she discovered that she was allergic to limbium—an elvin 
substance, which she shouldn't have had access to while living 
with humans. She’d also discovered that her sister had the same 
blank spot in her past, so whatever had happened had affected 
both of them. 

And Magnate Leto’s slip now made it clear they'd given her 


limbium that day to reset her abilities. 


But the rest of the memory was still missing, still stolen away— 
except for one piece. 

One piece the monster unearthed from the darkest shadows of 
her mind. And in that tiny, fractured flashback, her sister had 
stared at her like she was the monster. 


Screaming, Sophie, please—stop! 


TWELVE 


THIS IS NOT MY DOING either,” Lady Zillah assured everyone 
when Sophie’s headache spiked, sharp enough to make her gasp. 

“How do you know?” Edaline demanded, gently massaging the 
back of Sophie’s neck—which helped a little. “You’re the only one 
trying anything right now.” 

“T suspect that’s not true,” Lady Zillah said with a glance in 
Magnate Leto’s direction that would’ve made Sophie wonder how 
much she knew about who he was—if her brain didn’t currently 
feel like the gorgodon was chewing on it. 

Lady Zillah’s strange eyes turned darker as she tilted her head 
to study her. “What were you thinking about just now?” 

“A gorgodon eating my brain,” Sophie told her. 

She knew it wasn’t the answer Lady Zillah wanted. But her head 
hurt and her hand hurt and everyone was staring at her like she 
was some fragile vase with a huge crack in the middle—and she 
was starting to worry that they were right. 

And somehow it made her feel better being just a little bit 
difficult. 

She wondered if that was Keefe’s motivation. 

“Okay,” Lady Zillah said through a drawn-out sigh. “What 
about before the headache flared?” 

“Why does it matter?” Sophie countered. 

“Because I think I might understand what’s happening. But if 


you don’t feel like cooperating—” 


Sophie sighed. “I was thinking about . . . one of my 
nightmares.” 

“The same nightmare you had while Tam was attempting to 
quiet your echoes?” Lady Zillah clarified. 

Sophie nodded—and even though she tried to block it, Amy’s 
voice screamed through her brain again, each word a fresh stab. 

“Then it’s what I suspected,’ Lady Zillah murmured. “The 
echoes have built a bridge between fear and pain.” 

“Am I supposed to know what that means?” Sophie asked. 

“Td hoped you would—but I suppose it is an abstract concept. 
And it’s possible ’'m not choosing the best metaphor. But for now, 
let’s go with it.” She turned to pace, her white cape billowing 
behind her as she slowly crossed the Healing Center. “You were 
afraid during the attack, weren’t you? I’m sure we all would be. 
And the shadowflux fed on that fear. It also caused you a 
significant amount of pain as it carried out the orders it was given. 
So now, as far as the echoes are concerned, fear and pain are one 
and the same. And when something frightens you—like a 
nightmare—the echoes react and cause pain everywhere they 
touch. But it’s a different kind of pain. A shadow of the trauma 
you experienced. Which is why you can’t see it,’ she told Elwin. 
“This pain is grounded in darkness. You’ve probably even noticed 
that it looks dimmer where the echoes reside.” 

“Murkier,’ Elwin agreed, placing a fresh silver cloth over 
Sophie’s forehead. “But I thought you said the pain wasn’t real.” 

“I was wrong. It shouldnt be real—and if the echoes were 
simply echoes, it wouldn’t be. But shadowflux can cause change. 
And in Sophie’s case, that change gives the echoes more power— 
enough to drag her fears to a place where they become actual 
physical pain. Maybe that’s a better metaphor. Not a bridge, but a 


bully, preying on her trauma.” 


“Sounds a bit like a monster,’ Magnate Leto noted, with a 
meaningful glance at Sophie. “But the question is: How do we 
tame it?” 

Lady Zillah shook her head. “We don’t. I can do nothing. And 
the echoes resisted Tam’s attempts to soothe them.” 

“And I’m not trying again,” Tam added from the shadows. 

“You shouldn't,’ Lady Zillah agreed. “Not until you’ve 
Overcome your own trepidation. The echoes won't respond to 
someone timid—someone doubting themselves. They want 
someone confident. Relentless. The person who commanded the 
shadowflux.” 

“But I didn’t command it!” 

“You did. You showed it you were more determined, more 
resourceful than it could ever be, and it bent to your will in 
response. You must find that part of yourself again for the training 
we have ahead—and I’m not letting you back out of that, in case 
that’s what you're thinking. If anything, the strength of these 
echoes proves how vital this power may someday be. There’s 
greatness in you, Tam. But it will never amount to anything unless 
you embrace it.” 

Tam looked away. 

Linh crossed the room to stand beside him, whispering 
something in his ear. 

“Okay,” Edaline said, breaking the silence. “So .. . how do we 
fix this?” 

“We wait for the echoes to fade,” Lady Zillah told her. “That’s 
all we can do.” 

Something inside Sophie shriveled, and Edaline sounded just as 
deflated when she said, “And in the meantime, every nightmare’s 


going to cause Sophie pain and slow her recovery?” 


“I doubt it will happen with every nightmare,” Lady Zillah said 
quietly. “But you’re right that she'll need to be careful. She'll need 
to focus on positive thoughts while she’s awake. And when it’s 
time to sleep, I’m sure Elwin has plenty of sedatives.” 

And there it was. 

Something that shouldn’t be a huge thing. It wasn’t like Sophie 
hadn't occasionally taken sedatives over the last few years. 

But... it felt like another victory for the Neverseen. 

They might as well have been there, pressing a drugged cloth 
over her nose. 

“We could try somnalene,” Edaline suggested. “That helped you 
after Oblivimyre.” 

“Maybe,” Sophie mumbled. 

Somehow she doubted the shimmering eye drops would keep 
the monster at bay. 

“Is Fitz going to have this same problem?” Linh asked—and 
shame twisted Sophie’s insides. 

She should’ve been the one to ask that question. 

Should’ve been thinking about someone besides herself. 

“His echo is weaker,” Lady Zillah reminded them. “And it isn’t 
near his mind.” 

“No, it’s near his heart,’ Sophie argued. 

“It is,’ Lady Zillah agreed, moving to Fitz’s side and waving her 
hand over his chest. “I wish I could tell you how that’s going to 
affect him. But I truly don’t know. My best advice would be to 
keep him sedated until the echo fades.” 

Elwin sighed. “I was thinking the same thing.” 

“TII do some research on shadowflux as well,’ Magnate Leto 
told them, which seemed to end the conversation. 

The others were soon gone, and Sophie spent the rest of the 


afternoon focusing on one task at a time: letting Edaline help her 


bathe and change. Slurping down a bowl of bland broth. Chugging 
a dozen different elixirs, including the marrow regenerator Elwin 
had made for Sandor—which tasted like liquefied dead things 
mixed with rotten bananas. 

She was on her second bottle of lushberry juice, still trying to 
wash the taste away, when Elwin set one more vial in her lap. 

A hot pink elixir that Sophie remembered taking once before. 

“You need happy dreams, right?” he asked. “You won't get 
happier than that.” 

She wouldn't. 

She'd be in for a long night of sparkles and rainbows and 
dancing animals. 

“But it is a sedative,” Elwin added gently, “so if you’d rather not, 
we can try somnalene first.” 

“No pressure,’ Edaline added. “It’s your call.” 

Sophie glanced at Fitz, still curled up peacefully with Mr. 
Snuggles nestled under his chin, totally oblivious to shadowflux 
and echoes. 

And she thought about the monster. 

And her sister’s panicked screams. 

And all the other voices haunting her nightmares. 

And she took the sedative. 


THIRTEEN 


WELL, I THINK IT’S SAFE to say that the Fitzphie slumber party 
is a total snoozefest,’ Keefe said, plopping dramatically onto the 
empty cot next to Sophie. “And I mean that literally.” 

He pointed across the room, to where Fitz was still curled up 
with Mr. Snuggles, looking far more peaceful than Sophie felt at 
the moment. 

Ro was watching Fitz like a hawk, like she suspected him of 
eavesdropping again. But every time she poked his shoulder, Fitz 
let out a snuffly snore. 

Keefe smirked. “Epic Fitzphie fail.” 

Sophie rolled her eyes, wanting to be annoyed. But .. . it was 
nice to see him acting more like his old self. 

Honestly, it was nice to see him at all. 

Her other friends had been checking in every day, thanks to the 
Imparter that Edaline had brought her. But she hadn’t spoken to 
Keefe. She only knew he wasn’t running off and adding to his list 
of regrets because Biana had told her he was faithfully attending 
the basic sword-technique lessons that shed arranged with 
Woltzer. 

She almost asked him why he hadn’t reached out, but decided 
to keep their conversation on safer trails. “Howd you convince 
Elwin to let you in today?” 


“You know I never reveal my secrets.” 


“He had a pass from Magnate Leto,” Elwin called from his 
office. 

Keefe scowled. “Yeah—but that doesn’t explain how I 
convinced him to give it to me!” 

“Edaline told him to!” Elwin countered. 

“Really?” Sophie hadn’t seen Edaline since that morning when 
they'd had... words. 

And she hadn’t meant to lash out and tell Edaline to go back to 
Havenfield. But the Healing Center’s walls were crowding closer 
every minute, and there wasn’t enough space to fit all the worried 
glances anymore. 

Keefe tilted his head, his eyes lingering on the braid that 
Edaline had woven into Sophie’s hair the night before, after she'd 
helped her through yet another awkward sponge bath. 

“She’s worried about you,” he said. 

“I know.” Her itchy eyelashes called to her, but she kept her 
hand in her lap. “But I’m fine.” 

“Yeah. She said you'd say that.” He crossed his arms. “She also 
told me about the echoes.” 

Sophie pulled her blanket tighter around herself. 

She hadn’t mentioned the echoes to any of her friends, figuring 
they probably already knew, since Tam and Linh had been there, 
and all the Vackers had been told why Fitz was still sedated. 

And it was so much easier to pretend she wasn’t that weak little 
girl that Gethen— 

Nope. 

She shut the memory down before it could wake the monster. 

She’d been having to do that a lot. 

Constant mental self-editing. 


So now the Neverseen even got to control her thoughts. 


“I gotta say,” Keefe said, settling back against his cot’s pillows, 
“the explanation didn’t make a whole lot of sense. Something 
about bridges and bullies—” 

“I thought it was about monsters,” Ro interrupted. 

“Yeah, there was something about those too,” Keefe agreed. 
“But it was mostly about boring Shade stuff and .. .” He faked a 
huge, loud yawn. 

“Still... 1m guessing it’s kind of a big deal,’ he added gently, 
“if you're chugging those every night.” 

He pointed to the vials of bright pink elixir lined up next to her 
cot, making her cheeks turn a similar color. And there was 
nothing she could say. 

“Okay,” Keefe said, leaning closer, “I’m pretty sure I’m not 
going to get an honest answer to this question, but I’m going to 
start there anyway: How are you holding up?” 

“Tm fine.” 

He raised one eyebrow. 

“I am! The treatments are working now. I’m getting a little 
better every day. No more setbacks. No more nightmares.” 

“Cool. Now how about you try that again with the truth?” 

“That is the truth.” 

It just wasn't the whole story. 

But she was supposed to be staying positive, which meant she 
couldn’t think about the fact that shed been stuck in the same 
position in the same cot, staring at the same four walls for over a 
week. And she definitely couldn't think about the fact that Elwin 
had no idea how much longer it was going to take before she could 
leave—or how many weeks after that shed still be on bed rest or 
having to baby her stupid right hand, or taking sedatives every 
night to keep her dreams from straying anywhere she couldn’t 


handle. Hed even brought Livvy in, and they came up with a 


whole new approach to her treatment. But so far it hadn’t made 
any noticeable difference—except that it meant downing dozens 
and dozens of disgusting elixirs. 

“Okay, new plan!” Keefe said, jumping to his feet. “As soon as 
Leto goes home for the night we're busting you out of this room— 
and before you tell me you’re not allowed to move, don’t worry. Ro 
will be super careful as she carries you.” 

“NOPE!” Elwin called out. 

“You can’t stop me!” Ro shouted back. “And don’t worry—I can 
be gentle when I want to be. I was thinking we’d go spike a few 
DNA panels with some of my favorite amoebas. Make sure all the 
brats who tried to harass me when I first got to this place know I 
haven’t forgotten them.” 

“And then we'll raid the secret cafeteria where they hide all the 
fancy desserts for the Mentors,” Keefe added. 

Sophie’s stomach growled, and she gave herself three seconds 
to imagine it—to picture what it would be like to creep through 
the shimmering halls when they were empty and quiet and dark 
and see all the hidden places Keefe had discovered. 

But... 

“Don’t you go shaking that adorable little head at me, Foster,” 
he said before she could get a word out. “Clearly you need my 
help. You’ve had this campus to yourself all night every night, and 
you haven’t caused even a tiny bit of chaos. Don’t you realize you 
have the chance to top the Great Gulon Incident—or try, at least, 
since nothing will ever top that kind of genius?” 

It said something that she was too tired to ask him about his 
infamous prank. 

“Believe me,’ she told him. “No one wants out of here more 


than I do. But Pm not going to risk undoing the progress I’ve 


made on my arm—not after everything I’ve gone through to get 
this far.” 

His eyes met hers—some sort of staring contest. 

And she didn’t blink. 

“Ugh. Fine, we can hold off the late-night exploring—for now. 
But I’m still super disappointed in you, Foster. You’ve got the 
Fitzster passed out cold right there. And you know Elwin would be 
down with sneaking him a few funky elixirs. You could be giving 
him hairy feet and purple freckles and pretty pink ringlets. But 
what have you been doing instead?” 

He snatched the knotted piece of extra bandage from her lap 
and held it up by the corner, like it was some icky dead thing. “Do 
I want to know why I found you staring at this like it holds the 
secrets of the universe?” 

“It’s called trying to improve my telekinesis,’ she grumbled, 
reaching for the scrap—but of course Keefe raised his arm and 
dangled it just out of her reach. And he was too far away to punch. 

“Why would you need to improve that?” he asked. “Need I 
remind you that you’re the Ultimate Splotching Champion? Also 
the Girl Who Dropped Bronte on His Grumpy Butt—which you 
should be bragging about more, by the way. Why isn’t that 
embroidered across all of your Foxfire uniforms?” 

“Its not that kind of telekinesis,” she argued. “I’m trying to 
learn how to untie the knot with my mind.” 

And she’d been squinting at the scrap of fabric for days and 
hadn’t done anything except spin it around—which was extra 
disappointing since she was stuck relying on her clumsy left hand. 
Shed tried working on some of the makeup schoolwork that 
Magnate Leto had sent over, and itd been a debacle. She couldn't 
hold a book and turn a page at the same time. Couldn’t take notes. 


Couldn’t even write her name. 


“Can I have my knot back, please?” she asked, holding out her 
good hand. 

A glint flashed in Keefe’s eyes. “Nooooo, I think you're going to 
have to take it from me.” 

Sophie locked her jaw. “I’m really not in the mood.” 

“I know—that’s what makes it extra fun. Go on.” He tossed the 
knot up in the air and caught it with his mind. “Pretend it’s a 
splotcher and show me how you beat the Great Fitzy at his 
favorite game.” 

“I didn’t beat him—I knocked him backward against a wall and 
knocked myself out in the process.” 

“Oooh, that sounds fun!” Ro jumped in. “Let’s try that again!” 

“Tm game,” Keefe said. “But Foster looks a little scared, doesn’t 
she?” 

He raised that smug eyebrow again, and it was so on. 

But wow, was his mind faster than Sophie expected. 

She tried sneak attacks and desperate flailing snatches and 
everything in between. And every time, the fabric zipped easily 
out of her reach. 

“Okay, how were you not in the final round of the Splotching 
Championship?” she demanded. “Did you let Fitz win?” 

“Psh, like I'd ever do that!” 

“I don’t know... ,” Ro told him—and he sent her a death glare. 

“That’s different,” he insisted. 

“Not really,” she grumbled. “But it’s your call.” 

“It is,’ he agreed, dodging Sophie’s latest mental lunge, despite 
his distraction. 

“Seriously, how are you so good at this?” she asked. 

He grinned and lowered the knot, dangling it under her nose 
the same way she used to taunt her cat with a strip of ribbon. 


“Let’s just say I’ve been practicing.” 


She gathered her energy for an all-out pounce, determined to 
beat him, when she realized what he probably meant. 

“You're talking about the training you did with the Neverseen, 
aren’t you?” 

Keefe’s smile fell. 

So did the knotted bandage, which plopped into her lap with a 
muffled thud. 

“Some of the training’s from Foxfire,” he said slowly, “but . . 

“It’s okay,” she told him. “It doesn’t matter who taught you.” 

And she meant it. 

In fact, she couldn't believe she hadn’t thought of this earlier. 

“Did they teach you any tricks?” she asked. “Or was it just all 
the practice that made you better?” 

“Both,” he said, looking squirmy. 

But that was the answer she'd been hoping for. 

She might be stuck in a cramped bed in a cramped room witha 
wounded arm and a sedated Cognate and no access to visitors and 
ten zillion other limitations that were making her want to shred 
her blankets into itty-bitty pieces. 

But she could do this. 

“Teach me what they taught you,” she begged. 

“It wasn’t anything exciting, if that’s what you're hoping for,” 
Keefe warned. “I wish it was—believe me. I pushed myself harder 
in their boring lessons than I ever have at anything before. I 
thought if they saw me as Captain Committed, they'd teach me 
something good. But it was always the same stuff we did at 
Exillium, just with a few different tips.” 

“Tips are good,” Sophie promised. “Tips are better than sitting 
here, staring at this until I go cross-eyed.” 

She held up the knotted scrap of bandage. 


“Please,” she added when it looked like he was going to argue. 
“Tm so sick of being useless.” 

“You're not—” 

“Yes, I am. Biana, Tam, and Dex have searched Everglen—twice. 
And you guys have all started training—even Wylie and Marella. 
Meanwhile I spent the morning having my mommy dress me like 
some stupid doll.” 

She wasn’t being fair to how hard Edaline was working to take 
care of her. But... it was all so absurd. Sitting there with braided 
hair, wearing one of the jeweled tunics that had been altered to fit 
around her bandage. The sleeves were gone, leaving her arms and 
shoulders bare, and the neckline had been altered to tie like a 
halter—which did make getting dressed way easier. But it also 
made her feel like Healing Center Barbie. 

“Embrace the sparkles, Foster,” Keefe told her. “They look good 
on you.” 

Any other day she might’ve blushed. 

Instead, she stared at her one working hand and whispered, “I 
can’t even take my medicine without needing someone to open the 
vials for me.” 

His smile faded and he leaned against the side of her cot. “That 
still doesn’t make you useless. But ... I do know the feeling. I got 
to spend a whole week in bed while you guys went to Nightfall 
without me, remember?” 

“And you should’ve heard the whining!” Ro chimed in. “And the 
sniveling. And the moronic escape plans. It’s amazing he made it 
through without me bashing his pretty face.” 

“Aw, did you hear that? Ro thinks I’m pretty! I mean—I usually 
go for more of a roguish handsome, but . . .” He tossed his hair and 


fluttered his eyelashes. 


Sophie’s lips curled into a smile—without her permission. “I’m 
serious, Keefe. I need to train or I’m going to go out of my mind. If 
you won't teach me—” 

“T will,” he promised. “Sorry. I was just ... stalling.” 

“why?” 

He tugged at the edge of her blanket, smoothing out the 
wrinkles. “The thing is ... I’m not exactly proud of that time 
period, you know? Whenever I think about it, I want to slam my 
head into the wall.” 

“You ever need help with that, I’m your girl,” Ro told him witha 
wink. 

Keefe ignored her. “I guess I just wish I could pretend it never 
happened. But... we might as well try to get something out of it. 
The training wasn’t fancy, but it was solid—and it did make me 
stronger. Probably because Alvar handled most of it, and he was 
one of few who actually liked having me there. He wanted me on 
their side—and not because he was playing head games like 
Fintan, or because of my mom and her creepy legacy. He seriously 
believed in the cause, and for some reason he wanted me to 
believe in it too. That’s why I hope his memories really are gone 
and not just tucked away somewhere. Because if he ever 
remembers why he joined, I know he'll go back.” 

“You really think so?” Sophie had to ask. “You don’t think he'll 
look at his scars and be too angry—like he said at the Tribunal?” 

Keefe shook his head. “For one thing: We don’t know who gave 
him those scars. Might not have been the Neverseen.” 

Well . . . that was something she hadn’t thought of. 

“Who else would’ve done it?” she whispered. 

“No idea. All I know is it’s possible. But even if it was the 
Neverseen, I just don’t see Alvar turning his back on them—not 


after everything he’s already given up. I mean, think about it: He 


wasn't like Fintan or Brant, where his ability was banned—or Ruy, 
who was banished. He was a Vacker. He had all the power and 
prestige he could ever want. And he passed it up for the 
Neverseen.” 

She wasn’t a fan of how much sense he was making. 

“Tm assuming he never told you why he joined?” she asked. 

“Nope. Just lots of ‘you'll see someday. But one time he did give 
me this speech about how history only has two sides—the right 
side and the wrong side—and how we were both exactly where we 
should be. And that kind of conviction doesn’t go away. He may 
have forgotten about it. But if he ever remembers... .” 

Every word made Sophie more desperate to sprint across the 
room, shake Fitz awake, and get started on Cognate training. She 
didn’t care about the echoes, or any pending humiliation. Because 
her mind was spinning new ways—new directions. And it was 
making her piece together a whole new set of questions. 

Questions she should’ve been asking herself from the moment 
shed woken up in the Healing Center, instead of lying there 
feeling sorry for herself: 

What if the Neverseen’s attack wasn’t a warning to get her to 
cooperate—or their way of trying to find Wylie? 

What if all of that had been a distraction? 

What if this was really about taking her and Fitz out of 
commission? 

After all, Umber had focused her attacks on them. And Gethen 
had clearly known about the Council’s verdict for Alvar. 

What if they wanted to make sure the Black Swan’s most 
valuable Telepaths weren’t available when they needed them? 

“Relax, Foster,” Keefe said, squeezing her good hand and lacing 
their fingers together. 


A gentle breeze swept across her consciousness, and she 
realized he must’ve also peeled off her glove. The wind was a swirl 
of purples and blues—a whisper of mental twilight, brushing away 
the darkness gathering in her mind. 

Calming the monster before it could stir. 

She closed her eyes, letting her breathing match the flow of the 
breeze as her pulse slowly steadied. 

“You okay there?” he whispered. 

She nodded, not quite ready to use her voice. 

Not ready to let go of his hand, either. 

It had been close. 

Too close. 

She’d felt the headache rolling in like fog, but the wind had 
knocked it back. 

“Sorry, Keefe said, tightening his fingers with hers. “I 
shouldn’t have brought up any of those worries. Edaline warned 
me that you need to stay calm right now.” 

“But that might be what they want! What if—” 

“Can I say something before you let that powerful imagination 
run wild again?” he asked, filling her head with another soft, 
trickling breeze. “I’ve been doing my own tests on Everglen’s 
security all week—that’s why I haven’t had time to check in—” 

“And I did an actual useful search,” Ro added, “with my senses.” 

“It took us days,” Keefe continued. “We searched both inside 
and outside the fence. And I’m not exaggerating when I tell you 
that Everglen’s a fortress. Seriously, Foster. No one’s getting in or 
out unless they go through the main gate—and the Council has 
guards posted there around the clock. Dex also added a few extra 
fail-safes to the Warden just in case. So there’s no way Alvar’s 


going anywhere.” 


“I hope you're right,” she said, taking a long, slow breath. “But 
that doesn’t mean the Neverseen don’t still want me trapped in 
this bed. What if—” 

“That’s absolutely what they want,” Ro interrupted. “Isn’t that 
obvious? I mean . . . they exploded your bones—and filled you 
with those echo things, and—” 

“Uh, we’re supposed to be keeping her calm, remember?” Keefe 
cut in. 

“Fine, Ro huffed. “My point is, of course they want you out of 
commission. Some of them would probably even prefer to have 
you dead, but they’re keeping you alive for the same reason they 
want you out of their way. Youre the moonlark! You're this 
mysterious, untested thing. As far as they're concerned, you’re the 
single biggest threat theyre facing—and maybe the biggest 
advantage if they could find a way to turn you. I’m sure half their 
plans revolve around trying to scare you, stop you, or recruit you— 
and all your little friends and allies, too.” 

“Which means your job right now, Foster,’ Keefe said, 
tightening his grip on Sophie’s hand, “is to keep doing exactly 
what you've been doing. Rest. Recover. Take whatever medicine 
and time you need to get strong again. And trust the rest of us to 
cover anything that comes up while you’re down.” 

“But you're not Telepaths,” she argued. “That could be what 
this is about.” 

“If it is, we have Forkle. And Granite. And Alden. And Quinlin. 
And technically even Prentice. I know they can’t do as many fancy 
tricks as you—and they’re definitely not as good at staring into 
each other’s eyes as you and the Fitzster. But I think they can 
cover for you guys while you get back on your feet. So just take 
care of you. You’re the only one who can really do that.” 


She blew out a breath. “It’s really annoying when you're right.” 


“Don't worry,’ Ro told her. “It doesn’t happen very often.” 

Keefe smirked. “So... you okay? I don’t have to let go yet if you 
still need the boost.” 

“One second,” she said, closing her eyes and imagining herself 
stuffing her scariest questions into thick mental boxes and 
marking them Deal with Later. 

But she needed one more piece of information before she could 
seal everything shut: “Has the Council set the date for when 
they're moving Alvar to Everglen? Biana hasn’t said anything, and 
I haven’t wanted to bring it up.” 

“Yeah, I haven’t wanted to bring it up either,” Keefe admitted. 
“But Dex said Lovise and Grizel are due back from Gildingham 
within the next few days. So I’m assuming it won't be long after 
that.” 

“Great, Sophie mumbled. “He'll be home before I am.” 

“Maybe not. You said it yourself: You’re getting better every 
day. Right?” 

“She is,’ Elwin answered for her. “And yes, I have been listening 
this whole time,” he added as he strode over from his office. “And 
part of me definitely wanted to charge in here when I heard 
Sophie start to lose control. But it sounded like you had it 
covered.” 

“I did,” Keefe agreed. 

Elwin slipped on his spectacles. “Let’s see, shall we?” 

He snapped his fingers, flashing through each color of the 
spectrum, nodding with each one. 

“Does that mean I didn’t do any damage?” Sophie whispered as 
Keefe helped her pull her glove back on. 

“It does,’ Elwin said, and the last hidden worry evaporated 
from Sophie’s mind. “And that’s why I’m going to allow you two to 


go ahead with those plans you were discussing, despite the way 


this spiraled. As long as you're careful, I'll let you train together 
every day. You can even get started now, if you want.” 

“You still up for it, Foster?” Keefe asked. 

“Pick something quick and easy,’ Elwin said when Sophie 
nodded. “She’s going to need to rest soon.” 

“Done and done! I was already planning to have us start with 
telekinesis, since that’s what got Foster all swoony about my skills 
in the first place.” 

“I didn’t get swoony,” Sophie felt the need to point out. 

“Keep telling yourself that, Foster. Keeeeeeeeeep telling 
yourself that.” 

Sophie glanced at Elwin. “I’m going to regret asking him to 
teach me, aren’t I?” 

“Oh, that’s a given,” he said, chuckling. “I'll leave you to it—but 
remember, quick and easy.” 

“On it!” Keefe said as Elwin ducked back into his office. “Let’s 
do this!” 

He floated the scrap of knotted bandage into the space between 
them and clapped his hands. “Okay, pay attention to what I do.” 

The bandage started to spin, moving in wider and wider circles, 
and he stretched out his arms and spun around with it, whipping 
the bandage so fast it became nothing more than a blur. 

“Figure out the secret yet?” he asked, leaning on the nearest cot 
like hed made himself dizzy. 

“Um. Not really,” Sophie admitted. 

Ro snorted. “Wow. You're a horrible teacher.” 

“Psh, Pm the best,” Keefe insisted. “No boring lectures. And 
Foster’ll get it this time—you'll see.” 

He floated the scrap of bandage back toward himself, then set it 
back down. “You know what? It'll be easier to notice with 


something bigger. Hmmmmmm... Oh! I know!” 


He lunged and thrust his arms toward Ro—who yelped as she 
launched toward the ceiling. 

“Put. Me. Down!” 

“Aw, is the big, tough ogre princess scared of a little elf-y mind 
trick?” Keefe asked. 

“You realize I can end you with one dagger, right?” Ro asked, 
drawing one from the sheath around her thigh. “And there’s no 
way youd be fast enough to stop it.” 

“Probably not,” Keefe agreed. “But I could do this.” He let her 
plummet, then blasted her back up with a big enough jolt to 
knock her weapon from her grasp. 

“Uh, I'm pretty sure she’s going to murder you in your sleep 
tonight,’ Sophie warned. 

“Oh, Pm planning something much more painful than that,’ Ro 
snarled. 

“See, and I thought you’d be honored to be part of this 
important moment, when Foster shows us how much she’s learned 
from my brilliant demonstration. Go ahead,” he told Sophie. “Tell 
Ro the secret.” 

She shook her head. 

All that was missing was the sound of a cricket chirping. 

His smile faded. “Okay, maybe I am bad at teaching. Weren't 
you watching my feet?” 

“Why would I be?” 

“Because I told you to pay attention.” He waited until shed 
leaned over enough to see the floor, then stepped forward and 
thrust his arms, launching Ro higher. “See? It’s all about the foot 
energy.” 

“Foot...energy..., Sophie repeated. 

“Yep! Alvar called it ‘full body momentum, but that’s boring 


and confusing because all it means is: You want some extra 


oomph, move your feet. See?” 

He shifted his weight onto his other foot at the same time he 
waved his hands forward, and Ro shot backward, nearly crashing 
into the wall. 

“It’s a small thing,” he said. “But that’s the point. Everyone 
forgets their feet with telekinesis. They focus on their hands and 
their arms and pulling energy from their core. And it doesn’t have 
to be a big movement. The tiniest step makes a huge difference. 
Try it.” 

“Tm not allowed to get out of bed,” Sophie reminded him. 

“And yet, you’re moving your feet right now.” He pointed to 
where her feet were, in fact, fidgeting under the covers. 

“Wow—remind me again: Why do so many people think you 
guys are so special?” Ro wondered. 

“No idea,” Sophie told her. 

“Don't let her fool you, Ro. If Foster used foot energy, she could 
smash you through the ceiling.” 

“So? It’s all still a party trick. You try something like this in a 
battle and you'll end up with a dagger through the forehead.” 

“Not Foster. Foster could catch that dagger and whip it back at 
you. Even with only one hand.” 

“Pretty sure I couldn't,” Sophie argued. 

“I know you couldn't,” Ro corrected. 

“See, and I know she could,” Keefe insisted. “Especially with a 
little foot energy.” 

“Then prove it,” Ro said. “Not with a dagger,” she added for 
Elwin, who was already on his feet. “With that.” She pointed to 
one of the empty sedative vials near Sophie’s cot. “I'll fling that 
toward her head—and don’t worry, I'll make sure it will miss her— 
and we'll see if she knocks it back at me or if it shatters a few 


inches from her ear.” 


“Works for me,” Keefe told her, setting Ro back on the floor. 
“But I think we should put a wager on it.” 

“Guys,” Sophie said. 

Ro’s grin was equal parts gleeful and vicious. “How about if I’m 
right, I get to shave your head?” 

“Keefe,” Sophie warned. 

He smirked. “Okay. And if Foster knocks the vial back at you, 
you have to get a tattoo that says Sparkles Rule! It can be tiny. But it 
has to be somewhere we can see it.” 

“GUYS!” Sophie shouted as they both said, “Deal!” 

“Uh, hello—I never agreed to this!” she reminded them. 

Ro shrugged. “This isn’t about you anymore. We have a deal. It’s 
your job to settle it.” 

“She’s right,” Keefe agreed. “And don’t look so nervous, Foster. 
Trust the foot energy!” 

“Tve never used foot energy!” 

“Eh, you've always been a fast learner.” 

Elwin joined them from his office. 

“You're going to tell us we can't do this, right?” she asked. 
“Because it'll hurt my recovery?” 

“Nah. I just want to see what happens,” he said. 

Keefe pumped his fist. “WOO, we have Elwin approval! That 
makes this official. This. Is. Happening!” 

“Ready?” Ro asked, snatching an empty vial and raising her 
arm. 

“No!” Sophie said as Keefe said, “Yep!” 

“Tm going to throw this whether you play along or not,’ Ro told 
her. “So you can either give your boy a chance. Or forfeit. You have 
three seconds to decide. One...” 

On “two” Sophie reached deep into her core, gathering every 


drop of energy she could find and mixing it with her mental 


reserves—reminding herself that Keefe got himself into this mess, 
so it wouldn't be her fault if it ended badly. 

And his hair would grow back eventually. ... 

“Three!” Ro said, and Keefe shouted, “Team Foster-Keefe for 
the win!” as Ro whipped the vial toward Sophie’s head. 

Sophie threw out her left hand and kicked her feet as much as 
she could, and her fingers tingled as the energy poured out of her, 
hurtling toward the tiny bottle like a tidal wave. 

Glass shattered and someone screamed—it might've been 
Sophie—as the broken pieces changed direction, slamming into 
Ro’s breastplate like a stampeding woolly mammoth, sending her 
toppling head over feet and crashing into the wall of medicine. 

Shelves collapsed and shouts echoed as hundreds and hundreds 
of vials plummeted—and Sophie whipped her hand and feet again, 
reaching to save anything she could. 

All that medicine—all of Elwin’s hard work. 

She couldn’t let it go to waste because of their silly game. So 
she imagined herself with thousands of hands, grasping in every 
possible direction and... 

A beat of silence followed. 

“So that’s why the moonlark’s special,’ Ro breathed as she 
stared at the vials hovering around her like tiny glass satellites. 

Not a single one had hit the floor. 

“You okay, Sophie?” Elwin asked. “No headache? No pain?” 

“None,” she promised. 

And she knew then, beyond any of the doubts waiting to roar at 
her from the shadows. 

She might be broken. 

She might be healing. 


But she was strong. 


FOURTEEN 


IT TOOK ELWIN MOST OF the night to clean up after the Foster 
Foot Energy Triumph—as Keefe had named it—so Sophie was 
stunned when he still let Keefe and Ro into the Healing Center the 
next afternoon. 

She also couldn’t believe that Ro already had a new tattoo inked 
to the underside of her right wrist. 

Bold, impossible-to-ignore letters declaring, Sparkles Rule! 

“Did it myself this morning,’ Ro said when she caught Sophie 
staring. “A bet’s a bet. I figure this is my reminder to never side 
against the moonlark.” 

“Always the best way to go,” Keefe agreed, his eyes trailing over 
Sophie’s bandages. “No setbacks from yesterday?” 

“Nope!” 

According to Elwin’s numerous tests, her echoes hadn’t stirred 
at all. So physical strain didn’t seem to bother them. Only 
emotional turmoil. 

Whether that was good news or bad news was yet to be 
determined. 

“And I see Fitzy’s still snoozing,’ Keefe noted, moving to his 
best friend’s side and waving a hand in front of his face. “Since 
he’s also cuddling with his sparkly dragon buddy and looking all 
rosy cheeked and peaceful, I’m guessing we don’t need to be 


worried about that?” 


“You don't,’ Elwin agreed. “The sedatives are just a 
precaution.” 

“But how much longer are you going to keep him knocked 
out?” Sophie had to ask. 

Itd already been over a week. 

“Hopefully until his echo fades,” Elwin told her. “But I guess it 
depends on how long that takes. Right now it’s one day at a time.” 

She couldn't help her sigh. 

One day at a time. 

One problem at a time. 

It was the plan they always fell back on, no matter how hard 
they tried to widen their focus. 

And it never seemed to get them anywhere. 

“Is Edaline here?” Keefe asked, turning to scan the rest of the 
Healing Center. 

Sophie shook her head. “She hailed me this morning and said 
the Council put Grady on assignment for the next few days— 
something to do with the dwarves, I think. So she’s going to stay 
at Havenfield to take care of the gorgodon and help Sandor with 
everything he’s got going on with my new bodyguards.” 

The excuse made perfect sense—but Sophie was also 90 percent 
certain that Edaline was trying to give her some space. And while 
she felt a little bit bad for chasing her away, she couldn’t deny how 
nice it'd been to not be fussed over all morning. 

Then again, she'd also had to get dressed all by herself, and that 
had been an adventure. Even with the altered tunics, she'd still had 
to twist her body in all kinds of unnatural ways as she fought to 
wriggle out of one shirt and tie on another without moving her 
right arm. 

“That’s right—I heard you were going to be part of a 


multispeciesial bodyguarding experiment,’ Keefe said. “Please tell 


me you're going to make them wear glittery armor that says 
Fearsome Foster Five!” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Ha-ha.” 

“Tm serious! What’s the point of having your own army if you 
can’t make them wear embarrassing uniforms? Feel free to draw 
inspiration from this.” He cringed as he waved his hands in front 
of his Level Six uniform. 

It was the same half cape, plus jerkin, plus pants combo as all 
the other grade levels—but it looked significantly worse in solid 
white, with a yeti pin at the base of his neck. 

“Theyre not an army,’ she argued, because denial was 
becoming her new best friend. 

Keefe smirked. “If you say so, Foster. Did Edaline tell you 
anything about them?” 

“Not much. All I know is it’s going to be Sandor and Flori, plus 
a dwarf named Nubiti, a troll named Tarina, and an ogre named 
Botros.” 

The last name made Ro unleash an impressive string of ogre 
curses. 

“T take it that means you know the guy?” Keefe asked. 

Sophie could see every one of Ro’s pointed teeth when she said, 
“I do.” 

“And?” Keefe pressed. 

“It’s none of your business,’ Ro snapped back. 

“Pretty sure it is, since Foster’s supposed to trust him with her 
life,” Keefe argued. 

Ro muttered a few more creative words under her breath. “Bo’s 
a loyal Mercadir. That’s not the issue.” 

“You call him Bo?” Keefe noted as Sophie asked, “Then what’s 
the issue?” 


Ro ignored both of them. 


“Stay here,” she told Keefe, “and don’t even think about leaving 
until I return.” 

“Where are you going?” Elwin called as she headed for the exit. 

“To throttle my father.” 

The door slammed hard enough to shake the walls, and Sophie, 
Keefe, and Elwin all shared a look. 

“Yeah ...we definitely need to get the story on Bo and Ro,” 
Keefe decided. 

Sophie nodded. “Do you think they dated?” 

“Ohhhhhhhh, now I do! And I’ve been trying to get dirt like 
that on Ro since she got here!” He cracked his knuckles. “Okay, 
this is going to call for some epic-level snooping—and if that 
doesn’t work, I guess I know what my next bet will be!” 

“No more betting,” Elwin warned. “At least not on my watch. 
And today’s lesson better be chaos-free or I’m nixing these little 
sessions.” 

“Aw, we can’t have that. Foster would miss me too much. Who 
knew the way to her heart was my mad teaching skills?” 

“Or I'm just bored,” Sophie countered. 


“Nah, you're realizing I’m the total package. Beauty and brains 
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“And super modest,” she noted. 

“Exactly! And, because my amazingness knows no bounds, I 
even come bearing presents!” He pulled a box of Prattles from his 
cape pocket with a dramatic flourish. “Today youre getting my 
brilliant lesson and candy!” 

He tore open the box and fished out the tiny satchel, dumping 
the collectible pin into his hand. 

“Cool—the Prattles kraken! I’ve always wanted one of those!” 


He held up the tiny replica of the giant sea monster. “Remember 


when the Black Swan had us leap under the ocean and that kraken 
wanted to eat us?” 

“Kinda hard to forget,” Sophie told him. “And you can keep the 
pin.” 

“Uh-uh, it’s yours.” 

“But you want it.” 

“And I want you to have it! So how about we call him ours? We'll 
name him Krakie, and he can live right here.” He pointed to the 
bandage covering her right hand. “That way Krakie can protect 
you from the echo—not that you need protection. He'll just be your 
backup.” 

Sophie wasn’t sure why her voice sounded so thick when she 
said, “It’s good to have backup.” 

“It is.” His smile softened into something that made Sophie’s 
cheeks warm. And her heart seemed to trip over itself as he leaned 
close and carefully pinned Krakie to the back of her hand, right in 
the center. 

His palm rested over hers when he finished, and she got the 
sense that there was something he wasn’t saying. But then his eyes 
skipped past her, landing on Fitz for a beat before he shifted his 
focus to Elwin. 

“Any chance you could get us a bucket of ice water for today’s 
lesson?” he asked, straightening up and clearing his throat. “I 
promise not to dump it on Foster’s head—unless she wants me to.” 

Elwin sighed as he headed for the alchemy section of the 
Healing Center. “Why do I have a feeling I’m going to regret 
this?” 


“You won't 
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Keefe assured him. “Were working on body 
temperature regulation.” 


Sophie groaned. 


The day they'd practiced that skill at Exillium had been long, 
hot, and very, very sweaty. And given the large silver basin of 
freezing water that Elwin set on the cot next to hers, it looked like 
a lot of shivering would soon be in her future. 

“You sure you don’t want to work on something else?” she 
tried. 

“Tm sure. I know it seems like a pointless skill when you first 
think about it—like, ‘Why can’t I just put on a heavier cape or roll 
up my sleeves?’ But I bet if we'd all mastered it before the ambush 
on Everest, my mom wouldn’t have gotten away. And Alvar told 
me it’s the only reason he didn’t die when Brant trapped him ina 
room full of flames to punish him. Thats why he made me 
practice it for a few minutes every day, along with appetite 
suppression, breathing control, and darkness vision. He called 
them our ‘survival instincts.” 

They both stared at the basin, watching the ice swirl, until 
Keefe whispered the words they were both thinking. 

“T should’ve taught you this stuff a while ago.” 

“I should’ve asked you to,” she said, accepting her half of the 
blame. 

They'd both wanted to put Keefe’s time with the Neverseen 
behind them. And they'd both been mourning the loss of one of 
the Forkles, and trying to find her human parents, and battling a 
million other distractions. 

All that mattered was, “You're teaching me now.” 

“Yeah, I guess.” He helped her prop herself up with a few extra 
pillows and scooted the basin close enough to her left side to 
make the chill seep through her blankets. 

“I thought we'd start with cold temperatures because it’s a little 


less miserable than training for heat,’ he explained as he pulled 


off her glove. “Though youre probably still going to want to 
punch me when you dunk your arm in.” 

“My whole arm? Not just my hand?” 

“Yep. The colder you are, the more it’ll trigger your instincts.” 

“Of course.” 

Condensation was dribbling down the sides of the metal basin, 
and even touching the rim made her fingers sting. So she steeled 
herself for a serious shock of cold—but the reality was a thousand 
times more miserable. 

“Aw, those little shrieking sounds you’re making are super 
adorable,” Keefe told her. “Ready to punch me yet?” 

“S-splashing y-you s-sounds b-better,’ she said through 
chattering teeth. 

“I suppose. But we both know I'll splash you back—and then 
you'll retaliate, because you may look all sweet and innocent, but 
you have a feisty streak. And then it'll be an ice-water war, and 
Elwin will ban me from the Healing Center and you'll be lost 
without my visits, and I'd rather not make you suffer like that. So 
how about I teach you Alvar’s trick to make it not feel so cold?” 

“You c-c-could’ve o-offered th-that f-five m-minutes a-ago!” 

“Ah, but then you wouldn’t have been as freezing as I needed 
you to be. See how well I distracted you?” 

She was very tempted to dunk his head. 

“W-WHAT’S THE TR-TRICK?” 

“This.” He raised his hand and snapped his fingers. 

“Th-that d-does n-nothing,” she argued, copying the gesture 
over and over. 

“Oh, but it does. It creates friction. And if you let your brain 
amplify the heat from that friction, you'd be warm and toasty right 
now. But you're still concentrating on the cold. Come on, Foster. 


Think warm thoughts and snap again.” 


She gave him her surliest glare before she closed her eyes and 
tried to make her mind home in on the subtle hints of warmth 
drifting around the basin—like the water immediately around her 
arm, which had absorbed her body heat. And the water near the 
surface, where air from the room had tempered the chill. 

It wasn’t much, but it was something, and she willed her cells to 
embrace that warmth, to soak it up and really feel it. Then she 
snapped her fingers, imagining it like striking a match in a room 
full of kindling. 

“Oh wow,” she breathed as the temperature shifted—or her 
sense of it, at least. 

Suddenly the basin felt like a swimming pool, or a tepid bath. 
Even the ice cubes felt like nothing more than floating squares. 

But the warmth faded just as fast. And when the cold rushed 
back, it felt harsher than before, stabbing her skin with icy 
needles. 

“Holding on to the feelings the hard part,” Keefe said, 
wrapping her arm in a soft towel as she yanked it out of the water. 
“That’s why Alvar had me practice every day. He said if I kept at it, 
the instinct would become second nature. Guess I should probably 
get back in the habit.” 

“We could practice together,” Sophie offered. 

“Is that your way of making sure I suffer with you?” 

She gave him half a shrug—and a full smile. “You in or not?” 


He grinned. “Oh, I am so in.” 


The next day they both lasted ten minutes with their arms in the 
icy basin—though some of that might’ve been thanks to the extra 


body heat in the water. 


But still, it was progress—which was more than Sophie could 
say for the lesson afterward, which turned out to be on appetite 
suppression. 

“Get ready to hate me,’ Keefe said as he set a tray in her lap 
filled with mouthwatering candy and desserts and then told her 
she couldn't eat any of it. 

Ro and Elwin were zero help—both munching happily on trays 
of their own. 

“I know, appetite suppression’s rough,” Keefe told her. “And 
sadly there’s no real trick except distraction—unless you can 
convince yourself that you're not hungry. You're not, right? You 
don’t want this butterblast, do you?” 

He took a huge bite of a round, golden pastry topped with giant 
sugar crystals. 

If it weren’t for her injuries, she would’ve leaped out of bed and 
wrestled it away from him. 

“Don't worry, I'll save you a bite. But first you need to go one 
solid hour without your stomach growling. So ignore me”—he 
took another giant bite of the butterblast—“and focus on Krakie. 
Or you can focus on Krakie’s new buddies.” 

He set three Prattles pins on her tray—a jaculus, a kelpie, anda 
sasquatch. “Meet Bitey, Scaley Butt, and The Stink—your new 
bandage buddies! We need to figure out the perfect place to put 
them. I think Scaley Butt should be near Krakie so it looks like 
theyre swimming together. And then Bitey could be close to The 
Stink so it looks like he’s trying to chomp him.” 

“You're a very strange person, you know that?” she asked as he 
pinned the new creatures in place. 

“I think the word you’re looking for is ‘awesome,’ I’m an 
awesome person—who stopped you from thinking about how 


hungry you are for, like, five minutes.” 


“And then reminded me,” Sophie noted with a stomach growl. 

“Oops. Well . . . okay, your new hour starts now!” 

It was a very long afternoon. 

But it was worth it when Keefe gave her the last bite of 
butterblast, which was chewy like a doughnut but tasted like 
pancakes hot off the griddle and was filled with some sort of thick, 
maple-y cream. It was quite possibly the most amazing thing she’d 
ever put in her mouth—and that was saying something, 
considering she lived in a world with mallowmelt and custard 
bursts and ripplefluffs and pudding puffs. 

“If you want another,” Keefe told her, “you’re going to have to 
let Ro carry you with me into the secret cafeteria.” 

“Not happening,” Elwin warned. 


Keefe smirked. “Keep telling yourself that.” 


The next day was a little easier. Sophie and Keefe both lasted 
fifteen minutes in the ice basin before the shivering took over. 
And Sophie nailed the breath control trick on the first try. 

It helped that breath control had been one of the skills she’d 
excelled at while they attended Exillium. But Alvar’s trick of 
wiggling her toes did make it easier to distract herself. 

And when she made it twenty minutes in the ice basin the next 
afternoon, she was feeling pretty proud of herself. 

But the skill of the day was darkness vision—a skill she’d failed 
at when she tried it at Exillium. Too many nightmares had lurked 
in the shadows—and that was before they had claws and teeth. 

Keefe cut the lesson off as soon as he felt the spike of fear. 

Sophie didn’t argue. 

She could feel the monster stirring—hear the whispers that 


would roar if she let the memories take over. 


“Remember, Krakie’s got your back,” Keefe told her as she lay 
still, letting Elwin check for signs of setbacks. “And so does 
Fluffy,” he added, pinning a Prattles T. rex next to the kraken on 
her bandaged hand. 

“Dude, enough with the cutesy pin names,’ Ro told him. 

“Never!” Keefe said, adding a verminion he called Cheeky. 
“You've got this, Foster.” 

But she didn’t. 

They'd stopped the lesson in time to block any pain or damage. 
But they'd also proven the monster was alive and well. 

Even with all the progress her shattered bones had made. 

All the strength Sophie had discovered during her lessons. 

All the waiting. 

All the elixirs and blurry sedatives. 

All the distractions. 

The echoes hadn’t faded. Not even a little. 

“They will,” Keefe promised. 

Elwin said the same thing. 

So did Edaline when she checked on Sophie the next morning. 

Biana told her that too, when she hailed with her next round of 
updates. Apparently the rest of her friends were adding daggers 
into their training now. And Woltzer was planning to work in 
some hand-to-hand combat soon. 

Meanwhile Sophie was still stuck in the same place. 

She knew it wasn’t her friends’ fault. But . . . she hated 
everything. 

And even though it was the most counterproductive thing ever, 
she skipped her lesson with Keefe that day. She just . . . couldn't. 

She told him she needed to rest. 

They both knew she needed to sulk. 


And sulk she did—a long day of glaring and pouting and 
generally feeling sorry for herself. 

Which seemed extra childish every time her eyes drifted to Fitz. 
At least she wasn’t going to get pulled from a drugged stupor and 
find out she’d lost days and days and days. 

And really, how much longer were they going to wait? 

“One day at a time” could mean weeks—months—years before 
the echoes faded. 

Terrifying as that thought was, they couldn’t keep ignoring it. 
Otherwise, what? Were they just going to leave Fitz unconscious 
indefinitely? 

Shouldn’t they at least wake him up and tell him what was 
going on, see how the echoes actually affected him, and let him 
decide if he wanted more sedatives? 

Then again, wasn’t it better that he was getting to sleep 
through all the angst and frustration she was currently living 
with? 

She studied the relaxed lines of his features. The soft flutter of 
his long, dark eyelashes. The adorable way his arms cradled Mr. 
Snuggles against his bandaged chest. 

I don’t know what to do. 

She hadn’t meant to transmit the words, but ... it felt good to 
say them. And it wasn’t like he could hear her. He hadn’t flinched. 
His breathing hadn’t changed rhythm. 

So she told him, I really wish you were awake. 

He let out a snuffly snore, which gave her the courage to ask, 
What if I just want you to wake up because I’m tired of fighting the 
echoes all by myself? 

That wasn’t the right question, though. 


What if I want you to wake up because I miss you? 


Shed been trying to stay busy, trying not to look at the 
beautiful boy sleeping over in the corner—the boy Umber had 
attacked in order to make her cooperate. 

But she hated having him so close and still so far away. 

She watched his eyelids flutter a second longer. Then forced her 
gaze elsewhere, realizing shed taken wallowing to a whole new 
level. And it was time to get back on track. 

Tomorrow she'd return to her routine. More medicine. More 
lessons. More— 

A sharp intake of breath sliced through her planning. 

And when she turned back to Fitz, his eyes were more than 
fluttering. 

One blink. 

Two. 

Three. 

And then... they stayed open. 


FIFTEEN 


How LONG HAVE | BEEN asleep?” Fitz asked, his voice crackly 
from all the days without use. 

His expression was still sleepy and clueless—hair tousled, eyes 
blinky, lips stretching into wide yawns—and Sophie hated to strip 
away that innocence. 

But she scraped together the courage. 

“It’s been—” 

“We'll get to that question in a minute,’ Elwin interrupted as he 
rushed to Fitz’s side and slipped on his special glasses. “First I 
need to check a few things to make sure you're really up for that 
conversation.” 

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Fitz aimed the question at Sophie. “What 
aren’t you telling me?” 

“A lot,” she admitted as Elwin snapped his fingers and flashed 
one of those layered light bubbles around Fitz’s chest. 

Time crawled by—forty-three endless seconds—before Elwin 
stepped back, scratched his forehead, and said, “Well, it’s probably 
safe to tell him about the echoes.” 

“Probably?” Sophie said in the same breath that Fitz asked, 
“Echoes?” 

Elwin shrugged. “No guarantees when it comes to any of this. 
And yes,” he told Fitz. “You’re going to hear a lot about echoes. 
And something called shadowflux. But I'll admit, I don’t really 


know how to explain it.” 


He gave Sophie a Care-to-take-it-from-here? look. 

She pulled Ella from her tangled blankets, needing something 
to hold on to. 

“It’s weird and confusing,” she warned, then chose each word 
carefully, trying to soften the blow while still making the situation 
clear. The only part she glossed over was the monster, since that 
was her battle. And she tried to focus on how strong his vitals 
were. 

But Fitz still looked shadowed and pale when she’d finished. 

“So..., he said, tracing a finger over the bandages covering 
his chest, “there’s something wrong with my heart.” 

“Not necessarily,” Elwin corrected. “All we know is that the 
shadowflux left an echo there. We don’t know what that means, or 
when it will fade—that’s why we kept you sedated.” 

Fitz swallowed hard. “And how long have I been out?” 

Elwin and Sophie shared a look. 

“About two weeks,” Elwin said. 

“TWO WEEKS? WH Y—oh.” 

He clutched his chest and rolled onto his side as much as his 
bandaged leg allowed. 

“What’s wrong?” Sophie asked as a strangled groan poured 
from Fitz’s lips and Elwin flashed a purple orb around him. 

“No idea,’ Elwin admitted, flickering through several more 
colors before he told Fitz, “I need you to talk to me. I can’t see this 
kind of pain, so you’re going to have to tell me what you're 
feeling.” 

“It’s not pain,” Fitz gritted out, his hands curling into fists. “It’s 
more like ... pressure. Like my heart is pushing against my ribs.” 

“Your pulse is also racing,’ Elwin noted. “So let’s try deep 
breaths. Like this.” 

He sucked in a long breath and slowly let it go. 


Again. 

Again. 

Sophie joined them, trying to keep her own panic from digging 
its claws in. 

Another breath. 

Another. 

And Fitz unclenched his fists, reaching to wipe his sweaty 
brow. “I think it’s easing up,” he rasped, and Sophie blinked hard, 
fighting the tears of relief gathering in her eyes. 

“Good. Then just keep breathing,” Elwin said as he moved to 
his wall of medicine and studied the newly reorganized shelves. 

He grabbed two vials and headed back, flashing an opalescent 
bubble of light around Fitz and squinting through his spectacles. 
“I would highly recommend taking this,” he said, holding up a 
midnight blue serum. 

“Tm assuming it’s a sedative,” Fitz guessed. 

Elwin nodded. 

“Then forget it.” 

“Fitz,” Sophie tried. 

“FORGET IT! Pm not—oh. Wow. Okay, it’s not good to get 
angry.” He curled up again, hugging Mr. Snuggles as tightly as he 
could. 

He would’ve looked adorable if his features weren't twisted and 
sweaty. 

“Remember to breathe,” Elwin told him. 

Inhale. 

Exhale. 

Repeat. 

When Fitz’s grip on his sparkly dragon relaxed, Elwin told him, 
“T figured you were going to say that. It’s why I also grabbed this.” 


He held up a forest green elixir. “I designed this medicine for 


Caprise Redek, trying to help her steady her moods. It sadly wasn’t 
strong enough, thanks to the complexities of her injuries. And I 
have no idea if it’s the right approach for you. But your emotions 
seem to affect the echo, so—” 

“TIl take it,” Fitz told him, holding out his hand. 

A million arguments raged in Sophie’s head as she watched him 
swallow the elixir, but she kept them there, knowing she would’ve 
made the same choice. 

“How does that feel?” Elwin asked, flashing a blue orb around 
him. 

“T can’t really tell,” Fitz admitted. 

But after several more seconds he rolled onto his back, staring 
at the ceiling. “Okay, I think that’s better. My chest just feels a 
little tight now. And sore.” 

Sophie slumped against her pillow, relief warm and tingly in 
her head. 

“Is that how it is for you?” Fitz asked her. 

“Sort of. It hits me just as fast—and my emotions definitely 
trigger it. But I get a headache. And if I’m asleep, the nightmares 
are...” She stopped herself before she could relive any of them. “I 
also get pain in my hand, and it can affect how my bones are 
healing.” 

“Unfortunately, it looks like your ribs might have the same 
issue,” Elwin warned Fitz. “That’s why you’re feeling sore.” 

He switched to a red orb around Fitz’s torso and placed his 
hand on the left side of Fitz’s chest. “The cracks over here were 
sealed the last time I checked, and now a couple look like they’ve 
refractured. I suppose it’s possible the little bit of flailing you did 
played a part in that—but I have a feeling it was mostly the echo. 
Don’t worry—I can fix it. I can fix all of this.” 


“Except the echoes,” Fitz mumbled. 


“Those do seem to be beyond my control,’ Elwin admitted. 
“The most I can do is keep you sedated so you don’t make yourself 
worse.” 

Fitz shook his head. “No more sedatives.” 

“Are you sure?” Sophie had to ask. 

“Seriously? You're asking me that?” 

“I am.” She pointed to the pink vials lined up beside her cot. “I 
take one every night before bed.” 

“Wow,” he whispered. “I can’t believe you agreed to that.” 

“I had to. Otherwise... it’s bad. I don’t like it, but... the 
Neverseen got us good this time.” 

“Yeah. I guess.” He hugged Mr. Snuggles again. “But, you still 
only take sedatives at night, so why can’t I—” 

“You can,” Elwin jumped in. “And you should. But it might not 
be enough. Honestly, it’s not always enough for Sophie. She’s had 
a few close calls. But her echoes are also in her head, so her 
dreams seem to be the biggest threat.” 

“Thats why the sedative I’m taking makes me dream about 
glitter and dancing animals,” Sophie added. “I’m pretty sure my 
brain would explode if I never gave it a break from that.” 

Fitz sighed. “I hear what you guys are saying, but... I don’t 
want to lose any more time. I can’t. At least not without trying to 
manage it. lIl take any elixirs you want. I'll keep my moods 
even....” 

“We can give it a try,’ Elwin told him. “But you need to 
understand the risks. If you get bad news, or something stressful 
happens, you likely won’t be able to control your reaction. And 
considering the challenges your family is enduring right now—” 

“Why would you bring that up?” Sophie asked as Fitz sucked in 
a sharp breath. 


“Because he needs to consider it when he makes this decision. 
He needs to remember exactly how much turmoil his life is in 
right now.” 

Fitz gritted his teeth, falling back into the slow, steady 
breathing pattern as he strangled Mr. Snuggles. 

Five seconds passed. 

Then another five. 

But after a few more, the crease between his eyebrows faded. 

“I can handle what’s going on with my brother,’ he promised. “I 
won't let him affect me like that. And if you don’t believe me, tell 
me what’s going on with him and I'll show you I can get through 
it. I should know anyway.” 

“Tm not sure that’s a good idea,” Sophie warned. 

“Why not? If the echo doesn’t freak out, it proves I can handle 
it. If it does ... I guess I'll have to consider more sedatives.” 

“It might be a good measure,’ Elwin admitted after a second. 

“Not necessarily,’ Sophie argued. “Everything with Alvar’s 
pretty much the same right now. The Council’s been waiting to 
move him to Everglen until Grizel is healed.” 

Some of the tension faded from Fitz’s shoulders. “How much 
longer will that be?” 

“Probably pretty soon,” Sophie reluctantly admitted. “Keefe 
heard that Grizel’s due back from Gildingham any day now.” 

“Okay,” Fitz said, taking lots of long, slow breaths. “Okay. See? 
I can handle it. What else have I missed?” 

“Might as well tell him,” Elwin told her. “He’s taking this all 


much better than I would’ve expected.” 


ie 


“Of course I am!” Fitz said. “Mr. Snuggles has my back 
He held up the sparkly dragon like it was the ultimate 


champion. 


His smile was so bright—so genuine—that Sophie decided to 
trust it, and shared what Biana had told her about searching 
Everglen with Tam and Dex. She also told him that Keefe and Ro 
had done their own investigation. 

“Did any of them search my dad’s office?” Fitz asked. 

“Tm not sure,’ Sophie admitted. “I forgot to ask.” 

“See?” he said. “This is why you need me.” 

“I never said we didn't,” she reminded him. “I just—” 

“I know,” he interrupted, his eyes softening as they met hers. 
“TIl be careful, I promise. But I know I can make this work.” 

She hoped so. 

“Do you want me to hail Biana so you can ask about your dad’s 
office?” she offered. “She’s going to be so relieved you're awake. 
Your parents too.” 

“Alden’s been hailing me every day for updates,” Elwin agreed. 

“He has?” Sophie asked, unable to hide her relief. 

“I take it that means my parents haven’t been visiting?” Fitz 
guessed. “Too busy preparing for the murderer’s homecoming?” 

“You were also asleep,’ Sophie reminded him. 

“Pretty sure that wouldn’t have mattered.” 

“It would have,” Elwin insisted. “They've been a mess, Fitz. And 
I’m sure theyll rush right over the second I tell them you're 
awake.” 

“Then can we wait?” Fitz asked as Elwin took out his Imparter. 
“I don’t think I’m up for a visit yet. I haven’t really talked to them 
since the Tribunal, you know? So it’s going to be. . . intense. I 
should probably mentally prepare.” 

Elwin sighed. “I suppose that’s smart. But I can’t keep this 
news from them. So how about I tell them you’re awake but that 
I’m not allowing you to talk to anyone or have any visitors until 


I've figured out how much your emotions can handle?” 


“That works,” Fitz agreed. “Thanks.” 

Elwin nodded, then headed for his office to hail Alden and 
Della—but not without strongly suggesting they try to get some 
rest. 

Fitz was done resting, though. 

He had two weeks to catch up on. And he wanted to know 
everything. 

So Sophie told him what she knew about Biana’s training 
program. 

And about her five multispeciesial bodyguards. 

And about Ro’s bizarre reaction to Bo—which they still hadn’t 
gotten the details on. Keefe had tried everything he could think of 
to pry the secret out of her. He’d even been tormenting her with an 
epic poem he’d written—The Ballad of Bo and Ro. But the princess 
still hadn’t cracked. 

She also told Fitz about the skill training she’d been working on 
with Keefe—though she left out the part about how most of the 
tips had actually come from Alvar. And she showed him Krakie 
and Fluffy and Cheeky and Bitey and Scaley Butt and The Stink— 
and he agreed that Keefe won the prize for strangest sense of 
humor. 

And because Fitz insisted, she also gave him a few more details 
about her own battle with the echoes. 

“Thats not everything, though—is it?” he asked when shed 
finished. 

“No, she admitted. 

She still hadn’t told him about the monster. 

“The nightmares... if I talk about them... if I even think about 
some of them...” 

“Then don’t,” he told her. “I get it. I’m sure there’s probably 
going to be stuff I can’t talk about either.” 


“Probably,” she agreed. 

He slumped back against his pillows, letting out the kind of 
sigh that sounded more like deflating. “Well .. . I guess that means 
no Cognate training, huh?” 

She wanted to deny it, but... “Yeah. At least until the echoes 
fade.” 

The words killed her a little. She still hadn’t given up on her 
theory that they’d been attacked to hinder their telepathy. 

But there were too many risks at the moment. 

“Im sure Keefe won’t mind letting you join our skill lessons, 
though,” she suggested. 

Fitz snorted. “Great.” 

“Aw, it’s not so bad. I know, it sounds like itd be a disaster. 
But ... the lessons have actually been pretty awesome. I think I 
might’ve had a meltdown without them—but don’t ever tell him I 
said that, okay? He'll start wearing tunics that say Foster’s Hero or 
something.” 

“Sounds about right,” Fitz mumbled. 

His eyes drifted to her hands and she realized she was fidgeting 
with the pins Keefe had given her. 

“Well... I’m glad he’s been there for you,” he said quietly. 

“Me too.” 

The conversation seemed to die there, and Sophie hoped that 
meant he was going to get some rest. 

But after a few minutes, he whispered, “I heard you, you know.” 

“Heard what?” 

“When I was still out of it, I heard your voice in my head—I 
think it’s why I woke up.” 

Her face tried its best to burst into flames. “Sorry, I—” 


“Don't be,” he interrupted. “I’m glad Pm awake.” 


“So am I,” she admitted. “But . . . you have to be super careful, 
okay?” 

“T will if you will,” he made her promise. 

He waited for her to meet his eyes, and when she did, he gave 
her the sweetest smile she’d ever seen. 

“By the way,” he murmured, pressing Mr. Snuggles against his 


heart. “I missed you too.” 


“Tve got it!” Fitz shouted, and from the way his cot creaked, 
Sophie was pretty sure there'd been a fist pump along with the 
words. 

“It?” she asked, feeling like shed missed the first part of the 
conversation—because she had. 

She'd been asleep. 

In fact, her head was still full of ballerina bunnies and punk- 
rock leopards and somersaulting orcas. 

“Sorry,” Fitz said as she rubbed her blurry eyes, trying to smear 
away the lingering rainbows. “My sedative wore off about an hour 
ago—and that stuff is horrible, by the way. It felt like my brain 
was barfing glitter.” 

“I know. I'm surprised Keefe’s never slipped any to Ro.” 

“Maybe he’s saving it for a special occasion,” Fitz suggested. 

“Or he’s worried the sparkle overload will break her. But I think 
I sidetracked us. You said you found something?” 

“No—I figured something out!” He paused, almost like he was 
waiting for a drumroll before he said, “I know how we can still do 
some Cognate training!” 

“Oh. Wow. That’s ... great.” 


Her excitement definitely needed some work. 


“I don’t mean a trust exercise,” he promised. “I know those are 
still off the table. But I realized we’ve been forgetting the basics. 
Remember when we first started training? Tiergan said Cognates 
need trust and balance—and he had us do stuff to try to get my 
telepathy closer to your level. But your ability still runs circles 
around mine. And you’re an Enhancer now, which I’m sure 
changes things. So I think we should make that our project— 
working on basic telepathy skills, both with and without your 
enhancing, trying to get our ability levels more even. I know that'll 
benefit me more than it'll benefit you, but ... it gives us 
something to do, right? And it’s all simple stuff that won't be too 
exhausting, so I doubt Elwin will freak out about it.” 

“T wouldn’t count on that!” Elwin called from his office. 

“Aw, come on!” Fitz shouted back. “The first thing I want us to 
try is something Sophie’s already doing anyway!” 

“I am?” she asked. 

“T think so. Don’t you check on Silveny and Greyfell every day?” 

Shame prickled her cheeks. “I’m... supposed to.” 

Not only were the alicorns her close friends, but they were 
arguably the most important creatures on the planet, thanks to the 
Timeline to Extinction. And Sophie had promised the Council 
shed make sure that both of the incredibly rare creatures were 
safe and that Silveny’s pregnancy was going okay. 

But with everything that had happened, she'd... forgotten. 

And even before that, Silveny had gotten way more difficult to 
track down. Half the time, Sophie had been pretty sure the 
stubborn alicorn was ignoring her. And the few times Silveny did 
respond, she spent the whole conversation refusing to come for a 
visit. 

For some reason, she seemed super paranoid about letting elvin 


physicians check on her baby, and nothing Sophie could say would 


change her mind. So maybe having Fitz reach out with her would 
catch Silveny’s attention. 

“I guess we could give it a try,’ Sophie said—and before she'd 
even finished the sentence, Fitz was propping himself up to face 
her. 

She did the same, wincing as she waited for her head rush to 
pass. 

“You okay?” Fitz asked. 

“Yeah, just give me a second. The stupid sedative is still getting 
out of my system.” 

Three deep breaths got her pulse steady again, and she 
stretched, feeling her spine pop in several places. She curled her 
legs to her side and opened her eyes—to find Fitz staring at her 
with his eyebrows practically launching off his forehead. 

She glanced down, realizing how ridiculous her tunic must look 
now that she wasn’t covered by blankets. 

It was very red. 

And very fitted. 

And very sparkly. 

And between her hair being pulled back into a messy ponytail 
and the tunic’s missing sleeves, it also didn’t feel like nearly 
enough fabric. 

“I know, I look ridiculous,’ she mumbled. “Edaline had the 
gnomes alter some of the tunics I don’t like so they'd fit over my 
bandages.” 

“Why would she pick tunics you don’t like?” 

“Because they had to ruin them,” she said, running her hand 
over her bare shoulder. 

Fitz cleared his throat. “I... wouldn’t call that ruined.” 

He didn’t say what he would call it, though, and it made her 
wish her Polyglot ability worked for translating Cute Boy so she 


could figure out if that was supposed to be a compliment. 

It kinda felt like one. 

But she was also rumpled and tangled—and itd been at least 
two days since her last sponge bath—so she was pretty sure if she 
stepped in front of her spectral mirror, Vertina would take one 
look at her and short-circuit. 

“Anyway, she said, pulling Ella into her lap to hide behind, 
“how do you want to do this?” 

“Hang on!” Elwin told them, barging into the room and 
stationing himself between them. “No telepathy exercises until 
you've both had checkups and taken your morning round of 
medicine. And then plan on me watching you guys to make sure 
you don’t overdo it.” 

There was no point arguing. 

Though Sophie couldn’t help a small protest when he brought 
over their trays of elixirs and one of the vials was very yellow and 
very... chunky. 

“Don't ask,” he told her. “Just chug it and don’t think about it. 
And plan on lots of interesting remedies over the next few days. 
Livvy and I talked last night, and we’re stepping up our strategy— 
and TIl be honest: It’s not going to taste good. But I think were 
onto something this time.” 

The words would’ve been a lot more encouraging if the new 
elixir hadn’t tasted like chewy sneeze. But they both managed to 
choke it down—and passed Elwin’s quick exam. 

“Okay,” Sophie said, turning back to face Fitz. “Now how do you 
want to do this?” 

“I guess just give me permission to enter your mind and then 
I'll follow your lead?” he suggested. 


“Works for me!” 


He closed his eyes, and barely a second later his crisp, accented 
voice whisked across her consciousness. Feels like old times, huh? 

Sophie smiled. It does. Someday you’re going to have to tell me what 
you say to make my mind let you in so fast. 

Her usually impenetrable blocking had a point of trust built 
into it—a place where someone who knew how to find it could 
transmit something like a password and convince her mind to pull 
them past her barricades. 

Fitz grinned. How about I tell you when you finally share the secret 
you keep holding back from me? 

Walked right into that one, didn’t I? 

You totally did—but don’t worry, I know we can’t get into any of that 
now. 

They definitely couldn’t. Not if Fitz’s echo reacted to emotions. 

Okay, she said, I’m going to try reaching out to Silveny. Brace 
yourself—I basically have to scream to get her to pay attention to me. 

Does that mean she’s somewhere far away? 

I think it’s mostly that she’s avoiding me. She doesn’t want me trying 
to make her come in and have Vika examine her. 

Can't blame her for that. 

I know. 

Sophie had no idea what that exam would entail, but she 
imagined it would be very . . . personal. 

And Vika Heks was the kind of snobby, rude person who 
deserved to have smelly stuff flung at her head. But she was also 
the leading expert on unicorn breeding. And since there'd never 
been a pregnant alicorn before, that made her the most qualified. 

How far is Silveny into her pregnancy now? Fitz asked. 

I keep trying to figure that out. I think she’s about halfway—which is 
why I NEED to get her to come in for a checkup. I can’t believe it’s been 


this long and she’s never had one. 


Don’t worry, Fitz told her. We’ve got this. 

I hope so You ready? 

She waited until he nodded before she sent a blaring SILVENY! 
into the world. 

Fitz whistled. I can’t believe you can transmit that loud without 
anyone enhancing you. 

She smiled. I guess the Black Swan designed me to be annoying. 

Nothing annoying about that. 

Ah, but see, we’ve only just begun. Brace yourself. . . . 

SILVENY! PLEASE! IT’S SOPHIE! 

And Fitz! he added—then cringed. Wow. That was pathetic. 

No it wasn’t. 

He laughed. You forget I can hear your thoughts right now, so I 
know you agree with me. 

Her cheeks burned. Well... this is why were training. Try it again 
with a little more energy. 

She sent him a boost from her own mental reserves, and Fitz 
pressed his hands against his temples, letting his concentration 
build. 

SILVENY! IT’S FITZ! 

Much better! Sophie told him. 

But it still wasn’t enough to convince Silveny to respond. 

Do you think something happened? Sophie asked, hating to give 
the question a voice. 

I doubt it. Silveny would’ve called for you. 

I guess—unless she did and I was sedated... 

That worry was sharper than the others—the words shaping 
into claws. 

You okay? Fitz asked as she scrambled to bury the monster. 

I might need to take a break, she admitted, hating herself for the 


weakness. 


Is this who she was now? 

Someone who crumbled at the tiniest obstacle? 

You're not being fair to yourself, Fitz told her. Just relax and breathe. 
Let your mind shut down if you need to. I’m going to try one more thing, 
but I can do it by myself, no worries. 

What are you going to try? 

I think it’s time to let Silveny worry as much as she’s worrying you. 

I’m not sure if that’s a good idea, she warned. 

But Fitz was already gathering his concentration. 

SILVENY! he transmitted. PLEASE! SOPHIE NEEDS HELP! 

Still no reply. 

Um... now I’m really starting to panic, Sophie admitted as the 
monster stirred in the shadows. Maybe we— 

Her thought was cut short by a terrified mental blast. 

SOPHIE OKAY? SOPHIE OKAY? SOPHIE OKAY? 
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I'M OKAY! SOPHIE PROMISED. 

But cold waves of Silveny’s panic crashed into her mind anyway, 
and she locked her jaw, fighting to remind her brain that the 
emotion wasn't hers. 

I just needed to know you're safe, she added, repeating the last 
word until relief flared like mental sunshine, sending the monster 
scattering. 

Too bad Silveny wasn’t so easily subdued. 

She shoved her consciousness into Sophie’s memories, and 
when she got to the parts with black cloaks... 

I’m okay, Sophie insisted as a fresh wave of emotion slammed 
into her head—this time a mix of rage and horror and disgust. 

She fought back with images of herself in the Healing Center: 
drinking medicine and smiling at Keefe and Fitz and generally 
looking much healthier than she really was. 

Elwin’s taking care of me—see? 

But Silveny’s thoughts fixated on Sophie’s bandages. NOT 
OKAY! NOT OKAY! NOT OKAY! 

And with each repetition, she filled Sophie’s mind with images 
of silver-tipped hooves kicking and stomping the black cloaked 
figures into the ground. 

Dude, Fitz transmitted. Remind me to never make an alicorn angry. 


I know. 


Silveny had always been an overprotective mother hen. But now 
she’d gone full-on mama bear—her anger twisting into something 
much darker and colder, until it shaped into a word Sophie had 
never heard her use before. 

HATE! 

I know, Sophie told her. I hate what happened too. 

NO! HATE BAD PEOPLE! 

Oh, Sophie said, cringing away as Silveny’s thoughts added in 
lots of snapping and biting. 

BAD PEOPLE! Silveny repeated. HATE! HATE! HATE! 

Hey, Sophie said, sending peaceful, calming images: endless 
starry skies, perfect for midnight flying. Verdant meadows perfect 
for galloping. Glistening streams perfect for splashing—or taking 
a long, slow drink. It’s going to be okay. 

NOT OKAY! NOT OKAY! NOT OKAY! 

Silveny’s mind circled back to the attack, fixating on the 
moment Umber’s darker shadows sank in and spread, and it was 
clear the furious alicorn somehow understood the significance of 
that moment. 

Tears pricked Sophie’s eyes and she shut down the replay. I'll 
make her pay for that—don’t worry. 

WHEN? WHEN? WHEN? 

Soon, Fitz jumped in, sending Silveny images of the training 
Biana and the others were doing—all imaginary, of course. And 
Sophie’s eyes burned again when he imagined her and him joining 
the others. 

SOPHIE... FIGHT? Silveny asked. 

Yes, Sophie told her. We’re going to make sure they never hurt us 
again. 

Silveny sorted through the words, trying to make sense of them 


as she replayed Fitz’s training scenes. 


HELP! she decided. HELP! SOPHIE! FIGHT! 

No way, Sophie transmitted. That would be much too dangerous. 

But Silveny’s mind had latched onto the idea. 

HELP! SOPHIE! FIGHT! 

HELP! SOPHIE! FIGHT! 

HELP! SOPHIE! FIGHT! 

Sophie rubbed the space between her eyebrows, gathering the 
mental strength to transmit STOP! 

You have to protect your baby, she reminded her. 

The last word poured down like a rainstorm, washing all of 
Silveny’s other thoughts away. 

That’s right, Sophie told her, transmitting what she imagined 
baby Silveny was going to look like—all gangly legs and sparkly 
fur and fluttering wings. 

Okay, that might be the cutest thing ever, Fitz transmitted. 

Silveny seemed just as affected, clinging to the image as her 
mind shifted from utter bliss to pure joy to bubbling hope to... 
worry. 

Why are you worried? Sophie asked, her heart screeching to a 
halt. Is the baby— 

BABY OKAY! BABY OKAY! 

But Sophie could still feel a cloud of worry casting a shadow of 
doubt in Silveny’s mind. 

What aren't you telling me? 

BABY OKAY! BABY OKAY! 

Then why— 

A stream of new images cut off the question—nonsensical 
things: tiny alicorn hooves, rivers and grassy fields, windy skies, 
piles of food, Silveny and Greyfell, then more tiny alicorn hooves, 
and it all piled up in her head until it felt a lot like responsibility. 

And then it clicked, and Sophie could breathe again. 


You're going to be a great mom, Sophie promised. And Greyfell’s 
going to be a great dad. 

She sent images of both alicorns nuzzling their baby. 

HOPE! Silveny told Sophie. HOPE! HOPE! HOPE! 

You know what will make you a good mom? Sophie asked, waiting 
for Silveny’s YES! YES! YES! before she told her: Keeping your family 
safe. 

BUT SOPHIE FAMILY! 

A lump lodged in Sophie’s throat. You’re my family too—that’s 
why I want YOU to stay safe. 

SAFE! SAFE! SAFE! 

Silveny filled Sophie’s head with white dunes covered in thick 
stalks of beach grass and frothy waves in the background. The 
place was a bit starker than some of the other spots the alicorns 
had chosen to hide, but it was quiet and empty, with plenty of food 
for them to graze. 

SAFE, Silveny repeated. KEEP FAMILY SAFE. 

It took Sophie a second to realize the words were an invitation. 

That’s very sweet, she told her, sending an image of herself 
stroking Silveny’s velvety nose. I’m sure you and Greyfell would keep 
me out of trouble. But I can’t leave Havenfield. 

She couldn’t even leave the Healing Center at the moment, but 
she decided not to remind Silveny of that. 

Silveny wasn’t surprised by the answer—but her thoughts still 
faded to a dull gray. And Sophie grabbed the opportunity. 

You could come visit me Havenfteld is safer now than it’s ever been, 
and— 

NO! VISIT! NO! 

Sophie sighed. Why don’t you trust me anymore? 

TRUST! TRUST! TRUST! 


If that were true, you wouldn’t ignore my calls—and don’t even try to 
tell me you haven't been. The only reason you responded today is 
because Fitz made you worry. 

BUSY! Silveny told her. BUSY! BUSY! 

Somehow Sophie doubted that a sparkly flying horse had all 
that hectic of a schedule. 

Please, she transmitted, I can’t fix the problem if you won't tell me 
what it is. 

NO PROBLEM! NO PROBLEM! NO PROBLEM! 

Yes, there is. You never used to avoid me. Or cut our chats short. I 
miss you. 

MISS! Silveny agreed. 

Then what’s keeping you away? Sophie asked. Is it Vika? 

Silveny’s mind shuddered. NO VIKA! NO VIKA! NO VIKA! 

She’s not going to hurt you—I won't let her. 

NO VIKA! NO VIKA! NO VIKA! 

Okay, Sophie said as a warm rush trickled into her brain, giving 
her a much needed boost. 

She realized Fitz had sent the energy and smiled her thanks 
before she told Silveny, If you really don’t want Vika, maybe Edaline 
can check on you instead— 

NO CHECK! NO CHECK! NO CHECK! 

Someone HAS to check on the baby, Silveny. 

NO CHECK! NO CHECK! NO CHECK! 

Why not? 

BABY OKAY! BABY OKAY! 

You don’t know that for sure. 

BABY OKAY! BABY OKAY! 

Sophie gritted her teeth. I don’t understand why you're being so 
stubborn about this. 

Or... maybe she did. 


I know doctors can be scary, she tried. I used to be terrified of them. 
But they also save lives. 

Silveny ignored her, repeating, BABY OKAY! BABY OKAY! and 
NO CHECK! NO CHECK! NO CHECK! as her mental walls 
thickened, slowly shutting Sophie out. 

Fitz must’ve sensed it too, because he jumped in, transmitting, 
OKAY—NO CHECK! He held up his hand to silence Sophie before 
she could remind him that the Council wasn’t going to let him 
keep that promise. 

NO CHECK RIGHT NOW, he clarified. Not while Sophie needs 
you. 

NEEDS? Silveny asked as Sophie mouthed the same word. 

NEEDS! Fitz repeated. Sophie probably doesn’t want me to tell you 
this, because she doesn’t want you to worry. But... ever since the attack, 
she’s had to take sedatives to block all the nightmares. 

Sophie wasn’t sure how much of that Silveny understood. But 
the alicorn caught at least two words. 

SOPHIE NIGHTMARES? 

Yes, Fitz agreed as Sophie fought to block the voices that kept 
haunting her. And you used to help her sleep, didn’t you? 

HELP! SOPHIE! SLEEP! Silveny agreed, sending a blast of 
warmth along with a memory of the two of them soaring together 
in the sky. 

I can't right now! Sophie told her, shaking her head to clear it. I 
just woke up. 

But tonight, Fitz jumped in. Will you help Sophie sleep tonight? 

TONIGHT! TONIGHT! TONIGHT! HELP! SOPHIE! SLEEP! 

Fitz flashed a triumphant smile, and Sophie grinned right back 
at him. It didn’t solve the baby checkup conundrum—but at least 


Silveny was cooperating. And hopefully once they were in regular 


contact, she could figure out what was really keeping the stubborn 
alicorn away. 

And hey—maybe Silveny’s help would save her from taking so 
many sedatives. 

Thank you, she transmitted more to Fitz than to Silveny, smiling 
wider when Silveny said, SOPHIE! TALK! SOON! 

Soon, Sophie agreed. 

Silveny severed the connection, and Fitz’s grin shifted into 
movie-star mode. 

Team Fitzphie for the win! 

“Keefe’s right,” Elwin said, making them both jump. “You two 
do stare into each other’s eyes a lot.” 

“Its how we concentrate,’ Sophie argued, becoming very 
interested in smoothing her disaster of a ponytail. 

“Pm sure that’s what it is,’ he teased. “And I take it those 
triumphant smiles you had a few seconds ago mean Silveny finally 
agreed to come in for a checkup?” 

“Not yet. But she will,” Fitz said, with a confidence Sophie 
wished she could feel. “But we did get her to agree to help Sophie 
with her dreams. So now Sophie can skip the freaky sedative.” 

Elwin shuffled his feet. “I’m not sure that’s the best idea. The 
system we have right now is working.” 

“But you're changing up all our other medicines anyway,” Fitz 
reminded him. 

“Tm only changing the ones that aren’t doing their job,” Elwin 
argued. “And the sedative isn’t one of those. Plus, the tricky thing 
about nightmares is, by the time I know theyre happening, 
Sophie’s thrashing and screaming and the echo’s already done its 
damage.” 

“True,” Sophie admitted, letting any excitement she'd felt fizzle 


away. 


“But Silveny’s helped you with nightmares tons of times before, 
hasn't she?” Fitz pressed. “And you hate sedatives.” 

“I know. But it’s fine.” 

She gave him her most reassuring smile—which must not have 
been very convincing, because Fitz reached up and ran a hand 
down his face. 

“Okay,” he said after a second, “what if I monitor your dreams 
tonight? That way I'll know the first second they start to shift—if 
they start to shift—and can wake you up and make you take the 
sedative instead?” 

“You can’t stay up all night,” Sophie argued. 

“Yes I can. I just slept for two weeks. I’m good.” 

“It doesn’t work that way,” Elwin informed him. “Our bodies 
don’t store sleep in reserve.” 

“Fine, then I'll nap today,” Fitz countered. “And tomorrow if I 
need it. It’s not like I have a lot on my schedule.” 

“Uh, you're busy trying to recover from almost dying,” Sophie 
reminded him. “And sleep’s a pretty important part of that. 
Seriously, Fitz. It’s super sweet of you to offer, but—” 

“Please,” he interrupted, leaning toward her. “I can’t make the 
echoes fade, or get us out of these cots, or stop my creepy brother 
from moving back home. I can’t work on any of the training we 
should be focusing on. But I can do this. Please don’t make me lie 
here tonight feeling useless instead.” 

The words sounded a whole lot like the desperate plea she'd 
given Keefe when she'd begged him to give her skill lessons. And 
the intensity in Fitz’s eyes made her heart ache and want to flutter 
away. 

Elwin sighed. “If you really want to try this, I guess I can’t stop 
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you. 


“We do,” Fitz agreed—then seemed to realize he was speaking 
for Sophie. “Don’t we?” 

Her itchy eyelashes told her there was a very good reason why 
giving Fitz access to her dreams was a seriously bad idea. And the 
thought of him seeing the monster made her want to bury her 
head under her pillow. 

But... she kept hearing him call himself useless. 

And she'd definitely love to break free from the sedatives. 

“If you're really up for it,’ she said, needing to make sure. 

“I am,’ he promised, and his lips curled into his meltiest grin. 

“Fine, Elwin said, the sound more of a groan than a word. “But 
as soon as Alden and Della leave, I want you doing some serious 
napping!” 

“My parents are coming?” Fitz asked. 

“No keeping them away,’ Elwin agreed. “Should be here within 
the hour. Don’t worry—I told them it’d have to be a short visit and 
that they couldn’t get emotional.” 

“Right, like that’s going to happen,” Fitz muttered. 


His parents tried—they really did. 

Considering they hadn’t seen their son awake in more than two 
weeks, there were shockingly few tears. But there were a whole lot 
of choked apologies and weepy voices and lots and lots of 
blinking. 

And hugs. So many hugs. 

Elwin finally had to warn them about Fitz’s cracked ribs. 

Sophie wished she could give them privacy for their family 
reunion and told herself not to eavesdrop. And shed been doing a 


pretty good job—until Fitz started asking about Alvar. 


“We still don’t know the exact day he'll arrive,” Della told him, 
reaching for the hand Fitz had pulled out of her grasp. 

“But it’ ll be soon,” Fitz pressed. 

Alden nodded. “The house is ready. It’s passed every possible 
security protocol.” 

“What about the emergency override?” Fitz asked. 

“I removed your brother’s DNA from the gates the first night I 
learned he was with the Neverseen,” Alden told him. “You know 
that.” 

“Yeah, but he still knows where the override is,” Fitz argued, 
and Sophie had to bite her tongue to stop herself from asking, 
What’s the override? 

“He doesn’t, actually,’ Alden corrected. “His memories are 
gone, Fitz.” 

“For now,” Fitz snapped back. 

Alden pinched the bridge of his nose. “If your brother went 
anywhere near the override, wed know. And if he tried to turn off 
the gates, Dex’s gadget would render him unconscious before he 
could leap away. He also doesn’t have the code to activate the 
panel. But if it would make you feel better, I can station one of the 
goblins there.” 

“Two, Fitz countered. 

“Fine, Alden promised. “Feel better now?” 

Sophie did. But Fitz ignored the question. 

“What about your office?” he asked. “Why haven't you let 
anyone search there?” 

“Because I’m an Emissary for the Council and ninety percent of 
my records are highly classified. I can’t have your sister and her 
friends rifling through them because you're trying to punish me!” 

“If we were trying to punish you, we'd trash the house,” Fitz 


argued, sucking in a long, calming breath. “We want to check your 


office because we're trying to stop whatever the Neverseen are 
planning.” 

“I can assure you, son, if the answers were in there, I would’ve 
found them. I’ve searched my office.” 

“Since the Tribunal?” Fitz verified. 

“Yes. Twice, actually. There’s nothing but books and papers and 
some creatures swimming behind glass. But even if there were 
something more interesting than that, my office is also locked— 
very thoroughly. No one has access but me.” 

“Alvar won't even have access to the main house,” Della added 
quietly. 

“Until you let him in for the big Welcome Home Dinner,” Fitz 
grumbled. 

“Tm not planning a dinner, Fitz.” 

“You will.” 

“Please don't do this,” Della begged. “Let’s not use what little 
time we have to argue. Especially since it puts you at risk.” She 
placed her hand over his bandaged chest, like she was trying to 
feel the echo. “We’ve been so worried.” 

“Yeah, I’m sure. Sophie told me how much time you spent here, 
waiting for me to wake up.” 

Sophie would’ve traded all of her abilities to be a Vanisher right 
then—or for a nice tall cliff to jump off and teleport away. 

Instead she had to settle for slinking farther under her covers. 

“That’s not fair,” Della told him. “They didn’t want us drawing 
attention to the Healing Center.” 

Fitz rolled his eyes. “Yeah, and it’s not like you can turn 
invisible or anything!” 

“Careful,” Elwin warned. 

“Tm fine,” Fitz promised, placing a hand over his chest and 


taking another deep breath. 


“You were sedated,” Alden reminded him. 

“And you were busy getting everything ready for a murderer,” 
Fitz said through gritted teeth. “And you know what my favorite 
part is? I bet neither of you have thought at all about the fact that 
if the Neverseen hadn’t dumped him, Alvar would’ve been right 
there with them when they attacked me and Sophie.” 

There was no way to know if that was true. 

But no way to deny it either. 

And the silence said more than enough. 

“Tm tired,’ Fitz told them. “And I’m not allowed to lose my 
temper. So... I think you should go.” 

His parents didn’t argue. 

Alden just patted him on the shoulder and Della hugged him 
again, whispering something in his ear as she kissed his cheek. 

She left without another word, and Sophie tried to blend in 
with her pillows as Alden turned to leave. But his teal eyes still 
met hers, and she couldn’t help thinking how much they looked 
like his son’s—or how watery they were. 

“I wish the circumstances were different,” he told her quietly, 
“but I’m glad you’re here together.” 


He was gone before Sophie could figure out how to respond. 
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I'M FINE,” FITZ PROMISED, EVEN as Mr. Snuggles went flying 
across the room and crashed into the door his parents had just 
exited through. 

Sophie didn’t see how that could possibly be true. 

But Fitz wasn’t acting like he was in pain. 

And Elwin didn’t see any signs that his echo had stirred. 

Fitz also agreed to take more of the mood elixir just to be safe. 

So... there really wasn’t much she could do—except have 
Elwin tell Keefe she needed to skip the day’s skill lesson, since 
Keefe’s teasing and Fitz’s fragile mood would surely be a 
disastrous combination. 

She’d also asked Fitz if he wanted to talk. 

He did not—though he’d at least been willing to answer her 
questions about the override. 

Apparently it was a way to deactivate Everglen’s gates in case 
they ever malfunctioned—which made Sophie very glad that he’d 
convinced his father to station guards nearby. It also made her 
wonder why guards hadn’t been assigned there in the first place. 

What other vulnerabilities were they missing? 

She kept the question to herself, letting Fitz nap for the 
remainder of the day. And even though he seemed much calmer 
when he woke up, she tried talking him out of monitoring her 
dreams again. 

“You need the rest,” she told him. 


But he shook his head. “I need a distraction. Please, Sophie. Let 
me help you with this.” 

It was impossible to say no when his eyes got all puppyish. 

Even Elwin caved and pushed Fitz’s cot next to hers. 

There was still at least a foot of space between the two narrow 
beds. But after two weeks of having Fitz all the way across the 
room, that gap felt very tiny. 

“Awwww, look at you guys, all snuggly with your little stuffed 
animals!” a familiar voice called from the doorway, and they both 
turned to find Livvy grinning at them. 

The pink jewels woven through her tiny braids glinted as she 
made her way closer, as did the matching gems flecked across her 
dark skin. But all that shimmer and sparkle couldn't hide the way 
her eyes clouded over when she got a better look at Sophie’s and 
Fitz’s bandages. 

“Td been hoping Elwin was exaggerating,” she said, placing her 
palm on Sophie’s broken hand. “But don’t worry, we have a 
brilliant new plan.” 

She rattled the overstuffed satchel slung over her shoulders, 
and the sound of hundreds of clinking vials filled the room. 

“You found everything?” Elwin asked as he joined them. 

Livvy nodded. “Took me three stops to find all the right feces.” 

“They better not be for our new medicines,’ Fitz warned, and 
Sophie definitely echoed that sentiment. 

“Don’t worry—they only go in the topical stuff,’ Livvy 
promised, handing her satchel to Elwin. “Though I did also bring 
congealed selkie skin. And hollowthistles—remember those, 
Fitz?” 

The tinge of green to Fitz’s skin made it clear that he absolutely 
remembered them—and the week of misery hed endured, thanks 
to hollowthistle tea. 


“Relax,” Elwin told them. “It wont be as bad as your're 
thinking.” 

Translation: It definitely would be bad. 

“The lab’s this way,’ Elwin said, leading Livvy toward the 
alchemy section of the Healing Center. “We should probably get 
started. Some of these elixirs are going to take a few hours to 
brew.” 

“Isn’t it convenient,” Livvy asked Sophie and Fitz, “how Elwin 
just happened to have an all-night project the same time you're 
doing your little dream experiment?” 

“It’s called multitasking,” Elwin argued. 

“And spying,’ Livvy added. 

“Making sure I’m up if they need anything,” Elwin corrected. 

“So wait—I’m going to be the only one sleeping?” Sophie 
clarified. “Great, because that doesn’t make me feel weird at all.” 

“You shouldn't,” Elwin told her. 

“Well, you should a little,” Livvy argued, “since I’m betting the 
Pretty Boy’s going to spend most of the night staring at you as he 
listens to your dreams.” 

“What else am I supposed to stare at?” Fitz wondered. 

Elwin laughed and winked at Sophie. “You know where to find 
us.” 

They left them alone then, and the room was suddenly very, 
very quiet. 

“You don’t want to do this anymore, do you?” Fitz asked as 
Sophie tugged out an itchy eyelash. 

Not even a little bit. 

“TIl stare at the wall,” he offered. “Or the floor.” 

Before Sophie could decide, an exuberant voice blared inside 
her head—SOPHIE! FRIEND! HELP!—and she learned that there 


was simply no turning down the assistance of an overprotective 
mama alicorn. 

“It won't be weird,’ Fitz promised as Sophie settled back 
against her pillows. “Trust me.” 

Oh, it would definitely be weird. 

But she did trust him. 

And Silveny was already flooding her mind with vivid scenes of 
the two of them soaring through a sunset sky. So she closed her 
eyes and focused on the rush tingling under her skin as Silveny 
imagined them flipping and diving and somersaulting through a 
sea of soft pink clouds. 

Higher and higher they went, until the ground was nothing 
more than a memory. And still, they kept climbing. 

Away from reality. 

Away from monsters. 

Away from anything that would ever try to catch them. 

The next thing she knew, it was morning and she'd slept twelve 
straight hours. 

Fitz grinned. “Another victory for Team Fitzphie!” 


The new congealed selkie skin medicine tasted like eating a stale 
gummy bear that had spent a few days chilling in a dirty litter box 
—but choking it down turned out to be the least disgusting part of 
Sophie and Fitz’s morning. 

The real prize for Ickiest Way to Start the Day went to the 
moment Elwin announced that he needed to change out their 
bandages to give their treatment a fresh start. Even Livvy didn’t 
stick around when Elwin sliced into the cocoons and unleashed a 
musky plume—and she kept a running top ten list of the grossest 


things she'd done. 


There were no words to describe the odor, or the grayish-green 
ooze that splashed everywhere, which was some sort of by-product 
of the marrow regenerator. But Fitz’s face turned a color similar to 
the shade of his eyes, and Sophie had been very glad she'd only 
had a couple bites of her breakfast. 

And that was before she got a glimpse of her swollen hand. 

“Try not to move your fingers,” Elwin warned. 

She couldn't have even if she’d tried. Her hand felt stiff and 
numb, as if she'd left it out in the cold too long. And her fingers 
were currently the size of raw sausages—and just as pale and 
squishy and gross. 

“I know it’s hard to believe me when I say this,” Elwin told her, 
flashing a glowing orange orb around her hand, “but this is 
actually much better than Livvy and I were expecting. The echo 
wasn't letting me get a clear picture of your progress, and it looks 
like the bones have set far more than I thought—enough that I can 
finally start treating some of the nerve and tissue damage too. So 
the next time you see this hand, it'll look almost normal.” 

Sophie tried not to focus on the “almost” in that sentence. 

Or the potent smell of the blackish, reddish, bluish goop he 
smeared across her palm. 

“Tm guessing I don’t want to know what that stuff is,” she said 
as Elwin started wrapping her fingers mummy-style in strips of 
thin white bandage. 

“Yeah, you guys aren’t going to want to know about pretty 
much anything I do to you for the next few days,” Elwin admitted. 
“But I promise, it will be worth it. Pm betting we'll have you home 
by the end of the week.” 

Fitz didn’t look very excited about that prospect, but given the 


tension between him and his parents, Sophie couldn't blame him. 


“Hold your hand a little higher,’ Elwin instructed, draping 
something that looked like golden chain mail over Sophie’s fresh 
cocoon of bandages and binding it every few inches with thin 
black bands. “This is for compression, so it’s supposed to feel 
tight. But let me know if it feels too tight, okay?” 

It felt like when someone had too firm of a handshake: not 
painful—just annoying. 

“I still need you to try not to move,” he added as he set her arm 
back on its nest of pillows—and Sophie doubted she could have, 
even if shed wanted to. The chain mail was heavy. “But hopefully 
that'll be changing soon.” 

Fitz’s leg got the same treatment. So did his ribs—and he did 
not look happy when Elwin strapped him into some sort of chain- 
mail vest. 

He looked even grumpier when Elwin set a tray of medicine in 
his lap. 

It had to have at least thirty elixirs on it. 

Sophie was all set to tease him, until Elwin brought over her 
tray, and it probably had forty. Her mouth watered just looking at 
it all—and not in the “I’m hungry” kind of way. 

In the “vomiting is probably in my immediate future” way. 

“This is actually only half of it,’ Elwin warned. “But I don’t 
want to overwhelm your stomachs. So you'll take the rest tonight.” 

“Can't wait,’ Sophie mumbled—but it sounded like “hant ate” 
because she was trying to use her teeth to open the first dose. 

“Here,” Fitz said, leaning over and taking the vial before she 
spilled it all over herself. 

At some point during the night, their cots had gotten scooched 
even closer together. Only a few inches separated them now. 

She’d expected him to hand her the opened vial, but he scooted 


even closer and pressed the glass against her lips—something 


Elwin had done for her dozens and dozens of times. 

But it was a very different experience with Fitz. 

Especially when his finger accidentally grazed the edge of her 
lips. Not that he seemed to notice. 

He didn’t blush the tiniest bit—which was extra annoying, since 
she was certain her cheeks were neon red. 

“You're helping me so you don’t have to take your own 
medicine, huh?” Sophie teased, ordering her head and heart to get 
their act together. 

This was one friend helping another—nothing more. 

Fitz confirmed it when he winked and added, “Also letting you 
test them all, so I know which ones are the grossest. Want this one 
next?” He pointed to a thick brown elixir. “I’m guessing it’s all 
kinds of wrong.” 

“Actually, that’s one of the good ones,” Elwin corrected. “It’s 
the shimmery pink one you should be afraid of. In fact, you’re 
probably going to need a chaser for that.” 

He reached into his pocket and pulled a handful of the silver- 
wrapped squishy candies hed given Sophie before, setting them 
on the tray next to the vial in question. 

The elixir looked like melting sugar swirled with strawberry 
syrup—but when Fitz twisted off the lid, it smelled like a 
bathroom after someone had eaten a whole lot of asparagus. 

“Drink it fast,” Elwin recommended. “And hold your breath.” 

Sophie nodded, using her free hand to plug her nose as Fitz 
counted to three and tipped the medicine into her mouth—but her 
taste buds still immediately tried to convince her that she should 
spit the rotten sludge back out as fast as she possibly could. 

Her eyes watered and her stomach contracted, even after Fitz 
helped her take a bite of the black squishy candy. 

“You okay?” he asked, offering her the other half. 


“No.” 

She took the bite anyway, trying to focus on the snickerdoodle 
flavor. 

It sort of helped. 

“That was seriously the worst thing I’ve ever put in my mouth,” 
she told Elwin. 

“I know. And believe it or not, it’s nectar from these tiny pink 
flowers called sugarbelles. But I promise, it’s worth the bad taste. 
That’s one of the most important medicines that Livvy and I came 
up with.” 

“Then I’m glad I kept it down.” 

“So am I,” Fitz teased. “For a second I thought it was going to 
be like the day we found out you’re allergic to limbium.” 

Sophie groaned. “Great, I’m so glad you still remember that.” 

“It’s kinda hard to forget,” he admitted. “But it was...” 

“Super gross?” she guessed when he couldn’t seem to figure out 
where he was going with that sentence. 

“Well. Yeah. But”—he reached up to wipe a crumb off her lips, 
and she forgot how to breathe for a second—“I'm still glad I was 
there. If I hadn't been...” 

He didn’t finish. But he didn’t need to. 

And she was glad he’d been there too. 

She just wished she could’ve lived and not thrown up all over 
him. 

“Ready for more?” he asked, right around the time her lungs 
decided to remind her that air was a pretty important thing. 

“Yeah,” she said, mentally smacking herself to try to get it 
together. 

Seriously, what was it about cute boys that made it so hard to 


function? 


“Probably smart to get the teal one over with next,” Elwin 
suggested. 

Fitz held up the vial in question, squinting at the ocean-colored 
liquid as it sloshed around the tiny bottle. “Hmm. Hopefully this 
doesn’t ruin your favorite color for you.” 

“It won't.” She ordered herself not to meet his eyes. The last 
thing she needed was him guessing why the color was her favorite. 

But she couldn’t help a quick glance, and... 

Breathing became impossible again—which turned out to be a 
good thing when he poured the medicine into her mouth and the 
taste of old broccoli and boiled cabbage hit her hard. 

“Here,” he said, placing another candy on her tongue. “Better?” 

“Kinda.” 

The second bite did the trick—until Keefe’s voice called from 
the doorway, “Dude, are you guys feeding each other?” 

“No—we were just .. .” Sophie stopped when she realized there 
was no good way to explain the last few minutes. 

Keefe clutched his stomach and pretended to hurl all over his 
Level Six uniform. “Wow. You guys have really out-Fitzphie’d 
yourselves—and don’t even get me started on how close your cots 
are now. How'd you get Elwin to agree to that?” 

“Easy, Fitz said. “I stayed up all night, monitoring Sophie’s 
dreams.” 

“Yeah ... that doesn’t sound creepy at all,” Keefe told him. He 
opened his mouth to say something else, then shut it. “Never 
mind. Elwin said I’m not supposed to tease you.” 

“We'll see how long that lasts,’ Ro said, shoving her way into 
the Healing Center. Her eyes scanned Fitz up and down. “So... 
you're awake.” 

Fitz nodded. “I am.” 


“And you're okay now?” Keefe asked. 


“Mostly,” Fitz admitted. 

“Good. Because you were out for a pretty long time, and some 
people were starting to worry—I mean, not me. I figured you were 
just playing it up for sympathy, but . . .” He cleared his throat. 
“Ugh, this is really hard if I can’t make fun of you.” 

Fitz laughed. “That almost makes it worth it.” 

“Oh, TIl find a way,” Keefe promised. 

“Tm sure you will,” Fitz told him, taking the dark red elixir that 
Sophie had been struggling to open and unscrewing the lid. 

“Looks like things are about to get interesting here in sparkle 
town,” Ro said as Fitz held the vial to Sophie’s lips. 

“Why’s that?” Fitz wondered, blocking Sophie from snatching 
the vial away. 

“Because now you can help me write The Ballad of Bo and Ro!” 
Keefe jumped in. “Did Foster tell you how much they 
loooooo000000000000ve each other? Step aside, Sandor and 
Grizel—Bo and Ro are vying for cutest bodyguard couple. And 
their names rhyme!” 

“Keep it up,” Ro said, sharpening one of her claws. “I’m going 
to make you pay for every single joke.” 

Keefe smirked. “You can try, but...” 

His words trailed off as Fitz poured the elixir into Sophie’s 
mouth, and she shook her head, wondering if the sour flavor could 
make the glands near her ears explode. 

“Here,” Keefe said, pulling a fresh box of Prattles from his cape 
pocket. “Wash it down with this.” 

“We're good,” Fitz told him, giving Sophie another piece of the 
snickerdoodle candy. 

“Wow,” Ro said, elbowing Keefe. “Nothing you want to say 
about that, Hunkyhair?” 


1? 


“Nope!” But his smile faded when he noticed Sophie’s chain- 
mail-covered hand. 

“Don’t worry, Krakie’s safe with me,’ Sophie promised. “So are 
all his friends.” She scooped up the tiny metal animals she’d piled 
in her lap. “Be glad you weren’t around when Elwin cut through 
the fabric.” 

“Tm pretty sure I’m going to have nightmares about the ooze,” 
Fitz added. 

Keefe reeled toward Elwin. “You did something oozy without me?” 

“And me?” Ro added. 

Elwin laughed. “Don’t worry, there'll be lots more ooze 
tomorrow.” 

“There will?” Sophie whined as Ro stalked forward, poking 
Elwin in the chest. 

“You'd better wait until I’m here,” she told him. 

“Yeah, what time should we arrive to catch the Great Fitzphie 
Ooze Fest?” Keefe asked. 

“We're not calling it that,’ Sophie told him. 

“Oh, I think we are. And don’t worry, Foster,’ Keefe added, 
patting her on the head. “Pll still love you when youre oozy. 
Maybe I should get you a tunic that says Oozemaster.” 

“Please don't,’ she begged. 

He grinned, taking the tray of medicine from her lap and 
setting it aside. “You can have Fitzy feed you the rest of these 
when I’m gone—otherwise I’m going to puke. Right now, we need 
to find Krakie a new home.” 

He grabbed a roll of wide gauze from one of the shelves and 
wrapped it carefully around her left wrist to form a loose-fitting 
cuff. Then carefully attached each of the pins. 

“Is that a K?” Fitz asked, tilting his head to study the new 


arrangement. 


Keefe nodded. “Best letter in the whole alphabet! But don’t 
worry, Foster, this isn’t like when Dizznee gave you those 
bracelets.” 

“What bracelets?” Fitz asked. 

Keefe had the wisdom to look sheepish. 

“They were ...a prototype,” Sophie told Fitz. “Dex has been 
trying to design a gadget to help me control my enhancing, and he 
needed something to camouflage what they were, so he used some 
bracelets he’d bought.” 

Fitz’s eyebrows shot up. “Cloth bracelets?” 

She was pretty sure he already knew the answer. But even if he 
did, shed promised Dex she wouldn't tell anyone what had 
happened between them. 

“It doesn’t matter,’ she said quietly. “They . . . didn’t work.” 

“In more ways than one,” Keefe said under his breath—but Fitz 
still must’ve heard him. 

His eyes narrowed. “How do you know so much about it?” 

Keefe shrugged. “I’m the reigning president of the Foster Fan 
Club. It’s my job to know these things. But don’t worry, Fitzy, 
you're still the runner-up.” 

If he’d been standing any closer, Sophie would’ve smacked him. 
But he was just out of her reach. 

“I thought you weren’t supposed to be teasing Fitz,” Sophie 
reminded him instead. 

“Tm not, but... he makes it so easy.” 

Fitz rolled his eyes. “Sometimes I can’t remember why we're 
friends.” 

“Pretty sure everyone wonders that at some point,” Ro pointed 
out. 

Keefe flashed the smuggest of smiles. “It’s because I make 


everything better.” 


“Like giving Sophie the pendant that helped the Neverseen find 
her?” Fitz snapped back. 

The question was like a record scratch, leaving the room 
agonizingly silent. 

“Sorry, Fitz mumbled, tearing a hand through his hair. “I 
shouldn’t—” 

“No, you're right,” Keefe interrupted. “And no need for the 
cyclone of worry you're hitting me with, Foster. I’m done freaking 
out. In fact, that’s why I’m here. Now that Fitz is awake, I thought 
we could move on from our skill lessons, because I’ve been 
thinking about what you said—about how the Neverseen think 
we're predictable, and how they guess what we’re going to do 
ahead of time and use that against us. That’s what my mom’s been 
doing with me every time she mentions my legacy. She wants me 
afraid—that way I won't ask my powerful telepathic friends to dig 
into my past and find whatever memories she erased. Then she 
can trigger them on her timeline. Maximum manipulation. And 
I’m over it.” 

“So what are you saying?” Fitz asked. 

“Tm saying ...if you guys are up for it, I want the full Fitzphie 
experience! Dig around my head, stare into each other’s eyes— 
whatever you need to do to figure out what Mommy Dearest is 
hiding from me.” 

“Tm in,” Fitz agreed immediately. “When do you want to start?” 

“Hang on,” Sophie said, holding up her good hand like a stop 
sign and waiting for Keefe to look at her. “Let’s skip the whole ‘are 
you sure you can handle that’ conversation for a second because, 
uh ... you realize Fitz and I have no idea how to trigger erased 
memories, right?” 

“You guys can figure it out. I believe in the all-powerful 


Fitzphie! Actually, you know what? We should call this one 


Sophitz, since—let’s face it—Foster’s the real talent when it comes 
to this kind of thing.” 

Fitz didn’t argue, but Sophie sighed. “Keefe—” 

“Hear that, Ro?” he interrupted. “She’s giving me her serious 
voice.” 

“And that pout she does, with the big eyes and the little crease 
between her eyebrows,’ Ro noted. “She’s definitely figured out 
how to use her cuteness against you.” 

Sophie scowled at both of them, wishing her echoes came with 
a “no teasing” requirement like Fitz’s. “No, I’m just trying to make 
sure you ve thought this through.” 

“Oh, are we already back to the ‘can you handle this’ 
conversation?” Keefe asked, stretching out on the empty cot on 
Sophie’s other side and propping his hands behind his head. “That 
was fast! And yes, Foster. I have thought this through. And I can 
handle it. I know my track record hasn’t been great when it comes 
to this stuff, but—” 

“It’s been horrible,” Sophie corrected. 

“Fair enough. But that’s because I wasn’t ready. Now I am.” 

“Are you?” 

“Uh—the Neverseen just tried to kill my best friend, and... 
you.” He rolled onto his side to face her. “Isn’t that why you're so 
eager to start battle training?” 

“Right, but—” 

“This is my fight,” he interrupted again, standing up to pace 
with a twitchy sort of energy. “And the good news is, we can work 
on this while you guys are still recovering. Isn’t that what you 
wanted, Foster? To use that powerful telepathy as much as you 
can, in case the Neverseen were trying to stop you?” 

She did want that—sort of. She mostly wanted another chance 


in Alvar’s head. But more important... 


“That’s not what I meant,” she said, trying to figure out how to 
make him understand the minefield he wanted to charge full 
speed into. “You realize if we do this, we’re going to have to dig 
through all your memories, right? Remember what happened 
when I tried to help you in Alluveterre?” 

Keefe stopped moving. 

“What happened?” Fitz asked. 

Sophie shrugged, leaving it up to Keefe to decide whether or 
not to answer. 

He held her gaze for a long second, then spun to face Fitz. “She 
saw a bunch of stuff from my past that I hadn’t been planning to 
let her see, like the time my parents left me in Atlantis all day 
because they forgot about me. And the day my dad destroyed one 
of my sketchbooks to punish me for doodling during my sessions. 
And the night I wet the bed when I was way too old to be doing 
something like that. What?” he asked Sophie. “You thought I 
wouldn't tell him?” 

“I wasn’t sure,” she admitted. 

He glanced back at Fitz, who didn’t seem to know where to 
look anymore. 

“You're going to see some dark stuff in my past,” Keefe warned 
him. “Both of you are. But ... it doesn’t have to be an issue—as 
long as you guys agree to one thing: no feeling sorry for me.” 

“I won't,’ Fitz promised. 

“I don't,’ Sophie added. 

Keefe nodded. “Does that mean I passed your little test?” 

“It wasn't a test. I just wanted to make sure youre really 
thinking about what it will be like if we do this.” 

“I am. I know it’s going to be rough. But... I can deal.” 

She studied his face, searching for any trace of the scared, 


broken boy hidden underneath. But all she found was steely 


determination. 

“I can handle it,” he promised. 

Sophie glanced at Fitz. “What about you? I’m pretty sure some 
of the stuff we find will make us angry.” 

Or Keefe would get defensive and take his teasing too far—but 
bringing that up would only increase the chance of it happening. 

“If I made it through that fun little chat with my parents,” Fitz 
told her, “I’m sure I can make it through this. What about you— 
will it give you nightmares, or will Silveny take care of that?” 

“Aw, is Glitter Butt helping you sleep again, Foster?” Keefe 
jumped in. 

“We tested it out last night,’ Sophie confirmed. “And it was way 
better than sedatives.” 

“So that’s why the Fitzster played creepy dream stalker. I guess 
that’s fair. How’s she doing? Still telling everyone Im her 
favorite?” 

“Still being weirdly stubborn,” Sophie corrected. “I’m worried 
she’s hiding something. But I’m hoping I can wear her down.” 

Keefe laughed. “Sounds like what I’m always saying about you.” 

“Oh—that was a good one!” Ro said, raising her hand for a high 
five. 

“It was,’ Sophie had to admit. 

“So... does that mean Operation: Privacy Invasion is a go?” 
Keefe asked when the conversation dissolved into silence. 

“I don’t know—yourre still assuming Fitz and I will be able to 
figure out how to trigger the memories.” 

“True. But, I mean... it’s you guys. I know I make a lot of 
Fitzphie jokes—but that doesn’t mean I don’t get the hype. I was 
there when you snuck past Forkle’s blocking. Shoot—I watched 
you guys slip into Dimitar’s head and find out all that stuff about 


the cure for the plague.” 


“T still can’t believe you were able to breach my father’s mind,” 
Ro muttered. “Or that he let you live.” 

“He didn’t let us live,” Fitz argued. “We—” 

He stopped himself, like hed realized it probably wasn’t the 
best idea to remind Ro about their dramatic escape, given the 
death and destruction they'd left in their wake. There’d been 
bigger, darker forces at play that day—and Ro seemed to 
understand that. But it was still the kind of subject that needed to 
be handled delicately. 

“TIl let that go,” Ro told him, “if you tell me what it was like in 
my father’s head.” 

Fitz let out a relieved breath. “Fluffy.” 

“Like sinking into a giant marshmallow covered in feathers,” 
Sophie agreed. 

Ro choked on her laugh. “Okay, I need to figure out how to 
blackmail him with that.” 

“Maybe you can get him to reassign Bo,” Sophie suggested. 

“Yeah, that’s never going to happen. Once my father gets an 
idea in his head, he can’t let it go.” 

“What kind of idea?” Keefe asked. “The kind that involves 
smooching and weddings and little baby prince and princess 
BoRos?” 

“Dude, she is seriously going to stab you,” Fitz warned. 

“No, I’m thinking Pll tunnel us deep underground and leave 
him in a dark little hole for a few days,” Ro corrected. “Just him 
and some of my favorite bacteria.” 

“Sounds like the perfect place to add more verses to The Ballad 
of Bo and Ro,’ Keefe noted. 

“He really doesn’t know when to quit, does he?” Ro asked 
Sophie. 


“Tm pretty sure it’s a disease,” Fitz told her. 


“Coping mechanism,’ Keefe argued. “Which you'd already 
know if you’d agree to Operation: Privacy Invasion.” 

“T already said I’m in,” Fitz reminded him. 

All eyes turned to Sophie—and she could think of a hundred 
ways this could go very, very wrong. 

But Keefe’s eyes held the same plea that Fitz’s had when he’d 
begged her to let him monitor her dreams—the same desperation 
hers surely showed when shed asked Keefe to give her skill 
lessons. 

“T guess we can try.” 

“WOO-HOO!” Keefe clapped his hands together, rubbing his 
palms back and forth. “So how do you want to do this? Should I sit 
between you guys, so it’s like a Sophitz sandwich? Or will that 
make it too hard for all the staring into each other’s eyes?” 

“You want to start now?” Sophie asked. 

“Why not? You’re awake. The Fitzster’s awake. I’m ready for a 
huge pile of humiliation. What more do we need?” 

“Uh, a plan?” 

“Eh. You guys are best when you make it up as you go along.” 

“We kind of are,” Fitz agreed. 

“See? This is why you're my best friend! Let’s do this!” 

“Not today,’ Magnate Leto informed them as he marched into 
the Healing Center. 

Keefe heaved a huge sigh. “Do adults have some sort of sixth 
sense that tells them when they should show up and stop us from 
doing something that’s actually productive?” 

“No, but we do know when reckless decisions are being made— 
and I’m not saying that what I just overheard isn’t a potentially 
valuable course of action,” Magnate Leto told him. “But triggering 
memories is not a process that should be taken lightly—and it’s 


definitely not a process that two relatively untrained Telepaths 


who are still battling the unknown effects of shadowflux echoes 
should embark upon without consulting a Mentor. I’m going to 
insist that you speak with Sir Tiergan before you attempt this— 
and since I’m well aware of how limited your patience is, I’ll make 
sure he pays the Healing Center a visit tomorrow.” 

And Id like to weigh in as well, he transmitted to Sophie. But we 
can discuss that later. 

Out loud, he added, “In the meantime, I need you to return to 
your session, Mr. Sencen. I realize elvin history isn’t your favorite 
subject, but it’s crucial that you attend, both for a better 
understanding of our world, and to prove you're committed to 
your education.” 

Keefe snorted. “We all know that’s not true.” 

Magnate Leto ignored him. “I’ve spoken to Lady Sanja, and 
shell have an exam ready for you when you arrive, covering the 
lectures you've missed recently.” 

“Please, like I need to be tested.” Keefe tapped the side of his 
head. “I skimmed through the reading material on the first day. 
Photographic memories are so handy that way.” 

“Im glad to hear it. But it won’t help you with the notes I 
expect you to take during the lecture Lady Sanja will give once 
you've completed the exam. Pll be checking them in this 
afternoon’s study hall.” 

“Aw, come on, Leto,” Ro whined. “I can’t take another speech 
on how the world would be lost if you guys hadn’t started bossing 
everyone around. I swear, for such a scrawny species, your egos 
are out of control!” 

“Nonetheless,” Magnate Leto said, reaching up to rub his 
temples, “elvin history is an important segment of Mr. Sencen’s 


education. And his recent lack of attendance has drawn the notice 


of his father, who hailed me today to discuss his son’s absence 
records.” 

“You're going to let him bully you?” Keefe asked. 

“Td rather him bully me than bully you,” Magnate Leto said 
gently. 

“I can handle him—” 

“Tm sure you can. But I’d prefer you didn’t have to. Especially 
since—in this instance—he’s not completely wrong. I realize that 
traditional learning is not your favorite pastime. But being a 
Foxfire prodigy is not only an honor—it’s an advantage. One that 
not everyone receives. Even fewer are accepted to the elite levels, 
which you'll be tested for at the end of the year.” 

“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaand that’s what this is really about. Father 
of the Year is worried I’m going to embarrass him by not being 
accepted, so now he’s got you hassling me—” 

“Quite the contrary. My involvement stems entirely from my 
desire to see you succeed. You would be a valuable asset to the 
nobility if you could learn to exercise a modicum of discipline—” 

“Not exactly the best sales pitch,” Keefe interrupted. 

“Perhaps not. But deny it all you want—we both know you care 
about our world’s future. Why else would you spend so much time 
helping Miss Foster’s causes?” 

“Uh... you’ve seen how cute she is, right?” Keefe asked. 

Sophie flung a pillow at his head. 

Or, she tried to. 

Throwing with her left arm was much harder than shed 
expected, and... 

She ended up nailing Magnate Leto in the face. 

Keefe doubled over, clutching his sides and gasping between 
choking laughs: “THAT... WAS... THE...GREATEST... 
THING... T?VE...EVER...SEEN!” 


“IT WAS!” Ro agreed, nearly collapsing to the floor in a fit of 
giggles. 

Fitz and Elwin were cracking up too—though they at least tried 
to cover it with coughs. 

Sophie slunk down under her covers. “Sorry.” 

“It’s all right, Miss Foster,’ Magnate Leto said, handing her 
back her pillow. “It’s good to see you regaining some strength.” 

Keefe wiped the tears streaming down his cheeks. “You realize 
I’m going to call you Principal Pillowhead from now on, right?” 

Magnate Leto’s smile was equal parts rueful and patient. “I’m 
sure you will. But getting back to our important conversation. I 
want to make sure you're keeping in mind that Level Six is a 
turning point year. I’d hate to see you damage your future because 
of the Neverseen.” 

“Is Fitz damaging his future by being here?” Keefe countered. 
“Or Foster?” 

“They have no choice. They'll also have an extensive amount of 
makeup work to tackle during the midterm break—and no, that 
option is not available to you, so don’t ask and don’t test my 
patience. I can become very creative with my punishments if you 
force me to.” 

“See, but now you've got me curious,” Keefe told him. 

“Uh-uh,” Ro jumped in. “I have to suffer through this stuff with 
you.” 

“You do,” Magnate Leto agreed. “And I found an entire room 
filled with recordings of speeches from the Ancient Councillors 
that I think you'll find particularly enjoyable.” 

Ro grabbed Keefe’s arm and hauled him toward the door. 
“We're going to your session, and you're acing that test and taking 
lots of notes or I will hang a banner in the middle of this campus 


—and we both know what I will have that banner say!” 


“Bo and Ro 4 Eva?” Keefe guessed, because he clearly had a 
death wish. 

“That’s it!” Ro picked him up, hefting him over her shoulder 
and trudging toward the door. “We'll be back after study hall.” 

“You'll be back tomorrow,’ Magnate Leto corrected. “Lord 
Cassius is expecting you both to be home immediately after school 
—and I wouldn’t recommend disobeying.” 

“Why not?” Sophie asked. 

“He was in... a mood.” 

“Goody! Raise your hand if you're jealous of my life!” Keefe 
said, twisting in Ro’s grasp to survey the room. “No takers?” 

“Don’t worry,’ Ro told him, patting his back as she carried him 
into the hall. “Pll sneak your dad some amoebas tonight.” 

“I guess I’d better make up a batch of my strongest stomach 
remedy,’ Elwin said as the Healing Center’s doors slammed shut 
behind them. 

“Are you sure it’s safe to let Keefe go home?” Sophie asked 
Magnate Leto. 

“Of course. Lord Cassius and I have had many lengthy 
discussions recently about ways to properly motivate his son. He 
sounded desperate enough to actually try some of them.” 

“Then why do you look so worried?” She pointed to his 
forehead, where deep creases were pressed into his skin. 

“Tm not worried. I’m... vacillating.” 

“On what?” 

“On how to advise you on an unexpected development.” 

“Ts it with my brother?” Fitz asked, sitting up straighter. 

“No. As far as I know, there’s been no news in that regard.” He 
moved to pace, his steps heavier than they should be—as if his 
body was used to bearing the extra weight he carried when he was 


Mr. Forkle. “First, I want you to promise me that you will not 


make this decision hastily. In fact, I don’t want to hear any sort of 
answer until tomorrow—at minimum. Take the night to think 
about it, regardless of whether or not you feel you’ve made up your 
minds—and make sure you're being very honest with yourselves 
about your limitations.” 

He waited for them to agree, giving Sophie a chance to come up 
with a long list of theories. 

But she definitely did not expect him to say, “Fintan has 


demanded a meeting.” 


EIGHTEEN 


WITH BOTH OF US?” FITZ asked, his brain processing the news 
way faster than Sophie’s. 

She was too stuck on the irony. 

After weeks of her begging for a meeting, Fintan was dropping 
one in her lap right when she'd decided that talking to him would 
waste time and mess with her head—not to mention the fact that 
she was currently stuck on bed rest. 

“Yes,” Magnate Leto told him. “In fact, he requested each of 
you by name. He also asked that you come alone—but that won’t 
happen. Given the attack, and the possibility that the Neverseen 
still have a means of tracking you, there’s no way you're going 
anywhere near Fintan without your bodyguards. The Council is 
hoping that Sandor would be willing to exclude the other 
members of your security detail to keep things simpler. But we'll 
figure that out if you decide to commit to the meeting.” 

“Why wouldn’t we?” Fitz asked, glancing at Sophie. 

But her mind was focused on a different question: “Why now?” 

“That was my first thought as well,’ Magnate Leto told her. 
“And sadly, the answer is: We don’t know.” 

“Do you think it has something to do with the attack?” she 
wondered. 

“I asked the Council the same thing. Apparently he’s made no 


mention of it. And, I’m honestly not sure how he would know. His 


only contact is with his guards—and none of them have been told 
that the attack occurred.” 

“Unless the Neverseen planned the attack before Fintan was 
arrested,’ Sophie reminded him. 

If they really had targeted her and Fitz because of their 
telepathy, the Neverseen could’ve been planning the assault from 
the moment they put Alvar in that cell. 

“T could totally see them doing that,” Fitz agreed. 

“So could I,” Elwin added. “Sorry, should I not have been 
listening?” 

“If I didn’t want you to hear us, I would’ve asked you to leave,” 
Magnate Leto assured him. “You’ve already proven yourself more 
than trustworthy with my secrets.” 

Elwin grinned. “So many things make sense now.” 

“Wait—does that mean Elwin knows ... ?” Sophie asked, 
stopping there in case she was wrong. 

But Magnate Leto nodded. “Given my need to remain in this 
form while you're here, I decided it was time to clue him in to one 
of the other roles I play.” 

“There’s more than one?” Elwin asked. “How do you keep it all 
straight?” 

“Not as well as I used to.” The catch in his voice broke Sophie’s 
heart. 

She wanted to ask how he was handling all the challenges and 
grief that came with losing his twin. But it sounded like Elwin 
didn’t know that detail. And honestly, that was the kind of 
question that had no real answer. 

“But getting back to what we were discussing,’ Magnate Leto 
said, clearing the thickness from his throat. “I think it’s important 
to remember that while the attack feels fresh to us because of your 


current condition, it has also been more than two weeks since it 


happened. So there may be no connection. Fintan could simply be 
growing tired of his confinement and hoping to strike a new 
bargain.” 

Fitz’s eyes narrowed. “Or he’s done the math. He knows how 
long it’s been since he gave the Council the antidote to soporidine, 
and I’m sure he figured we'd give some to my brother. He also 
knows how long it takes the Council to sentence someone—and I 
bet he could guess that Alvar would be sent back to Everglen. So 
this meeting could be the next step in whatever they’re planning 
with my brother.” 

“Also a viable theory,’ Magnate Leto admitted. “But the 
Council said he hasn't asked his guard about Alvar even once.” 

“All that means is, he’s good at keeping his secrets,’ Fitz 
argued. 

“We could keep guessing like this all day,’ Sophie said quietly. 
“The only way to know what Fintan actually wants is to talk to 
him.” 

“Yes,” Magnate Leto agreed. “But the question you must ask 
yourself is: Do you care what he has to say? I know you’ve now 
begun to question whether this kind of meeting will offer any 
actual value—and I think that’s an important instinct. That’s why 
I want you to take the night and think about this before you make 
your decision.” 

“Sounds like you don’t think we should do it,” Sophie noted. 

“I’m of two minds on the matter. The security where he’s being 
kept is incredibly effective, so there’s little physical risk. But 
Fintan has a gift for games—and both of you are especially 
vulnerable, given your past experiences with him, and the toll 
emotion and nightmares take on the two of you at the moment.” 

Sophie hated that word. 


Vulnerable. 


Even if it was true. 

“There’s still a chance we could learn something important,” 
Fitz argued. 

“There is,’ Magnate Leto agreed. “And that is why I’m of two 
minds. As were your families when I spoke to them.” 

“Our parents know?” Sophie was surprised Grady hadn’t 
rushed over and ordered her to stay away from Fintan—or 
demanded to go with her if she did meet with him. 

He must still be away on assignment. 

“I hailed them before I came to speak to you,” Magnate Leto 
explained. “Not for their permission, since I believe you’ve earned 
the right to make this choice without restrictions—but out of 
respect for the fact that they deserve to know what’s going on with 
their children. And you should know that both of your families are 
willing to support whatever you choose—provided that you keep 
them informed and promise not to fight any efforts for your 
security if you decide to agree to the meeting. The Council has 
told me essentially the same thing. So this truly comes down to 
you—though there is also the matter of your recovery to consider.” 

“I was just going to say,’ Elwin jumped in, “they won’t be 
physically ready for something like this for at least a couple of 
weeks.” 

“I assumed as much,’ Magnate Leto added. “So take your time. 
Remember that your primary focus still needs to be on your 
recovery. And make sure you finish taking your medicine.” 

He pointed to their trays, which still had way more vials than 
Sophie’s stomach wanted. 

“And just to be incredibly clear,” he added, “in case Mr. Sencen 
manages to sneak back in later—please don’t attempt to recover 


his memories until you speak to Sir Tiergan.” 


Didn’t you say you wanted to weigh in too? Sophie transmitted as 
he headed for the door. 

I do. But my advice is rather brief, since Tiergan will cover all of the 
specifics. I simply want to make sure that you realize the dynamic 
between you, Mr. Vacker, and Mr. Sencen is... complicated. 

What does that mean? 

That’s up to you to figure out. 

“Why did he wink at you before he left?” Fitz asked as soon as 
Magnate Leto was gone. 

“Because adults are annoying,” Sophie mumbled, focusing on 
choking down the rest of her medicine. 

Fitz still helped her with the vials, but there was a new kind of 
silence between them—not an awkward quiet so much as a heavy 
thoughtfulness. 

A mental standoff, as they each waited for the other to plunge 
into the murky waters of the Fintan conversation. 

Fitz dived in first. “So... do you really think we should pass on 
the meeting?” 

“I don’t know. If we agree to it, we’re basically telling him he 
can still boss us around. And the thought of listening to another 
one of his speeches?” She shoved her empty vials away a little 
harder than she needed to, enjoying the satisfying clatter. “Plus, 
he’s not going to tell us anything until we agree to do something 
for him.” 

“What do you think he’ll want?” 

“No idea. He’s a prisoner, so the obvious ask would be for 
freedom—but he has to know we're not powerful enough to make 
that happen.” 

“So maybe he’s after information,” Fitz suggested. 

“Then why ask for us? Why not demand to meet with the 


Council? Or someone in the Black Swan? Especially since he’s 


made such a point to keep Telepaths away—why demand to meet 
with two Cognates?” 

“Yeah, that doesn’t make sense. Unless...” 

He sat up straighter, setting his own empty tray aside. “Do you 
think it’s because we're the ones who healed him? He interrupted 
you last time so he could escape—what if that left a little bit of 
damage? Or maybe all the creepy stuff he’s done has gotten to him 
and he wants us to seal some cracks.” 

“If it is,’ Sophie whispered, closing her eyes and trying to 
smother any bad memories before they could wake the monster, 
“then going to meet with him would be pointless. Im never 
healing him again. Not after what he did to Kenric.” 

“You don’t think itd be worth it for the chance to poke around 
his head? We’re stronger now—” 

“Not strong enough, Fitz. Look at how badly we lost to Gethen 
—and that was before we had echoes to deal with.” 

“We'd have a few weeks to train,” Fitz countered. “And I know 
we can’t do full-on trust exercises. But ... that doesn’t mean we 
can’t work on our connection. There are shades of trust, you 
know? Maybe we can’t get into any bigger secrets right now, 
but . . . we could dig into some of the small stuff we hold back.” 

“Like what?” 

He stared at his hands, twisting the Cognate rings round and 
round before he transmitted, Like all the stuff you tell Keefe and don’t 
tell me. 

She reached for Ella, deciding it was easier to continue this 
conversation with her face mostly hidden behind blue floppy ears. 
I don’t— 

Yes, you do. 

The words didn’t sound angry, but he still took a long, slow 


breath, like he was fighting to keep his emotions under control 


when he added, You both tell each other stuff you don’t tell anybody 
else. It’s, like... a thing. 

A thing, Sophie repeated—hearing Magnate Leto’s voice in her 
head. 

Complicated, hed said. 

But it wasn’t complicated. 

I tell Keefe that stuff because it’s been the only way to get him to open 
up to me, she explained. He’s super secretive. 

He’s not the only one. 

The accusation was impossible to miss. But ... he wasn't 
wrong. 

I’ve had to keep secrets my whole life, she reminded him. It’s a hard 
habit to break. 

I get that. But if you can tell Keefe, why can’t you tell me? 

I never said I can’t, she argued. 

Maybe not. But you don’t. 

Sophie sighed. I really don’t tell him as much as you're thinking I 
do. 

Uh, I can think of a bunch of stuff that he knows. 

Like what? she found herself asking again—and regretted it long 
before he said, He knows about the bracelets Dex gave you. 

She reached up, tugging on an itchy eyelash. That’s . . . different 
Keefe guessed most of the story on his own, and I couldn’t deny it 
because Empaths are annoyingly impossible to lie to. 

Telepaths are supposed to be the same way. Especially your Cognate. 

But I’m not lying to you. I’m just . . . trying to keep my promise to 
Dex. He didn’t want me telling anyone what happened. 

So if I guessed, you'd tell me? 

I don’t know. It doesn’t seem right to betray Dex after he saved our 


lives. 


True, he thought, fidgeting with his Cognate rings again, 
sliding them halfway off and then shoving them back down. I guess 
you're right. I just... hate that it’s a secret between us—and not because 
I want the gossip. It damages our connection, you know? And especially 
now, with all the limits we’re trying to work around, thanks to the 
echoes, it’s just... a drag that there has to be one more thing. 

She wanted him to be wrong. 

Wanted to argue that it shouldn’t—didn’t—matter. 

But like he’d said, there were shades of trust—and her Cognate 
should probably hold all the brightest, clearest spaces. 

So she squeezed Ella tighter, trying to find some sort of line she 
could walk between all of her loyalties. 

What if, she thought slowly, I told you I’m pretty sure you already 
guessed most of what happened? Would that be enough? 

It... might be. 

His mind blinked to an image: two periwinkle cloth bracelets 
stitched with the words Sophie Foster + Dex Dizznee. 

He’d guessed the color wrong, but... 

Yeah. 

The thought was softer than a whisper, but the way Fitz sucked 
in a breath made it clear hed heard her—and she didn’t dare 
glance over to see whatever expression was on his face. 

Instead, she forced herself to add, The fact that I’m not wearing 
them should tell you the rest. 

She could almost hear the pieces click into place. 

Okay, he transmitted slowly, I have one more question, and then I 
swear I'll drop it forever. 

Forever? Sophie verified, really, really, really, really hoping the 
question wouldn’t have anything to do with kissing. 

Forever, he agreed, his mind shuffling through hundreds of 


words she couldn’t catch until he settled on, So, the reason you're 


not wearing the cuffs—is that because they’re a matchmaking thing and 
you're still deciding if youre okay with that? Or is it... a different 
reason: 

Gah, that was almost worse than the kissing question. 

But shed promised to answer, so she closed her eyes and 
transmitted, Dex is awesome, but... he’s just a friend. And I think he 
actually agreed with me about that by the time we were done with 
everything. It was still messy for a while, but it seems like we’re past that 
now—so PLEASE don't tell him you know. Itd make everything 
awkward again and— 

I won't, he promised. You can trust me. 

I know. I DO trust you, Fitz. It’s just . . . this kind of stuff is so extra 
complicated, you know? 

It is, he agreed. I’m pretty sure that’s why the Council came up with 
matchmaking. 

She snorted a laugh. Right, because matchmaking’s not complicated 
at all. It’s not super messy having strangers give you a list of people 
you're allowed to marry. Nope. 

Fitz looked away. Sounds like you're leaning toward not 
registering. ... 

I’m not leaning toward anything, she promised. I seriously have no 
idea what to do. 

She couldn’t deny that a small part of her desperately wanted to 
find out who would end up on her match lists—the same part that 
had a feeling the Winnowing Galas would be... kind of amazing. 
She was sure they'd be awkward and embarrassing, too, but . . . itd 
be like going to prom—only a million times prettier and cooler 
and fancier because that’s how the elves rolled. 

But at the same time, the whole matchmaking process sounded 


so... unnatural. 


She understood why the elves had created the system, given 
that their indefinite life span and ageless appearance made the 
chance of distant relatives accidentally ending up together a really 
gross possibility. And they were also trying to match people on a 
genetic level, so that their kids would have the best shot at 
manifesting powerful abilities, and so the elvin gene pool would 
be as strong and diverse as possible. 

But none of that was very romantic, and she really didn’t like the 
idea of having that part of her life controlled. And sometimes the 
process was super unfair. Dex and his siblings had been looked 
down on their whole lives because their dad was Talentless, and 
that made him a bad match. And Brant had joined the Neverseen 
because he and Jolie were a bad match too, since pyrokinesis was 
forbidden. 

You're overthinking it, Fitz told her, and her heart jumped into 
her throat as she realized hed probably overheard that entire 
mental monologue. But I get it—it’s a big decision. 

It IS, Sophie agreed. I’m super glad I’m only a Level Four and have 
another year before I have to deal with it. 

Yeah... 

What? she asked, because it hadn’t been an “I’m agreeing with 
you” kind of “yeah.” 

It was the kind of “yeah” that usually got followed with 
something like “So, funny story...” 

It’s nothing, Fitz told her. 

But it was definitely something. Weren’t you the one who was just 
getting on me for holding little things back? 

Fitz sighed, reaching up to run a hand through his hair. 

Okay—don't freak out, he said, which of course had her freaking 
out even before he added, but . .. matchmaking technically goes by 


age. You have to be fifteen in order to pick up your packet, sixteen to 


turn it in, and seventeen to get your first list. And since those ages kinda 
match the Levels at Foxfire, it became a tradition to say, “Register after 
the Level Five midterms, turn the packet in at the end of the year, and 
get your first list at the end of Level Six.” But it doesn’t have to be that 
way. Once you turn fifteen... 

He didn’t finish the sentence—but he didn’t have to. 

Just like he didn’t have to remind her that she was fifteen. 

So...she could register now. 

I thought elves didn’t pay attention to age, Sophie argued, grasping 
for any loophole that would save her from what Fitz was saying. 

But it was also a valid point. Ever since shed moved to the Lost 
Cities, Sophie had been struggling to keep track of exactly how 
old she—or anyone else—was. The elves didn’t acknowledge 
birthdays, counting age by something they called their “inception 
date” instead—but then they barely paid attention to that. No one 
ever mentioned when they turned a year older, and half the time it 
seemed like they weren't even sure how old they were—especially 
the Ancients. 

The system had felt strange at first. But Sophie had grown to 
understand why the elves didn’t feel the need to mark every year 
when they were going to live for thousands of them. 

The match is different, Fitz explained. They want us to have our 
lists as early as possible, so we have lots of time to consider everyone on 
them—and probably so we don’t get too attached to anyone before we 
know who we're matched with. But also not so young that we haven't 
manifested our abilities, since that’s one of the big deciding factors. 

Sophie was pretty sure her human parents would’ve told her 
that the ages Fitz was talking about were still way too young for 
dating of any kind—much less matchmaking. Actually, they'd 
probably have a lot to say about the whole system. 


But...she wasn’t living with humans anymore. 


She was an elf in the Lost Cities. 

She was supposed to be doing things their way. 

And, for better or worse, the elvin way involved matchmaking— 
which she qualified for right now. 

But you said I had time to think about it, she reminded him. When 
we were sitting under Calla’s Panakes tree. 

She remembered that conversation very clearly, mostly because 
it was the same conversation where he'd told her he was hoping 
shed decide to register. And even though there was a decent 
chance hed only said that part because he was trying to protect 
her from all the problems she'd face if she ended up in a bad 
match, her silly, hopeful brain sometimes liked to imagine there'd 
been another reason. 

You do have time, he told her. Fifteen’s the minimum age, but there’s 
no maximum. It’s not like I went the first day I was old enough or 
anything. 

Yeah. True. 

Fitz smiled. Do you realize you look like a cornered gremlin 
whenever you have to talk about this? 

Gee, thanks. 

What? Gremlins are cute. 

She tuned out the part of her brain that was suddenly 
wondering if Fitz had just called her cute and tried to find 
something to make him understand where she was coming from. I 
know matchmaking’s normal for you, she tried. It’s just . . . not for me. 

I know. And I would NEVER want you to think I’m trying to pressure 
you. I just don’t want you to make it a bigger deal than it is and end up 
with all kinds of stress and drama for no reason. I mean, even if you 
register, you haven’t committed to anything. You could choose to never 
pick up any of your lists—or you could pick them up and choose to 


ignore them. 


I guess. But... won't I show up on other people’s lists—even if I don’t 
get mine? 

Yeah, but it’s not like you'd be obligated to date anyone. 

No, but it'd be super strange knowing there are people out there being 
told we'd make a good match. 

Well .. . what if you liked some of them, though? Wouldn't that end 
up being a good thing? 

YES! the silly, hopeful part of her brain wanted to scream. But 
she forced that part to be quiet. 

All the match lists mean is we're genetically compatible, right? she 
asked. 

Nope. Genetics are the starting point. But you'll see when you pick up 
your match packet—well . . . IF you pick it up—the questions make you 
think about things you never would’ve thought about before. It’s hard to 
explain until you work through it, but it’s actually pretty brilliant. You 
should at least pick up your packet and read the questions. You don’t 
have to turn it in. 

Sophie sighed. Maybe. It’s just . . . every time I think about doing 
that, I think about the people the system’s hurt. 

It’s definitely not perfect, Fitz agreed. But . . . that doesn’t mean it’s 
ALL bad. 

I know. 

The smart thing would’ve been to stop there—back far, far 
away from the dangerous territory they'd wandered into. 

But Sophie must not have been feeling very smart. 

What would you do if you didn’t like any of your matches? she 
asked, blurting out the words in a messy burst. 

Fitz shifted his weight. I have no idea I mean... being a bad 
match is a mess for anyone. But for a Vacker? 


Has anyone in your family ever— 


Nope. Some have never gotten married—but that’s different. If I 
ended up ina bad match, it'd be this huge thing that EVERYONE would 
talk about. I'd never, ever stop hearing about it. My parents and sister 
would never, ever stop hearing about it. And... I don’t know if I could 
handle that. 

She couldn’t fault him for not wanting to live through that kind 
of drama. 

But he’d also shone a big, glaring spotlight on something she 
hadn’t let herself think about. Shed been so worried about 
confessing her crush and wondering whether or not he might ever 
like her that way that she’d never realized... 

Even if he did, it might not matter. 


Not if her name wasn’t on one of his match lists. 


NINETEEN 


OKAY,” SOPHIE SAID, CLOSING HER eyes and taking a second to 
shove all matchmaking-related worries into another mental box 
marked Deal with Much, Much, Much, Much, Much Later. “Somehow 
we got sidetracked. We’re supposed to be figuring out what to do 
about meeting with Fintan.” 

“Right,” Fitz agreed, sitting up straighter. “So ... maybe we 
should test where we're at. We could count to three and each say 
which way we're leaning. See if it syncs up.” 

“Worth a shot,” she said, even though she was pretty sure she 
knew exactly how that was going to go. 

Sure enough, when they got to “three,” Fitz said, “I think we 
have to do it,” at the same time she said, “I’m worried it’s not 
worth the risk.” 

Fitz blew out a breath. “Well, that didn’t help.” 

“I know,” she agreed, half wondering if they'd be better off 
leaving it up to rock, paper, scissors. But they probably needed to 
put a little more thought into it than that. 

“Maybe we should try a speed round,” she suggested, “and each 
give one sentence about why we think we should or shouldn't meet 
with Fintan.” 

“All right,” Fitz said, brushing his hair off his forehead. “I... 
want to find out if he knows anything about what’s going on with 


my brother.” 


“And I’m worried he'll only tell us things that mess with our 
heads—or our echoes,” she told him. 

Fitz nodded slowly. “So ... how does that help us figure this 
out?” 

Sophie wasn’t sure. 

“Well ...I guess it shows we're coming at this from different 
places,” she realized after a few seconds. “You have an agenda. 
And I’m... afraid.” 

“Is one better or worse?” Fitz asked. 

“I don’t know. Trying to get anything from the Neverseen 
usually leads to disappointment. But ... fear’s a terrible reason to 
decide anything. It’s like letting them win without even making 
them earn it.” 

“Okay, so, where does that leave us?” 

“Between a rock and a hard place,” Sophie grumbled. “But . . . if 
there’s no obvious right choice, maybe it’s better to go with the 
option that at least tries.” 

“Meaning ... we meet with Fintan?” Fitz verified. 

“As long as we do everything we can to prepare for whatever 
head games he’s going to play, yeah. We can’t let him set us back 
any more than Umber’s attacks already have.” 

Fitz nodded. “Does that mean we've decided?” 

“T think so.” 

“Should we hail Magnate Leto, then?” he asked, a hint of 
excitement leaking into the words. Sophie was sure Fitz’s brain 
was already imagining how the meeting would go—all the 
questions they'd ask and all the things theyd learn. 

“He said to wait until morning,” Sophie reminded Fitz, bracing 
for a long day of stressing and second-guessing—and an even 


longer night. 


But Silveny broke the worry cycle when she reached out a few 
hours later. 

The motherly alicorn insisted on sorting through Sophie’s 
recent memories, catching every single one of the doubts and 
worries that Sophie was trying to bury. And instead of the usual 
flying dreams, she filled Sophie’s head with images of them 
galloping through the white-capped rapids of a surging river— 
cold water crashing into them. The currents tried to drag them 
under, but they kept their legs moving, kept their heads above the 
surface because they were stronger and faster and more powerful 
than anything the river could throw at them. 

For a sparkly winged horse, Silveny gave a pretty awesome pep 
talk. 

And when Fitz held up his Imparter the next morning and 
asked, “Should we tell Magnate Leto?” she didn’t hesitate to agree. 

Magnate Leto took the news better than she'd expected. No 
lecture. No questions. No noticeable reaction, really. Hed simply 
nodded and told them, “Pll let the Council know to start making 
arrangements,” before his image flashed away. 

“Arrangements for what?” Keefe asked, striding through the 
doors to the Healing Center. 

“And please tell me it involves extra ooze!” Ro added. 

Fitz groaned. “I forgot about the next Ooze Fest.” 

Ro grinned. “Good thing we didn’t!” 

“But getting back to my question,” Keefe said, stopping at the 
foot of their cots and putting his hands on his hips. He studied 
both of them for a beat before his eyes settled on Sophie. “What 
arrangements is Leto making—and why does the Fitzster look way 
more excited about it than you do?” 

She wasn’t sure if they were allowed to tell him—but it was so 


much easier than arguing. 


He took the news about as well as she’d expected. 

“You're wasting your time,” he warned. 

“Maybe,” Fitz said. “But if your mom was demanding a 
meeting, would you turn her down?” 

“Of course not! But you're kinda scraping bottom if you’re 
using me as the model of good decisions. Especially decisions 
concerning my parents.” 

“Thats right—howd it go with your dad yesterday?” Sophie 
asked. 

“Pitiful attempt at a subject change, Foster. Tell me more about 
this Fintan meeting. I take it you guys are planning on going all 
Mega-Cognate on him?” 

“Yes, but we're going to be smart about it,’ Sophie promised. 
“Now back to your dad. What did he want yesterday?” 

Keefe shrugged. “Oh, you know, typical father-son bonding 
time.” 

“Which means?” Sophie pushed. 

He ran a hand through his hair, messing up the style a little. 
“He thinks my empathy Mentor isn’t pushing me hard enough. So 
he wants me to start training with hin—because nothing says 
‘good idea’ like combining me, my dad, and a bunch of emotion 
exercises. What could possibly go wrong?” 

“Uh, you told him no, right?” Sophie asked. 

“Not this time.” His eyes dropped to his feet and his shoulders 
curved slightly inward—which happened sometimes when he was 
dealing with his dad. All the fight and energy drained out of him, 
leaving a muted Keefe shell. “No need to fling so many worries at 
me, Foster,” he said. 

“Then tell me how he’s forcing you to do this,” she countered. 

He shrugged, raising one defiant eyebrow as he glanced up to 


face her. “You're looking at it the wrong way. My dad sooooo0000 


hasn't thought this one through. Do you have any idea how 
miserable I can make him?” 

“Probably about as miserable as he can make you,’ Sophie 
noted. 

“Nah—he also has me,” Ro jumped in. “And I have parasites.” 

“Speaking of which,’ Elwin said, clattering into the room 
carrying the silver basin they'd been using for their skill lessons 
and a tray of colorful balms, “I’m surprised Lord Cassius hasn't 
hailed me about another round of stomach issues. Does that mean 
you decided to go easy on him?” 

Ro batted her eyelashes. “Give it a few more hours.” 

Elwin grimaced. “Are you going to at least tell me what you 
gave him this time?” 

“Now, where would the fun be in that?” Ro asked. “Besides, it’s 
good training! The traitors who defected from my father might 
use this stuff against you someday. Better learn how to recognize 
it. 

“Unfortunately, I suppose that’s true,” Elwin said, setting the 
basin on the floor between Sophie’s and Fitz’s cots. 

“Ts it ooze time, is it ooze time, is it ooze time?” Ro asked, bouncing 
on the balls of her feet and clapping her hands. 

Elwin nodded, turning to Fitz and Sophie. “Who wants to go 
first?” 

“Foster volunteers!” Keefe said, with a smirk that so deserved a 
pillow to the head. 

“You good with that?” Elwin asked her. 

“Wouldnt you rather do it not knowing whats about to 
happen?” Keefe added—which was an excellent point. 

Sophie shot Fitz an apologetic glance as she told Elwin, “Yep, 
Pll go.” 


Elwin set the tray of balms in her lap. “Td recommend plugging 
your noses,’ he told all of them as he lifted her bad arm and held it 
over the basin. 

“Psh, I want to bask in this!” Ro sucked in a long breath as 
Elwin untied the bands securing Sophie’s chain mail and 
unleashed a plume of something Sophie could only describe as 
weaponized morning breath. 

The strips of bandage underneath had gone from white to 
brownish yellow, and they made a horrible squish as Elwin slowly 
cut through them with narrow scissors. 

“Here we go!” Ro said, clapping as Elwin pulled the cocoon 
apart and... 

Keefe coughed. “Okay. That might even be too gross for me.” 

Sophie couldn’t decide which was worse: the way the ooze 
fizzled and foamed the second it hit the air, or the way it clung to 
her skin, dangling off her arm in long snotty threads instead of 
dripping into the basin. 

“Any chance I can get a bottle of that stuff?” Keefe asked. “I 
think my dad really needs to smell it.” 

“Nope. This is all going to Livvy,” Elwin told him. 

“Uh, if she’s going to use it for an elixir, I’m never taking one of 
her medicines ever again,” Fitz jumped in. 

“Me neither!” Sophie agreed. 

Elwin laughed. “It’s only for tests. She wants to study how the 
shadowflux affected your cells. And let’s see...” 

He used a tiny squeegeelike device to swipe the slime into the 
basin in long, gloopy strips. Her skin was pink and shriveled 
underneath—like when she soaked in a hot bath for too long. And 
her fingers were finally the size they were supposed to be. 

“I told you your hand would be almost back to normal,” Elwin 


said as Sophie gently touched each of her knuckles, grateful to feel 


solid bone in all the places that had collapsed during the attack. 

“What about the numbness?” she asked. 

“That’s where the ‘almost’ comes in,’ Elwin admitted. “It’s 
going to take me at least a couple more days to fix all the nerve 
damage. And it'll be even longer before you get back your 
strength. Can you try moving your fingers for me? Go one at a 
time, like this.” 

He showed her the back and forth motion he wanted, and 
Sophie tried to copy him. But halfway through, her arm was 
shaking and she was breathing like she’d just run a marathon. 

“I know this probably doesn’t seem very encouraging,” he said 
when she had to admit that she couldn't finish, “but this is exactly 
how it’s supposed to be. Your hand is mostly new right now—new 
bone, new muscle, new flesh. So you're going to have to teach it 
how to work again. Fitz is going to face a similar struggle with his 
leg.” 

“I am?” Fitz asked. 

Elwin nodded. “I’m sure you're going to need crutches for a 
week or two. Don’t let it freak you out. We'll get you there, okay? 
Both of you.” 

He smeared a poultice over Sophie’s arm that looked like 
regurgitated spinach and wrapped it in a layer of gauze. Then they 
got to endure the ooze all over again—much to Ro’s delight—as he 
repeated the process with Fitz’s leg. Fitz’s ribs also got a bandage 
change, along with a thick layer of bright orange balm that 
smelled very, very fermented. And for the finale, they each got 
trays filled with dozens of elixirs. 

Sophie wasn’t sure how she'd find the will to choke them down 
—until Elwin told her, “This next round should get you out of 


those cots. Im betting by tomorrow night you'll be able to move 


around a little. And if all goes to plan, you should be able to leap 
home in two to three days.” 

“Glad to hear it,” a familiar voice said behind them, and they all 
turned to find Sir Tiergan watching them from the doorway, 
shaking his pale blond hair out of his deep blue eyes. 

“That’s right,” Elwin said. “I forgot Magnate Leto said you'd be 
stopping by this morning. Don’t worry, we’re almost done.” 

“You just missed the Fitzphie Ooze Fest,” Keefe informed him. 

Tiergan stole a glance at the slime-filled basin, and his olive- 
toned skin took on a greenish tinge. “That explains the smell.” 

“Yeah, sorry about that,” Elwin told him. “I'll take care of it as 
soon as I get this packed up.” 

Tiergan looked like he wished he’d arrived ten minutes later— 
or had waited in the hall—as Sophie and Fitz gagged their way 
through their medicine and Elwin wrapped up all the foamy ooze. 

“So, what brings you to our smelly little corner of the school?” 
Sophie asked when she'd finished her last elixir. 

“That hurts, Foster,’ Keefe jumped in. “Have you already 
forgotten about Operation: Privacy Invasion?” 

She had, actually. And a different kind of queasiness settled in. 

“Do you really think we'll be able to trigger Keefe’s erased 
memories?” she asked Tiergan. 

“Ordinarily, ld be skeptical,” he said, smoothing the edges of 
his simple gray cloak. “But you’ve always had a gift for making the 
impossible possible, so I guess we'll find out—assuming you're 
still up for it.” 

“We are,’ Keefe said, glancing at Fitz and Sophie. “Right?” 

“Tm in,” Fitz immediately agreed. 

“I can handle it,’ Keefe promised yet again when Sophie 
hesitated. 


She had a horrible feeling he couldn’t. But she still asked 
Tiergan, “Okay, how do we do this?” 


TWENTY 


THE FIRST STEP,” TIERGAN SAID, turning to Keefe, “is that I 
need you to promise me you'll stop after every breakthrough, no 
matter how insignificant that breakthrough may be, and give your 
mind time to adjust—and I’m not talking about emotional 
adjustment. You’re going to need time for that as well, but Pm 
speaking from a much more practical standpoint. Everything you 
learn will cause mental ripples as your mind makes space to fit the 
new information in among everything else. So you need time to let 
any revelations settle, and let your brain work through the small 
ramifications of each new memory—not just for your sanity, but 
because it may lead to further discovery.” 

“And you two,” Elwin jumped in, “need to be careful. I know I 
don’t need to remind you about the echoes—but keep in mind how 
close you both are to being able to go home, and remember that 
pushing too hard could set you back.” 

“This is a gradual process,” Tiergan told them. “Even if you 
were at the peak of your strength, there’s no way you're going to 
uncover everything you're looking for in one go. So plan on pacing 
yourselves. The most effective way to search memories is by 
sifting, not digging, so subtlety should be the theme of your 
approach.” 

“Okay, are we done with all the ‘be careful’ speeches?” Keefe 


asked. “Because I don’t know about you guys, but I’m super ready 


for some heart-crushing humiliation. And for lots of Fitzphie eye 
staring.” 

“Tm still not sure what Fitzphie is supposed to mean,” Tiergan 
said, “and I don’t want to know,” he added when Ro opened her 
mouth to tell him. “But there’s no need for this process to be 
embarrassing. You can mask any memories you don’t want anyone 
seeing.” 

“Won't that kind of mess with the whole ‘finding my mom’s 
dirty secrets’ process?” Keefe asked. 

“Why would it?” Tiergan countered. “Youre searching for 
things you don’t remember—not things you do. And the memories 
will still be there either way. You'll just be flagging them, so to 
speak, marking them to make it clear you’d prefer they stay away.” 

“So... it’s kind of like putting a big sign on anything super 
embarrassing that says, HEY GUYS—OVER HERE, BUT ALSO 
DON’T LOOK, OKAY?” Keefe clarified. 

Tiergan sighed. “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it. Yes, 
it does require any Telepaths to respect the boundary you've set. 
But since Sophie and Fitz are your friends, Pm assuming they 
won't have a problem respecting your boundaries.” 

“Of course not,” Sophie promised. 

Fitz shrugged. “Pretty sure I’m better off not knowing what 
you're hiding.” 

Keefe smirked. “Yeah... probably. But is this going to be some 
huge process that requires weeks of practice and reading boring 
books and—” 

“It’s a simple visualization exercise,’ Tiergan interrupted. “It 
should only take a few minutes, and it’ll hold for at least a couple 
of days.” 

“Then what happens?” Fitz asked. 


“Then the masking fades, the same way time always dulls our 
memories. But by then I’ll have showed him how to do it, and he 
can prepare his mind anytime he wants.” 

“Question,” Ro said. “Does this mean I’m going to have to stand 
here while you stare at each other and do boring elf-y mind 
things? Because I’m already kind of maxed out, just from this 
conversation.” 

Elwin laughed. “How about instead you leave them to work and 
help me make the serum Sophie will soak her arm in tomorrow? It 
has pooka pus.” 

“Now we're talking!” Ro said. 

Sophie scowled. “I swear, I’m starting to hate elvin medicine 
almost as much as human medicine.” 

“Well, Pm loving it,” Ro told her, hooking her arm through 
Elwin’s and leading him toward his office. “Bring on the pus!” 

“On that note,” Tiergan said, turning to Keefe, “ready to learn 
how to mask your memories?” 


33 


“Bring it on.” But he flinched as Tiergan reached for his 


temples. “Right. Sorry. I always forget how grabby you Telepaths 
are.” 

Tiergan placed two fingers against each of Keefe’s temples. 
“Tm going to say the instructions out loud. That way Sophie and 
Fitz will know how to walk you through this if you need a 
refresher. And now I want you to close your eyes and imagine that 
you've just discovered an empty box hidden in the center of your 
mind. Picture it any size and shape—but it must have a color. And 
it usually works best if you give it a color you’re connected to in 
some way. Don’t tell me what color you pick—” 

“Can't you see it?” Keefe asked. 

“Tm not reading your mind. Why do you think I haven’t asked 


your permission to enter your consciousness?” 


“I guess that’s a good question,” Keefe told him. “But a better 
one might be: Then why are you touching my face?” 

“To make the process feel more tangible for you. Can you see 
the box?” 

“Yeah. It’s a big square box. And it’s—” 

“Don’t tell me the color!” Tiergan reminded him. “We’ll use 
that to determine if the masking worked. But before we do that, I 
need you to imagine yourself dragging all the memories you'd 
rather keep hidden into that mental box—and really make yourself 
believe those moments are truly solid pieces you’re picking up and 
putting into that designated space.” 

Keefe’s eyebrows crunched together. “Not gonna lie. This feels 
super pointless.” 

“It’s hard to understand the workings of an ability that’s not 
your own,” Tiergan told him. 

“Uh, I can feel Foster’s confusion wafting my way, so I’m not 
the only one.” 

“Well, you'll all see soon enough. Trust the process—and let me 
know when youre ready.” 

His eyebrows pressed even closer together. “Okay. I guess the 
imaginary pieces of memory are all in the imaginary box now, and 
it totally feels like I actually did a thing and not just stood here 
feeling ridiculous.” 

Tiergan smiled. “Excellent. Now picture yourself sealing that 
box as tight as you can.” 

Keefe nodded. “Now what?” 

“That’s it.” 

“That’s it?” Keefe repeated as Tiergan dropped his hands and 
stepped back. 

“Should be—but we still have to test it.” Tiergan steered Keefe 


into the narrow space between Fitz’s and Sophie’s cots. “Do they 


have permission to enter your mind?” 

“Um ... sure.” But he still flinched when Fitz sat up and 
reached for his forehead. “Sorry. Reflex.” 

Sophie kept her good hand in her lap. “It’s probably better not 
to bring enhancing into this, right?” 

“Agreed,” Tiergan said. 

She closed her eyes. 

“So ...are they just supposed to stay away from the big box © 
secrets?” Keefe asked. 

“It was never about the box, Keefe,” Tiergan told him. 

“Oh!” Sophie breathed. “It was about the color!” 

“The box was gold, wasn’t it?” Fitz asked. 

Keefe nodded. “Do I want to know why you guys are grinning 
like that?” 

“Because some of your memories are gilded now,” Sophie told 
him. “It’s like . . . standing in the middle of thousands of 
holographs, and some of them have been tinted gold.” 

“Exactly,” Tiergan said. “And now you and Fitz know to look 
past all of those.” 

“Dude, you masked a lot of memories,’ Fitz noted. 

“Well, it’s also deceptive,’ Tiergan warned, “because he’s 
brought everything he’d like to keep private to the forefront of his 
mind. So you’re seeing them all in one mental space—which is 
another advantage to this process. Once you push deeper into his 
consciousness, you'll see very little gold.” 

“So... should we do that?” Sophie asked. 

“T don’t see why not.” 

“Me neither,” Keefe said. 

But his voice sounded fragile somehow. And when Sophie 
peeked at his expression, he had everything squeezed tight, like he 


was bracing for impact. 


“We don’t have to—” 

“Yes, Foster,’ he interrupted. “We do. You know we do.” 

“Okay,” she said slowly. “But then I need you to do one thing.” 

She held out her left arm, shaking her makeshift bracelet 
covered in pins. “Take Krakie for backup.” 

Something flickered across his expression—an emotion Sophie 
doubted even an Empath could translate. And he nodded, 
unpinning the tiny kraken and fastening it to his cape. 

“Okay,” he told her, clearing his throat and squaring his 
shoulders. “For real this time. Let’s find what my mom hid.” 


TWENTY-ONE 


THE GILDED MEMORIES CALLED TO Sophie, like warm sunlight 
streaming through wide-open windows, daring her to see where 
they led—and that was before she saw a fleeting glimpse of 
herself. 

She hadn’t meant to peek—and only caught the briefest flash as 
she struggled to disregard anything with a golden sheen. But it 
was enough to tell her the memory was recent. 

In fact, she was pretty sure it was from the day she'd opened her 
Level Three finals presents and found the incredible drawings 
Keefe had done for her. But she’d lived that moment with him—so 
why didn’t he want her to see his memory of it? 

It’s hard to ignore the gold, huh? Fitz transmitted, his crisp voice 
saving her from taking a longer look. 

Yeah, she admitted, feeling shame burn across her 
consciousness. 

Keefe deserved as much privacy as they could give him. 

But that didn’t stop the curiosity from itching, itching, itching. 

I always forget how vivid his mind is, she thought, forcing herself 
to focus on the broader mental landscape—a dense whirl of 
flashing memories, laced with a soundtrack of blaring voices. 
Keefe’s photographic memory retained every detail, sound, and 
thought, forming a storm of color and noise. It’s . . . disorienting. 

It is, Fitz agreed. Though it’s still way less intense than yours. 

Her heart stalled at that. 


She’d never given any thought to what her headspace must look 
or feel like, since it wasn’t something she could experience. 

So do my memories look like this? she asked, imagining a similar 
whirlwind churning with all of her secrets. 

Sorta. Everythings dimmed because of your blocking. And the 
memories flicker way faster, so I can’t tell what I’m looking at unless I’m 
focusing really hard—and even then, you keep a bunch of mental paths 
closed off. 

He didn’t say “from me.” But she could feel those unsaid words. 

Your memories spread out more too, he added. It’s like . . . staring at 
the horizon. I can’t actually see where your consciousness ends—and I 
seriously don’t get how you have that much information in your head. 

Photographic memory, she reminded him. Plus seven years of 
hearing the thoughts of everyone around me. 

True. And all the stuff the Black Swan planted. 

She squirmed at the reminder. 

Itd been so long since she’d had any of those extra memories 
trigger that she sometimes forgot Mr. Forkle had spent years 
filling her head with facts and secrets while she slept, in order to 
prepare her for her role as the moonlark. 

In some ways, it was a relief not having to constantly analyze 
whether a scrap of memory was hers, or if she’d pulled a crucial 
detail from those murky reserves. But it also meant that the 
current struggle had strayed so far from anything the Black Swan 
had anticipated that she was pretty much on her own. 

So how should we do this? Fitz asked. I’m guessing we'll want to 
focus on memories with Keefe’s mom in them. 

Yeah, we probably should’ve told Keefe to think about her before we 
dived in, so those would already be at the front of his mind. 

I can do that now if you want, Keefe offered, nearly giving them 


each a heart attack. 


You can hear us? Fitz asked. 

Yep. AND feel what you're feeling. So we're all learning fun new stuff 
about each other today! 

Great. Fitz had heaped plenty of sarcasm onto that 
transmission. 

Can you try concentrating on your mom? Sophie asked, attempting 
to keep the conversation on track. 

The scenery shifted, with some memories shuffling back and 
others rolling forward until they were surrounded by nothing but 
flickers of Lady Gisela’s face. 

I’m going to have nightmares about this forever, Fitz thought with a 
shudder. 

Sophie nodded. Same. 

Lady Gisela had blond hair like her son, and there were definite 
similarities between their features. But she was so cold and stern 
and immaculate that she looked like she might crack if she flashed 
a real smile or let a hair slip from her intricate updos. 

Good old Mom, Keefe thought as Lady Gisela’s sharp voice 
echoed around them. The words mostly blurred together, but 
Sophie caught a few: 

“Legacy.” 

“Disappointment.” 

“Stubborn.” 

“Foolish.” 

“Waste.” 

Ready to take a journey into my awesome childhood? Keefe asked as 
more memories flooded in, piling on top of each other and 
forming a tunnel that spiraled down, down, down into the dark. 

Are you? Sophie countered. 

YEP! Like I said, it’s gonna be a party! Just don’t make it a pity party, 
okay? 


Is that why some of these memories are gold? Fitz asked, trying to 
keep his concentration away from a gilded flicker right below 
them. You think they'll make us feel sorry for you? 

No Those ones are just . . . distracting. 

Sophie wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean, but she 
could’ve sworn she'd caught a glimpse of her face again and 
shifted her focus to the nearest memory so she wouldn't be 
tempted. 

Her stomach soured as she took in the scene replaying around 
her: Keefe’s mom wearing a stiff green gown—the color the elves 
wore when they were going to their version of a funeral. 

Lady Gisela stood beside Keefe’s enormous canopy bed, 
watching as he tried to muffle his sobs with his pillow—and she 
didn’t once try to hug him or take his hand or provide any sort of 
comfort. 

Eventually, Keefe wiped his nose and choked out, “What do you 
want?” 

And she smiled—smiled—and told him she needed him to take 
a sedative so his crying wouldn’t bother his father. 

I mean it, Foster, Keefe said as Sophie sucked in a breath. I can 
feel that rising sympathy—and I appreciate it. But I don’t need it. 

Sympathy’s not pity, she argued. 

It’s close enough. So how about you focus on all that fury I can feel 
boiling underneath? It’s always fun when you get feisty. 

When she didn’t agree he added, That memory happened after 
your planting—think about that My mom knew you were still alive as 
she watched me break down like that. 

Anger burned through Sophie’s veins, but it cooled just as 
quickly, tempered by sorrow that came with knowing he'd been 


crying because of her. 


But then she remembered something Lady Gisela had told her 
during one of the horrible conversations they'd had through 
Keefe’s old Imparter: Shed made Keefe take that sedative not to 
silence his sobbing, but because she needed to steal some of his 
blood. 

THERE'S the rage I was looking for, Keefe said as Sophie’s whole 
body shook. Hold tight to that! 

She tried. 

But the more memories she studied, the more her heart broke 
for him. 

She skimmed as much as she could, but some flashes demanded 
attention. Like the loud argument in Keefe’s too-fancy bedroom, 
where Lord Cassius loomed over a younger, scrawnier version of 
his son and shouted, “Alden is not your father!” 


1? 


“I wish he was!” Keefe snapped back, tearing off his blue Level 
Two cape and flinging it across the room. 

“Well,” Lord Cassius said, smoothing his slicked blond hair and 
glancing at Keefe’s mother, who stood off to the side studying her 
son through narrowed eyes. “I suppose that makes us even, since I 
much prefer Alden’s sons. But since Pm stuck with this”—he 
gestured to Keefe from head to toe and crinkled his nose—“I’m 
not going to let you ruin our family!” 

Keefe smirked, and Sophie could feel something inside him 
shift as he said, “Good luck with that.” 

It was as if he’d decided right then and there that he was going 
to do everything in his power to humiliate his father. And Lord 
Cassius must’ve felt that resolve, because he hurled the goblet he’d 
been holding, splattering Keefe’s feet with fizzleberry wine as it 
shattered against the floor. 

“Clean that up!” Lord Cassius ordered. “And plan on spending 


your entire break making up for your lack of dedication. I'll have 


your first study assignments sent to you in the morning.” 

“Running off to Atlantis again?” Lady Gisela asked as Lord 
Cassius stalked toward the staircase. 

“Don't start with me,” he told her. “And don’t wait up.” 

Her eyes flashed and she lifted her chin, keeping her head high 
until he was gone 

“Well,” she told Keefe. “Sounds like you have some work to do.” 

She was halfway down the stairs when she glanced over her 
shoulder. 

“Keefe?” she said, waiting for him to look at her. “Someday, 
you'll be glad you're not a Vacker.” 

What was that supposed to mean? Fitz asked, and Sophie winced. 

She’d forgotten she wasn’t the only one watching that memory. 

No idea, Keefe told him. My mom was already working with Alvar 
back then, so maybe she meant all the gossip you’re dealing with now 
that everyone knows he’s with the Neverseen? 

But she was leading the Neverseen, Fitz argued, so she knew all that 
drama would be coming for you, too. 

True. Well, maybe it’s something with the mysterious Vacker legacy, 
then. And wait a minute—I just realized we're Legacy Buddies! We 
should get matching tunics that say, My Legacy Is Creepier Than 
Yours! Or I tried to discover my legacy and all I got was this ugly 
tunic! 

Sophie wanted to laugh, but she couldn’t quite get there. Not 
when her mind kept replaying the way Keefe’s father had 
shattered that glass. 

When did that happen? she asked. 

After the Level Two midterms. My dad wasn’t happy with two of my 
scores. 


Uh, weren't your lowest scores still in the nineties? Fitz asked. 


Ninety-eight and ninety-nine But Dear Old Daddio expected me to 
get a perfect one hundred on everything. Apparently, that’s what HE got 
when HE was at Foxfire. 

Okay, but did he skip Level One like you did? Sophie wondered. 

Nope. But he also doesn’t have a photographic memory, so he said 
being the top of my Level should be a given. Imagine how excited he was 
when he found out I came in second! 

Fitz shuffled his feet. I... came in first. 

Oh, I know. Had to go and make the rest of us look bad, didn’t you, 
Fitzy? 

I didn’t— 

Relax, Im kidding. But it’s a good thing I like you, cause it’s not 
exactly easy being your friend. 

The thought was meant to be teasing. But Sophie could feel a 
glimmer of truth behind it. 

Fitz must’ve felt it too, because he told him, I’m sorry. 

Don’t be. It’s seriously not a big deal. 

Then why didn’t you say anything? 

Uh, our friendship wasn’t really at the “sharing” stage back then. I sat 
at your table at lunch sometimes—not really enough to be all, “Let me 
unload all my daddy drama.” Plus, it wasn’t your fault Lady Delmira 
thought my elixir was too frothy and Sir Bubu snuck in a trick question 
on me. 

His name is Sir Bubu? Sophie had to ask. 

Yep! I had a LOT of fun with that during the second half of the year. 
And that’s the thing: This made me realize I was never going to be who 
my dad wanted me to be, so I might as well have some fun. In fact, that 
was the night I first came up with the Great Gulon Incident. 

She could almost hear his smirk—and when a new memory 
flashed to the front of his mind, she wondered if he was finally 
going to show her the story. 


But Fitz interrupted. 

Why was your dad talking about my dad anyway? 

Keefe sighed. I was hoping you weren’t going to ask that. Guess it’s 
probably easier to show you. 

His memories shuffled again, flashing to the Level Two atrium 
at Foxfire all decked out in tinsel and filled with big bubbles 
floating with candy and treats in the center. Everywhere Keefe 
looked, parents were hugging their kids and celebrating. 

But his mom hadn’t bothered to come. And his dad had his 
wrist in a death grip as he dragged him away from his locker, 
forcing him to leave behind his presents. 

“Wait,” Alden called, rushing to catch up to them in the hall. 
“You're not leaving already, are you, Cassius?” 

“Lord Cassius,’ Keefe’s father corrected. “And yes. Keefe needs 
to study.” 

“Tonight?” Alden asked. “I think he’s earned a night off, don’t 
you? To test so high—and at his age—” 

“Yes, well, I’ve never felt youth should be an excuse,” Keefe’s 
father interrupted. 

Alden’s jaw tightened, and the quick glance he stole at Lord 
Cassius’s hand made Sophie wonder if he realized how hard 
Keefe’s father was squeezing. 

“Why don’t you come to Everglen tonight?” Alden suggested. 
“Della’s been planning quite the celebration, and—” 

“Perhaps another time.’ Lord Cassius turned to pull Keefe 
away. 

But Alden grabbed Keefe’s shoulder and leaned down to 
whisper, “I’m very proud of you, Keefe. I want you to know that.” 

Oh wow, Sophie thought as Keefe’s head erupted with a hundred 
different emotions. 


Yeah, Keefe said quietly. No one had ever told me that before, so... 


And your dad felt it, she realized. Since he had his hand wrapped 
around your wrist. 

Pretty much. And you saw how happy he was about it. 

Fitz muttered something under his breath that didn’t sound like 
a very nice word—and Sophie felt like doing the same. 

You okay over there, Fitzy? Keefe asked. Your moods keep shifting 
on me. 

I’m fine. I’m just . . . trying to understand why you never told me 
about any of this once we became best friends. You could’ve said 
something. 

I know. Keefe shifted his weight. The thing is . . . talking about it 
made it real. And I didn’t want it to be real. I wanted to pretend my life 
was as perfect as yours. 

My life isn’t perfect, Fitz argued. 

Maybe not. But it’s pretty close, dude. I mean, yeah, Alvar’s a creep— 
but you still have your dad. And your mom. And Biana. And you're still 
the top of our class. And you’re Foster’s Cognate and... even without all 
of that, youre still a Vacker. You're always going to be the golden boy 
everyone expects greatness from. And I'll always be the mess. 

You're not a mess, Sophie promised. 

Oh, I am, Foster. The more we do this, the more you'll see. And that’s 
fine. I can’t pretend everythings normal anymore. Too much has 
happened. 

Then why still hide some of your memories? Fitz asked. 

Keefe snorted. Because I'd like to actually keep you guys as friends. 

Sophie had no idea what that meant—but it didn’t matter. I’m 
always going to be your friend. 

So am I, Fitz added. 

You sure about that? Keefe asked, making his memories shift 
again, this time to a flashback Sophie had already seen several 


months earlier—but Fitz hadn’t. 


This was the first memory I got back, Keefe explained. 

Why is it all crackly and distorted? Fitz asked. 

Keefe shrugged. I guess it got a little damaged by the Washer. 

He was just a kid in the memory, following his mom’s voice up 
to the roof in the middle of the night, where he found her talking 
to two figures in hooded black cloaks. Now Sophie knew the 
figures were Brant and Alvar, and that they'd been discussing 
Alvar’s failed efforts to find where the Black Swan hid Sophie 
among humans. But in that moment, the only thing Keefe 
understood was that his mom implied that she was going to 
encourage him to become friends with Fitz so that he could keep 
an eye on Fitz’s search for Sophie. 

So? Fitz asked. You think that’s the only reason we're friends? 

No—but I’m sure it was a big part of it, Keefe told him. 

Couldn't have been that big, Fitz argued, since we didn’t start really 
hanging out until years later, when we were both at Foxfire. 

I guess, Keefe mumbled. 

Besides, Fitz said, my dad... kinda did the same thing. After those 
same midterms, he started asking me about you all the time, telling me I 
should invite you over. I figured he just wanted us to hang out since we 
were ranked one and two or whatever. But now I’m pretty sure he was 
worried about you, and wanted to give you somewhere else to go after 
school. 

Huh, Keefe said—and Sophie recognized his jumbled feelings. 

Alden had done something similar with Biana, encouraging her 
to befriend the strange new girl who'd been living with humans. 

He was a master of well-meaning meddling. 

The thing is, she told Keefe, it doesn’t matter WHY we all became 
friends. Just that we did. 

Exactly, Fitz said. 


Yeah, I guess. Keefe cleared his throat. But I gotta say— 
heartwarming as all of this is, its noooooooooot what I’m looking for. 
Where are the fancy Telepath tricks to dredge up all my mom’s secrets? 
Do you guys need to stare into each other’s eyes more or something? 

Sophie let out a long sigh. I told you—we have no idea how to 
trigger memories. 

Then hit me with all the Fitzphie pizzazz and see what happens. 

The Fitzphie pizzazz, Sophie repeated. There’s no such thing. 

Not with that attitude, there isn’t! Keefe told her. 

I guess we could try probing, Fitz suggested after a few seconds. 

Sophie’s brain automatically flashed through the various 
“probing” scenes shed seen in human sci-fi movies, and Fitz 
cracked up. No wonder you got so freaked out when we took you to 
Atlantis to have Quinlin try a probe on you. 

It’s a super weird word! she argued. 

With you on that one, Foster, Keefe told her. But I’m up for a 
Fitzphie probe-athon. Commence all the probing! 

We have to stop calling it that, Sophie noted. 

Probably, Fitz agreed. But don’t you think it might work? 

I don’t know I don’t know how to probe. 

“You don’t know how to probe?” he said out loud, turning to 
where Tiergan stood watching them. “You never taught her?” 

“Why would I?” Tiergan asked. “Her mind uses a better method 
instinctively.” 

“Okay, will someone please tell me what ‘probing’ is?” Sophie 
begged. 

“Its a way of pushing through someone’s mental blocking,” 
Tiergan told her. 

“Then why do you think that will help us find Keefe’s missing 


memories?” Sophie asked Fitz. 


“Because when you probe, you transmit different words until 
you get a reaction, and then you keep transmitting that same word 
over and over until it breaks through.” 

“I... still don’t understand how that helps with this. Keefe’s 
not blocking us from the memories. They were erased.” 

“No, they were washed,” Tiergan corrected. “And washing is 
mostly about knocking memories loose and burying them out of 
reach—usually under the person’s deepest fears, since they 
instinctively avoid that section of their mind. So probing might be 
a useful solution—assuming you can find the right word. It would 
need to be something that specifically connects to those 
memories.” 
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“I guess we could try saying ‘Neverseen,” Fitz suggested. 

“Isn’t that too vague?” Sophie wondered. 

“The Neverseen are in tons of my memories,” Keefe agreed. 
“But Washers aren’t—and I’m betting theres a moment in all of 
my erased memories where my mom tells someone to call for one.” 


CcC 


Tiergan nodded. “‘Washer’ could work.” 

“Of course it could—I’m a genius. We ready to do this?” 

“All we do is transmit the word?” Sophie clarified. 

“Think of it more like giving a command,” Tiergan told her. 
“Put as much energy behind it as you can.” 

Sophie closed her eyes, digging deep into her mental reserves 
until her thoughts felt warm and tingly. 

“On three?” Fitz asked. 

Keefe counted for them—and when he called out, “Three!” they 
both transmitted WASHER with every bit of authority they could 
channel. 

“Did I do something wrong?” Sophie asked when nothing 
happened. 


“It usually takes a few tries,” Fitz told her. “Let’s go again.” 


WASHER! 

WASHER! 

WASHER! 

WASHER! 

Still nothing. 

“Are you getting a headache?” Tiergan asked as Sophie reached 
up to rub her temples. 

“Tm fine. Just running low on mental energy.” 

“Then you should quit for the day,’ Tiergan told her. “Get some 
rest and pick up where you left off tomorrow. The last thing you 
want to do is push yourself too hard.” 

“Or,” Sophie countered, “we could see what happens if we add 
enhancing to the mix. That usually gives Fitz a huge surge of 
energy, and he can share some with me.” 

Tiergan sighed. “I suppose you could give it a try. But then I’m 
going to insist you stop.” 

“Deal,” Sophie agreed, using her teeth to pull off her glove and 
then holding out her bare hand to Fitz. 

“Ready?” he asked Keefe. 

“So ready. Give me all the Fitzphie probing pizzazz!” 

Fitz pressed his palm against Sophie’s, and a blast of warmth 
surged between them—a richer, rawer kind of power that left 
trails of tingling sparks shooting from the tips of her fingers to 
the top of her head. 

“I swear this gets stronger every time,” Fitz murmured. 

“It does,’ Sophie agreed, tightening her grip and soaking up the 
energy he shared with her, letting it build and build and build 
until her brain felt ready to burst from the pressure. 

“Count us down,’ he told Keefe. 

And when he got to “one”... 

WASHER! 


The word was more than a command. It was a blade, slicing 
through Keefe’s consciousness and striking somewhere deep, 
turning everything cold and dark. 

For a second Sophie worried they'd miscalculated. 


Then Keefe whispered, “I think we found something.” 


TWENTY-TWO 


KEEFE SANK ONTO THE NEAREST cot as a memory flashed to the 
front of his mind—a scene so distorted that Sophie couldn’t tell 
what she was supposed to be seeing. 

Some parts were too dim and others were too bright, and there 
were strange flickering gaps, like trying to watch a really old, 
scratched-up piece of film with some of the frames missing. Even 
the soundtrack was warped, with voices fading in and out. 

But then the images sharpened, and she realized she was 
watching Lady Gisela lean down and talk to a slightly younger 
version of Keefe, both of them standing in front of a wall of 
bookshelves. 

How old are you here? Sophie transmitted. 

Keefe looked skinnier than she was used to, and his chin and 
cheeks were rounder. 

Eleven, I think? Or maybe ten? 

You don’t know? Fitz asked. 

Not yet. I can’t figure out where the memory’s supposed to fit. I guess 
that’s what Tiergan meant when he was rambling about “mental ripples.” 

You're at Candleshade, though, right? Sophie recognized the study 
area in Keefe’s bedroom. 

Yep. I keep trying to see what books are on my shelves, since that'll 
tell me when this was. But the background’s too blurry. 

Yeah, what’s up with that? Fitz asked. 


No idea. This one’s way more damaged than the other memory. Think 
another burst of energy will fix it? 

Worth a shot, Fitz said, tightening his grip on Sophie’s hand and 
pouring all the warmth that pooled between them into Keefe’s 
mind. 

But the tingly energy didn’t change a thing. 

“T need you to do me a favor,” Lady Gisela said in the memory— 
or that’s what Sophie assumed. All they could hear was, “I need... 
do... favor.” 

She handed Young Keefe something white and blurry, and 
Sophie was pretty sure it was a sealed envelope. “Deliver .. . 
man... green door.” 

Uh, did she just say “man”? Fitz asked, beating Sophie to the 
question. Not “elf”? 

Looks like it, Keefe thought as they watched Lady Gisela hand 
his younger self something small and cobalt blue—a leaping 
crystal to the Forbidden Cities. 

“Yes,” his mom said when Young Keefe’s mouth fell open, and 
for a moment the memory sharpened, letting them hear her clearly 
when she told him, “I need you to go right now.” 

Young Keefe’s eyes glittered with excitement, and Sophie 
expected him to hold the facet up to the light and zip away. 

But he glanced back at his mom. “Why?” 

“Because I’m telling you to.” 

“Yeah, but why?” 

She reached up to pinch the bridge of her nose. “Does Fitz 
question his father when Alden sends him off on their little 
errands?” 

“I don’t know—like I’ve told you a zillion times, Fitz doesn’t tell 
me anything about that. But I’m pretty sure he knows where he’s 


going and why he’s going there.” 


“Yes, well, all you need to know is that the message you’re 
holding needs to be delivered discreetly. And since no one’s 
watching your registry feed, you can sneak away far easier than I 
can.” 

The memory distorted again, warping most of Keefe’s response. 
But they caught the part where he insisted, “Tell me what’s in the 
letter.” 

“You're not in a position to bargain,” Lady Gisela warned. 

“Funny—it sounds like you’re the one who isn’t in a position to 
bargain,’ he countered. 

Looks like you were old enough to be driving your parents crazy, Fitz 
noted. And it sounds like we were friends. 

Yeah, Keefe said. So I was probably eleven. 

“That kind of information is earned,” Lady Gisela told him in 
the memory. “And you can prove you're ready by delivering that 
message without any further argument.” 

Young Keefe’s attention snagged on the gleaming splotch of 
gold in the center of the envelope. It looked like wax or putty, and 
it was stamped with a symbol that Sophie had never seen before: 
two crescents forming a loose circle around a glowing star. 

Do you think that symbol has anything to do with her facility? Fitz 
asked. Didn’t the runes on the door say, “The star only rises at 
Nightfall”? 

I thought that was a reference to the Lodestar Initiative, Sophie 
reminded him, which had a different symbol. 

True, Fitz said. And Vespera’s symbol was more of a swirly shooting 
star, wasn’t it? 

Keefe sighed. Anyone else getting super sick of symbols? 

Sophie definitely was. But they were still going to need to 
figure out what the new symbol meant, unless the memory would 


just tell them—but she highly doubted that was going to happen. 


Especially since Young Keefe didn’t seem particularly interested 
in the symbol. He was much more focused on whatever was inside 
—he even held the letter up to the light and squinted at the note’s 
silhouette. 

“You won't be able to read it,’ his mom told him. “Think of 
where you're going.” 

Young Keefe’s eyebrows shot up. “It’s in human?” 

“There is no human language—honestly, what is that school 
teaching you? Humans insist on dividing themselves into different 
groups, which I’ve always found strange. If they united, they'd 
likely have progressed much further as a species—but I suppose 
it’s better for us that they haven’t. And to answer your question: 
My letter isn’t written in the Enlightened Language. So it would 
be pointless for you to open it.” 

“Then tell me what it says,” Keefe demanded. “Or deliver it 
yourself.” 

She grabbed his shoulder. “Did I give you the impression that 
this was optional?” 

The memory shifted speed then, skipping through what looked 
like a vicious argument and not slowing until Keefe wrenched his 
arm free and stalked away. 

But the door he’d been heading for banged shut in his face, as if 
his mom had closed it with her telekinesis. 

“Fine, she said through gritted teeth. “That crystal leaps to a 
city called London, near a house with a green door. The person 
who lives there might be useful—we'll see. That’s why I need you 
to slide this letter through the metal slot on the door and then 
leave without being seen. You should be gone less than five 
minutes—but IIl give you ten, since you might have to slip down 
an alley before you can leap home. Don’t speak to anyone, and if 


anyone tries to speak to you, just look confused. It shouldn’t be 


hard since you wont understand a word theyre saying. 
Understood?” 

His reply was lost to a crackle of static. Then the scene blurred 
again, jumping to when Lady Gisela removed his cape and 
examined the rest of his outfit: a black tunic and gray pants, which 
weren't human-style by any means, but were at least boring 
enough to blend in. 

“You're running ... time,” she told him. “I need .. . back 
before... father... errand.” 

The memory sharpened as Young Keefe held the crystal up to 
the light. But he just stood there staring at the deep blue beam. 

“I didn’t want to play this card,’ his mom snapped. “But let’s 
not forget that your father was ready to send you to Exillium after 
that stunt you pulled last week. I talked him out of it. And I can 
change his mind again.” 

“You're threatening me?” he asked. 

“Not if you cooperate.” Her smile was cold. Calculated. Leaving 
no doubt that she would make good on that threat. 

Young Keefe must’ve decided the same thing, because he closed 
his eyes and stepped into the light—and Sophie held her breath as 
the warm rush tickled his skin and the light whisked him away 
and... 

The memory ended. 

“COME ON!” Keefe shouted, smacking the palm of his hand 
against his forehead, as if he could knock the rest of the scene 
loose. 

“What’s wrong?” Tiergan asked. 

Keefe reeled toward Sophie and Fitz. “Whatever you did before 
—do it again!” 

They both nodded, and Fitz twisted his fingers even tighter 
with Sophie’s. 


Warmth surged between them, building and building and 
building, and they blasted it from their minds with another 
transmission. But the blade of energy vanished into the shadows 
of Keefe’s mind. 

“Try again,” Keefe said. 

“Absolutely not,’ Tiergan jumped in. “You promised to pause 
between revelations.” 

“This wasn’t a revelation!” Keefe argued. “It was half a 
revelation. Not even half, if you consider how many parts were 
damaged.” 

“Damaged?” Tiergan repeated. 

“Some parts were missing or distorted,” Sophie explained. 

“Can I take a look?” Tiergan asked, reaching for Keefe’s 
temples. 

Keefe nodded and Tiergan closed his eyes, and the creases on 
his forehead grew deeper and deeper until he murmured, “A 
recovered memory shouldn't look like that. Once a memory 
triggers, it should be every bit as clear as it was before it was 
washed—especially for someone with a photographic memory.” 

“But my other memories are like that too,” Keefe argued. 

“Only one of them,” Sophie reminded him. “The memory of 
your mom taking you to Nightfall was flawless.” 

“Okay,” Keefe agreed. “So why are two damaged and one’s 
fine?” 

“Because the damaged memories weren’t washed,” Tiergan said 


quietly. “They were shattered.” 


TWENTY-THREE 


WHEN YOU SAY ‘SHATTERED,’” FITZ said, “do you mean what 
happened to my dad’s memories when his mind broke?” 

“Yes and no,” Tiergan told him. “In your father’s case—and 
Prentice’s as well—it was their sanity that shattered, and the 
mental breakdown caused everything else to fracture. But in 
Keefe’s case, the damage is limited to targeted memories. Whoever 
did this is incredibly talented.” 

“Gethen told me his washing skills were the reason the 
Neverseen recruited him,” Sophie said quietly. “I’m assuming this 
is what he meant. But why were some memories shattered and 
some washed?” 

“I can only speculate, of course,” Tiergan told her. “But I’m 
assuming there are certain moments that will eventually need to 
be triggered in order for Keefe to understand the full scope of his 
alleged legacy. Those memories would’ve been washed. But then 
there could’ve been other instances where Keefe discovered 
something they hadn’t meant for him to learn, and those were 
shattered to prevent him from remembering.” 

“That makes sense,’ Fitz agreed. “Wasn’t the first damaged 
memory something you saw by accident?” he asked Keefe. “And 
your mom seemed kind of desperate in this new one, so maybe she 
had to involve you in something she didn’t want you to know 


about.” 


“But she didn’t tell me anything!” Keefe argued. “So unless you 
want to search the entire city of London for a house with a green 
door...” 

“We saw the seal on the envelope,’ Sophie reminded him. 
“Maybe it’s important—like how the Lodestar symbol was a map.” 

“Anyone else really hoping that’s not true?” Keefe asked. “I 
mean, I know I wasn’t around when you guys figured out what all 
the dashes and circles meant, but that process had to be worse 
than back-to-back history lectures.” 

“It kind of was,” Sophie admitted. “But this symbol’s much 
simpler, so it should be easier to figure out.” 

Then again, maybe it was too simple. A single star surrounded 
by two crescent moons wasn’t much to go on. 

“I bet the important stuff’s in the part of the memory we're still 
missing,” Fitz said quietly. “Keefe probably talked to every single 
person he saw, or found a way to read the letter—or both.” 

“Sounds like me,” Keefe agreed. “So how do we find the missing 
piece?” 

“We may not be able to,” Tiergan warned. “Think of it like 
smashing a piece of glass. Gethen would’ve aimed his blow at the 
most critical spot, and that section would shatter far more than 
the outlying area. So there’s a very good chance that this is all that 
remains—at least beyond fragments too small and scattered to 
piece together.” 

“Okay, but we have Foster, remember?” Keefe said. “Can’t she 
just heal the memory, the same way she healed Alden and 
Prentice?” 

“Sophie healed their sanity,’ Tiergan corrected, “and our sanity 
is a much more tangible thing. Memories are nothing more than 


wisps of thought. That’s why Prentice is currently living a normal, 


happy life, but still recalls almost nothing from the days before his 
sanity shattered.” 

“But my dad got his memories back,” Fitz reminded them. 

“Yes, because his sanity was only fractured for a few weeks,” 
Tiergan countered. “The damage had far less opportunity to 
spread. And honestly? I'm sure your father has lost some of his 
memories. You saw what he was like after the breakdown. Do you 
really think that level of trauma wouldn’t cause at least some 
permanent damage?” 

Fitz frowned. “But... he seems normal.” 

“No, he seems like himself—because he is himself. Just like all of 
you remain true to yourselves despite the traumas you've endured. 
It’s a coping mechanism we all have, a way of recentering and 
regrouping as we recover. But it doesn’t mean we aren't also 
altered. Sometimes the changes are noticeable. Sometimes they’re 
hidden. Either way, I promise you, no one fractures the way your 
father did and escapes unscathed. Let’s not forget that there’s now 
a Wanderling that bears the name Alden Vacker and grows with 
his DNA. He’s done a brilliant job of returning to life as though 
nothing happened—but that will never change the fact that 
something did happen. I would tell you to ask him about it, but 
your father’s a proud elf, and I know in many ways he feels like he 
failed you when he let himself fracture. I doubt he’s eager to admit 
the incident has had any lasting effects.” 

Sophie wanted to argue with what Tiergan was saying—wanted 
to keep believing shed fixed Alden 100 percent. But ... as 
someone who also had a Wanderling bearing her name and was 
still haunted by the nightmares that came with it, she probably 
should’ve realized that Alden would be waging his own battles. 

You okay? she asked Fitz when she noticed him rubbing his 


chest. Your echo— 


It’s fine! he transmitted, closing his eyes and taking a long 
breath. 

Then another. 

And another. 

You're worrying me, Sophie admitted. 

I know. I’m sorry. I never realized my dad might be dealing with that. 

Just try to remember—he’s still acting like himself. So whatever he 
lost can’t be important. 

Somehow I doubt that. My dad’s been an Emissary for decades. Do 
you have any idea how many secrets he’s protecting? 

I'm sure he kept records. 

Fitz shook his head. Maybe for the stuff he did officially. But he 
had tons of unofficial projects too—like when he was trying to find you. 
I know he wouldn't have left any evidence of that stuff, in case the 
Council ever investigated him. So if those memories are gone, they’re 
GONE. 

Well . . . if that’s true, the good news is the memories have been gone 
for months and it hasn’t been a problem, Sophie reminded him. 

Yet, Fitz added, sucking in another long breath as the word just 
sort of hung there taunting them. 

Keefe cleared his throat, jolting them back to the present. “If 
you guys are talking about me—” 

“We're not,” Sophie promised. “We were talking about Alden.” 

“Is that why Fitz looks so pale?” Tiergan wondered. 

“Tm fine,” Fitz assured him. 

But Elwin had already rushed in from his office and flashed an 
orb of layered light around his chest. “Your ribs still look okay... 
but the murkiness looks thicker, so Im guessing that means the 
echo stirred.” 

“A little,” Fitz admitted. “But I know how to breathe through 


33 


it. 


“Tm glad,” Elwin told him. “But I still want you to rest now. 
You too, Sophie.” 

“That’s fine,” Tiergan agreed. “Keefe needs to let the revelation 
settle too.” 

“I told you: That wasn’t a revelation,’ Keefe argued as he made 
his way over to the shelves of medicine. “Do you have any 
fathomlethes around here?” 

“I hope youre not talking about the weird river-pearl thing you 
took in Alluveterre that made you cover your walls in scraps of 
paper like a serial killer,’ Sophie told him. 

“Oh I am—and I know you’re not going to like it, Foster. But I 
remembered a ton of stuff last time. So how about I promise to let 
you help me sort through the notes again? Remember that? Such a 
classic Keephie moment!” 

“Keephie?” Tiergan asked. “Never mind. Best if I don’t know. 
And I hate to break it to you, Keefe, but fathomlethes are 
overwhelming at best and unreliable at worst—and an incredibly 
poor substitute for proper telepathic exercises. They're what some 
rely on when they don’t have access to the tremendous resources 
that you have.” 

“And they are an adorable resource, aren't they?” Keefe asked, 
smirking at Sophie and Fitz. “But they need to rest—and I am so 
not ready to sleep, so...” He crouched to study the lowest shelf. 

“You won't find any,” Elwin told him. “I keep them locked up.” 

“Fine, then Pll swing by Slurps and Burps and pick some up on 
my way home.” 

“Don't let him,’ Sophie begged Ro. “Not unless you want him 
pacing around the room all night, covering every surface with 
scribbled questions.” 

Ro shrugged. “Pretty sure he’s going to be up freaking out 


anyway. It'll be way more entertaining if he’s all loopy.” 
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“Best bodyguard ever!” Keefe said, pulling a pathfinder out of 
his cape pocket. 

Tiergan placed a hand on his shoulder. “Okay, counteroffer: 
Why don’t you stay with me tonight? Tam and Linh’s suites have 
an extra bed, and I can walk you through a couple of mental 
exercises before you go to sleep that might help your subconscious 
target the shattered memories as you dream.” 

“Might help,” Keefe repeated, tilting his head to study him. “Is 
this that thing adults do where they make you think they’re giving 
you what you want but really they’re just wasting your time?” 

“No, Keefe,” Tiergan said. “I don’t have time I can afford to 
waste. Mind you, I can’t guarantee that the mental exercises will 
help. But they’ll still be far more useful than fathomlethes.” 
guess it’s worth a try if it'll get rid of that crinkle between Foster’s 
eyebrows. And who knows? Maybe I can talk Bangs Boy into 
doing the shadowvapor-veil-lifting thing while I’m there, see if it 
brightens up some of the darker spots in the memory.” 

“Hang on—you’re volunteering to let Tam send shadows into 
your head?” Fitz verified. 

“Sadly, yes—and I’m sure I’m going to want to punch him in 
the bangs after about thirty seconds,” Keefe told him. “But... if it 
helps me figure out how much damage I did when I was playing 
Mommy’s Little Messenger—” 

“You didn’t do any damage,” Sophie assured him. 

“Uh, whatever was in that letter I delivered couldn’t have been 
good news,” he argued. 

“You might not have delivered it,’ Sophie reminded him. “And 
even if you did, you aren’t responsible for things your mom made 
you do. We all saw her threaten you—” 


“Relax, I don’t need another Foster pep talk.” 


“Yes, you do,” Sophie insisted. “And you need to promise me 
you won't do anything reckless.” 

Keefe smirked. “Now, what makes you think Pd do that?” 

She shook her head. “I mean it, Keefe. Work with Tiergan or 
Tam as much as you want. But promise me you won't do anything 
else without me, okay?” 

“It’s going to be fine,” he told her. “Get some rest. PI] see you 
tomorrow.” 

Sophie didn’t realize until after he’d left that he never made her 
that promise. 


TWENTY-FOUR 


WHO’S READY TO GET OUT of those cots?” Elwin asked as he 
strode into the room, carrying their morning trays of medicine. 
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“I am!” Sophie and Fitz both shouted, already throwing back 
their blankets. 

“Hmm, I guess I should’ve phrased that differently,” Elwin 
realized. “What I meant is, who wants to be out of those cots by 
this evening? You still need one more treatment, but if all goes 
according to plan, you should be back on your feet—or in Fitz’s 
case, on crutches—by the end of the day and taking a late-night 
stroll through Foxfire. You guys up for it?” 

“Are you kidding?” Sophie and Fitz asked, once again in perfect 
unison. 

Elwin chuckled. “I’m sure if Keefe were here, he’d have a lot to 
say about how in sync you two are getting.” 

“Just more proof that Fitzphie’s the best,” Fitz told him, with a 
wink that shouldn’t have made Sophie’s heart flutter. But hearts 
could be foolish things. 

“Have you heard from Keefe?” she asked as Elwin handed over 
her tray of elixirs. 

Elwin shook his head. “No, but it’s early, and I’m betting he was 
up half the night working through whatever exercises Tiergan 
taught him.” 

“Tm betting he was up the whole night,” Fitz corrected, taking 


his tray from Elwin. 


“Probably,” Elwin admitted, helping Sophie remove the lids 
from her vials. “But don’t worry, Tiergan will keep him in line. So 
why don’t you two tackle your medicine while I prepare your 
mineral baths? We’re getting you out of those beds!” 

He ducked back into his office, and Sophie was too excited to 
care how thick and chunky the medicines were, or how many 
times they made her gag—though her brain was a bit stuck on the 
word “baths.” 

Fortunately, when Elwin returned he was carrying two silver 
basins that definitely weren’t big enough to take the Healing 
Center to a whole new realm of awkward. 

Unfortunately, they were filled with some sort of noxious yellow- 
green slime that made the room smell like rotting onions. 

“You're going to love this,’ Elwin promised as he set one basin 
on each of their cots. 

Sophie doubted “love” would be the word she’d use, but as long 
as the stinky slime got her out of the Healing Center, she could 
handle it. 

“Tm guessing we don’t want to know what this is?” Fitz asked, 
dipping a finger tentatively into the slime. 

Elwin nodded. “Same goes for your activating serums.” 

He held up a small bottle filled with some sort of thick, milky 
liquid, shaking it a few times before pouring it into Sophie’s basin 
and making the slime fizzle and froth. 

“Time to soak some strength into those bones,” he told her, 
unwrapping her gauzy bandages and wiping her arm clean of any 
remaining poultice before gently lowering it into the surprisingly 
warm goo, and... 

“Wow,” she whispered, letting out what was probably an 
embarrassing moan. “That’s ... wow.” 
“What does it feel like?” Fitz asked. 


Sophie shook her head, unable to find words to properly 
describe it. The closest she could come up with was, “It’s like... 
soaking in sunshine.” 

“Told you you'd love it!” Elwin said smugly. “All the treatments 
I’ve put you through were to get you to this point—and it only gets 
better from here. Can you make a fist for me, Sophie?” 

Her fingers easily obeyed, curling into her palm as her thumb 
wrapped around them. 

“Good. Now uncurl your fingers until you feel a stretch across 
your palm. Does that hurt at all?” 

“Nope!” 

“Perfect! Then I want you to try for a hundred sets of that: Curl, 
uncurl. But don’t be afraid to stop if your hand tells you it’s too 
much. I’m picking that number arbitrarily. You know your limits.” 

Sophie set to work as Elwin poured a sludgy brown serum into 
Fitz’s bath, making the slime crackle like Pop Rocks as he helped 
Fitz lower his leg into the basin. 

The groany sound Fitz made might’ve been the most adorable 
thing Sophie had ever heard. 

“Amazing, right?” she asked. 

His response was some sort of garbled sigh. 

“Don’t go relaxing too much,” Elwin warned. “You have 
strength exercises to work through too. But first...” 

He helped Fitz sit up and removed the bandages around his 
ribs, then wrapped his chest in a long cloth soaked with slime 
from the basin. A fitted tunic made from some sort of liquid- 
resistant material prevented the gloop from spreading anywhere 
else—though there was a little splashing as Elwin showed Fitz the 
kicking motions he wanted him to make. 

“Remember, you can stop anytime,’ Elwin told him as Fitz 


slowly worked through the exercises. “The last thing I want either 


of you doing is pushing too hard.” 

Sophie stopped at eighty-one, when her fingers started 
twitching. And Fitz made it to seventy-five before his knee got 
shaky. 

“Excellent,” Elwin said as he gathered up all the discarded 
bandages and vials. “Honestly, I wasn’t sure if you’d make it past 
fifty, so this is tremendous progress! And now, just try to lie still 
and let the serums soak in. Holler if you need anything.” 

Sophie closed her eyes after he left, trailing her fingers through 
the fizzy slime just because she could. 

Hey, you okay? Fitz transmitted. You look like you’re crying. 

Was she? 

She blinked, and sure enough, a handful of tears streamed down 
her cheeks. 

I’m fine, she promised. It’s just . . . really nice to feel my hand, you 
know? I knew Elwin kept promising he’d fix it, but... 

It was hard to believe sometimes, he finished for her. 

She nodded and another tear broke free. Sorry. After all the things 
I’ve been through, I don’t know why I’m being such a baby. 

You're not being a baby. I heard what Umber said about losing your 
arm—I would’ve been freaked out too. And don’t even get me started on 
the creepy echo things. 

Yeah. 

Her mind flashed to the monster, but the beast didn’t stir, as if 
the warm bubbles tingling across her skin had lulled it to sleep. 

Anyway, she said, swiping the final tears off her skin, it’s just 
really nice to not be sitting here with a numb arm bound in thick 
bandages, you know? 

I do I can't believe I’m going to get to walk tonight! Well, I guess I 
should probably say “hobble.” 


Do you mind that you'll be on crutches? 


He sighed. A little? I mean, it’s better than being bedridden. But I 
have a feeling I’m going to be super clumsy with them and Keefe’s never 
going to let me hear the end of it. 

Sounds about right, Sophie admitted, smiling as she imagined it. 
But her smile faded when she realized at least another hour had 
slipped away. You don’t think it’s bad that we haven’t heard from him 
yet? I feel like there’s at least a fifty-fifty chance he and Tam will 
strangle each other. 

Fitz laughed. You’re not wrong. But Tiergan will stop any attempts 
at murder—and Linh will dump water on their heads until they cool off. 

True. 

But another hour slipped away. Then another. And another. 
And several more. And when she finally caved and asked Elwin for 
her Imparter, Keefe ignored her—which of course made her brain 
imagine all kinds of terrifying scenarios. 

What if Keefe had found a way to contact his mom? 

Or Gethen? 

Or what if he’d snuck off and taken a bunch of fathomlethes? 

That’s it—I’m tracking him down, she told Fitz, not caring if she 
was going to seem naggy or obnoxious. 

Need help? he offered. 

Hopefully not—but if he ignores me, we're going full Cognate power 
on him. 

Fitz laughed. You really are adorable when you worry. 

Any other time, she might’ve latched onto the compliment, but 
she was too busy rallying her concentration. 

KEEFE! she called, counting to five before repeating the 
transmission, each time stretching her consciousness farther and 
farther. KEEFE! KEEFE! KEEFE! 

Aw, you sound just like Silveny, he told her as his mind finally 


connected with hers. 


YOU DON’T GET TO MAKE JOKES AFTER WORRYING ME 
ALL DAY! 

“Did you reach him?” Fitz asked, probably noticing the way she 
was grinding her teeth. 

“I did! And I’m starting to wonder if enhancing would let me 
mentally strangle him.” 

Fitz grinned. “I’m game for trying.” 

“I might be too.” She switched her focus back to Keefe. WHY 
HAVEN’T YOU CHECKED IN? 

Relax, Fos— 

DON’T TELL ME TO RELAX! she interrupted. You ignored me 
when I hailed you. And we all know how reckless you get when it comes 
to your mom! 

I know, he told her. But I’m fine. I’m still at Tiergan’s, and m not 
doing anything you wouldn’t want me to be doing. We’ve been working 
through a bunch more memory exercises—and it feels like we're getting 
close to another breakthrough. 

She sat up straighter. Really? 

Yeah. Thats why I havent checked in. I didn’t want to break 
Tiergan’s concentration. But then SOMEONE got all demanding, so... 

I’m not going to apologize for worrying, she told him. 

I wouldn’t want you too. It’s fun having proof that the Mysterious 
Miss F cares. BUT... if I PROMISE I'll check in tomorrow, can I get 
back to what we were working on? 

She sighed. Fine. But if you forget to reach out, I swear Fitz and I 
will find a way to smack you with our brains. 

Fear the almighty Fitzphie—got it. 

And do you promise you'll be careful—and tell me everything you 
learn? 

He didn’t answer, and it took her a second to figure out that 


he'd already shut down the connection between them. 


“Everything okay?” Fitz asked, making her realize that both of 
her hands were currently squeezed into very tight fists. 

She forced them to unclench as she told him what little Keefe 
had shared. 

“Huh,” he breathed. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that 
Tiergan’s helping, since he’s our telepathy Mentor for a reason, 
but...” 

“I know, it feels like we should be there—” 

“But you shouldn’t,’ Elwin jumped in as he made his way over 
with a huge heap of towels. “You should be right here, taking care 
of yourselves, just like you've been doing. And let’s see how well it 
worked, shall we?” 

He used one of the towels to lift Sophie’s arm out of her basin, 
then surrounded it with a vivid purple orb and made her move 
each of her fingers. He did the same thing to Fitz’s leg and chest, 
once he’d wiped away all the slime. 

Without a word, he disappeared into his office and retrieved 
two more trays of elixirs, waiting until they'd each downed the 
doses of sour sludge before he retreated back to his office, 
returning with his hands full yet again. 

But this time he held a silver arm brace in one hand and two 
silver crutches in the other. 

“Okay,” he said with a huge grin. “Now who’s ready to get out of 


those cots?” 


Walking was always a bit of a challenge for Sophie. But walking 
after weeks of bed rest brought new meaning to the word 
“clumsy.” Her legs wobbled like a newborn fawn, and she managed 


to crash into two cots, one wall, and the door all within the first 


ten seconds. But after a couple of minutes, she found a shaky 
rhythm. 

And she had it easy compared to Fitz. The sling made her right 
arm basically useless and threw off her center of balance a little— 
but if shed been the one stuck on crutches, she probably would’ve 
broken a few bones. 

Because the thing about elves and crutches? 

The elves didn’t just stick crutches under their arms and swing 
their bodies forward step-by-step like humans did. 

They added levitation to the mix. 

The advantage, of course, was that Fitz could move farther with 
every step, with way less strain on his arms and shoulders—and it 
would make stairs much more manageable for him. 

But levitation also didn’t allow nearly as much control as 
human movies loved to imagine it did. There was no traction in 
the air. No easy way to stop or pivot directions. Which meant Fitz 
spent most of their walk flailing and bumping into things. 

And that was with the dark halls quiet and empty. Sophie could 
only imagine how much worse it would be once they were 
surrounded by prodigies. 

“On a scale of one to ten,” Fitz began as he barely managed to 
dodge the jagged branches of the crystal trees scattered around 
the Level Four atrium, “how weird do you think it would look if I 
had Grizel carry me everywhere until I could put weight on my 
leg?” 

“Do you think she’s even up for that?” Sophie wondered. “I 
know she’s back from Gildingham, but Biana didn’t say if she’s 
made a full recovery or if she’s still regaining her strength.” 

Fitz sank back to the floor, catching his weight with his 
crutches to keep pressure off his bad leg. “Wow, I’m a terrible 


person. I haven’t even asked how she’s doing.” 


“You're not a terrible person. You’ve had a lot going on.” 

“So do you, and you've still checked on Sandor.’ He tried 
reaching up to tear a hand through his hair and nearly lost his 
balance when his crutches shifted. 

“Seriously,” Sophie said as she helped him steady himself. 
“Grizel wouldn’t want you worrying about her.” 

“I know. But... I still should.” 

“Well... if you feel bad, you could always get her a present.” 

“True. But what do you get a goblin warrior?” 

“No idea,” Sophie admitted. “I’m sure you'll think of something, 
though. You give the best gifts.” 

“You think?” 

“They're always my favorite.” She didn’t realize how mushy that 
sounded until the words were already out of her lips. 

But Fitz just smiled, his white teeth glowing in the dim light. 

And something about the look in his eyes made her very aware 
of how close they were standing—and how very quiet and empty 
the atrium was. 

How quiet and empty the entire campus was. 

Elwin had let them wander just the two of them, so long as they 
promised to take it easy and be back within thirty minutes. And 
the guards patrolling the halls were keeping their distance. 

So they were alone. 

In a moonlit room. 

Surrounded by lockers, Sophie reminded herself. And a giant statue 
of a dragon that looked like it wanted to eat them. 

Not exactly romantic—which was good since now so wasn’t the 
time to talk about crushes. 

With her luck, the confession would set off Fitz’s echo and 
she'd have to explain to Elwin how her silly feelings literally tried 


to kill him. 


She looked away and stepped back, studying the atrium. “This 
place looks so different at night.” 

Foxfire’s walls were made of stained glass, each wing the same 
color as the corresponding grade level, so everything should’ve 
had a soft emerald green glow. But the moonlight had bleached 
out most of the color, leaving the room gray and shadowy. 

It felt a bit ominous if she really thought about it. 

So many dark corners and crannies. 

So many places someone could hide. 

Fitz cleared his throat and shifted his weight, making her 
wonder if he was noticing the same thing. 

“Think we should head back?” he asked, his voice almost a 
whisper. 

She nodded, reminding herself that Sandor never would’ve left 
her unguarded if the campus wasn’t completely secure. “It’s 
probably getting close to thirty minutes,” she said, “and I doubt 
we're going to find the Mentors’ cafeteria without Keefe.” 

They'd set off from the Healing Center in search of celebratory 
butterblasts. But Foxfire was huge—and the cafeteria could be 


anywhere. Plus, she doubted it would have a sign saying, ENTER 
HERE FOR SECRET DESSERTS. 


“How about we loop back the opposite way?” Fitz suggested. 
“That way we're at least covering new ground?” 

“Works for me,” she said, letting him take the lead, partially 
because his levitating made him faster—when he wasn’t crashing 
into the walls or ceiling, at least. But mostly because the campus 
still felt like a maze to her. 

Sophie had been attending Foxfire off and on for more than two 
years and still barely managed to find her sessions. The halls were 


too twisted and tangled for her to figure out the flow of them. And 


there were so many—for every path she'd explored there were 
hundreds shed never wandered. 

So she wasn’t the least bit surprised that nothing along their 
route back to the Healing Center looked familiar. The banners 
dangling from the ceiling all bore a saber-toothed tiger, so they 
had to be in the Level Five wing. But the winding halls were just 
row after row of silent, unmarked doors. 

Some were metal. Some were glass. Some were old, weathered 
wood. 

Nothing ominous about them. 

And yet, Sophie could feel the tiny hairs on the back of her 
neck getting pricklier and pricklier with each turn. 

“Is it me, or does this place give you the creeps?” she 
whispered, picking up her pace to keep closer to Fitz. 

“It does,” he admitted. “And I can’t figure out why. I know this 
hall. I had multispeciesial studies right there last year.” He pointed 
to one of the doors, made from intricately faceted crystal. “But... 
does it feel colder here?” 

Now that he mentioned it, the hall did have a noticeable chill. 

It also felt drafty, as if there was a fan nearby. 

Or an open window... 

“Maybe it’s the high ceilings,” she suggested, glancing up at the 
arched skylights—and the millions of twinkling stars beyond. 

It was a breathtaking view. 

Far too pretty to feel scary. 

She’d almost convinced herself. And then ... there was a boom. 

“You heard that, right?” Fitz whispered, scooting even closer to 
Sophie. 

She nodded. “Think it was one of the guards?” 

“That’s probably it,’ Fitz decided. “They must’ve closed a door 


or something.” 


“That makes sense,’ Sophie agreed. “I’m sure they do all kinds 
of routine checks.” 

“Right,” Fitz said, like they'd settled it. 

They listened for another beat and found only silence—which 
should’ve been comforting, but... 

“Want to walk faster?” they both asked in unison. 

And their hurried pace was smoother than how they'd been 
moving earlier, as if the adrenaline was steadying their motions. 
Fitz didn’t crash into a single wall. And Sophie easily kept up with 
him, her sling bumping softly against her chest as they rounded 
the next corner, and the next and the next. 

“I didn’t realize we'd walked this far,’ Sophie said, her words 
punctuated by gasping breaths. 

“Me neither.” Fitz paused to study the hallway. “Ugh! Because 
we didn’t. I led us the wrong way.” 

He turned to backtrack and they picked up their pace again, 
shoes hammering the floor, Fitz’s crutches clanging with every hit. 

But even with all the noise, Sophie still heard it. 

She even stopped to make sure. 

Voices. 

“Wait!” Fitz said, grabbing her good arm as she turned to flee. 
“Don't you recognize them?” 

She didn’t, but that might've been because her pulse was 
pounding, pounding, pounding and her brain was screaming, 
RUN! RUN! RUN! 

“I think they’re this way,” Fitz said, turning down a new hall to 
their right. And even though it went against all her instincts, 
Sophie followed. 

Fitz knows them, she told herself as she willed her heart to slow 


and strained her ears, trying to hear what he'd heard. 


For several endless beats there was nothing—long enough that 
she started to wonder if they'd imagined the whole thing. 

Then the voices spoke again, sounding much closer that time. 

And she recognized them a second before she rounded the 
corner and found the speakers in the flesh. 

Tam, Linh, and Lady Zillah, standing in a round room under an 


open skylight, surrounded by threads of inky black shadowflux. 


TWENTY-FIVE 


DON’T LET GO!” LADY ZILLAH shouted as the shadowflux twisted 
and thrashed, fighting to break free of Tam’s hold. 

He spun his hands, dragging the darkness closer—each thread 
so much blacker than the other shadows filling the round alcove. 

So much more solid and wild. 

So terrifyingly familiar. 

And with that thought, the monster in Sophie’s mind stirred. 

Stretched its legs. 

Sharpened its claws. 

But Sophie refused to let the nightmares take control. 

She stumbled back, pressing her shoulders against the nearest 
wall to keep her balance as she stared at the stars through the 
open skylight, imagining herself soaring toward the moon with 
Silveny—racing for the light. 

Leaving the shadows far behind. 

And with every slow, deep breath, she caged the monster in. 

“You okay?” Fitz whispered. 

She glanced his way, realizing he was slumped against the wall, 
both hands pressed over his heart, crutches balanced precariously 
against his shoulder. 

She nodded. “Are you?” 

“T think so. But maybe we should—” 

“Fitz?” Linh called. “Sophie?” Her face broke into an enormous 


grin as she raced toward them. “I can’t believe you guys are here!” 


“Me neither,’ Tam said, dropping his arms and releasing 
whatever hold he’d had on the threads of darkness. 

Lady Zillah shook her head as the shadowflux curled back into 
the night. “Every time you let it win,” she told Tam, “you'll have to 
fight that much harder to earn its respect.” 

“I didn’t let it win,’ Tam argued. “I sent it away, so it couldn’t 
hurt anyone.” 

“It cant hurt anyone unless you tell it to,’ Lady Zillah 
corrected. 

“I don’t know,” Linh said, her eyes darting from Fitz to Sophie 
and back again, taking in his crutches and her sling before 
studying each of their faces. “You guys look a little pale. Is it the 
echoes?” 

Fitz nodded. 

“But we're fine,’ Sophie promised when Tam backed farther 
away, as if he was afraid that standing too close would make them 
worse. “We're both getting pretty good at stopping the attacks.” 

“The echoes shouldn’t have been affected by anything we were 
doing,” Lady Zillah insisted as she strode over to them, her white 
cape billowing behind her like a ghost. 

She waved her palm over Fitz’s chest, then over Sophie’s hand 
and head, and her lips pulled into a deep frown. “Well... I 
suppose seeing the shadowflux could’ve triggered flashbacks of 
the attack, and those might’ve stirred the echoes.” 

Tam turned away, tugging hard on his bangs. “If Pd known 
you'd be in the halls, I would’ve warned you we'd be training.” 

“It’s fine,” Fitz told him. “We didn’t know wed be in the halls 
either until about an hour ago. This is our first time out of bed 
since the attack.” 

“Really?” Linh asked, studying them again, and Sophie became 


very aware of how horrifying she must look. 


She could feel at least half her hair falling out of her ponytail 
and couldn’t remember how many days it had been since the last 
time shed done a quick sponge bath. She probably also smelled 
like onions, thanks to her mineral soak. And she was still wearing 
one of her sparkly halter-style tunics. So she was basically a 
walking disaster—which felt extra awesome standing next to Fitz, 
who somehow managed to look even more adorable all rumpled 
and bed-heady. 

And she wasn’t even going to think about how sleek and shiny 
Linh looked, with her hair swept back into two jeweled barrettes 
and her silky gray tunic bringing out the silver in her eyes. But 
Sophie’s chest still tightened when Linh leaned to help Fitz adjust 
positions on his crutches—especially when he gave Linh his 
perfect smile. And she was so busy telling herself not to care that 
she missed the question Linh asked and had to make her repeat it. 

“I asked if this means you're going home,” Linh told her. 

“Oh! I wish,’ Sophie said, tucking a greasy strand of hair 
behind her ear. “I have a feeling Elwin’s going to make us wait at 
least another day before he'll let us light leap.” 

“As well he should,” Lady Zillah agreed. “Honestly, I’m amazed 
it’s still our main method of transport. You'd think we’d have 
found a better way to move around—one that doesn’t require 
breaking down our bodies and putting them back together. But 
once again, we've focused all our attention on light.” 

“Ugh, not another ‘light is weak and shadows are strong’ 
lecture,’ Tam grumbled. 

“Why not?” Lady Zillah countered. “You clearly need it. Look at 
you, cowering over there, still afraid of your power.” 

“She’s not wrong,” Linh told her brother. 


Tam scowled at everyone. 


Linh snorted a laugh. “I swear, if I was this sulky while I 
adjusted to my power, I kind of don’t blame the Council for 
banishing me.” 

“Tm not sulking,” Tam argued. “And I’m not adjusting to my 
power—I’m messing with creepy shadows we probably shouldn’t 
be messing with. But I’m still here practicing every night, aren’t 
1?” 

“Every night?” Sophie verified. 

“He has a lot to learn,” Lady Zillah agreed. 

“Do Shades always train here at night?” Fitz asked. 

“No—not that there are many that are actually allowed to 
attend Foxfire,” Lady Zillah said under her breath. “Our regular 
sessions are in a dark room. But shadowflux is easier to feel when 
there’s starlight, so Magnate Leto arranged for Tam and me to 
access the campus after hours for these more specialized lessons.” 

“And I’ve been tagging along,” Linh added, “to make sure Tam 
doesn’t need any cheering up—” 

“Which mostly means finding ways to annoy me,” Tam noted. 

“Exactly,” Linh agreed, flicking her wrist and splashing Tam’s 
face with a mini wave of water. “Best part of my job as his sister.” 

Tam glared. 

Linh winked. 

Lady Zillah sighed. 

“I thought about sneaking over to the Healing Center to check 
on you guys, Linh added, turning back to Sophie and Fitz, “but I 
figured you'd probably be sleeping. Oh—but since you're here, I 
can give you your present! Hang on!” 

“On that note,” Lady Zillah said as Linh took off down the hall, 
“we should get back to our lesson.” 

“Tm not calling down any more shadowflux while Fitz and 


Sophie are here,” Tam told her. 


“I never said you should,” Lady Zillah huffed. “And I doubt it 
would respond to you anyway, after the way you just dismissed it. 
But we can work with the echo in your hand.” 

“You have an echo?” Sophie asked, tasting bile when Tam 
nodded. 

“How?” Fitz demanded. 

“It’s nothing like what you’re experiencing,” Lady Zillah 
assured them. “There was no pain or anger to Tam’s encounter— 
nothing negative at all. He simply let the shadowflux sink under 
his skin and leave a gentle echo, so that we can begin to 
understand some of their most basic effects.” 

“It’s not a big deal,” Tam added. “I wouldn’t have done it if it 
was.” 

Sophie sighed. “Still, I—” 

“There you are!” Elwin interrupted, stomping down the hall 
behind them. “I told you thirty minutes, and it’s been—” 

He stopped short when he spotted Tam and Lady Zillah. 
“Well... I guess this explains the delay.” 

“You didn’t know they’re training here at night?” Fitz asked. 

Elwin shook his head. “I haven't left the Healing Center much 
myself.” 

“That’s true,” Sophie said quietly. “You’re probably even more 
eager for us to go home than we are.” 

“Nah—it’s been fun having the company,” Elwin assured her. 
“But our Foxfire slumber party really is coming to an end. I’m 
betting Fitz will be ready to head home tomorrow, and you'll be 
ready the day after.” 

“Why not at the same time?” Tam wondered. 

“Sophie had a lot more breaks than Fitz did,’ Elwin explained, 
“so she needs a little more time to let all the new bone harden.” 


“Well, ’'m not leaving until Sophie does,” Fitz decided. 


“You don’t have to do that,” Sophie told him. 

“I know I don’t have to,” he said, with a smile that made her 
breath catch a little. “I want to.” 

She was saved from having to come up with a nonmushy 
response by Linh racing back into the alcove and handing Sophie 
a soft, hot pink tunic. 

Elwin cracked up when he saw the embroidery. 

So did Sophie. 

Dozens of smiley faces surrounded silver glittery letters that 
said, Happy Shadow Thoughts. And on the back, more glittery 
letters said, Angry echoes—beware! 

“I know it’s silly,’ Linh mumbled. “But I made one for Tam, and 
I thought it might help with the echoes somehow. Don’t worry, 
you don’t have to wear it.” 

“Are you kidding?” Sophie asked, pulling Linh into a one- 
armed hug. “It’s amazing! I’m changing into this as soon as I’m 
back in the Healing Center!” 

And she did. 

Sophie couldn’t look at it without smiling—and neither could 
Fitz once she'd explained the joke. 

Just like Sophie couldn’t stop wiggling her bandage-free fingers 
or reminding herself that she could get out of her cot anytime she 
wanted. And very, very soon, she’d be home again. 

Her mood was on such a high that she wasn’t sure she’d need 
Silveny’s dreams to chase away any nightmares. 

And it was a good thing she didn’t. 

Because that night, Silveny didn’t check in. 


SORRY! SORRY! SORRY! Silveny kept repeating when Sophie and 


Fitz finally managed to make contact the next morning. 


Apparently, Silveny had been so exhausted that she'd slept 
through all of Sophie’s and Fitz’s attempts to make contact. 

And Sophie knew it wasn’t necessarily strange for someone to 
be tired during pregnancy, but it still made her more determined 
than ever to convince Silveny to come in for a checkup. 

BABY OKAY! BABY OKAY! Silveny insisted. 

I hope you’re right, Sophie told her. But what about you? You have 
to take care of yourself, too. 

TAKING CARE! Silveny insisted, sending images of the lush 
meadow she'd been grazing in that morning. 

It’s not just about eating, Sophie argued. You might need some extra 
vitamins or fluids or... 

Okay, she knew nothing about what a pregnant flying horse 
needed—or what anyone who was pregnant needed. Which proved 
even more why Silveny should be examined by someone with 
actual medical knowledge. 

But every time Sophie suggested it, Silveny flooded her head 
with NO VISIT! NO VISIT! NO VISIT! 

Sophie’s probably going home tomorrow, Fitz jumped in, triggering 
a loud swell of SOPHIE HOME! SOPHIE HOME! SOPHIE HOME! 

Right, he agreed. She’s just as excited as you are. So why don’t you 
meet her there? You guys could celebrate together. 

Sophie could feel that Silveny was tempted. But she still went 
back to repeating, NO VISIT! 

WHY? Sophie shouted over Silveny’s next few chants. 

BABY OKAY! BABY OKAY! 

And round and round they went. 

“This feels like banging our heads into a wall, doesn’t it?” 
Sophie asked Fitz, out loud so Silveny couldn’t hear them. 

“She’s definitely the most stubborn creature I’ve ever met,” Fitz 


agreed. “And I live with Biana.” 


“Excuse me?” Biana asked, blinking into sight in the middle of 
the Healing Center—and startling Sophie and Fitz so badly that 
Silveny blasted their heads with a bunch of SOPHIE OKAY? FITZ 
OKAY? 

We're fine! Sophie promised. Biana just surprised us. 

“You had to manifest as a Vanisher,” Fitz grumbled to his sister. 

“Jealous?” Biana asked, disappearing again and reappearing 
next to Fitz’s cot. She flicked the tip of his nose before vanishing 
again and reappearing with a smirk on the other side of the room. 

“Tm allowed to get out of this bed now,” Fitz warned, reaching 
for his crutches, “and these don’t slow me down as much as youd 
think.” 

“I know. Linh told me she saw you guys last night—thanks for 
hailing me to let me know,” she deadpanned. 

“Thanks for all the visits,” Fitz countered, his tone trying for 
sarcastic teasing but his eyes not really selling it. 

“Hey—Elwin kept shooing me away!” Biana argued. 

“Yeah, and you never sneak around orders like that.” 

Biana sighed. “You're right. I just . . . didn’t want to upset you. I 
figured if I came here, you'd want to know what’s going on with 
Alvar and—” 

“What is going on with Alvar?” Fitz interrupted. 

She shot him a look and pointed to where he'd pressed his hand 
over his chest. “See? That’s what I mean! I knew you'd ask all 
kinds of questions you don’t really want to know the answers to, 
and itd mess with that echo thing and set back your recovery. So I 
figured it'd be better if I just checked in with Sophie and left you 
alone until you were better.” 

Fitz blew out a breath. “Well .. . I guess that’s a better excuse 
than Mom and Dad’s.” 


“It’s killing them, you know,” Biana said quietly. “Knowing 
you're here, still recovering, and don’t want to see them. I catch 
Mom crying all the time.” 

“Good,” Fitz said. 

“Don't be like that,” she told him. 

“And don’t tell me you're on their side now!” Fitz snapped back, 
taking a long breath and rubbing his chest. “I’m fine,” he told 
Sophie when he caught her staring at him. 

“Want me to leave you guys alone to talk?” Sophie offered. 

“No,” Biana told her. “He’ll be on better behavior if you’re here.” 

Fitz rolled his eyes and Biana slumped against one of the cots. 

“Tm still mad at them,” she told him. “And I hate a lot of what 
they're doing. But they still love us, Fitz. And they've been worried 
sick about you. They’re trying. It’s all just ... a mess.” 

“It is,’ Fitz agreed. 

Silence followed, and Sophie couldn’t decide if she should be 
the one to break it. 

“Do you want me to go?” Biana eventually asked. 

Fitz shook his head. “Not until you tell me what’s going on with 
Alvar. I know there has to be something—and it’s fine, I can 
handle it. Pll tell you to stop if I need you to.” 

Biana’s eyes dropped to her hands and she fussed with the 
beaded sash on her tunic—which made Sophie realize it must not 
be a school day, since Biana wasn’t in her Foxfire uniform. But 
more important... 

“You didn’t cover your scars.” She regretted the words when 
Biana’s cheeks turned as pink as the fabric. “Sorry. I shouldn’t—” 

“No, it’s fine,’ Biana interrupted, holding out her arm and 
letting the light play off the jagged white lines. “It feels a little 


weird. But . . . these scars are part of me now, and I decided I’m 


done pretending they're not. Maybe it’s good if people see them. 
Especially today.” 

“What’s today?” Sophie and Fitz asked in unison. 

Biana chewed her lip, still fidgeting with her sash. “I guess I 
should’ve said tonight, since it’s happening after sunset. But... 


tonight, Alvar’s moving back to Everglen.” 


TWENTY-SIX 


WHY ARE THEY WAITING UNTIL after sunset?” Sophie asked as 
Fitz curled his shaky hands into fists and pressed them against his 
heart. 

“It’s a security thing,” Biana explained, glancing warily at her 
brother. “Um. Should we be worried about him?” 

“Tm fine,” Fitz gritted out. “I just need a second.” 

But Elwin still emerged from his office and flashed a layered 
bubble of light around Fitz’s torso. 

“What kind of security thing?” Sophie asked Biana. 

“Luzia made some changes to the gate so that it will react if 
Alvar gets too close, and I guess that means they have to disable 
everything to bring him through. Apparently that’s easier to do at 
night when there isn’t as much light fueling the mechanisms? I 
don’t know—none of it really makes sense to me, but . . .” She 
shrugged. 

“They're disabling the gate?” Fitz’s fists curled tighter when 
Biana nodded. “Great, so once Alvar’s in, he’s never leaving—but I 
guess we already knew that.” 

But Sophie was much more interested in the fact that Luzia had 
gotten involved. “Did she admit there’s something weird about the 
property?” 

“No, she claims the only reason she made an adjustment is to 
prevent Alvar from escaping. And she was there for, like, two 


minutes, so I don’t think the change is that big a deal. She 


seriously showed up, stood outside the gate, did some weird flashy 
things, and left. She wouldn’t even come inside.” 

“I still don’t like it,’ Sophie decided. 

“Neither do I,” Biana admitted. “But I’ve searched and searched 
and searched, and I can’t find anything weird about our house or 
the grounds. And Grizel and Woltzer swear they have it covered.” 

“How’s Grizel doing?” Fitz asked. 

“Pretty good, actually. She still moves a little stiffly sometimes, 
but it doesn’t slow her down. She totally overhauled Woltzer’s 
training regimen when she got back, and it’s kicking all of our 
butts. But I think she’s eager to have someone to guard again.” Her 
eyes dropped to her hands. “When are you coming home?” 

“Tomorrow, I think,” Fitz said, taking another long breath. 

“Oh.” Biana traced a finger over one of her scars. “Linh said you 
might be ready to go today.” 

“He is,’ Elwin said, snapping his fingers and flashing a green 
orb around Fitz’s body. “His bones are strong enough to handle a 
leap now. But he’ll still need the crutches for a few more days.” 

Fitz shook his head. “I’m not leaving until Sophie does.” 

“You don’t have to—” Sophie tried, but he cut her off. 

“Were leaving here together.” 

Biana nodded slowly. “That’s fine.” 

But Sophie knew it wasn’t. 

Can you give us a minute? she transmitted to Elwin and Biana. 

They both made loud, forced excuses to look at poultices that 
might help Biana’s scars and ducked into Elwin’s office, closing 
the door. 

Subtle, they were not. 

But Sophie was pretty sure Fitz was already onto her. 

“Tm not leaving early,” he said, reaching for Mr. Snuggles and 


squeezing the sparkly dragon so hard, the stuffing bulged. 


“Okay... 

She could tell this conversation was going to be like crossing a 
frozen lake, and she tried her best to tread carefully. “Is that 
because you don’t think you can handle being there when Alvar 
arrives, without triggering your echo?” 

Fitz snorted. “No. It’s because I’m not going to start living my 
life around my jerk of a brother. If my parents want me there, they 
can wait one lousy day until I’m home. But they won't. So I’m not 
rushing back to make it easy for them.” 

“They might be thinking they’re protecting you by doing it 
before you're there,” she reminded him. 

“Uh, if they were worried about me, they wouldn't be doing this 
—period. This is about Alvar. He’s probably been whining to 
everyone about how miserable his little cell is, and my parents are 
rushing to get him out.” 

“Or it’s the Council’s decision,’ Sophie countered. 

“Nah, it’s my parents’ private property—the Council doesn’t get 
to drop a prisoner off without their permission.” 

“Okay, but...” 

She hesitated a second, hoping she wasn’t about to cross a line 
—then decided it might be best to switch to transmitting, in case 
they had anyone eavesdropping. 

The thing is, she started again, Biana needs you. You know that’s 
why she’s here, right? I mean, yeah, I’m sure she also thought you should 
know what’s going on—but if that’s all it was, she would’ve left as soon 
as she finished telling you. But she’s still here, probably hoping you'll 
decide to go home with her so she isn’t alone when she has to watch your 
parents let your brother in. And honestly? I don’t blame her for that. 

I don't either. He let out a breath, and it sounded a lot like he 
was deflating. Ugh, I hate this. 


I know. 


I mean, I REALLY hate it. 

I know. 

This is how it’s going to be from here on out. Everything’s going to 
revolve around Alvar. First they drag me home early because they 
couldn’t be bothered to wait one day. And next it'll be, “We can’t have 
anyone over right now—it’s a security risk.” Not that anyone will want to 
come over knowing there’s a murderer at my house. 

I will, Sophie promised. And I’m sure Keefe will—and Tam and 
Linh and Dex. Probably even Marella. We'll be allowed to, right? 

I don’t know, he admitted. I could see my dad saying it’s too risky. 
Or your new bodyguards might not want you around my brother. 

She cringed at the reminder of exactly how many people she'd 
have bossing her around once she got home. But now wasn’t the 
time to worry about herself. 

Yeah, well... they can’t keep me away. 

He didn’t return her smile. 

That’s not even the worst part, he told her. The worst part will be 
when my parents start nagging me and Biana to spend time at Alvar’s 
apartment because “the Council needs to see how he interacts with other 
people.” And if we don’t give in, they'll just let him into the house— 
though I’m sure they'll do that anyway. 

He flung Mr. Snuggles across the room. 

“Sorry,” he said out loud. “m fine—don’t worry about the 
echo.” 

The echo was only a tiny part of her worries. And she wished 
she had some magic solution. 

The best she could come up with was, “I think you, Biana, and 
your parents need to sit down and figure out some very specific 
ground rules for how this is going to work—and I think today is 
the day to do it, before he moves in. You have some time before 


sunset. You should go home and lay out everything you can and 


can’t handle: where you're willing to see Alvar and where you're 
not, under what conditions, how often—all that stuff. And for 
every compromise you make, demand something in return.” 

“Like what?” 

Sophie considered that. “What about access to your dad’s office 
so you can search it for yourself?” 

Fitz leaned back a little. “Huh. That’s actually not a bad idea.” 

Sophie smiled. “You don’t need to sound so surprised.” 

“Tm not. I’m just thinking.” 

She let him mull it all over for several minutes—even though it 
felt like an eternity—before she asked, “So ... does that mean 
you'll go with Biana? Because you probably shouldn’t wait too 
much longer. You'll want to make sure you get this all ironed out 
before Alvar gets there.” 

Fitz closed his eyes. “I really wish you'd stop being right.” 

“I know what you mean,” she said, giving him a few more 
seconds. Then she asked, “Should we tell Elwin you’re leaving? 


I’m sure he’s going to want to check you one more time before you 
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go. 

She was right again. 

Elwin also insisted on sending Fitz with a satchel full of elixirs 
—and while he went over all the instructions, Biana gathered up 
Fitz’s extra clothes and Mr. Snuggles and helped him out of bed 
and onto his crutches. In less than ten minutes they were ready to 
go. 

“I don’t know what you said to him,” Biana whispered as Sophie 
stood and gave her a one-armed hug. “But thank you.” 

“Anytime,” Sophie told her. “Will you be okay?” 

“Of course!” And she almost sounded convincing. 

Then Biana let her go, busying herself with digging out her 
home crystal as Sophie turned to Fitz, trying to figure out how to 


say goodbye. 

It wasn't like they'd never see each other again. But... it felt 
like an end, somehow. 

“So” she mumbled, not sure how to finish that sentence—or 
what to do with her arms. Or where to stand. 

It all felt awkward and weird and wrong—until Fitz dropped 
his crutches and gently pulled her into a hug. 

“I don’t want to go,” he whispered. 

“I don’t want you to either,” she admitted, hoping her hushed 
tone hid the thickness in her voice. 

She told herself not to pull him tighter so he wouldn't feel how 
hard her heart was pounding. But she couldn't help leaning closer 
when she realized his pulse felt just as crazy as hers. 

She didn’t know what that meant. 

But it felt like something. 

And she could’ve stood like that for a good long while, but... it 
really wasn’t the time for that sort of thing. She wasn’t sure when 
the right time would be—or what would happen when it was. 

But for the moment, that was okay. 

“Check in when you can,” she told him, not wanting to pile on 
too much pressure. 

“T will,” he said, clinging to her a second longer before he let 
go. 

Then Biana helped him with his crutches, thankfully not saying 
a word about their lengthy hug as she reached for her brother’s 
hand and held her crystal up to create a path. 

Fitz’s eyes never left Sophie’s as he let Biana lead them forward, 
offering one last smile before he left. 

It was only half a smile. 


But she knew it was just for her. 


And she smiled back as Fitz and Biana stepped into the light 
and leaped back to Everglen. 


TWENTY-SEVEN 


FITZ DIDN’T CHECK IN THAT night. 

Sophie hadn’t really expected him to—or that was what she told 
herself—since she knew he'd be busy dealing with the return of 
his nefarious brother. 

But she still spent the rest of her day staring at her Imparter, 
wishing it would light up with his face. Or hoping his crisp, 
accented voice would flood into her mind and tell her how 
everything was going—and not just because she missed him way 
more than she should, or because she was worried about how he 
was handling everything. 

It... wasn’t easy sitting in the same boring cot surrounded by 
the same boring walls while this huge, monumental thing was 
happening without her. 

“One more night,” Elwin kept telling her every time he brought 
another elixir for her to swallow or coated her arm in another 
smelly balm. 

Around the fourth or fifth treatment, she finally asked, “And 
then what?” 

It was the question shed been avoiding, not wanting to hear 
how much recovery she still had ahead. 

And it was not good news. 

More rest. 

More elixirs. 


Lots more patience. 


Plus a long list of things her hand and arm weren't going to be 
doing anytime soon. 

He'd even broken it into a timeline—week after week of her still 
not being able to train with the rest of her friends. 

She knew she should get up—walk it off—remind herself how 
far shed come since shed entered the Healing Center. But what 
good was wandering aimlessly through the halls? 

Honestly, what good was going home if she was still going to 
spend most of her time in a different bed staring at different walls 
and still not actually doing much of anything? 

So she sat there, hour after hour, telling herself she wasn’t 
sulking, she was resting like the good little patient Elwin needed 
her to be. Shed almost convinced herself it was true, until Keefe 
marched through the doors to the Healing Center and declared, 
“Wow, it’s like walking into a cloud of sulk in here.” 

He fanned the air away from his face as he made his way over. 
“I mean, I figured you'd be feeling a little lost without your 
Cognate buddy, but trust me: Fitzy isn’t worth this much angst.” 

“Tm not pouting about Fitz,’ Sophie informed him. 

“Ah, so you admit you are pouting?” he countered, plopping 
onto the edge of her cot with enough oomph to make the mattress 
bounce. 

She shrugged. 

“Hmm. This might be more moping than Krakie can handle—I 
guess it’s a good thing I brought him a friend!” He reached into 
his cape and pulled out the kraken pin that Sophie had given him 
to take care of, along with a fresh box of Prattles. “Let’s see what 
we got this time.” 

He fished out the tiny pouch and uncovered a blue, scale- 
covered kitten. “A murcat! Gah—that’s tricky to name. We already 
have a Scaley Butt. How about Drifty? Or Sea-Whiskers?” 


Sophie sighed. “You don’t have to do this.” 

“If you're talking about being adorable, I really can’t help 
myself.” 

He said it with a wink and a smirk—which wasn’t playing fair. 
But she managed to stop her lips from curving into a smile. 

Keefe laughed and reached for her left wrist, carefully pinning 
Krakie back into place on her makeshift bracelet before adding 
the murcat next to the kelpie. “Okay, so you have two choices,” he 
told her. “You can tell me what brought on the Foster Funk. Or I 
can guess—and I have some pretty interesting theories.” 

“So do I,” Ro added, snatching the box of Prattles away from 
Keefe and pouring half the candy into her mouth at once. 

“Three seconds to decide,’ Keefe warned. “Then it’s guessing 
time!” 

“It’s not a big deal,” Sophie told him over the sound of Ro’s 
crunching. “I’m just... really sick of being in this bed.” 

“Okay. Then let’s get you out of it! I hear you can do that now!” 
He hopped back to his feet and offered a hand to help her up. “I 
promised to show you a secret cafeteria, didn’t I? Perfect way to 
end your Foxfire slumber party!” 

It felt a little wrong to go hunting for desserts while Fitz and 
Biana were trying to figure out how to live with their murdering 
brother. 

But... butterblasts did sound pretty good. 

“Hang on—what are you wearing?” Keefe asked as she threw 
back her covers, revealing the sparkly slogans on her tunic. “Is 
that a Bangs Boy reference? Because you know I haven’t let him 
into the Foster Fan Club, right?” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “It’s an inside joke—and Linh made this 


for me.” 


“Yeah, well, it still breaks the fan club rules. As penance, I’m 
getting you a tunic that says, Empaths Give Me All the Feels, and I 
expect to see you wear it twice as often as Bangs Boy’s.” 

Ro snorted. “Subtle.” 

“Ridiculous,” Sophie corrected. 

“T try,” Keefe told them as Sophie took his hand and let him pull 
her slowly to her feet. 

“You good?” he asked when she wobbled from the head rush. 


No. But she wasn’t going to admit that, so she told him, “I’m 
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up. 
“You are. It’s pretty amazing.” 
“Isnt it?” Elwin asked as he emerged from his office and 
helped Sophie strap her arm into a sling. “Bring me back some 
butterblasts, okay?” 


1? 


“Done!” Keefe told him, bending his elbow to offer Sophie his 
arm, and after one brief second, she let him lead her toward the 
door. “TO THE SECRET CAFETERIA!” 

The halls were just as eerie as they'd been the night before, and 
Sophie tightened her grip on Keefe’s arm, trying not to think 
about shadowflux. But she could still feel that unsettling chill in 
the air. 

It might’ve been her imagination. 

Or it might've meant Tam was there training. 

Either way, she let out a relieved breath every time they turned 
another corner and found the next corridor to be quiet and empty. 

“So, you going to tell me what’s really bothering you?” Keefe 
asked as he guided her around a wide bend into a hall she actually 
recognized—the beginning of the Level Three wing. 

“I don’t know,” Sophie told him. “Are you going to tell me why 
you're trying so hard to act like everything’s normal?” 


“What makes you think I’m acting?” 


“Uh, the last time I saw you, you'd just found out that your 
mom had some of your memories shattered. And then you ignored 
me the next day—and then told me you were close to a 
breakthrough with Tiergan. And now you show up the day after 
that, don’t mention it at all, and you're in this, like, Ultra Knight in 
Shining Armor mode—” 

“Aw, you hear that, Ro? Foster thinks I’m her hero!” 

“I think you’re pretending to be,’ Sophie corrected, “so I won't 
notice the shadows under your eyes. Or these.” 

She reached for his hand and pointed to the faint bruises on his 
knuckles. “Been punching walls? Or people?” 

“The floor, actually,’ Keefe admitted after a few seconds. 

Sophie stopped walking. “Okay, so what’d you learn that has 
you punching the floor?” 

He tilted back his head, staring at the mastodon banners 
hanging from the amber glass ceiling, which looked mostly gray in 
the moonlight. “I didn’t learn anything. That’s why I punched the 
floor. Tiergan helped me find this tiny pocket of hidden memories, 
and I thought—this is it! But .. . it was all random, useless 
fragments. A sunset. A couple of trees. A bunch of black fabric. 
Empty glass vials. Stuff like that. The only useful piece was a pair 
of green eyes. But they're so blurry we can’t even tell if they're 
from a guy ora girl ora kid or an adult.” 

“But you know they have to be human eyes,” Sophie reminded 
him. 

“Yep. That was my big breakthrough. A couple of blurry human 
eyes that could belong to literally anyone—plus a whole lot of 
proof that those memories are probably too smashed up to 
salvage.” 


“It’s still something,” she insisted. 


“T guess.” His eyes shifted to hers. “So is the fact that you’re up 
out of bed, walking around Foxfire—but it doesn’t feel like 
enough, does it?” 

“It doesn't,” she agreed, her mind automatically skipping to all 
the recovery she still had ahead of her. 

But she shook those thoughts away. 

“It should, though,” she told him. “It’s still a victory.” 

And if they didn’t celebrate those small triumphs, they were 
going to drive themselves crazy. 

So she laced her gloved fingers with his and told him, “Come 


on. We both deserve some desserts!” 


Foxfire’s secret “Mentors only” cafeteria turned out to be even 
more amazing than Sophie had imagined: throne-size chairs 
surrounding peaceful reflecting pools. Urns blooming with 
delicate flowers that filled the air with a sweet, spicy perfume. 
Soft, flickering lighting, and windows that overlooked the glass 
pyramid in the heart of campus. 

And, of course, an entire wall of glass cases filled with all kinds 
of fancy, colorful confections. 

It was kind of like going to a spa, but instead of kale and 
cucumber water, there was food people actually wanted to eat. 

Even Ro had no complaints, despite the definite presence of 
sparkles. She sprawled out on one of the chairs and worked her 
way through an entire tray of ripplefluffs. 

“Do I want to know how you found this place?” Sophie 
wondered as she finished off her third butterblast. 

“Of course you do,” Keefe told her. “But I never reveal my 


secrets.” 


“Even to me?” she asked, not sure where the question came 
from. 

Her cheeks burned as he studied her—and she didn’t want to 
admit that it stung when he said, “Yeah, Foster—even to you.” 

She shoved another butterblast into her mouth to save herself 
from having to respond. 

But when their eyes met again, his gaze had softened, and he 
whispered, “At least for now.” 

The words weren't an invitation. They were an end to the 
conversation. And since Sophie wasn’t sure what they were talking 
about anymore, she left it at that. 

“Thank you,” she said as he walked her back to the Healing 
Center and she tried to make a note of the route so she could find 
the secret cafeteria again. “Tonight would’ve been... pretty rough 
if you hadn’t stopped by.” 

“I know,” he told her. “For me too.” 

“Awwwwwww, you guys are SO adorable,” Ro jumped in. 

“You want to talk about adorable,’ Keefe snapped back. “I 
wrote another verse in The Ballad of Bo and Ro—and just think! 
Tomorrow, Foster finally gets to meet your long-lost love!” 

“Do not share that verse,’ Ro warned, pretty much guaranteeing 
that Keefe would be chanting it to her for the rest of the night. But 
first she told Sophie, “Don’t tell him anything about me.” 

“Why not?” Sophie had to ask. 

“Because he doesn't deserve to know.” 

Keefe leaned closer to Sophie, stage-whispering. “You realize 
it’s now your job to pester Bo for all the details Ro’s trying to hide 
from us.” 

Ro smirked. “Try it—Bo won't tell you a thing.” 


“Wanna bet?” Keefe countered. 


“Bad idea,” Sophie told him. “You’ve won twice now—that 
means you're pretty much guaranteed to lose. Especially since this 
bet relies on me again.” 

He grinned. “Exactly, Foster. You’re always the safe bet.” 

“Not this time,” Ro told him. 

“We doing this, then?” Keefe asked her. 

Ro folded her arms. “Fine. If I win, I get one guaranteed dare. I 
can tell you to do anything I want, and you have to do it.” 

Keefe raised one eyebrow. “Deal—but only if I get the same 
thing if I win.” 

Ro leaned into his face, flashing a deadly smile. “It’s on.” 

Sophie sighed, laying on the sarcasm nice and thick when she 


mumbled, “This can only end well.” 


Keefe and Ro didn’t breathe a word about their new bet to Elwin 
when they dropped Sophie back at the Healing Center—and 
Sophie certainly wasn’t going to be the one to tell him. He 
probably wouldn’t have to deal with the drama anyway. She’d be 
out of the Healing Center long before the winner and loser were 
decided. 

And it hit her then. 

She really was getting out of there. 

She really was going home. 

“Last night,” Elwin told her as she worked her way through the 
latest round of medicine. 

“I know—you’re almost rid of me! Well . . . until all the house 
calls.” 

He grinned and rumpled her hair before handing her Ella. “Get 


some rest. Tomorrow will be a big day.” 


Silveny must've sensed the change coming too. That night she 
filled Sophie’s head with dreams of the two of them soaring over 
snowy mountains, chasing the coming dawn on the brightening 
horizon. It was peaceful and soothing. But also hopeful. And when 
the sun rose around them in the dream world, it felt like a new 
beginning—and maybe it was, because when Sophie opened her 
sleepy eyes on her last morning in the Healing Center, she was no 
longer alone. 

“Back to your Forkle disguise?” she asked, sitting up to study 
the bloated, wrinkled figure sitting on the cot across from her. The 
ruckleberries he must've consumed had made his body swell, 
stretch, and crinkle, until he looked much more like an elderly 
human than an elf. And no matter how hard she squinted, she 
couldn’t see any trace of Magnate Leto. 

“I have some errands to run,” he told her. “So I had to switch 
things up.” 

His voice was back to its familiar raspy wheeze, and Sophie 
knew how silly it was to feel her heart swell at the sound. The elf 
sitting across from her was technically no different than her 
slicked-haired principal. 

But this was the voice—and the face—she’d known all her life. 
The annoying next-door neighbor who asked too many questions 
but had turned out to be her protector and creator. 

A voice she'd once feared had fallen silent forever. 

“Arent you worried someone will see you?” she had to ask, 
since his Forkle identity was meant to be much more mysterious. 
Plus, the Neverseen were supposed to think he was dead. 

“He transformed in here,” Elwin said behind her, and Sophie 
turned to find him studying Mr. Forkle through his iridescent 


spectacles. “I swear, my eyes still don’t want to believe what I saw. 


I think I need to study ruckleberries more. I’ve clearly been 
underestimating how potent those little things are.” 

“But what if people notice the principal is missing?” Sophie 
asked. 

“Tm hoping it will be an uneventful day,” Mr. Forkle admitted. 
“But if anything comes up, Lady Cadence is prepared to cover for 
me—as is Elwin. It appears having others in on the secret is going 
to be key, now that it’s harder for me to sneak away.” 

“Why is that, by the way?” Elwin asked as he handed Sophie 
her morning tray of medicine. 

“It’s a very long story,” Mr. Forkle told him, staring blankly into 
the distance. “And one I don’t have time to share today.” 

“I take it you’re not going to tell me where you're going on 
these mysterious errands?” Sophie asked. 

His lips pulled into a half smile. “And here I thought youd be 
happy to have things back to normal.” 

She closed her eyes, needing a few seconds to let the words sink 
in. 

Back to normal. 

That’s what this was—even if it would be a new normal for a 
while. 

And she was determined to make the best of it. 

But it didn’t really feel real until she'd chugged down all her 
medicine and Elwin had flashed a zillion colorful orbs around her 
arm and given her all kinds of warnings and reminders. 

Then he confirmed it. “Yep! Your bones are definitely strong 
enough to light leap.” 

“Good,” Mr. Forkle said. “Because she’ll be making more than 
one.” 

“T will?” Sophie asked. “And you really aren’t going to tell me 


where I’m going?” 


“Not yet. Dex should be here any minute, and I'll catch you 
both up then. In the meantime, you should probably get changed.” 

He held out a folded tunic and a pair of leggings, both in pale 
colors without any frills—exactly the way Sophie preferred them— 
along with a heavy cape and a pair of sturdy boots. 

“Your mother brought them by this morning,” he explained. 
“She’s very eager to have you home. I’m told there will be a feast of 
epic proportions when we arrive.” 

Sophie’s stomach growled at the thought. 

“Need help getting dressed?” Elwin offered, but there was no 
way that was happening—beyond letting him remove her sling for 
a few minutes. 

“I can handle it,” she promised. 

And she did. 

But... it was more of a struggle than she wanted it to be. 

Her healing arm would only lift so high—only bend at the 
elbow so much. And her fingers were weak and clumsy. So tying 
the sash on her tunic? 

Pretty much impossible. 

“Here, Mr. Forkle said when she emerged from behind her 
curtain with the ends of her sash tossed around her shoulders like 
an awkward shawl. He tied a simple bow and she started to step 
away, but he placed a hand on her shoulder. “Perhaps you'd also 
like a little help with your hair?” 

“You're offering to do my hair?” Sophie verified, reaching up to 
feel the tangled mess. 

“Tm an elf of many talents,” he told her. 

Shockingly enough, he wove her hair into the most intricate 
braid she'd ever seen. 

“Do I want to know why you know how to do this?” she asked. 


“Of course—but that’s a story for another day. For now, we 
should get that arm back into a sling.” 

“Yes, we should,” Elwin said, slipping the thick silver strap over 
her head and nestling her arm in the loop of fabric. 

“Okay, I’m here,” Dex announced a few minutes later, flashing 
Sophie a quick dimpled grin before turning to Mr. Forkle. “Now 
tell me where we're going.” 

“That’s all you have to say to Miss Foster?” Mr. Forkle asked. 
“No comment on the fact that she’s finally out of bed and leaving 
the Healing Center?” 

Dex glanced back at Sophie, and she didn’t blame him one bit 
for simply giving her a hasty “Yay—glad you’re doing better!” 
before reeling back toward Mr. Forkle and telling him, “Okay, no 
more stalling. Tell us where we’re going!” 

Mr. Forkle smiled. “Somewhere I think you’re both going to 
find very useful.” 

“That better not be your whole answer,” Sophie warned. 

“Yeah, and why did I have to ditch Lovise?” Dex added. 

“You did?” Sophie asked, realizing Dex’s bodyguard wasn’t 
standing in the shadows like she should’ve been. 

“I did,” Dex agreed, “and I had to promise to make the triplets 
all kinds of pranking elixirs in order to convince them to distract 
her for me—and I’m pretty sure they're going to bring all of them 
to Foxfire, so good luck with that.” 

“TIl make sure the campus is prepared,’ Mr. Forkle assured 
him. “And trust me, it’s worth the effort. I’m taking you both to 
meet with one of the most reclusive members of the Black Swan— 
who happens to not be a fan of goblins. Hence why I asked you to 
come alone, Mr. Dizznee, and why I’m having us make a detour 
before I bring Miss Foster home to her abundance of bodyguards. 


It’s time for you two to meet Tinker, our Technopath.” 


“Okay, this is the coolest place I’ve ever seen,’ Dex said as he 
craned his neck to study the metal-and-glass structure, which 
couldn’t seem to decide if it was a mansion or a machine. 

Spinning cogs decorated the sweeping arches and ornate 
columns that formed the main building, which framed what 
appeared to be a massive clock tower—except the frosted glass 
face had five hands instead of two, and five symbols instead of 
twelve, and none of those symbols were numbers. The markings 
didn’t look like runes, either—too many sharp angles. Sophie had 
no idea what they were. But the same symbols were also used to 
mark each of the contraptions attached in a neat row along the 
very top edge of the tower’s roof. The first reminded Sophie of a 
sundial. The second was probably some sort of weather vane. The 
third might've been an anemometer, and the fourth was most 
likely a rain gauge. The last she couldn’t begin to guess—all she 
knew was that it was shiny and spinning very fast. 

And then there were the pipes. 

So. Many. Pipes. 

Gleaming in copper, silver, gold, brass, and steel. 

Some jutted from the roof of the main building at varying 
heights and angles, unleashing curls of thick white steam into the 
chilly sky. Others snaked down the sides of the tower and 
tunneled into the dark earth—or crawled into the thicket of 
evergreens and coiled around the massive trees—or dived into the 
white-capped river that roared along one side of the structure. But 
most were crowned with widemouthed funnels and reached out 
like eager arms toward the misty waterfall that formed a backdrop 


to the strange scene. 


“The waterfall’s powering everything, isn’t it?” Dex asked, 
squinting at a brassy funnel that reminded Sophie of a tuba as it 
swallowed a thick stream of frothy water. 

“In part,’ Mr. Forkle agreed. “From what I understand, 
Widgetmoor draws energy from earth, air, and water.” 

“Not fire?” Sophie asked. 

“Never fire,’ he confirmed, pointing to the thinnest pipes, 
which scaled to the tops of the trees. One was low enough for her 
to see something flat and shiny at the end—a mirror, maybe? Or 
perhaps a solar panel? 

The latter seemed more likely, when Mr. Forkle added, 
“Sunlight is the only source of heat that Tinker allows—and only 
in small doses. She prefers the cold.” 

She must, if she chose to live where the trees blocked most of 
the light. The waterfall’s mist also made everything damp and 
shivery—not that Sophie minded. After so many days indoors, it 
was amazing to feel wind on her skin and to breathe in the scent 
of pine and wet earth. 

“Im guessing there’s a reason she’s not a fan of fire,” Sophie 
said, flicking her braid off her shoulder. 

“There always is.” But whatever the story was, Mr. Forkle didn’t 
share. 

Dex wandered to one of the trees, placing his palm against the 
copper pipe coiling around and around. “The way she connected 
all of this is amazing.” 

“I thought you might be impressed,” Mr. Forkle said, leaning 
back to better admire the view. “Widgetmoor feels like stepping 
into Tinker’s brain. It may seem like chaos at first, but everything 
has a purpose. Nothing is purely aesthetic. And the eccentricity of 
it only makes it more brilliant.” 


“Tinker’s her code name?” Sophie clarified. 


“It started out that way. But it fits her so well that she decided 
she prefers it. I don’t believe she’s used her real name in years. 
Same goes for her disguise, which I’ve yet to see her without.” 

Dex frowned. “Does that mean she was already wearing a 
disguise before she joined the Black Swan?” 

“No, it means I wasn’t the one to recruit her. Wraith discovered 
her, but she was reluctant to join our cause without knowing more 
about us. So she asked him to keep her identity secret and set up a 
meeting with the rest of the Collective—and she showed up to 
that meeting in the same disguise she'll be wearing today.” 

“She still doesn’t trust you?” Sophie asked. 

“No, we're long past that. The disguise is as much for utility as 
it is for concealment. You'll see what I mean. But first, you might 
want to cover your ears. It’s about to get very loud.” 

Sophie could only cover her left ear, thanks to her sling, so she 
tilted her head to press her right ear into her shoulder—and it was 
a good thing she did, because when all five of the hands on the 
tower rotated forward, low-pitched bells boomed through the air, 
loud enough to send pine needles raining around them. 

BOOOOOOOOOOONG! 

BOOOOOOOOOOONG! 

BOOOOOOOOOOONG! 

BOOOOOOOOOOONG! 

BOOOOOOOOOOONG! 

“Is that the time?” Sophie asked when the clearing had fallen 
silent again—or as silent as it could be. The roar of the water and 
the whir of the cogs and a thrumming pulse from the tower—all 
ticking, no tocking—were still a steady hum in her ears. 

“To be quite honest, I don’t know what the tower is tracking,” 
Mr. Forkle admitted. “I asked Tinker about it once, and she asked 


me what I wanted it to be and never gave me the real answer— 


which is something you should prepare yourself for. Tinker 
considers questions to be far more valuable than answers, so it’s 
rare to get an actual explanation.” 

Dex snorted. “Huh, I wonder what that’s like.” 

“I know,” Sophie agreed. “We're so used to everyone telling us 
everything we want to know the second we want to know it—how 
will we ever handle that kind of vagueness and mystery?” 

Mr. Forkle sighed. “I suppose I walked into that one. What I 
was trying to convey is that Tinker has a very particular way of 
communicating, and it can take some getting used to. Just try to 
go with it.” 

He strode forward, guiding them up a rocky path that was 
steeper than it looked. Sophie was breathing much harder than 
she wanted to by the time they reached a massive brushed-steel 
door with five enormous cogs set deep into the metal: one silver, 
one gold, one bronze, one copper, and one iron. A coiled steel pipe 
hung from the chrome ceiling with a contraption mounted to the 
end that reminded Sophie of a periscope, only it had five different 
lenses in five different shapes, arranged in a stack from largest to 
smallest. 

Mr. Forkle knocked with five quick raps—Sophie was 
beginning to wonder if the number held some deeper meaning— 
and the periscope stretched closer to his face, the lenses lifting 
and shifting several times before five quick buzzes filled the air. 

The gears in the door whirred to life, each spinning at a slightly 
different speed as the heavy rectangle of metal slid up instead of 
swinging open, revealing a silver-arched path leading into a wide 
atrium covered in flowering vines and lacy ferns. Hanging 
planters dangled from arched points in the cut-glass ceiling, 
brimming with colorful blooms, and a grassy path wound through 


the foliage. It was breathtaking and lush, the cold air heady with 


the scent of jasmine—but it was so... natural. No sign of anything 
technical—until something brushed against Sophie’s foot. Then 
she found herself stumbling away from a tiny creature staring up 
at her—if she could call it a creature. 

“Cooo000000000000000l,” Dex breathed. “It’s a clockwork 
rabbit!” 

He crouched to study the metal animal, which was all cogs and 
wires and shiny bits of brass. 

The creature tilted its head, studying Dex with marble eyes, and 
Dex reached out slowly, like he was offering a treat to a frightened 
cat. The rabbit wiggled its ears a few times, then hopped onto his 
palm, and Dex stroked the metal plate along its back before 
turning it over to examine the inner mechanisms. 

“The programming on this is like nothing I’ve ever seen,” he 
said as he ran a finger along the rabbit’s foot and watched it 
flinch, as if the touch had tickled. The rabbit twisted its head, still 
staring at Dex with unblinking eyes before it leaped out of his 
hands and landed back on the path with a soft clank. 

“There’s an owl over there.” Sophie pointed to the edge of one 
of the planters, where a gleaming chrome owl watched them with 
huge eyes made from two glowing light bulbs. And over in the 
corner she spotted a sleek dragon with verdigris scales peeking 
out from the thick vines. There was also a tiny blue halcyon 
fluttering near the entrance, with what looked like a music box set 
into its chest. 

“She calls them her pet projects,’ Mr. Forkle explained. “My 
favorite is the hummingbird—it must be around here somewhere.” 

He peeled back part of a fern, but only found a pygmy 
marmoset built from a gold pocket watch. 

“I don’t understand how she made these,” Dex said as he 


scooped up the tiny monkey and let it wrap its gold-chain tail 


around his finger. 

“You can’t see the trick?” a throaty voice asked, and Sophie 
tried not to gasp when she spotted a red-haired figure emerging 
from a hatch among the ferns. 

Tinker was the tallest elf Sophie had ever seen—and the red 
curls piled messily on her head only added to her height. But what 
truly made her striking was the abundance of metal strapped to 
her hulking frame. A bronze half mask covered the left side of her 
freckled face, from the top of her forehead to the tip of her 
pointed chin, leaving only her gray-blue left eye exposed. Her 
right eye, in contrast, was covered by a round eyepiece that was 
somehow mounted along her eyebrow, made of five stacked lenses 
in varying sizes and colors. And a cog-covered earpiece curved 
along the outer edge of her left ear and dangled down, connecting 
to a golden choker—similar to the registry pendants they all wore, 
but with a small silver sphere instead of a crystal bound into the 
center. Her pants were fitted chain mail, and her shirt was a 
riveted steel corset, cinching her waist beneath a wide copper tool 
belt stuffed with hammers and pliers and screwdrivers—plus all 
kinds of twisted, springy things. Copper bracers around her wrists 
completed the look, connecting to hinged silver finger guards that 
covered each of her pointer fingers like metal scales. 

Tinker didn’t smile as the hatch silently sealed closed. She just 
stood there, studying them one by one, her gaze lingering on Dex 
as she repeated, “You can’t see the trick?” 

Dex’s eyebrows scrunched together as he examined the 
clockwork monkey again. 

“No,” he eventually admitted. He bent to set the creature on the 
ground and froze. “Unless it’s this.” 

He lifted the marmoset again and pointed to something in its 


neck that Sophie couldn’t see—just like she couldn’t understand 


any of the Technopathy explanations he rattled off after that. Most 
of it didn’t even sound like words, just gibberish with a bunch of 
syllables. But she could tell that Tinker was impressed. 

Mr. Forkle introduced them. “Tinker, this is Mr. Dizznee and 
Miss Foster. We appreciate you granting us this rare visit.” 

Tinker’s gaze shifted to the sling supporting Sophie’s arm. 
“They don’t know why you brought them here?” 

“Not yet. So perhaps we should head to your laboratory. Seems 
like a more fitting place for that conversation, don’t you think?” 

Sophie shared a look with Dex—a look that said they both 
found those words to be uncomfortably ominous. But it didn’t stop 
them from following Tinker through the atrium, to a gilded path 
that ended in a round silver room with a narrow iron staircase that 
corkscrewed all the way to the top of the tower. 

“Is this a vortinator?” Sophie asked as Tinker motioned for her 
to go first. 

“Do you want it to be?” Tinker countered. 

“Not really.” Her morning medicine was still sloshing around 
her stomach—and she only had one good arm, so clinging for dear 
life while the staircase spun like a tornado wasn’t really something 
she felt like doing with her day. 

“Its Tinker’s version of one,’ Mr. Forkle explained. “But I 
promise you'll find it to be a much gentler experience.” 

“Want me to go first?” Dex offered when Sophie still hesitated. 

She gave him a grateful nod, and he stepped onto the bottom 
stair, steadying his balance as the staircase sprang to life. But the 
motion was slow and smooth, just like Mr. Forkle had promised. 
In fact, when Sophie climbed up behind Dex, she couldn’t feel any 
sign that they were moving. She only knew they were because the 


crystal skylight grew closer and closer. 


“Did you design all of this yourself?” Dex asked, running his 
hand along the silver wall. 

“Don’t you work alone?” Tinker wondered. 

“Mostly,” Dex admitted—which wasn’t the answer Sophie had 
been expecting. She’d always thought of Dex as part of her same 
team. But then she remembered how often Dex had to stay home, 
working on gadgets by himself while the rest of their group 
tackled some other project. 

“It’s lonely speaking a language few others understand, isn’t 
it?” Tinker asked him. 

Dex looked away as he nodded, and Sophie tried to think of 
something to say. But all thoughts slid out of her head when she 
caught a glimpse of Tinker’s laboratory. 

The room was bigger than shed been imagining, and much, 
much messier. Each of the long steel tables was piled with gadgets 
that were still in the process of creation, their gears left exposed, 
wires tangling in every direction. And the copper floor was 
covered in screws and nuts and bolts and shards of metal and 
glass. The air smelled like grease and metal and oil—but not 
unpleasantly so. It was the scent of a place where hands got dirty 
and set to work. And all the whirring and humming and ticking 
gave the space a buzzing energy that made Sophie want to grab 
the nearest tool and build something. 

Dex looked desperate to do the same thing, his eyes staring 
hungrily at the half-finished gadgets as they followed Tinker 
deeper into the lab. They had to weave around enormous springs 
that connected the floor to the ceiling, like columns, and they 
eventually stopped in front of a cluster of widemouthed pipes 
jutting from the floor, unleashing white swirls into the air that 
somehow made the room feel colder. Tinker motioned for them to 


sit at a table that was mostly empty—just two small gray puffs of 


fur in the middle, along with what looked like an antique jewelry 
box. 

Sophie sank onto the bench, not caring that it was made of 
frigid metal. Her head was spinning, and she couldn’t decide if it 
was from the cold, the altitude, or the fact that her still-healing 
body was weaker than she wanted. 

Then again, the dizziness could've been triggered by the 
thousands of gears whirling all around her. 

The lab’s glass walls were filled with interlocking cogs all 
spinning in perfect unison, dragging a web of copper wires 
sideways and slantways and longways until they fed into a circuit 
in the center of a foggy round window at the far end of the room. 

“Are we inside the clock?” Sophie asked, glancing up to find 
five iron bells dangling from the peaked skylight. “Or whatever it 
is?” 

“It wont chime again until later tonight, in case you're 
worried,” Mr. Forkle assured her. “It only peals five times a day. 
Though even if we were here for one of them, the sound is 
strangely muffled.” 

“That’s because of the pillars,’ Dex explained. “The springs 
absorb the vibration. And see all those tiny holes?” He pointed to 
the nearest coil, and Sophie was surprised to notice its texture was 
more like steel wool. “Those absorb the sound.” 

Tinker’s eyebrow raised. “How long did that take you to puzzle 
out?” 

Dex shrugged. “I don’t know—it’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?” 

“T told you his talent was special,” Mr. Forkle said. 

Tinker nodded, flicking through the different lenses on her 
eyepiece as she studied Dex closer, making Dex’s cheeks flush the 


same shade as his hair. 


He reached for one of the gray puffs resting on the table, like he 
needed something to fidget with. “It’s cool you have tomples. I’ve 
always wanted one.” 

“That thing’s alive?” Sophie realized as the puff stirred in his 
palm. 

Dex held the creature out to her. “Yep. Wanna see?” 

She’d started to reach for it when he added, “They’re kind of 
like what youd get if you crossed a hedgehog, a kitten, and a really 
big cockroach.” 

Sophie jerked her hand away just in time to avoid the six 
spindly brown legs that emerged from the fur. 

“Okay, that’s just wrong,” she said, scooting as far as she could 
from the fluffy bug-of-doom. “Why would you want one of those?” 

“Aw, don’t listen to her,’ Dex whispered to the tomple as he set 
it back on the table. “She doesn’t know what cute is—trust me.” 

He winked and Sophie felt her jaw fall, wondering when they'd 
reached a point where they could joke about that. 

“Besides,” he added, “tomples feed on dust, so they’re awesome 
to have in labs. I’ve been asking my dad to get one for Slurps and 
Burps for years. But he’s worried all the alchemy stuff we do could 
mix with the dust and make the tomple sick. So I’m stuck cleaning 
all the shelves myself.” 

The tomple skittered back toward its fluffy friend, and Sophie 
tried not to squeal like a five-year-old. But she couldn’t help it 
when she noticed a blur of black fur snatch something from the 
next table over and duck behind one of the larger contraptions. 

“Okay, what was that?” she asked, only half sure she wanted to 
know. 

“I believe that’s Sprocket,” Mr. Forkle said as the same clawed 
black hand reached around a tangle of wires, grabbed what looked 


like a small circuit board, and yanked it back. 


Tinker rushed over and scooped up a black furry creature with 
a shiny nose and folded ears like a puppy—a gremlin, Sophie 
realized. And it wasn’t letting go of its new treasures, no matter 
how hard Tinker pulled. 

“I can’t believe you keep a gremlin around all of this tech,” Dex 
murmured as Sprocket won his tug-of-war and leaped from 
Tinker’s arms, quickly breaking the circuit board into itty-bitty 
pieces. 

“Gremlins love to dismantle things,’ Mr. Forkle explained to 
Sophie. “And I’ve made the same observation, Mr. Dizznee. Many 
times. All Tinker ever tells me is...” 

“Aren’t some challenges worth it?” she finished, reaching into 
her tool belt and pulling out a tiny metal cube, which she traded 
with Sprocket for whatever remained of the circuit board. The 
happy gremlin scurried under the table and immediately set to 
work prying the cube apart, tossing each piece over its shoulder— 
which might explain why the floor was so messy. Maybe even why 
so many of the gadgets looked unfinished. 

Sophie wondered how much time Tinker spent redoing what 
Sprocket had undone. 

“It’s a way to fill the day, isn’t it?” Tinker asked, somehow 
guessing what Sophie was thinking—and Sophie finally 
understood what Mr. Forkle meant about her way of 
communicating. 

All questions, no answers. 

“It is,’ Mr. Forkle told Tinker. “But I’ve found a better way—as 
you already know.” 

He turned to Dex. “I haven’t brought you to Tinker before, 
because it allowed you to come at each other’s projects with fresh 
eyes. But I think we’re to a point where it would be far more 


beneficial for you to put your heads together. Lady Iskra is a 


brilliant Mentor—and you'll still work with her during your 
Foxfire sessions. But her approach is very traditional, and we both 
know that traditional isn’t where you excel. So I’d love you to start 
coming here after school and training with Tinker.” 

“Every day?” Dex asked. 

“As often as you can,” Mr. Forkle told him. 

“Okay, but... Pm not going to be able to keep ditching Lovise. 
She won't fall for the triplets’ tricks again.” 

“Lovise is a goblin?” Tinker confirmed. 

“A very loyal goblin,” Mr. Forkle clarified. “You can trust her. 
But I know that will be a challenge, given your past experiences.” 

Tinker’s hands curled into fists, the metal guards covering her 
pointer fingers making a clinking sound. “Would the goblin be 
willing to wait outside?” 

“T suspect that can be arranged,” Mr. Forkle agreed. 

Tinker’s grip relaxed—slightly. And she dipped her chin in a 
nod. 

“Excellent,” Mr. Forkle said. “Then I have your first project.” 

He reached into his cape pocket and retrieved two clear 
marble-size spheres, each glinting with tiny colorful jewels set 
inside—and Sophie’s stomach soured as Dex hung his head and 
looked away. 

“Caches?” Tinker asked. 

“Fake caches,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “Or so we've been told. Td 
like to verify that information, since it could be a misdirection. 
But if it’s not, ld like to know how the Neverseen managed to fool 
us. We might be able to learn something about the identity of 
their Technopath by studying their handiwork. Plus, we may need 
to use Kenric’s replica if the Council asks Sophie to produce his 
cache before we recover the real one—” 

“You'd give the Council the fake?” Sophie had to ask. 


Mr. Forkle nodded. “If we needed to buy ourselves more time, I 
believe I would. But Id like to understand exactly how risky that 
decision would be before I make it. And, quite honestly, Im also 
trying to ease my own frustration. I hate to be fooled—and I 
despise it even more when I can’t pinpoint exactly how the trick 
was achieved. So I'd like to at least know what we missed— 
particularly because the Neverseen could’ve made more than one 
decoy to thwart our next efforts to find the originals.” 

“Ugh, I hadn’t even thought of that,’ Sophie grumbled, choking 
down the sour taste in her throat. 

“Can I see those?” Tinker asked, holding out her hand for the 
caches. 

Mr. Forkle handed them over. “You can keep them for now— 
but before you get sidetracked, I wanted to discuss another 
project. One I held off mentioning earlier, because I wanted you to 
meet Mr. Dizznee and see for yourself that he’s both talented and 
kindhearted. That way you won't be confused by the intention.” 

“And what intention is that?” Tinker asked. 

Mr. Forkle stole a brief glance at Dex and Sophie before he said, 


“To make weapons.” 
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LET ME BE CLEAR,” MR. Forkle added, rushing over to Tinker, 
who was trembling so hard she looked ready to topple over. “I 
know how you feel about explosives, and I would never ask you to 
make them again. I’m only asking you to help design gadgets that 
will counteract some of the Neverseen’s abilities—and if there’s 
also a way to take out any ogres or dwarves working with them in 
the process, all the better. But you get to decide how you'll 
approach that challenge. Mr. Dizznee can design the rest on his 
own.” 

He helped Tinker lower herself onto the bench, and Sprocket 
hopped into her lap. She stroked the gremlin’s ears as she 
murmured, “He shouldn't.” 

The words were hushed and simple—but coming from someone 
who only spoke in questions, they hit with a thud. 

Even Mr. Forkle looked shaken. 

“Have you forgotten what happens when you bring that kind of 
ugliness into the world?” Tinker asked him. 

“T know the risks,” he promised. 

Her focus shifted to Dex as the lenses on her eyepiece rotated. 
“Do you?” 

“I do,” Dex assured her. 

“Then why would you be willing to create such things? Or have 


you already made them?” 


“Mr. Dizznee has made some simple, targeted devices in order 
to protect himself and his friends,’ Mr. Forkle answered for him, 
“and they’re part of the reason that Sophie survived this latest 
attack. But I can assure you, he’s not making anything that could 
cause damage on any sort of large scale—” 

“How can you know that?” Tinker interrupted, slamming her 
fist against the table with a clang! that sent the tomples scattering 
and had Sprocket ducking under the bench. “Why would you think 
you can control the uncontrollable?” 

“We don’t,’ Mr. Forkle admitted. “But this is another reason I’d 
like you to work with Mr. Dizznee on this project, to offer him 
wisdom and guidance, and to challenge him to make sure the 
utmost caution is being taken. You can be the voice of reason.” 

“Will he listen?” Tinker asked, tapping her metal-guarded 
finger on the table. 

“T will,” Dex told her. “I know how messy this stuff can get. One 
of my gadgets got zapped by a Charger during a standoff in Exile. 
It was only supposed to set off a shock wave to knock over anyone 
threatening us, but once it absorbed all that extra energy, I knew it 
was going to explode—and one of my friends managed to hurl it 
away. But he got hurt in the process. And I think about that every 
time I make something new—how quickly everything became so 
much more dangerous than I wanted it to be, and how it felt to see 
my friend with this huge wound in his chest, knowing it was my 
fault, and that if he didn’t make it through...” 

Sophie scooted closer, reaching for his hand. 

“Afterward,” Dex added quietly, “I wondered if I shouldn’t ever 
make gadgets like that again. But . . . have you faced the 
Neverseen?” 

Tinker shifted her weight. “No.” 


Another answer that wasn’t a question—and it seemed to give 
Dex confidence. He straightened up as he told her, “I have. And 
the thing is, they enjoy hurting and killing. They’re never going to 
stop—not until they've destroyed everything and taken over. And 
people like that ... you can’t beat them by playing it safe.” 

“He’s right,’ Mr. Forkle added softly. “The Neverseen have all 
but declared war. And war is a messy, horrible thing. It requires 
crossing lines that probably shouldn’t be crossed but must be in 
order to survive. So if someone’s willing to step up and handle 
something that you’re not comfortable with, that’s good news. 
Especially if you can offer wisdom to guide them.” 

Tinker looked away, luring Sprocket back to her lap with 
another metal cube and trailing her fingers through his shiny fur. 
“What exactly do you need me to do?” 

“Whatever you feel comfortable with,” Mr. Forkle told her. “Mr. 
Dizznee has recently been creating an arsenal of sorts, stored in 
stashes, and I’d love for you to help him improve on some of those 
creations, both in their effectiveness and their appearance. I’m 
hoping that whatever devices you two create can be camouflaged 
or shrunken. The goal would be for us to have them constantly on 
hand.” 

“And when do you want us to begin working on all of this?” 
Tinker asked. 

“Why not today? Mr. Dizznee’s already here. Beyond that, TIl 
leave the schedule up to you—but I'd recommend meeting up as 
much as possible. I realize you have a number of responsibilities, 
Mr. Dizznee, between Foxfire and your family’s business and your 
friends. But this needs to be a priority.” 

“What about the other thing you told me to focus on?” Dex 
asked. “Helping Sophie protect her ... newest ability.” 


“Its okay—Tinker knows Miss Foster is an Enhancer. I’ve 
actually asked her to see if she can come up with her own means 
to control the ability.” 

“You did?” Dex asked, frowning when Mr. Forkle nodded. 
“why?” 

“Because I'd rather you focus on this. And, truthfully, I thought 
the project might need some fresh eyes.” 

Dex’s frown turned to a full-fledged scowl. “It doesn’t—I’ve got 
it covered.” 

“Are you sure?” Tinker asked, reaching for the jewelry box in 
the center of the table. “Would you like to see my solution?” 

That threw Dex for a second. “You already made something?” 

She dipped her chin and flipped open the gilded lid, filling the 
room with a tinkling melody that felt familiar even though Sophie 
couldn’t place it. The final note was still ringing as Tinker plucked 
out four tiny, curved pieces of smooth metal that almost looked 
like... 

“Are those supposed to be fingernails?” Sophie asked, 
imagining all kinds of horrifying application scenarios. 

Tinker reached for Sophie’s hand. “Why do you assume I would 
design anything to hurt you?” 

Her fingers were ice-cold but careful as she pulled off Sophie’s 
glove and placed one of the metal pieces over Sophie’s thumbnail, 
lining it up before tapping it onceand... 

... the metal suctioned perfectly into place. 

She repeated the process with a second curl of metal on 
Sophie’s pointer finger. “Can you tap five times like this?” she 
asked, clicking her fingertips together the way someone would 
play finger symbols. 

Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. 


Sophie copied the gesture, and a warm tingle rippled across her 
skin. 

“That’s pretty cool,” Sophie had to admit. 

It got even cooler when she pressed her fingertips against Dex’s 
palm and nothing happened. 

No surge of heat sparking between them. 

No transfer of energy. 

No enhancing. 

And when she tapped five times again, cold prickled across her 
palm, undoing whatever the first taps had done. 

Dex sighed and leaned closer, squinting at her silver nails. “It’s 
the same kind of force field I used in my design. All she did was 
make hers turn off and on without being removed.” 

“And camouflaged them quite cleverly,’ Mr. Forkle noted. “A 
little metallic polish on the other nails and no one would ever be 
the wiser—though I still recommend wearing your gloves,” he told 
Sophie. “The Neverseen might grow suspicious if you stop. Plus, 
it’s always wise to have backup, in case technology fails.” 

“True,” Sophie agreed. 

She shook her hand as hard as she could to see if the nails 
would loosen. 

They held strong. 

Maybe a little too strong. 

“How am I supposed to take these off?” she asked. 

“Why would you need to?” Tinker wondered. 

“I don’t know. Won’t they look weird when my nails grow?” 

Tinker tapped the base of each nail twice, and a puff of air 
loosened the gadgets, allowing Sophie to slide them up or down as 
needed. All shed have to do is trim her nails to keep them hidden. 

“Is this a better solution than what you were planning?” Tinker 


asked Dex, with no bravado in her tone. Only curiosity. 


But Dex still wouldn’t look at her as he nodded. And his sigh 
was somewhere between a grumble and a harrumph. 

“You have a competitive streak, don’t you?” Tinker noted. 

Sophie and Mr. Forkle both said “yes” while Dex said “no.” 

“Im not being competitive,’ he argued. “I’m allowed to be 
annoyed that I got replaced.” 

“You weren't replaced,’ Mr. Forkle corrected. “This project, for 
whatever reason, seemed to be stumping you. So I thought it’d be 
wise to have someone with a new perspective take a look. Plus, I 
know you've been busy adjusting the panic switch rings—” 

“You have?” Sophie asked. 

Dex shrugged. “I’m trying to build a code into them, like ‘slide 
the stone up for one kind of attack, right, left, and down for 
others. But I’m not sure how to group it all, since there are so 
many different threats, and the code has to be simple enough to 
remember.” 

“I have some thoughts,” Tinker told him, and Dex’s jaw 
tightened, like he was stopping himself from snapping at her. 

“Perhaps you could discuss that later,’ Mr. Forkle suggested, 
“once Mr. Dizznee has had a bit more time to adjust to 
collaboration. In the meantime, were you able to come up with 
anything for those other projects I described?” 

Tinker nodded, reaching into the jewelry box and setting two 
other items on the table in front of Sophie: a plain silver bangle, 
and a cloak pin shaped like a soaring eagle. 

“Is that the Ruewen crest?” Sophie asked, reaching for the pin 
and comparing it to the one securing her cape. The designs were 
nearly identical, though hers had touches of color and the new pin 
was solid silver. 

“I sent her a sketch of it,’ Mr. Forkle explained. “That way it 
will keep the null better hidden.” 


Dex peeked over Sophie’s shoulder. “You had her build a null? 
Seriously?” 

“What’s a null?” Sophie asked when Tinker dipped her chin. 

“They block signals,” Dex told her. “Or, I guess ‘absorb’ is a 
better word.” 

“Any technological means the Neverseen might have for 
tracking you will now be halted,’ Mr. Forkle clarified. “Your 
parents have swept everything you own with reveldust—and Bo 
has done several other tests for ogre enzymes. Everything has 
come back negative. So if the rebels do still have a way of 
monitoring your location, theyre most likely using a gadget of 
some sort—” 

“Hidden where?” Sophie asked, glancing at her wrist. 

The Neverseen couldn’t have implanted something during her 
kidnapping, could they? Under Brant’s burns? 

“Relax,” Mr. Forkle told her as she scratched at her skin. “This 
is just a precaution.” 

“You realize a null is also going to block her registry pendant, 
right?” Dex jumped in. “And any trackers that Sandor hid in her 
clothes. Probably my panic switch, too. Why do you think I never 
suggested anything like that?” 

Tinker pointed to the eagle’s beak. “What does that do?” 

Dex pressed his finger to the tiny point and sighed. “Oh. I guess 
it lets you approve certain frequencies. I... didn’t know you could 
do that.” 

“Which is why I want Tinker to train you,” Mr. Forkle reminded 
him gently. “There is much for you to learn. But there are also 
many things you can teach her as well.” 

Dex gave half a shrug and kept fiddling with the pin’s tiny beak. 


When it came to pouting, he was a master. 


“So as long as I wear that pin, the Neverseen won't be able to 
track me?” Sophie confirmed. 

“They won't be able to track you using technology,” Mr. Forkle 
corrected. “It’s still possible theres some other means we're 
unaware of. But that’s why you have an abundance of bodyguards. 
This is just an extra layer of protection.” 

“What’s the bracelet for?” Sophie asked, reaching for the silver 
bangle. 

“It’s an ionic booster, right?” Dex asked Tinker. “Pretty sure 
that’s a bad idea. Elwin won’t want you messing with her 
recovery.” 

“Who said it was for her injury?” Tinker asked, rifling through 
her tool belt and pulling out a piece of V-shaped steel with a 
spring in the center. She handed the contraption to Sophie. “How 
hard can you squeeze that with your left hand?” 

“Apparently not hard at all,’ Sophie mumbled when she could 
barely get the spring to compress. 

“Don't worry,’ Mr. Forkle told her, “we’re all weak in the hand 
we don’t favor. But since you'll be relying on your left for the next 
few weeks, I asked Tinker if she could improve your strength. Go 
ahead and try the bracelet on.” 

Dex helped Sophie carefully remove her pin-covered cuff, and 
she tucked it safely in her cape pocket before she slipped on the 
simple bangle. It slid past her hand, all the way to her elbow, but 
Tinker tipped her arm forward, making the bracelet settle around 
her wrist before she pointed to the V-shaped tool. “Now how hard 
can you squeeze?” 


“That’s crazy!” Sophie said as both ends of the tool crashed 
together hard enough to make the metal clink. “I don’t even have 


to try.” She squeezed it again and again. “I could do this all day!” 


“I wouldn’t recommend it,” Mr. Forkle warned. “Boost or no 
boost, your muscles are still doing all the work. And if you push 
too hard, you could tear something—just like if you kept punching 
with your Sucker Punch, you'd bruise your fingers and throw out 
your shoulder.” 

“Why is the bracelet so big, though?” Dex asked as it slid back 
down to Sophie’s elbow. “Why not make it fit snug around her 
wrist?” 

“Is her hand the only place that needs more strength?” Tinker 
countered. “Or will her arm and shoulder also require a boost for 
training?” 

“Training?” Sophie repeated, her heart coming to a stop when 
Mr. Forkle’s lips spread into a satisfied smile. 

“Yes, Miss Foster,” he told her. “That’s the real reason I brought 
you here today. I know how impatient youve been to begin 
physical training. And with that bracelet, you should be able to.” 

She could train. 

The news whirled around Sophie’s head and part of her wanted 
to sob happy tears and leap across the table and tackle-hug Tinker. 

But the practical side of her had to ask: “You don’t think 
training will mess with my recovery?” 

“Caution and moderation will be key—as will be Elwin’s 
approval, of course,” Mr. Forkle told her. “Pm sure you'll need to 
limit yourself to simpler exercises and shorter intervals—and 
obviously you'll only be able to train with your left arm. But 
honestly, itll be better for you to become a bit more 
ambidextrous.” 

All of that she could live with. 

She traced a finger over the precious bracelet and glanced at 
Tinker. “Thank you.” 


Tinker’s cheek flushed a deep pink, and she looked away as she 
nodded. 

“Well,” Mr. Forkle said as he dug out his pathfinder, “I hate to 
grab these brilliant gadgets and run, but I need to stay on schedule 
to make my meeting with the Council. Plus, Miss Foster’s family is 
waiting, and I’m sure she’s eager to see them.” 

“Eager” was an understatement. 

But first, she had to check with Dex: “You’re okay about staying 
here?” 

He glanced around the laboratory. “I guess we'll see how it 
goes.” 

Dex helped her trade out her usual Ruewen crest for the new 
null, and Tinker handed her a silver pillbox that held two more full 
sets of the nail-shaped gadgets in case anything happened to the 
first set. And she felt a little like a spy in one of those movies her 
human dad used to love—fixed up with all kinds of fancy gadgets. 

But mostly, she felt ready. 

“You two have fun,” Mr. Forkle told Dex and Tinker as he held 
his crystal up to the light and offered Sophie his hand. “Come 


along, Miss Foster. Let’s get you home.” 
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The first thing Sophie heard was roaring—loud enough to shake 
the slowly solidifying ground—followed by an abundance of 
shouting as Havenfield’s sprawling pastures glittered into view. 
Sophie gave herself a second to take it all in: the ocean 
shimmering beyond the property’s scenic cliffs, its dark blue 
waves dappled with glints of warm afternoon sunlight. The wispy 
branches of Calla’s Panakes tree scattering pinkish, purplish, 
bluish petals across the rolling, grassy hills. And her house, with 


its crystal walls, golden columns, and gleaming cupola—so much 


fancier than anywhere she once would’ve imagined herself living, 
yet every sparkling inch now felt like home. 

So did the next earth-shaking roar. And the next round of 
shouting. Because one of Sophie’s favorite things about Havenfield 
was the constant adventure. 

“I assume that’s the gorgodon?” Mr. Forkle said as Sophie 
turned to follow the flower-lined path that wound past pens of 
fluffy dinosaurs and loping sasquatches and every other kind of 
creature imaginable. 

“Yep. Sounds like feeding time.” 

The pasture seemed farther away than Sophie remembered, the 
path steeper, the sunshine hotter on her skin, and after a few 
minutes she was fuzzy headed and dripping sweat. But her pace 
didn’t slow. It even increased when she confirmed that one of the 
voices was Grady’s, and she was practically running by the time 
they rounded the final bend and reached the wide ridge dotted 
with boulders and windswept trees, where a team of gnomes and 
dwarves had built the gorgodon’s enclosure from arched pieces of 
steel arranged into a tightly knitted dome. 

The pen had a much more cagelike feel than any of the other 
Havenfield pastures. But the warps and dents in the metal proved 
how necessary that added security was, each a souvenir from a 
moment when the gorgodon had slammed its muscled body 
against the sides, or struck with its barbed tail, or tried to crunch 
through the bars with its long, curved fangs. 

Sophie always needed a moment to process the sight of the 
massive beast with its reptilian face, lionlike limbs, and sharply 
angled wings. And the gorgodon stared right back at her with its 
slitted yellow eyes—but only for a second. Then it turned back to 


the half dozen gnomes surrounding the enclosure, snarling at each 


one before settling on Grady, who stood next to a basket of what 
looked like purple cantaloupes. 

Shards of the same violet fruit littered the ground both inside 
and outside the enclosure, and Grady’s gray tunic was splattered 
with purple pulp. But that didn’t stop him from scooping up 
another melon and shouting, “NOW!” 

All six gnomes reached into their pockets and flung tiny black 
pellets into the cage, peppering the gorgodon’s silver feathers. 

ROOQOQOQQOQOQOOQOOOOOOOAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAR'! 

As soon as the beast’s mouth opened, Grady hurled the purple 
fruit, sending it sailing between the gorgodon’s long fangs and 
landing on its slimy tongue. The beast tilted its head to roar again, 
sending the fruit rolling to the back of its throat and forcing it to 
swallow. 

“That’s nine!” Grady shouted, pumping his fist. “One more to 
go!” 

The gnomes tossed another batch of black pellets, which were 
probably seeds to regrow the trampled grass. 

ROOOQOOQOOQOQOQOOQOOOOOAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAR! 

Grady hurled another purple melon, but the gorgodon was 
faster, slinging its tail with a perfect strike and showering Grady 
and several of the gnomes in purple juice. 

“Need help?” Sophie called as Grady wiped his face with his 
soggy sleeve and reached for another piece of fruit. 

Grady’s head whipped toward the sound of her voice, and 
before she could blink, he was tossing the purple melon over his 
shoulder and sprinting to her side, scooping her into a hug that 
somehow managed to be gentle and crushing—and very, very 
sticky. 

“Sorry, he said, wiping a smear of purple off her arm. “I’m 


covered in tangourd.” 


He was. And he smelled like sweat and mud and something 
strongly peppery. But Sophie didn’t care one bit as she wrapped 
her good arm around him and leaned in. 

“I missed you,’ she whispered into his shoulder. 

“Right back at you, kiddo.” He bent to kiss her cheek, and she 
could feel his tears mixing with hers before they both eased back 
to study each other. 

His gaze washed over her sling before settling at the base of her 
neck, and it took her a second to figure out why he was frowning. 

“I still have the Ruewen crest you gave me,’ she promised, 
patting the same cape pocket that held Krakie and his friends. 
“But Tinker made me this one to block any trackers.” 

She explained what little she knew about how the null worked, 
as well as the bangle on her left arm and the silver gadgets 
covering her nails. 

“Sounds like those are all great ideas,” Grady said, lifting her 
wrist to study her new bangle. “But what was that part about 
starting training?” 

“Not without Elwin’s approval,” Mr. Forkle assured him. 

“And mine,” a squeaky voice added—and Sophie spun toward 
the sound, wondering how long Sandor had been standing in the 
shadows of the gorgodon’s enclosure without her noticing. 

His nose was back to its usual flat shape, and all his cuts and 
bruises seemed to have healed. He’d also made some additions to 
his armor: Two wide black belts lined with throwing stars 
crisscrossed his bare chest, and he had a twisted dagger sheathed 
on each of his burly arms, all of which made him look decidedly 
less than huggable—but that didn’t stop Sophie from closing the 
distance between them and wrapping her good arm around his 


waist. 


“Thank you for staying with me,” she whispered, leaning into 
his side and getting a noseful of the musky goblin scent that used 
to gross her out but now seemed like the best thing in the world. 

“Thank you for trusting me,’ Sandor murmured, his voice 
thickening as he held her tighter. “I don’t deserve it—” 

“Yes, you do. I don’t deserve to have you risking your life to 
protect me.” 

“That’s my honor,” Sandor corrected. 

“And mine,” another voice said as two child-size arms wrapped 
around Sophie’s waist from behind. 

She pivoted into the hug, breathing in the scent of flowers and 
tree sap and freshly tilled earth, then trailed her hand across 
Flori’s plaited hair. 

“Tm so honored to have this chance to keep you safe,” Flori told 
her. “Calla would be so happy.” 

Sophie stepped back, meeting the tiny gnome’s wide gray eyes. 
Flori’s green-toothed smile looked heartbreakingly earnest—and 
her new outfit made Sophie’s heart even heavier. Flori’s usual 
straw-woven dress had been replaced with stiff pants stitched 
from pieces of bark, and a tunic sewn from dried husks, both of 
which were probably meant to serve as armor. Mostly they looked 
scratchy and uncomfortable and like they wouldn't provide nearly 
enough protection. 

“Im pretty sure Calla would want you to stay safe,’ Sophie 
whispered. 

Flori shook her head. “She would want me to protect the 
moonlark.” 

Sophie opened her mouth to argue, but... that did sound like 
Calla. 

“Just promise me you'll be careful,’ she begged, pulling Flori 


back against her side. 


Someone cleared his throat—loudly—and a gruff voice said, 
“No one told me this assignment would require hugging.” 

“It doesn't,” Flori called over her shoulder. “And even if it did, 
no one would be hugging you.” 

“Good,” the voice snapped back. “Warriors do not hug. Or cry. 
I’m starting to see why the girl needed a proper guard.” 

Sandor snarled. 

“Sophie, meet Bo,” Flori said as Sophie craned her neck, trying 
to follow the voice to the source and not having any luck. “In case 
you re wondering, yes, he is every bit as delightful as he seems.” 

“Warriors arent meant to be delightful!” Bo growled. “Were 
meant to be fearsome. And ruthless. And cunning. And merciless.” 

“And obedient,’ Sandor warned. 

“That too,’ Bo said as he stepped into the sunlight, finally 
giving Sophie a glimpse of his hulking form. His mottled skin had 
blended so well with the shadows along a nearby rocky 
outcropping that he’d been all but invisible until he moved toward 
her. 

He wasn’t as huge as King Dimitar, but he had the same apelike 
shape, with disproportionately long arms, a barrel chest, and 
squat, muscled legs. He also wore the same metal diaper, but he’d 
paired it with hammered steel shin guards and a spiked steel plate 
that curved from the base of his neck to just above his ribs. A 
brutally barbed sword hung from a steel belt clamped around his 
waist, along with three saw-edged blades of varying lengths that 
Sophie hoped she’d never have to see him use. 

His face was lumpier than Ro’s—more like the other male 
ogres’ Sophie had seen. But there was something a little more 
refined about his features. A stronger line to his jaw, a deeper gray 
to his eyes. And paired with the tattoos swirling across his 


forehead, the pale green stones pierced through his ears, and the 


darker green stud stuck through the center of his lower lip, Sophie 
got the distinct impression that Bo might be what other ogres 
considered handsome. 

Even his pointed teeth had a shine as he offered her the barest 
sliver of a smile and pounded his right fist against his heart. 

The gesture was meant to be some sort of greeting, but Sophie 
was too busy trying to place him among the ogres she'd seen that 
day in Ravagog. Shed been so focused on sneaking into King 
Dimitar’s mind that she hadn’t really looked at the soldiers around 
him—at least not at their faces. 

“You don’t remember me, do you?” Bo asked, somehow 
guessing what she'd been thinking. “I wish I could say the same. 
It’s not easy allying with an enemy.” 

Sophie’s mouth went dry. “We were only—” 

“Spare me your explanations,” he interrupted. “I’m a Mercadir. I 
follow the orders of my king. And my king has ordered me to 
protect you. So I meant no threat”—his eyes flicked to Sandor, 
who'd drawn his sword—“I only thought we should acknowledge 
the challenge in our situation.” His eyes drifted back to Sophie’s. 
“We don’t have to be friends. In fact, it’s better if we aren't. It will 
allow me to keep the objectivity your other guards clearly aren’t 
capable of.” 

Sandor muttered something under his breath, and Sophie had a 
feeling she was discovering at least one of the reasons Ro was so 
very anti-Bo. 

“All that matters,” Bo continued, “is that if you trust me with 
your life, you won't be disappointed. You'll soon find that you 
don’t need any of these other protectors.” 

“So you keep claiming,” a droll female voice noted from the 
general direction of a nearby tree. Sophie craned her neck, trying 


—and failing—to catch a glimpse of her as the voice added, “And 


yet, were here to handle threats that involve some from your 
species, aren't we, Bo? Meanwhile my people have kept themselves 
separate from this foolish drama. So I'll have nothing slowing my 
hand when the time comes.” 

“Neither will I!” Bo snarled. “I’m looking very forward to ending 
the lives of the fools who dared to think themselves mightier than 
my king. One in particular.” 

“Then your hunger for revenge will distract you from your 
other responsibilities,’ the female argued. “Either way, it’s a 
liability. Whereas Ill be entering each fight without any 
connection or agenda. No elf, goblin, ogre, or dwarf can say the 
same. Even you, little gnome—you carry the hate for what these 
villains tried to do to your species in your heart.” 

“And you think that makes you more valuable than us?” Bo 
snapped. 

“That, and I’m a better fighter,” she said, finally stepping out to 
face them. 

“Sophie, this is Tarina,’ Grady said, introducing her. Sophie 
had already guessed, even though the female looked nothing like 
the other trolls shed seen. 

Tarina was neither tall nor short, neither lean nor muscular— 
but her averageness ended there. Her greenish hair grew in 
strands as wide as dreadlocks, but they had a smooth, glossy sheen 
—the same sheen that coated her blue-green skin, making her 
look like shed just stepped out of water. Her huge yellow eyes 
filled the top half of her face, and her nearly lipless mouth took up 
most of the lower half, with a small snub nose jutting above it. She 
stood barefoot and wore only a shaggy gray-green garment that 
covered her from her shoulders to her knees. Sophie had assumed 
it was made of fur, but when Tarina drew closer, Sophie realized it 


was actually made from some sort of moss. And tucked among the 


thick, scratchy-looking lichen was a strap that hung diagonally 
across Tarina’s body and wrapped around her back, where Sophie 
could see the edges of a large iron weapon peeking out—some sort 
of cross between a scythe and an ax, with a sharp point on the end 
of the pole for stabbing. 

“It’s okay to stare,” Tarina said, her voice taking on a chirpy 
quality. “Empress Pernille warned me that you're not familiar with 
my species.” 

“Sorry,” Sophie mumbled, lowering her eyes. “I was just trying 
to compare you to the other trolls Pve seen, and—” 

“So you can understand me!” Tarina interrupted, and Sophie 
realized they must've switched to speaking in Trollish. “The 
empress told me you were fluent, and that your accent was 
flawless, but I'll admit, I had a hard time believing it. And you can 
do this with any language, can’t you? It’s one of those... What is 
it your species calls them? Special abilities?” 

Sophie nodded. “I’m a Polyglot.” 

Tarina smiled, flashing unnervingly long white teeth, which 
matched the curved white claws on her hands and feet. “It’s so 
strange that elves each have different talents. I don’t know how 
you aren't constantly battling with each other over which of you is 
greater—though I suppose that’s what’s happening with these 
enemies, isn’t it?” 

“Partially,” Sophie admitted. “But there’s more to it than that.” 

“There always is,” Tarina agreed. 

“Is there a reason you're speaking in a language the rest of us 
can’t understand?” Bo demanded to know. 

Tarina gave him epic side-eye. “I don’t have to explain myself to 
you, ogre,” she said, switching back to the Enlightened Language. 
“But in my world, we take time to understand the perspectives of 


those we're assigned to protect. That’s easier for me to do in my 


native tongue—and since Sophie’s fluent, Pm hoping she doesn’t 
mind humoring me.” 

“I don’t,” Sophie agreed, and Tarina smiled and stepped closer 
—close enough for Sophie to see that there was a word etched into 
the strap holding her weapon. 

Tarina followed her gaze. “Can you read our writing as well?” 
Her voice sounded chirpier, which probably meant shed shifted 
languages again. 

Sophie squinted at the letters. “Does that say ‘long shot’?” 

“It does. We name our weapons as part of our training, and I 
chose this to remind myself that even when all hope feels lost, I 
can continue fighting. A sentiment I’m sure you can appreciate— 
which is rare for your species, isn’t it? Elves generally live their 
glittering lives oblivious to most of this planet’s harsh realities. 
But not you. You also have an incredibly rare worldview from your 
years living with humans. Id wager you see things drastically 
differently than any of us do. And while my people may not be 
connected to these current problems your world is facing—we’re 
no strangers to war. We know how evil spreads like a virus 
without any cure. Which is why the empress sent me on this 
assignment, despite the fact that it requires working alongside 
those who, another time, another place, would gladly choose to 
slit my throat. It’s also why I’m taking this chance to speak 
candidly to you.” 

Grady moved to Sophie’s side, wrapping an arm around her, as 
if he could sense the slight tension knotting her shoulders. 
“Everything okay?” 

“Yep,” Sophie said, hoping it was true. 

The conversation felt like it was curving, and Sophie couldn't 
figure out where it was heading. Especially when Tarina added, 


“We know nothing of this organization you serve—this Black 


Swan, as you call it—but we know the elvin Council has never 
fully provided the support my species needs. That’s why long ago 
one of our empresses chose to partner with an elf she trusted 
instead—someone with the power, intelligence, and determination 
to stand up for what was right, even when it meant stepping 
outside the law and forging brave new ground. It’s the reason my 
people still stand strong today. But your world is changing—and 
therefore our world is changing. So we believe the time has come 
for us to forge another crucial alliance. And Empress Pernille 


would like to forge that alliance with you.” 


TWENTY-NINE 


YOU WANT TO FORM AN alliance with me.” Sophie felt the need 
to clarify, wondering if her brain could’ve mistranslated a few of 
Tarina’s words. That certainly would've made more sense than 
anything she’d just heard. “I’m not sure I understand what that 
means.” 

“It means that someday you're going to change the world,” 
Tarina told her, “and I’m here to make sure you don’t fall before 
that happens. But I’m also here because my people will likely need 
your help before all of this is finished. Possibly even sooner than 
we'd hoped.” 

“Help with what?” Sophie asked. 

“Quite truthfully: We don’t know. That’s why we need you as 
our ally. If we could see the path ahead, we could prepare. But all 
we can say for sure is that these problems will surely spread 
beyond your shimmering cities. And when they reach my world, 
well need someone to stand with us.” 

“Okay, but... the Black Swan would be a way better—” 

“T told you,” Tarina interrupted, “we do not know them.” 

“You don’t know me, either,” Sophie reminded her. “I’ve been 
here for, what? Five minutes? And I spoke to your empress for less 
than that at the Peace Summit.” 

“You two may not have spoken much, but she had plenty of 
time to observe your character. And while you're clearly young and 


inexperienced, she also found you to be someone who will never 


stop fighting for what you believe in, regardless of the sacrifices 
involved or the rules you might have to cast aside, which is the 
making of an excellent ally. Shed of course planned to wait until 
you were older before approaching you, but this chance to serve at 
your side presented itself and couldn’t be passed up, not when 
there have been other shifts as well—signs that these villains 
might be turning their attention toward my people—” 

“Like what?” 

“TIl happily discuss them once you prove yourself committed to 
this alliance—but we’re not to that point yet. First I need you to 
trust me.” 

Grady pulled Sophie closer, making her wonder if he’d ever 
learned any Trollish words and was catching snippets of their 
conversation. 

“No one can understand us,” Tarina assured her as Sophie 
studied their rather large audience. “I switched us to an archaic 
dialect before mentioning anything pertinent. Only someone with 
your ability could follow.” 

“That doesn’t mean they're not wondering what we're saying,” 
Sophie noted. She was also pretty sure Mr. Forkle would find this 
suspicious enough to eavesdrop on her thoughts, which would 
likely be translated for him—but decided it was better not to 
mention that. 

“Im sure they are,” Tarina agreed, flashing a smile with just 
enough edge to make Bo turn his scowling face away. “But 
imagine how different it would be if they stumbled upon us 
discussing this privately, especially given the lengths we would 
have to go to in order to avoid the other guards. The fact that 
we're talking so publicly removes any true suspicion and leaves 
only mild curiosity—and mild curiosity can be misdirected easily 


enough. Pll handle that in a moment. First, I want to make sure 


you understand that I’m not asking you to join any plot or scheme 
with my empress. I’m simply asking you to be someone beyond 
your Council that we can turn to for help if a need arises.” 

“What makes you think I'll be able to do anything?” Sophie 
asked. 

“Because you're far more powerful than you realize, both in 
your talents and in your ability to inspire. The fact that I’m here in 
a private section of your world, along with an ogre, a goblin, a 
dwarf, and a gnome—all of whom have sworn to protect you with 
their lives—proves your value beyond anything you might argue. 
So do not doubt yourself. And do not doubt my empress’s 
intentions. She would never request something unjust. That’s why 
our other alliance still holds, even to this day.” 

“An alliance with who?” Sophie asked. 

“T can’t tell you. Just as I would never give your identity to 
them. Discretion in these relationships is key to their success.” 

Sophie fought the urge to sigh—or to reach up and tug on her 
eyelashes. 

“T realize this is a complicated decision, and I’m not asking you 
to make it right now,” Tarina promised. “I simply wanted to plant 
the seed from the very beginning of our relationship. That way 
you can have it in your mind as you come to know me. And now it 
falls on me to convince you that both of our worlds will benefit 
from this alliance—which is why I want you to know that 
regardless of what you decide, you have my loyalty and 
protection.” 

With that, she turned to Sandor and offered a smile. “Sorry. 
This is taking far longer than I intended. I’ve been trying to 
explain to Sophie why those in my species differ so drastically in 
appearance from each other, since no one seemed to have 


explained that to her before. But I fear doing it in my language 


was a mistake after all and made the subject far more confusing. I 
think it might be easier for her to understand if I try again in her 
instinctive language.” 

Tarina delivered the lie so smoothly that Sophie couldn’t decide 
if she was impressed or unnerved. And when Tarina turned back 
to her, she continued on without even missing a beat, as though 
this was what they'd been discussing all along. “As I was trying to 
say, my people age quite differently than what you’re used to—not 
only following a pattern that you would likely consider a reverse of 
your aging method, but also because we pass through seven 
distinct stages throughout the course of our lives, all of which 
have different physical and mental attributes. As newborns, we’re 
at our strongest physically—but mentally at that stage, we're at 
our weakest. And as we pass from stage to stage, those conditions 
slowly flip, with our strength fading and mental capacity 
enhancing. I happen to be in Stage Four, which is also called our 
Prime Stage. It’s the stage considered to be the most balanced 
point in our lives, when our mental and physical strength are 
nearly even. It’s why I was chosen for this assignment. But each 
stage has its advantages and disadvantages. Empress Pernille is 
Stage Six. The other trolls you’ve seen were likely Stage Threes or 
Stage Fives, which is why none of them resembled each other or 
looked as I do now.” 

“How fascinating,’ Bo said, rolling his eyes. “Should we follow 
this with a lecture on ogre development? Or perhaps the gnome 
would like to tell us about their life cycles.” 

Tarina smirked. “If you ever find yourself facing one of our 
newborns, you might be grateful for this understanding.” 

“Tve faced your soldiers plenty of times.” 

“I didn’t say our soldiers—I said our newborns. We generally try 


not to subject anyone to that stage’s ferocity. But I might be 


willing to make an exception for you during the next hatching.” 

“Hatching?” Sophie asked. “Like ... from eggs?” 

“In a way. Honestly, I can’t believe your elvin school hasn’t 
taught you any of these things.” 

“It’s an elite subject,” Mr. Forkle explained. “Though you might 
be right that we should cover the basics earlier than that. Our 
thought has always been to save that curriculum for those joining 
the nobility, since they’re the ones who may actually interact with 
your species. But it does seem like an oversight for so many to 
know so little about a species with whom we share our planet. It 
also sounds like our information has some gaps. I’ve never heard 
of your hatchings either.” 

“That may be because we're very protective of our newborns— 
and even more so of those unhatched. But I suppose, since we'll all 
be spending so much time together, we can consider this to be a 
learning experience.” 

She gave Sophie a knowing glance. 

In case you're wondering, Mr. Forkle transmitted—and Sophie 
had to lock her jaw to block a squeal—I’ve heard most of your 
conversation Sorry to violate your privacy, but when she shifted to her 
archaic tongue, I had to make sure you weren't being threatened. I won’t 
say much more now, since our conversation might be noticed. But I’m 
glad she’s giving you time to consider—it gives me a chance to do some 
research. I’ve never heard any whispers of the trolls having an elvin ally 
before. So let me do some digging—and try not to let this worry you. I 
don’t think the trolls have an ulterior motive. They sound scared, and I 
can’t blame them, considering the chaos the Neverseen have been 
causing. Id like to look into that, as well—make sure there haven’t been 
any concerning incidents that Empress Pernille hasn’t shared. In the 


meantime it’s probably best if you don’t mention anything about this to 


your family or friends. I get the impression that the trolls would want 
this to be an arrangement strictly between you and them. 

That... might be a problem, Sophie warned. 

Agreed. But we'll address that once we decide if this is even 
something you should commit to. 

Out loud he added, “I believe we have one more guard for you 
to meet, don’t we?” 

“We do,” Grady said, stomping his foot in a specific pattern 
against the ground. 

Sophie’s brain had just put together that he was calling the 
dwarf, when the soil parted and a molelike creature with brown 
shaggy fur and a pointed face poked her head out and focused on 
Sophie through tightly squinted eyes. 

Grady introduced them. “Sophie, meet Nubiti. You probably 
won't see her much, given her sensitivity to sunlight. But she’s 
only a few stomps away if you need her.” 

“We've developed several codes to communicate various 
threats,” Sandor added. “Pll teach you the stomping patterns 
later.” 

Sophie nodded, turning to the dwarf, trying to think of 
something better to say than “Hi.” But before she could even get 
that word out, Nubiti flipped back into her hole, kicking her hairy 
legs and burrowing into the earth, leaving no trace that she’d just 
been there. 

“Bizarre creatures,’ Bo murmured, raking his teeth over his lip 
piercing. 

“She doesn’t have much to say,” Grady explained to Sophie. 
“But I’ve seen her in action on a few of my assignments with King 
Enki over the years. She’s amazing. As is your whole team,” he 
added, tipping his chin toward each of her guards. “We're still 


fine-tuning how this is going to work, but we all have the same 


goal. We want you to know that despite anything the Neverseen 
have claimed, none of us will let them anywhere near you ever 
again.” 

“Never, Sandor agreed. “They thought they were delivering a 
message. But all they've done is guarantee their failure.” 

“Anyone else think that’s strange?” Tarina jumped in. “Sorry—I 
don’t mean to ruin the pep talk. But I’ve been trying to understand 
the Neverseen’s motivation, and I keep coming back to the same 
question: Why stage such a visible attack only to deliver threats, 
cause temporary injuries, and ask for one small piece of 
information? They had to know Sophie’s security would then be 
significantly improved, making it nearly impossible to get near 
her ever again. So why take on that challenge?” 

Bo sighed. “I hate to say this—but I agree with the troll.” 

“They said they wanted me to start cooperating,” Sophie told 
both of them. 

“Okay, but . . . you know who cooperates much better than 
someone you injure and let go?” Tarina asked. “A prisoner who 
knows you can keep hurting them.” 

“They've taken Miss Foster hostage before, and it did not end 
well for them,” Mr. Forkle reminded everyone. “And they’ve lost a 
number of hideouts already. I doubt they’d want to lose another.” 

“But they could’ve stashed her anywhere,” Tarina argued. “And 
it sounded like they had several opportunities to grab Sophie and 
flee. So there has to be a reason they didn’t. They must want her to 
be free.” 

“Or they wanted me out of commission,’ Sophie suggested 
quietly, not wanting to share too much about her troubling 
theories. “I’ve lost how many weeks in the Healing Center? And 
I’m still not fully recovered.” She tilted her chin toward her sling— 


and decided not to mention the echo. 


“I suppose that could’ve made sense if something significant 
had happened during the time of your recovery,” Tarina reasoned. 
“But nothing has, has it? And here’s another thing I don't 
understand: Why would they ever mention that they had some sort 
of tracker on you? Why volunteer that information, knowing you'd 
obviously then do everything you could to find and destroy 
whatever they were using? I don’t know these enemies—but they 
don’t seem like the type to make such a foolish mistake. So there 
has to be a larger goal.” 

“Tm not saying you're wrong,” Mr. Forkle said, reaching up to 
rub one of his temples. “Or that we shouldn’t continue to ponder 
these questions. But as you said, you do not know the Neverseen. 
If you did, you'd know that they feed off attention and spectacle to 
a degree where it truly can be their own folly. For instance: Fintan 
successfully faked his death. None of us had the slightest 
suspicion that he was still alive. And his order already relied on 
cloaks to hide their identities. So he had absolutely no reason to 
show his face the day he threatened the Council in Eternalia— 
other than his own vanity. He wanted credit for the feats he'd 
pulled off. Just like Fintan had no reason to insist that Alvar reveal 
himself as a traitor. No one had suspected the eldest Vacker of 
anything at that point—and as a Vanisher, he likely could’ve kept 
his ruse going for a good long while and continued to spy on his 
father and brother and whatever else hed been doing. And yet, 
Fintan forced Alvar to reveal himself, for no reason I can think of, 
other than he wanted to shock us. He wanted us to know that our 
enemies were everywhere, even in places we might otherwise feel 
safe. And there is some advantage to that. But it’s also 
tremendously reckless—and something I’m hoping to figure out 
how to exploit someday.” 


“I suppose,” Tarina said, tracing her claws over the letters 
carved into the strap across her chest. “But I still fear we're 
missing something.” 

Sophie didn’t argue. 

No one did. 

Because deep down they all knew that when it came to the 
Neverseen, they were always missing something. 

“Are you okay?” Grady asked as Sophie closed her eyes and let 
out a long, slow breath, trying to stop the monster from stirring up 
fresh nightmares. 

Everything Tarina had raised was terrifying. 

But it was also valid. 

And she couldn't let the fear set her back. 

She was out of the Healing Center now. She needed to start 
searching for better answers—and she couldn't do that if the echo 
took control. 

And she could start training, she reminded herself, clinging to 
the words like a lifeline. 

Training made the answers less crucial. 

Training would make her ready for whatever was happening. 

“Tm fine,” she said, waiting until the words were true, and 
giving Grady her most reassuring smile. 

Grady didn’t look convinced. “I think we should head to the 
house. Your body’s not used to this much activity, so you probably 
need to get off your feet.” 

“I agree,’ Mr. Forkle chimed in. “And I’m afraid this is also 
when I must leave you. If I don’t head to Eternalia soon, the 
Council will be very annoyed with me.” He pulled out his 
pathfinder and quickly adjusted the crystal. “Oh, and Elwin 


wanted me to let you know he'll be stopping by after dinner to 


check Miss Foster’s progress and go over her medication 
regimen.” 

I'll let you know what the Council’s planning for the meeting with 
Fintan as soon as everything’s finalized, he transmitted to Sophie. 
And we'll talk more about the trolls once I’ve investigated. I’m not sure 
how long either of those tasks will take, so if you don’t hear from me for 
a bit, don’t think I’ve forgotten, okay? 

Sophie nodded, and he waved to the others before stepping into 
the light and slowly shimmering away. 

“Come on, kiddo,” Grady said, shaking bits of dried fruit out of 
his hair and hooking his arm around her. “Let’s get you inside— 
oh, and lets not mention how long you've been home, okay? If 
Edaline finds out I didn’t bring you straight in to see her, she’s 
going to conjure up a pile of mastodon droppings and plop them 
on my head.” 

He was teasing, of course. But Edaline actually had threatened a 
manure attack once—and she was definitely a talented enough 
Conjurer to make it happen. 

“Don't you still need to feed the gorgodon one more tangourd?” 
Sophie reminded him. 

“That’s right.” He turned to the gnomes gathering the pieces of 
smashed fruit from around the enclosure. “Would you guys mind 
finishing up without me?” 

The gnomes each gave a green thumbs-up and set to work, 
causing a whole lot more roaring as Grady guided Sophie back 
down the path, with Sandor glued to her side. The rest of her 
guards slipped into what must’ve been a previously agreed-on 
formation, with Bo taking point, Flori flanking Sophie’s opposite 
side, and Tarina bringing in the rear. 

“I hope you're hungry,” Grady said when the house came into 


view. “Edaline made enough treats to feed an entire city.” 


“Tm starving,” Sophie admitted. 

Also thirsty. 

And sitting down did sound really, really good. 

A deep ache was settling into every muscle—even ones she 
didn’t know existed—and she was trying not to let it frustrate her. 
But it was hard not to wish she could fast-forward to the part 
where she'd be 100 percent back to... 

All thoughts dropped away when she stepped through the door 
to Havenfield, into the enormous main room with its elegant 
white furnishings and gleaming chandeliers. It looked so much 
homier than it had the day Sophie moved in, even though 
everything was essentially the same. Maybe it was the dents in the 
pillows and the footprints on the rugs and all the other tiny signs 
of life that were now everywhere. 

Or maybe it was because it smelled like butter and melting 
sugar and a million other yammy things that had Sophie’s stomach 
unleashing a growl that could’ve rivaled the gorgodon’s. 

Edaline burst through the door from the kitchen to greet them, 
and then there was a whole lot more hugging and crying—plus lots 
of questions about how Sophie was feeling. Sophie also mumbled 
an apology for chasing Edaline away, and Edaline kissed her 
cheek, promising there were no hard feelings. 

“Not to break up the reunion,” Sandor interrupted, “but Sophie 
looks a little pale.” 

“T just need to sit,’ Sophie assured everyone. 

“It sounds like some food would be good too,” Grady added 
with a wink at Sophie. 

Edaline nodded and snapped her fingers, making a round 
crystal table appear in the center of the room—and the next snap 


brought Sophie a chair. 


Sophie sank onto it gratefully as Edaline continued snapping, 
bringing in chairs for everyone—including Sophie’s bodyguards— 
along with tray after tray of elvin delicacies: custard bursts and 
ripplefluffs and pudding puffs and mallowmelt—even butterblasts. 
There were plenty of savory foods too, of course, and they smelled 
delicious. But Sophie still filled half her plate with desserts, and 
nobody blamed her. 

Even Bo cracked a smile when he had his first bite of 
mallowmelt—and then helped himself to the rest of the tray. 

Tarina took down almost as many ripplefluffs. 

They were both sampling their first custard bursts when they 
jumped to their feet and drew their weapons. 

“Its not an intruder,” Sandor told them, shaking his head. “It’s 
the physician—you should’ve recognized his scent from Sophie’s 
clothes.” 

“I smell like Elwin?” Sophie asked as a loud knock rattled the 
door. 

“You smell like everyone and everything you've been in contact 
with,” Flori told her as Grady went to let Elwin in—which was a 
strange thing to realize, even if it also made sense. 

“Did you search his bags?” Bo demanded when Elwin shuffled 
into the room with four overstuffed satchels slung over his 
shoulders. 

“I don’t need to,” Sandor told him. 

Bo snorted. “My king would never be so sloppy with his 
security.” 

“Here,” Elwin said, setting all four satchels at Bo’s feet. “Search 
away—but don’t break anything. Some of that medicine took me 
all day to brew. And sorry to show up in the middle of dinner,” he 
told Edaline. “I thought you’d be done by now. Want me to come 
back?” 


“Of course not,” Edaline assured him, conjuring him a chair 
next to Sophie’s and telling him to help himself. 

Elwin was more than happy to help them polish off the rest of 
the desserts. And when he’d devoured every last crumb, he led 
Sophie over to the couch and slipped on his iridescent spectacles. 
“Let’s see how you're holding up after such a busy day,” he said, 
snapping his fingers and forming a blue orb around Sophie’s head. 

Tarina gasped. 

“I take it you've never seen a Flasher at work before?” Elwin 
asked her. 

“No,” Tarina admitted. “But I’ve wanted to, ever since I first 
heard the legends.” 

“Legends,” Bo scoffed. “You're looking at a party trick—nothing 
more. You want to see something legendary, you should visit our 
microbiology labs.” 

“Yes, nothing’s more exciting than bacteria,” Elwin muttered. 
“And just so we’re clear—my ‘party trick’ saved your princess’s 
life.” 

Bo froze. “You treated Romhilda?” 

“I did. And I hope I’m around if you ever call her that to her 
face,” Elwin noted, likely remembering how strongly Ro felt about 
people using her full name. 

Bo sighed. “Romhilda has a gift for rebelling against tradition. 
That’s why her father sent her here.” 

“Im pretty sure he sent her because she’s the best,” Sophie 
corrected, not liking his tone. 

“I’m sure she loves to claim that,” Bo told her. “And there’s no 
denying that she’s an incredible warrior. But she’s never beaten me 
—and someday she'll have to accept what that means.” 

“What does it mean?” Sophie asked. 

“Nothing worth sharing.” 


“How do you know Ro?” Sophie pressed, remembering Keefe 
and Ro’s latest wager. “Did you train together, or... ?” 

“She’s the princess,’ Bo said simply. “Everyone knows her. And 
I should begin the nightly patrols.” 

Sophie couldn’t tell if he was trying to dodge her questions. But 
his vague answer did not bode well for Keefe’s chances of another 
betting victory. 

“So... how does everything look?” Sophie asked as Elwin 
shifted to one of those layered light bubbles that showed him the 
whole spectrum. 

“Better than I was expecting,’ Elwin admitted. “I'd assumed I’d 
be repairing a bit of damage from all the leaping. But... 
everything looks good. You'll be sore tomorrow, and you definitely 
need to get some rest. But you haven’t set yourself back—and this!” 
He lifted Sophie’s left wrist and whistled. “I’ve seen some crazy 
gadgets in my day, but this is seriously brilliant. I can see the 
energy soaking straight into your cells.” 

Sophie took a slow breath, working up the courage to ask, 
“So ...does that mean I can start training tomorrow with my left 
arm?” 

Elwin scratched his chin and adjusted his glasses as he checked 
her one more time. His expression was impossible to read, and 
Sophie tried to prepare herself for disappointment. 

But he told her, “Yes, I think you’re ready.” 


With Elwin’s permission for training secured, Grady and Edaline 
jumped on board as well. 

And Sandor made it official. 

Sophie’s first lesson would start the next day after her morning 


round of medicine—which was the only thing everyone could 


agree on. Extensive debate followed over which bodyguard should 
teach, and what exactly the lessons would be—and Sophie decided 
to stay out of it, content to sit on the couch and watch Sandor, Bo, 
and Tarina wave weapons around, trying to outdo each other. 

She had a feeling that bodyguard bickering would now be a 
regular part of her day—and she was good with that. At least 
they'd all be driving each other as crazy as they’d surely be driving 
her. 

“Not joining in the my-training-is-better-than-your-training 
fight?” Sophie asked when Flori came to sit beside her. 

Flori shook her head. “Most of my defenses cannot be taught to 
those outside my species. But I have a different request.” 

“Anything,” Sophie told her. 

For Calla’s niece, the answer was always yes. 

Flori’s cheeks flushed, and she twirled a strand of hair that had 
fallen loose from her plaits. “I’m... hoping you'll let me sing to 
you.” 

“You mean like when Calla would sing to the trees to keep 
them healthy?” Sophie asked. 

“I realize theres a notable difference,’ Flori assured her. 
“But ... I believe we all have a song within us, even if we don't 
think of it as music. Each life has a rhythm of breaths and 
heartbeats, and that melody should be drawn on for strength, and 
comfort, and healing. I know it may sound foolish, but—” 

“I think it sounds ... nice,’ Sophie promised, wishing she could 
come up with a better word. The fact that Flori would suggest it 
felt . .. a little like having Calla back. And Sophie’s eyes burned as 
she whispered, “Thank you.” 

Flori flashed a green-toothed smile. But it faded when she 
added, “Your mother also told me about the echoes. And... I 


know nothing of such things. Darkness will always be darkness to 


me. But I wonder if I could sing them to sleep. If not, perhaps I 
can soften their tune.” 

“It’s worth a try,’ Sophie said, her chest warming with a fresh 
spark of hope as Flori stood and faced her. 

The tiny gnome pressed her left hand against Sophie’s sling and 
reached for Sophie’s face with her other hand. “May I?” she asked, 
her fingers hovering just above Sophie’s skin. 

Sophie nodded, and Flori gently cradled the right side of her 
head, her fingers shifting back and forth across her temple, like 
branches swaying in a breeze. 

“This is where they hurt you, isn’t it?” Flori breathed. 

Sophie couldn’t seem to push the word “yes” past the massive 
lump now caught in her throat. So she went with another nod. 

“They didn’t realize how strong you are,” Flori told her. “But I 
fear you may have forgotten as well. Perhaps I can remind you.” 

She closed her eyes, swaying softly to some inner rhythm as her 
delicate voice sang a melody in a language too ancient for Sophie 
to fully grasp, but somehow she still caught the meaning. The 
lyrics poured through the air like honey, slowly sinking under 
Sophie’s skin—flooding her heart with warmth and energy, 
sending it tingling through her veins. 

It wasn’t a happy song, or a sweet song. 

It was deep and rich and poignant. 

A song of weathering storms. 

An anthem for rising up and growing stronger. 

The last note lingered in the air, a fragile, perfect thing neither 
of them wanted to shatter, and only then did Sophie realize how 
quiet everyone else had gotten. 

She turned to find all eyes not on her—but on Flori. Even Bo 


stared at the tiny gnome with a hint of wonder. And Tarina was 


blinking hard enough that she might’ve been crying—it was hard 
to tell with the natural gleam to her skin. 

Elwin cleared his throat several times before he managed to 
ask, “Did that help?” 

“Tm not sure,’ Sophie admitted, stretching her weak fingers. 

Now that the song had ended, the tingly warmth had faded. 

But she did feel .. . energized. 

And maybe slightly less achy. 

“I think it made a difference,” she decided. 

“With the echoes?” Edaline asked, hope clinging to every word. 

That was much harder to tell—but Sophie needed to know. So 
even though it was a risk, she closed her eyes and let her mind 
replay some of the voices that had been haunting her. 

And as soon as Gethen’s voice rattled through her brain, the 
monster tried to stir. 

“No difference with the echoes,” she said, gulping down deep 
breaths to take back control. “I’m fine,” she promised Elwin. “I 
was careful.” 

He still insisted on checking her again, just to be sure. 

“I must've chosen the wrong song,’ Flori whispered, mostly to 
herself. She stared out the windows at the darkening sky. “I'd like 
to try again.” 

“Not tonight,” Elwin told her. 

“No,” Flori agreed, her gray eyes focusing on Sophie. “I think 
this might require a new song to be written. It may take me some 
time, but... when it’s ready, will you trust me to try it?” 

“Of course,” Sophie promised. 

And that seemed to settle things. 

And not just with Flori’s singing. 

The bodyguard debate also came to an end, with everyone 


agreeing that Sophie’s first training session would be taught by 


Sandor and would focus on daggers. The lesson would last one 
hour and one hour only, and when it was finished, Sophie would 
hail Elwin to have him come check her. 

Assuming there were no setbacks, the next day she'd be allowed 
to do the same, and if she made it through three days she’d be 
allowed to extend her training to an hour and fifteen minutes— 
then to an hour and a half if she made it another three days 
without problems, and to an hour forty-five if she had three more 
good days after that. 

It was a far cry from the intense eight-hour marathon sessions 
that Sophie had originally envisioned. 

But she wasn’t going to complain. 

She was just going to squeeze the most she possibly could out 
of whatever training time they gave her. 

Nothing could dampen her mood. 

Not the dozens of horrible elixirs she had to choke down. 

Or the slightly painful finger stretches Elwin showed her how 
to do. 

Not even when she had to spend seventeen minutes and 
twenty-nine seconds—yes, she counted—standing at the top of 
the stairs outside her bedroom while Sandor, Tarina, and Flori 
performed the most ridiculously exhaustive security sweep in the 
history of the universe. They checked places no enemy could 
possibly be hiding, like inside her desk drawers and behind her 
bookshelves and on top of her bed’s fancy canopy. They also 
inspected every single one of the thousands of flowers woven into 
her carpet for any trace of a footprint. And when they finally 
finished, they lowered the shades over her walls of windows and 
made her promise to stay away from the glass, which felt both 
unnecessary and unsettling. 


But none of it mattered. 


She was home. 

She could train. 

Even better—she could shower. 

As soon as Sandor gave her the all clear, she nearly sprinted to 
her bathroom, wrestled her way out of her sling, and prepared to 
set a new world record for longest, hottest, steamiest shower. 

But before she stepped under the colorful streams of water, she 
worked up the courage to study her reflection. There were no 
mirrors in the Healing Center, so she hadn’t really seen herself 
since the attack. And shed been imagining . . . bad things. So her 
knees wobbled with relief when the girl staring back at her didn’t 
look all that battered. 

She was a little pale. A little haggard. A little scrawnier than 
she had been. And her injured arm definitely showed signs that 
she was still healing: fading bruises and darker blue veins, and the 
way it didn’t hang as straight as her other arm. There were also a 
few thin white lines along her right hand’s knuckles, and she had a 
feeling they wouldn’t be going away. 

“But they didn’t break me,” she said out loud as she stepped 
under the colorful streams and let the hot water rinse away the 
grime and tangles. 

Showering had always been a way to center herself. 

A way to regroup and start again. 

“They didn’t break me,” she said again. “They'll never break 
me.” 

She wasn’t the weak, predictable girl the Neverseen thought 
she was. 

She was Sophie Foster. 

She was the moonlark. 


And starting tomorrow, she was learning to fight back. 


THIRTY 


SHOULD YOU BE LYING LIKE that?” Edaline asked when she 
came to tuck Sophie in. 

“Probably not,’ Sophie admitted. But she couldn't bring herself 
to shift from her current position: limbs stretched out like a 
starfish across the top of her humongous bed. 

After weeks confined to a narrow cot, she was soaking up all 
the space she could get. 

“How about we prop you up and support that arm?” Edaline 
suggested, which was definitely not what Sophie wanted, and 
Edaline seemed to know that. “Okay, what if I remind you that 
sitting up will make it easier for you to cuddle with the little 
friend I brought?” 

She held up the tiny cage she'd been hiding behind her back— 
Iggy’s cage—and Sophie relented, slowly pulling herself into a 
position more like the one she'd been stuck sitting in for days and 
days as Edaline set the tiny imp free, and he flitted to Sophie’s lap. 

Iggy’s squeaky purr filled the room as he nuzzled against her 
fingers while she stroked his soft fur—which was not the color 
Sophie remembered it being. 

“Im assuming Dex was here?” she asked, admiring Iggy’s 
bright yellow fluff, which sparkled like he’d been coated in a thick 
layer of glitter. 

Edaline smiled. “He stopped by yesterday. He wanted it to be 


your welcome home present—and he seemed pretty excited with 


how the sparkles turned out. Apparently they glow in the dark.” 

“Really?” Sophie snapped her fingers to turn off the star-shaped 
lights dangling from the ceiling, and sure enough, Iggy had a 
shimmery halo around him—kind of like a lake reflecting 
moonlight, but thankfully subtle enough that it wouldn't be 
annoying when she wanted to sleep. 

“Dex never fails to amaze,” Edaline said as Sophie turned the 
lights on again and gave Iggy’s chubby tummy a good belly rub. 
“Im stunned he was able to spend so much time with you today 
without spoiling the surprise.” 

“Well, Tinkers place was pretty much a Technopath’s 
dreamland,” Sophie told her, realizing she'd need to check on Dex 
in the morning and find out how working with Tinker had gone. 

She’d have to check on Fitz, too, she realized. He still hadn't 
reached out—which didn’t feel like a good sign. 

And now that she was thinking about it, she also hadn’t heard 
from Keefe all day. 

That probably meant he was up to something she wouldn't like. 

“Will you be able to sleep?” Edaline asked, tracing her finger 
over the worry pucker that had formed between Sophie’s 
eyebrows. “Elwin said you haven’t been taking any sedatives, but 
he gave me some just in case.” 

She set two bright pink vials on the table beside Sophie’s bed. 

“Silveny’s been keeping my dreams nightmare-free,’ Sophie 
promised. 

“That’s what I hear,” Edaline said. “How’s she doing?” 

“She seems okay. Though I think the pregnancy’s starting to 
make her pretty tired. And she still won't agree to come in for a 
checkup.” 

Edaline frowned. “Well... I guess we'll just have to keep trying. 


And remember that lots of animals in the wild have babies 


without needing our help.” 

That would’ve been a whole lot more comforting if Silveny 
wasn’t the only female alicorn left, as far as anyone knew. 

What if the reason the species was almost gone was because of 
complications during birth or something? 

“There has to be something we can bribe her with,” Sophie 
decided. “Some treat she won’t be able to resist.” 

“TIl talk to the gnomes,” Grady said from her doorway, “see if 
they have any ideas.” 

“Good idea,” Sophie told him. “Thanks.” 

“Of course,” he said, making his way over just in time to catcha 
whiff of the toxic burp Iggy had unleashed. He coughed from the 
stench as he added, “Your mom and I are here for whatever you 
need—and not just for Silveny.” 

“We know you've got a lot to adjust to right now, between your 
recovery and the training,’ Edaline jumped in. 

“And we know it’s going to be challenging for you to have so 
many people following you around, monitoring every little thing 
you do—and not for the usual reasons someone your age wouldn't 
be happy about that,” Grady told her. “We get that you’re not 
dealing with the usual teenage secrets. You’re facing some pretty 
grown-up problems, kiddo, and you have some pretty major 
responsibilities, and we understand that sometimes that means 
you can’t be as open about what you have going on as we might 
want you to be.” 

The way he emphasized certain words made her wonder if this 
was his subtle way of letting her know that he hadn’t been fooled 
by Tarina’s explanation for their Trollish conversation. 

But if it was, he didn’t say. 

He just reached for her good hand and told her, “I realize how 


tricky it is to be the moonlark, dealing with classified secrets 


when you have bodyguards shadowing you and parents asking too 
many questions. And we never want to get in the way—or put you 
in a position where you feel forced to lie to us. So we want to make 
you a deal: If you promise to keep someone informed about 
whatever you have going on—and I mean an adult with a little 
more experience, not just one of your friends—the rest of us, 
including your bodyguards, will trust you to handle it and try our 
best not to ask you questions. I’m sure we won't always be able to 
stop ourselves from trying to figure out what you're up to. But if 
we start to get in your way, tell us and we'll back off. And know 
that if you choose to rely on either of us’—he pointed to himself 
and Edaline—“you don’t have to worry that we'll judge you or 
punish you for anything going on. Our help comes with no strings 
attached, and it’s always there if you want it.” 

“Thank you,” Sophie whispered, tightening her grip on his 
hand. “Sandor seriously agreed to that?” 

“I did,” Sandor called from the hallway. 

“But I thought secrets hinder your ability to protect me,” she 
reminded him. 

“They do,” he agreed. “But ... our situation has changed now 
that I’m not your sole protector. So Pm willing to allow that you 
might need to be more careful about what you share. But”—he 
peeked his head through the doorway—“part of the reason that 
works is because I’m expecting you to hold true to the promise 
you made back when you were convincing me not to request 
reassignment. No sneaking away without me.” 

“Or me,’ Flori chimed in. 

“Or me,” Tarina added. 

“Or me,” Bo demanded. 


“Wow ... there are a lot of you out there,” Sophie mumbled. 


“We'll divide up more once you're asleep,” Sandor assured her. 
“But for now, we're here to keep watch.” 

Somehow that sounded more like they were there to keep her 
from leaving. 

But she wasn’t going anywhere, so it didn’t really matter—or at 
least that’s what she tried to tell herself. 

“It'll get easier,’ Edaline said, handing her Ella. “And just so 
you know, this policy applies to all the normal teenager things too. 
Tell us as little or as much as you like. But if you need us, we’re a 
safe space.” 

“Except when it comes to boy stuff,’ Grady added. “That we 
want to know.” 

Sophie groaned. 

Edaline laughed, leaning in to kiss her cheek. “Now that we’ve 
sufficiently embarrassed you, I think it’s time to let you rest. If you 
need anything, you know where to find us.” 

“Thanks.” 

They turned off the lights as they left, and Sophie decided to 
spend a few minutes snuggling with her glowing imp—even if his 
breath seemed extra stinky. 

“Sorry I was gone so long,” she told him, scratching behind 
Iggy’s fuzzy ears. “I'll try not to do it again.” 

The light from his fur made his watery green eyes even brighter 
than normal—and as he stared intently at her, she wondered if he 
was trying to let her know hed missed her. It was hard to tell, 
since he blasted out a bed-shaking fart a few seconds later that 
made at least two of her bodyguards cough all the way from the 
hallway. 

And that fart was followed by another fart. And another. And 


another. 


“Ugh—what have they been feeding you?” she asked, gagging 
as she stumbled out of bed and carried Iggy back to his cage. “Imp 
bonding time over!” 

Iggy’s only answer was another fart, and she tossed a blanket 
over his cage, hoping it would help hold in the stench. 

She could’ve sworn the sound Iggy made was a snicker. 

“Need help getting back in bed?” Sandor called through her 
door. 

“Tm good!” she promised. Though it took a lot longer than she 
wanted to get her arm situated the way it had been before, 
especially since all she wanted to do was curl up with Ella on her 
side. 

Someday she’d sleep normally again. 

But for the moment, she had to take care of herself. 

Had to make sure— 

Sophie? 

For a second, she thought she must’ve imagined the crisp, 
accented voice. But it repeated again—louder this time. 

SOPHIE? 

Fitz? she transmitted back, her heart slamming against her ribs. 

IT WORKED! his mind shouted. I CAN’T BELIEVE I PULLED 
IT OFF! Your blocking makes it WAY harder than connecting with 
Silveny—did you know that? 

She didn’t. But it made sense. 

How long have you been trying to reach me? 

About fifteen minutes. It kinda gave me a headache, but I wanted to 
check in without anyone being able to eavesdrop, so I just kept searching 
for the tug and— 

Tug? Sophie interrupted. 

Yeah. Or maybe “pull” is a better word. I don’t know if it’s a Cognate 


thing, or just because your telepathy is so strong, but my thoughts always 


go straight to you. 

Huh, Sophie thought, ordering her brain not to take those 
words and run wild with them. She knew he didn’t mean them the 
way they sounded. 

But her heart refused to get the message and turned all fluttery. 
And her stomach decided to join in with a few annoying flips. 

Sorry I didn’t check in earlier, he told her. Did I wake you? 

No. Iggy’s been terrorizing me with toxic farts. I swear he’s been 
saving them up. 

He laughed. Sounds about right. Still glad to be home, though? 

Totally. 

Is it weird being there with all the new bodyguards? 

Yeah, she admitted, trying to keep her thoughts far away from 
Tarina, since shed promised Mr. Forkle she wouldn't tell anyone 
yet. But I’m sure it’s not as weird as what you're dealing with. How’s it 
going with your brother? 

Ugh. It’s been rough. I knew it would be. But it’s even worse than I 
imagined. Alvar’s just so... happy. Like today. He stopped in the middle 
of his walk because he HAD to smell all the flowers. And then he got all 
choked up about how beautiful they were and how amazing it is to smell 
something that isn’t swampy and rancid, and my parents just stood there, 
eating it up. I swear, if my mom wasn’t trying to pretend that she’s being 
objective, she would’ve run over and given him a hug after the flower 
thing. And my dad already stopped asking questions. He hit Alvar with, 
like, three how-could-yous, but Alvar said, “I don’t remember,” and my 
dad dropped it. I mean. . . seriously? 

I’m sorry, Sophie told him. That sounds super stressful. 

It is—but don’t worry, I’m keeping my temper under control. I almost 
lost it when they first opened the gates to let Alvar in, but I'd told Biana 
to kick me to distract me. That got me through—plus a couple of wicked 


bruises. Word of advice, never let Biana near your shins. 


Noted, Sophie said, trying to match his light tone, even though 
she could tell his was totally forced. So... sounds like you’ve had to 
spend some time with Alvar. Does that mean you weren't able to make a 
deal with your parents? 

No, I was. They just drove a harder bargain than I expected. They 
made me and Biana promise to cooperate for the next ten days and do 
whatever they tell us to do. But once the ten days are up, they can’t ask 
us to do anything else, so... it’s worth it, I guess. 

What kind of stuff are they having you do? 

So far, just the Council’s assignments. They wanted us to share some 
childhood memories with him to see if it triggered anything. And 
tomorrow I think we’re supposed to play games. 

Games? 

I know—don't even get me started. That’s the brilliant plan from our 
illustrious Council: Make us play base quest with a murderer. His mind 
went quiet for a second, and she wondered if he was taking a deep 
breath. At least Councillor Oralie will be here to monitor everything 
tomorrow. Maybe she'll see through his Mr. Perfect act. 

And it’s only ten days, Sophie added. Nine, really, since today is 
already over. 

Yeah. Kinda sounds like forever, though. 

I bet. If you need to talk, Pm here. ANYtime, okay? 

Thanks, he thought quietly. I’m sure Ill take you up on that. 

I hope you do If you're too tired to reach out like this, I’ll always have 
an Imparter with me. 

So will I, he said. If anything happens—I want to know about it. 

Same with you. 

He sighed. Nothing’s going to happen here. Alvar’s going to keep up 
his perfect little act as long as he possibly can—unless I can get him to 
break. 


How are you going to do that? 


Still working on it. But if I have to spend nine more days with him, 


I’m going to hit him with everything I have. 


“You call that a dagger?” Bo asked the next morning, sneering at 
the weapon Sandor had just handed to Sophie—which was, 
admittedly, much smaller than she’d been imagining. 

The blade was maybe two inches long, and barely wider than a 
butter knife. 

“This is a dagger,” Bo said, drawing a dark blade as long as his 
forearm from a sheath hidden somewhere in the back of his 
armor. 

“No, this is a dagger,” Tarina countered, pulling an even longer 
silver weapon from somewhere among the tangled threads of her 
mossy garment, with a blade that spiraled like a corkscrew. 

“And those are not for beginners,” Sandor argued. “Let’s also 
not forget that Sophie is training with her weaker hand.” 

“But I have Tinker’s bracelet,’ Sophie reminded him. 

“Which improves your strength, not your coordination,” he 
corrected. “Td like you to get through today’s lesson without 
losing any fingers. Besides, any soldier worth the air they’re 
breathing can fight with any weapon.” 

“Td be more willing to believe you,’ Sophie noted, “if you 
weren't holding that.” 

She pointed to Sandor’s dagger, which looked more like half a 
sword. 

Tarina snorted. “I like this girl.” 

“Fine,” Sandor said as he marched back to the satchel hed 
brought to the pastures that morning. He returned a few seconds 
later holding a weapon identical to hers—which looked almost 


comical in his massive hand. “This blade may be small. But it’s 


just as deadly as any of these other daggers. Never underestimate a 
weapon. I could fight anyone—and win—with this dagger.” 

“Td like to see you try,” Bo told him. 

Sandor didn’t blink. “Td have your surrender in less than three 
minutes.” 

Bo’s lips curled into a vicious smile. “Prove it.” 

“Prove it later,’ Sophie jumped in. “I only get an hour for 
training, and I’m not wasting it watching you guys play Who’s the 
Better Bodyguard?” 

“Correction: I love this girl,’ Tarina informed them. 

Sandor tilted his head to study Sophie. “You seem .. . eager.” 

“Of course I am. I’ve been stuck in bed for weeks waiting for 
this, while all my friends trained without me. I have a ton of 
catching up to do.” 

“Then I know exactly where to start this lesson.” He motioned 
for her to follow him over to the scarecrowlike dummy that Flori 
had assembled from lumpy sacks and twisted rags. It didn’t have a 
face, but someone had painted two unnervingly realistic blue eyes 
across the coarse fabric of the dummy’s head. 

Sophie froze when she recognized them. 

“Who painted those?” she whispered, sucking in a breath to 
keep the monster from waking. But she could feel the beast stretch 
its restless legs. 

“I did,’ Sandor told her. “I wanted to make sure these lessons 
feel real.” 

Mission accomplished. 

“I... never realized you were such a good artist,” she told him, 
closing her eyes—but the scarecrow’s lifelike irises were already 
burned into her memory. 


Gethen’s eyes. 


“There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” Sandor said, placing a 
steadying hand on her shoulder. “If this is too much—” 

“No!” she interrupted. “I can handle it.” 

If she couldn’t face an imaginary Gethen, how would she ever 
face the real one again? 

“Tm going to trust you to know your limits,’ Sandor told her, 
and she nodded, grateful he wasn’t going to baby her. 

She took another long breath and forced herself to stare back at 
the dummy until her pulse steadied. 

“For the record,” Sandor told her, leaning close to whisper, “the 
next time I see him—he’s mine.” 

She wasn’t going to argue with that. 

“Sooooo,” she said, drawing out the word for another calming 
exhale. “Where do we start?” 

“With the most basic element. Before I teach you any fighting 
techniques, it’s important for you to get the feel for what we're 
really doing here—what actually happens when you utilize a 
weapon.” 

“You mean... what it’s like to kill someone,’ Sophie clarified, 
feeling her mouth turn very dry when Sandor nodded. 

“It’s a different experience with every weapon,” he told her. 
“Daggers are for close-range fights, where every blow comes at 
tremendous risk. So you need to learn how hard to slash, and 
which spots to aim for to make it count. Where do you think the 
ideal strike point is?” 

“The heart?” Sophie guessed, her voice cracklier than she 
wanted it to be. 

Sandor shook his head. “The heart’s important. But the fastest, 
most effective attack is to the throat.” 


The world swam behind Sophie’s eyes. 


“Yes, its incredibly unpleasant,” Sandor told her. “The thing 
you must remember is that your goal must always be a quick end. 
The longer your enemy lives, the more chances they have to finish 
you. So if you only have one strike, it’s best to aim like this.” 

He thrust his arm toward the dummy, stopping just short of 
making contact as he demonstrated the ideal motion—a quick, 
decisive slash. 

No hesitation. 

No remorse. 

Then he stepped aside. 

Her turn. 

And it became a lot harder to breathe. 

Moving wasn’t any easier. 

But she let her memory of Umber’s cruel laugh carry her 
forward. 

“Wrong,” Sandor told her when shed barely taken a step. 
“You're forgetting which arm is holding the weapon.” 

She was. 

Even with her right arm strapped in a sling, her brain still 
defaulted to it. 

This was so much harder than she’d thought it would be. 

“Okay,” she said, squaring her shoulders and tightening her 
grip on the dagger as she shifted her weight the other way. 

In the same motion, she lunged forward, reached up, and 
slashed her dagger. “Like that?” 

“You were supposed to strike the dummy,” Sandor noted. 

“You didn't,” she argued. 

“That’s because I want you to make the first slice. It will feel 
very close to reality.” 

When he put it like that, she really, really, really didn’t want to 


do it. But that was exactly the kind of weakness the Neverseen 


were always calling her out on. 

So she focused on the painted eyes, channeling her hate and 
fury into her lunge as she slashed across the dummy’s neck, 
feeling a sickening squish as the blade sank into the cloth— 
followed by a burst of horrifying red. 

The dagger slipped from her grasp and she screamed and 
stumbled back. But she couldn’t stop the splatter from hitting her 
hand. Her face. Her lips. 

Her stomach heaved and she gagged, but somewhere deep in 
the back of her consciousness, the rational part of her was 
shouting that something didn’t fit. 

She’d stabbed a dummy. 

There couldn’t be blood. 

That realization helped her focus past the bile coating her 
tongue, picking up a sweet, familiar flavor. 

“YOU RIGGED IT WITH LUSHBERRY JUICE?” she shouted 
as her vision cleared enough to note the look on Sandor’s face. 

His eyes shone with guilt—but his jaw was set with 
determination. 

“Like I said,” he told her, “I made sure these lessons felt real.” 

“WHY WOULD YOU—” 

“Because this isn’t a game!” he snapped. 

“You think I don’t know that?” She pointed to her sling. “You think 
I’m doing this for fun?” 

“No. But I think you've lost sight of what you're truly 
attempting. You're stepping into uncharted territory, both for you 
and for your species. And you seem to think you'll be able to 
handle it because you're angry. But emotion won't overrule your 
instincts—and the battlefield isn’t the place to discover that 


violence is too much for you.” 


“The battle is coming for me whether I want to fight or not!” 
Sophie argued. 

“I know. I’m not saying you shouldn’t be training. But I need 
you to truly understand the reality of what you're attempting, both 
so you treat it with the respect and responsibility it requires, and 
so you're mentally prepared for the ugliness involved with what 
you're learning. And this was the only way I could think to truly 
get through to you.” 

Tarina whistled. “Brutal. But effective.” 

It was. 

Sophie wanted to hate Sandor for it. But... she hadn’t even 
managed to hold on to her weapon. 

If shed freaked out like that in the middle of a real fight, she’d 
probably be dead. 

She bent to retrieve the tiny dagger—which didn’t look so 
wimpy anymore—wishing her hand wasn’t shaking. 

“Are you okay?” Sandor asked, his eyes scanning her from head 
to toe. 

She tried to decide. 

The monster was awake now—she could feel that. But it hadn’t 
dragged her under. 

And with each deep breath, she forced it to back off. 

Maybe it was good to know that—to know her limits actually 
stretched pretty far. 

“TIl be fine,” she told him. “I just need a couple of minutes.” 

Sandor nodded, heading to his satchel and returning with a 
clean towel. He held it out to her like a white flag. “I’m sorry. I 
hate having to upset you. But if I don’t properly prepare you for 
the complexities of this new challenge, I’m failing you as your 
protector. And I won’t fail you again. Even if it means making you 


hate me.” 


“I don’t hate you,” she said quietly, wiping the sticky red off her 
skin, reminding herself it was only juice. 

Honestly, she wasn’t sure what she was feeling. 

Humiliation burned her cheeks. But there was something else 
—something cold and sour and shuddery. 

“You don’t think I can do this.” She wasn’t sure if she was 
speaking to herself or Sandor at that point. 

He answered her anyway. “Wrong. I’m positive you can. I just 
dread the toll it’s going to take on you—and your friends.” 

“Did they get splattered at the beginning of their training too?” 
she wondered. 

“I don't believe so. But I'll make sure they do. It’s essential that 
you're all physically and mentally ready for battle. So plan on 
further surprises to your own lessons as well.” 

“More fake blood,” Sophie mumbled. “Noted.” 

“Blood is only part of the horror. Battles have their own sounds. 
Their own smells. Their own pace. You’ve experienced pieces of it 
at times. But I fear someday you'll face it on a much larger, much 
more overwhelming scale. And while I'll be right there at your 
side, I do agree that it’s best for you to be able to fight back as 
much as you can. So how about we spend the remaining thirty-six 
minutes of today’s lesson on a skill that should feel a bit more 
comfortable for you. I promise no more surprises today.” 

Thirty-six minutes sounded like a very long time. 

But Sophie let Sandor lead her away from the now red-stained 
dummy. 

“So what are we working on?” she asked, after several long 
beats of silence. 

“This.” Sandor spun around and flicked his arm. 

The tiny dagger flew out of his hand, blurring through the air 
and stabbing straight between the dummy’s painted eyes. 


“The first rule of dagger throwing,” Sandor told her, “is: Never 
throw a dagger if you know you're going to need it. That’s another 
reason I gave you such a small weapon to train with. You'll be able 
to hide several of them in the clothes Flori’s designing for you.” 

Sophie blinked. “Flori’s designing clothes for me?” 

“With lots of hidden pockets,” Sandor agreed. “That way you 
can always have a few daggers and throwing stars with you—and 
likely a few of Dex’s inventions as well. And you'll need to get in 
the habit of checking your arsenal and knowing exactly what 
you're carrying and where to reach it all. That way you'll know if 
you can afford to lose the weapon. If youre down to your last 
dagger, it’s generally best to hold on to it.” 

“Even if I can take out an enemy?” Sophie asked. 

Sandor nodded. “A dagger in hand can cut down many enemies. 
A throw just finishes one—and only if they don’t duck or dodge.” 

“But what if throwing it saves someone?” Sophie countered. 

“Then you'll have to decide if their life is worth more than your 
own, Bo jumped in. “Battles are not for heroics, contrary to what 
many foolishly believe. They're for winning. That must always be 
your overall goal. If you manage to save anyone in the process, 
that’s a bonus. But your endgame must be victory. And the best 
chance you have of that is by staying alive, because you're far more 
useful when you're fighting than when you're dead.” 

Sophie hated every single word of that. 

Sandor rested his hand on her shoulder. “There are no easy 
choices in battle.” 

“There aren't,’ Tarina agreed. “Thats why our soldiers are 
trained to fight on instinct. Then there’s no looking back and 
wondering ‘what if? There’s simply what happened and who lived.” 


“Tm... not sure my brain can work like that,” Sophie admitted. 


“Mine doesn’t either,’ Tarina admitted. “At least not anymore. 
That’s why the bulk of my army’s ranks are Stage Twos. Those at 
my stage think too much. Makes us useful for specialized missions 
like this, but less so for major combat. Battles are surprisingly 
mindless.” 

Sophie had no idea how to respond to that. 

“Were wasting your training time,’ Sandor realized. “You 
should be learning to throw a dagger.” 

“What’s the point, if I’m supposed to hold on to it?” Sophie 
countered. 

“Youre supposed to hold on to your last weapon,” Sandor 
corrected. “And even then, there may be moments when it’s better 
to let it go. Either way, throwing is still a vital, lifesaving skill to 
acquire. If you’re looking for absolutes or clear black-and-white 
rules, you wont find them on a battlefield. It’s moment by 
moment. The best you can do is give yourself as many defenses as 
possible.” 

He pointed to the target. “Aim for between the eyes.” 

“Are you going to give me any pointers?” Sophie asked. 

“Its all in the wrist,’ he told her, which wasn’t necessarily 
helpful. 

Sophie did her best—but she quickly discovered that daggers 
were much trickier than goblin throwing stars. The slightest error 
and the weapon didn’t just miss the place she'd been aiming for— 
it bounced harmlessly off the dummy. 

Aiming with her left arm was also more challenging than she 
would’ve expected, and she completely overcompensated on her 
first several throws. But by the time her lesson was finished, she’d 
found a rhythm and could hit exactly where Sandor told her to aim 


every single time. 


“Are all elves this quick a study?” Bo wondered when Sophie 
nailed the dummy between its horrible eyes for the third toss in a 
row. 

“No,” Sandor assured him. “Sophie is very special.” 

“I suspect that’s why they call her the moonlark,” Tarina said 
quietly. “Why she’s valuable enough to require more guards than 
even her Councillors. And why it’s far better to be on her side.” 

Her eyes locked with Sophie’s, and Sophie could almost feel the 
words Tarina wasn’t saying. 

The reminder that the trolls were offering so much more than 
protection. 

“Im looking forward to tomorrow,” Tarina told her. “I’m in 
charge of the lesson.” 

“Assuming Elwin thinks she’s up for more training,’ Sandor 
reminded them, studying Sophie from head to toe again. “I know I 
pushed you pretty hard. On several levels.” 

He had. 

But when Elwin came to check on her, he didn’t see any sign of 
setbacks. 

The monster was still stirring, but Sophie had kept it at bay. 

“Excellent,” Tarina said. “Then tomorrow we'll get to see how 


brilliantly you and I work together.” 


“So here’s the thing,” Keefe said by way of greeting when he hailed 
Sophie on her Imparter later that evening, while she was sitting 
on the floor of her bedroom polishing the giant stack of goblin 
throwing stars that Sandor had given her. “I wanted to stop by 
today, since I didn’t have time yesterday, and I know it makes your 
imagination shift into mega worry mode when I disappear. But 


Ro’s being a royal pain. She says as soon as I set foot at Havenfield 


it ends our latest bet, and since I’m assuming you haven’t gotten 
the dirt on Bo-Ro yet, that’s not going to be good for me. Any 
chance you could get on that?” 

“I can try again,” Sophie told him, cleaning something crusty 
off one of the blades—which wasn’t easy to do with only one hand. 
“But I doubt it’s going to work.” 

“Not with that attitude! Come on, Foster—you know youre just 
as curious to hear the saga of Bo and Ro as I am! Time to put those 
powers of persuasion to use! Or you could take a tiny peek inside 
his head....” 

“Uh, you realize if he catches me, ld end up in an ogre work 
camp, right?” 

“Nah, Ro would never let that happen—especially if you dug 
out a couple embarrassing Bo secrets to trade with her.” 

Sophie shook her head, moving on to the next throwing star. 
“Not happening.” 

“Fine. Then how about you use that fancy telekinesis of yours 
to dangle him upside down by his ankles. Maybe threaten him 
with a few of those weapons you're cleaning until he cracks. Or—” 

“Goodbye, Keefe.” 

“Hang on! You're not going to demand to know what I’ve been 
doing the last couple of days?” he asked. “You're slipping, Foster. 
It almost feels like you forgot to worry about me.” 

She angled her face away from the Imparter because... 
honestly? 

Between visiting Tinker and finally coming home and meeting 
her bodyguards and having Tarina propose an alliance and 
Sandor’s disturbing lesson that morning—plus a long afternoon of 
trying on different outfits so Flori could take measurements—she 
hadn’t had time to think about a whole lot else. 


“I see how it is.” Keefe’s words were teasing—just like his 
smile. But his eyes weren't quite as convincing. 

Shame burned Sophies cheeks. “Sorry. It’s been a little 
overwhelming.” 

He nodded. “I’m sure it has.” 

“So... what have you been doing?” she asked, shoving the 
throwing stars aside. Giving him her full attention. 

“Nothing exciting. Mostly just school. Are you ever coming 
back to Foxfire, by the way, or have you decided you’re too good 
for us now that you have your own multispeciesial army?” 

“I don’t know when the Council will let me come back,” she 
admitted. “They might want me to wait until my arm’s not in a 
sling.” 

She’d have to ask Magnate Leto the next time she saw him. 

And she should probably make some progress on the mountain 
of assignments that had been piling up while she was stuck in the 
Healing Center. 

But more important: “So that’s all youve been doing? Just 
school? No more memory exercises with Tiergan?” 

“Nah. It felt like we went as far as we were going to go, and it 
led to a whole lot of nowhere. Plus, my dad’s keeping me busy 
with his little Empath lessons.” 

Her stomach twisted. “How are those going?” 

“Super fun. It’s like, “Wow—I knew my daddy loved me, but I 
never realized he was such a big old ball of mush until I got to 
spend the day soaking up all his fuzzy feelings.” 

“And now the real answer?” Sophie pressed. 

Keefe reached up to sweep back his hair—which said a whole 
lot more than his “It’s fine.” 


Sophie sighed. “Need me to send Krakie to you?” 


Half his smile returned. “Nah, he likes you better than me. 
Everyone does.” 

“No they don't.” 

“Oh really? Tell me this: Have you heard from the Fitzster since 
he went home for the happy family reunion?” 

Before she could figure out a way to soften her answer, he said, 
“Exactly. And I get it—why would he hail the best friend who 
spent a little too much quality time with his creepy brother after 
running off to join the Neverseen, when he can have a secret 
Fitzphie convo with his cute little Cognate?” 

“Keefe—” 

“Relax, I’m just giving you a hard time. It’s my greatest joy in 
life.” 

It did seem to be. 

But their current conversation had also made Sophie feel like a 
terrible friend. Which was probably why she found herself 
promising, “I'll get the Bo-Ro story.” 

“WOO—now your're talking! Make sure you push for the really 
juicy details, too—especially if kissing’s involved. Actually, scratch 
that—I'll need to claw out my brain if I have to picture Ro in a 
slobbery lip-lock.” 

“Yeah, let’s not go there,” Sophie agreed. 

“But find out everything else. Pm counting on you, Foster.” 

“TIL do my best.” 

She was about to click the Imparter off when Keefe asked, 
“How’s Fitz doing?” 

She picked up another throwing star, turning it over in her 
hand. “Pretty much what you'd expect. He and Biana both agreed 
to play nice for ten days if it means their parents will leave them 
alone about Alvar after that. But it sounds like it’s killing Fitz, 
having to spend all that time with his brother.” 


“I bet. Im starting to think things are never going to be the 
same in Vacker land.” 

“I know. Especially if Alvar ends up living there permanently. I 
think that’s why Fitz is so determined to prove it’s all an act. He 
said he’s going to use the next nine days to break him—though I 
guess it’s down to eight now.” 

Keefe blew out a breath. “See, but I don’t think Alvar’s faking.” 

“Neither do I,” Sophie admitted. “I think . . . without his 
memories, he’s a different person—the person he should’ve been if 
something hadn’t made him go all creepy.” 

“Do you really think anything could make him that creepy, 
though?” Keefe wondered. “Or do you think there was something 
in him that was just waiting to snap?” 

“T have no idea.” 

She also couldn’t decide which thought was scarier: that there 
could be something fundamentally evil in someone that 
guaranteed they'd turn bad someday, or the idea that any person, 
under the right circumstances, could end up a villain. 

“T guess it all comes down to the reason Alvar switched sides,” 
she decided. 

“Yep. I bet if we knew that, we could trigger at least some of his 
missing memories.” 

“Too bad Biana’s been trying to understand what Alvar meant 
by ‘the Vacker legacy for months,” Sophie grumbled, “and hasn’t 
gotten anywhere.” 

“I know. I’ve actually been using the mental exercises Tiergan 
taught me to dig through my memories of everything Alvar said 
while I was with the Neverseen, in case I missed any hints. So far, 
the only thing I can come up with is that he talked about Orem a 


few times. I mean, it wasn’t a big deal—mostly just Vacker gossip 


about how Orem didn’t get along with his mom. But... it might 
be worth seeing what else they can learn about the guy.” 

“I guess it couldn't hurt,” Sophie agreed, even though it felt like 
a long shot. “I’ll mention it the next time Fitz checks in.” 

“Tell him I said hi,” Keefe added. “And... try to get some sleep. 
I know it won't be easy after talking about all of this. But... you 
look pretty tired there, Foster. Everything okay? Need me to leap 
over there? I will—I don’t care if Ro wins the bet.” 

She had no doubt that he would—and she didn’t deserve that 
kind of dedication. 

“Tm good,” she promised. “Training is just ... intense.” 

“Elwin’s letting you train?” 

She nodded but didn’t have the energy to explain—or to relive 
that horrible red splatter. 

“Hmm,” Keefe said, his eyes narrowing as he squinted through 
the screen to study her. “Sounds like I need to head over there 
after Daddy’s little hugfest tomorrow.” 

“Tm fine—don’t lose your bet. Today was just the first day. It'll 
be better tomorrow.” 

Or worse, depending on what Tarina had in mind. 

Keefe tore a hand through his hair again. “I can tell there’s 
something you're not telling me right now—but I’m not going to 
force you to talk about it. If you say you’re good, I'll trust you.” 

She held his stare through the Imparter screen as she told him, 
“Tm good.” 

He nodded. “Just remember: the worrying thing you're a master 
at? I’m pretty good at it too. So... don’t forget about me, okay?” 

There was a rawness to the plea that tugged on Sophie’s heart 
hard enough to drag it into her throat. 


“I won't,’ she promised. “Ill check in tomorrow.” 


Sophie waited up for Fitz as long as she could. But Sandor’s lesson 
had seriously wiped her out, and her chat with Keefe drained her 
last bit of energy. She could barely keep her eyes open by the time 
she decided to call it a day and reach out to Silveny. 

Since the monster still hadn’t fully settled, she was definitely 
going to need help chasing away any nightmares. But when 
Silveny’s voice filled her head, the friendly alicorn sounded far less 
exuberant than usual. 

In fact, her greeting sounded downright forced: Sophie! Friend! 
Hi! 

What’s wrong? Sophie demanded. 

Nothing! Nothing! Nothing! 

I don’t believe you You sound exhausted. 

Tired! Silveny admitted. 

Sophie sorted through Silveny’s memories, searching for the 
source of her fatigue. But all the pregnant alicorn had done that 
day was graze—which seemed like it shouldn’t have left her so 
wiped out. 

You NEED to come in for a checkup, Sophie told her—but of 
course Silveny responded with, Baby okay! Baby okay! 

I hope that’s true, Sophie told her. But YOU’RE not okay. I really 
don’t think it’s normal for you to be this tired. 

Normal! Normal! Normal! 

Saying it doesn’t make it true. If you don’t feel up to coming to me, I 
can come to you. I promise I'll bring Edaline—not Vika—and she'll do a 
super-quick exam. 

NO! NO! NO! Silveny argued, finding a burst of energy. NO 
EXAM! NO VISIT! NO! 


Sophie reached up to rub her temples. You're really getting 
ridiculous. You need to let us help you. 

NO HELP! NO HELP! NO HELP! 

But— 

NO HELP! Silveny interrupted. JUST! NEED! SLEEP! 

Sophie rubbed her temples a whole lot harder when Silveny 
turned it into a chant. 

JUST! NEED! SLEEP! 

JUST! NEED! SLEEP! 

JUST! NEED! SLEEP! 

FINE! Sophie shouted when she couldn't take it anymore. Sleep 
tonight—but I’m checking on you in the morning, and if you’re not 
better... 

Better morning! Better morning! Better morning! Silveny promised. 

We'll see, Sophie told her. 

See. See. See. 

Silveny’s mental voice faded almost to a whisper, like she'd used 
up the last dregs of her energy for that final outburst. So when she 
started to flood Sophie’s mind with dreams, Sophie tossed up a 
mental wall. 

Not tonight, Sophie warned. You need to sleep without having to use 
any part of your brain for me. 

But Sophie nightmares! Silveny reminded her. 

I'll be fine. Sophie grabbed one of the pink elixirs from the table 
beside her bed and chugged it before she could change her mind. 
There. I just took a sedative. 

But— 

No, Sophie interrupted. It’s already settled. Now PLEASE get some 


sleep. 


THIRTY-ONE 


SOPHIE! FRIEND! HI! SILVENY SAID the next morning, back to 
her usual energy level—which was an enormous relief. But it also 
meant the poor mama alicorn must’ve been wearing herself out 
trying to help Sophie with her dreams, and that needed to stop— 
immediately. 

BUT SOPHIE NIGHTMARES! Silveny argued when Sophie 
broke the news. 

I'll be fine, Sophie assured her. The sedative worked perfectly. 

She decided not to mention that she’d spent most of the night 
dreaming about sparkly pineapples dancing around in hot pink 
tutus while wearing giant sunglasses and smiling at her. She could 
live with the outlandish imagery if it kept Silveny strong and 
healthy. 

We're still going to check in every night, Sophie added—not 
making it optional. And if you try to ignore me, I WILL track you 
down—and bring Vika with me. 

It wasn't an idle threat. All of Silveny’s recent memories kept 
showing the same rolling seaside hills, which probably meant that 
was where the alicorns were currently staying. So all Sophie would 
have to do is jump into the void and picture those grass-covered 
dunes. Then her teleporting would take her straight to the 
alicorns. 

She was tempted to grab Edaline and do exactly that—but that 


might freak Silveny out and make her teleport away, which wasn’t 


worth the risk. 

So she would save it for a last resort, and hope that she could 
convince Silveny to see reason and agree to a checkup. 

But first, Sophie had to survive Tarina’s training session. 

Rest as much as you can, she told Silveny as she crawled out of 
bed, shaking her head to clear away the last of the fruity fog. I'll 
reach out again later. 

SOPHIE! TALK! SOON! 


The first thing Sophie noticed when she met her bodyguards out 
in the pastures was that Tarina wasn’t wearing her usual mossy 
garment. Instead shed squeezed into a slippery black bodysuit 
that looked like she’d wrapped everything from her neck down in 
slimy seaweed. 

The second thing Sophie noticed was that there was no target. 
The splattered scarecrow from the day before had disappeared, 
and Sophie definitely wasn’t going to miss it. 

She just wasn’t sure what that meant for the third thing she 
spotted: a hefty satchel that Sandor was holding, filled with all the 
goblin throwing stars she'd spent the previous night polishing. 

“Yesterday you proved that you have truly impeccable aim,” 
Tarina said as she shook some sort of blue powder onto her hand. 
She pressed her palm over her heart, leaving a bold, blue 
handprint on her bodysuit—then repeated the process to mark her 
stomach and thigh, then twisted to mark her back as she added, 
“But yesterdays lesson was also somewhat deceptive. It’s 
incredibly rare in battle to be aiming at a stationary mark. Just like 
it’s rare to be stationary yourself. So today you'll be practicing 


under much more realistic conditions. Behold your new targets!” 


Tarina pointed to the blue handprints, then ran forward a few 
steps and dropped into a somersault before springing back to her 
feet with a leap that lifted her several feet off the ground. 

Sophie glanced at Sandor. “She doesn’t want me to aim at her, 
does she?” 

“Unfortunately, she does,’ Sandor grumbled. “And I renew my 


1? 


objections to this plan!” he told Tarina. “I have a whole system I 
use to train for moving targets.” 

“And we both know that no matter how great that system is, it 
will never fully capture the complexities of aiming at an enemy in 
motion,” Tarina countered. “Real enemies can pivot and leap and 
duck and dodge and roll.” She shifted her body through each 
movement as she spoke. “The trick is to learn to read body 
language, and to anticipate how the target will move. None of 
which can happen with dummies.” 

“Dummies also can’t die if a weapon strikes the wrong place,” 
Bo noted. “The child is good—but she’s not as good as you think 
she is.” 

“She’s better,’ Tarina insisted. “Which is why I want you 
moving as well, Sophie. I realize your recovery might limit the 
amount of running you're able to do. But it’s important for you to 
learn how to aim—and throw—without having to pause. So I need 
you to keep up with me today for as long as you’re physically able. 
Pll call out which mark I want you to hit at random, and your job 
is to strike as quickly and accurately as you can.” 

Sophie ignored the fact that even the thought of running made 
her want to sit down and never get up. Instead she turned back to 
Sandor. “We’re not using throwing stars then, right? We're using 
splotchers or pebbles or something safer?” 

“Wrong!” Tarina informed her. “You need to train with the 


actual weapons you'll be using in battle, since the weight and 


motion will be different. Don’t worry—my suit will protect me.” 

Sophie found that very hard to believe, particularly since: “It 
doesn’t cover your head.” 

“Yes, that’s the one mark we won't be practicing,” Tarina 
agreed, “for obvious reasons. I’ve gone for variety instead, targets 
in slightly less fatal locations that shouldn’t be your first choice in 
a battle. But once I help you master how to aim, you'll be able to 
hit between the eyes without needing to practice that specifically.” 

“That’s not what I meant,” Sophie argued. “I meant . . . what if I 
miss?” 

Tarina flashed all of her long white teeth. “I trust you.” 

“You shouldn't!” 

Tarina laughed. “Yes, I should. I’m aware that there are risks. 
I’m also aware of your talent—and your commitment to keeping 
everyone safe. It’s why you'll make a perfect ally someday.” 

She said the last part in her chirpy language, so only Sophie 
could understand. 

Sophie replied back the same way. “Making me hurt you isn’t 
going to convince me to form an alliance—it’s going to make me 
think you’re insane.” 

“You won't hurt me, Sophie. You couldn’t even if you wanted to. 
And this isn’t about the alliance. It’s my job as your bodyguard— 
and your trainer—to prepare you for battle to the best of my 
ability. And this is the best of my ability. You'll see how well it 
works if you trust me.” 

She switched back to the Enlightened Language as she added, 
“We start on three.” 

“I don’t like this,” Sophie said to no one in particular. 

“Neither do I,” Sandor agreed. 

“You don’t have to like it,” Tarina told them. “But I do expect 
you to do it, Sophie. And if you don’t want to hurt me, I suggest 


you focus. Your first target is my back.” 

She counted to three and took off toward the Cliffside gate at 
the edge of the pastures, glancing over her shoulder to see if 
Sophie had followed. 

Sophie hadn’t. 

“Tm not joking!” Tarina shouted. “Failure to participate in 
today’s lesson will have serious consequences.” 

“What kind of consequences?” Sophie asked. 

“Best not to find out,” Sandor said as he handed Sophie the 
satchel of throwing stars. “I hope Tarina knows what she’s doing.” 

So did Sophie. 

She knew from polishing them the night before that the 
throwing stars had very sharp blades. 

But Tarina repeated her command again, warning that it was 
Sophie’s last chance before she'd be punished. So Sophie slung the 


satchel over her shoulder and took off after her. 


Wow, that looks . . . intense, Fitz mentally murmured after he'd 
reached out telepathically that evening. 

Sophie had been far too exhausted to hide any of her recent 
memories, so he got to watch a vivid replay of her high-stakes 
training session. And she could feel his mind flinch every time her 
throws came terrifyingly close to disaster. 

But Tarina had been saved each time by her amazing reflexes. 
Sophie had never seen anyone who moved the way Tarina did—as 
if her bones were made of rubber and could twist and bend and 
stretch all kinds of impossible ways. 

Even Bo’s jaw dropped during some of the most harrowing near 


misses. 


Sophie was also pretty sure that the times shed managed to hit 
one of the targets were only because Tarina had let her. 

Her troll bodyguard was that good. 

And Sophie suspected that was the point of Tarina’s rather 
daring exercise. 

She didn’t just want Sophie to trust her. 

She wanted Sophie to be impressed. 

As if the lesson had been designed to say, I trust you. You can 
trust me. And here’s why you want to be on my side and have me on 
yours. 

And if that was Tarina’s plan, it... kind of worked. 

The idea of an alliance felt a whole lot more urgent now that 
Sophie had a better understanding of the trolls’ capabilities. 

If creatures that powerful felt they needed an ally among the 
elves, something big must be happening. And— 

Wait—you’re forming a secret alliance with the trolls? Fitz 
interrupted, and Sophie’s heart screeched to a stop. 

It’s okay, he promised. I’m not going to tell anybody. I know you 
forgot I was listening—I even tried to tune you out. But I still caught a 
few details and... wow. 

Sophie pinched the bridge of her nose as a headache flared 
behind her eyes—probably her brain’s way of punishing her for 
being so careless. I haven’t decided what I’m doing. Mr. Forkle wanted 
to do some research to see if he could figure out why the trolls are asking 
me now, since timing seems to be a factor. And so far, he hasn’t gotten 
back in touch to let me know what he found. 

So the Black Swan knows? Fitz clarified, flooding her mind with a 
blast of relief when she confirmed. Good. I definitely don’t think you 
should make this decision alone. 

I won't. It’s been hard enough hiding it from my friends. But Tarina 


didn’t want me to tell anyone, and I figured you have so much going on 


with Alvar, and we aren’t Cognate training right now, and— 

Hey, he said, waiting for her thoughts to trail off before he told 
her, You don’t have to explain. I get why you didn’t tell me. 

You do? 

Of course. This is huge. Like . . . treason huge. 

Treason? Sophie repeated, and all her insides shriveled and 
twisted. 

She hadn’t fully considered all the ramifications. But he was 
right—she was being asked to make an agreement with the leader 
of another species without telling the Council. 

If it makes you feel better, Fitz told her, the Black Swan’s done that 
kind of stuff before. They’ve had dwarves helping with their cause for a 
while. 

True. But that doesn’t mean King Enki was involved. And Empress 
Pernille definitely is. Tarina said one of their previous empresses was 
involved in the other alliance too. 

What other alliance? 

I don’t know. Tarina wouldn’t tell me much about it. 

And since Sophie had already blown the secret, she went ahead 
and showed Fitz the replay of the entire conversation. 

When the memory finished, he couldn’t seem to find any 
coherent words. 

That’s how I felt, Sophie admitted. Part of me still wants to tell her, 
PM ONLY FIFTEEN—CAN YOU PLEASE DUMP THIS HUGE 
RESPONSIBILITY ON SOMEONE WHO ACTUALLY KNOWS 
WHAT THEY’RE DOING? But... 

You're the moonlark, Fitz finished for her. 

She sighed. That’s what everybody keeps telling me At least Tarina 
gave me time to decide. 

If there’s anything I can do to help... 


Thanks. I might take you up on that—though you have enough to 
deal with right now. 

Eh, I could use a distraction, trust me. 

I take it things aren’t going any better with your brother? 

Nope. I thought I might get him to slip up when I tagged him out in 
base quest, since he’s always been SUCH a sore loser. But he just laughed 
and told me, “Well played.” I swear it’s like he’s rehearsing all the perfect 
things to say. 

He actually might be. He knows he’s going back to that cell if he 
doesn’t convince everyone he’s a better person now. But wait—how did 
you beat him in base quest? Are you off your crutches? 

No—I'm just getting better at levitating. I . . . kinda had to after I got 
tangled in a chandelier my first night home. 

Seriously? 

Sophie cracked up as she tried to imagine that. 

Oh, it was way more humiliating than what you’re thinking, he told 
her, sharing his actual memories of the way the strings of crystals 
seemed to wrap around him like sparkly tentacles. 

How did you even manage to do that? she wondered. 

No idea. I was just trying to get upstairs and I launched myself too 
high, and then my sleeve got caught and I tried to untangle it and next 
thing I knew Biana was collapsed on the floor in a fit of giggles and my 
dad was calling for the gnomes. It took five of them to free me. They had 
to stand on each other’s shoulders in a giant gnome stack. 

Sophie was laughing so hard that Sandor peeked his head into 
her room, probably making sure she wasn’t losing her mind. 

I wish I'd been there, she told Fitz. 

Me too. You probably could’ve floated up there and helped me. My 
parents were too busy laughing with Biana. 

All humor was gone from the last sentence, and there was a 
distinctly bitter edge to the thought. It reminded Sophie of what 


Keefe said about Fitz’s family being changed forever—which made 
her realize she hadn’t told him about Orem. 

It’s a long shot, she added after shed explained everything that 
Keefe had told her. But if you have time, it might be worth seeing what 
you can learn about him. 


I guess Though I don’t see what Orem would have to do with 


anything. 
Well . . . if Luzia’s his mom, he would’ve lived at Everglen, wouldn't 
he? Sophie wondered. 


Yeah, that’s probably true. 

She could feel his thoughts spinning, but he didn’t seem to 
know where to go with any of them. And neither did she. 

I'll see what I can dig up, he told her. And we could always try to 
talk to Orem at the Celestial Festival in a few weeks. 

True. If there’s anything I can do to help, let me know. 

Same. His mind circled back to the Tarina conversation. And... 
thanks. 

For what? 

For trusting me with that huge secret. I know you didn’t plan to tell 
me—but you could’ve freaked out a lot more than you did when you 
realized I knew. 

I’m actually kind of relieved, she admitted. It’s nice to have someone 
to talk to. 

I get that. So if you need anything—I’m here. 

So am I, she promised. 

I know. And... Im really glad you are, because . . . you're the only 
person I trust. 

She sucked in a breath, miraculously managing to last until 
they'd said good night and their connection was severed before 
she switched to full-fledged-flutter mode, replaying his words over 


and over. 


You're the only person I trust. 

The ONLY person. 

And she knew—knew—it was something he could say to a close 
friend. 

But it hadn't felt like that. 

It felt . . . significant. 

And for once, she didn’t talk herself out of that hope. 

Instead, she drifted off to sleep, letting herself dream that he 


meant something more. 


THIRTY-TWO 


TIME SHAPED INTO A ROUTINE. 

Morning check-ins with Silveny. Evening check-ins with Fitz. 
Training lessons sandwiched in between—wearing Sophie out 
both mentally and physically, but never setting her back. She tried 
hailing Dex a few times, but he was always busy training with 
Tinker. She tried getting the information Keefe needed, but Bo 
brought new meaning to the word “evasive.” And there were lots 
of Elwin exams in the mix. Lots of medicine. Lots of tiny 
improvements—all building to the moment when Elwin decided 
that Sophie could finally go without her sling. 

Her arm felt scrawny and weak, hanging like a foreign object at 
her side. And she still couldn’t do a whole lot with it. 

But her reflection in the mirror was back to normal, so she tried 
to celebrate that victory. 

Fitz was freed from his crutches as well, moving with only a 
slight limp—which Elwin had promised wasn’t permanent. 

And Fitz and Biana’s time playing nice with Alvar slowly 
wound to an end. 

Four days left. 

Then three. 

Two. 

One. 

And yet, despite all that time and effort, none of them had 


much to show for their first ten days home. 


Fitz hadn’t found any cracks in Alvar’s new attitude, and he and 
Biana hadn’t learned anything useful about Orem. Sophie hadn’t 
convinced Silveny to come in for an exam. And Mr. Forkle still 
hadn’t gotten back to her about the trolls—or the meeting with 
Fintan—so both of those were still in a holding pattern. 

The only thing Sophie had managed to do once she could use 
her right hand again was tackle a big chunk of her makeup Foxfire 
assignments, despite the fact that her writing looked like a three- 
year-old’s. She could tell a return to school was drawing close on 
the horizon, and she wanted to be prepared—or as prepared as she 
could be for the questions she wouldn't be able to answer about 
where she'd been and what had happened to her. Not to mention 
the stares and whispers as the world saw the multispeciesial 
muscle shadowing her every move. 

She was trying to imagine what it would be like to step into the 
glass pyramid for morning orientation when Flori wandered into 
her bedroom—or Sophie assumed it was Flori. She couldn’t see 
the tiny gnome beyond the mountain of clothes she was carrying. 

“Okay,” Flori said, dropping the pile on Sophie’s bed. “Your 
new fighting clothes are ready! What do you think?” 

There wasn’t a single gown in the mix, which automatically 
earned Sophie’s undying devotion. But more important: There 
were so. Many. Pockets. 

Zippered pockets lining each pant leg. Slim pockets hidden 
inside the waistband. And each tunic was full of secret 
compartments: under the sash, hidden in the sleeves, tucked under 
the collars. Plus lots more pockets hidden in the capes. Even the 
tops of the boots had pockets—and no sign of heels. And the 
designs were streamlined and simple—the tunics a little shorter to 


keep them out of the way, the pants stretchier to allow for a wider 


range of motion. Darker, deeper colors to help her blend in. No 
jewels. No lace. Nothing decorative—unless it hid a pocket. 

It was basically Sophie’s dream wardrobe—since jeans and T- 
shirts weren't really an elvin thing. 

And even her Level Four uniforms had been altered to hide as 
many secrets as they could fit. 

“It’s all perfect,” Sophie promised, ducking into her closet to 
change into a pair of the new gray pants and a simple navy tunic. 
No one would be able to tell by looking at her that she could now 
carry at least twenty different gadgets and weapons with her 
everywhere she went. But she felt fierce. 

“I can make you regular holsters if you want to carry a larger 
weapon, like a sword,” Flori offered when Sophie returned to her 
bedroom, “and I designed the tunics to fit over a breastplate, in 
case you decide you want hidden armor.” 

“You thought of everything,” Sophie told her. “Thank you—I’m 
sure this was a ton of work.” 

Flori’s cheeks flushed. “Anything to help the moonlark.” She 
scooped up a two-tone gray cape—lighter on the outside, darker 
on the underside—and helped Sophie clasp it around her 
shoulders with Tinker’s null. “There. Now you're ready to take on 
the world.” 

“Uh, I thought this was where all the training was happening— 
but I guess I’m here for dress-up time?” a familiar voice said from 
Sophie’s doorway. 

Sophie spun around to find Marella watching her with folded 
arms. The blond, pixielike girl was what most would describe as 
petite—but Marella’s feisty attitude was anything but small. Her 
ice blue eyes narrowed as she studied Sophie, and Sophie tried not 
to squirm under the scrutiny. Their friendship had always been 


very on again, off again. And it was highly possible that Sophie’s 


absence over the last few weeks had driven another wedge 
between them. 

“Interesting welcome party you've got downstairs,” Marella told 
her, twisting one of the tiny braids scattered throughout her long, 
wavy hair. “The troll won’t stop asking Tam questions. And the 
ogre’s glaring daggers at Linh. I’m guessing he’s realized she’s the 
one who flooded Ravagog.” 

Sophie blinked. “Tam and Linh are here?” 

“Yep. And Wylie. He’s busy glaring back at your ogre for 
glaring at Linh. So there’s, like, a fifty-fifty chance we're going to 
find a scuffle when we head back down. That’s why Sandor sent 
me up to get you.” 

Sophie headed for the stairs. “What are you guys doing here?” 

“I told you—we want in on your training. We'd been meeting at 
Everglen with Biana and Woltzer, but then that place became a 
prison. And Lovise was supposed to take over at Dex’s house, but 
he’s been off doing Technopath things. So we’ve been practicing 
as much as we can at Tam and Linh’s place, but we haven’t had 
anyone to teach us, so we're not making a whole lot of progress. 
I’m sure you can imagine our surprise when we found out you’ve 
been getting private lessons and didn’t bother to invite us.” 

She layered on the irritation nice and thick, and Sophie stopped 
at the top of the stairs, turning to face her. This was the kind of 
thing they needed to settle as soon as possible. 

Sophie was all set to spew out a bunch of excuses about how 
she was only training for a limited amount of time every day. 
But... 

She could’ve arranged for everyone else to train at her house too. 

“Sorry,” she said instead. “I... should’ve reached out.” 

Marella nodded. “I know I’m not part of your little core group, 
but—” 


“That wasn’t it.’ Sophie focused on stretching her clumsy, 
healing fingers. “I’ve been feeling so behind, knowing you guys 
were all training while I was stuck in the Healing Center. I guess I 
wanted to try to catch up.” 

Marella twisted another braid. “You're not the only one who 
feels behind, you know. At least you can actually train in your fifty 
zillion abilities.” 

The reminder hit home. 

Marella had secretly manifested as a Pyrokinetic a few months 
earlier, and training was technically illegal—though she’d decided 
to ignore that law to make sure the power didn’t get out of control, 
like it had for Brant. But without another Pyrokinetic to train 
with, the lessons weren’t as helpful as they could be. And if she 
ever got caught... 

“Tm really sorry,” Sophie told her. “I was being selfish. You guys 
can train here as much as you want.” 

“You sure your bodyguards will let us? Forkle failed to mention 
your scary new entourage when he told me you were training. I 
don’t think they like us.” 

“You've talked to Mr. Forkle?” Sophie asked. “Did he say... 
anything else?” 

“Nope. And way to be smooth about whatever it is you don’t 
want to tell me.” 

<p” 

“Relax. I’m sure I don’t want to know. All I want is to train—so 
if you can convince your daunting defenders to include us in their 
lessons, that’d be awesome. And Ill forgive you for ignoring us if 
you tell me one thing.” She grinned when Sophie nodded. “So all 
that one-on-one time with Fitz in the Healing Center—anything 


happen?” 


Sophie’s face burned, and she looked away, mumbling the only 
answer she could truthfully give. “We’re friends.” 

“Still in denial—got it,” Marella said. “You guys seriously need 
to make it official. It’s getting kind of ridiculous. Plus, you’re not 
the only one who'd be happy to snatch that up, you know? So 
unless there’s someone else...” 

Sophie turned to head down tthe stairs, done with this 
conversation. 

Marella blocked her. “Just promise me you’re not going to get 
all ‘I don’t know who I love’ and spend months angsting about it, 
*kay? ‘Cause I might have to smack you.” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “We'd better get down there before Bo 
gives Linh the same speech he gave me the first time I met him. I 
don’t think Tam would take it as well as I did.” 

“There’s a Bo and a Ro?” Marella clarified. 

“Yep—and if you're looking for gossip, you should focus on 
them. They have some sort of weird history, but neither of them 
will tell us what it is. Keefe even made a bet with Ro about it— 
that’s why he’s not here. If he comes to Havenfield before I find 
out the story, Ro gets one unlimited dare.” 

She was starting to wonder if that’d been Ro’s larger plan—to 
avoid Bo as long as she possibly could. 

“Sounds like you’ve had no problem staying in touch with 
Keefe,” Marella noted as she headed down the stairs. “Why does 
that not surprise me?” 

Sophie ignored her, trying to cool her heated cheeks before she 
had to face the rest of her friends. But she was pretty sure she was 
still bright red when she reached the main room, where Tarina 
was in the middle of asking Tam another question—which he 
looked pretty fidgety about—and Sandor was carefully monitoring 


the stare-down between Linh, Wylie, and Bo. 


“Oh good!” Sophie said, clapping her hands to break the 
tension and forcing some enthusiasm into her voice. “You guys 
have met! Does that mean we can skip introductions and get right 
to discussing a training plan?” 

Bo shook his head. “I never agreed to train the girl who wiped 
out half my city.” 

Linh didn’t cower at the accusation—but she did scoot ever so 
slightly closer to Wylie. And Wylie moved a little in front of her as 
Tam crossed the room to stand at his sister’s side. 

Sophie joined them, standing as tall as she could when she told 
Bo, “Linh was only there that day because I asked her to be. And if 
you want to talk about why we had to sneak into Ravagog, I can 
call Flori down here and she can tell you why her great-great- 
grandaunt had to sacrifice herself.” 

Bo locked his jaw. 

“Like you said,” Sophie told him, “we don’t have to be friends. 
But Linh has risked her life over and over to help protect me. So if 
she wants training to defend herself, Pm going to find someone 
willing to help.” 

“TIl train her,’ Tarina volunteered, making her way closer. “Ill 
train them all, if you want.” Her eyes shifted to Tam and she told 
him, “And forgive my earlier enthusiasm. I’ve heard so many 
legends about those who control darkness, and I’ve always 
wondered how many were true. And you,” she said to Wylie. 
“You're another Flasher, aren’t you?” 

Wylie frowned. “How did you know?” 

“There’s a slight aura around you that the physician had as well. 
I doubt your eyes can see it. My species is particularly sensitive to 
light.” 

“Huh,” Wylie said, holding up his hand and squinting at it. 


Sophie used the opportunity to take a longer look at him, 
searching for lingering injuries. She hadn’t seen Wylie since that 
horrible day in the desert—so she hadn’t had a chance to talk to 
him after the attack. She cleared her throat and blurted out, “By 
the way, I never thanked you for saving me that day.” 

Wylie’s gaze dropped to his feet. “It’s okay. I never thanked you 
for what you did to protect me, so I think we're even.” 

Sophie stared at her healing hand. “They haven’t come after you 
again?” 

He shook his head. “Our new house is well guarded—and 
pretty impossible to find. But that’s also why I’ve been training. 
Next time they show up, I’m getting some payback.” 

“As long as Sophie’s home, I’m here and happy to train,” Tarina 
assured him. “Same goes for all of you. We can start today, if you 
want.” 

“Actually, Pll be covering their first lesson,” Sandor jumped in. 
“There are a few fundamentals Id like to begin with.” 

The glance he gave Sophie immediately conjured memories of 
splattering red, and she felt more than a little sorry for her friends. 

“Would you be willing to prepare the dummy you designed?” 
Sandor added, directing the question to someone behind Sophie, 
and she glanced over her shoulder to find Flori standing on the 
stairs. 

But the tiny gnome didn’t seem to hear him. 

She didn’t seem to hear anyone. 

She stood frozen, one foot raised like shed paused in the 
middle of taking a step. Eyes focused on Tam. 

“You okay?” Sophie asked, then had to call Flori’s name three 
times before Flori blinked and nodded. 

“Sorry,” Flori murmured, swaying softly as she made her way 


down the rest of the stairs, passing Sophie and heading straight 


for Tam. “That melody ... I’ve felt whispers of it before.” 

She waved her arms around, and Tam’s eyebrows crunched 
together. 

“Am I supposed to know what that means?” he asked. 
Sophie admitted. 


> PTE 


“I don’t, 
Flori swayed harder, whispering something under her breath. 
“What was that?” Sandor asked her. 

Flori blinked. “Nothing really. It’s just... he’s carrying a 
rhythm. Not a sound—more of a pulse. And I’ve felt it before.” She 
swayed again for a few beats before turning to Sophie. “It’s the 
same pulse you carry in your echoes. But his is much stronger.” 

“Tam’s been training with shadowflux,” Sophie remembered. 
“So maybe that’s what you're sensing?” 

“Is that bad?” Linh added, sharing a look with her brother. 

“No,” Flori promised. “It’s very helpful.” 

“Where are you going?” Sandor asked as Flori headed for the 
front door. 

“To test a theory. I think I know where to find the song to quiet 


the echoes.” 


“Where are we going?” Sophie asked Flori as she followed her 
away from Havenfield’s main pastures—with her friends and 
bodyguards right behind them. “I thought you said a new song 
would need to be written, not found.” 

“It does,” Flori called over her shoulder. “But there’s nothing 
truly new in this world. Only new combinations and 
interpretations. Creation is about building upon what exists and 
making it your own. And I haven’t known where to start. But I 
think I do now.” 


“Anyone else super confused?” Tam asked. 


“Yes!” Linh, Marella, Wylie, Sandor, Bo, and Tarina all said in 
unison. 

Even Sophie was having trouble keeping up. But she told them, 
“Flori thinks she can heal the shadowflux’s echoes the same way 
she heals the forest. But she has to sing the right song.” 

“And every melody must be connected to something,” Flori 
added quietly. “I think I’ve figured out this song’s roots.” 

She turned toward the woods that bordered one edge of 
Havenfield’s property, and Sophie realized they were heading for 
the Grove—a small orchard of bulbous trees where all the gnomes 
on the property lived. 

When the Grove’s twisted branches came into view, Flori 
paused and turned back to Bo. “My people have accepted your 
presence at Havenfield. But they are not yet ready to accept you 
near our homes. So I need you to stay here.” Her gaze shifted to 
Tarina. “And it would be better if you stayed back as well. We have 
no quarrel with the trolls, but there are stories of scattered attacks 
that make some uneasy.” 

Bo scowled, but didn’t argue. Tarina simply nodded. 

Which left only Sophie, Tam, Linh, Marella, Wylie, and Sandor 
following Flori into the Grove—though Sophie had a feeling 
Nubiti was trailing them underground—past the rows of swollen, 
hollow trunks that turned each tree into a tree house of sorts. 

Sophie assumed Flori must be leading them to her home, but 
they wound through the entire gnomish neighborhood, aiming for 
a shadowy thicket at the end, where the trees were so tightly 
interwoven that very little sunlight crept in. 

Shadows shifted, branches creaked and crackled, and the air 
turned cold and musky. But Flori’s soft humming soothed Sophie’s 


nerves. The melody grew louder with every step until they reached 


a wide, gnarled tree, and Flori dropped to her knees to examine 
something tangled around the roots. 

Sophie squatted beside her, and the rest of the group formed a 
half circle around them as Flori trailed her fingers across a wispy 
vine with dark green pointed leaves and tiny clusters of pearl 
white buds. 

“This is vesperlace,” Flori whispered. “It only grows in the 
darkest parts of the quietest forests—and it only blooms at night, 
so right now its melody is mostly silent. But I can still feel traces 
of the same pulse thrumming through the stems that I feel when I 
listen for your echo. I think it must be the rhythm of darkness. 
And that is where the song must begin.” 

She closed her eyes, humming again—a lower, more resonant 
sound with words too soft to catch. 

Warmth stirred under Sophie’s skin. 

It was only the tiniest of prickles—a spark with no kindling to 
catch hold of. But Flori nodded. “Yes, the song I need lives in 
everything that thrives in the dark. That’s where I must listen.” 

She folded her legs and nestled into the damp earth, settling in 
for the rest of the day. 

“Do you need me to stay with you?” Sophie offered. 

Flori waved her away. “You have far more important uses for 


your time. Go train. I’ll be here, waiting for inspiration.” 


“So... the song is a cure for the echoes?” Fitz verified. 

“That’s Flori’s theory,’ Sophie agreed. “I guess we won’t know 
for sure until she finds the right melody.” 

It felt strange talking to him out loud, hearing his crisp accent 


through her Imparter. 


It felt even stranger staring through the screen into his far-too- 
pretty eyes. 

Sophie had talked to Fitz every night since hed told her she 
was the only person he trusted. But all of their conversations had 
been telepathic—which was a very different experience. 
Technically it was more intimate, with his voice whispering across 
her consciousness, each thought vulnerable if she didn’t 
remember to guard it. But it was easier in some ways too. She 
didn’t have to worry about flushed cheeks, or quickened breaths, 
or any other tells that might give away how hard her heart was 
currently pounding. 

But Fitz had been the one to hail her, and she wouldn’t ignore 
him. Plus, she’d been looking for a distraction anyway. 

After she’d left Flori alone in the shadowy thicket, Tarina had 
helped Sandor set up the scarecrowlike dummy for his lesson with 
Tam, Linh, Marella, and Wylie. Sophie knew it was only a matter 
of time before thered be screaming and fake-but-traumatic 
splattering. 

“How long do you think it'll take Flori to finish the song?” Fitz 
asked. 

The hope threaded through the words made her wish she didn’t 
have to tell him, “I have no idea. Flori said she’s trying to find 
where to begin, so I guess it’s possible it’ll all pour out once she 
starts. But I have a feeling it’s going to be verse by verse. Maybe 
even lyric by lyric.” 

Fitz ran a hand down his face, muffling a sigh. “Yeah, you’re 
probably right.” 

“Why? Is your echo causing problems?” she asked. 

“Kind of. It’s just . . . it’s always there. Every time I think it’s 
starting to fade, Alvar spouts some sappy ‘look how perfect I am’ 


garbage, or my mom turns all misty eyed and I feel my pulse start 


to get away from me—and I know how to keep it under control. 
But... I’m getting sick of deep breaths and having to choke back 
everything I want to say, you know?” 

Sophie nodded. “Well... at least today’s your last day having to 
be around Alvar, right?” 

“It is,” he agreed, sounding more tired than relieved. “Starting 
tomorrow, no one can make me go anywhere near him unless I ask 
to. That’s actually why I reached out. Now that I’ve held up my 
end of the bargain, I can start calling in some of the other 
demands I got my parents to agree to. And... I need your help for 
one of them—if you're up for it.” 

“Tm up for it,” Sophie promised. 

“I don’t know—you might not want to, once you know what it 
is.” 

“No, Pm in no matter what,” Sophie assured him. 
He rewarded her with one of his glorious smiles—which wasn’t 
the reason she'd said it. But it sure was a nice bonus. 

Sadly, the smile faded when he told her, “I know we haven't 
been able to do any Cognate training, so it probably won't be all 
that different from the other times we've tried, but . . . I have to try 
again. So I demanded another chance to look around Alvar’s head 
—and this time I’m going to hit him with absolutely everything I 
have. But... I can’t do that without you. I know it’s a lot to ask—” 

Sophie shook her head. “It isn’t.” 

She wasn’t sure if they'd actually be able to learn anything—but 
she understood why he needed to try. And so did she, in case she’d 
been right about her theories—in case the Neverseen had targeted 
them because of their telepathy. 

“You're sure it won't be too hard with your echoes?” he asked. 

“Tm sure,’ Sophie said, holding his stare so he'd see she meant 


it. “What time do you want me to be there?” 


Sophie barely slept that night, even with the sedative. And by 
sunrise, she was done tossing and turning. 

She told herself she was just trying to stay busy when she spent 
much longer than normal getting ready, even taking time to line 
her eyes with gold-flecked eyeliner. Just like she claimed the 
reason she chose the silky purple tunic that flared at the waist was 
because it was part of Flori’s new fighting wardrobe and not 
because it also happened to look really good on her. She even 
slipped some goblin throwing stars into the top of her knee-high 
boots and stuffed a few others into the zipped pockets lining her 
pants to take full advantage of her battle-ready clothes. 

See? 

She was just trying to be prepared. 

It had absolutely nothing to do with seeing a certain teal-eyed 
boy who'd claimed she was the only person he trusted. 

Nope. 

And she definitely wasn’t thinking about the last time they'd 
seen each other, when he’d hugged her before leaving the Healing 
Center. 

She was just nervous about searching Alvar’s mind. 

And really, she should be. 

After all, if they couldn’t find anything, Fitz would be 
devastated. And if they did find something, it would mean they'd 
been overlooking the Neverseen’s plans for months and months 
and have some major catching up to do. 

That’s why her knees were shaking as she made her way up to 
the fourth floor cupola to use the Leapmaster. It had zero to do 


with crushes. 


And when she got there, she found a whole new reason to feel 
anxious. 

“You're not all coming with me, are you?” she asked Sandor, Bo, 
Flori, and Tarina, who stood together under the sphere of 
dangling crystals with their arms crossed. 


“That’s how this works,” Sandor told her. “We go where you 
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go. 

“But I’m going to one of the most secure places on the planet— 
and don’t even try to say it isn’t! Grizel designed the security. If 
you all tag along with me, you're basically saying you don’t trust 
her.” 

Sandor shook his head. “Nice try. Grizel knows that when it 
comes to your safety, Pm not taking even the slightest risk. So 
you're bringing all of us with you today.” He held out his hand, 
expecting her to take it. 

“I wouldn’t fight them on this one, kiddo,” Grady said from 
behind her, and she glanced over her shoulder to find him and 
Edaline at the top of the stairs. “Be glad your mom and I aren't 
insisting on joining you too. The last time you went off to meet 
Fitz, it didn’t exactly go well.” 

“Thats because we were in the middle of the desert, not in a 
super-well-guarded gated estate! Plus, I have this.” She pointed to 
the pin Tinker had made her, which was securing her gold- 
rimmed cape around her shoulders. 

No one looked impressed. 

“Fine, Sophie grumbled, trudging over to Sandor and taking 
his hand. 

Flori reached for Sophie’s other hand, and as their fingers 
twined together, Sophie realized... 

This was the first time since the attack that her right hand had 


some actual strength. 


Not as much as it usually had—and she'd still have to be careful 
about how much she used it. 

But... things really were getting back to normal. 

“You sure your concentration’s up for a leap like this?” Grady 
asked as Bo and Tarina linked hands with the others. “You're 
going to have to hold everyone together.” 

Sophie nodded, feeling a fresh burst of confidence. “Yeah. 
Don’t worry—I’ve got this.” 

She called for the Leapmaster to lower the crystal for Everglen, 
and after one quick breath, she imagined her concentration 
wrapping around her overprotective group like thick, heavy cloth. 
When everyone was fully covered—completely in her hold—she 
smiled at both of her parents. Then she stepped into the 
Leapmaster’s path and let the light carry them away. 


Sophie told herself she was running because she didn’t want to be 
late. Not because she was trying to put some distance between 
herself and her horde of bodyguards—and definitely not because 
she’d spotted a familiar figure standing next to the glowing bars of 
Everglen’s massive gate. 

Apparently, she was lying to herself a lot that day. 

And she probably would’ve been better off walking at a normal 
pace, because it meant she was sweaty and out of breath by the 
time she reached Fitz. But that did give her a ready excuse for her 
red-flushed cheeks when Fitz threw his arms around her, 
whispering, “Thank you for doing this.” 

“Of course,” she said, smoothing her tunic and cape when he let 
her go—anything to pretend she didn’t notice the way he was 
looking at her. 


“Admiring” might’ve been a better word. 


Fitz Vacker was admiring her. 

Or maybe she was reading way too much into it, since his next 
question was, “How’s your arm?” 

She held it up to show him, and even though she clearly still 
needed a little more meat on her new bones, she wasn’t lying 
when she told him, “Pretty good. How about you? How’s your 
leg?” 

“Kinda clumsy,” he admitted, taking a few steps to show her his 
subtle limp. “But it’s better than crutches.” 

“Im sure. Hopefully you wont get tangled in any more 
chandeliers.” 

Fitz groaned. “I never should’ve told you that story.” 

“But you did! And it’s officially my favorite!” 

His cheeks turned the most adorable shade of pink. “Yeah, well 
1” 

“You should be closing these gates—not standing there 
flirting!” Bo snapped, and Sophie decided she was officially Team 
Ro. 

“Glare at me all you want,” Bo told her, “but there’s no point 
surrounding a property with fancy glowing bars if you’re going to 
leave the gate wide open while you blush at each other.” 

“In case you were wondering,” Flori told Fitz, “we all think Bo 
is the worst.” 

“And I’m happy to keep the path secure if you guys need a few 
more minutes to talk,’ Tarina added, emphasizing the last word in 
a way that made Sophie’s face feel nuclear. 

She backed up, putting more space between herself and Fitz. “If 
you were wondering what it’s like having so many different 
bodyguards, that about sums it up.” 

“I guess,” he mumbled. “Not that it’s much more normal around 


here.” 


He pointed to the shadows of a nearby tree, and Grizel seemed 
to melt out of the darkness, followed by five other goblin warriors. 

“The ogre is right,’ Grizel noted, ordering everyone to move 
deeper into the property so that the gates could clang closed 
behind them. Her steps were graceful and smooth—not at all like 
someone recovering from a serious injury, and Sophie hoped that 
meant Grizel was back to normal. 

Both Sandor and Grizel stayed firmly in soldier mode—but for 
one second when they thought no one was looking, they 
exchanged a look that made Sophie’s heart seriously melt. 

“So,” Fitz said, clearing his throat. “You ready for this?” 

“T think so,” Sophie said quietly. “What about you?” 

He nodded, offering his arm as he leaned closer and added, “I 
know it’s bad to say this, but ... I really think we’re going to find 
something today.” 

Sophie wished she could share that same confidence as she 
hooked her elbow around his and let him lead her forward, into 
the heart of Everglen. The path started out familiar, lined with 
neatly trimmed shrubs and trees in every imaginable color, filling 
the air with a thick, sweet perfume. But right when the 
shimmering mansion came into view, they curved the opposite 
direction, up a series of steep hills that had Sophie’s chest heaving 
by the time they reached an unruly clearing butted against a wall 
of mossy rock. Scraggly bracken filled most of the space, framing a 
small, simple structure: a white stone house with a single door, a 
single window, and a flat roof with dull metal shingles. 

It looked like something humans would build, not elves. 

No crystal. No jewels. No style of any kind. 

Everything about it screamed temporary—but whether that was 
because the current resident was expected to return to his cell or 


expected to move back with his family was hard to say. 


“TIL go first,’ Grizel informed them, striding toward the door, 
“and only Fitz, Sophie, and Sandor will be allowed inside with me. 
The rest of you can spread out and patrol the clearing.” 

No one argued, and within a few seconds their group had 
mostly dispersed as Sophie and Fitz joined Grizel, with Sandor 
right behind them. 

“This door can only open for three seconds,” Grizel explained 
as she moved her hand toward a metal panel set into the stone. 
“Let me know when you're ready.” 

“Are your parents already inside?” Sophie whispered to Fitz. 

He shook his head. “I told them they weren't allowed to be 
here. But I wouldn’t be surprised if Biana’s hiding in a corner 
somewhere.” 

“Yeah, I’ve been waiting for her to appear beside us this whole 
time,” Sophie admitted, glancing over her shoulder, half expecting 
Biana to blink into sight and shout, “I’m right here!” 

“Any time now,’ Grizel nudged. 

“Right,” Fitz said, taking a quick, deep breath, setting his jaw, 
and squaring his shoulders. 

Sophie tried to do the same, offering Fitz a weak smile to let 
him know she was ready. 

Sandor gripped his sword. 

“Okay,” Grizel said, pressing her hand against the panel, 
triggering a loud click as the door swung inward. 

They hurried into the house, and the door closed behind them 
with an unsettling click that echoed off the bare stone walls. The 
inside was just as boring as the outside: a narrow bed covered in 
stiff white linens. A small empty table. A lone shelf holding a few 
worn books. And a single chair facing the only window, where 


Alvar sat staring out at his rather unimpressive view. 


He turned toward them as they entered, his scarred face curling 


with a smile. “Hello, Sophie. I’ve been waiting for you.” 
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WOULD YOU LIKE TO SIT?” Alvar asked when Sophie didn’t 
respond to his greeting. “I hear you’ve been unwell.” 

He stood and offered her his chair, and Sophie noticed that he’d 
put on weight since his Tribunal, already looking a little less frail. 
His hair was also trimmed and neatly combed, and his 
embroidered tunic looked like it had been tailored just for him. 

Other than the gruesome scars, he looked like the Alvar Sophie 
first remembered meeting—the charming older brother home to 
visit his perfect family. 

“She wasn’t unwell,’ Fitz snapped. “Your little friends tried to 
kill her—and you already knew that. Stop pretending like you're so 
innocent.” 

“T had nothing to do with that attack,” Alvar said calmly. 

“This time,” Fitz argued. “So sit back down—no one wants your 
stupid chair.” 

“Careful,” Sophie whispered as Fitz rubbed his chest and took a 
long breath. “Save your strength for the probe.” 

“Probe?” Alvar repeated, his smile collapsing with a sigh. 
“Another memory search?” 

“Scared?” Fitz countered. “You should be.” 

Alvar sat down slowly, turning to stare out the window. “Fear 
has nothing to do with it, little brother. But has it ever occurred to 


you that I don’t want to remember?” 


“Of course you don’t,” Fitz agreed. “Remembering means going 
back to that stinky little cell. And it means we'll have time to stop 
whatever horrible plan you’re a part of.” 

Alvar shook his head, and when he turned to Sophie his eyes 
looked pleading, begging her to understand what he was trying to 
say. 

And she did understand. At least a little. 

“You don’t want to be who you were,” she guessed. 

Alvar nodded, swallowing several times before he asked, “Have 
you ever woken up from a nightmare that felt so terrifyingly real, 
you wanted to cry with relief when you realized it was over and 
you didn’t have to live those horrors?” 

Sophie stared at her right hand, shuddering as she remembered 
the way the bones had shattered. “Not really. My nightmares are 
all flashbacks of things I’ve been through.” 

“And how many are memories that Alvar was a part of?” Fitz 
asked her. “At least half, right? More?” 

“The part of me that did those things is gone,” Alvar insisted. 

“Yeah, well, the part of you that’s left still needs to pay for what 
you did,” Fitz told him. 

“I already am—don’t you get that?” Alvar asked, raising his 
voice for the first time. “Do you think I don’t see how much pain 
I’ve caused? How you and Biana barely look at Mom and Dad 
because of me being here, and how often I catch them crying after 
you yell at them? Did you know Councillor Oralie broke down 
sobbing when she explained what the Neverseen did to Councillor 
Kenric? She looked at me like ... I might as well have been the 
one to burn him alive.” He glanced at Sophie as she wrapped her 
arms around herself. “Do you think it’s easy to sit here knowing I 
helped drag you out of that cave—and then stood there while they 


tortured you—and that there’s nothing I can ever do to make 


amends? The only worthless thing I have to offer is to let you sit 
in my uncomfortable chair for a few minutes—and you won't even 
take me up on it because you hate me that much. Or how about—” 

“STOP!” Fitz shouted, stalking over to his brother. “Stop trying 
to make everyone feel sorry for you!” 

“Tm not.” 

“Yes you are—and you know how I know?” Fitz leaned closer, 
getting right in his face. “If you were actually sorry, you'd 
volunteer to spend the rest of your life in that horrible cell. Same 
goes for if you really wanted to make sure you never hurt anyone 
again. But you don’t care. All you care about is yourself. And that’s 
how I know that even if you don’t recover your memories, 
someday you'll go back to being that same creepy murderer.” 

Alvar had no answer. 

He just blinked hard and turned back to stare out the window 
at his unimpressive view. 

“Well,” Biana said, appearing in the darkest corner. “Looks like 
this is off to a great start.” 

Grizel’s hands curled into fists. “I’m going to strangle Woltzer 
for letting you sneak away again.” 

“Oh, come on, did you really think I wouldn't be here for this?” 
Biana asked, raising one eyebrow. “Most of you guys didn’t even 
squeal this time.” 

She had a point—though that didn’t mean Sophie’s heart wasn’t 
pounding in her ears. 

“How are you feeling?” Biana asked her. “You look .. . really 
good. Is that a new tunic?” 


“It is! Flori made it for me, and it has all these cool pockets for 
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“Can we discuss fashion later?” Sandor interrupted gently. 


“The less time we spend around the prisoner, the better.” 


“Right. Sorry. Should we get started?” Sophie asked Fitz. 

“Are you going to bother explaining what you’re doing to me 
this time?” Alvar wondered. “Or do I just get to sit here hoping 
you don’t shatter my sanity?” 
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“You get to sit there,’ Fitz told him, pressing two fingers 
against one of Alvar’s temples and reaching for Sophie with his 
other hand. 

“Tm assuming we're going gloves off,’ Sophie verified. 

“Are you up for that?” Fitz asked. 

She nodded, peeling off her gloves and handing them to Biana, 
who'd moved to stand between them in case they needed someone 
to lean on. 

“But I’m only making contact with you,” Sophie warned Fitz. “I 
don’t think itd be good to boost Alvar.” 

“Yeah, definitely not,” Fitz agreed. 

“Am I supposed to know what you're talking about?” Alvar 
asked. 

They both ignored him, each taking a breath to steady 
themselves before Sophie laced her fingers with Fitz’s, letting the 
warm energy grow stronger and stronger between them before 
they stretched out their consciousness and shoved into Alvar’s 
mind. 

They started with probing, since they'd never tried that on him 
before—transmitting any words they could think of that might 
connect to his time with the Neverseen. 

SPY! 

LEGACY! 

LODESTAR! 

NIGHTFALL! 

KIDNAP! 

ADDLER! 


FORBIDDEN CITIES! 

MOONLARK! 

OREM! 

LUZIA! 

RAVAGOG! 

On and on and on. 

Each time, the word shot into Alvar’s mind like a lightning bolt. 

And each time his fuzzy gray headspace absorbed the energy 
without so much as a spark. 

When they ran out of words, they tried digging deeper into his 
consciousness. But it was like wading through an endless stack of 
heavy blankets, each layer more smothering than the last. And 
there was never anything underneath except more gray fuzz. 

Sophie even tried to heal him, wondering if the enhancing 
would make a difference. But healings only worked when she 
could find a thread of warmth to follow. And Alvar’s mind was 
much too bland. 

“I think you guys need to take a break,” Biana warned, her voice 
sounding very far away. “You're both looking pretty shaky.” 

Sophie hadn’t realized she was trembling—she’d kind of lost 
track of her body. But she wasn’t going to be the one to pull away. 
She knew how much Fitz needed this. 

And the monster wasn’t trying to wake. 

“Tm fine if you are,” she told Fitz. 

Alvar moaned, and that seemed to rally Fitz’s determination. 
“Want to do another round of probing?” 

She tightened her grip on his hand, sending any energy she 
could spare. 

But their words were seriously scraping bottom. 

CLOAK! 

CAVE! 


SKILL TRAINING! 

RUY! 

BRANT! 

“How is this not working?” Fitz asked, the words practically a 
growl. 

“Because there’s nothing left!” Alvar told him, his voice thick 
and strained. “Just accept it.” 

Fitz snorted. “I’m sure you'd love that.” 

“Don’t they say the definition of insanity is trying the same 
thing over and over and expecting a different outcome?” Alvar 
wondered. 

“HOW CAN YOU REMEMBER THAT AND NOT 
REMEMBER WHY YOU JOINED THE NEVERSEEN?” Fitz 
screamed. “YOU REALLY THINK—oh.” 

He staggered back, dropping Sophie’s hand and clutching his 
chest. 

“Are you okay?” Sophie asked, grabbing his arms as his knees 
gave in. 

He would’ve collapsed completely if Biana hadn’t caught him 
by the waist—which made it pretty impossible to believe him 
when he said, “I’m fine.” 

“I think he needs some air,’ Biana warned. “You take him—I’ll 
stay here and keep an eye on things.” 

Sophie nodded, hooking Fitz’s arm around her shoulders and 
leading him back out to the clearing. 

“How’s that?” she asked, pointing to a spot in the shade where 
he could lean against the side of the house. 

“I think I need to get away from this place,” he admitted. “Can 
we walk for a bit?” 

“You sure youre up for that?” 


“Yeah, the echo’s calming down. I just need to clear my head.” 


Sophie glanced at their abundance of bodyguards. “Is that okay 
with you guys?” 

“Stick to the grounds,” Grizel told her. “And plan on a few of us 
trailing behind.” 

“That’s fine,” Sophie said, bending her knees to get a better 
hold on Fitz before leading him out of the clearing. “Where do you 
want to go?” she asked when the path split ahead. 


“Left,” he decided. “There’s something I want to show you.” 
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Wow, THIS IS REALLY BEAUTIFUL,” Sophie murmured, spinning 
in a slow circle to fully admire the clearing. 

The trees looked ancient. Lots of crackling bark and knobby 
branches dripping with tendrils of moss as they formed a wispy 
canopy. And the long grass was peppered with swaying 
wildflowers. But the best part was the sculptures that seemed to 
sprout out of the uneven ground—thin strands of dark metal 
twisting and spiraling around colorful glass orbs. 

“So where exactly are we?” Sophie asked, turning again and 
squinting through the trees to where she could see the halo of 
Everglen’s perimeter fence. Tarina stood in the glow from the 
bars, keeping watch from a respectful distance. 

Sandor and Grizel had opted to stay at Alvar’s apartment— 
which had definitely surprised Sophie. But she couldn’t blame 
them if they'd wanted some alone time after everything they'd 
been through. She’d also lost track of Bo and Flori, though she was 
sure they were out there, along with two other goblins who kept 
marching slowly around the clearing. 

“It doesn’t really have a name,” Fitz told her, stepping closer 
and leaning in to whisper, “but this is where the emergency 
override is. That’s what I wanted to show you.” 

Sophie’s eyebrows raised as he led her toward one of the larger 


statues and pointed to the teal orb supported by intricate swirls of 


metal. It was the size of a basketball, with silver circles speckling 
the thick glass. 

“This is it?” Sophie asked, keeping her voice low. 

Fitz nodded, leaning closer again. “I thought you should know 
how to find it. And... I think you should know the code that 
activates the panel.” 

“Why?” Sophie whispered. 

His lips curled into a small smile, and their eyes locked. “I told 
you—you re the only one I trust.” 

She sucked in a breath. 

The words sounded even better out loud than they had in her 
head. And she was pretty sure her heart was going to punch 
through her ribs any second. 

“Is it okay if I transmit the code?” he asked, and she hadn’t 
even finished her nod before her mind filled with his crisp voice. 

Scion. 

She repeated it to make sure she'd understood. 

Yep. And you key it in like this. He placed his palm in the center 
of the orb and the glass flared with a subtle glow, making each of 
the silver flecks light up with a tiny letter. 

Is it reading your fingerprints? she asked. 

Nope, just responding to touch. And there was no rhyme or reason 
to the letter arrangement, so it took Fitz several seconds to locate 
the S-C-I-O-N. But as soon as he pressed the final letter, the glass 
orb rotated, revealing the thin seam of a small square. 

He tapped the center and the glass swung open like a hinged 
door, revealing a hidden metal sensor. 

That’s where you put the DNA to trigger the override, he explained. 

And Alvar’s DNA no longer works? Sophie verified. 

Thats what my dad keeps claiming. But that doesn’t mean Alvar 


can’t use ours. One good punch and he’d have some of our blood. 


Sophie shuddered. That’s why you have guards. And the Warden. 

I know. But I’m trying to be ready for anything. That’s why I wanted 
you to know where the override is, and how it works. I don’t know why it 
might come up, but it’s better to be prepared. Do you think you'll be able 
to find your way here again, if you ever needed to? 

I think so, she said, trying to remember which path they'd taken. 
It hadn’t had very many splits to keep track of, but she was feeling 
turned around. Are we back near the main gate? 

No, the override is in the opposite corner of the property. 

Why? If youre trying to open the gate, wouldnt you want the 
override to be near it? 

I asked my dad the same thing when he first showed it to me, and he 
said Luzia thought it was better to have it near the back entrance, since 
that’s a lot smaller and easier to move manually. 

There’s a back entrance? 

I didn’t know there was one either. We never use it. But it’s over there. 
He pointed toward the spot Tarina had been watching them from 
a few minutes earlier. Shed moved closer to the clearing now, 
probably trying to figure out what they were doing. Luzia hid the 
button to open it between those two trees right there. And then I guess 
there’s a DNA sensor hidden in the bushes outside to open it from that 
side—but it’s probably all crusty and gross. Honestly, I don’t even know 
if it works. But that’s another reason I’m glad my dad posted guards 
here. 

Me too. Okay, Sophie thought, focusing her photographic 
memory on recording every detail around her. I should be able to 
find my way here if I ever need to, but, uh . . . what good does that 
actually do? Without your DNA— 

That’s why I brought you this, he told her, pulling a tiny vial from 
the pocket of his navy blue cape, packed with something that 
looked sorta solid. 


Cotton maybe? 

I know it’s kind of weird, Fitz added, but it’s the only way I could 
think of to give you a sample. 

Wait—is that . . . is that your DNA? she asked, trying not to 
grimace. 

Actually, it’s Biana’s DNA. I refused to give you a vial of cotton 
soaked with my spit. 

Sophie appreciated that immensely—not that it was much better 
knowing it was Biana’s. But it helped a little. 

So I guess that means Biana knows you're doing this, she said, not 
feeling ready to reach out and take the spit vial yet. 

I told her last night—and she wanted me to tell you she swabbed her 
cheek for the sample right after she brushed her teeth. So it’s clean. Well, 
as clean as it can be—it’s still cotton soaked with spit, so... 

Yeah... Sophie had to squirm a little. 

She’d never been a fan of the elves’ lickable DNA sensors—but 
this was definitely a new level of yuck. 

Though what was the alternative? 

Using blood, like Lady Gisela had? 

Or fingerprints, like humans did, with sensors that were much 
easier to fool? 

Still, seeing the logic to the system didn’t make it any easier to 
grab the spit vial—but at least she had lots of pocket options. 

This was definitely something that screamed hide it in your boot. 

“Anyway, Fitz said, switching back to verbal conversation as 
he closed the tiny door on the teal orb and the override spun away. 
“I guess I should let you head home. You probably have training to 
do.” 

She had skipped her morning lesson. But... “I can stay a little 
longer—unless you're too wiped from Alvar and want me to go.” 


He shook his head. “I don’t want you to go.” 


Their eyes met for a second and Sophie commanded her heart 
not to do any flips. 

But when it came to Fitz, her heart never listened. 

He offered her his arm. “Want to search the grounds and make 
sure you don’t spot any security gaps?” 

“Sounds good.” 

They spent the next several hours wandering the property’s 
perimeter, searching for anything that might be amiss. And Bo 
and Flori split off to do their own checks. But Tarina stayed with 
them, and even with her trollish senses on high alert, she couldn’t 
find anything concerning. She even had them circle the entire lake 
and search several clearings on the other side. 

“There really is no trace,” she said, scanning the meadow they 
were standing in. 

“No trace of what?” Sophie asked. 

“Anything.” Tarina spun around to squint at the nearby trees. 
“There’s no trace of anything concerning.” 

“Yet,” Fitz added. “I still think there has to be a reason Alvar’s 
here. Or why Luzia gave up this place, or—” 

“What do you know about her?” Tarina interrupted. 

“Luzia?” Fitz clarified. “Not much. Why?” 

“Just curious,” Tarina said, turning back to face him. “I’m 
trying to take full stock of the situation. Because as far as I can 
tell, everything seems in order. I heard some of the other guards 
mention that you have a way of tracking your brother’s 
movements. Is that true?” 

Fitz nodded. “He has a gadget around his ankle.” 

“It can even knock him out if he starts to do anything 
suspicious,’ Sophie added. 

“Smart, Tarina said, mostly to herself. “That should cover 


everything.” 


“Let’s hope,’ Sophie mumbled, unable to shake the feeling that 
they were missing something. “Has your dad let you search his 
office?” 

“Not yet—but that'll be my next demand.” He bent to rub the 
muscles in his healing leg. 

“Looks like you need to rest,” Sophie noted. 

“Probably,” he admitted. 

“Can you make it back to the house?” The meadow they were in 
wasn't that far away—but there were a few good shade trees if he 
needed to sit. 

“I can make it,’ he promised. “And hey, then I can show you 
where I’ve been hiding out, so my parents couldn’t make me do as 
many Brotherly Bonding Sessions.” 

Sophie sighed. “I’m so sorry you're dealing with all of this.” 

“Me too.” They set off toward the house, with Tarina trailing 
several steps behind them. And they were nearly halfway there 
when Fitz said, “The thing is, though ... I guess it’s only fair. You 
had to grow up hiding your telepathy and feeling like you didn’t 
belong—and then you had to leave everything behind and start 
over in a world where people keep trying to kill you. Keefe had to 
live with his creepy mom and his awful dad manipulating him. 
Tam and Linh got banished and had to survive all alone for years. 
Wylie’s dad was exiled and his mom faded away right in front of 
him. Dex has had everyone looking down on him his whole life 
because his parents are a bad match. I mean... when you really 
think about it, lve had it pretty easy.” 

“But that doesn’t make it any less awful when hard things 
happen,” Sophie reminded him. “You’re allowed to feel what 
youre feeling.” 

“Not really.” Fitz stared at his fingers as he pressed his hand 


over his heart. “Not until this echo fades away. Until then it’s lots 


of deep breaths and bottling up the rest.” 

He tried to shrug it off, but it wasn’t very convincing. 

“Is there anything I can do?” Sophie offered. 

He reached for her hand. “You're here.” 

That ... was an amazing answer. And Sophie was very glad she 
was wearing gloves, so he couldn’t feel the way her palms were 
sweating as they drew closer to Everglen’s shimmering mansion. 
It was more of a castle than a home, with its crystal turrets and 
gables—a perfect, pretty place that screamed privilege with every 
glittering wall. 

Sophie had spent several nights there over the years—had even 
been invited to live there when Grady and Edaline were struggling 
with her adoption. But she hadn’t realized how little of Everglen 
she'd actually seen until Fitz led her under a vine-draped arch on 
the right side of the house and into a small courtyard she’d never 
noticed before. Smooth marble stepping stones brought them to a 
single gleaming door made of braided silver, with the Vacker crest 
emblazoned across the handle. 

Fitz eased the door open silently—like they were sneaking in— 
as he motioned for Sophie to follow him into a room that was way 
bigger than what she’d been expecting. The space could easily fit 
hundreds of people and still have room to spare—though they’d 
have nowhere to sit. There wasn’t a single piece of furniture 
anywhere. 

But the sparseness did nothing to dull the overall opulence. The 
walls were a combination of crystal and mahogany panels, broken 
up with teal curtains made from thick velvet. And the floor was 
made of gold stamped with an elaborate swirling pattern. Massive 
chandeliers dangled from the cathedral-height ceiling, casting 


flecks of rainbow over everything. 


“What is this place?” Sophie whispered, tiptoeing over to a 
giant portrait of the five Vackers hanging above a fireplace big 
enough for her to stand in. 

“The reception hall,” Fitz said, as if that was the most normal 
thing in the world. 

She couldn’t help giggling. “Your house has a reception hall. Of 
course it does.” 

He grinned. “It’s not that weird. Lots of houses have them.” 

“Mine doesn’t.” 

“It used to. What do you think your bedroom used to be?” 

Sophie’s jaw fell open. 

She’d never thought about it before—her bedroom was just sort 
of there when she moved in. But it made sense, given how huge 
her room was. There was also the fact that Jolie had used a 
different bedroom down on the second floor—which was 
beautiful, but also wasn’t nearly as huge or fancy as Sophie’s room 
was. And Dex had told her one time that Grady and Edaline used 
to be known for throwing huge parties but stopped after they lost 
Jolie. 

Fitz laughed. “I just blew your mind, didn’t I?” 

“A little,” she admitted, turning to study the room again. “Do 
you guys use this place very often?” 

She wasn’t sure how she'd feel if the Vackers had been hosting 
tons of parties without inviting her. 

Fitz shook his head. “We used it a few years ago. And I’m sure 
my mom’s planning on using it again in a couple of years.” 

“What happens in a couple of years?” Sophie asked. 

His cheeks flushed redder than she’d ever seen, and his eyes 
dropped to his shuffling feet. 

Which was how Sophie guessed his answer, even before he said, 


“Winnowing Galas.” 


THIRTY-FIVE 


FITZ MEANT HIS WINNOWING GALAS—BUT he didn’t say that. 

Still... 

Not saying it didn’t make it any less true. 

He'd already registered for the match. 

He'd already turned in his match packet. 

And even though he'd talked about waiting longer than usual to 
pick up his first list, sooner or later he would do it. And if Sophie 
hadn’t registered... 

“I just made things awkward, didn’t I?” Fitz asked, his eyes 
fixed firmly on his boots. 

Sophie tried to clear the squeak out of her voice. “Of course 
not. It’s not like it’s a secret. Obviously youre going to have 
Winnowing Galas someday.” 

She just so wasn't ready to think about it. 

But he'd said “a couple of years,” so... there was that. 

She glanced over her shoulder, hoping to find a bodyguard who 
could help her change the subject. But Tarina must’ve been 
waiting outside, and the others still hadn’t caught up with them. 

Honestly, what was the point of having five bodyguards if they 
weren't around to save her from another miserable matchmaking 
conversation? 

“So, you guys had the galas for Alvar already?” she asked, trying 


to at least steer the conversation toward less dangerous territory. 


“Yeah.” He reached up and ran a hand through his hair. “Alvar 
had two. One when he first entered the elite levels, and another 
after he graduated.” 

She turned to study the hall again, trying to picture it full of 
fancy elves in their fanciest clothes. “What were the galas like?” 

“I don’t really know,” Fitz admitted. “I wasn’t invited—though I 
did sneak into the second one and steal some cake. But my dad 
caught me after, like, five minutes.” 

“Why weren't you invited?” 

“Winnowing Galas are restricted to the people on your match 
list and their parents.” 

Sophie frowned. “So ... you don’t get to have any of your 
friends there?” 

There was a beat of silence before he said, “Not unless they’re 
one of my matches.” 

Which made sense, Sophie supposed. 

Winnowing Galas weren’t just pretty parties. They were a way 
to start scratching names off your list—or circling them. 

“So... you could technically end up throwing a party for an 
entire room full of strangers,” Sophie realized. 

Fitz nodded. “I mean, usually you at least know of them—either 
you've seen them at Foxfire, or your parents know each other, or 
something. And in some ways that might make it easier? My mom 
said she was friends with everyone at hers and it was super 
awkward. And I can kinda see how it would be, since... how do 
you choose who to talk to first? I think that’s why they came up 
with the dance cards as a tradition. Then people just sign up 
whenever and you work your way down the card.” 

“You have to dance with a hundred people?” Sophie had to ask. 
Her feet hurt just thinking about it. 


“Nah, not everyone signs up for a dance. And some won't even 
come to the gala.” 

“Why not?” 

He shrugged. “Maybe they already know who they like. Or 
maybe they just know they’re not interested in you. Or maybe they 
registered but they’re not looking for a relationship yet. There are 
actually lots of reasons someone might skip. That’s why 
registering isn’t as big of a deal as you keep thinking it is—but 
don’t worry, I’m not trying to have that conversation again. Just 
know that it’s usually more like half that show up.” 

“Huh,” Sophie mumbled. “I guess that makes sense.” 

But she had a feeling it wouldn’t be like that for Fitz. 

He was a Vacker. 

It was like... being matched with a prince. 

A really, really cute prince. 

She was pretty sure everyone on his list would be bragging 
about it. 

And that was the thing she hadn’t really let herself think about, 
because she was too busy trying to decide if she wanted to 
register. 

If she did—if she set aside all her reservations—what were the 
odds of her ending up on his list? 

What matchmaker would say, Let’s pair our golden boy with the 
weird girl with the freaky brown eyes who grew up with humans and will 
never fully fit into our world? 

Her gaze drifted back to the enormous Vacker family portrait, 
which must’ve been painted somewhat recently. 

Between their poses and their jewels, they . . . looked like 
royalty. 

The prettiest of all the pretty people, with their perfect posture 


and perfect hair and perfect clothes. 


And she didn’t fit. 

“What’s wrong?” Fitz asked, stepping closer. 

She blinked to cool her burning eyes. “Just trying to figure out 
when this was painted.” 

“A couple of months after you healed my dad. My mom said we 
needed to commemorate that we were all still together. Aaaaaand 
then we found out about Alvar.” His hands curled into fists. “He 
looks smug, doesn’t he? I bet it’s because he was sneaking into my 
dad’s office during the breaks to snoop around.” 

That was definitely possible. 

And Sophie tried to compare Alvar’s cool, painted expression 
against the scarred, emotional guy she’d seen that morning. 

But her eyes kept shifting back to the portrait of Fitz, and the 
longer she looked, the more she wondered how she could’ve let 
her silly crush go on and on without putting a stop to it. 

How could she have ever fooled herself into thinking she had a 
chance? 

“Seriously, what’s wrong?” Fitz asked, stepping in front of her. 
“You look like you’re ready to cry.” 

She shook her head, knowing if she tried to speak right then 
she would cry—and that would be a thousand times worse than the 
day she threw up on him. 

“Ts it Alvar?” he asked. “Did he say something?” 

She shook her head again, sucking in a deep breath. 

His eyes widened. “Is it your echo?” 

She wished it was. The monster was so much easier to resist 
than the crushing regret and humiliation trying to bury her. 

“No,” she managed to force out. “I just...” 

“What?” he begged when she didn’t go on. He took her hand, 
gently twining his fingers with hers. “Please tell me. You can tell 


me anything.” 


Not this. 

She knew that now. 

There was only one way this ended. 

Which meant it was time to get over her crush—once and for 
all—and be his friend for real. 

Leave the rest for the perfect matches that would someday be 
filling this shimmering hall and adding their names to his dance 
card. 

Accept that she would never be one of them. 

He looked away, chewing his lower lip hard enough that it 
almost looked painful before he turned back to her and said, “I 
want it to be you.” 

The words seemed to burst out of him, and then they just hung 
there—these strange, impossible things that wouldn’t compute. 

Fitz seemed just as stunned by them as she was. 

“I wasnt reading your mind—in case that’s what you're 
wondering,” he said, running a hand down his face. 

A hand that was shaking. 

“I wouldn’t do that without your permission. Especially for 
this.” 

“This,’ Sophie repeated, noticing the hand holding hers was 
shaking too. 

And his cheeks . . . they were flushed. 

And he'd said... 

He'd said... 

“T want it to be you.” 

It took her a second to realize he’d said it again. And he looked 
less startled this time—more... relieved as he took a step closer, 
leaving very little space between them. 

“Im sorry,’ he whispered. “I’ve been trying not to say that, 


because it’s not fair. But... I couldn’t let you stand there looking 


like... like you do when someone gives you a compliment and you 
don't believe it. Im trying not to pressure you, Sophie. I know 
you're not sure about any of this.” He used his shaky arm to 
gesture around the room. “But... I’m so tired of trying to hide the 
fact that the only name I want to see on my lists is .. . yours.” 

She sucked in a sharp breath, nearly choking on it thanks to the 
way her heart had crammed itself into her throat. 

He couldn’t have just said that. 

It had to be a misunderstanding. 

Or a daydream. 

Or...or... anything. 

But he was leaning closer, leaving barely a breath between 
them. 

And his eyes. 

She couldn’t deny what she saw in them. 

It gave her the courage to blurt out, “I’ve liked you since the day 
I met you.” 

She’d thought he’d given her perfect smiles before. But the one 
right then? 

Amazing. 

And it only grew bigger when she bumbled out, “And you know 
I don’t just mean ‘like, right? I mean like. Like, like, like.” 

UGH—WHY WAS SHE SO BAD AT THIS? 

Fitz laughed and took her other hand, holding on in a way that 
felt different from all the other times they'd held hands before— 
like he was never going to let her go again. Which miraculously 
stopped her from saying “like” anymore. 

It might’ve stopped her from ever talking again. Especially 
when she realized his eyes were now focused on her lips. 

“Sooooo...’ He dragged out the word. “What do we do now?” 

Sophie had ideas. 


Lots of ideas. 

But then Fitz dropped her hands and clutched his chest, 
blowing out a breath. 

“Oh no—is it your echo?” she gasped, reaching for him in case 
he needed help regaining his balance. 

“Tm fine,’ he promised through another slow exhale. “Better 
than fine.” 

He glanced down to his heart, where she hadn’t realized her 
hand now rested. 

And they were standing even closer. 

So, so close. 

They’d barely have to move, if they wanted to... 

But Sophie couldn’t seem to find the courage to close that last 
bit of space. Because this was Fitz, and it was everything, and... 
what if she was bad at it? The only other time she'd done it hadn’t 
exactly gone well. And if she had to see that kind of 
disappointment in his eyes, she— 

“I have a new goal,” Fitz said quietly, interrupting her 
downward mental spiral. “I’m going to get you to trust me.” 

Her eyes met his. “I do trust you.” 

“Then trust this.” He reached up and cupped her cheek, and her 
triumphant heartbeat drowned out everything as her brain 
screamed, HE'S GOING TO KISS ME! 

But right before their lips met, she realized hers wasn’t the only 
voice shouting in her head. And she stumbled back as pure terror 
stabbed into her brain, along with a transmission that made 
everything inside her freeze solid. 

Silveny begging, SOPHIE! HELP! PAIN! 


THIRTY-SIX 


SORRY!” SOPHIE SAID, FEELING LIKE her heart was ripping in 
half when she saw the shock and hurt on Fitz’s face—but she’d 
have to deal with that later. “I have to go—Silveny’s in pain and 
begging for help.” 

That was all the explanation she had time for as she sprinted 
for the reception hall’s door, transmitting, WHERE ARE YOU? 

Silveny filled Sophie’s head with the same beach scenery she’d 
shown her several times before. HELP! PAIN! HURRY! 

I’M ON MY WAY! Sophie promised, crashing into Tarina as she 
raced into the courtyard. 

Tarina grabbed her shoulders, both to steady her and to stop 
her. “What’s going on?” 

“I have to go,” Sophie said, thrashing to break free. “Silveny’s in 
trouble.” 

Tarina tightened her hold. “Who’s Silveny?” 

“I don’t have time to explain! Where’s the nearest cliff?” she 
asked Fitz as he caught up with them. 

“You're going to teleport?” he asked. 

She nodded, hoping there was something closer than the bluffs 
they'd used the last time she teleported away from Everglen. She 
couldn’t afford to go running through the forest. 

“I can levitate us high enough,” Fitz offered. 

“You're sure?” 


When he promised he was, Sophie told him, “Let’s go.” 


“Not without me.” Tarina released one of Sophie’s shoulders 
and grabbed Fitz’s arm in the same motion. 

“Fine, Sophie told her. “But we have to go now.” 

Fitz wrapped his other arm around Sophie’s waist, and she let 
herself lean on him, soaking up his steady strength. For one 
second their eyes met, and Sophie released a relieved breath when 
she saw his hurt had been replaced with pure determination. 

“Let’s go find her,” he said, floating them off the ground fast 
enough to leave Sophie’s stomach far behind. 

“How high do you need?” he shouted over the wind. 

“As high as you can go.” 

“Why?” Tarina kicked her legs nervously as the scenery grew 
smaller and smaller. “Why aren’t we just doing that light leaping 
thing?” 

“Because I don’t have a crystal with a facet leading where we're 
going,” Sophie explained. “And this should be high enough, Fitz.” 
The air was much thinner and colder, and Everglen looked like a 
doll’s house. “Drop us.” 

“DROP US?” Tarina repeated. 

“It'll be fine,” Sophie told her. “Just hang on to me.” 

Fitz hugged Sophie tighter, and Tarina’s grip on her hand 
turned crushing as he counted to three and let them plummet. 

Tarina unleashed a colorful array of Trollish words as the 
ground drew closer and closer—but Sophie tuned her out, 
focusing on the warmth gathering in her mind and the adrenaline 
pumping through her veins. 

Right before they would’ve splattered all over the courtyard, she 
blasted the burning energy out of her brain, splitting the air witha 
thunderous crack and dropping them into darkness. 

“For the record, I’m not a fan of teleporting,” Tarina said, her 


voice hoarse and shaky as they drifted through the nothingness of 


the void. 

“Almost over,’ Fitz promised. 

Sophie closed her eyes, concentrating on the beachy images 
that Silveny had sent her. But as the scene shifted into focus, she 
changed her mind, switching to mental images of Havenfield. 

Thunder clapped again, sending them tumbling into the 
familiar pastures. 

“What the—?” Grady shouted as Tarina yelled more colorful 
words. 

“Is this where we're supposed to be?” Fitz asked. 

Sophie ignored them, stumbling to her feet and shouting, 
“Where’s Edaline?” 

“Right here,” Edaline called out behind her, racing over from 
Verdi’s pasture. “What’s wrong?” 

“I don’t know.” Sophie had to fight the sudden overwhelming 
urge to collapse into Edaline’s arms and sob as she told her, 
“Silveny’s in pain.” 

“Is it the ba—” Edaline started to ask, but Sophie cut her off, 
not wanting to give voice to that particular fear. 

“I don’t know. We were teleporting to help her when I realized I 
don’t have medicine or bandages or... I have no idea what I’m 
going to need, but it didn’t seem like a good idea to go there 
empty-handed.” 

“Give me one minute to gather what we need,’ Edaline said, 
taking off for the shed where they kept the supplies for all the 
animals. 

“Meet us at the gate,” Sophie called after her, deciding they 
should save Fitz’s energy. Plus, shed teleported off Havenfield’s 
cliffs many times. 

They ran toward the high metal fence that blocked the steep 
drop to the rocky shore. 


“Please tell me you're not going to make us jump,” Tarina 
begged as Sophie licked the DNA sensor on the lock. 

“You don’t have to come with us,” Sophie reminded her. 

“Protecting you is my responsibility,’ Tarina argued. “Now 
more than ever.” 

“Yeah, where are Sandor and Bo?” Grady asked as Sophie 
pulled the gates open. “And Flori? And Grizel?” 

“Back at Everglen,” Fitz told him. 

“They weren't with us when Silveny’s transmission came 
through,” Sophie added. “And I couldn’t waste time trying to find 
them. Will you hail Alden and tell him what’s going on so they 
don’t panic?” 

Grady pulled an Imparter from his pocket and quickly passed 
along what little information he had as Edaline joined them, 
carrying an overstuffed satchel. 

“Ready?” Sophie asked, holding out her hands. 

Grady grabbed one first. “m going with you. You could be 
teleporting into an attack.” 

That was another thing that Sophie had been trying very hard 
not to think about. But she found herself checking her pockets, 
feeling for the throwing stars shed tucked away before she'd left 
that morning. “Okay, we go on three.” 

Fitz took her other hand as Edaline reached for Grady. And 
Tarina grumbled more Trollish curses as she grabbed ahold of 
Edaline. 

“Hang on tight,” Sophie warned, counting off quickly before 
dragging them over the edge and causing a wide range of shrieks. 

They fell and fell and fell, until Sophie had enough energy to 
crack the sky again and launch them back into the void. 

Please don’t let us be too late, she thought, sending the plea into 


the darkness before she concentrated on the images that Silveny 


had given her. Fitz tightened his grip on her hand and she clung to 
him like a lifeline as the void split, dropping them onto a stretch 
of grass-covered dunes. 

“SILVENY—WHERE ARE YOU?” Sophie screamed, squinting 
through the bright sunlight and finding only empty shoreline. 

For several horrible seconds the only sound was the salty wind. 
But then... 

Frantic whinnying, somewhere in the distance. 

Tarina drew her weapon and charged toward the cries with 
Grady hot on her heels. Edaline was a few steps behind, but 
Sophie kept tripping over the long grass and the shifting sand. 
And Fitz was struggling with his limp. 

“Here,” he said, scooping her into his arms and levitating them 
over the dunes. 

It probably should’ve felt strange letting him hold her like that 
after what had almost happened between them, but all Sophie 
could think about were the whinnies growing louder and louder. 
And when they crested the tallest hill, they got their first glimpse 
of a small, private cove where Greyfell was stamping his hooves 
and flapping his wings. 

Silveny lay collapsed on her side, her wings spread limply 
behind her. 

“NO!” Sophie yelled, leaping out of Fitz’s arms as she 
channeled every drop of energy she had left and ran flat out. 

“I don't... see... any blood,” Edaline said through panting 
breaths, keeping pace right behind her. 

Sophie didn’t either. 

But Silveny also wasn’t getting up. And her mane looked 
tangled. And her usually shimmering fur had somehow dulled. 

HELP! PAIN! HURRY! Silveny begged. 


What’s happening? Sophie transmitted as she closed the last 
distance between them. 

PAIN! PAIN! PAIN! 

Sophie took a quick glance at Silveny’s body, trying to find a 
wound or a twisted limb. But other than her swollen belly, 
everything looked normal. 

Which left only the bigger worry—the fear Sophie had been 
trying so hard not to acknowledge. 

Is it the baby? 

Silveny lifted her head, letting out a weak snuffle as her gold- 
flecked brown eyes focused on Sophie—and the fear and 
heartache in that stare shredded Sophie’s insides. 

Edaline dropped to her knees, running her hands over Silveny’s 
belly, which really was huge now that Sophie was closer to it. And 
when Silveny’s muscles contracted, Edaline’s eyes met Sophie’s. 


“Silveny’s in labor.” 


THIRTY-SEVEN 


LABOR IS GOOD NEWS, RIGHT?” Fitz asked, glancing between 
Sophie and Edaline. “That’s what’s supposed to happen?” 

“Not yet,” Sophie said, counting off the weeks in her head. 

She didn’t know the exact number, but she knew they were still 
way off from what Silveny had estimated for her due date. 

Unless Silveny had been wrong—which was possible. 

It wasn’t like Silveny had ever had a baby before, or had any 
alicorn friends to tell her what to expect. And the elves had never 
cared for a pregnant alicorn either, so the whole thing could’ve 
been a miscalculation. 

But Silveny’s eyes locked with Sophie’s again, and the panic 
that flooded Sophie’s head was so real and sharp it felt like 
daggers. 

Baby early. Baby early, Silveny transmitted. 

Sophie swallowed hard. “She says it’s too soon. I don’t know 
how she knows, but she seems pretty sure.” 

Greyfell unleashed a terrified whinny. 

“Then we're going to need Vika’s help,” Edaline told her. “And 
were not going to be able to take Silveny to her.” 

Sophie jumped to her feet. “I'll bring Vika here.” 

Grady pulled out his pathfinder, spinning the crystal. “I don’t 
think I have Sterling Gables on this.” 


“That’s fine—I’ve been there before. I can teleport.” 


“Want me to levitate us again?” Fitz offered, reaching for 
Sophie’s hand. 

Sophie nodded, holding on tight as Tarina heaved a dramatic 
sigh and took Sophie’s other hand. 

“Just what I was hoping for—more teleporting,” Tarina 
grumbled. 

“You could stay here,” Sophie reminded her. 

Tarina shook her head. “I go where you go.” 

Sophie glanced at her parents. “Will you be okay without us?” 

“We'll do our best,” Edaline promised as Silveny let out another 


strained snuffle and her muscles contracted again. “But hurry.” 


Trampling hooves and startled cries echoed around them as 
Sophie, Fitz, and Tarina dropped out of the void in front of a 
crystal-and-silver mansion, surrounded by pastures filled with 
unicorns. 

“What’s the meaning of this?” a sharp voice demanded, and 
Tarina leaped into a battle stance, shielding Sophie behind her as 
a dark-haired elf stalked toward them holding a shovel out like a 
weapon. 

“It’s fine—it’s just Timkin,” Sophie told Tarina, peeking around 
her shoulder. “Where’s Vika?” 

“Why do you want to know?” he demanded, his eyes fixed on 
Tarina. 

“We need her help,” Fitz told him. “Silveny’s in labor.” 

“What?” a startled voice gasped from the direction of the 
house. And Sophie spun around to find a tall, gangly girl staring at 
her from the doorway. 

Stina. 


Sophie’s former nemesis—who she still didn’t necessarily like. 


But none of that mattered. 

“Silveny’s in labor,’ Sophie repeated. “We need your mom— 
now.” 

Stina nodded, her mass of dark curls shaking as she shouted 
into her house, “MOM—THE ALICORN’S IN LABOR!” then 
motioned for Sophie to follow her as she jogged toward a barnlike 
structure tucked among two of the larger pastures. 

“How far apart are the contractions?” Stina asked when Sophie 
caught up to her. 

“I don’t know,” Sophie admitted. “I don’t think Edaline timed 
them.” 

“So Silveny’s at Havenfield?” 

“No, I brought Grady and Edaline to her. She’s at some beach 
that she and Greyfell have been hiding out at.” 

“Ugh, so were going to need everything,’ Stina grumbled, 
picking up her pace and ducking into the barn. “And just so I’m 
clear,” she said, leaning closer to whisper, “that’s a troll, right?” 

“She’s one of my new bodyguards,” Sophie agreed. 

Stina blew out a breath, tossing several curls off her forehead. 
“Okay. I don’t know why I’m surprised anymore. Come on.” She 
headed for a series of cabinets lining the far wall and started 
handing out supplies for everyone to carry: metal basins and casks 
of water and stacks of towels and blankets, satchels of medicine, 
plus several tongslike contraptions—and Sophie really didn’t want 
to think about how they'd be used. 

“Don’t forget gloves,” Vika called from behind them, and 
Sophie turned to find Stina’s mom pulling her dark wavy hair into 
a ponytail. “How far apart are the contractions?” she asked, not 
bothering with a greeting. 

“She doesn’t know,” Stina answered for Sophie. “The alicorn’s 
in the middle of a beach. Grady and Edaline are with her. And 


unless I’m remembering wrong, the baby’s coming early.” 

“Yes, this is very early,” Vika agreed. 

Both mother and daughter shared a look that was much too 
grim for Sophie’s liking before Vika shot Tarina a wary glance and 
moved to inspect the supplies. She added a few other balms and 
poultices to what Stina had already gathered and rested her hands 
on her narrow hips, surveying what was left in the cabinets. “Well, 
I guess this'll have to do.” 

“How do we get to the beach?” Stina asked. 

“You're coming too?” Sophie asked. 

“My daughter’s been assisting with births all of her life,” Vika 
agreed, which sounded like kind of a gross way to grow up, if 
Sophie was honest, but she wasn’t about to turn down help—even 
if that help came from Stina Heks. 

Sophie turned to Fitz. “Are you going to be able to levitate with 
all of us and all of these supplies?” 

“Why would he need to?” Vika wondered. 

“Because it’s the only way I can teleport us where we need to 
go,” Sophie told her. “Unless you have a cliff we can jump off.” 

Vika paled. “No. No cliffs.” 

Fitz ran a hand down his face. “I'll make it work.” 

He didn’t sound very confident, though. And Sophie wasn’t sure 
if her enhancing would help boost a skill. “I'll help lift some of it,” 
she told him. “My levitating’s not that shaky.” 

“We do make a pretty good team,” Fitz said, and Sophie had to 
give him a tiny smile. 

“I can handle it,’ Timkin said behind them. “Levitation was one 
of my strengths at Exillium.” 

Sophie glanced at Fitz, wishing they were trusting people she 
actually liked. But they'd lost enough time. 

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s go.” 


Under different circumstances, Sophie might’ve enjoyed how 
much the Hekses flailed and screamed when she made them 
plummet into the void—or the way they landed in a heap among 
the grassy dunes. 

But she was too focused on the agonized whinnies slicing 
through the ocean air—which were so much louder than they’d 
been before Sophie and Fitz left. And she couldn’t stop thinking 
about the look that Vika and Stina had shared when they'd been 
talking about how early it was for Silveny to be in labor. 

There hadn’t just been worry in their eyes. 

There’d been dread. 

It was the kind of look that people gave each other when they 
already knew what was going to happen and didn’t want to break 
the bad news yet. 

“We're over here!” Edaline called. “Hurry!” 

They ran as fast as they could. 

But it didn’t feel fast enough when they reached the cove and 
saw how much Silveny’s condition had escalated. She was 
thrashing and kicking now, flapping her wings and rocking her 
head as Edaline fought to hold her down and Grady struggled to 
calm Greyfell, who was bucking and screeching. 

Sophie’s eyes blurred and her knees gave in, but Fitz was there 
to catch her, pulling her against him and whispering, “It’s okay.” 

But it wasn’t. 

And the fact that her heart didn’t give even the slightest flutter 
said a lot about how numb she was feeling. So did the fact that she 
didn’t blush when Stina called out, “Snuggle later, Fitzphie! Right 


now I need you to help me set up the birthing area.” 


But it did snap Sophie out of her daze long enough for her to 
see that Vika was now helping Edaline pin Silveny, and Timkin 
and Tarina were helping drag Greyfell back while Stina scrambled 
to spread the blankets over the sand. 

Stina shouted for Sophie and Fitz to fill the basins with water 
from the casks and mix in different poultices. And when that was 
done, their job was to soak towels in the thick liquids and wring 
them out, so they'd be damp and cool without being too drippy. 
Sophie’s right hand held up better than she would’ve expected. But 
still, about halfway through, her healing fingers started to ache. 
And Fitz must’ve noticed because he had them switch to an 
assembly line system, so all she had to do was dunk and pass. 

She would’ve hugged him for it, but they couldn’t lose those 
precious seconds. 

By the time they'd finished, the adults had managed to haul 
Silveny into place, and Stina draped some of the towels over her 
pregnant belly. Vika soaked another towel in some sort of thick, 
clear syrup and wrapped it around Silveny’s face, finally getting 
her to still. She even managed to wrap another around Greyfell, 
and Grady and Timkin eased Greyfell to the ground as he seemed 
to fall asleep. 

“Was that a sedative?” Sophie asked. 

“More of a calming agent,’ Vika told her. “Paired with sensory 
deprivation. Silveny’s also responding to the poultice on her 
abdomen, which is dulling the pain of her contractions.” She 
reached up to wipe sweat off her forehead before turning to 
Edaline. “Have you timed them?” 

Edaline nodded. “They seem to be about five minutes apart.” 

“Well... I suppose that’s the first bit of good news,” Vika said, 
pulling on elbow-length gloves. “Gives us a little more time to 


figure this out.” 


“Maybe not,’ Edaline said, glancing at Grady with a dread- 
filled look that was much too similar to the one Stina and Vika 
had shared back at Sterling Gables. 

“What does that mean?” Sophie demanded. 

“I don’t know yet,” Edaline told her. “I haven’t been able to doa 
full exam.” 

“But,” Sophie prompted her to finish. 

Edaline wrung her hands, “But... I might know why Silveny’s 
in labor this early. And why she’s refused to come in for exams— 
but I want Vika to confirm it before we put it out there.” 

“You're referring to how distended Silveny is,’ Vika noted. 

“I am,’ Edaline agreed. “And ... I’m very much hoping you'll 
prove me wrong.” 

“So am I,” Vika told her. 

Sophie’s legs started to wobble—but Fitz was right there to 
keep her steady as she asked, “Will someone please tell me what 
youre talking about?” 

“Give me five minutes,” Vika said, slipping on a pair of glasses 
similar to the spectacles Elwin always wore and dropping to her 
knees at Silveny’s side. 

Vika slid her hands under the towels and rubbed gently over 
Silveny’s baby bulge, feeling every inch before Stina handed her a 
corded contraption. Vika pressed one end to Silveny’s abdomen 
and the other to her ear, listening in several different places. The 
final part of the exam involved Silveny’s tail region and was much 
more personal—and Sophie was pretty sure she was going to need 
to bleach her eyeballs after watching. 

But nothing was as awful as the grim looks that Vika, Stina, and 
Edaline all shared as Vika pulled off her gloves. 

“What is it?” Sophie whispered, and Fitz wrapped his arms 


tighter around her. 


Vika sighed, tilting her head back to stare at the sky. 
“Unfortunately, it’s what I feared the moment you told me Silveny 
was in early labor. Her body is trying to expel the babies because it 
can no longer support them.” 

The words were so awful, it took Sophie a second to realize, 
“Babies—plural?” 


Edaline nodded. “Twins.” 
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TWINS,” SOPHIE REPEATED, STARING AT Silveny’s huge baby 
bulge and wondering how long the stubborn alicorn had been 
keeping that secret from her. 

Then again, maybe she'd also been giving Sophie hints. 

Silveny always told her, BABY OKAY! BABY OKAY! And since 
Silveny usually repeated everything in threes, that had probably 
been deliberate. 

But... why not just come out and say it? 

And why refuse exams when she had double the lives at stake? 

Sophie voiced the questions out loud as Vika ran her hands 
slowly across Silveny’s abdomen again. 

“Instincts are powerful things,” she said quietly. “Silveny likely 
knew carrying both babies to term was a foolish decision.” 

“If this is about that stupid, judgy attitude elves have toward 
multiple births—” Sophie started, but Vika held up her hand. 

“It isn’t. Its a simple fact of nature. Equines rarely survive 
multiple births.” 

“Rarely,” Sophie noted. “So sometimes it works out?” 

“There are always exceptions,” Vika agreed. “But I don’t think 
you realize how slim the odds are. In all the generations that my 
family’s spent breeding unicorns, we've only had two multiple 
births survive—and in one of those cases the mother didn’t make 
it. And before you go claiming that alicorns are a different species 


and might fare better, remember why we're here. The babies are 


coming—and it’s far too early for them to be viable on their own. 
Silveny’s body is telling us that it simply cannot handle this.” 

Fitz tightened his hold on Sophie again, but she didn’t want to 
be comforted anymore. She needed to think—move—plan. 

Find a solution. 

“What about incubators?” she asked, pulling away from Fitz to 
pace. “Couldn’t we put the babies—” 

“If they were several weeks older, yes,” Vika cut in. “But given 
how early it is in the pregnancy and the vitals I’m detecting for the 
babies, unfortunately, they’re not going to make it.” 

“So we don’t even try?” Sophie snapped back. 

“Of course we will. I'll do everything in my power. But there are 
certain rules in nature that cannot be cheated. You need to 
prepare yourself for today to be a very hard day.” 

Tears burned Sophie’s eyes and she blinked them back. “And 
there’s no way we can just ... stop the labor?” 

“Not when the contractions are already five minutes apart,” 
Vika told her. 

“But even if you'd gotten us here earlier,’ Stina added quietly, “I 
doubt it would’ve helped. See how low the babies have dropped?” 
She pointed to Silveny’s stomach. “I bet Silveny’s been having 
contractions for several days. So... don’t blame yourself. It’s not 
your fault.” 

That was the nicest, most considerate thing that Stina had ever 
said to her. And it nearly broke Sophie apart. 

If Stina was trying to comfort her... 

“Hey,” Fitz said, stepping closer and offering his shoulder, not 
seeming to care at all that she’d just pushed him away. 

Sophie sank against him, tears soaking his cape as she clung as 


tightly to him as he clung to her. 


“There’s seriously nothing you can do?” Fitz asked, his voice 
shaky with tears of his own. “What if we bring Elwin here, or 
Livvy, or—” 

“You can bring as many physicians as you want, Vika 
interrupted. “They'll all tell you the same thing. We’re going to 
lose these babies—heartbreaking and devastating as that is. And 
we can’t let that break our focus. We still have a victory to claim 
today. We’ve arrived with enough time to save Silveny—and that is 
incredibly fortunate. I don’t think you realize how often we lose 
the mother in these kinds of situations. And the babies are also 
well positioned, so we should even be able to preserve her ability 
to conceive—which is far better than I imagined when I realized 
wed be facing this challenge. So let’s try to focus on that—on 
pulling Silveny through this and giving her a second chance at 
being a mother someday. It means we'll also have another chance 
to reset the Timeline to Extinction.” 

“Extinction?” Tarina repeated, crouching to study Silveny. “So 
these are the creatures I’ve heard reports of.” 

“The last of their kind,” Timkin agreed. 

Tarina scratched her chin. “Then these arent normal 
babies... 

“No,” Vika murmured. “A lot of hopes have been resting on 
them. But ... as long as nothing goes terribly wrong today, the 
alicorns will have another chance.” 

“They may not want it,’ Sophie warned, glancing at Grady and 
Edaline, who seemed to be very interested in the way she was all 
wrapped up in Fitz. And she couldn’t bring herself to care. “You 
guys know what it’s like to lose a child. Silveny and Greyfell are 
about to lose two.” 

“It will be brutal,” Edaline agreed, moving closer, trailing gentle 


fingers through Sophie’s hair. “This kind of grief... There are no 


words for it. But Silveny is strong. She couldn’t have survived so 
long on her own if she wasn’t. And she has Greyfell. And you. And 
all of us. She has a whole world ready to do whatever she needs to 
get through. So it will be hard, and it will likely take time, but... 
she won’t let this loss break her.” 

Sophie wanted to believe her. 

But she felt broken, and she wasn’t even the one about to lose 
two babies. 

“There might be another option,” Tarina said, her voice soft 
and chirpy. 

Sophie stumbled away from everyone to face her. “What do you 
mean?” 

Tarina leaned closer. “I can’t answer that question unless you 
agree to our alliance—and I promise I’m not saying that to force 
your hand. The information I’d have to share beyond what I’ve just 
said ... I can’t share it unless you’ve sworn to protect it. And even 
then, it leaves my people vulnerable in ways you wouldn't be able 
to imagine. So I need your word that you’re with us—truly with us. 
Otherwise I can’t take that risk.” 

“Should we be concerned that they’re speaking in a language 
we cant understand?” Timkin asked, making Sophie realize 
Tarina had shifted them to Trollish. 

“They do that sometimes,” Grady told him, with a casualness 
that didn’t match the knowing glance he aimed at Sophie. 

And Timkin didn’t look convinced. 

But Sophie would worry about that later. 

“If I agree to your alliance, what exactly do I get?” she asked 
Tarina in her language. 

Tarina glanced at Silveny, studying her for a long second before 
she told Sophie, “If we act quickly enough, my people and I can 


save these babies.” 


“How?” Sophie demanded, trying to fight the hope that was 
already sparking to life inside her. She was still speaking in 
Trollish, but Sophie felt the need to lower her voice when she 
continued, “How can you save Silveny’s babies?” 

Tarina sighed. “I told you, I can’t share that information until 
you agree to an alliance.” 

“And how am I supposed to believe you if you won’t give me 
any proof?” Sophie argued. “You heard why Vika thinks it’s 
hopeless. What can you do that she can’t?” 

“Many things,” Tarina promised. 

Sophie shook her head. “You have to do better than that. You’re 
asking me to commit treason—” 

“No, I’m asking you to promise you'll be there for my people 
should we ever need your help—like you were there for the 
gnomes when the ogres and Neverseen came after them.” 

“I didn’t have an alliance with the gnomes when I did that,” 
Sophie reminded her. “It was just the right thing to do.” 

“And I’m sure that’s how you'll feel about any favors we might 
ask. We do not take advantage of our allies or call on them unless 
it is absolutely necessary. My empress simply likes to be prepared 
—likes to know that she has made whatever arrangements she can 
to keep her people safe. She’s also happy to repay any loyalty 
shown to her—which is why I know she’d allow me to make this 
offer. But I’m still going out on a limb by making it without asking 
for permission—and I’m taking that risk because I realize that 
time is of the utmost in this situation—and that applies to you as 
well. If you waver too long on this decision, I won’t be able to help 
save these babies. But I also can’t go any further without securing 
your commitment. So think fast, Sophie.” 

“How do I even agree?” Sophie wondered. “Am I supposed to 


take some sort of oath? Sign my name in blood?” 


“You're supposed to give me your word. I know you wouldn’t 
make that kind of promise without meaning it. Otherwise we 
wouldn’t be having this conversation. You would’ve just agreed, 
taken what you wanted, and backed out later. But that’s not who 
you are—and it’s not who we are either. If you make us this 
commitment, we will do all we can to honor it from our end. Not 
just in this instance.” 

Sophie looked away, noting the mix of curious and suspicious 
faces watching them very closely—especially Fitz, who looked like 
he'd guessed at least part of what they were saying. 

“You guys okay?” Grady asked. 

Sophie nodded. “I’m just . . . asking Tarina about trollish 
medicine to see if they have anything that might help.” 

Edaline straightened. “Do they?” 

“Tm trying to think,” Tarina told her, shifting back to Trollish 
before she told Sophie, “Brilliant cover. Youve now laid the 
groundwork for the story we would need to craft should you 
accept my help. And not to add pressure to you—but there are a 
number of steps we'll have to take, and the alicorn is already 
beginning to stir again.” 

Sophie’s gaze darted back to Silveny, and her stomach twisted 
when she saw that Tarina was right. Silveny was making tiny 
movements—mostly leg twitches and tail flicks. But it was only a 
matter of time before she'd be thrashing again. Sophie had seen 
enough human movies and TV shows to know how messy and 
painful birth could be. And to think that at the end of it, instead of 
getting to nuzzle her new babies, Silveny would have to face the 
overwhelming grief of knowing they were gone... 

“You're sure you can save them?” she whispered in Trollish. 

Tarina sighed. “I suppose it wouldn’t be fair of me to make a 


guarantee, since what I’m offering has obviously never been tested 


on anything beyond my own species. But it should work. And it’s 
the best chance you have.” 

The only chance. 

And didn’t Silveny deserve it? 

The Council might even agree, given how much they cared 
about the Timeline to Extinction—not that Sophie could tell them 
what she was doing. 

She wished Mr. Forkle was there to weigh in with his opinions 
—or that he’d at least gotten back to her with the results of his 
research. 

This was all happening too fast. 

She couldn't do it on her own. 

And maybe she didn’t have to. 

Her focus shifted back to Fitz, who now had a deep crinkle 
between his eyebrows. She could tell he wasn’t telepathically 
eavesdropping—but he clearly wanted to be. 

Trust me, she transmitted to him, before glancing back at 
Tarina. “The thing you need to understand,” she said in Trollish, 
“is that it wasn’t just me who saved the gnomes that day in 
Ravagog. So if you want an alliance with me, you're going to need 
to let me be open about it with my friends. I’m not saying Pll spill 
every single secret. But I don’t work alone. And I can’t commit to 
something that requires me to lie to everyone.” 

Tarina let out a heavy breath, smoothing the thick green 
strands of her hair. “I suppose we can leave that mostly to your 
judgment—with the understanding that we'll need to establish 
some boundaries once we're not so pressed for time.” 

Sophie nodded. 

“Was that an agreement?” Tarina asked. “Because I’m going to 


need something a bit clearer than that.” 


Sophie swallowed hard, keeping her eyes on Silveny to remind 
herself why she was doing this. “Okay, we have an alliance. Now 
tell me how we save Silveny’s babies.” 

“Perhaps we should go somewhere with a bit less of an 
audience,” Tarina suggested, her eyes flicking to Timkin, who'd 
gone from looking suspicious to looking seriously concerned. 

When Sophie nodded, Tarina switched back to the Enlightened 
Language and said, “We’re going to take a quick walk so I can 
contact my empress.” 

Edaline sucked in a breath. “Does that mean you've thought of 
something that might help?” 

“It’s possible,’ Tarina agreed. “And I realize time is of the 
essence, so if there’s anything you can do to slow the progress of 
the alicorn’s labor—do it. We’ll be back in a few minutes.” 

Sophie could feel everyone’s stunned stares trying to hold her 
there like mental tractor beams. But no one argued as Tarina led 
her down the beach, their feet kicking up sand as they tried to 
hurry without seeming frantic—even though Sophie had never felt 
so impatient. 

She managed to wait until they'd rounded a bend and left 
Silveny’s cove for a wider, rockier stretch of shoreline. Then she 
reeled on Tarina and whisper-hissed, “Okay, what’s the plan?” 

“It’s best if we continue in my language, just to be safe,” Tarina 
warned, and the chirpiness of the words made it clear shed 
already switched. “I wouldn't be surprised if we have a few 
eavesdroppers. Your boyfriend in particular.” 

“He’s not my boyfr—” Sophie started to tell her, but she cut 
herself off when she realized that might not actually be true. 

Fitz had almost kissed her. 

And hed told her he wanted to find her name on his match 


lists. 


And she'd told him she’d liked him forever. 

And he'd been so helpful and amazing ever since. 

But... none of that actually meant they were dating. 

She wasn’t even sure if she was ready to date Fitz, knowing it 
would cause all kinds of changes—new rules from her parents, 
possible drama among their friends. 

But that definitely wasn’t what she should be thinking about at 
the moment. So she shoved all those complicated new worries into 
another mental box she'd deal with later and asked again in 
Tarina’s language, “How do we save Silveny’s babies?” 

Tarina turned to watch the dark waves crashing against the 
shore. “This is likely going to sound very strange. But remember 
when I told you that those in my species are hatched when they’re 
born and you assumed I meant hatching from eggs?” 

Sophie nodded. “You made it sound like eggs weren't really a 
part of it.” 

“They’re not,’ Tarina agreed. “At least not the way you might be 
picturing them. Our young do not develop inside any sort of shell, 
like birds or reptiles. Instead the process is much closer to 
marsupials. And what I mean by that is, our babies are born at an 
incredibly early stage—but instead of moving to a pouch to 
develop, theyre implanted into a hive, where they can finish 
developing and grow to a proper size.” 

“A hive,” Sophie repeated, her mind immediately conjuring up 
images of giant beehives filled with thousands of unborn trolls 
thrashing around inside honeycomb shells waiting to burst into 
the world as violent newborns—and she really hoped her brain was 
wrong. “So... you're thinking we’d put Silveny’s babies into the 
hive and let them finish growing in there?” 

Tarina nodded. “The hive should be able to provide them with 
everything they need to reach viability.” 


“Okay, so... how do we do that?” Sophie wondered. “We can’t 
move Silveny—” 

“No, we'll need to retrieve two of our transport pods.” 

“Transport pods.’ Sophie knew she needed to stop repeating 
everything Tarina was saying like a parrot. But her brain seemed 
to require that extra second to process. 

“Think of them like portable wombs,” Tarina told her. 
“Something our scientists invented in order to ensure that every 
baby reached the hive with enough time to be safely implanted 
with the rest of the colony. Before them, we used to lose a few 
babies every year. It’s strange how nature sometimes isn’t enough, 
don’t you think? Strange that we have to invent ways to survive 
something that should be automatic—like what’s happening with 
your alicorn. You would think her body wouldn't have become 
pregnant with twins unless it could support them. But... 
sometimes nature needs a little help.” 

Sophie couldn’t think of what to say to any of that, so she went 
with a nod—and tried her best not to look thoroughly grossed out. 
It wasn't fair to be bothered by something just because it was 
different from what she considered normal. But it wasn’t easy 
when Tarina was using words like “pods” and “colony” and 
“implanted”—all of which sounded like something straight out of 
human science fiction and made her think of aliens or giant bugs. 

“If it helps,’ Tarina told her, “I had a similar reaction the first 
time I learned that some creatures have bellies that stretch and 
bulge as the baby develops fully inside them, and then the mother 
has to push the baby out through a process that looks rather slimy 
and painful.” 

When she put it that way, it definitely didn’t sound a whole lot 
better. 

“T think I’m never having kids,” Sophie decided. 


Tarina laughed. “I’m pretty sure we all feel that way at some 
point.” 

“Probably,” Sophie said, shaking her head to clear away the 
biological horror show going on in her brain. 

It didn’t matter how weird it all sounded. 

It only mattered that it worked. 

“Okay, so... two questions,” Sophie told Tarina. “Where do we 
get the pods? And why was this such a big secret that I had to 
swear to an alliance before you'd tell me? Isn’t a lot of what you 
just explained something I'll be taught in school someday?” 

“Well, I doubt your mentors will get quite as specific. But... 
the answer to both questions is related. Our birthing process is 
not a secret. But the location of our hive definitely is, and that’s 
where we keep the transport pods. And bringing you there also 
requires me to reveal something that’s beyond classified. 
Something I doubt our empress ever planned on sharing. That’s 
why this is such a risk. The only way to help you means... 
revealing the identity of our other elvin ally since the hive is at 
their property.” 

Sophie felt her eyes stretch wide. 

Tarina nodded. “I figured that might be your reaction. And I 
won't waste time making you renew your promise for secrecy. I’m 
trusting you to keep your word. I also won’t waste time sharing 
the whole lengthy history. All you really need to know is that 
several thousand years ago, our hive was raided by ogres. We 
managed to fight them off and maintain control of our lands. But 
in that one night, we lost an entire generation.” She lowered her 
head, giving those ancient losses a moment of silence. “And after 
wed buried our dead, we realized how vulnerable we were. The 
ogres knew what our hive looked like now. They'd never stop until 


they found it again. And while our empress considered turning to 


your Council for protection, shed already seen how little help they 
gave the gnomes after the ogres stole their homeland. And she 
feared her people would fare as poorly. Shed also seen the 
brilliant illusions that were hiding your cities in plain sight. And 
she realized that was what we needed—that extra layer of clever 
camouflage to keep our hive secret. So instead of speaking with 
your Councillors, she approached the elf who was directly 
responsible for concealing your world.” 

Sophie grabbed her arm, feeling like the earth had just tilted 
sharply. “Please tell me you're not talking about Vespera.” 

She couldn’t breathe again until Tarina told her, “No. My 
empress allied with the elf who actually implemented the 
illusions, since she was the one wed need in order to veil our 
hive.” 

The earth tilted the other way as Sophie realized there was only 
one person Tarina could mean—the name Tarina confirmed a 
second later. 


Luzia Vacker. 
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ARE YOU TELLING ME YOUR hive is at Everglen?” Sophie asked, 
tightening her grip on Tarina and trying to keep her knees from 
collapsing. 

But Tarina shook her head. And Sophie could breathe again. 
Until Tarina added, “That’s where it used to be.” 

Then everything was back to spinning. 

And Sophie had to fight very hard not to scream when she said, 
“You didn’t think you should mention this when we were there a 
few hours ago, searching for security risks because a member of 
the Neverseen is now living at the property?” 

“I didn’t,’ Tarina agreed—sounding annoyingly calm 
—“because I wasn’t authorized to share that information. I’m still 
technically not authorized to do so, but you’ve at least agreed to an 
alliance. And I’m counting on my empress to understand why I’ve 
taken this leap. More important, though: Everglen no longer 
matters. The hive had to be moved several decades ago, when we 
needed more space.” 

Well. 

That solved the mystery of why Luzia left Everglen and gave it 
to Alden. 

But if the old hive was gone, why suggest he install the fence? 

“Is there something valuable in the abandoned hive— 
something the Neverseen might want to get their hands on?” 
Sophie wondered. 


Tarina shook her head. “It would be nothing more than an 
empty nest—though I believe it was destroyed.” 

“You believe,’ Sophie emphasized. 

“Yes, Sophie. Not every detail about everything gets shared 
with me. But I searched for the hive today while we were at 
Everglen. It used to be near the lake. And I couldn’t find a single 
trace of it.” 

The words should’ve made Sophie feel better. 

But she didn’t like coincidences. And it felt very coincidental 
knowing that Alvar was back at Everglen under somewhat 
suspicious circumstances while Vespera was now free—especially 
since it wasn’t that big of a stretch to think that Vespera might’ve 
known about Luzia’s alliance, or at least suspected it. Luzia likely 
used illusions that Vespera designed to hide the hive. 

Sophie also didn’t love knowing that the whole time Tarina had 
been helping search Everglen, shed had her own secret agenda— 
or that she hid that agenda so perfectly. 

Tarina was smooth. 

Maybe a little too smooth. 

“We need to tell the Council,’ Sophie decided. “Just to be safe. I 
bet it would get them to move Alvar.” 

Tarina grabbed her wrist, like she was afraid Sophie was going 
to race straight to Eternalia. “You can’t do that, Sophie. Not only 
would you be breaching the alliance you just made with me—but 
you'd be dragging Luzia into all kinds of trouble. And you’d be 
endangering the lives of thousands of unhatched babies—all to 
address some minor worry that you have no evidence to support.” 

Sophie sighed. “Fine. Then we need to at least tell Grizel—” 

“Absolutely not!” Tarina interrupted. “No goblin is allowed to 
know anything about our hives.” 


“You can trust Grizel.” 


“No—you can trust her,” Tarina corrected. “The goblins have 
always cooperated peacefully with your people. My people have 
not had that luxury. Instead, weve endured a long history of 
attacks. And I don’t think you realize the larger significance of our 
hive. Remember: Our deadliest soldiers are our newborns and 
Stage Ones. So wiping them out before they hatch doesn’t just 
destroy a generation and crush the lives of the families waiting for 
them— it decimates our army for several years to come.” 

“But we can’t just ignore this,’ Sophie argued. “You’ve never 
dealt with the Neverseen before—you don’t know how they work. 
Things like this ... These are the things you look back on and 
regret. Someone has to find that hive—or whatever’s left of it— 
and make sure there’s nothing there we need to worry about.” 

“I can do it,” Fitz offered, rising from where hed been 
crouching among the long grass. 

Tarina’s eyes narrowed. “How can you understand us?” 
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“I can’t,” Fitz admitted, glancing nervously at Sophie. “I swear I 
wasn't planning on sneaking into your mind. I was just trying to 
stay close, to make sure nothing weird was happening. But then 
Tarina grabbed your wrist, and your voices got louder, and... I 
had to make sure you were okay—and then I heard Luzia’s name 
and...” 

“Elvin mind tricks,” Tarina muttered. 

It’s okay, Sophie transmitted to Fitz. I would’ve done the same 
thing. 

Really? he asked, a hint of a smile curling his lips. 

It turned into a real grin when Sophie admitted, I’m glad you’re 
here. 

Out loud she added, “And I was already planning on telling Fitz 
about all of this—I warned you I wasn’t going to hide things from 


my friends. And the hive was at his house. Protected by someone 


in his family—and his brother may be part of some plan centered 
around it.” 

“There’s no plan!” Tarina insisted, tugging on her thick green 
hair. “The hive was destroyed when we moved to a newer, bigger 
location.” 

“I hope you're right,” Fitz told her. “But I’m still going to check. 
And since it sounds like you don’t know exactly where it was, Pll 
make Luzia tell me.” 

Tarina grumbled something through a sigh. “Fine. But you 
must complete the search when no one can see you—especially 
the goblins on the property.” 

“I can do that,” Fitz agreed. 

“I hope you guys just figured out something good,” Stina 
shouted over to them, making them all flinch as she jogged closer, 
“because Silveny’s contractions are down to three and a half 
minutes apart.” 

Sophie’s heart stopped. “How much time does that give us?” 

“Not a lot—so if you’re planning something, youd better get on 
it.” 

“She’s right,” Tarina agreed. “We can deal with everything else 
later. Right now we need to get those transport pods.” 

“What does that mean?” Stina asked. 

“It means the babies still have a chance,’ Sophie told her, 
grabbing Fitz’s hand when he offered it to her. “So do anything you 
can to slow the contractions. We’ll be back as fast as we can.” 

Tarina reached for Sophie’s other hand and Fitz floated them 
into the sky as Stina shouted, “Where are you going?” 

“I don’t know,” Sophie called back before glancing at Fitz. “I 
don’t suppose you know where Luzia lives now?” she asked him 


quietly. 


“Tve seen pictures of Dawnheath,” he said. “Will that be 
enough if you search my memories?” 

“It'll have to be,” Sophie told him, slipping into his mind. 

He led her right to the images she needed, and as she 
committed them to memory he promised her, We’re going to make 
this work, Sophie. Whatever it takes. 

I hope so. 

And because it was true, she found herself telling him again, 
I’m really glad you're here. 

Me too, he said with a smile that made everything a little better. 
Thanks for trusting me. 

Their eyes held for a second, and his were full of all the words 
there wasn’t time for. 

Then he let them fall into the void. 


“What if Luzia’s not home?” Sophie murmured, shielding her face 
from the glare of the enormous fence, which was twice as high as 
Everglen’s and three times as bright. So bright, in fact, that she 
couldn’t see anything past the glow from the metal bars. 

They'd been standing outside the property’s entrance for a little 
more than two minutes—time they couldn’t afford to waste. But 
the gates were locked, and as far as Sophie could tell, there wasn’t 
a doorbell or an intercom, or any other means of letting Luzia 
know they were there. 

“Tm sure she’s on her way,” Tarina said with a confidence that 
didn’t match how tightly she gripped the handle of her weapon, or 
the way she kept glancing over her shoulder to check some creak 
or crackle from the overgrown forest behind them. 

The tangled trees were blanketed in thick green moss, and the 


squashy ground was dotted with mushrooms, like something out 


of a movie—but the kind of movie where the characters were 
being hunted by something lurking in the misty shadows. 

Fitz must’ve been feeling the same way, because he scooted 
closer to Sophie, holding tight to her gloved hand as he called out, 
“Luzia—it’s Fitz Vacker. Please let us in.” 

The call bounced off the trees but triggered no response, and 
Sophie was starting to wonder how hard it would be to scale the 
fence—or what would happen if they tried to levitate over it— 
when a soft click had them stumbling back as the gates swung 
slowly outward, and a silhouetted figure stalked toward them. 

“What is the meaning of this?” Luzia demanded, her annoyed 
tone twisting Sophie’s stomach into knots. 

They didn’t have time to win Luzia over. 

They needed her to cooperate immediately. 

Which meant Sophie had to get right to the point. 

“The alicorn went into early labor,” she told Luzia, not 
bothering to mask the fear in her voice. “She’s having twins, and 
we're told the babies aren’t going to survive unless we move them 
somewhere they can finish developing.” 

Luzia paused midstep, her form still a shadowed shape against 
the blinding light. “And why are you coming to me?” 

“Because they know about the hive,” Tarina said boldly. “I 
offered to let them use two of our transport pods so they can 
implant the newborn alicorns and let them finish developing as 
though they’re part of the colony.” 

Luzia backed away. “I don’t know what you’re—” 

“Yes, you do,” Sophie interrupted. 
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“Its okay,’ Tarina assured Luzia. “The girl is an ally. The 
empress recruited her specifically.” 


“And the boy?” Luzia countered, tilting her head toward Fitz. 


“He ... was part of the girls deal,’ Tarina admitted. “She 
doesn’t work alone.” 

Luzia turned to Sophie. “Someday you'll understand how 
foolish that is.” 

“Maybe,” Sophie said, not willing to lose focus. “But right now 
we're trying to save two unborn alicorns—and you know how 
important those babies are. So if I have to shove past you to get to 
that hive, I will. The contractions are only three and a half 
minutes apart. We need those pods now.” 

“Such authority for someone so young,” Luzia said. “And yet 
you speak without wisdom.” She strode forward enough that she 
finally moved past the gates’ glare, becoming fully visible. And 
Luzia was every bit as striking as Sophie remembered from the 
Tribunal—maybe even more so with her black hair pulled back 
into a sleek ponytail, drawing more attention to her pointed ears. 
Her bronze skin shimmered with flecks of gold, which matched 
her severely cut golden tunic, and with her knee-high golden 
boots, shed gone from Egyptian goddess to Amazonian warrior. 
Which made it all the more terrifying when she folded her well- 
toned arms and told Sophie, “You cannot put the alicorns into the 
hive.” 

“With all due respect,” Tarina countered, stalking a few steps 
closer, “you don’t get to make that decision. We rely on you for 
secrecy—but the hive belongs to my people.” 

“It does,” Luzia agreed. “So it’s surprising that I have to be the 
one to remind you that the eclipse is coming.” 

“What does that have to do with anything?” Fitz demanded. 

“It means ... there will be a mass hatching,’ Tarina said 
quietly. 

Luzia nodded. “I assume you don’t need me to explain why it 


would be far too dangerous to have the alicorns trapped in the 


hive, surrounded by hundreds of wild newborns.” 

Even Sophie could understand that—and the realization felt 
like a deathblow. 

Tears spilled down her cheeks as she said, “So... we can’t save 
them.” 

Fitz pulled Sophie against him. 

“Tm sorry,” Tarina whispered. “The timing’s just .. . off.” 

Luzia studied each of them in turn. Then she rolled her eyes. “I 
always forget how melodramatic the young are. How easily 
defeated. It’s what’s ruining our world, if you ask me. Someday 
you'll have the perspective to not crumble at the first hint of 
disappointment—to see the next step without needing someone to 
explain it.” 

“Does that mean there’s still a way to save the babies?” Sophie 
asked, willing to overlook the insults—willing to overlook anything 
—if Luzia could give her that. 

“It depends on how much time we have. I can arrange for a 
private hive to be set up specifically for the alicorns,” Luzia told 
her. “But the construction obviously must be done by trolls. And I 
only have two staying on the property.” 

“Can you help?” Fitz asked Tarina. 

Tarina shook her head. “I can’t leave Sophie’s side. Plus, you'll 
need someone who knows how to utilize our transport pods to get 
the babies settled and stable.” 

“How long can they stay in the transport pods?” Sophie 
wondered. 

“Usually no more than a couple of hours,” Tarina warned. 
“Possibly less, since the alicorns will likely be larger than our 
younglings and burn through the nutrition and oxygen faster.” 

“And how long does it take to set up a hive?” Fitz asked. 

“Longer than that,” Luzia told him. 


“Then work faster,’ Sophie told her. “Call for backup. Do 
whatever you have to do. This could be our only chance to reset 
the Timeline to Extinction. It’s up to us to find a way to make it 
work.” 

“Finally—a bit of gumption,’ Luzia noted, studying Sophie 
through narrowed eyes. “Perhaps there’s hope for the future yet.” 

“There won't be if we keep wasting time,” Fitz reminded them. 

“Indeed.” Luzia motioned for them to follow her. “I'll show you 
where to retrieve the transport pods—but you cannot tell anyone 
that I’m helping with this.” 

“They won't,” Tarina promised, with a warning look at Sophie 
and Fitz. “All Pll be telling the others is that I have permission 
from my empress to place the babies into one of our hives, and 
that for security purposes, I cannot give them the location.” 

“Do you have permission from your empress for this?” Luzia 
asked. 

“I don’t need it,” Tarina told her, which wasn’t really an answer. 

But Luzia let it go. “Well, then if you want to save these babies, 


I suggest we get to work. Follow me.” 


“This is the hive?” Sophie asked, backing away from the towering 
briar patch blocking a thin opening in the side of a jagged cliff. 
Even the smallest thorns were bigger than her head and packed so 
tightly together that Sophie couldn’t see a way through that 
wouldn’t involve getting impaled. 

The entrance itself was also so narrow that even if Sophie 
turned sideways, she wasn’t sure how she’d squeeze inside. But 
there were no other gaps in the rock—and the cliff ended at a 


slimy-looking lake that stretched for miles. 


Honestly, Luzia’s new property was a huge step down from 
Everglen. 

“Don't believe everything your eyes are telling you,” Luzia told 
her. “The hive is protected by numerous illusions, and I don’t have 
time to walk you through it, so I’m counting on you to figure it 
out. Once you have the alicorns sealed safely inside the transport 
pods, find somewhere private and hail me. I'll make sure I carry an 
Imparter.” 

With that, she raced back the way they'd come, down the 
bumpy path that wound into the forest. 

“Think that means the briars aren't really there?” Fitz reached 
out to touch the nearest thorn—and whipped his hand back when 
it drew a drop of blood. 

“Do you know the trick?” Sophie asked Tarina. 

Tarina shook her head, touching a different thorn and getting 
pricked as well. “I’ve only visited the hive through my world, 
where it isn’t camouflaged.” 

Sophie sighed, wishing she could grab the nearest rock and 
throw it as hard as she could. But that wouldn’t help the situation. 
Neither would chasing down Luzia and forcing her to give them 
better instructions, since it was more important for Luzia to focus 
on building the new hive. 

“Okay,” Sophie said quietly, trying to think through what Luzia 
had told them. “She told us not to believe our eyes. So what about 
our other senses?” 

Something did seem off about where they were standing—but 
she couldn't put her finger on it because everything looked 
normal. 

It felt normal too. 

A dry breeze kept making the briars crackle—which sounded 
right. 


And the lake... 

“Wait—the lake isn’t rippling from the wind,” Sophie realized. 

And now that she thought about it, the air should’ve had a sour, 
musty smell from all that icky, stagnant water. 

“The lake must not be real,” she decided, moving to the edge 
and tapping the water with her toe. 

She’d expected to find solid ground, but . . . wetness soaked 
through the fabric of her boot. 

But the lake didn’t ripple, so . . . maybe she was still right? 
There was only one way to really know for sure. 

“If I fall in,’ she told Fitz and Tarina, “you’re not allowed to 
laugh.” 

“I would never,” Fitz assured her. “Pll even give you my cape to 
dry off.” 

His smile was so sweet. And it was such... such a boyfriend 
thing to offer . . . that Sophie couldn’t help blushing when she 
smiled back. 

But now so wasn't the time. 

Fitz seemed to get that too as they both turned back to the lake- 
that-might-not-be-a-lake, and Sophie wished the water didn’t look 
so thick and green, like a lake of snot. But if that’s what it took to 
help Silveny... 

“All right, here goes nothing,” she said, preparing for a slimy 
splash as she raised her foot over the lake, stepped down, and... 

Found solid ground underneath a couple inches of water. 

The next step had the same result. And the next. 

“That looks super weird,” Fitz told her. 

“I know—I keep having to remind myself I’m not in the middle 
of a disgusting lake.” 

At least she hoped she wasn’t. She couldn’t tell where the water 


was coming from. But it was shallow, at least. And after a few 


more steps, the air around her seemed to shimmer, and it was like 
passing through some sort of veil. One second she was standing in 
a sea of sludge. The next she was walking through a shimmery 
reflecting pool surrounding a humongous tree that hadn’t been 
there before. And as she splashed closer, she realized the arched 
hole in the trunk created a path that led down into the muddy soil, 
weaving around the ancient roots and disappearing underground. 

“I think I found it!” she shouted. “I know trees are usually 
gnomish things, but—” 

“Gnomes aren't the only ones who rely on the sturdiness of the 
forest,” Tarina said right behind her, startling Sophie so badly she 
nearly fell over. 

Fitz caught her shoulders. “Sorry. We followed you when you 
disappeared, and I thought you might have heard us splashing. 
But sound is kind of weird here.” 

It was. 

The air seemed to swallow their voices, which must've been 
another part of the illusion keeping the hive hidden. 

“We should hurry,” Tarina told them, heading for the path. “We 
usually keep the transport pods toward the back of the hive, so we 
still have some walking ahead of us.” 

Of course they did. 

Because nothing could ever be quick or easy—even when lives 
were on the line. 

“Anything we should know before we go down there?” Fitz 
asked. 

“Yes,” Tarina told him. “Don’t touch anything.” 

That turned out to be an easy rule to follow. 

The hive was made of a gloopy, sticky mud coated in stinky 
bioluminescent fungus that filled the massive cavern with a subtle 


blue-green glow. And the walls were long rows of stacked 


compartments—kind of like a honeycomb. Each cubby was sealed 
off with a thick, slimy membrane. And inside? 

It truly was like something out of science fiction. 

The unhatched troll babies floated in some sort of green jelly 
that reminded Sophie of the aloe vera gel her human parents used 
to smear on her sunburns, only filled with tiny bubbles that had a 
soft white glow. And even with their bodies half curled, the baby 
trolls towered over Tarina, their muscles bulging and lined with 
dark veins. 

Some of them moved, stretching against their barriers and 
making the membranes drip milky fluid onto the stone floor. 
Others had their eyes open, staring at nothing—or maybe staring 
at everything. Sophie didn’t want to know which. All she knew 
was that it felt like the beasts could burst free any second, and she 
was very glad Silveny’s babies would be kept somewhere else. 

“Is it me, or is it super stuffy down here?” Fitz asked, tugging 
on the neckline of his tunic and fanning his face. 

“Our babies thrive in heat,’ Tarina explained. “The solution 
they’re developing in is kept at one hundred and fifty degrees— 
much too hot for your fragile elvin bodies.” 

“Will that be too hot for the alicorns?” Sophie wondered. 

“We'll likely have to adjust. It generally matches the mother’s 
body temperature, so we'll need to take a reading of Silveny’s. And 
here we are.’ She pointed to a wall of shelves filled with what 
looked like glass clamshells the size of beach balls. 

“Will those be big enough?” Sophie worried, trying to imagine 
what size Silveny’s babies would be. 

“The material theyre made from can expand. But we may have 
to get creative with how we position them. I suspect this whole 
process is going to be an exercise in problem solving—but we'll 


make it work.” Tarina handed Sophie and Fitz each a transport 


pod to carry as she filled a satchel with metal flasks from a 
different shelf. 

“You okay?” Fitz asked as Sophie struggled to adjust her grip 
on the pod. “Is that too much for your arm?” 

“No, it’s actually lighter than I expected,” Sophie told him, 
wondering what the pod was made of. “What about you—how’s 
your leg?” 

“Tm fine.” 

Sophie hoped that was true, because they still had more 
walking ahead. They were closer to the troll exit than Luzia’s 
house at that point, but it still took them several endless minutes 
before they emerged back into daylight and caught a glimpse of 
the trollish world. 

All Sophie really had time to see were two bluffs connected by a 
web of intricate bridges. Then Fitz was launching them into the 
sky, and Sophie plunged them into the void. 

“IT’S ABOUT TIME!” Stina screamed as they tumbled across 
the grassy dunes, and she dragged them to their feet before they'd 
even stopped rolling. “I don’t know where you’ve been or what 
you're planning, but you'd better explain it fast. The first baby is 
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already crowning. 


FORTY 


SOPHIE LEARNED MORE ABOUT BIRTH that day than she’d ever 
really wanted to know. For instance, she learned that “crowning” 
meant one of the babies’ heads was starting to emerge—which 
was something she definitely wished she could unsee. 

She also learned it was much better to stay near Silveny’s face, 
where she could stroke her mane and rub her velvety nose and not 
have to think about what was happening around her tail region. 
And she could do her best to keep Silveny calm as Vika made a lot 
of very gag-worthy splashing sounds that had Fitz turning 
incredibly green. 

“Looks like we have a baby girl,” Vika announced a few seconds 
later. “And she’s alive. For now.” 

Silveny locked eyes with Sophie, and her desperate voice 
poured into Sophie’s head, along with a mix of joy and sadness 
that twisted Sophie’s heart into knots. 

SOPHIE PROMISE! BABY OKAY! BABY OKAY! 

Sophie wished she could give Silveny the assurance she knew 
the terrified mama alicorn needed. But she told her, I promise, we’re 
doing everything we can. 

And they were. 

Tarina had already prepared the transport pods, filling them 
with a mix of water and fluids from the flasks shed brought with 


her. And she attached a series of suction-cup-style tubes to baby 


alicorn number one and lowered her into the warm goo, where her 
tiny limbs did seem to relax. 

“Here you go, Mama,” Tarina said, bringing the pod over to 
Silveny’s face and giving her a chance for one quick nuzzle. 
“Thats your baby’s scent, so you'll recognize her if she gets 
stronger and we can bring her back to you.” 

Silveny let out a snuffly whinny—somewhere between elation 
and devastation—and rubbed her nose against her daughter’s tiny 
head with a look of absolute devotion. The baby didn’t open her 
eyes or make a sound, but she nudged her nose against her mama. 
Sophie felt tears trickle down her cheeks as Silveny begged again, 
SOPHIE PROMISE! BABY OKAY! BABY OKAY! 

More tears poured down as Tarina carried the pod over to 
Greyfell, letting the papa alicorn endure the same emotional roller 
coaster as he nuzzled his tiny daughter for the first time. The 
floating newborn looked so small and helpless, all knobby knees 
and fuzzy fur and tucked-in wings. And her head didn’t have a full 
horn yet—more of a pointy nubbin peeking out of the strands of 
her short mane. She also wasn’t as silvery as her mama—more of a 
mix of white, yellow, and pearl—and Sophie decided she looked 
like she'd been dipped in moonlight. 

And something stirred inside Sophie as she watched Tarina seal 
the pod tight—a kind of absolute determination that had her 
promising Silveny and Greyfell that they would see that tiny baby 
again. If Luzia couldn’t get a new hive built in time, then Sophie 
would stand guard inside the troll hive and fight off all the 
newborns. She didn’t care what it took—that little moon-dipped 
alicorn was going to live. 

And so was her brother, who arrived a minute later and let out 
the world’s tiniest nicker. He had blue tips on his wings just like 


his daddy. 


Tarina tucked him safely in his pod and gave Silveny and 
Greyfell each another heartbreaking nuzzle with their son. Then 
she sealed him in tight and set him next to his sister. 

Everyone gathered around the pods to watch the sweet babies 
float in their temporary wombs—except Vika and Edaline, who 
were busy doing some final slurpy-sounding things to finish up 
the whole birth process. And Sophie stayed with Silveny, stroking 
her nose and transmitting that her babies were okay over and over 
until Vika draped a fresh towel over Silveny’s face and said it was 
time for the tired mama to sleep. 

“She’ll be okay?” Sophie had to ask as Silveny’s body stilled. 

Vika nodded. “There were zero complications. So far, at least.” 
Her eyes shifted to the baby pods. “So... what now?” 

“Now I have a call to make,’ Sophie said, pulling out her 
Imparter and sneaking off to a secluded section of the beach to 
hail Luzia Vacker. 

“Did both babies survive the delivery?” Luzia asked the second 
her face filled the screen. 

“They did.” Sophie’s voice choked as she said it—who knew 
watching life come into the world was this overwhelming? “And 
Silveny seems to be doing pretty good too. How’s the hive 
coming?” 

“Faster than expected. I found an existing structure that served 
our needs, so we didn’t have to start from scratch. The trolls are 
treating the walls now and preparing the membranes. Shouldn't be 
much longer, barring some sort of disaster.” 

Fresh tears welled in Sophie’s eyes. “Thats . . . really good 
news.” 

“I wouldn’t get my hopes up yet,” Luzia warned. “The babies 


still have to survive the implanting. Some trolls don’t even make it 


through that, and it’s their natural way of developing. You're 
dealing with dozens of guesses and estimates and—” 

“I know,” Sophie interrupted. “I know the odds are still against 
us, but... were going to beat them. We have to. When you see 
these little babies—” 

“Im sure theyre very cute,’ Luzia cut in. “Just remember: 
Nature has no problem being cruel.” 

“Well . . . today were going to make it play nice,’ Sophie 
decided. “I don’t care what it takes. So when do I bring the 
transport pods to you?” 

“Not yet. I still need to figure out what to do for security. And 
I’m not sure how you'll find where we are.” 

“You're not at Dawnheath?” 

“No.” The word had a bitter laugh attached to it. “That would 
be disastrous. You'll have to inform the Council about everything 
that’s happened, and I can’t have them asking why I’m involved, or 
wanting access to my property to visit their precious alicorns. This 
can’t connect to me in any way—do you understand?” 

Sophie nodded, even if she didn’t totally get why Luzia’s 
alliance with the trolls needed to be secret. All shed done was set 
up a safe place for them to have their babies—wasn’t that a good 
thing? 

Unless she’d done other stuff that Sophie didn’t know about... 

“So where are you?” she asked, deciding shed worry about 
Luzia Vacker’s secrets later, once Silveny’s babies were safe. 

“It doesn’t have a name—and it won't be on any pathfinders or 
Leapmasters. That’s why I’m not sure how you'll get to me. It’s an 
old abandoned tower I thought of when I realized it’d be better to 
keep the babies closer to the sky, so they're in their natural 


environment when they hatch.” 


“Then hold your Imparter up to the tower and show me what it 
looks like,” Sophie told her. “That’s all I'll need to teleport there.” 

“Really?” Luzia asked, her eyebrows lifting as she pulled her 
Imparter back and swung it to face a weathered, vine-wrapped 
tower surrounded by mountains. “Is that enough?” 

“It should be.” Sophie closed her eyes, testing to make sure her 
memory had recorded the image perfectly. “I'll be right there.” 

“Wait!” Luzia’s face appeared across the screen again. “It’s not 
safe yet. I still need to figure out how to keep the hive hidden. The 
cloaking cannot look like my handiwork, so we're going to need 
someone talented enough to follow a set of instructions I leave for 
them for some very different kinds of illusions—and they can’t be 
anyone I know.” 

“Tm sure I can find someone,” Sophie assured her. 

“Yes, that’s right. You don’t work alone.” 

“I don't,” 

“Is that why you felt the need to drag my nephew—well, my 


Sophie agreed, ignoring the judgment in Luzia’s tone. 


great-great-great-great-you-get-the-point-nephew—into your 
hastily thought-out alliance?” 

“I didn’t drag him in. And he didn’t actually make them any 
promises. But I did warn Tarina that I wasn’t going to keep secrets 
from my friends.” 

“You sound very proud of yourself for that.” 

“I am,’ Sophie agreed. “I had to learn the hard way that trying 
to do everything by myself doesn’t go well.” 

“Neither does involving the people you care about in 
agreements you cannot possibly understand.” 

“All Pve agreed to is to be someone the trolls can come to if 
they need help,” Sophie argued. “And since you agreed to the same 
thing, I don’t really get why you’re giving me a lecture.” 


“Hindsight, Sophie. It comes with lots of regret.” 


Sophies chest tightened. “Youre saying you regret your 
alliance with the trolls.” 

Luzia sighed and looked away. “I’m saying I regret parts of it— 
though I suspect we all regret parts of every major decision we 
make. We choose the best we can, based on whatever information 
we're given. And then... we have to live with it.” 

“Well,” Sophie said, swallowing back the sourness on her 
tongue, “I can live with it if it saves these alicorn babies. And 
Tarina—” 

“Tarina won’t be your problem. It’s the empress who'll bring 
you the real challenge. And it won't happen right away. That’s how 
it sneaks up on you.” 

“What does?” 

“Who knows? But something always comes up. Just remember 
that sharing this planet with other intelligent species means that 
everything is far more complicated than it seems. And while Pm 
counting on you to keep your word and not let anyone know of my 
involvement . . . if you find yourself in a bind, you know where to 
find me.” 

“Okay,” Sophie said slowly. 

She wasn’t sure what they were talking about anymore. But it 
was giving her a stomachache. 

“Anyway, Luzia said, breaking the silence, “none of that 
matters at the moment. Right now, I need you to bring me two 
elves who can implement the illusions we’re going to need to 
prevent the new hive from being discovered. It’s going to require 
two very specific abilities.” 

“Which abilities?” Sophie asked. 

“A Flasher and a Shade.” 


FORTY-ONE 


JUST SO I’M CLEAR,” TAM said, tugging his bangs over his eyes. 
“You need me to teleport with you to the middle of nowhere and 
use my ability to follow a list of instructions written by some 
mystery person in order to camouflage a tower, so you can implant 
the newborn alicorns into some sort of troll-baby hive?” 

“Well, first we have to find Wylie, because I guess we need him 
for this too,’ Sophie corrected. “But otherwise ... yeah. And we 
don’t have a lot of time. The babies are safe for now, but we don’t 
know how long they'll last in the pods—” 

“Or how long it’s going to take to implant them,” Tarina added. 

Or if the implanting will work, Sophie thought—but she didn’t say 
that. 

Fitz must’ve guessed that she was thinking it, though, because 
he scooted closer. And Sophie let herself lean against him. 

She wasn’t totally sure how to act around him anymore— 
especially now that they were with some of their friends. But she 
was tired. And emotionally wrung out. And really glad that Fitz 
had insisted on going with her when she’d borrowed Grady’s 
pathfinder to leap to Tiergan’s house. 

Someday, she wanted to take a longer look around the home of 
her telepathy Mentor and see if she could learn a bit more about 
him. But at the moment, her brain could barely process the fact 


that he seemed to live on his own private island. 


Tam whistled. “And to think, when I left Exillium, I thought my 
life was maybe going to be a little more normal.” 

“Is that a yes?” Sophie pressed. 

Tam nodded. 

“I can take you to Wylie’s new place,” Linh offered, pulling a 
pendant out from under her tunic. 

“Actually, itd probably be better if we just borrow that crystal,” 
Sophie admitted. “I don’t know if it'll be bad to show up at the 
hive with extra people.” 

Linh pouted. “But ... I want to see the baby alicorns.” 

“They're not there yet,’ Sophie reminded her. “And I promise 
I'll bring you to them as soon as I can, okay?” 

Linh sighed but agreed, ordering Tam to be careful as she 
handed him her necklace. 


1? 


“Yay, we're light leaping again!” Tarina said when they stepped 
into the path. 

But a few minutes later—after Wylie agreed to join them—they 
were back to teleporting. And Wylie seemed to hate the process 
even more than Tarina did. 

To be fair, itd been one of Sophie’s rougher landings—though 
that wasn’t totally her fault. The image Luzia had shown her of the 
tower had left out the rather key detail that it rested on the edge of 
a lush forest, and their momentum as they exited the void sent 
them toppling into the trees. 

Shed have to make sure things went much smoother when it 
was time to bring the baby alicorns there. 

On the outside the tower looked like a picture-perfect ruin, 
complete with crumbling walls and mossy stones and overgrown 
vines. But inside it was all sticky mud and bioluminescence and 
slimy membranes. The trolls were in the process of making the 


goopy green mixture the babies would be floating in, and that was 


apparently the last step before the hive would be ready for 
implantation. Which meant Tam and Wylie needed to get to work 
following the instructions Luzia had left for them on a rolled 
scroll tucked into the handle of the tower’s door. 

“You're really not going to tell us who wrote these?” Wylie 
asked as he scanned the surprisingly long list of steps. 


94 99 


“I can’t,” Sophie told him. “And if anyone asks, you have to 
make it seem like you and Tam came up with the illusions 
yourself.” 

“I doubt Lady Zillah will believe that,’ Tam warned. “Half this 
stuff I don’t even understand.” 

“But you can do it?” Fitz asked. 

Tam skimmed the list again. “Yeah, it’s just a lot of “send 
shadows here and here and here. I don’t get how that’s going to 
create some powerful illusion, but... I guess we'll find out.” 

The first several steps seemed to center on shooting alternating 
beams of shadows and light at a series of small mirrors that Luzia 
must’ve placed before she left. Some dotted the perimeter of the 
tower, but most were scattered throughout the forest, dangling 
from trees, leaning against mossy rocks, and tucked among the 
thick ferns. 

“You two wait here,” Tarina told Sophie and Fitz, pointing to a 
fallen log in a shadowy clearing. “I want to do a quick patrol of the 
forest. I don’t like how thick it is. Limits my visibility.” 

Sophie wasn’t a fan either. There were too many scraggly, 
creaking branches. Too many places to hide. Too many twisted 
shapes playing tricks on her eyes. 

She had to force herself to stay still as she sat next to Fitz on 
the mossy log. But her skin kept prickling and she couldn't help 


glancing over her shoulder every few minutes. And the longer they 


sat there, the more her senses seemed to heighten, until every tiny 
rustle or crackle morphed into proof that they weren't alone. 

“This place is giving me the creeps,” Fitz whispered. 

“Me too.” And Sophie wasn’t sure if she was relieved or extra 
worried now that she knew Fitz was picking up on the same 
unsettling vibe. “I keep telling myself I’m just being paranoid 
because this is our first time since the attack being somewhere 
that doesn’t have a billion goblins marching around. But... it 
feels like someone’s watching us, doesn’t it?” 

“It does,” Fitz whispered back. 

“Tarina would’ve found them by now, though, wouldn’t she?” 
Sophie asked, trying to stay rational. 

“You'd think,” Fitz agreed. 

But Tarina had been gone a pretty long time. 

And Sophie had no idea how strong trollish senses were—not 
that it necessarily mattered. Grizel and Sandor hadn't detected the 
Neverseen that day in the desert. 

Or Tarina could be the presence that she and Fitz were both 
feeling. 

Or it could be Nubiti. Sophie wasn’t sure how closely her 
dwarven bodyguard was tailing her, but . . . maybe she surfaced 
from time to time to check on certain things. 

Shed almost convinced herself it was all her imagination 
running wild—after all, how would anyone know where to find 
her? She was wearing Tinker’s null. And shed gotten rid of the 
pendant with the tracker. And they were at some nameless ruin 
they'd never been to before. 

But then a twig snapped nearby, loud enough to make her heart 
skip several beats. 


“Think that was an animal?” Fitz whispered. 


“No idea.” But if it was, it was big—so that wasn’t necessarily a 
good thing. 

She glanced at Tam and Wylie, who stood closer to the forest’s 
edge, oblivious to everything except the swirling beams of light 
and shadow shooting out of their hands. 

And that’s when she realized— Wylie was with them. 

She unzipped a couple of the pockets on her pants and removed 
two goblin throwing stars, handing one to Fitz and gripping the 
other with her left hand, reminding herself that Tinker’s bracelet 
would boost her throw if it came to that. 

Did you see something? Fitz transmitted. 

No, but I want to be ready. And it felt good holding the weapon, 
knowing that this time she wouldn’t hesitate to use it—and that 
her aim was really, really good. I’m worried the Neverseen might be 
coming after Wylie. 

Fitz’s eyes widened. You think? 

I honestly don’t know. But it makes enough sense that I don’t want to 
risk it. 

So what do we do? 

She chewed her lip as she considered their options, glancing 
again at Tam and Wylie. I think we should split up. You keep watch 
from over there—she pointed to a patch of ferns about a hundred 
feet away that were thick enough to hide him—and TIl stay here. 
That way we cover them from both sides, and Ruy can’t trap us in the 
same force field. 

I guess that makes sense, Fitz admitted. But I don’t like it. 

Sophie didn’t either. 

It’s only a hundred feet, she reminded both of them. And here— 
take these. She removed the two goblin throwing stars she'd hidden 
in her boots and handed them to Fitz. I still have a few more, don’t 


worry. 


Fitz nodded grimly, tucking the extras into his cape before he 
turned to head where she'd pointed. But after a step he spun back 
and threw his arms around her, hugging her much tighter than he 
usually did. Stay safe, okay? 

You too, she told him, watching him sneak away and wondering 
how she was supposed to defend herself now that her knees had 
turned into jelly. 

Get it together, she mentally chided, shaking her left shoulder to 
loosen it and making sure Tinker’s bangle rested against her left 
wrist as she scanned the shadows. 

There was one patch dead ahead that felt darker than the 
others. And she took a silent step closer, wondering if 
investigating was a smart move or something she'd really regret. 

Another step. 

Another. 

Only a few left. 

And then... glaring light flared behind her. 

Wylie and Tam both let out startled gasps and Sophie spun 
around, feeling her mouth drop open when she saw how the light 
and shadows shooting between them had formed a sort of 
expanding portal, revealing a bridge of weathered white wood 
stretching over an endless chasm. 

But that couldn’t be, could it? 

Where was the tower? 

And then she realized: It must be the illusion Luzia designed. 

Now anyone trying to find the alicorns would see a long bridge 
that looked very uninviting instead of the tower hiding them, and 

A branch creaked again—much, much too close—and Sophie 
whipped around, flinging her throwing star toward the sound. 

SHHHHHHICK! 


Someone yelped, and more branches crunched. Sophie charged 
forward, hurdling a fallen log as she leaped to find... 

Tarina. 

With her back pressed tightly to the ground, her eyes wide as 
she stared up at Sophie. 

“Guess it’s a good thing I know how to dodge,” she said, 
sounding genuinely shaken as she pulled herself to her feet and 
pointed to the slice in her mossy garment—right across her chest. 

Sophie leaned closer, not breathing again until she confirmed 
that there was no blood. “I’m sorry! I... I guess I need to wait to 
see my target before I throw.” 

Tarina brushed the dirt off her shoulders. “That definitely 
helps. But sometimes it’s not possible, so it’s important to try to 
keep track of where your friends are. Though I suppose I 
should’ve remembered that you’re armed and been clearer that it 
was me approaching.” 

“So it was you this whole time?” Fitz asked as he rushed over to 
join them. 

“What was?” Tarina countered. “And why weren't you two 
sitting where I told you?” 

“Because we kept hearing creepy sounds!” Fitz told her. 

Sophie reached for him, needing something to lean on again. 
Between the adrenaline and the reality of what could’ve happened 
if Tarina didn’t have such fast reflexes... 

“It felt like someone was watching us,” she whispered to 
Tarina. “That was you, right?” 

Tarina frowned. “I haven’t been close—but I’d know if someone 
had been here. I.. 

Her voice trailed off as her eyes focused on a tree several feet 


away. 


She stalked closer, examining a broken branch, before looking 
down and sucking in a breath. 

It took Sophie a second to spot what Tarina was seeing through 
the shadows. 

Footprints. 


Elvin footprints. 


FORTY-TWO 


IT COULD’VE BEEN LUZIA,” FITZ said for what had to be the tenth 
time, repeating the conclusion that Tarina had come to. 

And it did make sense. Luzia might’ve secretly stuck around to 
make sure Tam and Wylie pulled off her illusions without any 
problems. There was also no way to tell exactly how fresh the 
footprints were, so they could’ve been made earlier, when Luzia 
was figuring out where to place all of her mirrors. 

Sophie had hailed Luzia to verify either theory, but Luzia didn’t 
answer—which didn’t mean anything, but ... Sophie didn’t like it. 
And the monster in her mind was wide awake now. Stalking her 
thoughts. Trying to stir up trouble. But she fought back the 
haunting voices with lots of deep breaths. And by leaning again on 
Fitz. 

She was very aware of Wylie and Tam watching them, but Fitz 
didn’t seem to care one bit. And that was good, because his 
shoulder was quickly becoming her favorite place in the whole 
world. 

They stood as a group on the other side of the illusion, 
watching the trolls make their final preparations to the tower. 

“What if it’s not safe for the babies?” Sophie whispered. 

“I can have my empress post guards here,” Tarina offered. 

It wasn’t a bad idea. But Sophie couldn’t help thinking about 
Luzia’s vague warnings about the trollish empress and decided, “I 


want Sandor to sweep the forest as well. And Flori. And Bo. And 


Nubiti, if she hasn’t already. And I want it to happen before we 
bring the babies here.” 

“Sounds like we have lots of teleporting to do,” Tarina noted 
with surprisingly little whining. 

And the next few hours were an exhausting blur. 

By the time Tam and Wylie had leaped home—and Sophie, Fitz, 
and Tarina had brought Sandor, Flori, and Bo to patrol the tower 
—Edaline was hailing Sophie on her Imparter, warning that the 
babies needed to be implanted soon. 

So they had to rush back to the beach to figure out how to 
safely transport the tiny, much paler alicorns. Which meant 
bringing Vika and Stina to help, and Timkin to boost Fitz’s 
levitation. Grady and Edaline offered to come along too, but 
someone needed to help Silveny and Greyfell and bring them 
somewhere they could rest and recover. 

They made Sophie promise to keep them updated—and to 
return to Havenfield as soon as everything was finished—and then 
it was back to the tower again, where the trolls took one look at 
the babies and insisted they be implanted right then. 

Even watching it with her own eyes, Sophie couldn’t begin to 
describe the implanting. All she knew was that there were lots of 
squishy tubes and an abundance of slime. And the last step 
apparently required them to stop the babies’ hearts for some 
terrifying but necessary reason, and they all got to spend an 
endless moment holding their breath and waiting to see if the 
pulses would return. 

Three seconds ticked by. 

Five. 

Ten. 

And then the tower was filled with the soft flutter of two steady 


alicorn heartbeats. 


“WE DID IT!” Fitz shouted, grabbing Sophie and spinning her 
around. 

And for that one moment Sophie didn’t care about the monster 
in her mind or her alliance with the trolls or what might be hiding 
in the shadows or how much trouble she was going to be in with 
Sandor for running off. 

She didn’t even care how closely Stina was watching as she held 
on tight to Fitz and let him keep spinning and spinning her. 

Because she could finally stretch out her consciousness and 
transmit with every bit of remaining mental energy, BABY OKAY! 
BABY OKAY! 


FORTY-THREE 


OKAY, THAT MIGHT BE THE sweetest thing I’ve ever seen,” 
Sophie murmured as she watched Silveny and Greyfell sleep in her 
favorite pasture at Havenfield—the one that caught just the right 
breeze and always ended up blanketed in petals from Calla’s 
Panakes tree. Greyfell had his legs tucked underneath him and one 
wing draped protectively over Silveny, who lay on her side with 
her head resting against Greyfell’s chest. 

“I know,” Fitz said quietly. “I never knew horses could snuggle.” 

He moved a little closer and Sophie had a feeling he was going 
to put his arm around her again—and she was all for that. But 
then his gaze drifted to Grady and his arm stayed noticeably by his 
side. 

Grady had been watching them very closely since they'd gotten 
back from the new alicorn-baby hive—though “glaring” might've 
been a better word for it. And Edaline had been giving Sophie a 
lot of raised eyebrows and sappy smiles. 

Parents. 

“Do you think the alicorns will be safe here?” Sophie asked 
them, hoping a distraction would tone down the humiliation. Plus, 
it was a valid question. She'd had to move Silveny to the Sanctuary 
after the last time she’d lived at Havenfield—and even that hadn’t 
been secure enough to keep the Neverseen from coming after her. 

“They're free to go anytime they want,” Edaline reminded her. 


“But I have a feeling they'll stay until the babies leave the hive— 


and they’re probably going to want you to take them there as soon 
as Silveny’s feeling up to it.” 

“But there’s nothing for them to see,’ Sophie noted. “The 
tower’s too narrow for them to go inside—and even if they could, 
all they'd see is their babies floating in a bunch of green goo.” 

“That may be,” Edaline told her, “but, speaking as a mother, I 
promise, you won't be able to keep Silveny away from that tower.” 

“Yeah, probably not,” Sophie begrudgingly agreed. 

She’d already checked Silveny’s dreams, to make sure the worn- 
out mama wasn’t haunted by nightmares from the stressful labor 
—and all she’d found was an endless replay of the moment Silveny 
had gotten to nuzzle her new son and daughter. 

“Did Sandor say how much longer he'll be at the hive?” Grady 
asked. 

“I wish,” Sophie admitted. “But I’m guessing it'll be at least a 
few more hours.” 

Sandor and Tarina were both waiting for new goblin and troll 
guards to arrive, so Sandor had asked Bo and Flori to get Sophie 
back to Havenfield safely—which meant she'd already endured 
two lectures on why she should’ve taken a few seconds to find 
them before she ran off. But Sophie was certain that Sandor would 
have a lot more to say on the matter once he got home. 

Sophie was tired just thinking about it. 

“Well,” Grady said, “I’m sure you two are both ready to get some 
rest, so...” His eyes narrowed at Fitz, all but kicking him off the 
property. 

Edaline shook her head at him. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s barely 
past sunset. And I’m sure they have lots to talk about.” 

And then, as if she wasn’t being horrifyingly obvious enough, 
she gave Sophie another eyebrow raise and hooked her arm 


around Grady’s, dragging him toward the house. 


“Is it possible to die from embarrassment?” Sophie wondered 
as Grady grumbled a bunch of loud protests about how he’d rather 
stay out in the pastures. 

Fitz laughed. “If you think they’re bad, wait until my parents 
find out about us.” 

And there it was—the word that changed everything. 

Us. 

That was all it took for them to suddenly be .. . a thing. 

And Sophie couldn’t decide if she wanted to spin cartwheels or 
bury her face in her hands to hide her flushing cheeks. 

“In case that sounded wrong,’ Fitz added quickly, “they’re 
going to be super excited. Though Biana’s probably going to follow 
me around saying I told you so a lot, so prepare yourself for that.” 

“She is?” Sophie asked. “You talked to her about . . . about 
this?” 

For some reason, she couldn't throw out the “us” word as easily 
as Fitz had. But he didn’t seem to notice. 

“Yeah, she’s been teasing me about it for a while—nagging me 
to stop wimping out and confess already. She tried to convince me 
to get you crush cuffs for a finals gift when you finished Level 
Three, but I didn’t want to pressure you like that.” He stepped 
closer, reaching for her hands and sounding so adorably shy as he 
told her, “But ... if you want some, I’d go get them in a heartbeat.” 

“Wow,” Sophie breathed. “That’s .. .” 

She couldn't find the words to finish that sentence. 

To have him saying these things—after years of wishing and 
hoping and dreaming and... 

It was... unreal. 

And part of her wanted to grab him and kiss him silly. 

But another part wanted to cry—and for some reason that 


wimpy part of her was winning. 


“Hey, Fitz said, gently tilting up her chin so he could study her. 
“You okay?” 

Her nod might've been the world’s most unconvincing nod. 
And she waited for Fitz to freak out. She deserved that. He was 
being so sweet and honest and perfect, and she was... 

What was she? 

Scared, maybe? 

And nervous. 

And excited. 

And not totally believing that any of this was real, and waiting 
for it to all turn out to be some huge misunderstanding. 

And— 

“Is this too much right now?” Fitz whispered. “I know it’s been 
a crazy day, so... we can wait.” 

Sophie shook her head. 

Waiting would only make it worse. Then there’d be even more 
pressure to say all the right things just like Fitz was. 

And she wanted to. 

Just like she wanted to go back to that moment in Everglen’s 
reception hall, before Silveny interrupted them, when it all felt so 
exciting and incredible and not quite so real. 

Real wasn’t bad. 

But it was ... complicated. 

It was parents and friends getting involved. 

And the whole school knowing. 

And...and crush cuffs. Which meant being “hopefuls.” Which 
meant... 

“Okay,” Fitz said, blowing out a breath, “I think I know what’s 
going on.” 

He led Sophie over to the Panakes tree, waiting for her to sit in 


the soft grass before he sat down across from her—mostly giving 


her space. 

But their knees touched. 

And Sophie’s entire world narrowed to that tiny point of 
contact, everything fluttering so wildly that she couldn’t meet his 
eyes. So she leaned back against the braided bark of Calla’s tree 
and watched the wispy branches dance around them on a soft 
night breeze that smelled like flowers and the ocean and was laced 
with the faintest whisper of a sweet melody. 

As far as romantic settings went, it was pretty much perfect— 
especially since this was where they'd already had a couple of 
other “moments.” 

And Sophie realized then... 

Those really had been moments. 

She hadn’t been misreading the situation. 

She’d just been too scared to believe it. 

And now... she was terrified. 

“So,” Fitz said, watching her fidget with some of the fallen 
blossoms. “Do you want to say it? Or do you want me to guess? Or 
do you want me to drop it and we'll just sit here and stare at the 
stars?” He glanced over his shoulder and pointed to the sky, which 
had faded to a peaceful swirl of purple and blue, brushed with 
flecks of twinkling glitter. “Anything’s fine, Sophie. Seriously.” He 
reached for her hand, gently tangling her gloved fingers with his. 
“I told you my new goal is to get you to trust me. And I mean it. I 
know this is hard for you. It’s hard for me, too—but in a different 
way. I’m only worried you're going to laugh or—” 

“T would never laugh,” Sophie interrupted. “I do like you, Fitz. 
You... have no idea how much.” 

His smile shone in the dim light. 

“I might have some idea,” he said, reaching up to tuck a strand 


of her hair behind her ear—and Sophie couldn’t help leaning into 


his hand. “So why don’t you just tell me what’s really going on in 
here,” he added, tapping her temple as he made the request. 

Sophie swallowed, fighting to find her voice. The most she 
could manage was a whisper. “I’m thinking ... I want all of this to 
be real so badly, but . . . I can’t really control that. Even if I register 
for the match...” 

Fitz nodded. “I figured that’s what you might be thinking.” His 
fingers trailed gently across her cheek, triggering so many tingles 
she almost missed it when he said, “You don’t have to worry about 
that, Sophie. There’s no way we won't be matched.” 

It was really hard not to laugh. “How can you say that?” 

“How can I not?” 

“Oh please, lets . . . lets be realistic. You’re this . . . golden 
child from this golden family, and ’'m—” 

“The most powerful elf our world has ever seen,” he finished for 
her. “I know you don’t see yourself that way—it’s one of the things 
I like about you. You could be the most arrogant, obnoxious 
person ever, and you’re not. But sometimes I wish you saw 
yourself a little clearer, so youd actually believe me when I tell you 
this.” He waited patiently for her to meet his eyes. “You're brilliant 
and talented and beautiful and—are you crying?” 

“Sorry,” she said as his thumb brushed away the tears she 
hadn't been able to blink back in time. “Sorry.” 

“Don’t apologize!” 

“Why? I’m being ridiculous. It’s just . . . no one’s ever said 
anything like that to me before.” 

And to have it coming from him... 

He brushed another tear away, and she pretty much melted 
against his hand. “I’m glad I got to be the first to do it,” he 
whispered, leaning close enough for his breath to tickle her damp 


cheek. “And I’m going to keep doing it until I make you believe 


me, okay? I mean it. Im not giving up until you realize how 
awesome it’s all going to be. And until then . . . were good.” 

“We're good,” Sophie repeated, the words like a splash of cold 
water. 

“I don’t mean it like a bad thing. I mean . . . we wait to do this 
for real until you’re ready. Until I can tell you I think you're 
amazing and it doesn’t make you cry.” 

“I might always cry about that,” she warned him. 

He laughed softly. “Fine. Then until they’re only happy tears. 
Okay? No pressure. No time limit. You set the pace and I'll just... 
follow your lead. But lIl be right here whenever you're ready— 
well, not right here because that’d get a little creepy. But . . . you 
know what I mean, right?” 

She did, actually. 

And it was... perfect. 

All the panic had melted away. 

“So,” he said slowly, “we’re good?” 

“I think so,’ she said, still worrying she was about to lose 
something special. 

But Fitz shook his head, like he knew what she was thinking, 
and whispered, “Just trust me, Sophie.” 

He leaned even closer and her heart became very aware that he 
might kiss her. 

And she would’ve let him—and had zero regrets. 

But when he closed his eyes, his lips only brushed her cheek, 
and he whispered, “Trust me,” again. 

And even though it wasn’t everything... 

It was a real beginning. 


And for now, that was more than enough. 


FORTY-FOUR 


GRADY AND EDALINE TRIED TO pretend that they hadn’t been 
waiting for Sophie when she found them standing by the stairs 
after she'd finally said good night to Fitz. Just like they tried to 
pretend that they were simply making sure she didn’t need help 
when they stopped by her room three times as she got ready for 
bed. 

The fourth time Edaline came alone, and Sophie knew she was 
in for it. 

“Let me make this easy, okay?” Edaline said, leaning against the 
door frame, either giving Sophie space or blocking her escape—it 
was hard to tell. “I trust you, Sophie. So you don’t have to talk to 
me about how scared you were for Silveny and her babies. Or 
about what happened with Alvar at Everglen. Just like you don’t 
have to tell me what you said to Tarina to convince her to help, or 
where you guys went to get those transport pods. And we definitely 
don’t have to discuss what’s going on with you and Fitz. But. I’m 
your mom, so I have to at least make sure you know that if you 
need to talk about any of it, you can. I won’t get upset. I'll even try 
my best to not make it embarrassing. And .. . you never know—I 
might be able to help. So... offer’s on the table.” 

“Thanks,” Sophie mumbled. 

They stared at each other for a beat. Then Edaline nodded and 
turned to go. But she'd only taken one step before she glanced over 


her shoulder. “While Im being honest, I should probably confess 


to peeking out the window a few times tonight while you and Fitz 
were having your very sweet moment.” 

Sophie groaned and covered her face with her hands. “I thought 
you said you wouldn’t make this embarrassing.” 

“I said I’d try. Plus, there’s nothing embarrassing about the way 
he was looking at you, Sophie. That boy is smitten. You know that, 
right?” 

Sophie groaned louder. But after a second, she had to peek 
through her fingers and ask, “You really think so?” Which was a 
mistake, because the next thing she knew Edaline was plopping 
down next to her on the bed, settling in for a long heart-to-heart. 

“Oh, stop trying to hide under the covers,’ Edaline said, 
grabbing Sophie’s blankets before she could pull them over her 
head. “You asked the question. And yes, I think he’s smitten. He 
has been for a while. And I know he’s always been special to you— 
don’t even try to deny it. So... I’m glad you guys are finally 
figuring that out. Just try to be prepared for the fact that dating 
changes things, and—” 

“We're not dating,” Sophie interrupted. 

Edaline’s eyebrows raised. 

“Were not. We're... waiting. Until it doesn’t feel so scary.” 

“See?” Edaline said, leaning in to kiss her cheek “And that is 
why I trust you. You’ve always been such a smart girl, Sophie. And 
you've always been so good at staying true to yourself, despite the 
tremendous pressure you’re under. I hope you hold fast to that and 
never feel pressured to be anything other than you.” She reached 
for Sophie’s healing hand, checking each of her knuckles—which 
were slightly swollen from all the strain—as she added, “And I 
hope you know how proud we are of how you handled everything 


with Silveny today. Those babies are alive because of you.” 


Sophie reached for Ella with her other hand. “I just hope they 
make it. I mean... they're safe right now, but there are still so 
many things that could go wrong.” 

“I know. But no matter what happens, you gave them the best 
possible chance you could. Be proud of that. Be proud of every 
choice you made today, even if you discover consequences later. 
And know that Grady and I are here to support you through 
whatever lies ahead.” 

“As am I,” Sandor said from the doorway. “Though that’s 
difficult for me to do when you vanish without me. But”—he held 
up his hands to silence her explanation—“I realize I must accept 
the role I played in that decision. I chose to rely on your other 
bodyguards to keep you safe for a few hours. And that’s exactly 
what Tarina did, even if it turned out to include much more 
adventure than Ild anticipated. So I can’t fault any of you. But 
from now on, count on me not letting you out of my sight.” 

Sophie nodded. “How’s the security at the hive?” 

“Good. Tarina volunteered to stay the night to make sure the 
patrols are running smoothly. And none of them know what 
theyre protecting, because we're trying to keep rumors to a 
minimum. So we stationed them all on the other side of the 
illusion. They think they’re guarding the bridge.” 

“Smart,” Sophie told him. “Thank you.” 

“Sure.” He moved to his usual post, just outside her door, and it 
felt like proof that life was shifting back to normal. 

“I should let you rest,” Edaline told her, handing Sophie a vial 
of pink sedative. “Tomorrow will be another exhausting day.” 

“It will?” Sophie asked, not sure why she was surprised. 

Edaline nodded. “Grady had to contact the Council and tell 
them what was happening. They'll be here first thing in the 


morning to have you answer some questions.” 


Sophie sighed and knocked back her elixir. “Of course.” 


When the Council said “first thing in the morning’—they meant 
it. The sun was barely beginning to warm the sky when Sandor, 
Grady, and Bo led Sophie into the pastures, where all twelve 
Councillors were lined up around Silveny and Greyfell’s enclosure. 

Thankfully, both alicorns were still sleeping, too exhausted to 
notice their audience, who'd shown up in all their jewels and 
finery, likely trying to intimidate Sophie—though Oralie and 
Bronte gave her grateful smiles. 

Lots of questions followed, many of which made it clear that the 
Council suspected another elf had been involved in her visit to the 
troll’s hive—had long suspected it, in fact. But Sophie refused to 
give Luzia away and stuck with short, simple answers. 

Councillor Emery sighed. “You’re not going to make this easy, 
are you?” 

“Tm pretty sure that’s my job,” Sophie countered. 

“As the moonlark?” Councillor Alina asked with a notable scoff 
in her voice. 

Sophie smiled sweetly at her. “As a teenager.” 

Bo made a choked sound that might’ve been a laugh. 

Then the Council demanded to see the baby alicorns, and 
Sophie found it particularly enjoyable when she got to drag them, 
as well as Sandor and Bo, off a cliff. She may have even waited a 
second longer than necessary before she split the sky and plunged 
them into the void. And the landing might’ve intentionally been a 
little bumpy. 

“First order of business,” Councillor Alina said, shaking bits of 
grass out of her now disheveled hair. “We’re making a crystal to 


light leap to this place.” 


“Agreed,” Councillor Emery said, his usually rich voice hoarse 
from all the screaming. “I’ve already noted the coordinates. And 
don’t worry, Miss Foster, we'll only make one.” 

“Which Ill be in charge of,” Bronte added. 

They had to take turns filing into the hive to inspect the babies, 
and no one seemed to know what to make of the tiny alicorns 
floating in the thick green goo. But Tarina assured them that 
everything was going well, and that as long as nothing changed, 
they'd have happy, healthy babies hatching in a few weeks. 

“Weeks?” Sophie repeated, counting in her head. “I think 
Silveny was supposed to be pregnant for longer than that.” 

“That wont matter,’ Tarina assured her. “I suspect they'll 
progress faster in the hives. Especially with the coming eclipse.” 

“What does the eclipse have to do with anything?” Councillor 
Terik wondered, beating Sophie to the question. 

“Eclipses trigger hatchings,” Tarina said, as if that were self- 
explanatory. “Though I suppose it’s possible the effect won’t be 
the same for another species. But you'll want to prepare for it just 
in case. The morning after the eclipse, you'll likely have two 


healthy alicorn babies on your hands.” 


Silveny and Greyfell were awake by the time Sophie leaped back to 
Havenfield with Sandor, Bo, and Tarina. And even though the 
recovering mama was too weak to stand up, she still managed to 
blast Sophie’s brain with an abundance of loud transmissions. 

SOPHIE! HI! BABY OKAY? BABY OKAY? VISIT! VISIT! VISIT! 

I'll take you to see them as soon as you're strong enough, Sophie 
promised. But you know you're not up for that yet. They're doing great, 
though. 


She shared her memories of the floating babies, and Silveny’s 
mind clung to the images of their tiny sleeping faces. But the 
longer Silveny looked, the more Sophie’s head felt like it might 
burst from the love and happiness and worry and sadness and 
loneliness and relief that was swelling inside her. 

I know you miss them, she said gently. 

MISS! MISS! MISS! 

With each repetition, Silveny’s sorrow seemed to deepen. 

Hey, it’s okay, Sophie promised. You'll see them soon. 

And even though she didn’t want to get Silveny’s hopes up too 
high, she told her what Tarina had said about the eclipse. But 
Silveny didn’t seem as excited as she'd expected her to be. 

WEEKS? WEEKS? WEEKS? 

I guess that probably sounds like a really long time to you, huh? 
Sophie realized. But it’s less than it would’ve been if you carried all the 
way to your due date. And I’m sure it'll go faster than you're thinking. 

Silveny and Greyfell shared a look. Then they both hung their 
heads. 

Aw, none of that, Sophie told them, trying to think of a way to 
cheer them up. 

Flying wasn’t possible until Silveny was stronger. And the 
swizzlespice she brought over barely got a reaction. 

Come on, there must be something that would make you happy, 
Sophie insisted. 

Which of course brought on a lot of VISIT BABY! VISIT BABY! 
even though Silveny seemed to realize she couldn’t handle 
teleporting yet. And the overwrought mama’s mood seemed to 
spiral ever downward. 

And then Sophie had an idea. What about— 

KEEFE! KEEFE! KEEFE! Silveny transmitted, with a blast of joy 


so strong it nearly knocked Sophie over. And Sophie assumed 


Silveny must’ve seen what she’d been thinking before she’d had a 
chance to finish saying it. 

Until Keefe said right behind her, “I hear I missed all the 
excitement.” 

“You're here?” Sophie asked, spinning around and catching a 
quick glimpse of the epic Bo-Ro glarefest going on before shifting 
her focus to Keefe. “Does that mean you lost the bet?” 

“It does! And I’m sure I’m going to regret all of my life choices 
when Ro figures out her dare, but... sometimes you win, and...” 
He shrugged, adding a smirk that felt a little forced. “I mean, the 
thing is—if you and Fitz are visiting troll-baby hives without me, I 
am definitely losing at life, you know? Plus, I knew Silveny was 
here, so of course she was going to be craving some quality Keefe 
time, isn’t that right, Glitter Butt?” 

KEEFE! KEEFE! KEEFE! 

“See? She needs me. Can I go into the enclosure?” 

“As long as Silveny doesn’t mind,” Sophie agreed. 

A fresh round of KEEFE! KEEFE! KEEFE! made it clear Silveny 
was a big fan of that idea. 

Sophie followed Keefe through the gate, stopping to stroke 
Greyfell’s neck as Keefe crouched near Silveny and trailed his 
fingers gently down her velvet-soft nose. “Hey there, pretty 
mama,’ he said as she nuzzled his hand. “Should I call you Mama 
Glitter Butt now?” 

Mama Glitter Butt! Mama Glitter Butt! 

But the sadness had crept back into Silveny’s thoughts. 

Keefe scooted closer, holding her face with both hands as he 
looked into her eyes. “Don’t be sad. Nothing bad is going to happen 
to those babies—not on Foster’s watch. So you just rest up, okay? 
It'll all be better soon.” 


Soon! Soon! Soon! Silveny said with even less enthusiasm. 


“Hmm. Feels like my brilliant pep talk isn’t doing its job—so 
how about we play Name That Baby Alicorn? Otherwise I’m going 
to call them Sparkle Tushie Number One and Number Two. 
Actually, Im probably going to call them that anyway—but I 
might occasionally go with something more official, as long as 
Mama and Papa pick something that pleases me.” 

Silveny didn’t seem to understand anything he was saying, so 
Sophie did her best to explain telepathically. 

Name baby? Name baby? Silveny asked, glancing at Greyfell. 

“I don’t think they've picked anything yet,” Sophie told Keefe. 

He clapped his hands. “Perfect! It’s a girl and a boy, right? So 
how about Keeferina and the Keefster?” 

“Keeferina?” Sophie had to ask. 

Even Silveny looked like she was wincing. 

“Or Keefette. Or Keefelle. Or Keefiana. Honestly, I thought 
you'd fight me harder on the Keefster.” 

“How about nothing with Keefe?” Sophie suggested. 

“See, but there really is no better name, is there?” He glanced at 
Silveny, who definitely did not chant any Keefes. “Fine. Your loss. 
How about an homage to the Mysterious Miss F instead? We 
could have a little Sophie and a little Foster—though now that I’m 
saying that out loud, I’m realizing how confusing that would get. 
What’s your middle name, again? Something with an E?” 

“Elizabeth,” Sophie confirmed. “What’s yours?” 

“It’s ‘Nope’—as in nope, we're so not going there.” 

“Why not?” Ro asked, momentarily breaking the Bo-Ro 
glarefest. 

“Because I have enough humiliation in my immediate future, 
thanks to you,” he told her. 

“Yeah, I think you’re going to have to tell me now,” Sophie 


insisted. 


“See, but I’m too busy naming alicorn babies. They’re silver, 
right? So how about Sterling and Argent?” 

“Argent?” Sophie repeated. 

“Yeah, wow, I’m pretty bad at this. You might want to help, or 
I’m going back to Keeferina.” 

Sophie pictured the babies’ tiny faces. “What about Luna for 
the girl? It means ‘moon, and she kinda looked like she was 
dipped in moonlight.” 

“Wow, look at you with the fancy logic!” Keefe teased, but 
Sophie could barely hear him as Silveny tried out the name in her 
mind. 

Luna. Luna! LUNA! 

“Huh,” Sophie said, “I think she likes it.” 

“Yeah, I think she does,” Keefe agreed, petting Silveny’s nose 
again. “And this means we can still have a little Keefster!” 

Silveny gave him some major alicorn side-eye. 

“Fine. No Keefster—though you're missing out.” He went back 
to thinking. “What about Wynn? Because we all know the little 
guy is going to be made of win!” 

“T actually like Wynn,” Sophie admitted, glancing at Silveny as 
she turned the name over in her mind. 

Wynn. Wynn! WYNN! 

Keefe smirked. “Feels like it’s Wynn for the win!” 

“Wynn and Luna,” Sophie said. “I like it.” 

So did Silveny and Greyfell, who kept repeating both names 
over and over as Greyfell settled next to Silveny for more alicorn 
snuggling. And Sophie shot Keefe a grateful smile as they made 
their way out of the pasture. 

“Thanks,” she whispered. “You really got Silveny out of her 
funk.” 


“Thats what I’m here for. To de-funk all the .. . You know 
what? I’m actually not sure where I’m going with that sentence.” 

Sophie wasn’t either—which wasn’t like him. His jokes were 
always so instant and effortless. And there was a strange, twitchy 
energy to the way he was moving, like someone who'd guzzled way 
too much caffeine. 

Or someone who was nervous. 

“So how did you know the alicorns were here?” she asked, 
leading him to the shade of Calla’s Panakes tree. 

Keefe didn’t sit down beside her. Instead he stayed standing, 
kicking up fallen petals and shifting his weight from leg to leg. 
“Oh. I stopped by Everglen this morning. Figured it was time to be 
a good best friend and see how Fitzy was holding up, you know? 
And, um... he filled me in on... everything.” 

“Oh really?” Sophie asked, internally cringing at what those 
little pauses probably meant. 

The one thing she and Fitz had forgotten to discuss was how 
much they were going to tell anyone about . . . whatever it was that 
was going on with them—not that it mattered with Keefe. 

Empaths. 

“And there’s the mood shift,” Keefe said quietly. 

Sophie bit her lip, deciding denial was the only way to survive 
this. “I have no idea what you mean.” 

“Yeah, I figured you’d say that.” He reached up, tearing a hand 
through his hair. “Okay. I know you don’t want to do this—and 
trust me, it’s the last thing I want to do. But... Fitz is my best 
friend. And you're .. . you. And no matter what... I don’t want to 
ruin that. So... I figured you should know that I know, okay? I 
know something’s changed.” 


Sophie took a steadying breath. “I don’t—” 


“Come on, Foster,’ Keefe interrupted with a sigh. “You know 
you can't lie to me. So yeah, maybe nothing’s changed officially 
since I’m pretty sure Fitz would’ve bragged about it endlessly. But 
I can feel it. Right here.” He pressed his hand against his heart. 
And for a second his features got all pinched and strained. “So I 
just wanted to say: You don’t have to act like it’s a secret. Because 
it’s not. It never really has been, honestly. I've been waiting for you 
guys to figure it out for years. I’m pretty sure our whole group has, 
between all the blushing and the cute little gifts and the ‘look at 
us, aren’t we the cutest Cognates ever?’ and the ‘let’s stare into 
each other’s eyes and do some trust exercises, and the ‘teal is my 
favorite color in the whole world but no one realizes why.” 

Hed said the last few parts with such a spot-on impression of 
her voice that Sophie crossed her arms and scooted away from 
him. “Wow. Okay. Not sure why you're being such a jerk about it, 
but...” 

Keefe dropped his gaze to the ground, kicking up lots more 
fallen petals. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Those were just . . . bad 
jokes. I don’t know why I made them.” He swiped a hand through 
his hair again, letting out a long, slow sigh. “What I’m trying to say 
is... I knew this was coming. So... congrats! And as long as you 
guys don’t expect me to start playing chaperone—and keep all 
Fitzphie smooching and snuggling far, far away—then .. . it 
doesn’t have to be weird, okay?” 

“Really?” Ro cut in. “That’s what you want to tell her?” 

“Yes,” Keefe said through gritted teeth. 

Ro snorted. “Maybe I should use my dare—” 

“Dont,” Keefe snapped, turning to face her. “Even you're not 
that mean.” 


“Are you sure?” Bo countered. 


Ro drew a dagger from her breastplate and aimed it at him. 
“Give me one reason to use this. I’m begging you.” 

“T feel exactly the same way,’ Bo told her, drawing his sword. 

And with that, Flori, Tarina, and Sandor all appeared from 
wherever they'd been lurking among the shadows. 

“Oh, relax,’ Bo growled at them. “The princess and I won't be 
sparring anytime soon. We have to wait for that. Though I’m still 
hoping she'll change her mind, since she knows what will 
happen.” 

“T do,” Ro agreed. “You'll finally realize that the only reason I’ve 
never beaten you is because I’ve been saving my best tricks for 
when it counts.” 

“Has it ever occurred to you that I’m doing the same thing?” Bo 
countered. “And I’ve still beaten you every single time?” 

“Ugh, would you guys just admit you’re in love with each other 
already?” Keefe told them. “If Fitzphie can do it, anyone can!” 

Bo and Ro aimed their weapons at him—and Sophie was 
tempted to grab a throwing star and join in. 

“Trust me, boy, if love were any part of this, it would make 
things very easy,” Bo snarled at him. 

“Don't,’ Ro commanded. 

Bo ignored her. “You want to know what’s going on between 
me and the princess? Ask her father—he’s the one who arranged 
our marriage. Performed the ceremony himself, and gave us these.” 

He pointed to the tattoos on their foreheads, which actually did 
kinda match. 

“So wait,’ Sophie said, trying to process. “You guys are 
married.” 

Ro gritted her teeth. “It’s not what you’re thinking.” 

“Uh, lm thinking you’re Mr. and Mrs. Bo-Ro,” Keefe cut in. 


Ro waved her dagger at him. “Don’t make me hurt you—and 
you know I’m not talking about using this blade to do it.” Keefe’s 
mouth snapped shut as she added, “Yes, we’re married. But it’s all 
just a formality. My father’s foolish plan to protect his two 
strongest warriors.” 

“Protecting me had nothing to do with this,’ Bo argued. 
“Dimitar came to me personally—begged me to cooperate as a 
personal favor. Said it was the only way he could think of to 
prevent his headstrong daughter from getting herself killed in the 
final spar.” 

Ro’s eyes flashed with betrayal and hate. 

“Uh... final spar?” Keefe asked. “I think we’re going to need a 
little more explanation.” 

Bo’s glare had Keefe stumbling back a step. “In our world, our 
supreme leader isn’t chosen by birth or inheritance. They’re 
chosen by victory. And whenever the current ruler steps aside—or 
perishes—all of the top warriors who wish to take over must spar 
to the death. Whoever’s left standing becomes the new king or 
queen, thereby earning the respect of the people and eliminating 
all possible usurpers.” 

“I suppose that’s one way to do it,” Tarina said, mostly under 
her breath. 

“And my king knows that Romhilda can’t—” 

“IT’S RO!” she shouted, whipping her dagger at his head. 

Bo knocked it away with his sword—along with the next 
dagger. And the one after that. 

“You're proving your father’s point! He knows if we spar, I will 
end you. But as my wife, there’s no need for you to compete. You 
can be queen by my victory—and give our world the two strongest 


fighters as leaders.” 


“Or you can be king by my victory,’ Ro countered, “which is 
why I agreed to the arrangement. Then you'll still be alive to 
handle the army since I find soldiers annoying. And Ill rule the 
people.” 

“Aw, isn’t this the most romantic thing you’ve ever heard?” 
Keefe asked Sophie. “Really hits you in the feels. A love story for 
the ages.” 

“T told you,” Bo growled. “Love has no part in this. And it’s far 
better that way. A king needs a clear head and unbiased judgment. 
Love only gets in the way. And if you don’t believe me, why don’t 
you ask Ro about Cadfael?” 

“Cadfael,” Sophie repeated, needing a second to place the 
name. “You mean the guy who’s probably the leader of all the 
ogres who defected to the Neverseen?” 

“That would be him. Ro didn’t tell you?” Bo asked with the 


most vicious smile Sophie had ever seen. “He’s her ex-boyfriend.” 


To say Sandor was unhappy that Ro had a personal connection to 
the enemy was an understatement—especially since shed had 
plenty of chances to reveal that information. And no matter how 
many times Ro insisted that shed have zero problem ending 
Cadfael’s life—and that shed only kept their relationship secret 
because she knew it would distract everyone with foolish 
conclusions—Sandor kept right on muttering “compromised” 
under his breath. 

“Compromised?” Ro eventually snapped. “You want to talk 
about compromised? What happens if you have to decide between 
saving your little girlfriend, or saving one of us? And you”—she 
pointed at Keefe—“what happens the next time you face your 


mom? Is there any way youd follow an order to stand down—even 


if there was a good reason to do exactly that? Just like we know 
your Vanisher friend is desperate to get her invisible little hands 
on Vespera after what happened in that creepy mirrored place. 
And her brother will take any excuse to smash his brother’s face 
in, even if it ends up being the wrong call. Even you”—her eyes 
shifted to Sophie—“I’m betting their Shade is going to be your 
number one target, after all youve gone through with those 
echoes. Or maybe you'll want the Telepath for the threats he made 
during the attack. Or revenge on Keefe’s mom for the mess you’ve 
seen in his memories. Actually, you’re a bad example, since you 
have good reasons to hate everybody—and you're also always trying 
to save everybody, so youre going to be a mess of conflicted 
decisions. My point is, the idea of ‘no biases in battle’ is a myth. 
We all have them. Especially when there are this many enemies.” 

“Too many,’ Sophie mumbled under her breath. They seriously 
had way too many enemies. 

Sandor sighed and rubbed his forehead. “All of that may be 
true, but I’m sure you can still see my dilemma.” 

“Fine—you want me to prove my loyalty?” Ro countered. “Let 
me run the next training session. I’ll teach everyone the easiest 
ways to cut down one of my kind.” 

Bo cleared his throat. “I don’t think that’s wise.” 

“Of course you don’t,’ Ro snapped back. “Because you don’t 
actually care about this assignment. Youre just here to cause 
drama until I agree to give my father whatever he wants to make 
him reassign you. And I’m sure that’s what you’re hoping for too, 
so you can get out of sparkle town. But guess what, hubby? I’m 
done giving either of you what you want. You get to be stuck here 
with me until youre ready to claw your eyes out from all the 


glitter. And you can watch me do everything in my power to 


prepare these kids for the battles coming their way, because like it 
or not, they are the only ones who are going to clean up this mess.” 

“See, I was with you right up until you called us kids,’ Keefe 
told her, and it was a miracle Ro didn’t launch a dagger at his 
head. 

Instead, she straightened up and said to no one in particular, “If 
you're done questioning my loyalty, and you've soaked up enough 
of my personal drama, follow me and TIl teach you something that 
will save your life.” 

She stalked deeper into the pastures, and Sophie and Keefe 
shared a look before they turned to follow her. And the rest of the 
afternoon was filled with learning where all of the ogres’ pressure 
points were. They weren’t always where Sophie would’ve expected 
—they were in the back of the elbow, and the underside of their 
nose, and between their pointer and middle fingers. 

“You really won’t get in trouble for teaching us this stuff?” 
Sophie had to ask when Ro showed them an opening in the way 
the ogres swung their swords, which left a moment where their 
elbow was particularly vulnerable. 

“Please, if an elf with a few hours of training can take us down, 
we deserve to die,’ Ro countered. “But Cadfael won’t expect you to 
know it. And I want to see the look on his face when that costs 
him a few of his grunts.” 

So she made them practice the punches and stabs and thrusts 
that would inflict the most pain over and over and over, until 
Sophie and Keefe were both sweaty and out of breath and dead on 
their feet. 

“You should probably take a break,” Keefe said as he watched 
Sophie study her right hand. She’d trained mostly with her left, 
but her knuckles were still swollen from the day before. 


“Yeah, I need to check on Silveny anyway.” She turned to head 
toward the alicorns’ pasture. But shed only made it a few steps 
before Keefe ran to catch up with her. 

“Hey, Foster?” he said, stepping in front of her to block the 
path. “I’m... really sorry about earlier. I never should’ve said the 
stuff I said. What I meant to say is... I’m really happy for you— 
and Fitz. You guys are perfect for each other.” 

Sophie’s face burned. So did her eyes. And she couldn’t decide 
if the tangled emotions clawing up her throat were proof that she 
definitely wasn’t ready for things with Fitz to be public—or 
because she still couldn’t imagine people using the word “perfect” 
to describe the two of them together. But she told Keefe, 
“Thanks.” 

He tore his hands through his hair again, looking like he was 
changing his mind about his next words several times before he 
said, “So... you don’t hate me?” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Ugh, how many times do I have to tell 
you—I’m never going to hate you!” 

His smile looked tired. “Well. I guess that’s good enough. For 


33 


now. 


Mr. Forkle stopped by that evening, and once Grady and Edaline 
had gone upstairs—and Sandor had led the other bodyguards 
outside for patrols—Sophie decided to tell him everything. 

Well, everything except the mushy Fitz stuff, because... no. 

But she told him about the alliance shed made with Tarina, 
even though she knew he'd probably be upset that she didn’t wait 
to find out what he learned through his research. And she told 
him about Luzia, because the Black Swan needed to know there'd 


once been a troll hive at Everglen. Plus, she wanted someone else 


to hear what Luzia had implied about the challenges of working 
with the empress. 

“Do you think I made a mistake agreeing to the alliance?” she 
whispered when Mr. Forkle rose from his spot on the couch and 
paced to the windows overlooking Havenfield’s pastures. 

“I think,’ he said slowly, “that you made the best possible 
decision under the given circumstances. Which is all any of us 
would ever ask.” 

Breathing became a little easier. But Sophie still felt the need to 
add, “What if the trolls want something I can’t give?” 

“Well, if it helps, I haven't found anything troubling about 
Empress Pernille in my research. But if Luzia turns out to be right, 
then you'll make the best possible decision whenever the time 
comes. Life is a series of hard choices, Miss Foster. The most you 
can do is face them one at a time.” 

“Does that mean you’re not mad at me for making the deal 
without checking with you?” 

“Of course Im not. If youd delayed, I'd be staring at two 
devastated alicorns right now, and their babies would’ve been 
lost.” He stared at his swollen, wrinkled hands, twisting the thick 
fingers together. “The truth is, now that there’s only one of me, 
I’m falling further and further behind in my responsibilities, and 
the Black Swan is suffering. We've been all but useless to you 
these last several weeks—myself especially. I still haven’t even 
finished arranging your meeting with Fintan—though I’m getting 
close. But the good news is, you're growing more confident with 
each passing day. And I know I speak for the entire Collective 
when I say that we trust your judgment. I’m also grateful you’ve 
been willing to confide in me about all of this. Perhaps it’s proof 
that youre ready to take on even greater responsibility in the 


order.” 


Sophie sat up straighter. “Like what?” 

“Im not sure yet.” He gazed blankly into the distance for 
several seconds before his focus shifted back to the pastures. “You 
realize as soon as Silveny’s able, she’s going to head straight to her 
babies. I’m sure she’s already plucked images of the tower from 
your mind so she'll be ready to teleport.” 

“Ts that bad?” 

“It depends on how high Luzia’s illusions stretch into the sky. 
Would you be willing to take me there to check?” 

“Now?” 

“Unless you're too tired—” 

“I'm fine. But I need to clear it with Sandor. If I disappear 
again, he might handcuff himself to my wrist.” 

Mr. Forkle smiled. “I could see him doing that.” 

Not surprisingly, all of her bodyguards insisted on joining 
them. And Grady and Edaline asked to tag along. So it turned out 
to be quite a large group that jumped off Havenfield’s moonlit 
cliffs. And Sophie was glad to have the company when she saw 
how eerie the tower’s clearing looked at night, with all the shifting 
shadows. The hive itself also felt even more alien now that the 
only light was coming from the glowing green fluid surrounding 
the tube-covered babies. 

“Hey, Luna,” she whispered, wishing the tiny alicorn would 
blink or stir or do something to prove that she really was okay. 

But Luna stayed fast asleep. 

So did Wynn. 

“Did I miss when you named them?” Edaline asked. 

“Yeah, Keefe brought it up today—and be glad Silveny didn’t go 
with Keeferina and the Keefster.” 

Grady sighed. “That boy.” 


“He’s quite the character,’ Mr. Forkle agreed, heading outside 
to study Luzia’s illusion. “It’s a brilliant design,” he murmured, 
squatting to examine a few of the carefully placed mirrors. 

“Then why are you frowning?” Sophie wondered aloud. 

“Well, for one thing, the masking on the sky is quite thin, so it 
does seem like itd be safer for Silveny and Greyfell to keep their 
distance—which won't be easy to convince them to do.” 

“And the other thing?” Sophie pressed. 

“Tm not sure if it counts as a thing, but . . . using mirrors for 
camouflage this way ... that’s the method Vespera developed.” 
And I realize Luzia already admitted at Alvar’s Tribunal that she used 
Vespera’ss methods, he added telepathically. But it does make me 
wonder how much contact the two actually had I think it might be time 
to pay Luzia a visit. 

Won't that make it pretty obvious that I told you about her? 

Probably—but don’t look so nervous. Luzia’s no fool. I’m sure she’s 
assuming you're going to tell someone in our order. And she knows the 
Black Swan has no problem hiding things from the Council, so she 
doesn’t have any reason to be worried. I’m honestly surprised she never 
reached out to us before—especially when she was helping the trolls 
relocate their hive to Dawnheath. That had to have been a tremendous 
endeavor. 

Do you think it’s weird that she had Alden install the gate around 
Everglen after she moved out? I mean... if the hive’s destroyed, why 
would he need it? And why didn’t she have that kind of security when she 
lived there? 

I can see why that might feel significant. But it’s important to 
remember that our world hasn’t always been so tumultuous. Up until a 
few decades ago, things truly were peaceful enough that she wouldn't 
have needed that level of security. I also suspect that adding the fence to 


Everglen was her way of normalizing the one she added at Dawnheath, 


as well as a means of protecting any lingering evidence that might 
remain of the hive. You said Mr. Vacker’s going to be searching for it? 

Sophie nodded, realizing she should check in with Fitz to see if 
he found anything. 

Cue all the flutters. 

Keep me posted, Mr. Forkle told her, standing and pulling out his 
pathfinder. Ill be Magnate Leto again starting tomorrow. Hail me 
anytime. Or stop by my office on Monday. 

Monday? 

He smiled. Yes, Miss Foster. Your arm has recovered nicely, and I 
don’t want you falling too far behind on your studies. So I think it’s time 


for you and Mr. Vacker to return to Foxfire. 


School was the last thing Sophie felt like adding to her to-do list. 
But apparently it wasn’t optional. So Monday morning she found 
herself dressed in one of the Level Four uniforms that Flori had 
added secret pockets to, trying to decide which was making her 
palms sweatier: knowing she was about to walk onto campus 
trailed by her multispeciesial entourage, or knowing she was 
about to face a million awkward decisions about how to act 
around Fitz in such a public place—with Keefe watching. 

And the day was every bit as disastrous as shed imagined. Like 
when she stepped into the glass pyramid for morning orientation 
and the entire room went pin-drop silent. Or how Bo kept 
growling, “What are you staring at?” to everyone they passed in 
the halls. Or lunch, when Sophie chose to sit between Keefe and 
Dex because she was worried itd look too suspicious if she sat 
next to Fitz, and when she’d met his beautiful eyes, he’d looked... 
super hurt. Add in the fact that she hadn’t caught up on all of her 


missed assignments—and the fact that her writing was still mostly 


illegible—and it was almost a relief when she got called into the 
Healing Center on her way to study hall. Guzzling gross elixirs 
would be way easier than trying to figure out how to apologize to 
Fitz without the rest of their friends noticing. 

But when she got to the Healing Center, Fitz was there, leaning 
against the cot hed been stuck in for all those weeks. And he 
wouldn’t meet her eyes. 

“I think we should wait in the hall and keep an eye on anyone 
approaching,” Grizel told Sandor and the other guards, which 
didn’t sound that suspicious until she shot Sophie a look that 
seemed to say good luck as she herded everyone back out the door, 
leaving Sophie and Fitz alone. 

Sophie glanced over her shoulder, noting that Elwin was in his 
office as she moved to Fitz’s side, careful to keep a couple of 
inches between them. “I’m sorry. I wanted to sit next to you. It just 
felt like that would start a bunch of gossip—which is silly, I know. 
It’s not like we never sit together. Pm . . . really bad at this.” 

Fitz sighed. “It’s not your fault. I thought we’d have a couple 
more weeks to figure stuff out before we had to be back here.” 

“So did I.” She hesitated a beat and reached for his hand, letting 
out a relieved breath when he didn’t pull away. “I know I’m 
overthinking everything. I just...” 

“I know.” He trailed his thumb over the back of her hand, 
causing a zillion tingles. “I’m sorry too. ld just been looking 
forward to sitting next to you all day.” 

Oh wow. 

It was amazing she didn’t melt into a puddle of goo right there. 

She might have, if she hadn’t caught a glimpse of Elwin 
heading toward them. And she was trying to decide what to do 
about the fact that she was still holding Fitz’s hand, when Fitz 


made the decision for her, giving her fingers a reassuring squeeze 
before gently letting go. 

“Just like old times,” Elwin announced, setting down the trays 
of medicine hed been carrying. “But first, lets see how you're 
doing.” 

He flashed several colorful orbs around Sophie’s arm, not 
looking happy about her knuckles swelling. And Fitz apparently 
had some similar swelling in his bad leg. 

“Well, I can’t say Im surprised, since I heard about the crazy 
day you guys had with those alicorn babies. That’s why I called 
you in—well, that, and Lady Zillah is wondering about your 
echoes. Do they still stir?” 

Fitz nodded, rubbing his chest. “I’m good most of the time, but 
big mood swings get me.” 

“Pretty much the same for me,” Sophie agreed. “And I still take 
sedatives every night to avoid nightmares.” 

Elwin reached up to muss his hair. “Well, I know this is going 
to sound risky, but Lady Zillah said it might help if she knew 
exactly how many seconds it takes before the echoes react. So do 
you think you could each take turns thinking about one of your 
triggers so I can time it? Ill be right here to help with anything 
you need.” 

Sophie and Fitz shared a look before Fitz hopped up on the cot 
and sat leaning against the wall. And Sophie had a feeling he let 
himself think about Alvar, because in about ten seconds he was 
clutching his chest and gulping down breaths. 

Sophie’s reaction took a little longer. 

She started with Gethen’s taunts, letting his horrible voice 
flood her mind—and she could feel the monster lift its head. But 
the beast didn’t get up, staying put through each of the other 


haunting voices that Sophie let join the punishing chorus. Until 
she dredged up the one she'd buried the deepest. 

Sophie, please—stop! 

The second her sister’s terrified voice rang through her mind, 
the monster was thrashing and kicking—and so was she. 

“It’s okay,” Fitz told her, taking her hand again. “Just breathe.” 

She was trying. But the monster fought back, clawing and 
scraping against her consciousness. 

“Breathe with me,” Fitz told her, setting the rhythm—and she 
clung to his hand like an anchor as she let their breaths fall in 
sync. 

Slowly, steadily, the beast skulked back to the shadows. 

“The good news,’ Elwin said, sounding a bit shaken as he 
flashed an orb of light around her, “is that I don’t see any damage. 
So you are getting stronger. And hopefully these readings will help 
Lady Zillah find an answer.” 

Sophie hoped so too. 

But until then, she had to stay far, far away from that memory— 
even if it killed her to be so close to the truth and leave it buried. 

“You okay?” Fitz asked as she chugged her medicine with 
trembling hands. 

She nodded. 

But she must not have been very convincing, because Fitz 
checked on her again before she went to bed that night. 

Are you sure the sedative will be enough to keep the nightmares 
away? he asked. 

I think so. Especially since Flori sang a little bit of her new song to 
me. She only has one verse right now, but . . . it’s crazy how the melody 
makes everything warm and tingly. It does seem like it might be the 
solution, once she figures out the rest of the verses. 


Does she know how long it'll be? 


No. But she said she works on it every night while we sleep. So 


hopefully soon. 


By the end of that first week back at Foxfire, Sophie’s life had 
fallen into a new pattern with school in the mornings followed by 
training in the afternoons with any friends who gathered at 
Havenfield. 

Fitz always went home to Everglen, hoping to find some trace 
of the old troll hive. But every night he’d check in telepathically— 
and even though he never had any news to report, all those 
conversations really helped things feel less strange and scary 
between them. 

They sat next to each other every day during lunch, and if their 
friends noticed, they didn’t bring it up. 

Even Biana. 

Even Keefe—though he wasn’t around very much. He landed in 
lunch detention on day two for some random prank he never 
bothered to explain. And his father was still insisting on having 
their private Empath lessons, so he had to rush home every day as 
soon as Foxfire ended. 

And Tam had to leave Havenfield by sunset for his shadowflux 
lessons with Lady Zillah. 

And Dex still spent most of his time with Tinker. But he’d stop 
by when he had completed creations to deliver, like their newly 
enhanced panic switches—which could now send a quick voice 
recording of what they were facing—and these fancy new gadgets 
that reminded Sophie of a twenty-sided die and unleashed a cloud 
of mist meant to scatter someone’s concentration. 

Flori spent her days making everyone new clothes so they'd all 


have plenty of pockets to tuck things away in, and her nights 


wandering the forest in search of song lyrics. So Sandor, Tarina, 
and Bo took turns training Sophie, Linh, Marella, Biana, and 
Wylie—though the rest of them could train much longer than 
Sophie’s arm would let her. But whenever she had to stop early, 
she spent the extra time keeping Silveny and Greyfell company. 

The anxious alicorns had not been happy when Sophie warned 
them that visiting their babies might give away their location. But 
they didn’t argue. Silveny seemed to realize that all the months 
shed spent ignoring Sophie’s advice had nearly cost the babies 
their lives, and she was determined not to make the same mistake 
again—even if it was breaking her heart to stay away from them. 

Sophie tried to keep Silveny’s spirits up by passing along the 
updates Tarina got every morning from the trolls who were 
keeping an eye on the babies. But there wasn’t a whole lot of 
actual news to share. Luna and Wynn were stable, but progressing 
slower than expected. In fact, by the end of the second week, the 
trolls were convinced the babies wouldn’t be hatching during the 
coming eclipse. Which made sense, considering how much time 
should have been left in Silveny’s pregnancy. 

But Silveny was devastated. 

And after three days of watching her mope around her pasture, 
ignoring food and treats and everyone, Sophie tried a new tactic. 

Fly with me? she asked, pointing at the sky. 

Fly? Silveny repeated, not sounding nearly as excited as Sophie 
wanted. 

But Sophie kept pushing, sending memories of all the times 
they'd flown together, and reminding Silveny of how long it'd 
been. And when that still didn’t convince her, Sophie played her 
secret weapon. 


Please? she asked. It might help me have better dreams tonight. 


Help Sophie? Silveny said, her mind turning over the words until 
they shifted from a question to an answer. Help Sophie! Help Sophie! 
Help Sophie! 

“What are you doing?” Linh asked as Sophie pulled her hair 
back into a ponytail and headed for the enclosure. “Are you guys 
going to fly?” 

“Thats the plan,’ Sophie agreed, and Linh let out a giddy 
squeal. 

“Can I come too? I’m so over battle training. And Tam just left. 
And... okay, I just really really really want to fly with the pretty, 
sparkly horses!” 

Sophie laughed and glanced at Greyfell, transmitting Linh’s 
request. He sized Linh up for a second, then lowered into a crouch 
—his way of saying sure, climb aboard—causing a whole lot more 
squealing as Linh sprinted into the pasture and practically leaped 
onto Greyfell’s muscled back. 

And Silveny seemed much more excited by the idea as she bent 
to let Sophie climb on. 

Thanks, Mama Glitter Butt, Sophie told her, wrapping her arms 
around Silveny’s neck as Silveny flapped her enormous wings, 
launching them airborne. 

They didn’t fly far, just circled the pastures as the sky shifted 
from twilight to glittering night. A full moon lit up the sky, 
bouncing off the clouds as they dipped and dove and swooped 
through the sea of stars. And the higher they flew, the more 
Silveny’s heart seemed to lift, until she sounded much more like 
her usual self. 

SOPHIE! FRIEND! FLY! 

Fly! Sophie agreed. 

And they did. For hours and hours until they all felt ready for a 
good night’s sleep. 


But Grady was waiting for them when they landed. And he had 
a note from Mr. Forkle, which had Sophie wide awake again. 

There were no clues or mysteries like in the messages the Black 
Swan used to leave her. Just a simple, clear instruction: 

Prepare yourself. The Council has finalized your meeting with Fintan. 
At the end of the week, I'll be bringing you and Fitz to his cell. 


FORTY-FIVE 


YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE nervous,” Fitz said, reaching for 
Sophie’s wrist to stop her before she could tug out any more itchy 
eyelashes. 

“Tm trying not to be,” she promised. 

After all, they’d been preparing for this moment all week. 

They'd worked through hours and hours of trust exercises— 
which were surprisingly easy, now that all the crush stuff was out 
in the open between them. And theyd rehearsed different 
conversation tactics over and over again. 

But... this was Fintan. 

Every time Sophie thought his name, she could hear her human 
parents’ voices in her mind, explaining all the reasons she should 
never play with fire. 

And yet, here she was, stepping right back into Fintan’s game. 

She pushed her long sleeves up to her elbows, wishing Mr. 
Forkle would hurry. He was a few minutes late—and since he’d 
told them to dress as warmly as possible, it was getting pretty 
miserable waiting outside. But when they tried waiting inside, 
they'd had to deal with Edaline’s sappy smiles and Grady’s glaring, 
so standing in the sun in heavy clothes was a worthwhile sacrifice. 

Still, Sophie wished she’d chosen something that breathed a 
little better than her layered gray tunic and velvet cape—plus 


black pants and boots and gloves and a knitted cap she still wasn’t 


sure if she should’ve let Vertina talk her into. Fitz had called it 
cute, but... it had a sparkly pom-pom on the top. 

“Okay,” he said, leading her into the shade—which did help a 
little. “I was going to save this for later, but I think you need a 
distraction.” 

“Uh ... what kind of distraction?” she asked, very aware that 
they were back under the swaying branches of Calla’s Panakes 
tree. 

Fitz’s lips curled into a shy smile. “I realized itd been a while 
since I gave you a present. So I snuck over to Atlantis this 
morning and...” He reached into the pocket of his burgundy cape 
and pulled out a small silver box. “I really hope you don’t hate it. 
Biana’s always telling me I have the worst taste in gifts—but... I 
figured it'd be weird letting my sister shop for my . . . for you.” 

Sophie didn’t miss that tiny slip. 

But... had he been about to call her his ‘girlfriend’? 

Or his ‘hopeful’? 

Because there was a big difference. 

In fact, even with all their Cognate training, they'd still never 
addressed the questions that sat between them like a giant, gaping 
chasm. 

Was she going to register for the match? 

And if she didn’t... ? 

“Here,” Fitz said, handing her the box. 

The size and shape screamed jewelry—and Sophie’s stomach felt 
extra flippy as she lifted the lidand... 

“Oh wow.” 

“Do you hate it?” he whispered, sounding genuinely worried as 
she traced her fingers over the shimmering teal pendant. 


It was shaped like a heart. 


She shook her head, trying to find something to say that 
wouldn’t be embarrassingly mushy. “It’s... beautiful.” 

Fitz beamed. “Here, lIl help you put it on.” 

He stepped behind her and swept her hair aside, and she was 
pretty sure she didn’t breathe the entire time he tied the silk cord 
around her neck. 

They didn’t have a mirror, but she could tell the pendant hung 
just below her collarbone, where everyone would see it—and 
probably know exactly what it meant. 

But... that was good, wasn’t it? 

That was— 

Someone cleared his throat, and Sophie whipped around to find 
Mr. Forkle giving them a raised-eyebrow look that had Fitz’s 
cheeks flushing adorably red. 

“Sorry I’m late,” Mr. Forkle told them. “It ended up being much 
more difficult to switch identities today than I expected.” 

Sophie frowned. “Wait—if Fintan sees you like that, he’ll know 
you're still alive.” 

“Which is why I won’t let him see me unless I decide I want to. 
This’—he gestured to his swollen face—“is a backup plan, in case 
we need to regain the upper hand in the conversation. A way to 
shock some of the bravado out of him.” 

“And you’re sure we shouldn't be joining you?” Tarina asked as 
she stepped out of the shadows with Bo and Flori. 

Sandor and Grizel were the only guards that the Council had 
approved for the visit—and even they weren't allowed inside the 
actual prison. 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “The Council’s decision is final. They 
wouldn’t even give me a permanent crystal, for fear I might try to 
copy it. They’re being very cautious. So it will just be the five of us. 


And we'll be leaping there with this.” He held up a smooth stone 


with a single fleck of glitter glinting in the center and waved for 
Sophie, Fitz, Sandor, and Grizel to gather around him. 

Sweat was dripping down his face—probably from the thick 
tunic he was wearing, along with two layers of capes. But it 
might’ve also been a hint of nerves. 

His hand even trembled as Sophie reached for it, and she 
realized... 

This would be the first time he’d face one of his brother’s 
killers. 

“You okay?” she asked him. 

He nodded. “But let’s make today count.” 


“H-how ar-are y-y-you n-not sh-sh-shivering?” Fitz asked Sophie 
as they trudged through the knee-deep snow. The cave they were 
aiming for was only a few hundred yards away, but given the way 
their legs kept sinking in, it was quite the epic trudge. 

“Keefe helped me practice body temperature regulation,” 
Sophie explained, wishing shed thought to use the skill when 
shed been sweating at Havenfield. “The trick is to focus on 
friction, like where your clothes rub your skin or where your toes 
scrape the sides of your boots. That’s all generating little bursts of 
heat your mind can amplify.” 

“Huh.” Fitz’s eyebrows crunched together—and so did Mr. 
Forkle’s—like they were each attempting to apply the tactic. But 
neither seemed to have much success as they shivered through the 
final paces to the icicle-crusted cave, which looked like a giant 
mouth jutting out of the frozen earth, eager to devour them with 
jagged teeth. 

“If the cold gets to be too much, I’m sure they have extra cloaks 


tucked away somewhere,” Mr. Forkle told Sandor and Grizel as 


they moved to join the other, much warmer-dressed goblin guards 
lined up like sentinels on each side of the arched entrance. 

“We'll be fine,” Sandor said, shooting Sophie a look that 
seemed to say, Be careful—and hurry. 

She nodded, watching Mr. Forkle and Fitz disappear into the 
prison. But she needed a second before she could follow. 

Caves always triggered their own special flashbacks and 
nightmares, thanks to her kidnapping. So she inhaled a few long 
breaths to let the monster know she was still in control, before she 
took a cautious step forward, out of the wind and into the cavern. 

She’d planned to catch right up with the others, but the cave’s 
floor was solid ice, so she had to tread slowly to keep from 
slipping. Plus, her eyes needed time to adjust to the dim blue light 
radiating from bioluminescent spheres dangling from the arched 
ceiling. Her breath clouded in front of her and she focused on the 
burn in her tired leg muscles as she followed a path that wound 
down into the frozen earth. 

Soon everything was ice—the walls, the floor, the ceiling. No 
heat. No kindling, except the clothes they were wearing—which 
might actually be a problem. 

“Should we be wearing something fire resistant, like we did in 
Oblivimyre?” Sophie whisper-hissed, wondering why she hadn't 
thought to ask before. 

“No,” Mr. Forkle called back to her, his voice bouncing off the 
walls and making some of the ice crackle. “Fintan cannot spark a 
flame here—you truly can trust that. And dressing this way shows 
him how inconsequential he’s become—how your only concern 
today was for your own comfort. Trust me, that will eat at him 
more than you could ever imagine.” 

“I guess,’ Sophie mumbled as the path curved so sharply that 
she lost sight of everyone. But when she rounded the bend, she 


found Fitz waiting for her. 

He offered his arm. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have gone ahead without 
you.” 

“T was fine,” she assured him. But she was glad to have someone 
to lean on when the floor angled sharply downhill a few curves 
later. 

“Think itd be easier to plop down and slide the rest of the 
way?” Fitz asked. 

“No,” Mr. Forkle called back to him. 

“Im more worried about what it’s going to be like climbing 
back out of here,” Sophie admitted. 

Fitz groaned. “I wasn’t even thinking about that.” 

On and on the path stretched, until Sophie was starting to feel 
pretty tempted by Fitz’s treat-the-prison-like-a-frozen-waterslide 
plan. But then it curved again and widened into a frozen bubble of 
a room, with a narrow walkway surrounding a smaller, inner ice 
bubble. And sitting inside on a lone block of ice was a sickeningly 
familiar blond elf with pointed Ancient ears. 

“Fintan, Fitz whispered, and Sophie jumped in front of Mr. 
Forkle, fanning out the sides of her cape and trying to shield him 
as much as she could. 

“Relax, Miss Foster,” Mr. Forkle told her. “We can hear and view 
him from all sides. But the bubble is reflective on his side— 
everywhere except the point right there.’ He gestured to where 
two throne-size chairs carved from clear ice had been set up 
outside the bubble, facing straight at Fintan. “I’m told there’s a 
sensor in the floor that activates once you're seated, allowing 
Fintan to hear you. So don’t sit until you’re ready. And remember: 
He called this meeting, so let him carry the conversation. Never 
forget that every word he says may be a lie to manipulate you. Do 


not react. Do not volunteer any information. And if you need to 


communicate with each other, do it telepathically. Also: Be very 
careful about when and how you attempt to enter his mind. Fintan 
may not be a Telepath, but he’s been defending his thoughts for 
millennia.” 

It was the same instructions they’d gone over many times. But it 
was still good to have the reminder as Sophie and Fitz made their 
way toward the icy thrones. 

Fintan’s sky blue eyes watched their every move as they sat 
down, and Sophie felt the monster stir inside her, eager to tear 
into all of her worst Fintan nightmares. But she met Fintan’s gaze 
head-on—and maybe it was the dim lighting, or the dirty- 
dishwater color of his wrinkled robe, but he looked older than she 
remembered. 

Haggard. 

Not that it stopped him from twisting his slender features into 
a chilly smile. “Miss Foster. Mr. Vacker. How nice of you to finally 
join me.” 

They each took a calming breath as they nodded. 

“Oh, let me guess. You’re planning to follow the whole let-the- 
prisoner-do-all-the-talking approach? I think you're forgetting 
that I practically invented that strategy back when I was young 
and naive and serving the wrong side. Much like you are now.” He 
paused, like he’d expected to earn a rise from them. “Very well. I 
guess youd prefer we simply stare at each other?” 

“We'd prefer you to tell us why you asked us to come here,” Fitz 
countered. 

“Well, I couldn’t exactly come to see you, now could I? So 
welcome to my humble home!” He waved his hands around his 
frozen bubble, drawing more attention to the sparseness of it. 
Save for the block of ice he sat on—and three others stacked 


behind him—the space was empty. Sophie also noticed how thin 


the fabric of his crumpled robe looked. Definitely not something 
that would provide much escape from the cold. His lips even had a 
faint blue tinge as he said, “Tell me, Sophie, does it make you 
happy to see the cold reality of my conditions? Have you been 
picturing me bathed in luxury, idling my days away while feasting 
on delicacies and celebrating my glorious accomplishments?” 

Sophie shrugged, refusing to admit how close he was to some of 
her imaginings. 

“Enough with the silence!” He stomped his feet against the icy 
floor—hard enough to cause a few hairline cracks. “You’ve wasted 
too much time already.” 

“We've barely been here five minutes,” Fitz corrected. 

“And how many weeks have passed since I extended the 
invitation?” Fintan argued. “I expected you to be far more eager.” 

“Well,” Sophie told him, crossing her arms, “I guess we're not 
as predictable as you thought.” 

He gritted his teeth. “You’re picking a very bad time to play 
games.” 

“We're playing games?” Fitz snapped. 

“Of course you are. You think I don’t realize you're sitting there 
trying to keep me distracted so I won’t notice that someone’s 
trying to slip into my mind—and not doing a very good job, I 
might add, so I’m guessing it’s you,” he said to Fitz. “You think I 
didn’t plan on you coming here with all sorts of ridiculous plans 
for how to steal my memories? I can assure you—you won't learn 
anything that way. Not even you, Sophie. But if you want to know 
what I’m thinking, all you need to do is ask.” 

“Right,” Fitz scoffed. “So you can feed us a bunch of lies?” 

“Actually”’—he leaned back as far as he could on his block of 
ice, like he was attempting to get more comfortable yet looking 


anything but—“today I’m prepared to offer some vital truth.” 


Sophie laughed. “You expect us to believe that?” 

“No. But I expect you to believe that I invited you here because 
I want something from you. Surely you've already assumed that 
much. Just like I can assume you'll never give it to me for free. 
So... Pm willing to offer a trade—and it’s the deal of the century 
for you, because I happen to have some valuable information 
about what you'll soon be facing.” He studied their faces, clicking 
his tongue. “Such jaded skepticism from elves so young. Though I 
suppose I can’t truly blame you, given how many times you’ve lost 
—and whom you've lost.” 

Part of Sophie wanted Mr. Forkle to step forward right then and 
shout, “DO YOU MEAN ME?” 

But they didn’t need anything so drastic. Not when she could 
turn to Fitz and say, “I told you this would be pointless.” 

And Fitz could nod and start to stand. 

“Oh, are we to the part where you pretend to walk away?” 
Fintan asked. 

“No, we're to the part where we actually walk away,” Sophie told 
him, leaning closer to the curve of ice separating them. “You want 
to know why we took so long to come here? Because we've 
realized that You. Don’t. Matter. Vespera would’ve amended all of 
her plans the second you were arrested. And Gisela’s running 
things now anyway.” 

“Trust me—Vespera won't let anyone run her. And certain parts 
of her plans can’t change—not unless she wants to wait for the 
next Celestial Festival.” 

Fitz sat back down. 

Fintan smirked. “Looks like I finally have your attention.” 

Should we shove into his mind now? Fitz transmitted. Whatever he 


wants to tell us has to be close to the surface. 


And I’m sure it'll be mixed with a bunch of lies, so we won't be able to 
tell what’s actually important, Sophie warned. I think it’s better to keep 
him talking, at least until— 

“Ooh, looks like I’ve even got you conferring telepathically,” 
Fintan said, tilting his head to study them. “And since I’m 
assuming you're discussing some foolish plan to infiltrate my 
memories, let me remind you: You’ve never learned anything from 
me that way—and I can assure you, that’s not going to change 
today. And thanks to how long you stalled this meeting, you're just 
a week shy of the festival. So how about you try playing it smart 
from now on and do things my way?” 

“What’s your way?” Fitz demanded. 

“A simple barter. You agree to give me what I want. I tell you 
what you need. And since I’m sure you're about to claim that you 
can’t trust me—I’ll prove that you can. Pll give you each one free 
question. No time to strategize, though. Just blurt out what’s on 
your mind in three... two...” 

“What’s the Neverseen’s plan for my brother?” Fitz asked, 
shooting Sophie an apologetic glance. 

In all their practice, they'd agreed to wait until Fintan brought 
up Alvar. 

Fintan smiled. “I figured that would be your question. And the 
truth is, your brother’s not capable of fulfilling any grand purpose. 
He lacks the talent for any complicated assignment. He couldn’t 
even recognize that Sophie was an elf when he was staring right at 
her, remember? His one true value—aside from his willingness to 
follow orders—was his connection to your family. And he lost that 
the day I made him reveal his identity.” He stared at his hands, 
picking at his nails. “In hindsight, I suppose I was far too hasty 
that day. Just as I was far too hasty when I revealed my own escape 


and survival. I tried to speed the timeline along and it cost me— 


and it cost your brother even more because he’d never been much 
use in the first place. That’s why we’re both where we are. But 
while Vespera was right with her estimation of your brother’s 
worth, she’s wrong about mine. She thinks it’s safe to leave me 
here, shivering away, because I don’t know what she’s up to. But I 
do.” 

The words had a strange ring of truth to them. 

Sophie knew how foolish that was to admit—even to herself. 

This was Fintan. 

It was a game. 

But . . . everything he’d said synced with several thoughts she’d 
had as well. 

“And what about you, Sophie?” Fintan asked, the gleam in his 
eyes making it clear he knew he was getting to her. “You missed 
my countdown to ask a question of your own. But I know how 
hard this is for you, given the things you and I have gone through 
together. So I'll give you one more chance. One question—one 
answer, in three ... two.. ? 

“What was Keefes mom having him do in the memories she 
erased?” she blurted out, hoping she was making the right 
decision. 

She probably should’ve asked for the location of the real caches. 

Actually, she probably should’ve stayed quiet. 

But for some reason, when he’d started counting down, Keefe’s 
devastated face had popped into her mind, from the day he’d told 
her that Tiergan’s mental exercises had been a dead end. And the 
question just sort of tumbled out. 

Fintan’s eyebrows lifted, proof that shed surprised him, too. 
But he shook his head. “That is not a single answer. The boy did 


many things. Served many purposes.” 


Sophie blew out a breath. “Okay, then tell me why she sent him 
to London to deliver a message to a house with a green door.” 

His eyebrows shot up higher. “That memory wasn’t meant to be 
recovered.” 

Sophie shrugged. “Well, it was.” 

One of his eyes twitched, and he picked at his nails for several 
long seconds before he told her, “Truthfully? I don’t have all the 
details on that. Some projects Gisela kept to herself. All I know is 
that she was hoping to recruit someone and it didn’t work out.” 

“A human?” Sophie pressed. 

Fintan nodded. And he looked so reluctant to do it that Sophie 
had to believe it was the truth—or a shade of it at least. 

“So,” he said, straightening up, “now that I’ve sufficiently 
proven myself, we’re to the part where you agree to give me what I 
want.” 

“And what’s that?” Fitz asked, before Sophie could decide if 
they should end the conversation. They'd already gotten more 
than she expected. They should leave while they were ahead. 

But then Fintan said, “There was a new girl with you the day I 
was arrested. Caprise Redek’s daughter. And she’s another 
Pyrokinetic—don’t bother lying. I could tell.” 

Sophie swallowed, trying to find her voice after her mouth 
dried up on her. “She has nothing to do with this.” 

“If that were true, she wouldn’t have been with you that day in 
Nightfall—but that’s not why I’m bringing her up.” He leaned 
closer, and all the smugness dripped out of his expression, leaving 
something that almost looked sincere. “The girl needs training— 
real training. From someone who shares her ability—and not those 
fools the Council has under surveillance. They've spent so long 
suppressing their fire that it’s all but burned out their minds. The 


same thing will happen to the girl. Or she'll unleash herself on the 
world like Brant—” 

“You trained Brant,’ Sophie reminded him. 

“I did. And my training was never the issue. The mistake was 
bringing him into my cause. I didn’t realize how much the 
distractions would affect him—or myself for that matter.” 

“Is this the part where you try to convince us you're just a poor, 
misunderstood villain?” Sophie asked. 

His eye twitched again. “In a way, I suppose it is. The simple 
fact is, I joined the Neverseen because the Council was wrong 
about my ability, and it was time to undo the damage they were 
causing.” 

“And you thought the best way to do that was burning people 
alive?” Fitz argued. 

“Hindsight,” Fintan said as Sophie shuddered. “I allied with too 
many others—too many enemies with their own plans and 
agendas—and all those distractions led me down paths I never 
intended to follow, thinking everything was connected. But it 
wasn't. I can see that now. Just as I can see there’s no coming back 
for me. This’—he waved his arms around the ice bubble—“is 
where I will end. And I can live with that. But I can’t live with 
knowing another child—another Pyrokinetic—is going to become 
everything we fear simply because we're too prejudiced to give her 
a chance. I don’t even have to be around flame to teach her. I just 
need someone to bring her here. And I know she’s your friend—” 

“Exactly,’ Sophie interrupted. “She’s our friend. Were not 
bargaining with her life—” 

“But you will be, if you refuse my offer. You'll be deciding her 
future for her. Don’t make that mistake. Don’t be as small-minded 
as everyone else. For once, be the force for change that your 


creators designed you to be. Your friend needs training—” 


“Not with a murderer,’ Sophie snapped back. 

“Yes, actually. With someone who knows firsthand how easily 
the power can drag you under. Someone who understands the 
struggle, knows the temptations, knows the—” 

“If your intentions are so noble,” Fitz cut in, “why hold 
Vespera’s plans hostage?” 

“Exactly,” Sophie added. “If you want to prove we can trust you 
—prove it for real. Help us stop whatever’s happening at the 
Celestial Festival. Otherwise you're admitting this is all a big head 
game to get your way. And I’m done playing.” 

Fintan sighed, watching the puff of white breath slowly 
dissipate in the frigid air before he closed his eyes. “The truth is, 
I... dont have that much more to offer. Vespera kept her plan 
vague. But I know she was fixated on Luzia Vacker—something 
about stolen ideas. And she was livid when she found out our 
world has an entire celebration centered around the talents of 
Luzia’s son. She called it a farce. Told us she was going to show 
everyone the truth behind the Vacker legacy. And it’s been a 
countdown to the Celestial Festival ever since. She even got our 
ogres involved. But that’s all I can tell you. So... I guess it’s your 
call. You can trust me and cancel the festival—or better yet, make 
it a trap and take your chance to finally get ahead. You have a 
week to figure it out. And when that week is over—when you've 


seen that I’m not lying to you—bring me the girl and let me train 


her.” 


FORTY-SIX 


WE SHOULD CANCEL THE FESTIVAL!” Sophie couldn’t tell who 
shouted it that time. Her house had been crammed with so many 
people yelling at each other for so many hours that she couldn't 
keep track of it all anymore. 

As soon as they'd arrived back at Havenfield, Mr. Forkle had 
hailed the rest of the Black Swan’s Collective, and all twelve 
Councillors, and Alden, and Luzia, and Orem Vacker—and 
gathered Grady and Edaline and all of Sophie’s bodyguards. 

And while he’d been doing that, Sophie had hailed all of her 
friends and told them to hurry over as well—everyone except 
Marella. Since the Council had to be involved, it was smarter to 
keep Marella—and anything to do with pyrokinesis—out of this. 
Mr. Forkle had even decided not to share that Fintan had made 
any demands, knowing it would raise too many questions. 

Once they figured out what to do about the festival, Sophie was 
going to tell Marella everything and let her decide what role she 
wanted to play. But she was starting to think that was never going 
to happen—especially when someone chimed in with yet another 
“We can’t cancel the festival!” and the debate circled back around. 

The argument fell into two camps. 

Camp A—aka Camp We Should Cancel the Festival—kept 
pointing out that if they didn’t cancel, they'd be putting thousands 
of lives in danger and giving the Neverseen a chance for another 


very public victory. 


And Camp B—the We Can't Cancel the Festival Crew—had a 
varied list of arguments that ranged from “We don’t even know if 
Fintan’s telling the truth” to “This could be our chance to finally 
arrest the Neverseen,’ plus a dash of “If we cancel the festival, 
we're telling our people we have no confidence in our ability to 
protect them.” 

As for who belonged in each camp—it changed moment by 
moment. 

Even Sophie went back and forth, wishing there were a way to 
trap the Neverseen without risking any lives. 

The only thing she knew for certain was that Luzia was being 
very quiet. So when the argument rose to yet another shouting 
crescendo, Sophie used the distraction to weave her way over to 
where Luzia stood gazing out at the alicorn pasture. 

“Don’t you think it’s time to tell us the truth about your 
connection to Vespera?” she asked Luzia under her breath. 

Luzia rolled her eyes. “I have told you the truth—just like I told 
your puffy leader the truth when he showed up at my house and 
asked me about things you weren't authorized to share.” 

<p» 

Luzia held up her hand. “Yes, I know. You don’t work alone. 
But I do. Which is why I kept my contact with Vespera limited to 
discussing her designs for shielding our cities—and her designs 
required a Flasher to implement them, so claiming they were stolen 
would be ludicrous.” 

“Then why is she fixated on you?” Sophie countered. 

“How would I know? She’s clearly unstable—though quite 
honestly, I’m not convinced that she is fixated on me. The word of 
a murderous Pyrokinetic is hardly reliable. Particularly since 
Fintan and I have a history.” Luzia glanced over her shoulder, 


probably making sure no one was listening, and Sophie found 


herself staring at Luzia’s pointed ears, wondering how small the 
world must’ve been all those thousands of years ago. Apparently it 
was fairly small, since Luzia added, “One of the five Pyrokinetics 
who died during Fintan’s ill-advised Everblaze lesson was a close 
friend of mine. So I was one of the louder advocates of banning 
the ability. Perhaps this is Fintan’s way of settling that score. 
Tying my name in with whatever horrors he and Vespera have 
worked up, trying to drag me down with them, using claims so 
vague it’s impossible for me to concretely defend myself.” 

Sophie sighed. 

She was getting very tired of having the people she didn’t trust 
make so much sense—especially since they were contradicting 
each other. 

But she still had questions. “What’s the Vacker legacy?” 

“How am I supposed to know?” Luzia argued. “A legacy is 
rarely one thing. And it’s generally defined by those outside 
looking in, rather than those living it. That’s like me asking you 
what the moonlark’s legacy is.” 

Fair points. 

“Fine. How do you think Vespera would define it?” Sophie 
asked her. 

Luzia shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. You’re asking 
me to speculate on how a disgraced fugitive I barely know would 
define my family’s contributions to this world. The most I can say 
is she probably doesn’t like us. Criminals tend to despise those on 
the side of the law.” 

“Are you on the side of the law?” Sophie asked. “Or are you on 
your own side?” 

“I could ask you the same question, couldn't I?” Luzia leaned in 
closer. “Tell me, Sophie: How many things are you hiding from the 


Council right now? I'd wager it’s even more than I am.” 


Another very valid point. 

So valid that Sophie was almost ready to concede and turn her 
attention back to the still ongoing argument when she realized... 

“What about the hatching?” she whispered. “It happens on the 
eclipse, right?” 

“Technically the morning after,’ Luzia corrected. “But the 
eclipse always triggers it. Why?” 

“Because the Celestial Festival is always on the eclipse too.” 

Luzia shook her head. “That’s a coincidence.” 

“I don't like coincidences.” 

“Neither do I. But that doesn’t mean they don’t happen. My son 
doesn’t know what you—and now your order, thanks to you—know 
about my properties, and he’s the one who instituted the 
traditions that grew into the festival.” 

“You never told Orem?” 

“I never told anyone. Like I keep saying: I work alone. And lm 
done with this conversation—but here’s some food for thought 
before I go. The hatching never takes place anywhere near the 
festival. And this year it’s farther away than ever—which is 
another coincidence. The Prism Peaks simply have an excellent 
view of the eclipse’s totality.” 

“The Prism Peaks?” Sophie repeated. 

Luzia raised one eyebrow. “That’s the festival’s location—or it 
will be if they don’t cancel it. Perhaps you should be paying better 
attention.” 

With that she turned and shoved her way into the crowd of 
arguing adults, crossing to the other side of the room. And only 
then did Sophie notice that Keefe had subtly positioned himself 
on Luzia’s other side at some point during their conversation. 

She scooted closer to him. “I don’t suppose you managed to get 


a reading on her while we were talking, did you?” 


“T tried. But it’s kinda hard without physical contact,” Keefe 
admitted. “I could tell she’s worried, though—really worried, if I 
felt it in the air. But I couldn’t tell why. She could be nervous for 
Orem’s safety at the festival. Or nervous that her name’s wrapped 
up in this. Or it could have to do with whatever you guys were 
whispering about. I couldn't hear much, but it sounded like there’s 
some stuff you haven’t shared with the group.” 

“A little. Pl catch you guys all up as soon as this craziness is 
over.” She pointed to the ongoing argument, which seemed to have 
escalated between Wraith and Councillor Alina—and looked 
especially bizarre as Alina shouted at a floating, bodiless cloak. 
“And by the way,” she added quietly, “there’s something you and I 
need to talk about too.” 

“Oh?” His eyes darted to the necklace Fitz had given her, and 
Sophie had to resist the urge to cover the sparkly teal heart with 
her palm. 

“Not that,” she whispered, wishing her face didn’t feel so warm. 
“It’s something else. Just don’t leave when the others do, okay?” 

Keefe nodded, his lips flicking with the slightest hint of a 


smirk. “Don’t worry, Foster. I’m not going anywhere.” 


A ridiculous number of hours later, just as the sun started to 
brighten the dawn sky, the arguing masses finally reached a 
consensus. 

They weren't going to let the Neverseen spoil their beloved 
tradition. 

Canceling the festival would be giving in to fear—and passing 
up an opportunity to get ahead of their enemies. So they were 
going to stand strong, up their security, and set a trap instead. 

It felt like the right decision. 


But it was also a risk. And Sophie wished there was a way to 
warn everyone that the festival might be more dangerous than 
they realized. 

“I know what you're thinking,” Mr. Forkle said, his eyes on her 
even though his voice was raised enough to address the whole 
room. “And it’s good that you’re feeling that responsibility. We all 
should. It’s our job now to come up with a plan that will protect 
every single innocent person at the festival. We’ll have to be more 
thorough and prepared than we ever have been before.” 

“And more clever,’ Councillor Emery added, his rich voice 
raspy from the endless debating. “If we’re setting a trap for the 
Neverseen, we can’t have our security giving us away.” 

“And the trap needs to work,” Bronte emphasized. “We can’t 
blow this chance.” 

Mr. Forkle nodded. “Which is why were going to need 
everyone's full support and cooperation. Yours especially,” he said, 
pointing to Orem, Luzia, Tam, and Wylie. “Illusion is going to be 
key to hiding our defenses.” 

The four of them agreed. And that seemed to settle things for 
the night—if night was even the right word anymore. Mr. Forkle 
promised to contact everyone after they'd had a chance to rest, 
assuring them that he'd figure out when and where they could 
start working on their plans for the trap and the security. They 
had six days to figure it out, and it was going to be a massive 
multispeciesial endeavor like nothing they'd ever attempted 
before. 

Honestly, it was pretty amazing watching the Black Swan and 
the Council work so closely together. Sophie hoped it was proof 
that this time theyd get it right. Otherwise... 

Nope. 


It was better not to let failure be an option. 


This time, the Neverseen were going to lose. 

The adults dispersed after that, but Sophie asked her friends to 
stay, taking a few minutes to tell them about Fintan’s demand for 
Marella, and everything she hadn’t already shared about Luzia and 
the troll hives. She could tell Tarina wasn’t happy with her for 
that. But Sophie—unlike Luzia—didn’t work alone. 

“I don’t know if any of the Luzia stuffs important,” she said 
when she'd finished. “But I wanted to make sure you guys all knew 
about it, in case it is.” 

All of her friends nodded. 

“Can I go with you when you talk to Marella tomorrow?” Biana 
asked. “Or, I guess I should say ‘today. ” 

“We should all go, shouldn’t we?” Fitz said. 

Biana shook her head. “Not if we’re going to her house. Her 
mom can’t handle a crowd like that.” 

Caprise Redek struggled with her emotions thanks to a 
traumatic brain injury shed suffered years earlier. And the fact 
that Biana had thought of that—and Sophie hadn’t gotten that far 
yet—made it clear how smart it would be to have Biana with her. 

“Hail me when you wake up and we'll figure out when to head 
over, Sophie told Biana. 

“And let us know how it goes,” Dex told both of them. 

Sophie promised she would, and with that, her friends started 
leaping back to their houses. But Keefe hung back with Ro, just 
like shed asked him to. 

So did Fitz. And he looked a little confused when he realized 
Keefe wasn’t leaving. 

I asked him to stay so I could tell him what Fintan said about his 
memories, Sophie explained telepathically. 

Want me to stay too? Fitz offered. 

Sophie chewed her lip. I think it'll be better if it’s just him and me. 


Why? 

“Uh, fun as it is being here for a Fitzphie starefest,’ Keefe 
interrupted, “you don’t really need me for that, so...” 

“Sorry,” Sophie told him, “I was just . . . saying goodbye to Fitz.” 

Which sounded like more of a dismissal than she meant it to. 

Sorry, she transmitted to Fitz, wondering why this felt so 
unnecessarily complicated. I know Keefe’s your best friend—and I 
know we were both searching his memories. But I just . . . I think he'll 
take it easier if it comes from me. 

But we didn’t really learn anything big, Fitz reminded her. 

Exactly. Thats why I'm worried. This is probably the most he’s going 
to learn about that memory and it isn’t much, so— 

“Seriously, I'll just go,” Keefe told them. “You guys carry on 
with all the staring and the mega mood swings.” 

Fitz sighed. “No, it’s fine. Pm going.” 

Ro muttered something that sounded a little like “about time,” 
but they all ignored her. 

Thank you, Sophie transmitted to Fitz. 

He nodded, stepping closer and pulling her into a hug—a hug 
that lasted longer than Sophie expected. Long enough that she 
finally had to pull away, hoping her face wasn’t super red. 

“Hail me when you’re back from Marella’s, okay?” Fitz asked, 
reaching up to tuck her hair behind her ear. 

“T will,” Sophie promised. 

His fingers lingered on her cheek a few seconds longer. Then 
he raised his home crystal up to the light and leaped away. 

Keefe whistled, tearing his hands through his hair. “Wow, so 
that’s how it’s going to be now, huh? I mean, I appreciate you 
skipping the whole goodbye-smoochy-smoochy thing, but—” 

“Ugh, we don’t do that yet,’ Sophie corrected—and then 
instantly regretted it. 


Keefe raised one eyebrow. “Does that mean—” 

“I have some news about your mom,” she jumped in, going for 
an immediate subject change. 

And it worked a little too well. All the blood seemed to drain 
from Keefe’s face, and he squared his shoulders like he was 
bracing for impact. 

“Well... I guess ‘news’ is the wrong word,” Sophie hedged. 
“Maybe ‘update’ is better? Or... ‘clarification’?” 

Ugh, why was this so hard? 

She blew out a breath and plunged ahead. “Fintan let Fitz and 
me each ask one question when he was trying to prove that we 
could trust him. So I asked him about the shattered memory you 
recovered—” 

“You did?” Keefe interrupted. 

“Well, first I tried asking about all your missing memories, but 
Fintan called me out for being too broad. So I asked about the 
damaged memory we found. And he confirmed that you weren't 
supposed to get that one back.” 

Keefe closed his eyes. “Anything else?” 

“A little. He said your mom kept certain projects to herself, so 
he didn’t know very much about them. But he did tell me that your 
mom sent you to that house in London to try to recruit someone 
for something—and yes, she was trying to recruit a human. Fintan 
said it didn’t work out. And... that’s all he told me. I know that’s 
not much to go on, but...” 

“Hey, it’s more than I had,” he said quietly. 

His legs were wobbling at that point, and he stumbled over to 
the staircase and sank onto the bottom step. 

Sophie sat beside him, reaching for his hand. “Are you okay?” 

He stared at their tangled fingers. “Yeah.” 


The silence stretched and stretched, until Sophie had to break 
it. “I’m sorry it’s not more.” 

“Uh, you so don’t need to apologize. I mean .. . you had one 
question you could ask Fintan, and you used it to ask about my 
memory. That’s...” 

He looked away, blinking hard. 

It looked like he was fighting back tears, but Sophie could tell 
he didn’t want her to see them. Even Ro had stepped back, 
standing quietly in the corner. Giving them space. 

So Sophie just squeezed his hand a little tighter, letting him 
cling to her if he needed to. 

“Thank you for thinking about me,’ he whispered. “No one 
does that.” 

“Lots of people care about you, Keefe,’ Sophie gently corrected. 

He sighed. “I guess, but...” 

“But what?” she asked when he didn’t finish. 

He turned to study her for a long second before he shook his 
head. “But I should let you get some sleep. Sounds like we have a 


big day ahead of us.” 


“So this is where Marella lives,’ Sophie said mostly to herself as 
she studied the sprawling structure. The domed roofs at varying 
heights and the bougainvillea draping the walls reminded her a 
little of pictures shed seen of the Greek isles. But all the crystal 
and silver made it look much more elvin. 

“You’ve never been here?” Biana asked. 

Sophie shook her head. 

And for some reason—probably because Marella always looked 
a little disheveled—she’d been imagining the Redek house to be a 


bit more chaotic. Maybe even a little run-down. But everything 


was immaculate. Neat rows of perfectly trimmed hedges. Vibrant 
flower beds without a single weed. A square reflecting pool that 
was so glassy, it looked like a mirror of the sky. Even the silver 
railings lining the house’s numerous balconies gleamed like they'd 
just been polished—though Sophie couldn’t look at them without 
wondering which was the balcony that Marella’s mom had fallen 
off when she injured herself. 

They all looked very high up. And the ground beneath them did 
not look soft. So it was pretty amazing that Caprise had survived. 

“Are you guys just going to stand there all day?” Marella asked, 
making Sophie and Biana jump. They'd both been so busy 
studying the property that they hadn’t heard Marella open the 
front door. “Or are you going to tell me what was so urgent that 
we had to meet here?” 

Sophie had planned to have this conversation at Havenfield, but 
Mr. Forkle had decided that her house would be the least 
suspicious place for everyone to work on the festival’s security, 
since it would look like they were combining their efforts to 
protect the newly returned alicorns. So half the Council had 
already been back in the main room by the time Sophie’d headed 
downstairs for breakfast, and the rest would be arriving soon. 

“Where’s a good place to talk?” she asked Marella. 

Marella glanced over her shoulder, tugging on one of her braids 
before she stepped forward and closed the door. “It’s probably 
better to stay out here right now. My mom’s having a rough day.” 

“Sorry, Biana told her, and Sophie wished she could think of 
something useful to add as she followed Marella over to a huge 
stone fire pit on the far side of the house, surrounded by golden 
beanbag chairs. 

“These are made from flareadon fur,’ Marella explained as she 


sank into one and motioned for Sophie and Biana to do the same. 


“That way they’re fire resistant. My dad built this place after I 
manifested. Figured it might be good for me to have somewhere I 
could practice without it looking too suspicious and without 
burning the house down.” 

“Smart, Biana said, glancing at Sophie with a look that seemed 
to say, How do you want to do this? 

Sophie cleared her throat—but before she could get a word out, 
Marella told her, “Whatever it is, don’t try to sugarcoat it, okay? 
I’m guessing by the shadows under your eyes that it’s something 
big. So let’s just get it over with.” 

Sophie nodded. “Okay. It’s... about Fintan.” 

She went on to repeat everything Fintan had told her about why 
Marella needed to train with him, making sure she didn’t add any 
of her own thoughts or worries into the conversation. This needed 
to be Marella’s decision, since she would be the one taking the 
risk either way, whether she chose to train with the enemy or 
chose to ignore his warnings about her ability. 

Marella leaned forward when Sophie finished, holding her 
hands over the fire pit and sparking tiny tendrils of blue flame 
over each of her fingers. “Would the Council even allow me to 
train?” 

“I don’t know,” Sophie told her. “I’m not sure if we'd tell them. 
Technically, I’ve seen where the prison is now, so I could teleport 
there anytime, with or without anyone’s permission.” 

“Would the guards let you in, though?” Biana wondered. 

“I guess that’s a good point,” Sophie admitted. “Well... I’m 
sure we could come up with some other excuse for why we're 
visiting. That way you could still keep your ability secret if you 
want.” 


“I don’t want any of this,” Marella muttered. 


The flames hovering over her fingers turned white hot and 
Biana dragged her beanbag closer, placing a hand on Marella’s 
arm. “This probably isn’t much help, but . . . we’re here for you, 
okay? I know we haven't always done a good job of showing that. 
But we are. You need us to break you into that prison for training? 
We'll make it happen.” 

“Exactly,” Sophie agreed. “I mean, we broke into Exile. How 
hard could it be?” 

The flames over Marella’s hands cooled back to blue, and her 
lips pulled into a smile. “You guys should see the looks on your 
bodyguards’ faces right now. It’s like a contest to see who can give 
the evilest glare—though your guard doesn’t really look surprised, 
Biana.” 

“Tm sure he isn’t,” Biana said, smiling over her shoulder at poor 
Woltzer. 

“The only reason I’m not dragging you all back to Havenfield,” 
Sandor told them, “is because I’m assuming this is hyperbole to 
show your loyalty.” 

“Maybe, maybe not,” Biana told him, tossing her hair. 

“Obviously there’s a lot to figure out,” Sophie jumped in, before 
Sandor could shift into overprotective mode. “And there’s no 
hurry for you to decide,” she told Marella. “We just wanted to tell 
you what Fintan said as soon as we could so you wouldn't think we 


were hiding it from you. But you can think about it for as long as 
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“I have to do it,’ Marella interrupted, letting the flames over 
her hands swell bigger and bigger, until it looked like she was 
about to lose control. Then she curled her fingers, snuffing the fire 
out with a thin curl of smoke. “I have to train with Fintan. I know 
there will be risks, but... he’s right about this power. It isn’t just 


that flames call to me. It’s like they’re in me. This constant inferno 
in my head, begging me to let it take control.” 

Sophie tried to hide her shudder, but Marella still noticed. And 
instead of looking hurt or angry—like she had every right to—she 
looked . . . scared. 

“Tm fine,’ she said, twisting one of her braids around her 
finger. “It’s just ...I can see how I might not be fine after a few 
years of this, if that makes sense. Thats why I have to train. Pd 
rather not turn into some creepy pyromaniac, you know?” 

Sophie and Biana both tried to smile at the joke. 

“So... yeah,” Marella said, twisting her braid tighter. “How 
soon do you think I'll be able to start training?” 

“Tl talk to Mr. Forkle as soon as I can get him away from the 
Council,” Sophie promised. “But I think we might need to get 
through the Celestial Festival first.” 

She caught Marella up about Fintan’s other warnings. 

“That’s fine,” Marella told her. “It’s only six days.” 

And it hit Sophie then. 

They were only six days from their next standoff with the 
Neverseen. 

Six. 

Days. 

The monster liked that. It stretched its legs and sharpened its 
claws, eager to dig up every flashback from all the other times 
she'd battled her enemies—and lost. 

But we have six days to prepare! she tried to remind herself. It 
won't be like the other times. 

Six days wasn’t much, though. 

The Neverseen had been preparing for way, way longer. 

“Hey, Marella said, snapping her fingers in front of Sophie’s 


face to drag her out of her panic. “You still with us?” 


“Yeah,” Sophie said, sucking in a slow breath and shaking her 
head to clear it. “I was just ... thinking about how much there is 
to do.” 

“We have lots of help this time,’ Biana reminded her. 

“I know. But with the Neverseen . . . were always missing 
something. There’s always some trick we don’t see until it’s too 
late and—” 

“About that,” Marella cut in. “I know youre probably going to 
tell me I should sit this one out because the festival’s so public. 
But... you might need me. I won’t use my ability unless I have to, 
but it’s probably smart to have the option.” 

Sophie wanted to argue. 

But she stopped herself. 

Because the truth was... 


They were going to need all the help they could get. 


Six days became five days. 

Then four. 

And by the time they were down to three, it felt like the 
monster was stalking every thought Sophie had. Even the 
sedatives couldn't fully put the beast to rest, and shadows lurked 
among the glitter and sparkles in her dreams—along with a 
haunting voice, wholly her own this time, whispering over and 
over, What are we missing? What are we missing? What are we missing? 

She hated letting the adults handle all the preparations, but she 
didn’t have the kind of power and resources that they did. So she 
spent her days training with her friends and bodyguards, pushing 
her still-healing body as hard as she could without reinjuring 
anything. And every night she made Mr. Forkle walk her through 


how the plan was coming together. 


The good news was, the security for the festival seemed solid. 
Every guard they could spare was already being secretly 
transported to the festival grounds at the base of the Prism Peaks 
and hidden behind different illusions that Luzia, Orem, Tam, 
Wylie, and any other Flashers and Shades the Council trusted 
were carefully preparing. That way the amount of soldiers would 
look the same as previous years—but they'd have a secret army 
ready and waiting. Dwarves would also be lurking underground, 
and several gnomes had volunteered to take up positions in any 
nearby trees. King Dimitar also sent a dozen soldiers to serve 
under Bo’s command, and Bo had taken a temporary leave from 
guarding Sophie to hide at the festival site, in case Cadfael and the 
other deserters showed up like Fintan had implied. 

But the true genius to the strategy was the other illusions that 
Luzia had designed to camouflage all the Neverseen’s biggest 
targets. The “Councillors” that the audience would be staring at 
would actually be a projection of the real Council, who would be 
hidden behind one of the larger groups of soldiers and 
“broadcasting” everything they said. Orem would be doing the 
same for his presentation. And anyone who saw Sophie or her 
friends, family, and bodyguards milling about the audience would 
actually be seeing projected doppelgangers set up specifically near 
the hidden guards like bait in a trap. In reality, they'd be patrolling 
the crowd in disguise, searching for signs of the Neverseen. 

It was a whole new level of artful duplicity, and everyone was 
incredibly proud of how smoothly it was coming together. 

But it didn’t silence Sophie’s haunting whisper. 

What are we missing? What are we missing? What are we missing? 

And with two days to go, she figured out what it was. 

“What if were wrong?” she asked, trying not to fidget as she 


stood in front of Fitz, Keefe, Biana, Dex, Linh, and Marella, who’d 


all gathered under Calla’s Panakes tree after she'd hailed them for 
an emergency meeting. Wylie and Tam were with Orem and Luzia, 
strengthening the illusions at the Prism Peaks. And the adults 
were still using Havenfield’s main room for their continued 
planning. 

“What if we’re wrong about what?” Fitz asked. 

Sophie took a steadying breath to keep the monster calm. “I 
mean, what if Fintan was lying? It’s not like the other stuff he told 
us was all that earth-shattering. The festival warning was the only 
thing concrete—and what if that was his plan?” 

“I thought we already decided we couldn’t ignore the warning, 
just in case,” Dex reminded her. “Wasn't that why we had to listen 
to everyone argue all night?” 

“Right,” Sophie agreed. “But once we decided to take it 
seriously, it’s like we forgot that if Fintan lied about this, it was 
probably to keep us distracted so we'd be completely caught off 
guard by anything else. So the question is, where else are we 
vulnerable?” 

“Everglen, Fitz said immediately. “Alvar will still be there. And 
my dad sent half the guards to the festival.” 

“That still leaves the other half,’ Biana reminded him. “And the 
gate. And the Warden on his ankle. And the fact that he has no 
memories. I think we’re covered.” 

Sophie nodded slowly. “You still have guards posted at the 
override, right?” 

“Yes,” Fitz said, running a hand down his face. “But I don’t like 
that Alvar will be alone there without us. Maybe I should stay 
home and keep an eye on him.” 

“Or you could take this,’ Dex said, pulling the Warden’s 
bracelet off his wrist and handing it to Fitz. “That way you can 


help out at the festival and keep an eye on Alvar’s movements. You 


know the property better than I do, so that probably makes more 
sense. You'll know right away if he’s going anywhere or doing 
anything weird. And if he starts to, just hit that button and drop 
him.” 

“Or I could drop him now and leave him unconscious for the 
whole thing,” Fitz suggested. 

“You could,” Mr. Forkle said behind them. “But then you'd be as 
bad as our enemies.” 

Fitz looked like he could live with that. 

“I understand the inclination, Mr. Vacker,’ Mr. Forkle said. “I 
truly do. But punishing someone because you expect them to 
commit a crime will always be unjust. The second your brother 
does anything inappropriate—if he does anything inappropriate— 
you have my full permission to push that button. But until then, 
let’s not lose sight of who we are.” 

Fitz muttered something Sophie couldn’t understand as he 
slipped the bracelet onto his wrist. But he dropped the subject. 

“Im assuming this little gathering involves a lot of stressing 
and worrying?” Mr. Forkle noted, turning his attention to Sophie. 

“We're just trying to think through all the plan Bs, in case we're 
wrong about plan A,” she explained. “We still have two days to 
prepare—might as well be thorough.” 

“I suppose. But try not to let yourselves lose focus. The 
Neverseen like grandstanding and sending the messages through 
dramatic public displays. The festival makes sense.” 

It did. 

But knowing that didn’t silence that haunting question. 

What are we missing? What are we missing? What are we missing? 

And the day of the festival, Sophie finally remembered the 


other event happening during the eclipse. 


“Do you think this could have anything to do with your 
hatching?” she asked Tarina. “Maybe the Neverseen are planning 
a raid on your hive.” 

Tarina snorted. “If they are, they've foolishly misjudged our 
species. That hive will be one of the most dangerous places in the 
world tomorrow morning, full of untamed, bloodthirsty 
newborns.” 

Sophie shivered. “Okay, but ... that’s the morning. What about 
tonight?” 

“Some newborns will hatch early. And all it takes is one—trust 
me. In fact, you should almost hope your enemies have 
miscalculated so greatly. They would all be shredded to pieces in 
minutes.” 

Sophie shivered harder, deciding to take Tarina at her word. 

“The only hatching you should be worried about is the alicorn 
babies,” Tarina added, and Sophie’s heart stumbled a beat. 

“I thought the caretakers at the hive said they won’t be 
hatching tomorrow,” Sophie reminded her. “Silveny’s had me ask 
you every day.” 

“Yes,” Tarina agreed. “The membranes haven’t thinned like 
they have at the other hive. But this is new for us, and we will all 
be very busy tonight. So if you’re determined to be prepared, you 
might want to consider moving the alicorn parents to the hive, 
since they have a way of reaching out to you telepathically. Then 
they could call for help if they need it.” 

That... was a really good idea. 

The Collective agreed. And the Council even offered to light 
leap the alicorns there so that there was no risk that they'd be 
seen. And it definitely wasn’t hard to convince Silveny and 


Greyfell to teleport over to their babies. 


But before they left, Silveny called Sophie over to her pasture. 
Sophie hadn’t told either of the alicorns about what might happen 
that night at the festival, but Silveny must’ve plucked the worries 
from Sophie’s mind, because she nuzzled her nose into Sophie’s 
neck and asked, SOPHIE SAFE? 

I'll try, Sophie promised. 

NO TRY! Silveny told her. SAFE! SAFE! SAFE! 

She flooded Sophie with such an overwhelming burst of 
confidence that she tingled from head to toe. And Sophie tried to 
cling to the feeling as she watched the alicorns crack the sunset- 
streaked sky and teleport away. But it faded when she made her 
way back inside and found Fitz, Keefe, Dex, Tam, Biana, Marella, 
Wylie, and Linh busy arming themselves with throwing stars and 
daggers and the gadgets that Dex and Tinker had made. And the 
last wisps vanished when Flori shuffled in with a basket of 
Panakes blossoms and ordered everyone to fill their pockets with 
as many flowers as they could. 

Reality sank in then, along with the stomach-twisting 
realization that if things went wrong that night, there would be 
pain. 

And blood. 

And maybe worse. 

“Everyone, gather around,’ Magnate Leto called, clapping his 
hands as he strode into the room. He’d chosen to switch identities 
to prevent the Neverseen from realizing he was still alive. And it 
was his job to bring them to the festival, along with their various 
guards. 

Everyone else was already at the Prism Peaks, in position. 

Already in danger. 

“We must be ready to leave in the next few minutes,” Magnate 
Leto said as he handed them each a heavy hooded cloak to hide 


their faces. They'd be wearing different colors, different styles, 
and should blend right in with the rest of the crowd, since it was 
cold where they were heading. “I know this certainly isn’t your 
first time taking a risk like this, but I want you to know how much 
I admire the bravery of each and every one of you. I wish I could 
guarantee that everything will go perfectly. But that’s rarely how it 
works. So stick to the plan. But also stick together. And trust your 
instincts. If something feels wrong, it probably is. We've prepared 
as best as we can, but the real work still comes down to each of us 
in the moment. Be smart. Be careful. Rely on each other. And with 
any luck, we'll be celebrating a victory tonight!” 

Everyone let out a cheer—almost a battle cry—as they all 
locked hands. 

But Sophie could feel the trembles in their grips. 

And she felt just as shaky as they stepped into the path and let 


the light carry them away to face their enemies once again. 


FORTY-SEVEN 


A HUGE RED MOON FILLED THE dark sky as Sophie and her 
friends arrived at the Celestial Festival. A blood moon, as humans 
sometimes called it, and it seemed fitting, given the circumstances 
—not that anyone in the crowd appeared to be sharing Sophie’s 
sense of dread. 

The mood felt just as joyous as it had the last time Sophie 
attended the festival—maybe even more so, since everything was 
set against a much more vibrant backdrop. The Prism Peaks 
must've gotten their name from the unusual striations running 
along the jagged mountains—wide, arcing bands of red, blue, 
green, and white that were vivid enough to be distinct even in the 
moonlight. Beyond that, the star-flecked sky stretched like a 
glittering canvas, ready for Orem’s show to begin. And while 
people waited, they set up midnight picnics and tossed tiny 
sparkling firecrackers, showering the scene with glints of colorful 
light. 

No one was paying any attention to Sophie’s group—they were 
too distracted by all the sights and conversations—but she still 
pulled her hood up over her head to hide her face. Her friends all 
did the same, and they blended in perfectly with the rest of the 
bundled-up crowd around them—which would’ve been reassuring, 
except . . . the Neverseen could also count on the same 


camouflage. 


All right, Magnate Leto transmitted, making all of them jump. 
We should get moving. The earlier we spot the enemy, the sooner we'll be 
able to take control of the situation. It’s probably best if you break into 
groups so you can cover more ground—but don’t wander too far. 
Remember that the rest of the Collective—and several more members of 
our order—will be searching other areas. It’s about being thorough and 
questioning any detail that feels off. I also want you to meet back here at 
our base point every thirty minutes in case we need to adjust our 
strategy. He pointed to a blanket a few feet away, piled with pillows 
and overstuffed baskets. 

“Aw, you brought snacks!” Keefe said. 

Actually, that was Edaline. Magnate Leto nudged his chin toward 
the fringes of the crowd, and it took Sophie several seconds to find 
her mom shrouded in a lavender cloak, with Grady next to her in 
pale blue. 

The nervous smiles they gave her when their eyes met seemed 
to say, Please be careful. And Sophie hoped her responding nod 
told them to do the same. 

No one goes off alone, no matter the circumstances, Magnate Leto 
continued. Especially you, Miss Vacker. Vanish if you wish, but stay 
near some of your friends. And if any of you see anything suspicious, set 
off one of these. He passed around a sack filled with what looked 
like tiny silver marbles, and they each grabbed a handful. The 
Council distributed them to everyone, so they won't be suspicious, but 
yours are the only ones that flash purple, so we'll be able to— 

Purple sparks crackled at his feet, making him stumble back. 

“What?” Keefe asked. “Someone needed to make sure they 
work, right?” He set off another one with a smirk. “Yep, I think 
we're good.” 

Magnate Leto breathed a long-suffering sigh. 


But Sophie was grateful for the bit of levity. It sent the monster 
skittering to the back of her mind. 

“So, who’s going with whom?” Linh asked, careful to keep her 
voice hushed. 

“I dunno,” Keefe whispered back, “but I call ‘not it’ for Team 
Fitzphie.” 

Actually, Sophie transmitted to everyone, trying not to feel 
stung by that, I think Fitz and I should split up, since we can 
communicate with each other telepathically. 

I agree, Magnate Leto confirmed. In fact, it might be better to stick 
with only two groups—that way you're all in contact. 

Fitz did not look happy about that arrangement. Especially 
when Keefe announced, “Well then, looks like we’re bringing back 
Team Foster-Keefe! Who’s with us?” 

Tam was the first to join. 

“What?” he asked when he saw everyone’s shocked expressions. 
“Sophie’s always the biggest target, right? And I’m the only one 
who can break through force fields. Plus, I can use some of the 
stuff Lady Zillah taught me if Umber comes after her.” 

Somehow that sounded equal parts touching and terrifying. 

“TIl go with them too,” Marella decided, “since I don’t have a 
bodyguard and Sophie has, like, fifty.” 

“Only two right now,” Sophie quietly corrected. 

Bo was hidden away with the new ogres. Flori was somewhere 
in the scattered trees with the other gnomes. And Nubiti was 
underground with the other dwarves. So she only had Sandor and 
Tarina, and they'd be giving her a much wider berth—like all the 
bodyguards would be doing with their charges—to avoid drawing 
any attention away from the projected decoys. 

But it still probably made sense to spread out their backup. So 


Biana and Dex went with Fitz—that way their group would have 


Grizel, Woltzer, and Lovise trailing behind. And Sophie’s group 
had Sandor, Tarina, and Ro—along with Wylie, who moved to 
stand with them when Linh went over to Fitz. 

Okay, Magnate Leto transmitted. One group goes one way, one 
group goes the other, and you circle back here every half hour. Keep in 
touch as needed. And remember, you’re not just looking for black cloaks. 
Gethen, Vespera, and Lady Gisela may go without their disguises 
tonight, since we already know their identities. We also know they have 
a Guster working with them, so if you feel any strange winds, set off a 
purple flash immediately. Same goes for any shifting shadows that could 
mean Umber’s around. Or any flashes that might be Ruy’s force fields. 

“Anyone else think we have too many enemies?” Marella 
muttered under her breath. 

They all nodded. 

But if things go according to plan, Magnate Leto added, by the end 
of the night we may reduce that number significantly. Maybe even 
completely. 

And so the search began. And it was... 

... kind of boring. 

Sophie knew that was a strange way to feel while hunting for 
the villains who'd beaten and broken her so badly that she was still 
recovering. 

But... 

All they were doing was walking. And scanning faces. And 
squinting at shadows. And listening to the wind. Which was both 
tedious and totally unproductive. 

The thirty minutes felt like thirty hours before they were 
circling back to their friends and learning that the other group 
had an equally unexciting search. And Sophie knew that was 


technically good news, since no villains meant no danger. But... 


if the Neverseen didn’t show, it also meant all their planning was a 
waste—and that Fintan had tricked them again. 

“Tm starting to think itd be easier if I just ran onto the stage 
and shouted, ‘Hey, Mom, we know your're here! Come out, come 
out wherever you are!” Keefe grumbled as they headed into round 
two of walk-scan-squint-listen duty. 

“But you're not going to, right?” Wylie seemed to need Keefe to 
verify. 

Keefe shrugged. “Ask me again when we we're on round three 
of this.” 

Loud fanfare drowned out Wylie’s reply, and all twelve 
Councillors shimmered onto the stage amid cheers and whistles 
and applause from the excited crowd—or that’s what it looked 
like, at least. 

“I may not trust Luzia,’ Keefe whispered as Councillor Emery 
launched into his welcome speech, “but she sure can pull off an 
amazing illusion. I mean... I know that’s not actually them 
standing up there, and my brain’s still like, yes it is.” 

“Mine too,” Sophie admitted, wondering if maybe that was why 
it was so hard to trust Luzia. 

Luzia could hide anything she wanted. 

“Is it bad that the festival’s starting?” Marella asked when 
applause erupted again and the Councillors appeared to glitter 
away. Orem’s projection took their place, and the cheers were so 
loud, Marella practically had to shout when she added, “Shouldn’t 
we have found them by now?” 

“Not necessarily,’ Wylie told her. “Td think the Neverseen 
would want to wait for Orem’s performance to be in full swing. 
That way when they interrupt, they'll already have everyone’s 
attention.” 


“T guess.” But Marella didn’t sound convinced. 


And honestly, neither was Sophie. 

The haunting voice was back—and the doubt had gone from 
question to conclusion: We're missing something. Were missing 
something. We’re missing something. 

The voice got a whole lot louder when Orem started painting 
the sky with streaks of color and bursts of shimmer and sparkle. 
The audience was so focused on the spectacle that they were 
completely oblivious to their surroundings. 

Perfect, easy targets. 

But Sophie still couldn’t find anything suspicious. Everything 
was exactly as it should be—until Fitz’s voice filled her head. 

Alvar’s moving. 

What do you mean by “moving”? she asked. 

I’ve been tracking him all night, and he’s been sitting in his 
apartment. And now he’s walking around. 

Okay. Well. That’s not that weird, she tried to remind him. He’s 
probably just going for a walk after sitting for so long, or— 

Or he’s trying to escape, Fitz argued. I’m sure he’s noticed that there 
are fewer guards on the property tonight—and he knows we’re not home. 
AND he waited until the festival started, probably assuming we'd all be 
too distracted watching Orem do his thing to pay attention to the 
Warden. 

But he still can’t get past the gate, Sophie reminded him. 

Maybe he thinks he can. 

Is he even near the gate? 

Not yet—and I think I should hit the button before he is. 

Sophie bit her lip. I get why you're worried, but . . . maybe wait a 
LITTLE longer—just to be sure. 

Why do I have to be sure? It’s ALVAR—and it’s not like hitting the 
button is going to kill him. 


No. But... it sounds pretty painful. And .. . it just doesn’t seem like 
something you should do without having a good reason. 

I have a good reason! 

“What’s going on?” Keefe whispered to Sophie. “Your mood’s 
spiking all over the place.” 

She rubbed her temples. “Fitz is freaking out because Alvar’s 
tracker shows he’s moving around Everglen, and he thinks that 
means Alvar’s trying to escape—but ... Alvar’s not even near the 
gate. And ...I just don’t see him being that foolish. He knows 
how much security is in place. And he knows the Council—and 
his parents—are totally on his side right now, so I don’t see why 
he'd take that risk. But Fitz wants to take him out with the 
Warden, and... maybe I’m a wimp, but... I think he should wait 
a little longer—at least until we have more proof.” 

“Youre not a wimp,’ Keefe told her. “Fitz is zap-happy.” 

“He is,” she agreed, relieved someone understood why she was 
hesitating. 

But when she told Fitz that Keefe also thought he should wait, 
Fitz’s mental voice sharpened. 

Well THAT’S convenient. 

What is? she asked. 

Keefe siding with you. I wonder why he’d do that? 

Uh... because he agrees that Alvar should at least be near the gate 
before we punish him for trying to escape, Sophie argued, sighing 
when Fitz’s mind went silent. I’m not saying you’re wrong, she 
added, putting a little extra energy behind the words in case he 
was trying to block her. I’m saying . . . wait until you're sure. 

I’m sure. 

Sophie rubbed her temples harder. Well . . . I guess it’s your call. 
But... at least wait until we're all together. 

Why? 


I don’t know. She was mostly stalling, hoping a few deep breaths 
would make him a little more reasonable, but she flung out a quick 
In case it messes with your echo. It’s kind of an emotional thing, you 
know? And it'll only take, like, two extra minutes to meet up, and... I 
want to be there for you. 

A beat of silence and then... 

Fine. 

The word had a definite edge. 

Please don’t be mad at me, Sophie begged. 

I’m not, he promised. I’m just frustrated. Now Alvar’s moving back 
the other way, and I can’t figure out what he’s doing. 

Which seemed like a pretty good reason to not zap him, but she 
decided not to point that out. Just get to the base point. We'll figure it 
out together. 

Yeah, see you soon. 

And Fitz looked so genuinely relieved when she got there a few 
minutes later that her heart did a tiny flip—until he shoved his 
wrist under her nose and pointed to the narrow silver screen that 
Dex had built into the Warden’s band. “See that flashing dot? 
That’s Alvar. And see that glowing line? That’s the back gate. 
Look how close they are—and getting closer every second.” 

“His heart rate’s elevated too,’ Dex added, pointing to a 
blinking red light next to the screen. 

Biana looked as pale as Sophie felt as she stared at the screen, 
watching the flashing dot creep closer to the glowing line. 

“Okay,” Sophie said, reaching for Fitz’s free hand—as much to 
steady him as she was trying to steady herself. “If you think you 
should press the button, then—” 

“I do,” Fitz said before she could finish. 

Click! 


“Was something supposed to happen?” Biana whispered when 
the tiny lights kept flashing. 

“Yeah, the cuff should've glowed green and the screen 
should’ve gone blank,” Dex said as Fitz pressed the switch again 
and again. “I don’t understand. I tested it a billion times.” He 
placed his hand over the bracelet. “The tech feels fine.” 

But when he pressed the button himself, nothing happened. 

“Could Alvar have done something to the part around his 
ankle?” Keefe asked. 

Before Dex could answer, Fitz let out a frustrated growl and 
yanked the bracelet off his wrist, flinging it into the darkness as 
hard as he could. 

“Why'd you do that?” Dex snapped. “I could’ve made some 
adjustments.” 

“We don’t have time. We need to get to Everglen now.” Fitz 
turned to Sophie, grabbing her hands. “You can teleport us there, 
right? Even with the gates?” 

She’d done it before. But... 

“I have to think,” she told him. Because teleporting would take 
them right to where Alvar was—but with everyone’s eyes on the 
sky, the crowd would definitely notice the teenagers levitating 
toward the stars and then plummeting back down. Not to mention 
the booming thunderclap when she split open the void. 

They'd also be abandoning their assignments—and if the 
Neverseen snuck in because they weren't there to do their job... 

“We don’t have time to think!” Fitz said, loud enough to turn 
several heads. “We have to go. Please—if he gets away...” 

It was the crack in his voice that won Sophie over. 

“Im going too,” Biana informed them, wrapping her arm 


around her brother. 


“Pretty sure we all are, right?” Keefe asked, hooking his arm 
with Sophie’s. 

“I know I am,” Sandor said, stepping out of the shadows with 
Tarina and Grizel. Ro was right behind him—and so were Lovise 
and Woltzer—and before Sophie could blink, all her friends and 
bodyguards had linked into a tight circle and Fitz was floating 
them off the ground. 

She managed to transmit what was happening to Magnate Leto 
as they climbed higher and higher, causing a number of gasps and 
cheers from the crowd—who hopefully thought it was all part of 
the show when Fitz sent them crashing back down and Sophie 
dropped them into the void. 

She’d only gotten a vague glimpse of Everglen’s back gate, so 
she pictured the clearing for the override instead, tearing open the 
darkness and landing them among the swirling metal statues with 
their reflective orbs. 

Fitz was on his feet immediately, charging toward the fence’s 
pale glow—the only real light, other than the eerie red moon—and 
Sophie chased after him, opening her mind and trying to track 
Alvar’s thoughts. 

But she didn’t need to. 

Alvar was standing a few feet back from the glowing bars, 
gazing into the darkness beyond. 

Before he even registered their presence, Fitz tackled him— 
hard. 

“What are you doing?” Alvar shouted as he flailed and thrashed 
to get Fitz off him. 

“THOUGHT YOU COULD ESCAPE?” Fitz asked, pinning 
Alvar’s shoulders. 


“Of course not!” 


“LIAR!” Fitz slammed Alvar into the ground again. And this 
time Alvar fought back, thrusting his knee into Fitz’s stomach and 
kicking free with his other leg—but he’d barely rolled to his side 
before Fitz jumped him again and punched him in the face. 
“WHAT’D YOU DO TO THE WARDEN?” 

“Nothing!” Alvar promised, and the red streaming from his 
nose glinted in the moonlight as he lifted his head and his wild 
eyes met Sophie’s. “Please—I don’t know what you're talking 
about!” 

Fitz punched him again, hitting Alvar in the mouth with a 
horrible crunch. 

“Shouldn’t we do something?” Sophie asked, turning to her 
friends, who were all hanging back a step, looking dazed. 

“Maybe we should—” Biana started to say. 

But a choking sound cut her off, and when Sophie turned back 
to the fight, Fitz had his arm pressed against Alvar’s throat, 
cutting off his air supply. 

“TELL ME WHAT YOU WERE DOING OUT HERE!” he 
demanded. 

Alvar wheezed. “Heard . . . noises.” 

“WHAT KIND OF NOISES?!” 

“Hey, Keefe said, stepping forward and grabbing Fitz’s 
shoulder. “He can’t talk if he’s unconscious.” 

“And you’re bleeding,” Biana added, leaning on Dex as she 
pointed a shaky hand at Fitz’s dripping knuckles. 

When neither of them seemed to get through to him, Sophie 
stepped closer, whispering in Fitz’s ear, “You have to be careful of 
your echo.” 

She was honestly amazed he hadn't collapsed from it already. 

He must’ve been a little surprised too, because he reached for 
his chest like he needed to check, and Alvar rolled to his side, 


hacking and coughing and spitting out some of the red staining 
his teeth. 

“Here, Sophie said, tearing off a strip of fabric from her sleeve, 
reaching for Fitz’s hand and carefully wrapping his bleeding 
knuckles. 

“Ready to tell us what’s going on?” Keefe asked, crouching in 
front of Alvar. 

“I have no idea,’ Alvar promised. “I heard noises outside the 
fence and—” 

“What kind of noises?” Grizel interrupted. 

Alvar wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “Crashes mostly. But 
some sounded like voices.” 

“Right,” Fitz muttered, wincing as Sophie tightened the knot on 
his bandage to give the wounds some compression. “And let me 
guess—you want us to run out there and check? Did you use that 
trick on the guards? Is that why they’re not here?” 

Alvar shook his head, his desperate eyes flicking from face to 
face before lingering on his sister. “The guards heard the noises 
too. They told me to stay here while they searched the forest. 
That’s what I was doing when Fitz assaulted me—” 

“Assaulted,” Fitz muttered. 

“Look at me, Fitz!” Alvar snapped, pointing to his face. Even in 
the dim light, Sophie could see that his lip was split and his nose 
looked swollen. “I get it—you hate me. But I’m telling you the 
truth. I left my apartment because I heard noises. And I haven't 
touched my ankle tracker, if that’s what you meant.” He turned 
back to Biana. “Please—you have to believe me.” 

If he was lying, he was the best liar Sophie had ever seen. 

Biana looked convinced, especially when Keefe told them, “He’s 
telling the truth. ld be able to tell if he wasn’t.” 


Fitz snorted. “Right—like you could tell with your mom?” 


Which was a super-low blow. 

But Keefe let it go. “There’s an easy enough way to know for 
sure. We'll ask the guards when they get back—see if they tell us 
the same story.” 

“They will,” Alvar assured them. “I’m sure they'll be back any 
second.” 

But seconds turned into minutes. And when enough time had 
piled up, Keefe had to block Fitz from lunging for Alvar again. 

“You did something to them, didn’t you?” Fitz demanded. 
“They should be back by now!” 

“There’s a lot of ground to cover out there,” Alvar argued. 
“They're probably just being thorough. Please.” His eyes darted 
from his sister to Sophie. “I swear—I didn’t do anything to them.” 

“He didn't,” a voice agreed from the shadows beyond the gate— 
a voice that made the monster roar so loud, it nearly knocked her 
over. “I did.” 

A force field flared with the final words, momentarily whiting 
out the world. And when Sophie’s eyes adjusted, she found herself 
staring at a scene straight out of her nightmares: a massive 
glowing dome on the other side of Everglen’s fence, with four 
elves inside. 

Gethen. 

Two black-cloaked figures. 

And Vespera. 


FORTY-EIGHT 


I KNEW IT!” FITZ YELLED, LUNGING for Alvar again as Sophie 
reached for one of her daggers—and the rest of her friends and 
bodyguards drew weapons of their own. 

“You know nothing,’ Gethen assured Fitz, turning to the 
cloaked figure on his right. “And let’s make sure this doesn’t take 
any longer than necessary.” 


1? 


“Spread out!” Sophie warned—but she was too late. The figure 
had to be Ruy, and he extended his arms, trapping their whole 
group inside a force field. 

“Don’t 


weapon at the wall of white energy, and Grizel barely pulled 


1? 


Sandor shouted as Tarina swung her scythelike 


Tarina back before she electrocuted herself. 

“How sweet,” Gethen said. “Goblins cooperating with a troll—I 
doubt that’ll last much longer.” 

“It'll last longer than you will,” Wylie snapped, thrusting his 
arms forward and blasting a blue beam into the force field. 

“Still using the same tricks?” Ruy asked, waving his hands and 
thickening the shield until the world turned blurry, like Vaseline 
smeared over glass. “You should try practicing sometime. It does 
wonders.” 

“It does,’ Dex agreed, tossing a handful of shiny brass gadgets 
that... 

... bounced harmlessly off the shield. 


Ruy cracked up as Dex met the same frustrating result with a 
handful of copper spheres. “Anyone else?” 

“Yes!” Tam said, shoving his palms forward and launching a 
bolt of whirling shadows at the force field. The darkness sank into 
the white light and fanned out like fissures—and a second bolt 
made the black lines spread, like cracks in glass. 

“So you're the Shade I’ve heard so much about,’ the other 
cloaked figure said, flicking her wrist and drawing all of Tam’s 
shadows over to her—and oh, how the monster loved the sound of 
Umber’s voice. 

It brought Sophie to her knees, the world spinning, fading, 
slipping... 

“Easy, Foster,” Keefe said, dropping to the ground beside her, 
peeling off one of her gloves and tangling her fingers with his. 
Soft blue breezes flitted through her mind, and he whispered, 
“Breathe,” as he pulled off her other glove to give her double the 
energy. “Just breathe.” 

“Looks like our last visit left an even bigger impression on the 
moonlark than I'd hoped,” Gethen noted. “Well done, Umber.” 

Sophie set her jaw, wanting to snap back with something clever 
and fierce. 

But she didn’t feel clever or fierce. 

She felt like a clueless, weak fool who'd missed the Neverseen’s 
plan yet again. And now she couldn't even stand strong as she 
faced them. 

“You've got this,” Keefe told her, sending more breezes into her 
mind as he helped her back to her feet. 

“So this was never about the festival,’ Wylie said through 
gritted teeth as he combined his blue light with Tam’s next blast 


of shadows. 


“I wouldn't say that,’ Gethen told him. “The festival just isn’t 
involved the way Fintan assumed it would be—and really, he 
should’ve known better. If he wants to ruin our plans, it’s going to 
take a whole lot more than tattling on us to the Black Swan.” 

“So Fintan isn’t a part of this?” Marella asked as Umber 
unraveled all the progress Wylie and Tam had made on the force 
field. 

Gethen tilted his head to study her. “Td heard there was 
another new recruit. Gisela’s right—the moonlark’s greatest talent 
does seem to be convincing people to risk their lives for her 
misguided cause.” 

“And where is Mommy Dearest tonight?” Keefe asked. “Aren’t 
you getting a little tired of doing all her dirty work for her? Or has 
there been another mutiny?” 

“No mutiny,’ Gethen assured him. “We're all working together 
rather well, now that Fintan isn’t around to disrupt things.” 

“Then where is she?” Keefe countered. 

Gethen smiled. “At the festival.” 

Panic flared with the words—but so did a fresh swell of 
confidence as Sophie reminded herself how thoroughly prepared 
the Collective and the Council were for whatever Keefe’s mom 
might be planning. 

“I wouldn't smile yet, Sophie,” Gethen told her. “You truly have 
no idea what’s going on.” 

“Then why don’t you tell us?” she suggested, glad her voice was 
working again. “I’m assuming that’s why you’re holding us here.” 

“Actually, I don’t want to spoil the surprise,’ he said smoothly. 
“Itll be so much more fun watching you discover it for 
yourselves.” 

“Is that why you're being so quiet?” Biana asked Vespera, and 


Sophie noticed that Biana had thrown back the sides of her cape 


to reveal her arms. The pale scars that Vespera had given her 
looked slightly brighter in the moonlight, but Biana definitely 
wasn’t ashamed—and her steps were steady as she stalked to the 
edge of their force field. 

Vespera flashed one of her flat, emotionless smiles and strode 
closer to Biana, smoothing the front of her ridiculous gown. The 
gold bodice hung loose on Vespera’s frail frame, and the skirt 
flared so wide that Sophie wouldn’t have been surprised if there 
were hoops sewn into it. Between the dress and the fabric 
headpiece that Vespera had also worn the last time they saw her— 
which wrapped her dark hair in a net of jeweled chains to block 
elvin abilities—Vespera looked like shed thought they’d be 
heading to a ball, not standing around in a dark forest, ready 
for... whatever this was. 

“I must say, I thought you'd have made a bit more progress on 
your force field by now,” Gethen said, directing the comment to 
Tam. “I heard you'd been training.” 

“I have been,” Tam snapped back, weaving his shadows with 
the purple rays that Wylie had started blasting. He slashed the 
beam at the force field, cutting straight through the white energy 
like butter. 

“Foolish,’ Umber said, clicking her tongue as she waved her 
arm and unraveled Tam’s shadows. “Polluting your power with 
light when you should be thriving on the darkness.” 

She hissed words Sophie couldnt understand—words that 
made the monster howl—and thick, unnatural black poured from 
her fingertips, twisting into an arrow. 

“Why do you look so afraid?” Umber asked Tam as he stumbled 
back from the shadowflux. “This is your true strength. It’s time for 


you to embrace that.” 


Sophie cried out as Umber hurled the arrow, and it zipped 
through the force field, aimed perfectly at Biana’s head. But Tam 
snarled something before the darkness hit, and the arrow 
vaporized into a thick black mist. 

“Now that’s more like it,’ Umber told him. “That I can work 
with.” 

“Good,” Gethen said. “Then we should move this along.” 

“Aren't you forgetting something?” Fitz asked, shoving Alvar 
forward. He’d bound Alvar’s hands behind his back with strips of 
his cloak and had a dagger pointed at Alvar’s side to keep him 
from fighting. “You trapped your accomplice with us.” 

“What makes you think we want him?” Gethen asked. 

“Why else would you be here?” Fitz countered. “You need him 
to do something for you—either here or at the festival.” 

Gethen tilted his head. “What if I told you that you were right?” 

“What?” Biana asked, the word mostly a gasp. 

But Gethen kept his eyes on Fitz. “What if I told you that your 
brother is the key to everything we're planning tonight—” 

“TM NOT!” Alvar shouted. 

Gethen clicked his tongue. “So he says. But you know better, 
don’t you, Fitz? You’ve known all along that something didn’t add 
up—and no one would listen to you, would they? How frustrating 
that must’ve been. Even Sophie hasn’t believed you, has she? And 
we all know how much you rely on her. All this time, you were 
right. Is that what you want to hear?” 

“This sounds like a game,’ Keefe warned as Fitz’s arm shook, 
forcing him to adjust his grip on the dagger. At some point he'd 
lost the bandage Sophie had made for him, and his hand looked 
slippery and red. 

“No game,” Gethen insisted, stepping closer, the light from the 


force field making his stare more piercing as it bored into Fitz. 


“Just a simple question. If I’m telling the truth—if Alvar’s the key 
—then how are you going to stop him from fulfilling his role?” 

“TM NOT PLAYING A ROLE!” Alvar screamed. 

“He’s good, isn’t he?” Gethen asked. 

“He’s not pretending,” Sophie assured Fitz. “Alvar still doesn’t 
have any of his memories—I just checked.” 

“Doesn't matter,’ Gethen argued, keeping his eyes locked on 
Fitz. “You know how we work. You know how carefully we plan 
things. You think we can’t pull the strings to make what we need 
happen, with or without Alvar knowing?” 

“TIl never help you!” Alvar swore. 

“You already have. You met us out here, didn’t you? And that 
made your brother and all his friends rush over.” Gethen smiled as 
Fitz sucked in a breath. “I bet you had to drag everyone here, 
didn’t you, Fitz? And even now—as we're talking—they still refuse 
to see what you do, don’t they? Look at your sister.” 

Fitz did, and Biana looked . . . torn—her eyes mostly on the 
knife in Fitz’s bleeding hand. 

“So the question is,” Gethen continued, “what are you going to 
do about it, Fitz? How do you stop the inevitable, when no one 
else will?” 

Fitz straightened up. “Pll knock Alvar out.” 

“That’s all?” Gethen sighed dramatically. “Don’t you think we 
would’ve thought of that? Don’t you realize that everything you’ve 
done up until now has been completely predictable—except one 
thing. Only one: that dagger in your hand. I didn’t think you had it 
in you—but there you are, holding a permanent solution to the 
threat you’re facing. But will you have the courage to use it?” 

“Okay, this is definitely a game,” Keefe warned as Fitz adjusted 
his grip on the weapon again. 


“To what end?” Umber countered. 


That’s what Sophie was trying to figure out—and not making 
any progress. 

But Keefe was right—this was a game. And Sophie was pretty 
sure they were losing, if Fitz’s shaking was any indication, or the 
fact that Biana looked ready to vomit. 

Careful of your echo, she transmitted to Fitz, taking a cautious 
step closer to him. That might be their plan—to make you collapse 
under all this stress and emotion so Alvar can get away. 

Fitz’s eyes darted to hers, and he took another long, slow 
breath, lowering his dagger ever so slightly. 

Gethen glared at Sophie. “Whatever you think you’ve figured 
out, I can assure you, you’re wrong.” His gaze shifted to Alvar. 
“Perhaps I’m trying to see if we recruited the wrong Vacker. Or 
perhaps I simply want everyone to know that you had a choice 
tonight.” He focused on Fitz again as he said it. “You have a 
chance, right now, to take control of this situation—a chance to 
eliminate the threat before it becomes anything more. It’s the only 
way to stop what’s coming next, I promise you. So the question is, 
will you take it? Or will you live with the regret of knowing you 
could’ve prevented everything coming next? And there are big 
things coming, Fitz. Bigger than you can imagine. Much, much 
bigger than what’s already been done.’ He raised his sword, 
showing everyone how the blade was stained red. “Told you I'd 
find another use for it eventually,” he said to Sophie. “I do hope 
those guards weren’t friends of yours.” 

Bile burned Sophie’s throat and tears stung her eyes as all the 
goblins let out a primal roar. 

Gethen smiled wider. “So, Fitz. What’s it going to be?” 

“Dont, Sophie said as Fitz raised the dagger again. “He’s 


manipulating you.” 


“Probably,” Fitz admitted. “But ... what if it’s not the way you 
think? What if this is their way of preparing their minds for what 
they're about to do? Think about it—if they warn us and we ignore 
it, then they don’t have to feel guilty about whatever horrible 
things they do. Then it’s our fault, and they don’t have to worry 
about their sanity.” 

“But what about your sanity?” she countered, glancing at her 
friends for help. 

Keefe stepped up. “Yeah, uh, you realize they’re trying to get 
you to kill Alvar, right?” 

“Of course I do!” Fitz snapped, turning to Biana. “But he’s a 
murderer.” 

“I know,” Biana whispered, leaning on Tam and Dex for 
support. “But... you're not.” 

“And I’m not that person anymore!” Alvar swore. 

“I DON’T BELIEVE YOU!” Fitz knocked Alvar down to his 
knees. 

“DON’T!” Biana shouted. “Don’t let them break you the way 
they broke him.” 

“There has to be another way,” Linh added. 

“And if there isn’t?” Fitz asked, tears gleaming in his eyes. “Can 
you live with yourselves if someone else dies tonight?” 

“Yes,” Tam said immediately. “Because we're not responsible 
for what they do. Only what we do.” 

“How noble,” Gethen scoffed. “I wonder, though, if others will 
agree. Or if they'll look back on this moment—after everything 
else unfolds—and see it as proof that the moonlark and her 
friends are too weak to do what needs to be done, even when the 
opportunity is handed to them.” 

Fitz sucked in a shaky breath, staring at the dagger in his hand 


—not with fear, but determination. 


“Please, Fitz,” Sophie begged. “I get it—I get why you think you 
have to do this. But this isn’t who we are.” 

“Isn't it?” he argued. “Why have we been training, then? Why 
are we carrying weapons if we aren't going to use them? I thought 
we were fighting back!” 

“But this isn’t fighting back,’ she corrected. “This is 
preemptive murder.” 

“She’s right,’ Biana said, tears streaming down her pale cheeks. 
“Whatever happens, we'll deal with it—but not this. This will 
break you—that’s what they want.” 

Fitz stared at her for a long second, then at each of his friends, 
before his gaze settled on Sophie. “If I let him go,” he whispered, 
“we're going to regret it.” 

“Maybe,” she admitted. “But if you kill him, we'll regret it more. 
Even you.” 

Please, she transmitted. Don’t let them do this to you. It'll ruin you, 
and...I don’t want to lose you. 

He sighed, and for a long second she couldn’t tell what he was 
going to do. 

Then he lowered the dagger. 

“I told you,” Vespera said, stalking closer to Gethen. “They will 
always make the wrong decision. They will always choose 
weakness. And now it is time for them to pay the consequences.” 

Alvar groaned and slumped to the ground. 

“What’s wrong?” Sophie asked. 

Before he could answer, the world went black—and the 
monster roared. 

But this time, the darkness didn’t last. 

This time Tam was there, shredding Umber’s shadows as fast as 


she could form them. 


And Wylie was blasting the force field with searing blue light 
over and over. 

This time we win, Sophie thought as their glowing cage 
unraveled. 

She grabbed a throwing star and lined up her aim as Tam 
launched a bolt of shadows toward the Neverseen’s shield and... 

Everything blinked away. 

“I don’t understand,” Linh said as Wylie sent up a flare, 
illuminating nothing but grass and trees. 

“I think I do,” Sophie murmured. She wobbled on her feet, and 
Keefe rushed over to steady her. “I think ... that was an illusion— 
like the Councillors were at the festival.” 

“She’s right!” Wylie blasted light toward a mirror hidden among 
the foliage, and the beam refracted off a dozen others. 

“So they were never here?” Marella asked as Biana said, “Um, 
guys.” 

“They have to be close,” Keefe reminded them. “Otherwise 
Umber and Ruy couldn't have been able to make those force fields 
and shadows—those were real.” 

“He’s right,” Ro said, sniffing the air. “I can smell a faint trail 
going this way!” 

“Guys!” Biana shouted as the goblins charged after Ro. “We 
have another problem.” 

“What?” Sophie asked, not sure how much more her brain 
could handle. 

Biana’s eyes locked with Fitz’s, and her stare was pure, painful 


dread as she admitted, “Alvar’s gone.” 


FORTY-NINE 


HE CAN’T BE FAR,” KEEFE said as Tarina made a quick sweep of 
the clearing and Fitz shouted all kinds of furious things that 
Sophie tried her best to ignore. 

She focused on opening up her mind and feeling for any trace 
of Alvar’s thoughts—but there was too much mental chaos 
drowning everything out. 

“He can’t light leap with the Warden,” Dex reminded them. 

Fitz barked a bitter laugh. “Your Warden is junk! If it worked, 
Alvar would be unconscious right now.” 

“Yeah, what’s going on with your gadgets?” Biana asked quietly. 

“I don’t know,” Dex admitted. “I swear they worked when I 
tested them. It’s like . . . something’s interfering somehow— 
almost like... ohhhhhhh.” 

“What?” Fitz demanded as Dex mumbled a string of words 
none of them could understand. 

Dex swallowed hard, looking genuinely sorry as he pointed to 
Sophie’s cloak pin. “It must be the null. I bet it’s blocking the tech 
around you.” 

Sophie’s heart stopped. “But .. . the bracelet was still getting 
Alvar’s signal—and I’ve been able to use my Imparter.” 

“Receiving’s different than sending—and Imparters utilize a 
whole other kind of frequency.” Dex pressed his fist into his head, 
muttering to himself about how he should’ve thought of that. 

“But—” Sophie tried to argue. 


“We don’t have time for this,” Wylie warned. “Just get rid of the 
pin and let’s go find Alvar—and the Neverseen.” 

“He’s right,” Tam, Linh, and Marella all agreed. 

So did Tarina, who yanked the null off Sophie’s cloak when she 
saw how hard Sophie’s hands were shaking. 

Dex dismantled it faster than a gremlin. “That was definitely 
the problem.” 

Sophie’s eyes burned from the disgust on Fitz’s face—and she 
knew what he had to be thinking: If she hadn’t talked him into 
meeting up with her before he pressed the Warden’s button, none 
of this would be happening. 

“Hey, Keefe said, reaching for her hand and filling her head 
with another calming breeze. 

She hadn’t noticed that she still wasn’t wearing her gloves, and 
part of her wondered if she should tap her fingers to turn on 
Tinker’s fingernail gadgets. 

But what if those caused some other huge, unexpected 
problem? 

“The good news,” Dex said, “is this means the Warden’s still 
working. So Alvar has to be on the property.” 

“Yeah, and I’m sure he’s busy helping the Neverseen do 
whatever creepy thing they came here to do—just like Gethen said 
he would.” Fitz punched the air, sending red splattering from his 
wounded fist. 

“Or... maybe Alvar’s just scared of you,” Linh suggested. “You 
did come pretty close to killing him. Maybe he figured he should 
disappear until everything calmed down.” 

“It’s possible,’ Marella agreed. “Just because he’s gone doesn’t 
mean he’s helping the enemy. He seemed pretty against that.” 

He had. But ... that was before something happened that no 


one else seemed to have noticed. And Sophie was tempted to leave 


it that way—tempted to keep everyone in the dark until she knew 
for sure, since it was only going to make Fitz hate her more than 
he already did. 

But if she was right, her friends needed to know what they were 
dealing with. So she forced herself to blurt out, “I think Alvar 
might’ve gotten his memories back.” 

Biana wrapped her arms around herself. “You mean when he 
collapsed and groaned like that?” 

Sophie nodded. 

“What was the trigger?” Fitz asked, and it was the calm in his 
voice that got her, like hed moved beyond rage to a scary sort of 
numb. 

“I can only guess,” she told him quietly. “But . .. it might’ve 
been the sound of Vespera’s voice. That’d explain why she stayed 
silent up until then—which seemed super weird—and why Alvar 
reacted as soon as he heard it.” 

“That makes sense,’ Wylie agreed. “And it’s pretty smart, 
actually, since it’s something they knew Alvar wouldn’t hear until 
they wanted his memories to come back.” 

Fitz’s laugh was dark and cold—followed by a sharp intake of 
breath. And he rubbed his chest as his eyes focused on Sophie. “If 
he hurts someone, it’s on—” 

“He won't,” Keefe jumped in, saving Sophie from finding out if 
Fitz had been planning to end that sentence with “you” or “us.” 
“You're tracking him, right, Foster?” 

“Trying to,” she said, choking down a huge lump in her throat 
as she stretched out her consciousness again. 

“You can do that while you move, right?” Keefe asked, turning 
to the others when she nodded. “Good. Then I say we follow 
where Ro led the rest, since he might be heading the same way. 


And if we need to change course, let us know, okay, Foster?” 


She nodded again, and Keefe reached for her hand. “Relax. 
You've got this,” he promised, sending one more soothing breeze 
into her head before he took off running. 

Everyone followed, racing down the path, which grew darker 
and darker the farther they moved away from the glowing gate— 
until they could only see a few feet in front of them. 

Sophie fought to keep up, but the mental multitasking slowed 
her down. And she soon found herself running next to Fitz at the 
back of their group, since he was still dealing with his healing leg. 

He didn’t say anything. 

Didn’t even look at her. 

And she couldnt blame him, after everything that had 
happened. 

It also wasn’t the time to talk things out, so she let her regret 
fuel her determination as she pushed her consciousness farther 
and farther and farther, until... 

“I found him!” she called. “And we're heading the right way!” 

“Great, Fitz snorted. “So he went right to the Neverseen.” 

“I know,” Sophie said quietly. “I’m—” 

“You realize where we're going, right?” he interrupted. “This 
path goes straight to the main gate.” 

Sophie’s stomach twisted. 

“His DNA won't open it, though,” Biana reminded them. “Plus, 
maybe...” 

“Maybe what?” Fitz pressed. 

Biana sighed. “Maybe he’s not cooperating as much as you 


think he is. Just because he got his memories back doesn’t mean 
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“You need to stop thinking like that, right now, Fitz 
interrupted. “I mean it—if he was with us on this, he wouldn’t 


have run off—” 


“But—” 

“NO! Fitz snapped. “If you're still deluding yourself into 
thinking he’s on our side, you might as well hang back right here, 
because you're going to turn this into a bigger mess than it already 
is.” 

Sophie couldn’t help wondering if he really meant the words for 
her—especially since a tiny part of her had to agree with what 
Biana was saying. 

But that wasn’t what mattered at the moment. 

They could figure out what side Alvar was on once they caught 
up with him. For now, they needed to start working together 
again. So she closed her eyes for a beat—which wasn’t a smart 
thing to do when running, but she could barely see through the 
darkness anyway. And it made it easier to whisper to him, “I’m 
sorry, Fitz.” 

For several long seconds the only sounds were gasping breaths 
and pounding feet as their whole group seemed to wait for Fitz’s 
response. And just when Sophie thought he wasn’t going to 
acknowledge her, he said, “I don’t blame you.” 

There wasn't a whole lot of warmth in his voice. 

But it was progress. 

And it would have to be enough for the moment, because the 
path was curving again, and when they rounded the bend they 
spotted a halo of light up ahead. 

“That’s from the gate, right?” Dex asked. 

Sophie hoped so. But... it had a whitish hue. 

“Fan out,” Keefe said under his breath. “We need to make Ruy 
trap us one by one. Hopefully that'll buy us a little time.” 

“Ruy should be our prime target,’ Wylie added as they all 


reached for weapons. “He’s their safety net.” 


Sophie knew he was right, and she told herself to aim for black 
cloaks as she grabbed a throwing star. But as soon as she burst 
into the clearing, all she could see was Alvar standing over by the 
gate’s control panel, and... she let her weapon fly, holding her 
breath as it arced perfectly toward the panel, hopefully hard 
enough to damage the sensor and... 

. it sparked off of a new force field that sprang up around 
Alvar. 

Another force field trapped her a second later, and she threw 
herself backward to avoid crashing into the shocking energy. 

Only then did she take stock of her situation, and... it wasn’t 
good news. 

Her friends and Tarina were all snared under glowing domes of 
their own—she didn’t know how Ruy could work so fast—and 
Sandor, Grizel, Woltzer, Ro, and Lovise were trapped under 
another, looking scratched and bruised. 

Meanwhile, Gethen, Ruy, Vespera, and Umber were completely 
unscathed as they stood in the safety of their own shield, waiting 
just outside the gate. 

And Alvar ... he wasn’t standing by the panel empty-handed. 
He was holding a bloody scrap of fabric that Sophie took a second 
to recognize. 

Fitz’s missing bandage. 

Covered in plenty of his DNA. 

Which . . . seemed like a pretty clear statement of which side 
Alvar had chosen. 

His timid, mournful expression was also gone, replaced with his 
old familiar arrogance. As if someone had flipped a switch and the 
old Alvar was back—just like that. 

“You made it in time for the main event,’ Vespera said when 


her eyes locked with Sophie’s. 


“And you'll be staying right there,’ Ruy added, flashing fresh 
layers to the force fields that Tam, Wylie, and Dex were already 
attacking. 

“So go ahead, Alvar,’ Gethen called. “We all know how much 
you've gone through to get to this moment. Time to fulfill your 
assignment—” 

“Hang on,” Keefe interrupted, turning to Alvar. “You seriously 
allowed them to erase your memories, torture you, drug you, 
abandon you, almost kill you—and let you rot for months in a 
miserable prison cell—all in hopes that the Council would move 
you back to Everglen so you could... open a gate?” 

“It was not about the task,” Vespera answered for Alvar. “It was 
about proving his value.” 

“By opening a gate,’ Keefe insisted. “That’s . . . the dumbest 
thing I’ve ever heard in my life.” 

Sophie had to agree. 

But Alvar held his head high, holding his same arrogant 
expression, and even Biana looked like she was starting to accept 
that the old Alvar had fully returned. 

More important, though: Keefe’s stalling had given Wylie, Tam, 
and Dex a chance to make progress on dismantling the force fields 
holding them. So Sophie asked Gethen, “Nobody could think of an 
easier way to get into Everglen? I can think of five off the top of 
my head.” 

“And they all take, like, two minutes, right?” Keefe asked her. 

“Probably less,” Sophie corrected. 

Vespera shrugged, knocking one of her golden sleeves off her 
shoulder. “If someone is willing to jump through ridiculous hoops 
to prove their loyalty, who am I to stop them? Alvar created the 


plan himself.” 


Keefe turned back to the eldest Vacker. “So, wait. You said, 
‘Hey, I know! Why don’t you slice me up with a shamkniv—’” 

“That was his punishment for the problem he created,” Vespera 
corrected, “which I was very generous to allow him a chance to 
redeem himself for.” 

“Sure, Keefe agreed, rolling his eyes. “Full body torture seems 
like a totally reasonable punishment for... What was the problem 
again? A locked gate?” 

“It was not any locked gate,’ Vespera argued. “It was a locked 
gate that he would have had ready access to, had he kept his 
identity hidden the way Ruy and Umber did, rather than following 
Fintan’s foolish lead. So I told him that I did not care how he fixed 
it, just that he did by the night of the festival.” 

“What does the festival have to do with anything?” Biana asked. 

“You'll see soon enough,” Gethen told her. “And we’re wasting 
too much time. Go ahead, Alvar.” 

“SERIOUSLY?” Sophie shouted as Alvar reached for the gate’s 
sensor. Even if he had chosen his side—maybe she could change 
his mind. “After all the times you swore you'd never go back to 
their cause, even if you got your memories back. All the times you 
swore you wanted to make them pay for the scars they carved into 
you. All the horrors they let you suffer through—you’re just going 
to fall right back into the role they want you to play.” 

“Never underestimate the power of a total-memory flashback,” 
Gethen told her. “It’s the perfect mental reset. 

“Okay, that’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” Sophie said, 
keeping her focus on Alvar. “This is crazy. You’re not some robot 
that needs resetting. You're a person with a brain and... and 
feelings. And you know this is wrong. I know you know it—even if 
you don’t want to admit it. Just like I know you don’t want to go 


back to being that creepy person everyone hated.” 


Alvar tilted his chin higher, but she could see the tremble in his 
jaw—a tiny crack in his facade. Proof that this truly wasn’t over as 
long as the gate wasn’t open. 

She leaned closer, holding his stare as she added, “The Council 
gave you a second chance—and you haven’t blown it yet. You 
could stop this right now and prove you really are the better 
person youve been claiming to be. Think about the life you could 
have—how happy you could be. Think about how happy you 
would make your family.” 

And that was the moment she lost him. 

“You want to talk about my family?” he snapped, his features 
angling into hard lines. “And I don’t mean the brother who 
would’ve been happy to murder me about ten minutes ago— 
though that was eye-opening. And I don’t mean the sister who 
would’ve stood by and let him do it while shedding a few pretty 
tears, either. I don’t even mean the parents who've only been so 
supportive recently because they know they all but phased me out 
of their lives the moment they chose to have more children. No, 
that’s only the beginning of the glorious Vacker legacy—and that’s 
why I did this. Tonight, I finally get to show everyone who the 
Vackers truly are—and my bratty little brother and sister get to 
watch.” 

“Alvar asked that his reward for fulfilling this assignment be 
that I allow you to join us for the big reveal,’ Vespera told Sophie 
and her friends. “And I will keep my word, so long as you stay on 
your best behavior. Your goblins will be staying here—as will your 
ogre. But I will allow the troll to come with you, since I am 
curious to see her reaction as well. And if I detect anything 
untoward, I will let Umber show you exactly how much pain she 
can trigger with shadowflux—and trust me, you cannot even begin 


to fathom it. Understood?” 


She waited for each of them to nod before she told Alvar, “Let 
us in.” 

Alvar bowed his head, and Sophie’s heart turned heavier and 
heavier as he smeared Fitz’s blood on the sensor and the gates 
swung slowly inward, letting Gethen, Vespera, Ruy, and Umber 
stride smoothly into the property. 

“And just in case you’re still thinking you'll find a way to be 
heroes,’ Gethen added, “allow me to introduce your escorts for 
this journey into the Vacker family history.” 

He whistled through his teeth and the earth rumbled softly, 
sending all the goblins leaping to their feet. 

Sophie braced for an army of dwarves, but when the ground 
opened up, four of the biggest, scariest ogres shed ever seen 


marched toward them, licking their pointed black teeth. 


FIFTY 


WELL, IF IT ISN’T OUR mighty princess—cowering with a bunch 
of worthless goblins!” the tallest ogre of the four said as he circled 
the force field that Ro, Sandor, Grizel, Lovise, and Woltzer were 
currently trapped in. “Seems fitting, doesn’t it?” 

The other three ogres grunted and jeered. 

They each wore spiked metal diapers, spiked shin guards, and 
spiked forearm bracers—but the ogre harassing Ro had two 
swords instead of one, both strapped across his massive back in 
crisscrossed sheaths. Swirls of tattoos decorated his chest, and his 
head had a thin shock of slicked white hair. 

Ro studied her painted claws, not bothering to look at him as 
she said, “I don’t know, Cadfael. It seems much more fitting that 
you let the Neverseen call for you like you're their little pet. Do 
you do tricks for them if they toss you a treat? Is that what today 
is?” 

Cadfael raised one of his eyebrows—which was pierced with 
four silver spikes. “You want to talk about pets? I hear you spend 
your days serving at the heels of some scrawny, worthless brat.” 
He glanced over his shoulder at Sophie and her friends. “It’s the 
one in the middle, isn’t it? He keeps glaring at me.” He swaggered 
over, and Sophie found herself feeling grateful for the force fields 
around them when Cadfael stepped right in front of Keefe. “Oh 
yeah, it’s definitely this one. Look at the way his little hands are all 


curled up like he wants to punch me.” 


“Actually, I was thinking more about cutting off that ruby,” 
Keefe told him, pointing to a large stone pierced through the skin 
on Cadfael’s stomach, right above the dip of his spiked metal 
diaper. “I could keep it with the jewel I sliced out of Dimitar’s ear 
when I beat him at sparring. And I'd be doing you a favor, ’cause, 
dude, that is not a good look.” 

Bad idea to anger the scary ogre, Sophie transmitted. 

See, and I think it sounds like a whole lot of fun, Keefe countered. 

He didn’t even blink when Cadfael drew a dagger from a sheath 
hidden in one of his bracers and said, “I bet Ro likes that smart 
mouth of yours. So maybe I should cut out your tongue.” 

Keefe smirked. “I’m pretty sure she’d thank you for that.” 

“I would,” Ro agreed. 

Cadfael gritted his teeth. “Then maybe I should gut him, so you 
have to crawl home to Daddy—or your pathetic husband.” 

“No gutting today,’ Gethen cut in as Sophie’s stomach turned 
all kinds of sour. “We have a different message to send.” 

“And if you want your payment, I suggest you cooperate,” 
Vespera added to Cadfael. 

“Oh, so you are getting a treat 


1? 


Ro said, standing up and 
clapping her hands. “Tell me, Cad—what’s the going rate for 
treason these days?” 

“Anything I want.” He sheathed his dagger and turned back to 
face her. “That’s the beauty of setting my own rules. But have fun 
sulking with your goblins.” 

“Are we ready?” Ruy asked. 

Vespera turned back to Sophie. “Since you have all started 
arming yourselves, I expect you to empty your pockets before we 
go. Same goes for you, troll.” 

Sophie’s chest tightened with each weapon she was forced to 


toss aside. But she managed to keep one dagger and a couple of 


throwing stars in the hidden pockets in her boots—and she hoped 
her friends were able to do the same. 

Before she could transmit to check, their force fields blinked 
away, leaving the clearing much darker as the ogres herded them 
into aclump. 

This is good, Fitz transmitted, nudging his way closer to Sophie 
while the Neverseen were busy searching Tarina for any weapons 
she might still be concealing. It’s going to be even darker once we're 
away from the glow of the gates. So if we stay close, we might be able to 
teleport away before they notice what we’re doing. 

But we can’t abandon Sandor and the others, Sophie reminded him. 
Plus, I don’t think we can leave until we know what the Neverseen are 
really up to. We need to figure out a plan. Is it... is it okay if I hold your 
hand? Only because enhancing should make it easier for us to form a 
mental link with everyone. Not for... anything else. 

He reached for her, and she could feel the rough scabs crusting 
his wounded knuckles as their fingers tangled together. You don’t 
have to ask to do this. 

Sophie looked away, her eyes burning as much as her cheeks. I 
just... figured I should make sure, after... 

Fitz sighed. It’s a bad day, but... I meant what I said—I don’t 
blame you. You couldn’t have known about the null. And I wouldn’t have 
backed down on Alvar if I didn’t realize you were right. 

She risked a glance at him, surprised at how calm he looked. 

I know, he said, reminding her that he could hear what she was 
thinking. In a weird way, it’s like . . . things finally make sense. Alvar’s 
exactly who I thought he was. The Neverseen are trying to pull off some 
elaborate plan. So now it’s just time to do what we always do and focus 
on stopping them. 

Sophie nodded, knowing there was probably more they needed 


to say—but he was right about focusing. We need to figure out how 


to get our bodyguards back, she transmitted, and Fitz used the 
energy pouring from her fingertips to send the message to all their 
friends—who did an impressive job of not flinching as her voice 
filled their heads. 

Already on it, Biana told them—which made everyone realize 
Biana was missing. I’m fine, she promised. No one saw me sneak 
away, and I’m just bringing Sandor one of Dex’s gadgets so he can take 
out their force field. I'll be back in a second. 

It was actually eighteen seconds before Biana made it safely 
back to their group—and Sophie was pretty sure each second 
shaved a year off her life. 

Why isn’t the force field flashing? Dex asked. 

Because they have to wait to use it until Ruy’s gone, Biana reminded 
him, otherwise Ruy will just trap them again. So I put it right next to the 
force field—close enough that if they dig, the shift in the soil should 
make it roll into the wall of energy. And I asked them to hang back for a 
few minutes once they’re free. 

Why? the rest of their friends wondered. 

Sophie understood, even before Biana said, Because I want to see 
what the Vacker legacy is—don’t you? And Sophie agreed. 

It had to be something huge if Alvar was willing to go through 
so much to expose it—and if his memories of it made him revert 
back to his old self so fully. 

“Now are we ready?” Umber asked as Gethen shoved Tarina 
back into Sophie’s group. 

“We are, Vespera said, turning to Alvar, who nodded and led 
them away from the gates. 

Into the dark. 

Soon, the only light came from the eerie red moon, which was 


slowly shifting back to silver as the eclipse progressed. 


“So are you going to tell us where we're going?” Keefe asked. 
“Or do you want us to guess? My money’s on Fitz’s room, since 
the amount of hair products in there is kind of a legacy.” 

“We're not going to the house,” Gethen told him. 

“What about the lake?” Tarina asked. 

“No,” Vespera said, which ruled out Sophie’s theory that this 
had something to do with the destroyed troll hive. 

But it had to be about Luzia. 

She was the original owner of the property. 

And she was way too good at hiding things. 

Sophie kept her eyes on the shadows, squinting at the scenery, 
trying to recognize anything. I think they're taking us to the override, 
she transmitted. 

That’s what I’m thinking too, Fitz said. 

What’s the override? Marella asked. 

It’s a way to shut down the fence around the property, Biana 
explained. 

Okay, Wylie thought slowly, if that’s their plan, why didn’t they just 
have Alvar do that instead of opening the gate? 

That was a very good question. 

And no one had an answer. 

So they concentrated on coming up with a survival plan. 

If this gets ugly, we’re going to need a way of taking the ogres out fast, 
Sophie told them. Linh—can you call the water in the lake? 

It’s pretty far away, Linh admitted. But I bet I could if you enhanced 
me. 

But a wave isn’t going to do much good if Ruy’s around, Biana 
warned them. He'll just shield everyone. 

What about that light-shadow thing that made Ruy flee the last 
attack—do you know how to re-create that? Dex asked Tam and 
Wylie. 


I wasn't there, Tam reminded him. So I can only guess what Umber 
did—and shadowflux is pretty unstable, so if I’m wrong, there’s no way 
to know what problems it might cause. 

Well . . . we'll call that our backup plan, Fitz decided. Anyone got 
any other ideas? 

I can always start some fires, Marella thought quietly. But there’s a 
pretty good chance I'll burn your house down. 

Another backup plan, Fitz told her. What else? 

I could try transmitting to Magnate Leto, Sophie suggested. See if 
he can send over any help. But . . . they might be dealing with their own 
mess, since I told him where we were going and he hasn't sent anyone to 
check on us. 

Yeah, and we know my mom's there, Keefe added. So . . . that’s not 
good. 

I’m sure it’s not, Fitz agreed. 

But worrying about that wasn’t going to help anything. 

I have a feeling the only way out of this is to fight, Sophie thought 
quietly. We wait for Sandor and the others to catch up, and then we use 
whatever weapons and training we have and hope we catch them by 
surprise. 

And if it gets too ugly, Fitz added, we hit them with waves and fire 
and whatever that shadow-light reaction is. 

There’s also my sloppy inflicting, Sophie noted, which might work 
on the ogres. They aren’t wearing headpieces—but I might take you guys 
out too, so... 

So we have a lot of messy plans that cause a lot of problems, Marella 
finished for her. But... I guess it’s better than nothing. 

And sadly, that was all the planning they had time for. The path 
was getting brighter as they drew closer to the glowing fence, and 
the next bend they rounded brought them back to the clearing 


with the override. 


“Have you figured it out yet?” Vespera asked, waving her arms 
at all the swirling metal statues. 

“You want us to turn off Everglen’s fence?” Sophie guessed. 

“No, I want you to see beyond what your eyes tell you,” Vespera 
corrected, tilting her face toward the moon. “Long ago, I realized 
the best place to hide things was in plain sight. And I shared my 
theories with someone I respected—someone who has since been 
using that knowledge to put a veil over everyone’s eyes for the last 
several millennia, while I’ve wasted away in Lumenaria for similar 
crimes. So now it’s time to shatter those illusions.” 

With a swish of her golden gown, Vespera reached for the 
mirrored orb in one of the tallest statues, lifted it from the coils of 
metal, and hurled it at the ground. And as the glass splintered into 
a million pieces, the world around them flickered away, revealing 
a hidden section of the clearing that stretched into the space that 
used to look like a wall of dark trees. 

Now there was a large grassy knoll bathed in the moonlight— 
and pressed into the side was a round silver door, like they'd found 
some sort of futuristic hobbit hole. 

Even Alvar looked shocked by the revelation. 

But no one was as stunned as Tarina. “It can’t be,’ she 
whispered, stumbling forward and running her hand across the 
smooth metal. 

“I assure you, it is,’ Vespera told her. 

“What is it?” Biana asked. 

Tarina leaned closer, sniffing the earth around the curve of the 
door. “It’s ...a hive.” 

Sophie frowned. “I thought your hives were connected to trees.” 

“They don’t have to be,” Tarina told her, still sniffing the 
ground. “All we actually need is a suitable space. But this... 
shouldn't be here.” 


“No,” Vespera agreed. “It shouldn’t. And yet, here it is.” 

“So this is the old hive, then?” Fitz asked. “That’s why I 
couldn’t find it?” 

Tarina shook her head, and her voice cracked as she said, “No, 
this is something else.” 

“It is indeed.” The smile on Vespera’s lips glowed in the dim 
light, and it looked like there was actually some emotion behind it. 

But it was a cold, vindictive kind of glee that had Sophie pulling 
her cloak tighter around herself and checking to make sure the 
few weapons shed held on to were easily within reach. 

“How did you know about this place?” Fitz asked, directing the 
question to Alvar, who was making a slow circle around the 
shadowy mound, still looking a little dazed—like maybe he’d only 
heard that something was hidden there but had never actually 
seen it. 

Vespera answered for him. “He learned from the same person 
who told me: Orem.” 

“But ... Luzia said Orem didn’t know about the hives or her 
connection to the trolls,” Sophie argued. 

“Yes, Luzia says many things, does she not?” Vespera said 
quietly. “It gets very hard to determine when she is fooling you 
and when she is fooling herself. Perhaps she truly believes that 
she kept the secret from her son. Perhaps she is simply so used to 
her deceptions that they now feel as though they are fact. Either 
way, Orem asked me about his mother’s secret project long ago, 
thinking I surely must have been involved. And that was when I 
realized that Luzia had stolen ideas far beyond the illusions I had 
given her to play with and was now dealing with things she 
neither understood nor fully appreciated. But before I could 
confront her, I was arrested—and I have long suspected that she 


may have been the reason behind that. A desperate attempt at 


keeping all of this hidden. And so it has been, for all those long 
years. I have been disgraced—removed from history because I was 
willing to make the changes our world needs but does not yet wish 
to accept. And Luzia has been celebrated, her family name 
becoming the epitome of glory and excellence. But not any longer. 
It is high time for the world to see the reality. And to see that this 
hive—” 

“Ts still active,” Tarina interrupted, holding up a clump of grass 
shed torn from the ground. “It’s sealed from this side, as it 
would’ve been if it were abandoned. But someone on the other 
side—my side—must still be using it. I can feel the energy pulsing 
through the earth. But I’ve never heard of this place—and I’ve 
never seen a hive fused with metal. It’s so... unnatural.” 

Vespera raised one eyebrow. “Did you really believe your 
empresses would not have secrets of their own?” 

“Not like this. Our hives are celebrated. They would never be 
kept hidden.” 

“Oh, I believe you will find that there is much to keep hidden 
here,’ Vespera said with another gleeful smile. “Unseal the 
entrance, Alvar.” 

“NO!” Tarina lunged to grab his arm—only to find herself 
dragged back by Cadfael. 

“You don’t give the orders, little troll,” he said as Tarina twisted 
and thrashed. 

“And you don’t understand,” she snarled back. “That is an active 
hive! And look at the sky.” She pointed to the moon, where the last 
of the red was slowly slipping away as the eclipse finished its 
cycle. Her eyes locked with Sophie’s, and Sophie tasted bile when 
Tarina added, “You don’t know what stirs in there.” 

“But that is exactly what the world needs to find out,” Vespera 


insisted, waving Alvar forward. He frowned at the silver door, 


searching for a latch. 

“Tm serious!” Tarina shouted. “If any newborns have hatched, 
you cannot unleash them.” 

Cadfael tightened his grip as she tried to break free again. 
“Youre really so scared of your own kin?” 

“Newborns have no kin,” Tarina told him. “No reason. Not even 
any self-preservation. Just insatiable hunger and unfathomable 
strength. They are my kind in our most primal, animalistic stage, 
and we keep them locked away until the worst of their bloodlust 
sates.” 

“These will not be normal newborns,’ Vespera assured her. 
“Luzia and your empress have been experimenting—trying to 
infuse that power and strength into a being with more cunning 
reason.” 

Tarina shuddered. “If that is true, then... then that is all the 
more reason to keep them sealed away. If their experiments had 
been successful, I would’ve heard of their triumph.” 

“Well, then it’s time for the world to see their failings. Unseal 
the hive!” Vespera ordered again. 

Alvar pointed to the metal. “How? There’s no handle—no 
latch.” 

“Ugh, you really are worthless,’ Umber said, shoving him aside 
and sending shadows skittering across the door, brushing away 
the light layer by layer and revealing a panel that must’ve been 
hidden by another of Luzia’s illusions. 

Sophie let out a relieved breath. “That will need Luzia’s DNA!” 

“Exactly,” Vespera said, holding up a vial that looked a lot like 
the one that Fitz had given Sophie for the override. “And Orem 
happily provided some.” 

“You have no idea how much youre going to regret this,” 


Tarina warned as Vespera handed the vial to Alvar. 


“I assure you, I am beyond regret,” Vespera said. “Go ahead, 
Alvar. Show us your family’s legacy.” 

Alvar stepped toward the panel, and Sophie couldn’t help 
wondering if such enormous stakes had ever come down to a vial 
of spit. But then the panel was flashing green—the light almost 
glaring in the dark clearing—and there was a rushing sound, like 
an air lock unsealing. Rotten, sour fumes slammed against their 
senses, making them gag and cough as the door swung slowly 
open, and Sophie palmed one of her only throwing stars as they 
stared into the space beyond. 

The round, sunken room had several metal stairways leading 
down, lit by the orange glow from some sort of technical panel in 
the center. And the drippy walls were lined with twelve hexagonal 
cubbies, like a single strip of honeycomb. Most were covered in a 
thick, slimy white film that blocked any glimpse of what brewed in 
the amber-colored goo beyond. But not all of them. 

“Think those three were always empty?” Keefe said, voicing the 
question that Sophie hadn’t wanted to ask as she searched every 
shadow for signs of life. 

There weren’t many places to hide. 

And as the seconds dragged on, Sophie’s pulse slowly began to 
steady—until she caught a flicker of motion on the edge of her 
peripheral vision. 

“Did you see that?” she whispered, squinting at the darkest 
corner of the room. 

None of her friends nodded. 

But the motion flickered again—and this time everyone saw 
them. 

Three pairs of glowing orange eyes. 

“SEAL THE HIVE!” Tarina commanded—and this time Umber 


listened, grabbing the door and swinging it closed as fast as she 


could. 

But the newborns were faster, their massive bodies a blur of 
slimy muscle and ragged claws as they slammed against the door 
hard enough to rip it off its hinges, sending the huge circle of 
metal crashing down on top of Umber. 

Then the beasts were free, trampling into the clearing and 
raising their heads to sniff out their new surroundings as everyone 
scrambled back and reached for weapons. Moonlight glinted off 
their wet skin, giving them a slippery blue-gray tint, and Sophie 
caught a glimpse of hippo-size fanged teeth as one of the 
newborns charged one of Cadfael’s soldiers. 

The ogre’s sword clanged uselessly off the beast’s thick skin, 
and the two went tumbling out of the clearing, rolling farther and 
farther, until all Sophie could see was the faint outline of their 
thrashing limbs in the darkness. The grunts and growls grew more 
feral—more brutal—until they cut off with an earsplitting screech 
and a horrific crunch. Slurping sounds followed, and Sophie 
turned away, not wanting to see the newborn as it began to feed. 

She focused on other sounds—a tangle of snarls and growls— 
and caught a glimpse of Tarina on the opposite edge of the 
clearing, wrestling one of the beasts with her bare hands. 

The third newborn was stalking back and forth around Umber, 
who was still buried under the heavy door. A glowing force field 
kept Umber safe, and the beast kept shocking itself again and 
again, trying to tear its way through the white energy. And Sophie 
couldn’t understand why it was so relentless, until she saw the red 
staining the ground. 

She couldn’t see enough of Umber’s body to tell how badly she 
was injured. But ... Umber wasn’t moving. And she'd lost a lot of 


blood. 


If Gethen, Vespera, and Ruy cared about their fallen Shade, 
they didn’t show it as they stood under their own force field, 
which was positioned much closer to where Tarina and the 
newborn were waging their battle. 

And there was no sign of Alvar anywhere—but Sophie couldn’t 
blame him for hiding. 

“Stay back!” Tarina shouted when Sophie and her friends ran 
over to help her. She kicked at the newborn’s stocky legs, trying to 
knock it off-balance—but the newborn was much too strong. The 
beast twisted free, leaping for Sophies throat—and Tarina 
grabbed its feet and dragged it back to her. “I mean it,’ she 
grunted, barely dodging its snapping teeth. “Light leap—teleport 
—whatever you need to do. Just get out of here and head 
somewhere safe!” 

Sophie was tempted. This fight was beyond anything they'd 
trained for. But... 

“What about you?” she asked as the newborn raked its claws 
across Tarina’s face. 

“Tm not leaving until this hive is sealed again,” Tarina gritted 
out, thick red lines streaming down her cheeks. 

“How do we do that?” Dex asked. “It doesn’t even have a door 
anymore.” 

“Im not sure yet,” Tarina admitted, grabbing the newborn’s 
giant fangs and wrenching them away from her neck. “But that’s 
my problem. My people made these beasts.” 

“Luzia helped,” Biana argued. 

“She might’ve helped with some of the others. But not with this 
batch,” Tarina insisted. “The hive was sealed on your side.” 

“Yeah, until my brother and his creepy friends opened it,” Fitz 
reminded her. “And now they’re hiding under their little shield 


like cowards.” 


“This is not our fight,” Vespera said. “And this is not your fight 
either. If you had any sense of survival, you would flee.” 

That settled it for Sophie. “I’m not going anywhere,’ she told 
her friends. “But if you guys want to leave—” 

“Tm staying,” Keefe interrupted, and Dex, Tam, Linh, and Wylie 
agreed. 

Marella hesitated a second before she added, “Pretty sure you 
guys are going to need to fight these things with fire, so I’m in.” 

“Me too,” Biana added. 

Fitz nodded. “Today I’m starting a new Vacker legacy!” 

“A legacy of fools who get themselves slaughtered while trying 
to be heroes,” Gethen noted. 

“Seriously,” Ruy added. “You guys haven’t even noticed that one 
of the newborns ran off already, heading who knows where.” 

They all whipped around, squinting through the darkness 
beyond the clearing, to where Sophie had last heard the newborn 
feasting on the fallen ogre—and found nothing but silence and 
shadows. 

“The other ogres must’ve gone after it,’ Linh said—and she was 
probably right. Cadfael and his remaining soldiers were nowhere 
to be seen either. 

“Just to be safe,” Wylie added, “we need to make sure we're 
each focusing on different directions. This clearing is big, and this 
property is even bigger, so if we divide up where we're keeping 
lookout—” 

“You can watch the beast as it devours you,” Ruy finished for 
him. “Genius plan!” 


“You're right!” Tam snapped. “It’s way smarter to send them 
after you.” He whispered something in a dark shadowy language, 


and a spiral of shadowflux blasted out of his palms, slamming into 


the Neverseen’s force field so hard that the glowing energy 
exploded in a shower of sparks. 

Ruy raised his arms to form another, but Tam was faster, 
binding Ruy’s wrists in unnaturally black shadows that seeped 
under his skin, turning his fingers as dark as the shadowflux itself. 
And when Ruy waved his blackened hands... 

Nothing. 

Not even a flicker of power. 

“Interesting, Gethen said. “You’ve trained far harder than I 
realized.” 

“I have,” Tam snarled—though Sophie could tell by the pitch of 
his voice that he was a little stunned by what he’d just pulled off. 
“And now you can fight like the rest of us! We’ll see how long you 
last!” 

The beast attacking Umber’s shield seemed eager to take on 
that challenge, pivoting toward the three newly exposed members 
of the Neverseen and charging full speed ahead. 

“T told you, this is not our fight,” Vespera said, grabbing hold of 
Ruy as Gethen raised a crystal up to the moonlight. None of them 
so much as looked Umber’s way as they left their injured Shade 
behind to save themselves. 

The newborn roared and pivoted again, lunging for Tam, like it 
held him responsible for its lost prey. 

Linh slammed it with a blast of water, but the beast shook itself 
dry and kept right on charging. 

“Flame time?” Marella asked. 

“Not unless we can herd them all a lot closer,” Sophie told her, 
reaching for one of her throwing stars. She checked her aim twice 
before letting the star fly and... 


... nailed the beast right in one of its orange eyes—hard. 


The newborn went down even harder, clawing at its injured 
face—and its agonized wails caught the other newborn’s attention. 
With a rage-filled screech, the final newborn shoved Tarina aside 
and raced after Sophie with furious speed. 

Sophie flung a throwing star at its head—her last throwing star 
—but it ducked the strike easily, leaving her with only a tiny 
dagger left in her arsenal. She hurled that, too, remembering 
Sandor’s lecture about the importance of holding on to at least one 
weapon only after the beast dodged that blade and she had zero 
options left—except to turn and flee. 

“HEY, NEWBIE, OVER HERE! PLL BE WAY MORE FUN TO 
EAT!!!” Keefe shouted—but the newborn stayed fixated on Sophie 
as she sprinted away from the glow of the one remaining force 
field, hoping to lose the beast in the darkness beyond. 

She channeled every single drop of energy into her sprint, 
knowing she’d never be fast enough to outrun the bloodthirsty 
beast, but hoping she could at least lure it far enough away from 
her friends that they'd have time to seal the hive and flee to safety. 
Her muscles burned and her lungs screamed for air, but still she 
kept pushing, pushing, pushing, barreling through the darkness 
with no idea where she was going, turning down any path she 
spotted. But no matter which way she went, she could still hear 
the newborn gaining on her—and it was so much more terrifying 
than the mental monster she'd been battling for so many weeks. 
Until finally, the beast was close enough to leap. She braced for 
impact, hoping it would finish her quickly and— 

—a mass of gray tackled the newborn away, both creatures 
tumbling into the trees with a snarl and a screech. 


“That was close!” Ro shouted, and Sophie spun around, 
squinting through the shadows until she picked out the shapes of 


Ro and three goblins running toward her down a moonlit path. 


The light was too dim to see that it was Grizel, Lovise, and 
Woltzer until they were much closer. And Sophie was glad they 
were safe—and grateful for the backup—but ... 

She hated knowing that all the crunching and snarling in the 
trees was happening to Sandor. And if he ended up like that 
ogre... 

“Aim for its eyes!” she shouted. “That’s the only place they 
seem to be vulnerable.” 

“Actually, it’s better to rip out their teeth and stab them with 
the fangs,” Cadfael informed her as he crawled silently out of a 
gap in the ground and held up a huge bloody tooth in his badly 
shredded hand. “Apparently the only thing that can kill them is 
themselves.” 

“It’s fine,” Ro said as Sophie stumbled back. “He’s on our side— 
for now, at least.” 

“Tm on whatever side is ending these beasts,” Cadfael agreed. 

Sophie nodded, wondering if the fact that Cadfael was alone 
meant the other ogres were... 

Probably better not to think about it. Especially with all the 
grunting and screeching still going on in the trees. 

Cadfael didn’t look so great. His swords were gone, as were 
both of his shin guards. And he had deep gouges running down 
each of his legs. 

“Did you kill the newborn you went after?” she asked. 

He nodded grimly, staring at the bloody fang in his hand. “I’ve 
never fought anything like that—and I’ve fought many trolls in my 
day. Whatever the trolls are doing in that hive violates all of the 
treaties.” 

Sophie was sure it did. But they'd have to deal with that after 
they got the hive sealed up again. 


“Should someone go help Sandor?” she had to ask as a gut- 
wrenching screech rang through the air, followed by a series of 
gruesome cracks. 

“He’s got this,’ Grizel insisted, and Sophie tried to tell herself 
that if Grizel wasn’t worried, she shouldn’t be either. 

But she didn’t really breathe again until Sandor shouted, 
“Another one down!” 

He stumbled out of the tree line a minute later, holding out his 
arm—which looked like it had been chewed up and spit out a few 
times—and showing off the two newborn fangs in his palm. 

“Cadfael said there were only three newborns,” Grizel said as 
she took a fang from Sandor. “So only one more to go, right?” 

“Yeah,” Sophie said. “And I already took out one of its eyes.” 

“Then let’s finish this.” Sandor ordered her to stay behind him 
as they charged toward the clearing, and Sophie was surprised to 
realize how far shed run in her desperate sprint. It took several 
excruciating minutes to make it back to the hive. And when they 
got there... 

“So much for only one left,” Cadfael muttered. 

Sophie could only nod and count. 

One newborn grappling with Tarina. 

One newborn screeching at Marella as she waved it back with 
her flaming hands. 

One newborn trapped in a bubble of water by Linh—and it 
didn’t seem to be drowning. 

One newborn that Wylie kept blasting with bolts of light. 

Four, total—and none of them had a damaged eye. So there 
might actually be five. 

And the entrance to the hive was still wide open. More could 


hatch any second—though Tam was over there doing something 


with inky black shadows, so hopefully that meant he was working 
on an actual plan. 

“THERE YOU ARE!” Keefe shouted, racing over from a 
different path—and nearly knocking Sophie over with his hug. 
“Sorry, he said as she fumbled to regain her balance. “I was just 
starting to think ...I mean... I knew you could handle 
yourself... but...” 

His voice cracked, and he squeezed her even tighter. 

She hugged him back, feeling like she could breathe for the first 
time in a while. “It’s okay—I’m fine. How’s everyone else?” 

“Still fighting,” he promised. “But ... it’s been pretty rough in 
there since the new batch attacked.” He ended their hug and 
stepped back—and Sophie noticed bits of red splattered across his 
neck and cheek. “Please tell me those fangs you’re holding mean 
you've found a way to kill these beasts,” he begged the bodyguards. 

“We have,” Cadfael answered for them—and if Keefe was 
surprised to see the ogre with their group, he didn’t show it. 

“Does the injured one still breathe?” Sandor asked. 

Keefe nodded. “I’ve been trying to find it. But it’s hard to follow 
the trail in the dark.” 

“On it,” Ro said, pointing to a patch of shadows between two 
gnarled trees and telling Keefe, “Wait there.” 

“You too,” Sandor told Sophie, waving Grizel, Woltzer, and 
Lovise forward. Cadfael joined them as well. “We'll call for you 
when everything’s clear.” 

“You're sure you don’t need our help?” Sophie had to ask, even 
though she was totally good sitting back and letting the 
bodyguards take over. Some problems screamed Let the big muscly 
warriors handle this—and killer mutant newborn trolls was 


definitely one of them. 


Sandor assured her they'd be fine, and Sophie slumped against 
one of the trees, trying not to let herself feel too relieved. This was 
far from over, and there were so many things that could still go 
wrong. 

“Have you guys figured out a plan for sealing the hive?” she 
asked. “Is that what Tam’s doing over there?” 

“I think so,” Keefe told her. “But I’ve been newborn hunting for 
the last few minutes—and looking for you. So I don’t know if 
anything’s changed since Tam dismantled the force field and they 
pulled the door off Umber’s body.” 

“Body?” Sophie repeated, standing up straight again. “She’s... 
dead?” 

He squirmed a little as he nodded. “It looked like she died 
pretty quickly—which I guess makes sense, between the door 
falling on her and the newborns trampling on top of it. But... 
yeah. She’s definitely gone.” 

Sophie wrapped her arms around herself, trying to figure out 
what to do with that information. 

“I know,” Keefe said, scooting closer, letting her lean on him. “I 
don’t know what to feel either. I mean... after what she did to you 
—and what she did today—she deserved it. But... it was weird to 
see her all crushed like that.” 

Sophie squeezed her eyes shut, trying not to picture it. But she 
could feel bile rising up her throat anyway. 

Time for a quick subject change. 

“Think we should go down there and try to get the door back 
on the hive?” she asked. “I know Sandor and Ro told us to wait 
here, but every second we leave the hive open, more newborns 
could hatch.” 

“Not necessarily.” 


“What do you mean?” 


He chewed his lip. “I should probably let Fitz be the one to 
explain.” 

The name pinched her heart, jolting her awake. 

Keefe had said everyone was still fighting, but when she 
checked the clearing again, she realized Fitz and Biana were 
missing—and she kind of hated herself for not realizing that 
sooner. 

“Theyre safe,” Keefe promised. “It’s just . . . kind of 
complicated.” 

“Complicated,” Sophie repeated, hating how ominous that 
sounded. Injuries could be complicated. Especially serious ones. 

“They're safe,” Keefe assured her again. “They’re just ... in the 
hive—which isn’t as scary as it sounds.” 

“Uh—there are still five unhatched newborns in there, ready to 


1? 


hatch any second!” Sophie argued. 

“Actually, there aren’t. It’s still the middle of the night. They 
won't hatch until the morning.” 

“Maybe that’s what Tarina says, but since seven of them have 
already hatched, I’m thinking—” 

“Only three,” Keefe corrected. “Three hatched early. The other 
four were freed.” 

“Freed.” She knew she needed to stop repeating what he said— 
but itd been a long day and her brain was having trouble 
computing. 

Keefe blew out a breath. “Okay, I'll give you the short version 
and let Fitz fill in the details. It turns out ... Alvar snuck into the 
hive while we were fighting and slashed four more membranes.” 

“Alvar’s still here?” She’d assumed he’d been the first to flee when 
everything turned scary and deadly—though maybe that was 


foolish, since the Warden wouldn’t let him leave the property. 


“Sorta. Like I said . . . it’s complicated. IIl take you to Fitz as 
soon as we get the all clear, and then it'll make a lot more sense—I 
swear.” 

Sophie really wasn’t in the mood to wait—but Keefe wouldn't 
tell her anything else. So when Cadfael finally finished off the last 
newborn, she all but sprinted into the clearing, trying not to look 
at all the carnage as she ran. But she still caught a glimpse of 
Umber’s mangled body, half pressed into the ground outside the 
hive. 

Umber’s hood still mostly covered her face—but the part she 
could see was so misshapen that she had a feeling the skull had 
been crushed so badly that they'd never be able to figure out what 
she looked like. 

Not that it mattered anyway. 

Umber was dead. 

Like, really dead—definitely no coming back from what 
happened. 

One enemy down. 

It should’ve made her feel better, but ... mostly she just wanted 
to vomit. 

“Disgusting, isn’t it?” Cadfael asked, and Sophie jumped, 
wondering how long he’d been standing there. 

She had to clear her throat several times to get her voice to 
work. “Well, it’s a dead body... .” 

He shook his head. “That’s not what I meant. They left her 
here. With all the power and tricks they have. They just left her 
here to rot. One of their own. It’s disgusting. I’m not leaving here 
without my soldiers—even if there’s not much left of them.” 

Sophie was tempted to point out that when a band of ogres 
attacked Havenfield, they'd left bodies behind as well. 

But maybe Cadfael hadn’t been a part of that. 


“These are the people you're choosing to serve, Cad,” Ro said as 
she joined them. 

“Tm not serving anyone,” he snapped. “I pick and choose my 
assignments.” 

Ro crossed her arms. “How’s that working out for you?” 

He gritted his teeth, flashing all the jagged points, but said 
nothing as he stalked away. 

Ro followed, and for a second Sophie thought she was alone, 
until she realized Keefe was standing quietly beside her—which 
reminded her where she was supposed to be heading. 

“Maybe you should get a little fresh air before you go inside the 


ood 


hive,’ he suggested. “Cause if you’re this queasy now, it’s only 
going to get worse.” 

He had a point. She could already smell the rancid stench 
waiting for her inside—and she definitely wasn’t looking forward 
to seeing that drippy honeycomb of milky-membraned cubbies 
now that she knew exactly what was growing in that amber- 
colored goo. 

But... Fitz and Biana were waiting in there—and she needed 
to know why. 

“TIl be fine,” she promised, heading for the door. 

“TIl be right here,” Keefe told her, offering a weak smile as she 
peered inside, half expecting to spot more blinking orange eyes. 

But the hive looked mostly like she remembered it—just with 
more empty cubbies. And two familiar figures standing off to the 
side with their backs facing away from her. 

When nothing jumped out to murder her, she took one last 
breath of somewhat fresh-smelling air before she forced her legs 
to carry her into the hot, stinky hive. Her footsteps clanged down 
the metal stairs and were somehow even louder as she crossed the 


floor, but Fitz and Biana didn’t respond. They didn’t even 


acknowledge her when she stopped right behind them, peering 
over their shoulders and trying to figure out why the cubby they 
were staring at had captured their attention. 

It was a little different than the others—filled with a thicker, 
darker orange goo that didn’t have any glowing bubbles mixed in 
to illuminate it. And instead of a milky membrane, the cubby was 
sealed by a sheet of smooth glass. 

Sophie squinted and squinted and squinted, and she was one 
step away from admitting that she had no idea what she was 
looking at. 

And then... the shadows parted and she spotted a face—and 
not one of the monstrous newborn beasts she'd been expecting. 

That might’ve been easier than looking at the still, floating 
form of Alvar. 

His eyes were closed, his expression so calm that he almost 
looked like he was sleeping. 

But no one could sleep in thick orange goo—at least not for 
long. 

“I wasn't planning to kill him this time,” Fitz whispered, 
making Sophie jump. “I was just trying to trap him, so he couldn’t 
get away or let out any more newborns. And Biana had shoved him 
into that cubby, so I started hitting buttons on the panel to see if 
there was a way to lock him in and... next thing I knew, the glass 
lowered and the goop started pouring inand...” 

Biana shuddered. 

Fitz swallowed hard, blinking several times before he turned to 
Sophie, his eyes absolutely unreadable. “Is it wrong that Im not 
sorry?” 

Sophie needed a second before she could answer. “No. Not after 
what he did. And... he had lots of chances.” 

Fitz nodded and went back to staring at the floating body. 


What if I told you I stopped pressing buttons? he transmitted 
quietly. 

I... don’t know what that means, Sophie admitted. 

There was a moment, as the cubby was filling. Alvar was pounding on 
the glass, shouting things. And... I looked at the panel and realized one 
of the buttons probably opened up a drain. And I stopped pressing 


things. 

Sophie’s mouth went dry with the confession, and her insides 
twisted all kinds of horrible ways. But . . . she knew what he 
needed. 


She tapped her fingernails to trigger Tinker’s gadgets and 
gently twined her fingers with his scabbed hand, struggling to 
think of something to say. The best she could come up with was 
something Mr. Forkle had told her: 

Life is a series of hard choices. 

It didn’t sound very comforting. But Fitz tangled his fingers 
with hers and she tried to stand there with him, supporting him 
any way she could. 

But every time the shadows shifted and she caught another 
glimpse of Alvar’s lifeless face, the walls closed in and her chest 
tightened and finally she had to drop his hand, mumbling about 
needing air as she stumbled for the exit. 

And Keefe was right where she’d left him—right where he'd 
said hed be—his arms stretched out and ready to catch her, like 
hed known she’d be dizzy and heaving by the time she finally fled. 

He didn’t say a word as he led her over to another cluster of 
trees, one that was far enough away that she couldn’t see or smell 
anything from that horrible place. He helped her lower herself to 
the grass, and she tapped her fingers to bring back her enhancing 
as he sat down beside her, holding her hands and filling her mind 


with soothing breezes. 


“You okay?” he asked when her breathing steadied. 

“I think so,” she whispered. “Just . . . kind of in shock.” 

He nodded. “Sounds about right.” 

“Pretty sure we all are,” Dex said quietly as he made his way 
over, followed by Linh, Marella, and Wylie. 

“I have a feeling we’re going to have to drag them out of there 
when it’s time to seal the hive,’ Tam added as he joined them. 

Sophie blinked. Right. They had to seal the hive. 

With Alvar in there. 

Now she understood what Keefe meant by “complicated.” 

“How much longer do we have before we have to seal it?” 
Sophie whispered, barely getting the words past her dry throat. 

“Tarina said we could give them another hour,” Tam said. “But 
not much more than that.” 

“I hailed Alden and Della,’ Keefe added quietly. “In case they 
wanted to... you know...I think they’re going to try to rush over 
as soon as they can break free from all the chaos at the festival— 
and don’t worry,” Keefe added, sending another calming breeze 
into Sophie’s head, “he said everyone’s safe over there. It sounded 
like something big went down with my mom, but no one was 
hurt.” 

No one was hurt. 

Sophie clung to the words, repeating them over and over in her 
head, reminding herself how incredibly lucky they'd been. Once 
again they'd miscalculated the Neverseen’s plans—and hadn't 
been nearly as ready as they should’ve been. And yet: No one was 
hurt. 

The Neverseen couldn’t say the same. They'd lost two members. 
Maybe that made this a turning point in their ongoing game. The 
first time the other players truly slipped. 


After all, the Neverseen had also miscalculated—scrambling 
almost as much as she and her friends had. And they'd ended up 
fleeing like cowards after losing two of their members. 

Maybe they— 

“Care to share any of the thoughts behind this sudden burst of 
confidence I’m picking up on, Foster?” Keefe asked, jolting her 
out of her interior monologue. “I’m pretty sure we could all use 
that kind of boost after what we just lived through.” 

She supposed he had a point. 

But before she could get more than a few words out, Silveny’s 
voice crashed into her head, shouting, SOPHIE! KEEFE! TAM! 
HELP! HURRY! 


FIFTY-ONE 


SILVENY ASKED FOR ME?” TAM murmured. “Why?” 

“No idea,’ Sophie admitted, trying to remember if Tam and 
Silveny had ever spent any actual time together. “All I know is, she 
keeps transmitting it over and over: ‘SOPHIE! KEEFE! TAM! 
HELP! HURRY!” 

“Do you think the babies are hatching?” Dex asked. 

Sophie reached up to rub her temples. “They’re not supposed to 
be. But I can’t think of anything else Silveny would need.” 

Not unless she let her mind imagine all kinds of terrifying 
things—and she was trying very hard not to do that. There had to 
be a logical explanation. 

Silveny wouldn’t drag her into danger without any warning. 

“But why would she want Keefe and my brother there, if this is 
about the babies?” Linh wondered. 

“Uh, she wants me there because she knows I’m awesome at 
everything,’ Keefe jumped in, “and she’s bringing in Bangs Boy 
because she clearly needs to rethink her life choices.” 

He smirked as he said it, but it looked super forced, and Sophie 
knew he was only trying to ease her rising panic. 

“We're wasting too much time,” she realized. “Silveny wouldn't 
push for help like this if it wasn’t important, so we need to go— 
now. Ro, since you're right here, will you be our designated 


bodyguard?” 


Ro raised one eyebrow. “I think what you meant to say is that 
since I’m the most powerful, amazing bodyguard you’ve ever met, 
you desperately need my protection during this risky endeavor 
you're about to embark on with your friends.” 

“Right,” Sophie mumbled. “That.” 

“Deep breaths, Foster,” Keefe said with a quick glare at the ogre 
princess. “We made it through everything else tonight—we’ll 
make it through this.” 

Sophie nodded blankly. “Okay, can someone please find Sandor 
and Tarina and tell them what’s happening?” 

Linh promised she would—pulling her brother in for a hug and 
making him swear he’d be extra careful. Then Sophie was tapping 
her fingers to make sure she blocked her enhancing, and she 
reached for Keefe’s and Tam’s hands. As soon as Ro completed the 
circle, Tam launched them off the ground faster and smoother 
than Fitz ever had, thanks to his years at Exillium, leaving them 
hovering so high up, it looked like they could touch the moon. 

The eclipse had completed its cycle, and it should’ve felt like 
proof that they were past anything the Neverseen had planned for 
that evening. But it mostly reminded Sophie that this endless 
night still wasn’t over. So when they crashed into the void, Sophie 
decided to set them down in the forest beyond the illusions that 
kept the alicorns’ hive hidden—that way she could check in with 
the guards and make sure there was nothing they needed to know 
before heading in. 

But the guards were nowhere to be found. 

“If the alicorns are hatching, the caretakers at the hive might’ve 
called the guards over to help,’ Keefe suggested—which sorta 
made sense. Except... the guards weren’t supposed to know the 
hive existed. 


The forest also felt much too dark and quiet. 


And Silveny’s transmissions had reached a whole new decibel. 

“I don’t know whats going on,’ Sophie whispered as they 
reached the edge of the illusion—the point where their next step 
would take them into whatever reality was waiting for them over 
at the hive. “But... I’m getting a bad feeling. So promise me—no 
matter what happens—we'll stick together, okay?” 

Tam and Keefe eyed each other for a second before they 
nodded. 

Ro drew her sword. 

“All right,” Sophie murmured. “Here goes.” 

She reached for Keefe’s and Tam’s hands again, taking a long 
breath to shove the monster somewhere she could manage it. 
Then together, they stepped through the illusion. It looked like 
they were tumbling off a cliff, but in reality, their feet touched 
down on the same solid ground they'd been standing on before, 
and the light and shadows rippled around them, revealing the 
alicorns’ tower silhouetted against the dark sky. 

Silveny and Greyfell stood outside with their wings flared wide, 
and Silveny’s transmissions screeched to a halt as her eyes locked 
with Sophie’s. Silence swelled inside Sophie’s mind, along with a 
choking wave of regret and something that felt like desperation as 
both alicorns lowered their wings to reveal a female standing 
between them. 

Keefe’s mom. 

SORRY! Silveny transmitted as Keefe’s grip went slack from 
shock. BABY DANGER! BABY DANGER! 

Sophie had no doubt of that. 

It’s fine! she promised the guilty alicorn. Whatever this is, we'll 
figure it out. 

Out loud, she asked, “What do you want?” 


Lady Gisela reached up to smooth a strand of her blond hair 
into her beaded headpiece—which she’d probably worn to block 
Sophie’s abilities—and it took Sophie a second to realize why that 
gesture felt so significant. For months and months, ever since 
Fintan had tortured her and locked her away in an ogre prison, 
Keefe’s mom had hidden her face behind the hood of her black 
cloak. But now she stood boldly uncovered before them. And there 
was no sign of the brutal scars that Sophie had been imagining. 
Instead, her pale skin looked sort of . . . stretched—like the human 
women Sophie sometimes saw growing up who'd had too much 
plastic surgery. 

“You all look as tired as I feel,’ Lady Gisela said, her ice blue 
eyes lingering on her son. “So let’s get right down to this, shall 
we?” 

“Yes, let’s,” Ro agreed, whipping a dagger at Lady Gisela’s head. 

Keefe’s mom sighed, looking gloriously bored as she reached up 
and snatched the dagger out of the air, mere inches from the tip of 
her nose. “Guess that means it’s my turn,” she said, raising her 
other hand, which held a familiar silver-nozzled weapon. 

She aimed for Greyfell’s face, pulling the trigger in the same 
smooth motion and shooting the male alicorn right between the 
eyes. 

Whinnies and screams pierced Sophie’s eardrums, and her 
knees threatened to give out as she imagined bullets and blood— 
but some tiny part of her brain reminded her that she'd seen that 
weapon before. And when she managed to focus, she found that 
the splatter covering Greyfell’s shimmering fur was blue, not red 
—and instead of an oozing wound, he had a congealed blue blob 
sinking into his skin. 

“You remember how soporidine works, don’t you?” Keefe’s 


mom asked as black veins bulged across Greyfell’s body, and the 


mighty male alicorn collapsed. She said something else after that, 
but Sophie couldn’t hear it over her pounding heart and the 
roaring monster and Silveny’s panicked transmissions—until Lady 
Gisela shifted her weapon to Silveny and shot her just below her 
shimmering horn. 

The mama alicorn crumpled like a piece of paper, and the only 
thing that stopped Sophie from doing the same was Keefe, who 
wrapped his arm around her waist as his other hand pressed his 
palm against hers. After a few seconds, Sophie remembered to tap 
her fingers to bring back her enhancing, and her mind flooded 
with calming breezes. 

“Well done, Keefe,” Lady Gisela told him. “You’ve always been 
the best at keeping Sophie together during these stressful 
situations. That’s why I had Silveny ask for you when I made her 
send those transmissions. I need the moonlark to focus—you with 
me, Sophie?” She waited for Sophie to nod before she added, 
“Good. Now. As I was trying to say, I know it’s been a while since 
you've seen us use soporidine. We have to conserve our supply, 
after all. So just to make sure we're all on the same page: The dose 
I just gave your precious alicorns is half of what I gave Ro in 
Atlantis. Which means we have a little time to chat before things 
become fatal—but not too much, so ld recommend keeping your 
interruptions to yourself. The sooner we settle things, the sooner I 
can give you this.” 

She dropped Ro’s dagger, letting the blade sink point-first into 
the ground, so that she could reach into her pocket and retrieve 
two vials, each containing an orange blob. “This is the antidote 
that Silveny and Greyfell need. And I wouldn’t do that if I were 
you,” she warned, pointing her silver weapon at Ro’s chest and 
freezing the ogre princess midlunge. “Another fun fact about 


soporidine: Your body reacts more harshly to it every time you're 


exposed. So considering how close you came to dying last time, I’d 
recommend spending the rest of this conversation right where you 
are. Same goes for whatever you're doing with those shadows, 
Tam.” Her eyes flicked to the Shade. “There’s no reason for you to 
bring pain upon yourself. How about we make a deal instead?” 

Sophie stood up straighter. “We'll never give you the baby 
alicorns.” 

“Yes, I figured you might say that, considering our location. 
The good news is, I don’t want them. My plans now go far beyond 
trying to blackmail the Council with the Timeline to Extinction.” 

“Then why are we here?” Keefe demanded. 

His mom smiled. “Just because I don’t personally want the 
babies doesn’t make them any less valuable. I knew the second 
Umber followed you here that it would be a crucial bargaining 
chip. Mind you, I'd been planning to use it for something else, 
but ... circumstances change.” 

“When did Umber follow us here?” Sophie asked—then 
shivered when her brain dredged up the answer. “Wait—was she 
that presence Fitz and I felt in the forest?” 

Lady Gisela nodded. “Umber can track your echoes—or ... she 
could. Before .. ? She heaved a heavy sigh. “So much talent, 
wasted by such a senseless accident.” 

“It wasn’t an accident,” Sophie argued. “Tarina warned her not 
to open that door.” 

“Yes, I saw.” 

“How?” Keefe asked. “I thought you were at the festival.” 

“I was. You still haven't pieced it together?” She laughed at 
their blank stares. “Well, I suppose you have been a bit busy 
tonight. But I thought for sure you would’ve realized that the 
reason Vespera kept talking about showing the world was because 


everything that happened at Everglen was broadcast at the festival 


—that way everyone got to see the truth about what Luzia Vacker 
has been doing. And they got to see proof that no matter how 
brave and determined the moonlark and her friends may be, 
they’re still no match for those with true power.” 

“Really?” Keefe asked. “Seems to me like they got to see you 
guys unleash something you didn’t understand, then cower under 
a force field for a bit and finally flee without even recovering the 
body of your fallen friend. Im sure everyone was super 
impressed.” 

Lady Gisela’s eyes darkened. “I'll admit—certain things didn’t 
go as smoothly as ld hoped. That’s the problem with letting 
Vespera arrange the plan. She overcomplicates everything. Leaves 
room for costly mistakes. I much prefer to keep things simple. 
Like what we're here for right now: a simple exchange. I have what 
you want”—she waved the vials of antidote—“and you have what I 
need.” 

“And what’s that?” Sophie demanded. 

“Yes, I suppose we should get to that, shouldn’t we? After all, 
there’s no telling what kind of damage the soporidine is doing to 
your alicorns. Every minute we waste—” 

“Then tell us already!” Keefe snapped. 

“Isn't it obvious?” Her eyes shifted to Tam. “I’m sure you've 
been wondering why I brought you here. And the simple truth is, I 
need a new Shade.” 

Tam snorted. “So, what, you’re here to kidnap me?” 

“No. Kidnappings never work—we learned that the hard way 
with Sophie. Pm here to recruit you—officially. We started the 
process months ago, after you made such an impression on us in 
Atlantis. Why do you think I sent Umber to attack Sophie and Fitz 
with shadowflux?” She grinned when Sophie flinched. “I knew 


their injuries would inspire you to finally start training in the 


power—and I must say, it worked out even better than I 
anticipated. I saw you in action tonight. Very impressive. Still 
lacking Umber’s experience, but we should be able to get you up 
to speed in time—assuming we get started right away. Which is 
why I’m here.” 

She jingled the vials of antidote again, and Sophie had to laugh. 
“You think you’re the only one with the antidote to soporidine? 
Fintan gave us a stash months ago.” 

“Tm sure he did. But hasn’t that photographic memory of yours 
noticed that both the soporidine I used and the antidote I’m 
offering are different colors than the ones I used on the princess? 
We made dozens of variations, and you need this type to save your 
sparkly winged friends. They won’t survive without it. And if 
that’s not enough motivation for you, let’s not forget that I could 
march into that hive right now and shoot soporidine into the gel 
the babies are developing in. How long do you think they'd last? 
One hour? Two? Who knows if the cure could even undo the 
damage?” 

“UGH—DO YOU HEAR YOURSELF RIGHT NOW?” Keefe 
shouted. “HOW CAN YOU BE THIS CREEPY?” 

“I never said I want these things to happen, Keefe,” she said 
calmly. “I’m very much hoping it doesn’t come to that. But it’s not 
up to me. It’s up to him.” Her eyes focused back on Tam, who'd 
gone ghostly pale. “Oh, relax, it’s not nearly as traumatic as you’re 
thinking. All Pm asking right now is for you to give us a chance. 
Come with me. See what our cause truly is. As long as you don’t 
make any trouble, you'll be perfectly safe.” 

“You'll also be their prisoner,’ Keefe jumped in. “You think 
they'll just let you go home after that? You think they won't make 
more threats? Today it’s the alicorns—but what about tomorrow? 


Who will they go after next?” 


“That’s easy,’ Lady Gisela said, tucking another strand of hair 
into her hairpiece. “We’ll go after Linh. We're already set up for it. 
If I give the word, chaos could rain down on your twin within a 
matter of hours. Is that really what you want?” 

Tam wobbled like hed been punched in the gut, and Sophie 
tightened her grip on his hand. 

We'll NEVER let that happen, she transmitted. 

“Tm sure Sophie’s trying to assure you right now that she can 
protect Linh,” Lady Gisela guessed. “But you and I both know she 
can’t make that guarantee. She'll try her best—but you’ve seen 
how often her ‘best’ simply isn’t enough. Are you willing to risk 
that for your sister? After all you and Linh have been through 
together?” 

Don’t listen to her, Sophie begged. She’s just trying to get in your 
head. 

“I know this isn’t easy to hear,’ Lady Gisela added. “Especially 
with all the myths and misconceptions about my order, and all the 
ways other leaders have stepped in and botched things. Sometimes 
I wish I had Sophie’s talent for recruitment. One pretty smile and 
she has friends lining up to risk their lives.” 

“Tve never recruited anyone!” Sophie practically growled. 

“Are you sure? From what I hear, you dragged both Tam and 
Linh into the Black Swan after you saw how powerful they were at 
Exillium—and kudos to you for having such a sharp eye for talent. 
But tell me this, Tam, were you eager to swear fealty to the order 
after Sophie brought you to them? Or did you have reservations?” 

Tam didn’t answer, but his silence said enough. 

“You hesitated, didn’t you?” Lady Gisela pressed. “Because you 
could see that something didn’t add up. And I'd wager the only 
real reason you came around was to keep Linh happy. How is this, 
if you really think about it, all that different from that?” 


Keefe snorted a laugh. “Are you serious right now? You're 
threatening Linh’s life and claiming it’s the same thing as Linh 
getting over her trust issues faster? See what she does, Tam? See 
how she plays with your head?” 

“There’s no game this time,” his mom insisted. “I’m simply 
right. If you hear us out, I guarantee you'll realize that we are the 
only ones with an actual solution to the problems in this world, 
and that you’ve been wasting your talent serving the wrong side. I 
can show you more proof than you can possibly imagine. But right 
now, I don’t have that kind of time—and neither do you.” She 
pointed to the sky, which was slowly brightening with the coming 
dawn, then back to Silveny and Greyfell. “Look how the poison is 
spreading.” 

Sophie choked back a gag when she saw the intricate web of 
black veins covering both unconscious alicorns. 

“They need this,’ Lady Gisela pressed, holding up the vials of 
antidote again. “And you can give it to them with a simple yes.” 

“Please tell me you're not actually considering this,’ Keefe 
begged when Tam tugged on his bangs. 

“Do I have a choice?” Tam snapped back. 

“Yes,” Sophie promised. “You do. There’s always a choice.” 

“But that doesn’t mean it’s a good choice,’ Lady Gisela 
countered. “Remember what’s at stake here. Not just for Silveny 
and Greyfell.” 

Tam’s voice filled Sophie’s head, and she glanced down to find 
his shadow crossing hers so he could shadow-whisper just to her, 
“I... think I have to go with her. If I don’t—and something 
happens to Linh...” 

And what if something happens to you? Sophie transmitted back. 

“I can handle myself,’ his shadow voice insisted. “If I can 


survive my parents—and years of Exillium—I can find a way to 


navigate through whatever this is. And who knows, if I play nice 
for a while, maybe I can learn something useful about their plan.” 

That sounds a lot like what Keefe thought when he ran off to join the 
Neverseen—and you saw how well that worked out for him, Sophie 
reminded him. 

“Yeah ... but he still made it back.” His shadow edged closer, 
his voice turning more urgent. “And I don’t really care about me. I 
care about Linh—if I go with them now, you'll have more time to 
figure out how to really protect her. And you'll save Silveny and 
Greyfell.” 

“Don't do it,” Keefe pleaded, probably feeling Tam’s mood shift. 

“I have to,’ Tam said, pulling his hand free from Sophie and 
stepping closer to Lady Gisela. “But I want your word that if I do, 
you'll leave my sister alone.” 

“Of course, Tam. As long as you cooperate.” She held out the 
vials of antidote. “Do we have a deal? And keep in mind that if you 
say yes, it’s effective immediately. No goodbyes. No looking back. 
No one has time for that. And absolutely no contact with anyone 
until you’ve had a chance to experience our side and train in our 
methods—and that goes for your friends as well. If they try to 
rescue you, none of you will like what happens.” 

“Uh, if you needed proof that this is a BAD IDEA,” Keefe said, 
“Tm pretty sure that covers it.” 

“No, that simply acknowledges that the transition will be 
bumpy,” Lady Gisela insisted. “It’s all only temporary. The day will 
come when you'll finally understand what we're truly working 
toward and fully commit to our cause—and when that day comes, 
you'll have every freedom you could possibly want. In the 
meantime, you can take comfort in knowing that every day you 
play nice, you’re keeping your lovely sister safe.” 


“Bad idea,” Keefe repeated as Tam reached for the vials. 


But Tam still grabbed them, and Sophie couldn’t watch, 
couldn’t believe this was happening, couldn’t even look at him as 
he passed the antidote along to her. But she still nodded when he 
said, “Keep an eye on Linh. Tell her lIl be back as soon as I can.” 

Keefe shook his head. “You just made the biggest mistake of 
your life. I know. I’ve made it.” 

“Yeah, well, I’m not you,’ Tam snapped back as he crossed over 
to Lady Gisela’s side. 

“That’s very true,’ Lady Gisela said, hooking her arm through 
his. “And I think it’s important you remember that—in case you 
think you’re starting a new game right now, and that you'll be able 
to flip sides the way my son foolishly tried to do. He may speak 
poorly of his experience with my order and think he escaped just 
in time. But he has no idea why he’s still alive.’ She turned to 
Keefe, and her expression softened, the resemblance between 
them becoming much stronger. “I love my son. I will always hold 
out hope for him. And that gives him a certain level of privilege 
and protection—one you will never be able to rely on. You're 
talented and I very much hope this works out. But until you prove 
yourself? You're expendable.” 

With that, she raised her weapon and clocked Tam hard on the 
side of the head, knocking him out as she held a crystal up to the 
light and leaped away. 


FIFTY-TWO 


SOPHIE HAD NEVER SEEN KEEFE quite so speechless before. 
And she didn’t have many words either. But she scraped together 
the voice to tell him, “You can’t blame yourself for this.” 

He didn’t look convinced. 

But he reached for her, pulling her into a shaky hug. And they 
both clung to each other until they had the strength to move 
again. 

Then it was time to focus—time to make Tam’s sacrifice count. 
So they set to work, scraping any extra soporidine off of Silveny’s 
and Greyfell’s fur and smearing the antidote on instead. 

While they waited, Ro went to make sure Wynn and Luna were 
okay, and thankfully both babies were safely floating in their goo- 
filled cubbies. 

A few minutes later—after a vivid sunrise washed away the last 
wisps of that very long, very dark night—Silveny and Greyfell were 
awake. Both alicorns were emotionally overwhelmed, of course, 
and Silveny flooded Sophie’s mind with guilty apologies. But 
Sophie kept assuring her: You did what you had to do. 

Just like Tam had—hard as that was for Sophie to accept. 

This time... Lady Gisela beat them. 

Sophie had replayed their standoff outside the hive over and 
over, trying to find a way she could’ve steered the situation toward 


a better ending. But she always wound up at the same place, with 


Tam sacrificing his freedom in order to keep the alicorns and his 
sister safe. 

So now she needed to figure out where they went from here. 

Planning a rescue would only put Tam and Linh in more 
danger, and possibly others as well. But were they really supposed 
to leave Tam alone with the Neverseen—being trained, tested, and 
force-fed propaganda in hopes that he'd eventually join their 
ranks for real? 

“Yes.” 

The answer, surprisingly, came from Linh, who was wiping 
away the last of her tears. 

Linh had been waiting under Calla’s Panakes with Sandor, Dex, 
Wylie, and Marella when Sophie and Keefe brought Silveny and 
Greyfell back to Havenfield. Ro had stayed behind to guard the 
babies. And things had naturally been a bit of an emotional roller 
coaster when everyone realized that Tam was missing. But once 
they switched from reacting to planning, Linh had turned 
determined. 

“Tam can take care of himself,’ she said, gathering all of her 
spilled tears and forming them into a tiny floating heart. “He 
doesn’t need us trying to save him. If we really want to help, we 
need to take down the Neverseen—that’s the only way we'll ever 
be free of them.” 

She was right, of course. 

The question was, “Howe” 

All they had were the same dead ends that had gotten them 
nowhere for months and months, like the missing starstone, the 
mystery of what happened to Wylie’s mom, Keefe’s damaged 
memories, and the key to the Archetype. The real caches were also 
out there somewhere, if they could figure out how to find them. 


And Lady Gisela had made it clear that the Neverseen were still 


planning something for their soporidine—something that may or 
may not require the help of a Shade. 

But that still felt like a whole lot of nothing. 

So did Marella’s offer to see if she could learn anything from 
Fintan during their training. 

Fintan had been right that something was going to happen at 
the Celestial Festival. But he clearly had a lot of gaps in his 
knowledge. 

Plus, the Council would be watching those lessons very closely. 
They'd seen Marella use her ability against the newborns—most of 
their world had, in fact. And since it had been such a spectacle, 
and Marella had kept herself well under control, the Council 
agreed to give training a chance—which was actually a pretty 
huge change for the Lost Cities. 

And it was only the beginning. 

The Council had also promised lots more announcements in the 
days ahead, as they figured out what to do about Luzia and Orem 
and the trolls. In the meantime, they'd stationed guards outside 
the hive at Everglen, even though Tarina had sealed it before she 
left to speak with her empress. 

“What'd they do about Alvar?” Sophie had to ask, cringing as 
her mind dredged up the gruesome memory of his lifeless face, 
floating in— 

“That’s right,” Dex said, dragging her mind away from the 
horrifying flashback. “You weren't there for that part.” 

“Which part?” she asked, not liking the way all her friends 
shared a very strange look. 

Marella was the one who finally told her. “After you guys left, 
Tarina cleared Fitz and Biana out so she could make some final 


preparations for the hive. But then Alden and Della got there 


and ...and wanted to see the body. So they went in and... the 
cubby was empty.” 

“Empty,” Sophie repeated, struggling to find some other 
meaning for the word. 

Marella nodded. “The glass was broken, and half the goop had 
spilled onto the floor. But ... Alvar was in there for, like, an hour 
without air—and Tarina said the liquid pours in super hot, so I 
don’t see how—” 

“Survival instincts,” Keefe interrupted, swiping a hand down his 
face before his eyes met Sophie’s. “Breathing control and body 
temperature regulation.” 

Sophie wanted to kick something. 

Alvar excelled at both skills. And he was a Vanisher, so he 
could’ve turned invisible once he was free and snuck out the door. 

“So... he’s still alive,” she murmured, needing to say it to make 
her brain believe it. 

“We think so,” Dex admitted. 

“And Fitz freaked,’ Marella added. “So... you should probably 
check on your boyfriend.” 

Sophie couldn't tell if Marella was teasing or not. But either 
way, the word sat there, daring her to deny it. 

She didn’t. 

But she didn’t confirm it either. 

Because now was absolutely not the time. 

She did take Marella’s advice, though, and reached out 
telepathically to Fitz as soon as she crawled into bed—once she’d 
survived Sandor’s “Seriously—no more running off!” lecture and 
answered Grady’s and Edaline’s ten thousand questions about 
Tam and the alicorns and everything that happened at Everglen. 

And Fitz sounded .. . bleak—especially after she caught him up 


about Tam. 


So... we thought we took out Alvar, but we didn’t, he thought 
bitterly. And it doesn’t matter that they lost Umber because they stole 
Tam. AND they humiliated my family—made it look like my parents 
have been hiding mutant troll experiments the whole time they’ve lived 
here. Apparently there’s going to be a Tribunal about it. 

Sophie couldn't think of anything to say except I’m sorry. 

She could almost hear him sigh before he told her, No, I’M sorry. 
I shouldn't make this about me. And... I know there were a bunch of 
times yesterday when I was a total jerk and— 

Don't, she interrupted. It was a horrible day. No one handles 
situations like that perfectly. But we got through it, and now . . . we just 
keep going. 

Yeah. He sounded even less excited than she felt. Will you be able 
to sleep? 

Probably not, she admitted, even though she needed to. Shed 
been awake so long, she couldn’t remember the last time she slept. 

Me neither, Fitz told her. If you need me, I’m here, okay? 

So am I, she promised, severing their connection and wishing 
her brain had an off switch so she could stop wondering when 
they'd see Alvar again or where Lady Gisela brought Tam, or 
imagining bloodthirsty newborns lurking in every shadow, ready 
to jump out and— 

“You're still awake,” a soft voice said from her doorway, and 
Sophie turned to find Flori, holding four small potted plants. “I 
figured you might have trouble finding rest after everything you 
lived through. So I wondered if you might be willing to let me test 
my new song on your echoes.” 

“You finished it?” 

Flori smiled as she nodded, padding over to the bed and placing 
one plant next to each pole of her bed’s canopy. One held a sprig 


of vesperlace. The others were plants Sophie didn’t recognize, but 


Flori called them dimmetines, respitillis, and hushspurs. “These 
are from the four places where I drew inspiration for the verses— 
and I only found the hushspurs because of the festival. They 
trailed up the trunks of the trees we chose to hide in, and halfway 
through the night they changed their tune. I don’t know if they 
sensed the coming danger or if they simply wanted to show me 
what they could do, but that was the piece I needed. May I?” 

“Should I sit up, or... ?” Sophie asked. 

“No, just close your eyes.” Flori’s gentle fingers brushed 
Sophie’s cheek as her fragile voice hummed a slow, sweet melody 
—a rhythm that felt like a pulse as Flori breathed out soft lyrics in 
that ancient earthy language. 

The first verse was a celebration of night—a ballad of dancing 
shadows and creeping mist and all the tiny, soothing shifts that let 
the world slip into restful slumber. 

But as the lyrics carried on, they curved to an ode to darkness 
itself. A reminder that there was purpose and power, even in the 
blackest places. Even to the shadows within herself. 

The anger. 

And doubts. 

And sadness. 

The memories that were too painful to replay. 

All rang with vulnerability and strength. 

And with each new beat—each new pulse—the monster 
changed shape. Until it wasn’t a monster at all. Just something 
else that lived inside her. Something she could embrace. And 
when Sophie gave her mind over to the shadows, the shadows 
welcomed her in. 


And she slept as the echoes faded away. 


Sophie woke to the heady perfume of exotic flowers, and when she 
opened her eyes, her canopy was wrapped in the delicate vines 
from the four plants Flori had brought for her, which had tripled 
in size thanks to Flori’s song. 

She could’ve lain there breathing it in all day. 

But there was too much to do. 

Starting with a visit to Everglen. 

Shed brought Flori over, hoping the new song would quiet 
Fitz’s echoes the same way it silenced hers. But they both got a 
little sidetracked by the chaos. 

Sophie had assumed there would be cleanup and changes to the 
Vacker estate’s security after everything that happened. But she 
never expected to see the massive gates come tumbling down. 

“The Council has decided that it’s best we send the message 
that there are no secrets here,’ Alden explained when he spotted 
Sophie staring at the fallen metal panels. “And they are probably 
wise.” 

“Will it be safe, though?” Sophie had to ask. “Especially 
with .. > 

She stopped herself from mentioning Alvar. 

“Don’t worry—there will be plenty of security,’ Alden promised. 
“It just won’t be as showy. And right now, it’s better we draw a 
little less attention.” 

Alvar’s apartment was also gone. 

And the hive was being buried. 

She decided not to ask what they did with the bodies. Instead 
she asked, “Are you okay?” 

Alden sighed, turning to watch the gnomes tear down another 
panel of glowing bars. “It’s not easy realizing you’ve been played 
for a fool. Or that someone you love . . . doesn’t deserve that 


sentiment. It was agonizing enough watching what all of you went 


through that night, knowing there was nothing I could do to help 
—Gisela made that clear with plenty of threats. But . . . watching 
Alvar. Seeing the moment the flashback hit. And he stopped being 
the son I'd just started to believe I was getting back, and instead 
became the monster I never wanted to believe he truly was. 
Well... lets just say that’s going to stay with me. Just as I’m sure 
everything else that happened here is going to stay with lots of 
people for years to come. It’s going to be quite a legacy to live 
down. But change... is what our world needs. I suspect my family 
won't be the only one experiencing a few growing pains.” 

No, probably not. 

Though “growing pains” was putting it somewhat mildly. 

Thanks to the very public Tribunal of Luzia over the next few 
days—and the more private investigations into Orem’s, Alden’s, 
and Della’s involvement as well—there seemed to be a never- 
ending stream of gossip about “the Vacker legacy.” 

Fitz and Biana bore it well, but Sophie could tell it was eating 
at them. 

So it seemed especially timely when they heard from the 
caretakers at the alicorns’ hive that the babies’ membranes were 
thinning. 

The next day became a constant baby watch, with Sophie and 
her friends—and Silveny and Greyfell—camped outside the hive. 
And while it definitely wasn’t a place with happy memories, 
Sophie found herself periodically wandering back to the last place 
she’d seen Tam. 

She needed the reminder that even though she and her friends 
weren't going to tear apart the world to find him and risk putting 
him in more danger—that they could never forget that Tam was 


gone, and never stop looking for ways to take down their enemies. 


A very tentative plan was already starting to come together— 
but they were determined to be patient. The Neverseen pulled off 
their victories by being meticulous and calculating. If she and her 
friends were going to beat them, they needed to do the same. 

In the meantime, Linh had made all of them promise that they 
would still try to find joy in the small victories, because that’s 
what Tam would want them to do. Like the moment several long 
hours later when two very gangly, very slimy alicorn babies burst 
through the gooey walls of their hive and stumbled into the world 
to nuzzle against their overjoyed parents. 

There were so many tears and hugs and shouts of “BABY 
OKAY!” to echo Silveny’s transmissions that Sophie thought her 
heart—and head—might explode from the sheer joy of it. Even 
Fitz was laughing—something he didn’t do very much these days. 
And when Sophie went over to join him, he pulled her into a hug 
and spun her around, just like he had the day they’d first 
implanted the babies. 

“You guys are good together,” Biana said later, appearing beside 
Sophie in Havenfield’s pastures, where the happy alicorn family 
had decided to stay. “And no, I’m not talking about the alicorns, so 
don’t try to play that game. I’m talking about the thing you and I 
have been very noticeably not talking about since it happened, and 
I think it’s high time we acknowledge it, don’t you?” 

“Probably,” Sophie admitted, fighting the sudden urge to tug on 
all her eyelashes. “Though there’s not really anything to 
acknowledge right now.” 

“Yeah, that’s what I hear. Why is that, by the way? I thought 
you'd be, like, running out to get crush cuffs first thing, once you 
finally stopped being oblivious and realized how long my brother’s 
liked you.” 


“How long has he liked me?” Sophie asked—blurting out the 
question before she could stop it. “Never mind. Forget I asked. I 
don’t want to put you in the middle.” 

“T guess it’s probably good if we draw that line now, before you 
guys get to the super-mushy stage,” Biana agreed. But she leaned 
in and whispered, “I know for sure he’s had a crush since we were 
all together in Alluveterre.” 

“Really?” Sophie was dying to ask for more details. But she left 
it at that, going with a more important question. “You don't 
mind?” 

“Nope. Like I said, you guys are good together. And I’m not the 
only one who sees that. You seriously need to stop worrying so 
much about the match. You’re perfect for each other. You'll see.” 

Sophie still had her doubts. But . . . strangely enough, she was 
also starting to want to find out. Maybe it was selfish of her to 
think about something like that when Linh was having to live 
every day worrying about her brother, and Tam was off who knew 
where being stuck doing who knew what. 

Or... maybe that was why she was more tempted than she’d 
been before. Maybe what was going on with Tam was also a good 
reminder of how quickly the game could change and something 
super important could be taken away. And maybe it was better to 
make sure there could never be any regrets—never be something 
she’d look back at and think, If only I hadn’t been so afraid. 

The thought nestled into her brain, buzzing around for a couple 
more days. Until one morning over breakfast, she found herself 
saying, “If I wanted to register for the match, how do I do it? Is 
there a process, or... ?” 

She had to stop there. 

Edaline looked like she wanted to grab her and hug her, while 
Grady looked like he wanted to haul her upstairs and lock her in 


her room, and she was definitely regretting bringing it up. 
But Edaline also told her, “All you have to do is say the word, 


and we'll take you over straightaway.” 


Sophie had walked every street in Atlantis during the desperate 
days she’d spent trying to rescue her human parents. But somehow 
she'd never noticed the shimmering crystal tower that straddled 
one of the widest, most bustling canals. 

Half of the structure stood on one side of the dark water and 
half on the other, angling toward each other and merging to form 
a massive twisted spire. It wasn’t the tallest building on the street, 
or the fanciest. But it was definitely the most intimidating— 
probably because of the round silver medallion set into the center 
of the arch, embossed with a very specific symbol: a giant M 
shaped from two strands of DNA. 

The official seal of the matchmakers. 

“You okay?” Edaline asked, reaching for Sophie’s shaky hand as 
their carriage driver jerked the reins, making the eurypterid slow 
to a stop. 

Sophie nodded, squinting at the runes surrounding the 
matchmakers’ seal. “What do those say?” 

“Progress, Prosperity, Permanence, and Proliferation,’ Grady 
told her. “The goals of every match.” 

Sophie sighed. “Well, that’s romantic.” 

“Its not as bad as it sounds,” Edaline promised. “But you don’t 
have to do this.” 

“T know.” 

But the thing was ... she kind of did. 

I want it to be you. 

That’s what Fitz had told her. 


And ... she wanted it to be him, too—wanted them to be 
together, and enjoy whatever time they had before the next epic 
battle with the Neverseen. 

She didn’t need a list to make that happen—and she'd definitely 
gone around and around for several more days after shed asked 
Edaline about the process. But shed decided to stop letting the 
fact that shed been raised differently hold her back. So she 
climbed out of the silver carriage, miraculously managing not to 
trip over all her layers of tulle and silk. 

She’d worn the frilliest, fanciest gown in her closet, figuring she 
might as well go all in. And it didn’t hurt that the fabric was the 
most perfect shade of shimmering teal. 

“Okay,” Edaline said, hooking an arm around Sophie as Grady 
did the same on her other side. “Let’s get you registered!” 

Sophie could’ve sworn she’d heard Grady mumble, “Here we go 
again” under his breath as they headed up the path—but it was 
hard to tell with the way her pulse was thrumming in her ears. 
The walk was probably only twenty steps, but it felt like they'd 
journeyed for miles by the time they reached the pair of enormous 
silver doors stamped with the matchmakers’ seal. 

“Whenever you're ready,” Edaline told her, hanging back a step 
with Grady. 

Leaving it up to her. 

Sophie closed her eyes, remembering the feel of Fitz’s lips on 
her cheek when he’d whispered, Just trust me. 

And she reminded herself of the promise shed made Linh—to 
seize the small victories. 

It was definitely a victory when she pulled open the doors and 
stepped into an empty white foyer lit by an enormous crystal 
chandelier. Her heels clicked across the pale floor—which bore a 


glittering mosaic of the matchmakers’ symbol—as she headed for 


a curved, sweeping staircase that took her up and over, to the 
center of the canal. By the time she reached the final step, she was 
seriously regretting her wardrobe choices—until she got a look at 
the glass room she'd entered and caught a glimpse of the crowd. 

The room was a sea of throne-size chairs filled with perfect, 
beautiful people in perfect, beautiful clothes, flashing perfect, 
beautiful smiles. One boy even winked as Sophie scanned the 
room trying to figure out where she was supposed to go. 

“Just take a seat anywhere you want,’ Edaline explained. “Your 
registry pendant let them know you were here the second you 
walked through the door. They'll come to us when it’s our turn.” 

Sophie nodded, choosing three seats in one of the shadowy 
corners—but it didn’t stop people from noticing her. She was even 
more recognizable, thanks to the Neverseen’s show at the festival. 
So she got to spend the next hour discovering that she’d rather 
fight bloodthirsty trolls or be attacked with shadowflux than sit in 
a frilly dress pretending she didn’t notice that people were 
whispering about her. 

And boy, were they whispering. 

Every few seconds it was Sophie Foster, Sophie Foster, Sophie 
Foster. 

“Sophie Foster?” a female with very thick bangs and very red 
lips asked. 

“Yes,” Sophie squeaked—then cleared her throat and tried 
again. “Yeah, that’s me.” 

The female nodded, giving Sophie a quick once-over before her 
turquoise eyes locked with Sophie’s brown ones. Her expression 
stayed neutral. But a tiny pucker formed between her arched 
brows as she said, “I’m Ceri. And I’m here to collect you.” 

“Great,” Sophie said, willing her feet not to trip as she stood. 


“You're not coming?” she asked Grady and Edaline when she 


realized they were still sitting. 

Grady shook his head. “From here on out, you’re on your own, 
kiddo.” He smiled as he said it, but there was something sad in his 
tone, and she found herself bending to hug each of her parents 
before she followed Ceri down a glass hall lined with dozens of 
identical silver doors. 

“I never realized there were this many matchmakers,” Sophie 
said, mostly to break the awkward silence. 

“There aren't.” Ceri led Sophie to the very last door and pressed 
her palm on a black panel in the center, triggering a soft beep 
before the door slid open, revealing a small, square room with 
mirrored walls. She didn’t follow Sophie in, telling her to take a 
seat in the room’s only chair and that someone would be with her 
shortly. 

Which meant Sophie quickly discovered that it was even worse 
sitting all alone in a cold little room with only her panicked 
thoughts and an infinite number of reflections of herself for 
company. 

She reached for Fitz’s necklace, tracing her thumb over and 
over the glittering heart to remind herself why she was doing this. 
And when that didn’t help, she finally surrendered and tugged out 
an itchy eyelash. 

Three more had been flicked away—one even wished on, 
because she'd hit that low—before one of the mirrored walls split 
open and two females entered the room. One had dark skin, full 
lips, and naturally textured hair, and the other was shorter, 
freckled, and blond—and yet something about them seemed 
identical. Sophie assumed it was their matching white gowns and 
the fact that they both clutched a small square of glass to their 
chests. But when they both sat on the stools that rose out of the 


floor, she realized their movements were perfectly in sync—every 


step, every smile, every flick of their wrists or hair. Even every 
blink. 

It was seriously eerie. 

“Miss Foster,” the blond female said, and Sophie was relieved 
they didn’t talk in sync as well. “I’m Brisa.” 

“And I’m Juji, the other female added. “Sorry to keep you 
waiting.” 

“No problem,” Sophie assured them. “You guys are busy today.” 

“We always are,” Brisa agreed. 

“So lets keep this moving. Weve already reviewed your 
records,” Juji told her, “and we need to verify a few things before 
we proceed.” 

Sophie nodded and they both tapped their screens, making 
them light up. 

“Your listed birthplace is San Diego,” Juji noted. “That’s not in 
the Lost Cities.” 

“Yes,” Sophie agreed. “It’s a human—Forbidden—city. It’s... 
kind of a long story.” 

“So I’ve heard,” Brisa said, tilting her head to study Sophie. 
“Tve only been told bits and pieces, but it sounds fascinating. I 
imagine we'll need the full story by the time we get to your 
packets. Should provide an interesting challenge.” 

“Im quite excited, actually,” Juji agreed. “We never get 
anything new around here.” 

“Oh, well, great.” Sophie wondered if it would be weird to say, 
How about you throw Fitz Vacker on the list and see what happens? 

They tapped their screens again. 

“Now, under family, it shows that you were born to humans 
originally named Will and Emma Foster,” Juji noted. 

Sophie nodded, fighting off a pang of sadness. 


“And obviously you've been adopted by Lord and Lady 
Ruewen,” Brisa added. 

Lord and Lady? 

Sophie never thought of Grady and Edaline with titles—but 
they were accurate, so she nodded again. 

“But it looks like no one’s filled in your genetic parents,” Brisa 
said, tapping the screen a few more times. “What names should I 
put in?” 

“Oh.” Sophie fidgeted in her chair. “Funny thing, but... I don’t 
know.” 

Juji frowned. “You don’t know who your biological parents 
are?” 

“No. No one’s ever told me. I’ve tried to guess a few times, but 
I’ve always been wrong.” 

“Can't you just ask the people who made you? The’—Brisa 
squinted at her screen—“Black Swan?” 

“I have. But they said I’m not allowed to know—some sort of 
privacy thing for the donors, I guess. It’s super weird, but .. .” She 
shrugged. 

Juji and Brisa shared a long look before Juji said, “Okay. Let’s 
see what happens.” 

They both tapped several buttons on their screens and leaned 
back. 

“It’s processing, Brisa explained. “Should be just a minute.” 

But it wasn’t. 

It wasn’t two minutes either. 

Or three. 

By four, Sophie’s back was drenched with sweat and she was 
having to sit on her hands to spare her eyelashes. 

By five, even Juji and Brisa were getting fidgety. But they kept 


right on smiling, until their screens made a soft beeping sound 


and flashed red. 
Red was rarely good. 
“Is something wrong?” Sophie had to ask. 
Juji and Brisa shared a look, before they both held up their 


screens to let her read the result herself. 
SOPHIE ELIZABETH FOSTER IS UNMATCHABLE. 
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PREFACE 


WE CAN'T KEEP DOING THIS. 
The words pulsed through Sophie’s mind. 


Gaining volume—gaining momentum—as the arguments raged 
around her. 

All the strategizing and analyzing and agonizing. 

It never worked. 

No matter how clever or careful their plans were. 

Their enemies were always smarter. 

Stronger. 

Ready with some brutal, unexpected twist. 

Leaving them stumbling and scrambling. 

“We can’t keep doing this.” 

This time the words had a voice, and it took Sophie a second to 
realize they'd come from her. 

And she didn’t regret them. 

It was time to try something new. 

Time to take a stand. 

Even if it risked everything. 

And maybe if they worked together—and were really, really lucky... 

This would be their new legacy. 


Saving Keefe from his. 


ONE 


YOU LOOK CONFUSED,” MR. FORKLE said, and the lilt of his tone made 
Sophie wonder if his lips were twitching with a smile—but she 
couldn’t pull her eyes away from the round, gilded door he’d brought 
her to, tucked into the side of a rolling, grassy hill. 

The place reminded her of a hobbit hole. But Sophie had been living 
in the Lost Cities long enough to know better than to voice that 
observation. All it would earn her was laughter. Or perhaps some 
impossible-to-believe story about how Mr. Forkle had once brought J. 
R. R. Tolkien there and provided him with the inspiration. 

“I thought you were taking me to your office,” she told him, shifting 
her gaze toward the windblown meadow and searching the swaying 
wildflowers for clues as to where they were. 

“I did.” 

Sophie opened her mouth to argue—then realized what he meant. 

He'd brought her to his office. Not Magnate Leto’s office at Foxfire, 
like shed been expecting. Which was an easy mistake to make, 
considering the fact that Mr. Forkle and Magnate Leto were actually 
the same person—and “Mr. Forkle” was his much more enigmatic 
side. 

“So, this is your secret office,” she clarified, feeling goose bumps 
prickle her skin at the thought. 

“One of them,” Mr. Forkle confirmed, winking as he shuffled his 
ruckleberry-bloated body closer to the door. He leaned in and licked a 


spot on the left side of the door, which must’ve been a camouflaged 


DNA sensor because a rectangular panel slid open in the center, 
revealing five spinning, fist-size cogs lined up in a neat row: one silver, 
one copper, one iron, one bronze, and one steel. 

“Did Tinker design this place?” Sophie asked, remembering the 
abundance of gleaming gears shed seen decorating the walls of 
Widgetmoor, as well as the Technopath’s clear fondness for the 
number five. But that wasn’t the question she should’ve been focusing 
on, so she quickly added, “And why are we here?” 

Mr. Forkle twisted the cogs one by one, entering some sort of 
complicated combination. “You said we needed to talk. Isn’t that why 
you requested this meeting?” 

“It is, but...” Sophie’s words trailed off as the last cog clicked into 
place, making the ground rumble and the golden door sink into a slit 
that appeared in the damp earth. Cold air blasted her face from the 
dark room beyond, blowing strands of her blond hair into her eyes as 
she took an eager step forward and— 


1? 


“Stop!” a familiar squeaky voice shouted behind her. 

Sophie froze. 

She’d learned that it was much easier to let the seven-foot-tall, 
heavily armed gray goblin lead the way—along with a hulking ogre 
warrior and a tiny green-toothed gnome. Sandor, Bo, and Flori were 
three of her five multispeciesial bodyguards, and they took their jobs 
very seriously. 

So did her other bodyguards, of course. But Nubiti kept watch from 
a position deep underground, since dwarves’ eyes were highly sensitive 
to light. And Tarina still hadn’t been allowed to return to duty after 
what everyone was calling the “Scandal at Everglen”—though 
“scandal” really wasn’t a strong enough word. It didn’t capture the 
shock that came with discovering an illegal troll hive hidden at the 


estate of one of their world’s most prominent families. And it definitely 


didn’t evoke the horror of the genetically altered, bloodthirsty trolls 
who went on a murderous rampage once the door to the hive was 
opened. 

Both the elvin and trollish worlds were still reeling from the 
disaster, since the Neverseen had managed to broadcast the 
nightmarish battle to everyone gathered for the Celestial Festival. And 
no one could agree on how to punish those who'd been involved. A 
Tribunal had already been held for Luzia Vacker, but her sentence had 
yet to be finalized. And numerous additional investigations seemed to 
be endlessly “ongoing.” Foxfire, the elves’ most prestigious academy, 
had even been put on an extended hiatus because parents were worried 
the school might be targeted. Plus, treaty renegotiations still needed to 
be arranged between the elvin Council and the trolls’ supreme leader, 
but everyone was wary of another Peace Summit after what happened 
at the last one. 

“This office is perfectly safe,” Mr. Forkle assured Sophie’s 
bodyguards. “Watchward Heath is protected by five different kinds of 
security. And only six people in the world know how to find it. Well, 
seven now, given Miss Foster’s knack for teleporting.” 

“Then the office should have no problem passing my inspection,” 
Sandor called over his shoulder as he drew his massive curved sword 
and marched through the doorway, followed by Bo and Flori. He’d 
always been overprotective, but his paranoia had reached new levels of 
exhausting after the Neverseen’s recent brutal attack—and Sophie 
couldn’t blame him, since she and Fitz had ended up bedridden in the 
Healing Center for weeks. Her right hand still ached whenever she 
pushed herself too hard, and Fitz occasionally walked with a slight 
limp. But Elwin kept assuring them that they'd make a full recovery. 


Certain wounds were just trickier than others—and theirs had been 


some of the worst, thanks to the creepy echoes caused by their 
exposure to shadowflux. 

The rare sixth element was darkness in its purest form. Only the 
strongest Shades could control it. And shadowflux changed everything 
it touched. 

Shadowflux was also somehow so vital to whatever the Neverseen 
were planning that when their Shade was killed at Everglen, Lady 
Gisela threatened Tam until he agreed to serve as Umber’s 
replacement. Sophie and Keefe had begged Tam not to go, but he 
swore he could handle himself. And Lady Gisela had warned them that 
any attempt at rescue would only put Tam and his twin sister, Linh, in 
greater danger. So Tam was on his own with the Neverseen—and it 
killed Sophie every time she thought about it. 

Each passing week made her heart heavier. Her nightmares more 
vivid. Her brain more convinced that she’d never see her friend again. 

Or worse: that Tam would join the enemy for real. 

If you hear us out, I guarantee you'll realize that we are the only ones 
with an actual solution to the problems in this world, and that you’ve been 
wasting your talent serving the wrong side, Lady Gisela had told him. And 
she’d proven time and again that she was a master of mind games and 
manipulation. 

“All clear!” Sandor called, and Sophie squared her shoulders and 
took a long, steadying breath. 

She could go back to worrying about Tam later. Right now, she 
needed to focus on the conversation ahead—a conversation she’d been 
rehearsing for the last nine days. Ever since she'd gone to Atlantis 
and... 

Well. 


Things had not gone according to plan. 


She could still see the pitying looks on the matchmakers’ faces as 
they'd shown her the ugly red words on the screen. 

Words that would define her—destroy her—if people found out 
about them. 

That was why she'd begged for this meeting. If she could convince 
Mr. Forkle to give her one tiny piece of information—something she 
deserved to know anyway—everything would get back on track. 

She'd been gearing up for a fight, since getting information from 
the Black Swan was a lot like prying open the jaws of a thrashing 
verminion. But if he trusted her enough to bring her to his secret 
office... 

“Shall we?” Mr. Forkle asked, gesturing to the entrance. 

Sophie nodded and crossed the threshold, shivering as a blast of 
cold, metallic-tinged air seeped through the thin fabric of her lavender 
tunic. The room was too dark to see, but it felt like stepping into a 
refrigerator, and she pulled her dove gray cape tighter around her 
shoulders, wishing she’d worn thicker gloves, instead of the silk ones 
she’d chosen. 

The light flared to life when Mr. Forkle followed, as if the sensor 
only responded to him. “You don’t look impressed,” he noted as 
Sophie blinked in the sudden brightness. 

“It’s just... not what I was expecting.” 

She’d been imagining his secret office for years—and she’d always 
pictured a cross between a spaceship and Hogwarts, with fancy 
architecture and all kinds of high-tech gadgets and mysterious 
contraptions. Plus clues to who Mr. Forkle truly was, and plenty of 
hints about Project Moonlark. Instead, she’d found herself in a curved 
white room that made her feel like she was standing inside a giant 
underground egg. Soft light poured from a single bulb, which dangled 


off the end of a thin chain above a round, silver table. The walls were 


smooth and bare—as was the floor—and several small grates in the 
ceiling flooded the room with icy drafts. 

That was it. 

No windows. No doors—except the one they'd come through, which 
had sealed silently behind them. Nowhere to sit. No decor of any kind. 
Not even any books or scrolls, despite Mr. Forkle’s love of research. 

“And here I thought you’d learned that things in the Lost Cities are 
rarely what they seem,” Mr. Forkle said, pressing his palm against the 
wall. The light bulb flickered twice before it flared much brighter and 
projected a grid of images across every surface of the room, as if the 
office was tapping into thousands of camera feeds displaying elves, 
goblins, ogres, trolls, dwarves, gnomes, and humans going about their 
daily lives. Every few seconds the images shifted, making Sophie 
wonder whether she’d catch a glimpse of the entire planet if she stood 
there long enough. 

“Still nothing?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

She shrugged. “It’s not that different from Quinlin’s office in 
Atlantis. And I’m pretty sure a lot of human leaders have rooms like 
this too—not showing all the other species, but... you know what I 
mean.” 

“Do I?” Mr. Forkle tapped the wall to make the images disappear 
before he placed his palm flat against the silver table. “What about 
this, then?” 

The metal surface rippled at his touch, stretching and splitting into 
a million thin wires that made it look like a giant version of one of 
those pin art toys Sophie used to play with as a kid. He tapped his 
fingers in a quick rhythm, and the pins shifted and sank, forming 
highs and lows and smooth, flat stretches. Sophie couldn’t figure out 


what she was seeing until he tapped a few additional beats and tiny 


pricks of light flared at the ends of each wire, bathing the scene in 
vibrant colors and marking everything with glowing labels. 

“It’s a map,” she murmured, making a slow circle around the table. 

And not just any map. 

A 3-D map of the Lost Cities. 

She'd never seen her world like that before, with everything spread 
out across the planet in relation to everything else. Eternalia, the elvin 
capital that had likely inspired the human myths of Shangri-la, was 
much closer to the Sanctuary than she’d realized, nestled into one of 
the valleys of the Himalayas—while the special animal preserve was 
hidden inside the hollowed-out mountains. Atlantis was deep under 
the Mediterranean Sea, just like the human legends described, and it 
looked like Mysterium was somewhere in the Bermuda Triangle. The 
Gateway to Exile was in the middle of the Sahara desert—though the 
prison itself was buried in the center of the earth. And Lumenaria... 

“Wait. Is Lumenaria one of the Channel Islands?” she asked, trying 
to compare what she was seeing against the maps she’d memorized in 
her human geography classes. 

“Yes and no. It’s technically part of the same archipelago. But we’ve 
kept that particular island hidden, so humans have no idea it exists— 
well, beyond the convoluted stories we’ve occasionally leaked to cause 
confusion.” 

“Huh.” Lumenaria had reminded her of Camelot when she’d been 
there, so that must be where some of those legends came from. The 
elves liked to play with the lore of their world, weaving in conflicting 
fantastical details, to make it that much harder for humans to believe 
in it. 

She leaned closer, wondering how accurate the map’s details were. 
She hadn’t been to Lumenaria since the collapse, and it looked like the 


glowing castle was now fully rebuilt—with much higher walls. A new 


tree also stood next to the Four Seasons Tree, perhaps as a memorial 
for those who'd died in the attack. “And humans really haven’t found 
the island? It’s right by France and the United Kingdom—and boats go 
through the channel all the time.” 

“You’ve seen how powerful our illusions are,” Mr. Forkle reminded 
her. 

Sophie’s stomach soured. 

Vespera had designed most of the optical illusions that shielded the 
Lost Cities from detection. And out of all the Neverseen’s leaders, she 
was the most ruthless. She saw violence as a solution—and was always 
claiming that Sophie and Keefe would never be “ready.” For what, they 
didn’t know. But it seemed safe to assume it had something to do with 
Keefe’s “legacy.” 

“It helps to see our world this way, doesn’t it?” Mr. Forkle asked, 
moving to Sophie’s side. “I’ve been coming here a lot lately to 
strategize.” 

“Does that mean you have a plan?” she asked, even though she was 
pretty sure she already knew the answer. 

“Its a work in progress.” He sighed when her hands curled into 
fists. “I understand your impatience, Miss Foster. But some things 
cannot be rushed.” 

Her laugh sounded as bitter as she felt. 

They'd been trying to take down the Neverseen the entire time she’d 
been living in the Lost Cities. And here they were, years later, still with 
no clue what the Neverseen were up to or where they were hiding. 

She and her friends had been trying to figure out how to make their 
next move ever since Tam was taken, but all they had to go on were the 
same worthless leads they'd wasted too much time on already. 

Fake caches. 


A missing starstone. 


Way too many confusing symbols. 

The key to Lady Gisela’s Archetype, but not the book that the key 
opened. 

Tiny fragments of shattered memories that didn’t make any sense. 

And no matter what truths they pieced together or what risks they 
took, the Neverseen were always five million steps ahead of them. 

Put simply: They were losing. 

And Sophie was sick of it. 

“The Neverseen have proven to be more formidable than we 
expected,” Mr. Forkle admitted. “And their changes in leadership have 
made anticipating their tactics particularly complicated.” 

“We have too many enemies,” Sophie muttered. 

“We do indeed. And their individual visions do not always perfectly 
align, which has caused additional confusion. But we still know far 
more than you're letting yourself admit.” 

“Like what?” She turned to face him, crossing her arms. “I’m 
serious. Tell me one useful thing we’ve learned.” 

“I can name many, Miss Foster. And so can you. You’re simply 
overlooking them because you’re upset that you haven’t gotten the 
answers you want—and I understand that inclination. But you're far 
too smart for such ill-reasoned logic. Which is why I brought you here, 
to make sure you're seeing the bigger picture.” 

He tapped another rhythm against the table, and the pins shifted, 
making new landmarks emerge among all the others: Gildingham, the 
goblins’ golden capital, which seemed to be tucked among the Andes 
Mountains—and probably inspired the human myths of El Dorado. 
Ravagog, the ogre stronghold on the Eventide River, which was 
apparently hidden in the lushest part of central Asia. Loamnore, a city 
Sophie assumed was the dwarven capital, since the enormous 


metropolis was under the Gobi desert rather than above it. And 


Marintrylla, an island near New Zealand that was probably the trollish 
capital and seemed to be an intricate network of caves and bridges. 

“What do you see?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

Sophie’s eyes narrowed. “I’m assuming you’re looking for a better 
answer than ‘a bunch of cities.” 

Flori giggled. 

Sandor and Bo snorted. 

Mr. Forkle grumbled something under his breath that started with 
“You kids.” 

“Why don’t you just tell me what you want me to say?” Sophie 
suggested. 

“Because I’m trying to teach you, Miss Foster. Your friends look to 
you for guidance, and lately all I’ve seen you display is despair and 
frustration. If you're going to lead them, you need to do better.” 

“Lead them.” The phrase felt heavy on Sophie’s tongue. “Is that your 
big plan, then? Dump all the responsibility on me, because I’m the 
moonlark?” 

“Need I remind you that you’re the one who chose to involve your 
friends? I’m not criticizing you for that—your friends have proven 
invaluable to our efforts. But you can’t ignore the responsibility that 
you took on when you recruited them.” 

Sophie’s insides twisted. 

She’d never intended to “recruit” her friends. They just kept asking 
questions about what she was doing and offering to help. And 
eventually, she’d realized she needed them. 

But now everything that happened wasn’t just her responsibility—it 
was her fault. Like when Lady Gisela knocked Tam out cold and 
dragged him away, even though he’d already agreed to cooperate. 

“I know what you’re thinking,” Mr. Forkle said gently. “And not 


because I’m violating the rules of telepathy, in case you’re worried. 


The burden you're carrying is written in every shadow on your face— 
and you must not blame yourself.” 

Sophie forced herself to nod. 

Guilt was dangerous for elves—almost as sanity-shattering as 
violence. 

But it sure wasn’t easy to let go of. 

“I want Mr. Tam home safely every bit as much as you do,” Mr. 
Forkle assured her. “As does the rest of the Black Swan. But that 
cannot be our only goal. So I need you to step back and remember 
what we're fighting for.” 

“What are we fighting for?” Sophie countered. “It feels like all we 
ever do is... try not to die—and sometimes we're not even very good at 
that.” 

Mr. Forkle looked away, blinking hard, and Sophie was sorry she'd 
brought up what had happened to his twin brother. But... if they didn’t 
change something, it was only a matter of time before they lost 
someone else. 

“We've been playing defense for far too long,” he said, clearing the 
thickness from his throat. “And that is never a good way to win. That’s 
why I need you to look at the map again—truly look—and tell me what 
you see.” 

Sophie dragged out her sigh and tilted her head, trying to guess 
what he expected her to say. “I see... a divided world.” 

“An unevenly divided world,” Bo added. 

He had a point. The elves had a bunch of huge cities—and that 
wasn’t counting their individual estates scattered all over the planet. 
Meanwhile, the other species seemed to be much more confined to 
their capitals—except the gnomes, who lived with the elves. 

“The ancient Council felt it would be easier to ensure that each 


leader upheld the tenets of their treaties if the various species were 


separated from each other,” Mr. Forkle explained. “So they did their 
best to keep everyone confined to their respective homelands.” A quick 
series of taps made glowing lines appear across the map, outlining the 
invisible boundaries around each species’ territory—and their lands 
were much vaster than Sophie had realized, with borders extending 
well beyond their capitals. “And the arrangement has had its share of 
success. We scattered our cities to better keep an eye on everything. 
And no major wars have erupted among the intelligent species— 
though what happened with Serenvale was a close call.” 

Bo shifted his weight, not looking happy to hear a reminder of how 
the ancient ogres stole the gnomes’ homeland and forced them to flee 
to the Lost Cities. 

Flori looked even less thrilled. 

Mr. Forkle kept his focus on the map. “Time, however, has 
complicated things. Populations have grown. Resources have been 
depleted. And many are beginning to feel restricted by their boundaries. 
Particularly when you consider this.” 

He tapped a rapid rhythm against the metal, and thousands more 
cities appeared across the parts of the map that had previously been 
empty, most scrunched so closely together that their labels overlapped 
in a tangle of letters. But Sophie could still tell she was looking at the 
Forbidden Cities. 

Human cities. 

“The Council let each intelligent species choose their homeland— 
and kept land for ourselves and the Neutral Territories,” Mr. Forkle 
continued quietly. “But they left the rest of the planet to humans, 
because theyre so much more prolific. And many now feel that 
decision was a mistake. Some have even begun calling for drastic 


changes. I believe you’ve heard about the proposal for building a 


Human Sanctuary that circulated a few decades back, haven’t you, 
Miss Foster?” 

“Alden mentioned it a while ago,” Sophie agreed. And the thought 
of moving all the humans to what would basically be an enormous 
prison still made her queasy. “Was that the Neverseen’s idea?” 

“Its hard to say where the murmurings originated. But the idea 
gained some powerful supporters, even among those considered to be 
respectable and influential. And though the Council shut it down, they 
failed to address the larger conundrum that’s been festering beneath 
the surface of all of our worlds for centuries now.” He turned to meet 
her gaze. “We’re spiraling toward war. And not an isolated battle. A 
global conflict involving every living being.” He let that sink in before 
he added, “That’s why the Black Swan was formed—and why Alden 
and Quinlin have carried out so many of their own secret 
investigations throughout the last few decades. But it’s also why the 
Neverseen exist. And why King Dimitar forged an alliance with them 
and unleashed the plague upon the gnomes. I suspect it’s even why the 
trolls enlisted Luzia Vacker to help them experiment on their 
newborns. Were all reacting to the same problem. Only our solutions 
separate us.” 

“But... why?” Sophie had to ask, pointing to the map. “I thought we 
could make anywhere inhabitable. So if this is all just about space, 
couldn’t we hollow out more mountains or sink more cities under the 
ocean or—” 

“We could,” Mr. Forkle interrupted. “But who would live there? Not 
every territory is ideally situated for that kind of expansion—and 
people generally don’t like leaving the place they've come to think of 
as home. There’s also no telling what complications might arise from 
scattering the species. But even if we resolved all of that, it wouldn’t 


address the fact that humans are polluting our planet and stripping it 


of its natural resources while simultaneously building weapons that 
could destroy everyone.” 

“My queen has expressed many concerns about that,” Sandor noted. 

“As has my king,” Bo agreed. 

“And rightfully so,” Mr. Forkle told them. “It’s an incredibly 
disturbing situation. And I assure you, the Black Swan has been hard 
at work on a solution.” 

His gaze drifted toward Sophie again, and she took a step away. 

“That’s what Project Moonlark’s about? I’m supposed to...” She 
wasn't sure how to finish that sentence, but she had a horrible feeling 
it ended with something like “save the human race.” 

“Project Moonlark was about gaining a valuable new perspective,” 
Mr. Forkle corrected, “in the hope that fresh eyes might help us spot 
something we’ve been missing—both for this issue and for some of the 
internal injustices in our own society. Any action beyond that was 
never meant to rest solely on your shoulders. You’re a part of our order. 
We face these challenges together.” 

Somehow that was both a relief and a disappointment. 

Sophie didn’t want to be the answer to everything. But she wouldn’t 
mind being the answer to something, after all the sacrifices she’d had to 
make. 

Mr. Forkle rested a hand on her shoulder. “You’re incredibly 
special, Miss Foster. And there are other roles you'll be asked to play 
someday—but for now, I need you to concentrate on this.” He pointed 
to the map. “Given everything I’ve just told you, and everything you 
see here, what do you think the Neverseen’s next move will be?” 

She stared at the map so long, the colors blurred. 

“Okay, let’s try it this way,” he said. “What do you think the 
Neverseen truly want? I’m talking about the order as a whole, not the 


personal agendas of their individual leaders.” 


The only answer Sophie could come up with was: “Power?” 

“Exactly. They want to be in control—that’s one of the primary ways 
our orders differ from one another. The Black Swan resorted to 
rebellion because we had no other means of pursuing necessary 
solutions. And our ultimate hope has been—and always will be—to 
work hand in hand with the Council as we address these complicated 
challenges. But the Neverseen have always desired to take over.” 

“So... you're saying their next move is to overthrow the Council?” 
Sophie asked, really hoping she was wrong. 

“I believe that’s their endgame—but I also believe they're wise 
enough to know they’re not ready for that step. Think about what 
would happen if they took out the Council now. Would they prove 
themselves mighty? Or simply show the leaders of the other species 
that the Lost Cities are ripe for a takeover?” He tapped another 
rhythm against the table and made every landmark on the map 
disappear except Gildingham, Ravagog, Loamnore, and Marintrylla. 
“Thats the piece I fear you've been ignoring. Ruling our planet 
involves so much more than leading the elves. And the Neverseen 
cannot afford to weaken the Lost Cities until they’ve first weakened all 
of the other worlds.” 

“They'll never weaken us,” Bo huffed, his knuckles cracking as he 
squeezed the hilt of his sword. 

Mr. Forkle shook his head. “They already have. What happened 
when they tricked your king into unleashing the plague upon the 
gnomes?” 

Sophie wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to remind Bo that she and 
her friends had been forced to flood half of Ravagog in order to escape 
the ogre city after they snuck in to steal the cure from King Dimitar. 
But Bo’s grip loosened on his weapon, and his mottled skin paled as he 


said, “We lost many great warriors.” 


“You did indeed. And others defected to the Neverseen afterward. 
You’ve also had half of a city to rebuild—which is still a work in 
progress, as I understand it.” Mr. Forkle tapped Ravagog on the map, 
and the lights dimmed around the ogre capital. 

“We can still protect ourselves,” Bo argued. 

“I never said you couldn’t. But we all know that your king changed 
strategies after the flood, shifting his focus away from the larger world 
and centering his attention on his people—which is what the 
Neverseen require. They need the other leaders to be distracted and 
disorganized, so they won't notice the turmoil in the Lost Cities—or 
have the means to take advantage—until things stabilize. And that’s 
exactly what theyve now made happen for Empress Pernille. By 
exposing Luzia Vacker’s involvement with the experimental hive, the 
Neverseen cost the empress her secret ally, as well as the lives of those 
newborn soldiers, and the facility where they were created. And they’ve 
forced the empress to face numerous treaty violations, which will keep 
her far too busy to concern herself with whatever’s happening in our 
world for a good long while.” 

Another tap darkened Marintrylla on the map. 

“That leaves the goblins and the dwarves,” Sophie murmured, 
feeling her stomach churn with a thick, sloshy dread. “Though... I 
guess they already took out a bunch of goblins in Lumenaria.” 

“That was hardly a dent in our forces,” Sandor argued. “Our army is 
immense.” 

“It is,” Mr. Forkle agreed. 

But he still darkened Gildingham on the map with an ominous tap. 

“My gut tells me,” he explained, “that the Neverseen will save any 
targeted move against Queen Hylda until they’re ready to take down 
the Council, since the goblins serve as the Councillors’ bodyguards. 


And before they can take down the Council, they must also win over 


the majority of our people—otherwise their rule will be rejected, and 
our world will dissolve into rebellion. Thats why each of the 
Neverseen’s moves has also been designed to make them appear 
mighty while making our current Councillors look weak and foolish, 
and caused many in our world to question the Council’s power and 
authority.” 

“But everyone saw Vespera, Ruy, and Gethen cowering under their 
little force field during the Celestial Festival,” Sophie reminded him. 
“And abandoning Umber without even bothering to see if she was still 
alive.” 

“Yes, they made a grave mistake there—which is a credit to you and 
your friends.” He moved closer, placing both hands on her shoulders 
and bending to her eye level. “I realize how easy it is to see our defeats. 
But don’t overlook what we’ve achieved. We’ve dulled the effectiveness 
of each and every one of the Neverseen’s schemes. And this time? 
We're going to thwart them much more completely.” 

All eyes focused on Loamnore, glowing like a beacon on the 
otherwise dark map. 

Glowing like a target. 

And yet, Sophie still had to ask, “How can you be so certain?” 

They'd been wrong about the Neverseen’s plans so many times 
before. In fact, she was pretty sure they'd never actually been right. 

“I can be certain, Miss Foster, because this time the Neverseen 
tipped their hand. Taking Mr. Tam was devastating—but not just for 
us. In fact, it dealt a far larger blow to them. Now we know that 
shadows will play a role in the next stage of their plan.” 

“Shadowflux,” Sophie corrected. 

“Im sure that will be crucial, yes. But I doubt they would limit 
themselves to one aspect of Mr. Tam’s ability when they can utilize the 


full scope, particularly since Shades are so powerful. So I think it’s best 


if we keep our focus wider and assume that the key will be darkness, in 
all of its varied forms. And where would darkness be more valuable 
than an underground city inhabited by creatures who rarely step into 
the light?” 

A tingly sort of energy hummed under Sophie’s skin as he moved 
back to the map and tapped the table with a new rhythm. The pins 
zoomed in on the dwarven capital, which reminded Sophie of an ant 
farm—a maze of carefully arranged tunnels snaking deep into the 
earth and leading to underground plazas and marketplaces, or to the 
scattered bubble-shaped living quarters. It was somehow both bigger 
and smaller than she’d been expecting. Grady had told her once that 
the most recent census showed only three hundred and twenty-nine 
dwarves on the entire planet—and that was before thirty went missing, 
and others were lost in the battle on Mount Everest. But it was strange 
to see so few homes in Loamnore—especially since their tunnels 
stretched for miles and miles and miles. 

“Okay,” she said, almost afraid to admit that hed made a decent 
point. She was getting a floaty feeling in her heart that felt a lot like 
hope—and hope was an emotion that had led them astray far too many 
times. “Assuming you're right, how are we supposed to know what the 
Neverseen are planning to do to the dwarves? Like... specifically? 
Because I’m seeing thousands of underground paths, and any of them 
could be used in an attack.” 

“That is what I want you and your friends to figure out. You all have 
extra time while Foxfire remains on hiatus.” 

“Uh... how are we supposed to do that?” 

“By determining how the Neverseen can use shadowflux—and 
shadows or darkness in general—to weaken the dwarves while 


bringing further scandal to the Council.” 


“Oh, is that all?” she asked, her heart crashing back to reality. “And 
here I thought you were going to be vague.” 

“I think you'll find that those guidelines narrow the options far 
more significantly than you’re expecting. Particularly when you also 
consider the fact that this attack will likely be targeted at you and your 
friends.” 

Sophie’s mouth turned dry, giving her voice a hint of rasp as she 
asked, “Aren’t we always one of the targets?” 

“In a way. But up until this point, they've mostly tried to test you or 
control you. This time, I believe they'll be aiming to... well, I suppose 
the best way to put it is to ‘crush your spirit —because their broadcast 
at the Celestial Festival backfired. Not only did everyone see members 
of the Neverseen cower and flee, but they also saw you and your 
friends stand strong and keep fighting. And that made many in our 
world begin to see what the Black Swan and I have seen all along: the 
true future we should be focusing on.” 

A fresh set of goose bumps prickled Sophie’s arms. But these ones 
felt itchier. Almost demanding. 

“Yes,” Mr. Forkle told her. “It’s a tremendous responsibility. One 
that every young generation must learn to carry. Adults may have 
wisdom and experience. But our youth are bold and brave and willing 
to fight for what they believe in with a formidable kind of energy. And 
you and your friends showed everyone precisely how to be a true force 
for change. So I suspect the Neverseen will try to counter that by 
putting you in a situation where you will be forced to surrender in a 
very public way. And I realize that’s not easy to hear—” 

“No, it’s fine,” Sophie interrupted, hugging herself to squeeze back 
some of the queasiness. “Who doesn’t love being told they have an evil 


band of villains trying to crush their spirit?” 


“But they never will,” Flori said, placing her hand over Sophie’s. Her 
green thumb traced circles across the back of Sophie’s gloved palm as 
she hummed a soft melody that whispered through the air like warm 
spring rain. 

Sophie closed her eyes, letting the song sink into her mind, washing 
away some of the panic. 

“It’s okay to be afraid, Miss Foster,” Mr. Forkle told her. “I am.” 

That didn’t make her feel any better. In fact, it made her wish she 
could go back to being a little kid, believing the grown-ups in her life 
would take care of everything. 

Flori hummed another verse of the soft melody, letting the whispery 
sounds flutter around them before she said, “The trick is to 
acknowledge your fear and let it fuel you to fight harder.” 

“Tm already fighting as hard as I can!” Sophie argued. 

“So it’s time to fight smarter,” Mr. Forkle told her. “The Neverseen 
took your friend, and now they’re going to use him to strike at you 
where you're most vulnerable. Their plan will center on something 
that affects you, the Council, and the dwarves. If you consider all three 
goals, I’ve no doubt that you and your friends can determine the shape 
and direction of the threat we’re facing.” 

“Shouldn’t someone also warn King Enki?” Sandor asked, leaning 
closer to squint at the map. 

“I have,” Mr. Forkle assured him. “He’s already taking precautions. 
But several of the dwarves who defected to the Neverseen were key 
strategists behind the city’s security. So we'll definitely have our work 
cut out for us. But we must rise to the challenge. We cannot let the 
Neverseen weaken the dwarves. It would bring our world far too close 
to their ultimate endgame. Plus, the dwarves are a vital resource. 
Without them, we never would’ve been able to rebuild so quickly after 


the Neverseen’s attacks.” 


“You’ve had a lot of help from my people as well,” Flori reminded 
him. “Don’t count us out.” 

“I haven’t. And I’m sure the Neverseen haven't either. In fact, I’m 
certain they'll strike against the gnomes again when the time is right. 
That’s why I’ve allowed you—and Miss Foster’s other guards—to be 
present for this meeting.” 

Sandor and Bo both snorted “allowed” under their breath. 

Mr. Forkle smiled. “Oh, I assure you—if I didn’t want you in my 
office, I could cast you out before you could even draw your weapons. 
It’s my favorite security feature that Tinker designed. But I haven’t 
used it, because Im counting on you three to make sure your people 
are ready, in case the Neverseen attempt to weaken your worlds 
further while they’re targeting the dwarves. I'll update the Council as 
well, and convince them to take their own precautions. And while 
we're doing all of that”—he shifted back toward Sophie—“I need you 
and your friends to focus on what we've discussed. Id recommend 
starting with Mr. Tam. Think about his strengths and your weaknesses, 
since where they overlap likely lies the Neverseen’s plan.” 

Sophie swallowed hard, but it couldn’t dislodge the lump in her 
throat as she forced herself to ask the question she’d been dreading. 
“So... you think Tam’s going to do what they want him to? You don’t 
think he’ll find a way to resist?” 

Mr. Forkle looked away. “I think, if it comes down to it, there are 
very few things Mr. Tam wouldn’t do to protect his sister. And Lady 
Gisela knows that all too well.” 

Sophie wished she could argue. But she’d been worrying about the 
same thing. 

Tam had already left the Lost Cities so that Linh wouldn’t have to 
be alone after the Council banished her. And the two of them spent 


years living in shoddy tents and nearly starving in the Neutral 
Territories. He even joined the Black Swan mostly for her. 

It made him incredibly brave and sweet and noble and... 

A little scary—at least in his present situation. 

“He needs your help,” Mr. Forkle told her. “You can save Mr. Tam 
from facing an impossible decision. So I suggest you get to work. 
Compare what you and your friends each know about him. Then talk 
to Lady Zillah and find out everything she’s taught Mr. Tam—and 
everything she knows about shadowflux. I’d also recommend 
familiarizing yourself with Loamnore. Miss Linh lived there for a brief 
time, so she might have some ideas about the city’s vulnerabilities. 
And you should ask Nubiti as well. Feel free to share my theories with 
her—if she hasn’t been listening to us already—and see if she can 
provide any insights. I'll of course arrange a visit between you and 
King Enki, along with a tour of Loamnore as soon as I can.” 

Sophie nodded, telling herself to feel relieved as he pounded his fist 
against the table, making the metal flatten back into a smooth, empty 
surface. This was the earliest they'd ever had a concrete strategy for 
stopping the Neverseen—and she hadn’t even had to pry it out of him, 
or follow a bunch of mysterious clues and notes before he trusted her. 

This was progress! 

But... was it enough? 

And how would her friends feel about focusing on Tam? 

She suspected that would not go over well, but... at least it would 
give her a perfect excuse not to talk about— 

“Wait,” she said as the door slid open and Mr. Forkle pulled his 
pathfinder from his cape pocket. She’d gotten so distracted by the map 
and his theories about the dwarves and Tam that she’d forgotten the 
reason she’d asked for the meeting in the first place. “None of this is 


why I said we needed to talk.” 


He spun the crystal at the end of the silver wand. “Well, surely you 
can agree that this is far more important.” 

It was and it wasn’t. 

Compared to everything going on, her personal life did rank pretty 
low. 

But... she’d waited nine days for this opportunity. She wasn’t about 
to waste it. 

“This will only take a minute,” she promised, squaring her 
shoulders and trying to project confidence as she switched to the 
speech she'd prepared. “I know you haven’t wanted to tell me certain 
things about who I am, and what your plans for me are, and where I 
come from, and what’s happened in my past. And I know you think 
you're protecting me—but I can handle that stuff now. And I’m 
worried that the reason we keep failing is because of all of the secrets 
between us. It makes trusting you really hard sometimes—and it leaves 
me without some pretty important information. So I think it’s time for 
us to agree that we need to solve all of those mysteries.” 

She let out a breath. 

There. 

She'd said it. 

Now she needed him to argue that he couldn’t possibly tell her 
everything—because this was Mr. Forkle, after all—and then she'd offer 
a compromise and make him agree to answer at least one question. 

They'd made a similar deal before—and she knew exactly what 
question she'd ask. 

But Mr. Forkle didn’t follow the script. 

“Tm sorry, Miss Foster.” His eyes stayed focused on his pathfinder 
as he locked the crystal into place. “I can’t tell you what you want to 
know.” 
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“You don’t even know what I want to know,” she pointed out. 


“Actually, I do. You... want to know who your biological parents 
are.” 

Sophie blinked. “How did you—” 

“I know you far better than you realize. Which is why I also know 
that you won’t be happy with me when I tell you that, unfortunately, 
the answer to your question is ‘no.’” 

“Why?” 

He sighed. “I can’t tell you that, either.” 

She gritted her teeth. “I deserve to know.” 

“You do. But that doesn’t change the fact that I can’t tell you— 
because it doesn’t only affect you. The ramifications are too huge. I’m 
sorry, I realize that’s not what you want to hear. But it’s the best I can 
do.” 

His tone made it clear that they'd reached the end of the 
conversation. 

But Sophie couldn’t let it go. She had to make him understand that 
there were huge ramifications for her, too—even if it meant saying the 
words she’d been bottling up since that horrible day in Atlantis, when 
shed stumbled out of the matchmakers’ office with a fake smile 
plastered across her face, pretending everything was okay. 

“Tm unmatchable.” 

It came out as a whisper, but she knew everyone heard her. They all 
sucked in breaths. Even Bo, who probably didn’t understand the full 
enormity of that statement. 

The elves didn’t discriminate because of skin color or money, like so 
many humans did. But anyone who was part of a bad match faced 
scorn for the rest of their lives—and so would their kids. It mostly 
happened to the Talentless, since the matchmakers focused on pairing 
up those with the strongest abilities in the hope that their children 


would be equally powerful. But the foundation of the matchmaking 


system was genetics, to ensure that no distant relatives were 
intermarrying, which could happen all too easily in a world where 
everyone stayed beautiful and healthy for thousands of years. 

So if Sophie couldn’t provide the names of the male and female 
whose DNA she carried, the matchmakers could do nothing except 
give her a sympathetic pat on the head and send her away in shame. 

She honestly wasn’t sure how shed made it out of that room 
without bursting into tears—and couldn’t remember what she’d told 
her parents to explain why she wasn’t carrying a match packet as she 
rejoined them in the main lobby and headed home. 

It was all a horrible, sickening blur—and the nine days that 
followed had been even more unbearable. Shed had to avoid her 
friends, afraid they might be able to tell that something had happened, 
all while her brain kept imagining the many ways her life was about to 
implode. The only thing that had gotten her through was waiting for 
this moment—this chance to avert the disaster. 

“Please,” she said, ready to drop to her knees and beg. “I won’t tell 
anyone and—” 

“You'd have to,” Mr. Forkle interrupted. “The information would 
only be useful if it were part of your official records. And that cannot 
happen.” 

“But I’m unmatchable!” she repeated, much louder this time. And she 
couldn’t help noticing that he didn’t flinch. 

That’s when she realized... 

“You knew.” 

She should’ve figured that out before. 

He was the one who filled out her Inception Certificate and left off 
that crucial information. 


Of course he knew what that would mean for her someday. 


“What is this?” she demanded. “Another way that Project Moonlark 
is manipulating my perspective so I'll see the follies of our world? Am I 
supposed to be the poster girl for the dark side of matchmaking?” 

“Of course not! Though, as I recall, you have had quite a few issues 
with the system. You even considered not participating.” 

She had. 

Matchmaking was disappointingly unromantic, and inherently 
problematic—but that was before... 

She couldn’t think about it without wanting to throw up. And yet 
her mind still flashed to a pair of beautiful teal eyes. 

Fitz had looked so adorably earnest—so honest—when he'd said the 
six words that changed everything. 

I want it to be you. 

The boy she'd liked from the moment he’d found her on her class 
field trip and showed her where she truly belonged—the boy who was 
so impossibly out of her league that it was almost laughable—told her 
he wanted to see her name on his match lists. And whether she agreed 
with matchmaking or not, she needed her name to be there so they 
could be together. 

But she was unmatchable. 

“Please,” she said again. “There has to be a way to fix this.” 

“I wish there were.” 

The sorrow in his voice sounded genuine. 

But that didn’t help. 

“T realize at your age,” he said carefully, “dating and relationships 
can feel like everything. But it’s truly only one small fraction of your life 
—and something you definitely don’t need to be rushing into. Perhaps 
in a few hundred years—” 

“A few hundred years,” Sophie repeated, suddenly despising the 


elves’ indefinite life span with the passion of a thousand fiery suns. 


It didn’t matter how he was planning to finish that sentence. In a 
few hundred years, everyone she knew would already be matched up. 

Actually, they'd probably all be matched in the next decade. Fitz 
definitely would be. Even with all the drama surrounding his family, he 
was still basically elvin royalty. And he was handsome, and charming, 
and talented, and sweet, and thoughtful, and powerful, and— 

“Time is relative,” Mr. Forkle said, interrupting her mental 
swooning. “Things can feel so urgent, and yet be so small in the grand 
scheme. I realize that’s a difficult concept to grasp at such a young age 
—and I’m sure it’s even harder for you, given your upbringing.” 

“The upbringing you forced on me,” she spat back at him. 

“Yes, that is one of the few things we didn’t give you a choice in. 
And yet, I suspect you wouldn’t trade the time you spent with your 
human parents and sister.” 

“I wouldn't,” she conceded. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t deserve 
to know who my biological family is—especially since not knowing 
them ruins everything.” 

“Not everything,” he corrected. “And not ruins. It simply complicates 
certain things.” 

Sophie shook her head. 

It would ruin what she had with Fitz. That was more than enough. 

“Please don’t do this to me,” she whispered to him as Flori started 
humming again, trying to keep her calm. 

Mr. Forkle dragged a palm down his face. “I’m not doing anything. 
We're just... at an impasse. And I wish I could change that. But right 
now, this is where we must stand—and given everything going on, I’m 
begging you to put this out of your mind. You cannot let it distract you 
from everything we've been discussing. Focus on the dwarves. There’s 
too much at stake. Too many people we care about who could get hurt. 


I know you’re smart enough to see that, so I won’t say any more.” 


Sophie turned away, counting her breaths and willing herself not to 
cry. But she could still feel the tears burning behind her eyes as Mr. 
Forkle tilted her chin back toward him. 

“You're the strongest, most resourceful person I’ve ever known, 
Miss Foster. And after everything you've survived, I know you can 
survive this.” 

He was wrong. 

This was officially too much. 

But... 

Maybe he was also right. 

She was strong and resourceful. 

And she wasn’t backing down. 

She’d spent the last few years learning how to focus on multiple 
challenges at the same time. She had multitasking down to an art. 

So she let him lead her and her bodyguards into the sunlit meadow 
and pulled her home crystal out from under her tunic. She had to light 
leap out of there fast, before he caught a glimpse of the new plan 
forming in her mind. 

If he wouldn’t tell her who her genetic parents were, she’d find the 


answer herself. 


TWO 


SO HOW’D IT GO?” GRADY called as Sophie and her bodyguards 
glittered onto the flower-lined path at Havenfield—and it took Sophie 
a second to spot her adoptive father standing near the triceratops pen, 
along with her adoptive mother, Edaline. 

Havenfield was one of the rehabilitation centers for the Sanctuary, 
so there was always an abundance of bizarre animals milling about the 
lush pastures that stretched all the way to the steep ocean cliffs 
bordering the property. And one of Sophie’s favorite creatures was 
bounding around Grady and Edaline on wobbly legs, flapping his blue- 
tipped wings and shaking his gleaming mane. 

Wynn wasn’t just adorable. He was a true miracle baby, since he and 
his twin sister, Luna, were the first alicorns to ever be born in the Lost 
Cities. And with their birth nearly two weeks earlier, they'd doubled 
the population of their severely endangered species and reset the 
Timeline to Extinction. Both the babies and their mama had only 
survived the incredibly high-risk delivery thanks to the help of the 
trolls and Luzia Vacker—which was one of the reasons the Council 
kept struggling to find the right punishment for what happened with 
the illegal hive at Everglen. 

The line between hero and criminal was sometimes very gray. 

“What’s all that for?” Sophie asked, pointing to the large spool of 
glowing wire that Grady was holding, and the bulging sack Edaline 


had slung over one of her shoulders. 


Grady tipped his chin toward Wynn. “The gnomes are helping us 
baby-alicorn-proof the gorgodon enclosure, since this guy seems to 
think the gorgodon is his new best friend—and it turns out he’s 
scrawny enough to wriggle through the bars.” 

“I nearly had a heart attack when I found him trotting around in 
there this morning,” Edaline added as Wynn reared back with a 
whinny. 

“Is he okay?” Sophie asked, sprinting over and searching Wynn’s 
silvery body for signs of injury. 

“He’s fine,” Edaline assured her, stroking Wynn’s forehead right 
where his nubby horn jutted out of his wild mane. “Don’t ask me how, 
but he didn’t get a scratch on him.” 

Sophie couldn’t understand it either. The gorgodon was the last of 
the mutant hybrid beasts that Lady Gisela had created as creepy guard 
dogs for her version of the Nightfall facility. Part flareadon, part 
gorgonops, part eurypterid, and part argentavis—it was huge, ugly, and 
as deadly as possible. It could fly, could breathe underwater, and had 
enormous claws, fangs, and a stinging scorpion tail. The gnomes were 
always fixing giant gouges in the bars from the beast thrashing against 
its cage—and feeding time was super challenging. 

“Will that really be strong enough?” Sophie asked, frowning at the 
glowing wire. It looked so thin, she had a feeling even her weak right 
hand could bend it. 

“Oh yeah.” Grady shook the spool, filling the air with a clinking 
noise that reminded Sophie of ringing bells. “This is iron tempered 
with lumenite. Even an angry T. rex couldn’t break it.” 

“But you might also want to let Silveny know what her son’s been 
up to,” Edaline suggested. “Wynn’s already tried to sneak back to the 
gorgodon three times since I lured him out of there, and I think a nice 


long mama lecture will put some proper fear into him.” 


Sophie nodded. 

One of the many unique aspects of her enhanced telepathy was her 
ability to communicate with animals—and Silveny was particularly 
easy to understand, because the Black Swan loosely modeled Sophie’s 
genetic enhancements on alicorn DNA. She almost wished she could 
tell that to the matchmakers and see if it made them decide that her 
biological parents didn’t matter, since her genes had been so 
drastically manipulated. Which showed how desperate she was, if 
becoming “the horse girl”—on official record—suddenly sounded 
appealing. 

“Everything okay?” Edaline asked, her turquoise eyes narrowing 
and her delicate eyebrows pressing together. It was a look she’d been 
giving Sophie a lot lately. Ever since Sophie had stepped out of the 
matchmakers’ office empty-handed. And Sophie had a feeling it meant 
her parents had guessed that something had happened in Atlantis—but 
she was hoping their theory had to do with her changing her mind 
about registering and being too embarrassed to admit it. 

She was determined to avoid clarifying the situation for as long as 
she possibly could. 

“You didn’t answer Grady’s question about how it went with Mr. 
Forkle,” Edaline reminded her. 

Sophie shrugged. “It was Mr. Forkle. How do you think it went?” 

Grady grinned. “That bad, huh?” 

“Pretty much.” She told them about the weird egg-shaped office, the 
3-D map of the Lost Cities, and Mr. Forkle’s theory about the dwarves 
being the Neverseen’s next target—but couldn’t bring herself to repeat 
his fears about Tam. She also decided not to mention the fact that she 
and her friends might be attacked much more personally. 

“That’s more information than he usually gives you,” Edaline noted 
when Sophie had finished. 


“I know. But... it still feels like weve narrowed it down from a 
million possibilities to a thousand—and that’s assuming Mr. Forkle’s 
even right.” 

“T think he is,” Grady said, his gaze focusing on some invisible point 
in the distance. “It would explain some of the things I’ve been looking 
into with the dwarves.” 

“What things?” Sophie asked, glancing at Edaline, who looked 
equally curious. 

Grady blew out a breath, knocking a few strands of his blond hair 
off of his forehead. “I’m not sure how much I’m allowed to share. My 
assignments were classified—and I’m not saying I won’t tell you, so no 
need to give me that look, kiddo. I just think I should speak with the 
Council first, to save us a whole lot of drama. I'll head to Eternalia as 
soon as I make sure Wynn can’t become a gorgodon snack.” 

Wynn nickered in protest. 

“The gnomes and I can finish up without you,” Edaline offered, 
reaching for his bundle of glowing wire. 

Grady pivoted away. “This is much heavier than it looks.” 

“So?” 

When he still wouldn’t hand it to her, Edaline snapped her fingers, 
making the spool disappear. Edaline was a Conjurer, so she could pull 
things back and forth through the void—or hide something in the 
nothingness and drag it back when she needed it. 

A second snap did the same to the sack she’d had over her shoulder. 

“Should’ve thought of that earlier,” Edaline said, smoothing her 
amber-colored hair. “Sometimes I forget that I don’t have to do things 
the way you do.” 

Sophie occasionally had the same problem. It didn’t always feel 
natural to rely on her abilities—and she was even worse at 


remembering to use any of her elvin skills. Things like telekinesis, 


levitating, channeling, darkness vision, breath control, and body 
temperature regulation were all feats that every single elf was capable 
of achieving. But their world put so much emphasis on special abilities 
that people rarely used their skills—or even thought about them—and 
that was turning out to be a dangerous mistake. Particularly since the 
Neverseen made their members train in their skills every day. 

Fitz and Biana’s traitorous older brother, Alvar, had even used 
breath control and body temperature regulation to cheat death in the 
troll hive at Everglen. And Sophie was dreading the day she’d have to 
face him again. She hadn’t trusted Alvar, but... she hadn’t been as 
suspicious of him as she should’ve been either. So she’d stopped Fitz 
from knocking Alvar unconscious when Alvar started acting strange 
on the night of the Celestial Festival. 

A tiny part of her wasn’t sure if Fitz had truly forgiven her for that 
mistake—and she wouldn’t blame him if he hadn’t. Alvar had been the 
one to let the Neverseen in through Everglen’s gates and brought them 
to the illegal troll hive. He’d claimed he was trying to expose the 
“Vacker legacy,” but Sophie still didn’t understand exactly what that 
meant. It felt like there was still some larger revelation coming—and 
knowing Alvar, it wasn’t going to be good news. 

“Go shower and change,” Edaline told Grady, brushing green Verdi 
feathers off of his black tunic. “You can’t meet with the Council 
smelling like a wet dinosaur.” 

“See, and I think that'll make it more fun,” Grady countered. But he 
headed toward their shimmering glass-and-gold manor without 
further protest. 

“And you should tell your friends to come over,” Edaline said to 
Sophie. “That way they’re here when Grady gets home and fills you in 
on what he’s been working on.” 


“Yeah, that’d probably save some time,” Sophie agreed. 


Her voice was a touch too high-pitched, though, and Edaline’s eyes 
narrowed again. “You haven’t had anyone over in more than a week...,” 
she said slowly. 

“I haven’t?” Sophie asked, trying Keefe’s trick of answering 
questions with questions. 

It didn’t work. 

“Nope. Not since we came home from Atlantis.” Edaline added an 
eyebrow raise to hint at the part she wasn’t saying. 

Sophie focused on stroking Wynn’s velvet-soft nose. 

“I thought you would’ve at least wanted to spend a little time with 
Fitz,” Edaline pressed. “The last time he was here—” 

“I know,” Sophie interrupted, trying not to think about how tightly 
Fitz had held her as he’d spun her around to celebrate the safe arrival 
of Wynn and Luna. 

She knew she couldn’t hide her “unmatchable” status forever— 
especially since she and Fitz were Cognates, and the rare telepathic 
connection required absolute honesty in order to work most 
effectively. But... she’d been trying to hold off on telling him until she 
had an actual solution to share. And shed wasted too much time 
counting on Mr. Forkle, so now she needed to come up with a plan for 
finding out who her genetic parents were—fast. 

And sadly, she didn’t have much to go on. The only clues Mr. Forkle 
had given her over the years were that her genetic parents had no 
connection to each other, and hadn’t been told who the other was— 
which meant she’d have to look for them individually, instead of 
searching for a couple. He’d also sworn that he wasn’t her genetic 
father, since there’d been a time when she’d wondered. And he’d ruled 
out the two other theories shed come up with: Grady and Edaline’s 


daughter, Jolie, and Councillor Kenric. 


Of course, that was assuming he’d actually told her the truth about 
any of that, which was a fifty-fifty bet. 

And even without all the matchmaking misery, she honestly wasn’t 
sure how to act around Fitz. They weren’t dating—but they weren’t not 
dating either. Some of their friends knew. Some suspected. And at least 
one might not be very excited when he found out for sure. 

Basically, everything was a mess, and the whole “romance” thing 
was turning out to be way less awesome than it had looked in human 
TV shows and movies. 

Edaline sighed. “I wish you’d tell me what’s going on. I know 
there’s something.” 

“I can tell you,” Bo offered, reminding Sophie why he was her least 
favorite bodyguard. 
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“No, you can’t,” Sandor snapped. “Our ability to protect Miss Foster 


would be severely hindered if she felt she couldn’t speak freely around 
us.” 

“Does that mean all three of you know what she’s not saying?” 
Edaline asked Sandor, Bo, and Flori. 

“Tm just worried about Tam,” Sophie jumped in, trying to distract 
with a different confession. “Mr. Forkle thinks the Neverseen are 
going to force Tam to do something really bad, so he wants us to focus 
on Tam’s strengths when we're trying to figure out their plan. And I’m 
not sure how everyone’s going to feel about that.” 

Edaline wrapped her arm around Sophie’s shoulders. “I’m sure 
they'll feel the same way you do: anxious for their friend—but also 
eager to do whatever it takes to get Tam out of there safely. Just like 
you guys did when Keefe was in the same position.” 

“Yeah, but Keefe was different. He chose to run off and join the 


Neverseen without anyone threatening him.” He’d foolishly thought he 


could take them down by pretending to be on their side. “And he had 
nothing to lose. Tam has Linh.” 

“I think Keefe had more to lose than you realize,” Edaline said, her 
lips curling into one of those annoying parent smiles that always 
seemed to say, You'll understand when youre older. “He still does. But 
my point was, he got out of there before it was too late.” 

“Barely,” Sophie mumbled. 

And Lady Gisela had claimed that the real reason Keefe remained 
alive was because he was her son and benefited from her protection. 

Tam didn’t have that advantage. 

“It’s a tricky situation,” Edaline admitted. “But the good news is, 
Tam has a group of smart, dedicated friends to help him through this 
—and I’m sure they're just as eager to get to work as you are. So don’t 
be afraid to lean on them.” 

Sophie nodded, watching Wynn chase his tail in stumbling circles. 
“T guess I should hail them and explain what’s going on.” 

She could hear the dread in her voice and was certain Edaline had 
picked up on it. But Edaline didn’t bring it up as she kissed Sophie’s 
cheek and lowered her arm. 

“I should get over to the gorgodon enclosure and see how the 
gnomes are doing,” Edaline said, taking a couple of steps down the 
path before she turned back to Sophie. “Oh, but in case you were 
wondering, I know there’s still something you're not telling me. And if 
you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine. I’m not going to pressure 
you. But I figured I should at least tell you that I’m onto you.” 

She said it with a smile, but Sophie still had to fight the urge to tug 
out an itchy eyelash—her much-too-noticeable nervous habit. 
Discussing boy troubles with her mom was about as fun as being 
dropped into a pile of sparkly alicorn poop. 

Plus... 


Grady and Edaline had already lived through all kinds of bad match 
drama with Brant and Jolie—and it had not ended well. She didn’t want 
her situation to send them back to the miserable place they'd been in 
when she first met them. 

“You can tell me anything,” Edaline assured her, as if she’d guessed 
part of Sophie’s worries. “I realize I haven’t always been as strong as 
you needed me to be—” 

“You're very strong,” Sophie interrupted, scrambling for an 
explanation that wouldn’t hurt Edaline’s feelings. “I just... want to be 
strong too.” 

Edaline stepped closer, taking Sophie’s gloved hands. “You’re the 
strongest person I’ve ever met. I know you can handle anything. But 
you're carrying such heavy burdens for someone so young. I wish you’d 
unload some of them on me. I understand if you'd rather face it alone. I 
guess I just want you to know that you don’t have to.” 

Sophie’s heart felt like it was pressing against her throat, and for a 
second, she was tempted to blurt out everything. But... she was also 
worried about how Grady and Edaline would react to her plan to fix 
her matchmaking situation. 

They'd never been bothered by her connection to her human 
parents, but her biological parents might be a different story. They 
were elves, living somewhere in the Lost Cities. And once Sophie knew 
who they were, it would probably change things. Not that she’d want 
to live with either of them—or even want to talk to them, honestly. 

These were people who'd been okay with letting their child be part 
of an experiment, knowing it would likely put her in constant danger. 
People who'd let her grow up in a forbidden world without them. 
People who hadn’t made any attempt at contacting her now that she 


was back in the Lost Cities. In fact, for all she knew, she saw them all 


the time and they never gave her the slightest clue that she meant 
anything to them. 

Probably because she didn’t. 

She wasn’t their daughter. 

She was the Black Swan’s creation. 

And as far as Sophie was concerned, they were nothing more than 
DNA donors. 

That was why she didn’t care about Mr. Forkle’s reasons for keeping 
their identities secret. Her genetic parents chose to be a part of Project 
Moonlark. Nobody forced them to do it. So if having people know 
about their involvement caused problems for them, that was their own 
fault. 

She shouldn’t have to deal with a lifetime of scorn just to protect 
them from facing the consequences of their decision. 

“Well,” Edaline said, straightening up, “you know where to find me 
if you need me.” 

“Same,” Sophie told her, turning to Wynn and transmitting an order 
to stay far, far away from the gorgodon. 

The tiny alicorn responded with a bouncy nicker that wasn’t very 
reassuring. 

Sophie was definitely going to need to have a chat with Silveny 
about her son’s poor survival instincts. But she had bigger things to 
focus on as she headed inside. Havenfield’s elegant mansion 
overlooked the ocean, and Sophie spent the climb up to her third-floor 
bedroom watching the waves through the etched glass walls and trying 
to figure out how she was going to tell her friends about Tam. 

But even after Sandor, Bo, and Flori had finished their endless 
security sweep—inspecting every closet, shadow, and petal in her 


flowered carpet—she still hadn’t found the right words. In fact, the 


more she'd repeated Mr. Forkle’s plan in her head, the more pointless 
it had started to sound. 

Why would she sit around brainstorming ways that Tam’s power 
could be used against her and her friends, when she could reach out to 
him the same way she used to reach out to Keefe when he was with the 
Neverseen and see if Tam could tell her anything that might help? 

She hadn’t tried to contact him before, because she hadn’t wanted to 
put Tam in a difficult situation. But if Mr. Forkle was right, then Tam 
was already in so far over his head that it’d be worth the risk. 

And it was certainly a lot smarter than wasting weeks or months on 
theories that might not even be on the right track. 

Before she could change her mind, she plopped down on her 
enormous canopied bed and stared at the crystal stars dangling from 
her ceiling, watching them sparkle in the bright afternoon sunlight as 
she gathered her mental strength. The warm energy churned inside 
her head, humming as it grew stronger and stronger and stronger. And 
when she could feel it buzzing against the backs of her eyes, she 
shoved it out of her head, along with the loudest call she could muster. 

TAM—CAN YOU HEAR ME? IT’S SOPHIE! 

She repeated the words over and over, imagining the force like thick 
syrup pouring across the sky in every direction—covering the world. 
And as her consciousness spread, she closed her eyes and tried to feel 
for... 

Actually, she wasn’t sure. 

She hadn’t communicated telepathically with Tam very often, so she 
didn’t know how to recognize his thoughts the way she could with Fitz 
and Keefe. 

TAM! PLEASE, I NEED TO TALK TO YOU! 

A headache prickled the edge of her consciousness, but she gave 


herself several long, slow breaths and timed her next transmissions 


with each exhale, keeping the message shorter to save her energy. 

Tam. 

Tam! 

TAM! 

Still nothing—and she could feel her concentration draining to the 
dregs. 

If Fitz were there, he could’ve given her a mental boost, the way he 
always did when they worked together. But shed let her silly 
matchmaking worries keep him away. She had to stop that—had to 
figure out how to keep things balanced and— 

Sophie? 

The voice was a ghost in the shadows—cold and whispery. 

TAM! 

Yeah. But I shouldn’t be talking to you like this. It’s way too dangerous. 

I know, but— 

There’s no “but,” Tam interrupted, and the feel of his thoughts 
shifted with the words, like the darkness was crystalizing into ice. 
Gethen checks my memories constantly. 

Sophie’s heart screeched to a stop. 

She'd forgotten that the Neverseen’s only Telepath had been in the 
Black Swan’s custody when Keefe had been living with the enemy. So 
they hadn’t had to worry about anyone discovering their conversations 
unless someone caught them in the act and somehow figured out what 
was happening. 

They also hadn’t had to worry about Keefe unwittingly revealing 
anything he wasn’t supposed to. 

Has Gethen probed your mind? she asked, trying to keep the 
transmission as quiet as possible. 

Of course. That was the first thing he did. 

Bile burned Sophie’s throat. 


Probing was a type of deep mental search that could uncover pretty 
much anything when performed by a skilled Telepath. 

And Tam knew all of their secrets. 

All. 

Of. 

Them. 

So if Gethen had probed his mind... 

Then the Neverseen now knew that Sophie was an Enhancer. And 
that Mr. Forkle was still technically alive—and that Magnate Leto and 
Sir Astin were two of his alter egos. And that Granite and Squall—two 
other members of the Black Swan’s Collective—were Sir Tiergan and 
Juline Dizznee. And they knew every single lead that Sophie and her 
friends had uncovered—and everything they didn’t know as well, like 
how to open Councillor Kenric’s cache if they ever got their hands on 
the real one again. And how little Sophie had learned, from healing 
Prentice’s mind and from searching Wylie’s memories, about what had 
happened the day Wylie’s mom died. 

This is so bad, she thought, reaching up to rub her temples. 

Did Tam know where they’d hidden her human family after they'd 
rescued them from Nightfall? 

And how much did he know about the security at Havenfield? 

Were Silveny, Greyfell, and the babies still safe there? 

I’m sorry, Tams mind murmured, and the frigidness of his voice 
thawed a little. I tried to block him, but... Gethen’s too powerful. 

He was. 

Sophie had faced off against him several times, and it had never 
gone well—and she was a Telepath with an impenetrable mind. 

It’s not your fault, she promised, wanting to punch herself for not 
figuring this out earlier. If she had, they could’ve started taking 


precautions from the moment Tam had left. 


Actually, she should’ve thought of it before he turned himself over. 
Maybe he wouldn’t have gone if he’d known how much he was going 
to compromise the Black Swan in the process. After all, Tam had been 
to some of the Black Swan’s hideouts. He knew the oath they made 
when they swore fealty, and what weapons and fighting techniques 
Sophie and her friends had been practicing during their battle 
training, and— 

Yeah, Tam thought, interrupting her ever-spiraling panic. Now you 
get why I can’t talk. He’s going to know everything you tell me, and he’s 
already learned enough. 

Okay. She took a deep breath, reminding herself that she couldn’t 
change what had already happened. 

Time to focus on damage control. 

You can still tell ME something, she reminded him. Even if they know 
you told me, they'll have to change their plans—and that'll buy us some time. 

His thoughts froze again. Uh, you think they tell me anything 
importante 

There must be something. Maybe some clue to where you are, like a 
landmark you recognize? 

Nope. I’m in a cave. All I’ve seen are rocks. 

What color are they? 

They’re rocks, Sophie. There’s nothing special about them. 

Are you sure it’s a cave and not somewhere underground? 

Underground might mean he was close to Loamnore. 

I don’t know. All I can tell is that it’s dark and stuffy. 

So it’s hot? Like... maybe you’re in a desert? 

I seriously have no idea. The Neverseen are smart. They’re not going to let 
me learn anything that would give their hideout away. His mental voice 


stayed soft and whispery, but there was a sharpness to his thoughts 


that Sophie had never experienced. It felt like each word was a shard of 
darkness, slicing into her head. 

But she wasn’t going to let him scare her away. Have you met any 
other members of the order? 

A couple—but they wear cloaks and use code names, and barely say two 
words to me when we train, so I can’t tell you anything about them. 

Wait—you’e training with them? Does that mean there’s another Shade? 

No. I don’t know what these guys can do. Or maybe they’re female. I can’t 
tell. Lady Gisela keeps me alone in a corner, practicing from Umber’s 
journals. 

A shiver rippled down Sophie’s spine. Umber had journals? 

Lots of them. And I have to work through all of her exercises. 

Well... that was terrifying. 

What kind of exercises? Sophie asked—and when he hesitated, she 
added, Shadowflux training, right? 

Obviously. 

The response bothered her more than a single word should—but it 
was the icy confidence behind it. 

The Tam she knew had been reluctant to train in the dark element. 
Almost afraid of its strange power. And now he sounded... proud. 

You need to be careful, she warned him. You don’t know how Umber’s 
training will affect you. She was one of the creepiest people I’ve ever met. 

The bones in her hand throbbed, remembering the way Umber had 
shattered them one by one. 

I AM being careful, Tam assured her. But the training is unavoidable. 

Then tell me what they’re having you do so I can figure out what they’re 
planning and get you out of there. You're already going to be in trouble for 
talking to me, right? Why not make it worth it? 


Uh, because they can make their punishments WAY worse. 


Don’t worry—Linh’s safe. Tiergan’s added a ton of security to his house to 
make sure of it. 

You and I both know that doesn’t mean anything. And even if she IS okay 
right now, they have plenty of ways they can punish ME. 

Sophie was certain they did. And she hated putting him in that 
position. But leaving him with the Neverseen was feeling beyond 
scary. She had to find a way to get him out of there, before they made 
him do something terrifying. 

Please, she begged. You know what’s at stake—especially if you’re 
studying Umber’s journals. 

I DO know what’s at stake. My sister’s LIFE. 

The coldness wrapping each thought sank all the way to her bones. 
We'll protect her. 

Yeah. I’ve seen how well that protection works. I can’t take that risk. 

So... what? You'll just do whatever creepy things the Neverseen tell you to 
do and hang the consequences? 

I don’t know. 

That’s not good enough! 

Well, it’s going to have to be! 

Sophie locked her jaw to stop her teeth from chattering. I can 
already feel a change in you, Tam. Just from your mind. I think Umber’s 
training is affecting you. 

I can handle it. 

You know Keefe said the same thing, right? Sophie asked. 

She’d hoped that would knock some sense into him, given the 
strange animosity between the two boys. But Tam’s thoughts were 
frozen claws as he said, I guess I get where he was coming from now. 

Tam— 

No—just stop! You're making everything worse. Leave me alone. His 


thoughts stirred like an arctic flurry. 


I can’t do that. 

Well, you're going to have to. If you try reaching out to me again, I'll run 
straight to Gethen so he can hear everything you say. I can’t put Linh at risk. 

Meanwhile, you're putting Linh’s safety ahead of everyone else’s—do you 
really think she wants you to do that? 

I don’t care. I’m her twin. Protecting her is my job. And I think you’re 
forgetting that I also saved Silveny and Greyfell—and their babies—by 
agreeing to cooperate. 

I could’ve saved them another way. 

How? I’m sure you’ve spent the last couple of weeks replaying what 
happened over and over—can you honestly tell me you’ve thought of 
anything else that would’ve cured them in time? 

She hadn’t. 

But she couldn’t admit that. 

You ve seen the kind of cruelty the Neverseen are capable of, Tam. You 
really want to be a part of that? 

The mental flurry picked up speed, hurling each word at her. I don’t 
have a choice! 

There’s always a choice! 

Well, right now, I’m choosing to be done with this conversation. 

Tam— 

No, it’s time for you to leave me alone, Sophie. Get out of my head—or 
I'll make you go away. 

Tam, please— 

The flurry spun into a hurricane—a black storm crashing into her 
brain. And Tam’s booming voice was thunder amid the tempest. 

PM SORRY—I DIDN’T MEAN ANY OF THAT. I HAD TO PUT ON 
A GOOD SHOW SO GETHEN WON’T GET SUSPICIOUS WHEN HE 
CHECKS MY MEMORIES LATER. AND I NEEDED TIME TO GATHER 
THE SHADOWFLUX I’M USING TO SHROUD THIS THOUGHT, SO 


HE CAN'T HEAR ANYTHING I'M SAYING. HE’LL PROBABLY STILL 
BE ABLE TO SEE THAT I SENT SOMETHING, SO I CAN'T TELL YOU 
MUCH—AND YOU CAN’T REACH OUT TO ME LIKE THIS AGAIN. 
IT’S WAY TOO DANGEROUS FOR EVERYONE. JUST... TRUST ME TO 
HANDLE THIS. I HAVE THINGS UNDER CONTROL—OR I WILL, IF 
YOU DO ONE FAVOR FOR ME. I NEED YOU TO KEEP KEEFE 
AWAY UNTIL THIS IS OVER. IF YOU CAN’T CONVINCE HIM TO 
COOPERATE, MAKE UP A FAKE PROJECT TO DISTRACT HIM. OR 
LOCK HIM UP SOMEWHERE IF YOU HAVE TO. I DON’T CARE. 
JUST DON’T LET HIM GET NEAR THE NEVERSEEN—AND 
DEFINITELY DON’T LET HIM GET NEAR ME. 

Why not? Sophie asked, struggling to pick his words out of the 
frozen chaos. Her heart was pounding as hard as her head, drowning 
out everything with the thump! thump! thump! 

But she still managed to catch when Tam said, BECAUSE HIS MOM 
ORDERED ME TO KILL HIM. 


THREE 


WHAT? SOPHIE TRANSMITTED—though she should’ve asked, WHEN? 

Or, HOW? 

Actually, the best question would’ve been, WHY? But it didn’t 
matter. 

The storm faded from her mind, and her connection to Tam 
vanished with it. Only a few wisps of shadow remained, swirling 
around her brain like icy smoke. But instead of dissipating, the inky 
threads coiled together, twisting and tangling with glimmers of 
darkness shed thought were long since buried and gone. Morphing 
into something black and shivery and much too familiar. 

Sophie shook her head—hard—and ripped her eyes open, hoping 
the burning light could sear away the darkness before it took over. 
She’d spent months haunted by an eerie shadow beast—her mind’s 
way of processing the lingering echoes from the shadowflux she’d been 
exposed to during Umber’s attack. And there was no way she was 
letting that terrifying monster come back to life. 

But the shadows sharpened and stretched. Growing claws and 
fangs. 

“Flori!” she shouted, never so grateful to have the loyal gnome 
stationed outside of her doorway. 

“What’s wrong?” Flori asked as she rushed to Sophie’s side. 

Sophie curled into a ball, hugging Ella—the bright blue Hawaiian- 
shirt-wearing stuffed elephant she’d brought with her from her human 


life. “I need you to sing that song you wrote to quiet the echoes.” 


Flori clearly had lots of questions, but said nothing as she reached 
for Sophie’s face, brushing her fingers softly down Sophie’s cheeks and 
humming the first notes of the melody. She sang the lyrics in an 
ancient, earthy language that slipped under Sophie’s skin, turning 
warm and wonderful as each verse sank into her mind and heart. And 
as the air thickened with a sweet floral perfume, it felt like the sun rose 
inside her, melting the cold darkness and flooding her with tingly 
light. 

“Did that help?” Flori whispered, studying Sophie with worried gray 
eyes. 

“I... think so.” Sophie flexed the fingers on her right hand to test for 
pain, breathing a sigh of relief when there wasn’t any—and the 
weakness didn’t feel like it had worsened. But as the last of the song’s 
warmth faded, a bone-deep weariness nestled in, making her wish she 
could burrow under her blankets and soak up the sweet, heady scent 
from the flowers growing across her canopy for the rest of the day. 
Each of the four types of blossoms had inspired part of the lyrics for 
the healing verses, and the vines had grown much more fragrant with 
Flori’s singing. 

But Tam’s message had left a different type of echo—the kind 
where the words kept crashing around in her head, knocking loose 
stabbing slivers of worry. And while her brain wanted to rebel— 
wanted to scream that there had to be some horrible misunderstanding 
—it also kept repeating what Mr. Forkle had said about Tam earlier. 

They're going to use him to strike at you where you're most vulnerable. 

“Easy, Flori warned as Sophie stumbled to her feet. 

“What’s going on?” Sandor demanded, catching Sophie by her 
shoulders to hold her steady. 


“Nothing,” she assured him. 


“That wasn’t nothing,” Flori said gently. “Something stirred your 
echoes.” 

“Yeah, but you fixed me.” She flashed a grateful smile, and Flori 
gave her a green-toothed grin in return. 

But Sandor stopped her from pulling away. “Where do you think 
you re going?” 

“T need to talk to Keefe.” 

His jaw locked with a furious click. “What has that boy done now?” 

“Nothing.” All of her bodyguards looked dubious—which was fair, 
considering the amount of chaos that Keefe had caused over the years. 
“Tm serious.” 

“You were perfectly fine—and then you started doing your Telepath 
tricks, and suddenly you were begging for Flori’s help,” Sandor argued. 
“Don’t expect me to believe the two have no connection.” 

“They are connected,” Sophie admitted. “But I wasn’t talking to 
Keefe.” 

“Then who were you talking to?” Bo called from the doorway. 

Sophie sighed, knowing the truth would cost her precious time. But 
when she tried to pull free again, Sandor was much too strong. “I... 
reached out to Tam.” 

Sandor’s grip tightened and he leaned back, studying her from head 
to toe like he was searching for injuries. “What did that traitor do to 
you?” 

“Nothing!” 

“Stop using that word as your answer for everything!” he snapped. 

“But it’s true! And he’s not a traitor!” She twisted free of his grasp— 
anger bringing back her strength. “You know Tam. How can you call 
him that?” 

And yet, even as she asked the question, she could hear Mr. Forkle 
telling her, There are very few things Mr. Tam wouldn’t do to protect his 


sister. 

And that didn’t even take into consideration how the shadowflux 
might influence him. 

She wasn’t going to forget the sharpness of his thoughts—or the 
chill—for a very long time. 

“As your bodyguard, I must view anyone choosing to live with the 
enemy as a traitor,” Sandor insisted. “And what he did to you today 
proves why that distinction is necessary.” 

“He didn’t do anything,” she argued, clinging to the reminder with 
an iron grasp. “He used shadowflux to pass along an important 
warning—at huge risk to himself. And I guess whatever’s left of my 
echoes reacted to it. It’s not a big deal.” 

“Its a very big deal,” Sandor argued. “He should’ve known that 
would happen and—” 

“Well, he didn’t,” she interrupted. “Or... maybe he did and figured it 
was worth the risk—which is the same thing I did when I reached out 
to him telepathically.” 

She was trying very hard not to think about what the Neverseen 
might do to punish Tam for their conversation. Hopefully the show 
Tam put on would convince Gethen that he’d remained loyal. 

“And it’s a good thing we talked,” she added, “because Mr. Forkle 
was right. The Neverseen are planning to use Tam for something. 
That’s why I have to talk to Keefe.” 

Sandor blocked her as she headed for the door. “You can hail Mr. 
Sencen on your Imparter if you’d like. But you’re staying here. And 
you're getting back into bed.” 

Sophie shook her head. 

This wasn’t the kind of conversation she could have through a tiny 


handheld screen. She needed to be there in person, to make sure that 


Keefe was really listening—and so he couldn’t turn off his Imparter if 
they ended up arguing. 

And to give him a good long hug if he needed it too. 

“TIl rest when I get back,” she promised. 

“Perhaps we should see how your mother feels about that plan,” 
Sandor countered, blocking her again. “Do you really think she’d want 
you leaving this room after how close you came to a major setback to 
your recovery?” 

He had a point. 

But Sophie couldn’t afford to be babied right now. “I know my 
limits. I wouldn’t go if I couldn’t handle it.” 

Sandor snorted. “Right, because you never push yourself too hard.” 

“Maybe it would help if you explained what’s so urgent,” Flori 
suggested when Sandor blocked Sophie yet again—and she seriously 
considered kicking him in the shin. “What do you need to tell Mr. 
Sencen that can’t wait until morning?” 

Tam’s horrible warning lodged in Sophie’s throat, and she knew she 
wouldn’t have the energy to repeat the words more than once. So she 
reached for her temples, pretending to feel faint, and waited until 
Sandor moved to steady her—then launched past him with a spin move 
that was shockingly graceful, given her general clumsiness. 

“See?” she called over her shoulder. “I’m fine!” 

Bo raised his arms to barricade the door, but Sophie ducked 
underneath, earning herself lots of growls as she raced up the stairs to 
Havenfield’s gleaming fourth-floor cupola, which existed mostly to 
house the large sparkling orb hanging from the ceiling, made up of 
hundreds of small round crystals dangling off nearly invisible cords. 

The Leapmaster 500. 

None of the crystals would take Sophie where she needed to go, but 


they weren’t the reason she'd headed there. 


“Absolutely not!” Sandor bellowed as she made her way to the 
largest window and flipped the latch to open the glass. “You’re not 
jumping off of any towers today.” 

“I wasn’t planning on jumping.” 

The fourth floor probably wasn’t tall enough to give her the 
momentum she'd need to teleport, so she was going to have to levitate 
higher first. Usually she leaped off of one of the cliffs at the edge of the 
property, but this was closer and faster—or it would’ve been, if she 
didn’t have two gorilla-size bodyguards shoving their way in front of 
her and forming a wall of impenetrable muscle. 

“Tell. Me. What’s. Going. On!” Sandor demanded. 

“You'll find out when we get there.” A hint of a smirk curled her 
lips when his scowl softened. “What? You thought I wasn’t going to 
take you with me?” 

“Past experience has shown that to be your preference,” he noted. 

“Yeah, well, I’ve learned to pick my battles. So can we go now? Or 
do you want to keep wasting time and being super annoying?” She 
offered him her left hand. 

Bo grabbed it first. 

“We're just going to Keefe’s house,” Sophie reminded him, trying to 
wriggle free without losing her glove. “I don’t need to bring the whole 
cavalry.” 

“Nowhere is safe,” Bo argued. 

She couldn’t necessarily disagree, considering all the “safe” places 
where she’d ended up getting attacked over the last few years. But that 
didn’t change the basic physics of their situation. “My levitating’s only 
strong enough to carry one of you.” 

“Then you should bring me,” Bo insisted. “My senses are far 
superior. As are my fighting techniques.” 


Sandor snorted a squeaky laugh. 


“If you go,” Sophie jumped in before she had to suffer through 
another round of the ogres-versus-goblins debate, “I’m sure Keefe will 
make you listen to more of The Ballad of Bo and Ro.” 

Bo’s lips curled back, revealing his pointed teeth. 

His relationship with Keefe’s ogre-princess bodyguard was equal 
parts tumultuous and complicated, a fact that Keefe never missed an 
opportunity to torment the two of them about—generally in the form 
of an epic poem that kept getting mushier with each new stanza. And 
Sophie couldn’t blame Keefe for the teasing. Not only did Bo’s and 
Ro’s names rhyme, but it turned out that they were also secretly 
married, thanks to a betrothal arranged by Ro’s father—King Dimitar 
—in an attempt to protect them when his time as king was over. The 
ogre seat of power was earned instead of inherited, and Dimitar didn’t 
want either of his top warriors fighting against each other in the 
battles-to-the-death that would follow his surrender or demise—not 
when they would be so much more powerful ruling together. So he 
made them marry, hoping the alliance would spur one of them to back 
down whenever the time came. 

Instead, they seemed even more intent on killing each other. 

“The last verse I heard Keefe working on had a lot of Bo-Ro 
snuggling,” Sophie added when Bo didn’t let go. “Pretty sure there was 
some kissing, too.” 

Bo muttered an impressive string of ogre curses as he released her 
arm. “Fine. Pll remain behind—but tell Romhilda she needs to get 
better control of her charge!” 

“Oh sure, I'll get right on that.” She said it with enough sarcasm to 
make it clear that he didn’t exactly have a lot of control over his charge 
either. “Ready?” she asked Sandor. 

He reluctantly took her hand. “I can’t decide how I feel about the 


strong-willed teenager you're becoming.” 


“Neither can I,” Sophie admitted. Sometimes she felt so much 
braver than the wide-eyed girl she’d been when Fitz first brought her 
to the Lost Cities. But deep down, she was just as terrified. Maybe 
more so, now that she understood what she was up against. 

“I trust you'll begin the evening patrols while we’re gone?” Sandor 
asked Bo—though it was more of an order than a request. 

Bo nodded. “I expect a full report when you return.” 

“Of course.” Sandor turned to Flori. “And will you let Lady Ruewen 
know where we've gone, so she doesn’t worry?” 

Flori dipped into a quick bow and turned to head down the stairs. 

“Wait!” Sophie called after her as the much more pressing worry hit 
her, and she wanted to smack herself for letting the echoes and Tam’s 
warning distract her. “I need you to give her an urgent message. Tell 
her that Gethen probed Tam’s memories the first day they took him.” 

Sandor flinched. “Does that mean what I think it means?” 

“Unfortunately, yeah. The Neverseen know everything Tam knows.” 

More muttered curses filled the air—a mix of ogre, goblin, and 
gnomish words this time. And Sophie definitely shared their 
sentiments. 

“Would you like me to notify the Black Swan?” Flori offered. 

“Probably smart.” Sophie shouldn’t have been surprised that Flori 
knew how to contact the Collective—Flori’s great-great-grandaunt 
Calla had been part of the order, and part of Project Moonlark, before 
she sacrificed herself to become the cure for her species in the form of 
a Panakes tree. 

Calla had even been the one to choose Project Moonlark’s name. 

“Tm assuming the news we're bringing Mr. Sencen is equally dire?” 
Sandor asked quietly. 

Sophie nodded. 


She was still trying to wrap her head around it—trying to 
understand what Lady Gisela could possibly be thinking with such a 
cruel, unexpected order. But Tam had seemed pretty desperate, so 
there was no way she was letting Keefe ignore the warning, no matter 
how much he whined or resisted. 

“Count on being there for a while,” she told Sandor. 

He heaved a squeaky sigh. “And you're sure you’re up for 
teleporting?” 

“Teleporting will be the easy part.” She glanced at the ground far 
below, then closed her eyes, searching for the slight tug of gravity 
coursing through her cells. If she concentrated hard enough on the 
sensation, she could push against it with her mind and take control. 
“Okay. Here we go. One... two... three!” 

Their feet floated off the ground—slowly at first. Then much, much 
faster. So fast, they would’ve crashed into the Leapmaster if Sophie 
hadn’t done a whole lot of awkward flailing. That was the problem 
with levitating. There was no traction in the air, so she was stuck 
flapping her arms and kicking her legs like a fledgling flareadon until 
the momentum dragged them out of the window. And once they were 
clear of the cupola, the strong ocean winds took over, launching them 
up so fast, Sandor made several squealy sounds that Sophie couldn’t 
wait to tease him about later. 

“Please tell me we’re high enough now,” he begged over the roar of 
rushing air. 

Sophie peered down, trying to decide if it was the height or the 
conversation ahead that was making her dizzy. 

SOPHIE! FRIEND! FLY! Silveny transmitted, nearly breaking 
Sophie’s concentration. 

Not today! Sophie told her, wishing she had more time. Flying with 


Silveny was the best way to clear her head and let her biggest worries 


go. Right now, I have to talk to Keefe! 

Even that high up, she could hear Silveny’s giddy whinny. And as 
her mind filled with a whole lot of KEEFE! KEEFE! KEEFE! Sophie 
tried to share some of the mama alicorn’s enthusiasm. 

But all she felt was dread as she let gravity take back over, dropping 
them faster faster faster, until her concentration tore open the sky and 
they crashed into the black nothingness of the void. 


e e ° 


“Miss Foster,” Lord Cassius said, offering one of his unsettling, oily 
smiles as he stepped aside to let Sophie and Sandor into his home. 

The Shores of Solace would’ve lived up to its name if Keefe’s dad 
weren't such miserable company. The single sprawling level had 
glistening mother-of-pearl walls and vine-draped arches that formed a 
series of brightly lit rooms and sunbaked patios, all decorated in 
soothing tones of blue and gray to match the panoramic ocean views 
from every window. It truly was one of the most breathtaking estates 
that Sophie had visited in the Lost Cities. But she always wished she 
could leave the second she got there. 

“Im assuming you’re here to visit my son?” Lord Cassius asked, 
smoothing his blond hair—which was already immaculate. As were his 
cream-colored jerkin and ruby-encrusted cape. “He’s in his room, 
where he’s supposed to be working through the empathy exercises I 
created for him this morning. But I think we can safely assume he’ll be 
doing anything but what I’ve asked.” 

That sounded like Keefe—not that Lord Cassius deserved Keefe’s 
cooperation. 

Father of the Year he most definitely was not. 

In fact, Sophie could barely look at him without wanting to fling 
something at his head for every hurtful word he'd ever said to his son. 


Much like how she despised every gorgeous room in that house, since 


Lord Cassius had hidden it for most of Keefe’s life in order to use it as 
an “escape” from his family. Keefe was only living there now because 
Lord Cassius had refused to provide crucial intel to find Sophie’s 
missing human parents unless Keefe agreed to move in—and not 
because he missed Keefe or was worried about Keefe living on his own. 
He’d simply wanted to put an end to the gossip about his runaway son 
after Keefe fled the Neverseen. 

“That way,” Lord Cassius told her, pointing to a polished driftwood 
door at the end of a long, shimmering hallway. 

It took Sophie a second to realize the words were an invitation. 

The few other times she’d visited Keefe, they'd sat outside on the 
cushioned swings dangling from the cover over the back patio. She’d 
never been in his room. And for some reason the idea of going there 
made her cheeks warm. 

But she could feel Lord Cassius watching her, so she tilted her chin 
up and motioned for Sandor to follow her down the hall, which was 
dotted with shards of green, blue, and clear sea glass arranged in 
swirling patterns. 

Her knock was wimpier than she meant it to be—so wimpy that 
there was a second where she wasn’t sure if Keefe had actually heard 
her. But then he called out, “Back to nag me already? You seriously 
need to get yourself a hobby. I hear spelunking’s fun. Oooh, or you 
could try swimming with the krakens! I doubt theyd eat you—but 
maybe we'll get lucky!” 

Which wasn’t exactly a “come in.” But Sophie still grabbed the 
silver handle and turned it—realizing only as she was yanking the door 
open that she should’ve made sure Keefe was dressed before she 
barged in. 

Thankfully, he was. 

Mostly... 


He lay sprawled across a huge bed that rested on a pedestal made of 
lacy bleached coral, wearing fuzzy blue pajama bottoms covered in tiny 
black gremlins, with his head propped against a familiar green gulon 
stuffed animal. 

“Foster?” he asked, jolting upright—which only drew more 
attention to the fact that he was currently shirtless. He crossed his 
arms, his cheeks flushing with a hint of pink when his ice blue eyes 
focused on her. “I... um... what are you doing here?” 

Ro snickered from the corner, where she lounged on a cushioned 
chaise, painting her claws the same purple she must have recently dyed 
the ends of her choppy pink pigtails. “Smooth, Lord Hunkyhair. 
Smoooo00000000000000th.” 

The nickname was a remnant from one of Keefe and Ro’s many bets 
—though it seemed especially fitting at the moment. Keefe’s hair was 
always artfully mussed, but there was something wilder about it than 
usual, as if he’d spent the morning swimming in the salty waves and let 
it dry in the sun—and the beachy look really worked for him. 

Not that Keefe needed improvement. 

All elves were jaw-droppingly gorgeous, but there was something 
particularly handsome about Keefe Sencen—and the boy was well 
aware of it. Though he seemed a little off his game at the moment. His 
smug smirk was noticeably absent as he scrounged around his 
blankets, searching for something. 

“Here,” Ro said, tossing Keefe a wrinkled black tunic from the floor. 
“Bet you’re wishing it didn’t smell so much like sweaty boy in here, 
huh?” 

“It’s fine,” Sophie promised, even if the room could definitely use 
some airing out. 

A good cleaning would work wonders too. Everywhere she looked 


were piles of crumpled clothes and scattered shoes and stacks of 


papers and plates of half-eaten food. And all the thick curtains were 
drawn tight, leaving the space dim and stuffy. The room was clearly 
designed to be beautiful, with marble floors broken up by rugs woven 
to look like pristine sand, and seafoam walls inlaid with starfish and 
anemone shells. But under Keefe’s care, it was a disaster zone. Even 
the furniture had a strange randomness to the arrangement that made 
Sophie wonder if he’d moved it all just to bug his dad. 

“Let this be a lesson to you,” Lord Cassius said as Keefe wrestled 
with the tunic, which was refusing to turn right side out. “You should 
always keep your room—and yourself—at your best, since you never 
know when you'll need to make an impression.” 

Keefe rolled his eyes. “Whatever. Foster’s used to me.” 

Sophie was. 

But she was also wishing he’d get that tunic on. Her gaze kept 
straying to the long thin scar just below his rib cage—a gift from King 
Dimitar after Keefe challenged the ogre king to a brutal sparring 
match. Even though Keefe had pulled off a desperate victory, Sophie 
had still been ready to strangle him for risking his life so recklessly. 
They'd had one of their worst fights afterward—which did not bode 
well for the conversation ahead. 

Lord Cassius cleared his throat. “Well. My son may like to pretend 
he’s above everything. But I hope you won’t hold his laziness against 
him, Miss Foster. Or his sloppiness. I know how much he values your 
friendship.” 

“Keep it up, Dad, and Foster’s going to get jealous of all the sweet 
things you say about me. Not everyone gets to be so lucky, after all!” 

“You are lucky,” Lord Cassius informed him. “Far more than you 
know.” 

“Yep, everyone wishes they had my family.” Keefe yanked his tunic 


over his head a little harder than necessary. “And, uh, you can go now.” 


“Oh, I can, can I?” Lord Cassius’s mouth twitched in a way that 
almost looked like he might be teasing—and it made the resemblance 
between father and son much stronger. “Perhaps I should stay. We all 
know the princess rarely serves as a proper chaperone.” 

“I don’t need to,” Ro said, adjusting her metal breastplate as she sat 
up straighter. “Gigantor does enough fun-killing for everybody. Plus, 
our girl’s still rocking the ‘adorably oblivious’ thing—which, I gotta 
say, gets less adorable by the day.” Her eyes narrowed at Sophie. “Td 
be happy to spell it all out for you if you want. We could make a pros 
and cons list together!” 

“Pros and cons of what?” Sophie asked. 

Ro sighed dramatically, glancing at Keefe as she said, “See what I 
mean?” 

Keefe threw Mrs. Stinkbottom at her head, but Ro swatted the 
stuffed green gulon right back at him—and when he ducked, it 
knocked into one of the lanterns lining Keefe’s bedside table, sending 
it crashing to the floor. 

Sandor rubbed the center of his forehead. “It’s going to be a long 
afternoon.” 

“It is,” Lord Cassius agreed, “and I think I’ve endured all I can 
manage. But I expect to be kept informed—assuming Miss Foster is 
here to discuss something of importance. If this visit is personal”—he 
raised his eyebrows in a way that had Sophie fidgeting and Keefe 
glowering—“then I suppose the less I know, the better. But if it 
pertains to the Black Swan, don’t forget that I, too, am a member.” 

He was. 

And Sophie hated it. 

Joining the order had been another one of his conditions before he’d 


shared the information Sophie needed to rescue her human parents. 


Leave it to Lord Cassius to barter with innocent lives in order to 
further his own agenda. 

“Then you can ask the Black Swan for an update,” Ro told him, 
plucking one of the daggers from the holsters strapped to her thighs 
and aiming it at Lord Cassius’s head. “Right now, it’s time to go, 
Daddio.” 

Lord Cassius narrowed his eyes. But he left without another word, 
closing the door behind him. 

“Sooo... Sophie said, dragging out the word as she stared at the 
way her boots sank into the rug, which looked uncannily like stepping 
on real sand. “Sorry to drop by unannounced, but I—” 

“Hang on,” Keefe interrupted, sliding off his bed and tiptoeing 
across his room. He paused near the door, pressing his finger to his 
lips in the universal shhhhh sign before he grabbed the handle and 
shoved his shoulder against the wood as hard as he could. 

A startled yelp echoed from the hallway, followed by a thud that 
could only be the sound of a body hitting the floor. 

“You have ten seconds before I let Ro unleash some of her new little 
bacteria buddies on you,” Keefe warned as he slammed the door hard 
enough to rattle the wall. “I hear they leave a gnarly rash!” He waited 
until the sound of footsteps had retreated down the hall before he 
turned back to Sophie and lowered his voice. “That won’t keep him 
away for long, so better spill it quick, Foster. Tell me why you have 
that cute little crease between your eyebrows. And why I’m feeling”— 
he waved his hands through the air—“hmm. Feels like the usual mix of 
worry, anger, and panic—though there’s something underneath that’s 
a little... I can’t figure out how to describe it. Fluttery?” 


“Oooh, let’s focus on that one!” Ro jumped in. “It'll be much more 
interesting than all the blah-blah-blah-the-Neverseen-are-trying-to- 


kill-everybody-blah-blah.” 


“It’s not everybody this time,” Sophie corrected, trying to keep the 
conversation on track. “I mean... I’m sure that’s still their plan for the 
long run. But at the moment...” 

Her voice trailed off as she locked eyes with Keefe. 

How in the world was she supposed to tell him this? 

She couldn’t just blurt out, Your mom ordered Tam to murder you— 
could she? 

But... was there a delicate way of putting that? 

“Aaaaaaaaaand the worry reaches the so-queasy-I-might-vomit 
level,” Keefe said, clutching his stomach and dropping back onto his 
bed. “Gotta say, it’s not my favorite emotion to share with you, Foster. 
Seriously—how do you ever eat?” 

“Sometimes it’s not easy,” she admitted, swallowing the sour taste 
in her mouth. “And sorry.” 

She took a step back, trying to put some distance between them. 
Most Empaths had to make physical contact in order to pick up what 
someone was feeling. But Keefe was different—with her, at least. At 
first shed thought it meant something about the strength of her 
emotions, but Keefe’s father was able to do the same thing—and other 
Empaths couldn’t. So the Sencens also seemed to have extra-powerful 
empathy. 

Keefe patted the empty side of the bed. “I’m fine, Foster. And 
clearly you’re going to need to sit down for this.” When she didn’t 
move toward him, he raised one eyebrow. “Uh, it’s not like we’ve never 
done the News of Doom thing before.” 

They had. 

Way too many times. 

But one of these days, they were going to hit his breaking point— 
and this could easily be the moment. 


“Need me to calm you down?” he offered, holding out his hand. 


They'd discovered that if she enhanced him, he could use his ability 
to fill her mind with softly colored breezes and soothe her emotions. 
But the last thing he should be doing right then was comforting her. So 
she kept her gloves on as she made her way closer and sank onto the 
edge of the bed, keeping as much space between them as possible. 

“Okay,” she said, fussing with the frilly sleeves on her tunic. “I... 
talked to Tam today.” 

“Ugh, I should’ve known Bangs Boy was going to be a part of this,” 
Keefe grumbled. “And I’m assuming by ‘talked, you mean one of your 
Look-at-my-fancy-Telepath-tricks! kind of chats, right? Mommy 
Dearest didn’t send him to deliver a special message, did she?” He sat 
up straighter. “Wait. He didn’t blow up anything, did he?” 

“No, so far only you’ve destroyed anything for the Neverseen,” 
Sandor growled. 

He was, of course, referring to the time that Keefe exploded the 
glass pyramid at Foxfire—while Sophie was in it—in order to prove his 
loyalty to the Neverseen’s cause. It... hadn’t been one of his better life 
choices, even if he had given Sophie his cloak to make sure she’d be 
safe. 

Keefe bent down and snatched Mrs. Stinkbottom off the floor, 
tossing the stuffed gulon from hand to hand like a furry basketball. “So 
what did good old Tammy have to say? Let me guess—he has no idea 
where they're keeping him, and everyone’s wearing cloaks and using 
code names and ignoring his questions, so he’s pretty much useless to 
us.” 

“Sorta,” Sophie admitted. “He managed to learn one thing.” 

“And I’m assuming it has to do with me—and it’s the reason for all 
the vomit vibes floating around in here?” Keefe guessed. 

She nodded. 


He set Mrs. Stinkbottom on the bed between them. “Then let’s get 
this over with, shall we? I’m not sure my stomach can hold on much 
longer. Just blurt it all out when I count to three—it’ll be fun!” 

It wouldn’t. But he was trying so hard to make this easier for her 
that she made herself agree. And when Keefe got to her cue, she held 
his stare and told him everything, starting with the map in Mr. Forkle’s 
office and his theories about the dwarves, straight on to Tam’s horrible 
warning. 

Her throat felt raw by the time she'd finished. And Keefe... 

Keefe was silent. 

So was Sandor—though he was scanning the room like he expected 
Tam to jump out of the shadows any second. 

Ro was doing the same, but she was muttering a whole lot of 
creative words under her breath. 

And Keefe just kept sitting there. 

Not talking. 

Or moving. 

Or blinking. 

Sophie grabbed Mrs. Stinkbottom and scooted closer, placing the 
gulon in Keefe’s lap in a pose where the shiny eyes seemed to look 
right at him. She’d had Elwin buy Keefe the so-ugly-it’s-cute stuffed 
animal back when he was struggling with the possibility that his mom 
might’ve been killed in an ogre prison, hoping it would help Keefe feel 
a little less alone. And at the time, she’d thought there couldn’t be 
anything harder than having to figure out how to mourn a mother 
who'd proven to be so terrible. 

But this was awful on a whole other level. 

“Tm sorry,” she murmured, reaching for his hand. 

Keefe watched her gloved fingers cover his palm, and for a second, 


he turned his hand and held on as tight as he could. Then he sighed 


and let go, scooting away from her. “I’m fine, Foster. We all knew this 
was coming.” 

“We did?” Ro asked, beating Sophie to the question. 

“Uh, yeah.” Keefe stood so fast that Mrs. Stinkbottom made a 
nosedive to the floor. “I keep failing my mom’s creepy tests, so it was 
only a matter of time before she realized I was never going to ‘fulfill 
my legacy’ or whatever. And once she figured that out, she’d have to 
get rid of me.” 

“Why?” Sophie wondered. 

That was the part that kept tripping her up. 

Why was Keefe’s mom being so extreme—and why now, all of a 
sudden? 

It wasn’t like Lady Gisela hadn’t had chances to take Keefe out 
during their last few confrontations. She’d had weapons aimed right at 
his head and never came close to pulling the trigger. 

So what changed? 

And why make Tam do it when she could give the job to someone 
reliably evil, like Vespera or Gethen? 

Keefe tapped one of his temples. “Because if I’m not on her side— 
and never will be—then I’m a liability. I could piece together the 
memories she took from me, find what she’s hiding, and use that to 
beat her.” 

“I guess,” Sophie mumbled, trying to figure out how to word the 
next part gently, since it had proven to be a sensitive subject. “But... 
she had those memories shattered instead of washed, so nothing can 
trigger them.” 

And no matter what telepathy tricks Sophie and Fitz had tried, they 
hadn’t been able to recover enough shards to learn anything useful— 


and neither had Tiergan. 


“That just proves the memories are important,” Keefe insisted, 
turning to pace and sending clothes and papers flying as he kicked 
them out of the way. “I think something happened in London— 
something big, otherwise she wouldn’t have gone to so much trouble to 
erase it. And I bet she told Bangs Boy to off me because I’m finally 
getting close to figuring out what it was.” 

“You are?” Sophie asked, frowning when Keefe nodded. “Since 
when?” 

He chewed his lip for a second, then stalked over to a dresser that 
was shoved haphazardly into a corner and yanked the bottom drawer 
open, pulling out wrinkled tunics and tossing them onto the floor. 

“You already know my mom gave me a letter to deliver to a house in 
London with a green door,” he reminded Sophie as she made her way 
over. “And you said Fintan told you she sent me there to recruit 
somebody.” 

“He did,” she agreed, peering over his shoulder as he removed the 
last of the shirts. “He also said that it was one of her side projects, so 
she didn’t tell him much about it. And that the recruiting didn’t work 
out—and you were never supposed to recover that memory.” 

“Guess it’s a good thing I found another piece, then,” he said, 
pushing on one of the corners of the drawer and making what must’ve 
been a false bottom lift ever so slightly on the opposite side—enough 
for him to get a grip on the edge. Slowly he raised the thin wooden 
panel, stopping after a few inches to slide a finger underneath and feel 
around for... 

“Is that a trip wire?” Sophie asked as he unhooked a thin strand of 
silver from the underside of the panel. 

“Can't be too careful with Lord Nosypants around,” he confirmed, 


pulling the panel free and revealing four notebooks—one brown, one 


gold, one silver, and one green—with a cloudy vial sitting on top of 
them, attached to the other end of the wire. 

“That tube is filled with one of my favorite airborne microbes,” Ro 
explained, flashing all of her pointed teeth when Sophie backed up a 
step. “Those little guys know how to have a party in your sinuses.” 

Sophie’s nose burned just imagining it, and she held her breath as 
Keefe finished unhooking the vial and set it aside—not nearly as 
carefully as she would’ve liked—before carrying the journals over to 
the bed. He left the brown, green, and gold notebooks resting on the 
quilt and flipped open the silver one, turning the pages so fast that 
Sophie couldn’t recognize anything. But she could tell the book was 
filled with Keefe’s amazing sketches. 

“Tve switched from making lists of memories to drawing them, 
since it helps me see it all a lot better, and I can’t do the fancy 
projecting thing like some people,” he explained, his cheeks flushing 
the way they often did when he talked about his art. “And it’s a lot to 
keep track of, so I started sorting it into different categories.” 

“Does that mean all of these are filled with memories?” Sophie 
asked, wondering when he'd found the time to do so many drawings— 
and why he hadn’t told her what he was up to or asked her to help. 

“Yeah, but they’re not full or anything—at least not yet. And it’s not 
all stuff I've recovered. I’ve been logging everything, trying to arrange it 
in order, hoping it'll help me find the gaps, so I can see where to focus. 
But it’s a lot to work through. You know how it is with a photographic 
memory...” 

She did. 

She also knew how it felt to have someone mess with her head. In 
fact, she still hadn’t found all the snippets of information that the 


Black Swan had hidden in her brain to prepare her to be the moonlark 


—nor had she filled in one of the blank spots that Mr. Forkle created 
when he erased the memory of her first allergy attack. 

“Do the colors of the journals mean something?” she asked. 

His cheeks flushed even brighter. “Kinda. I use the silver one for 
anything that feels important, since that’s the same color as the last 
elite level. Green is hard stuff, since we wear it at plantings. Brown is 
happy stuff, since... I don’t know. It was the one I had left.” 

He noticeably didn’t explain the gold. And Sophie was pretty sure 
she could guess the reason. 

Before she and Fitz had tried to help Keefe recover more shattered 
memories, Tiergan had taught Keefe a trick to mark the things he 
didn’t want them to look at while they were inside his mind. And 
Keefe had gilded all of his secret memories—which made Sophie very 
tempted to grab the gold journal and teleport away before he could 
catch her. 

Somehow she found the willpower to resist. 

Keefe glanced at the gold notebook, like he suspected what she'd 
been thinking. But he said nothing, instead going back to flipping 
through the silver one. And after a few more pages, he paused, 
pressing the book against his chest to hide what he was looking at. 
“Okay. Before I show you this, I swear I was going to tell you about it. I 
just... wanted to make a little more progress on my own first—which 
you do all the time, so please don’t go all Foster Rage on me.” 

Sophie crossed her arms, not feeling ready to make any promises. 

“You’ve also been super busy lately,” he reminded her. “And...” 

“And what?” she asked when he didn’t finish. 

“Never mind. All that matters is: I havent done anything 
dangerous. I’ve just been doing the mental exercises Tiergan taught 
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me. 


“So you haven’t been taking fathomlethes?” she pressed, sighing 
when Keefe looked away guiltily. “Ugh. You know those things are 
super unreliable.” 

They'd also made him cover the walls of his room at one of the 
Black Swan’s hideouts in tiny scribbled-on scraps of paper like a serial 
killers lair—which explained the abundance of drawings hed 
managed to get done so quickly. 

The rare river pearls were known for causing frenzied dreams and 
flashbacks. 

“I was careful,” he promised. 

“And it was hilarious,” Ro added. “One night he got out of bed and 
started doing a wiggle dance in his sleep and singing about Prattles 
pins. And another time he decided he was a baby alicorn and dropped 
to his hands and knees and galloped all over the house, whinnying. 
Greatest thing I’ve ever seen.” 

Sandor choked back a laugh—but Sophie only felt more worried. 

“It was worth it,” Keefe assured her, his face now brighter than Ro’s 
hair. “It helped me remember this.” 

He flipped the silver notebook over and held out a photo-realistic 
drawing of... 

A really nerdy-looking guy. 

Between the tweed blazer and the bow tie and the ruddy cheeks and 
the wild hair, he looked like some sort of professor stereotype. All he 
was missing was a pair of thick spectacles and... 

“He’s human,” Sophie realized, focusing on the man’s deep brown 
eyes. 

She'd gotten so used to being surrounded by blue-eyed elves that it 
was almost jarring to see someone with the same eye color as her—and 
someone with deep smile lines and strands of gray peppered through 


his messy red hair. 


The elves remained ageless after they became adults. Only their ears 
changed with time, growing points along the tops after a few thousand 
years. 

“Look at what he’s holding,” Keefe told her, pointing to the man’s 
left hand, which held an envelope sealed with a symbol they’d only 
seen one other time: two crescents forming a loose circle around a 
glowing star. 

“That’s the letter your mom gave you,” Sophie murmured. 

“Yep. Looks like I didn’t follow Mommy’s delivery instructions as 
strictly as she wanted me to.” 

“Which surprises no one,” Ro jumped in. 

“Of course not,” Keefe agreed, a hint of his smirk returning. “But 
now we know for sure that I did deliver the letter. And I saw the guy 
she was contacting. And now that I know what he looks like? I can 
track him down again and find out what Mommy Dearest wanted from 
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him. 


FOUR 


BuT... YOU KNOW HOW MANY humans there are in London, right?” 


Sophie had to ask, even though she hated being the hope crusher. “It’s 
a huge city. Like, millions and millions of people.” 

And the man that Keefe had drawn was a pretty generic-looking 
British guy—from his bright ginger hair down to the elbow patches on 
his blazer. There were probably ten men on every block who looked 
similar to him—not that wandering the zillions of London streets 
trying to find someone more unique would honestly be much easier. 

“That’s where Dex comes in,” Keefe said, snapping the silver 
notebook shut with a smug grin. “I did some research—which, uh, 
don’t tell the Forklenator about, by the way. I’ll never hear the end of it 
if he finds out—and it turns out, London has lots of surveillance 
cameras. So Dex is going to hack into their system and set it up to 
search for anyone who looks like my drawing. He says the art is 
detailed enough that he should be able to find an exact match—and 
it ll tell him which camera caught the image, so we'll know right where 
the guy is. All Dex needs is a few minutes with one of their computers 
so he can do his thing, and then we just sit back and wait for the alerts 
to go off.” 

Sophie wanted to point out that they were assuming the guy was 
still living in London, and he could’ve easily moved away in the years 
that had passed. But her brain was too busy getting stuck on 
something that was probably way less important. 


“You’ve been working on this with Dex?” 


She managed to leave off the “without me.” But the unspoken words 
still felt like they were staring them down, demanding to be 
acknowledged. 

Keefe tapped his fingers against the spine of the silver notebook. 
“Well... I needed a Technopath. And Dex is the best.” 

“He is,” Sophie agreed. 

He was also her best friend. 

And she knew it wasn’t fair to feel left out after all the times she’d 
chosen to hide what she was working on from everybody. But that 
didn’t stop a piece of her heart from turning very prickly. 

“I was going to tell you,” Keefe assured her. 

“When?” 

“Soon.” 

That didn’t feel like a good enough answer—and Keefe must’ve 
known it, because he reminded her again, “You’ve been super busy. I 
haven’t seen you in over a week.” 

“Well, I would’ve been here if you'd told me what you were doing! 
And if Dex has to go to London, you’re going to need me to teleport 
him there.” 

Sandor cleared his throat. 

“We'll figure out how to bring you along if we have to,” she 
promised. 

“You will,” Sandor agreed. “There is no ‘if.’” 

“And that’s what we were already planning on,” Keefe told her, 
which didn’t make Sophie feel any better. If anything, it kinda proved 
that they'd been waiting until they had to clue her in. 

“It also wouldve been way faster if you'd let me project your 
memories for you,” she pointed out, feeling more tempted than ever to 
grab the gold notebook and steal a good long look at everything he was 
hiding. 


She snatched the brown one instead. 

Keefe cringed as she flipped to the first carefully sketched memory 
—but didn’t try to stop her. 

He also didn’t offer to let her start helping him now that she knew 
what he was working on, she noticed—but then she didn’t care 
anymore, because his art was even more amazing than she'd expected. 
He’d used a medium she didn’t recognize—not paint, but the colors 
were too vibrant for pencil, and the details seemed to shift with the 
way the light hit the paper. It felt like she was actually watching Keefe 
sneak through the grounds of Foxfire at night, carrying a wiggling 
green creature, and playing tackle bramble with Fitz while Biana 
cheered them on, and sitting with all of the Vackers, gazing at the 
colorful flames of an aurenflare. The drawing after that showed Lord 
Cassius covered in some sort of thick, sticky slime. And the rest of the 
pages seemed to be blank, save for a barely started pencil sketch 
toward the middle of the notebook, where the bodies had only been 
vaguely blocked out. It was impossible to tell who the figures were, but 
the memory looked like it might have taken place in Keefe’s favorite 
ditching spot at Foxfire. 

“I haven’t spent as much time on my happy memories,” Keefe 
explained quietly, “since they never have my mom in them, so they’re 
not as important, you know?” 

The raw truth in those words softened some of the prickles in 
Sophie’s chest. And she was about to hand back the notebook when a 
sketch hidden near the end caught her attention—a drawing she was 
surprised to recognize herself in. 

She sat with Keefe on the staircase at Havenfield, the light from the 
chandelier forming a soft halo around her as she leaned toward him, 
clinging to his hand while he turned away, his eyes slightly watery. It 


didn’t look like a happy scene, and it took her a second to realize she 


was seeing the moment she'd told him what little she’d learned from 
Fintan about Keefe’s shattered London memory. But underneath the 
sketch, in neat, bold letters, hed written the words she remembered 


telling him that day: 
Lots of people care about you, Keefe, 


“We do,” she said quietly. “And we can help if you let us. I can help. 

Keefe cleared his throat. “I know.” 

“Then why are you keeping me away?” 

He took the brown notebook from her and added it back to the pile 
with the green and gold. “I’m not. It’s just...” 


b) 


“That’s not an answer,” she pointed out when he didn’t continue. 
“And that’s the second time you’ve stopped yourself from telling me 
something.” 

“Ts it?” 

“Yep—and don’t even try the whole answering-questions-with- 
questions thing on me.” 

He tore a hand through his hair. “It’s not a big deal.” 

“Seems like it is, if it’s making you not trust me.” 

“T never said I don’t trust you.” 

“You didn’t have to. It’s pretty obvious.” 

Ro clicked her tongue. “Hmm. This sounds a lot like something I 
warned you would happen, doesn’t it, Hunkyhair?” 

Keefe shot her a withering glare before turning back to Sophie. “I do 
trust you. I’m just...” 

His voice trailed off, and the prickliness in Sophie’s heart came back 
with a vengeance. “Please tell me what’s wrong. Did I do something, or 
say something, or...?” 

Keefe dragged a hand down his face, making a sound that would 
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probably be best described as “frustrated ferret.” “Its not you. Pm 


just... trying to do the right thing.” 

“What does that mean?” She glanced at Ro for translation when 
Keefe stayed silent. 

“Don’t look at me,” Ro told her. “I’ve never understood it.” 

Keefe sank onto the bed, making more ferret noises. “It means... it’s 
different now, you know?” 

“Not really,” Sophie admitted. 

Unless he meant... Fitz. 

Or her and Fitz. 

That was the only thing that was different. 

But it also wasn’t. 

He sighed. “You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?” 

“I think you have to,” she admitted. “Because I don’t really get what 
would be wrong.” 

Ro giggled. “The adorable obliviousness strikes again!” 

Keefe rolled his eyes and tugged on the hem of his tunic—which 
was still inside out, Sophie realized. “Fine. Now that you and Fitz are 
dating—” 

“We're not,” she interrupted. 

“I know, I know—not officially. But come on, Foster. You guys are 
totally a ‘thing.’ Fitz told me the whole sappy story about his big 
confession. And yours.” He kicked one of his shoes across the room. 

“Thats ten minutes of my life I'll never get back,” Ro added as 
Sophie’s cheeks reached nuclear levels of heat. “Though I did enjoy the 
part where you bailed on Pretty Boy right before all the smooching.” 

“I didn’t bail on him,” Sophie mumbled, refusing to look at anybody. 
“Silveny went into labor, and we had to go save her and the babies.” 

“Don’t you just hate when that happens?” Ro teased. “And that 
doesn’t explain why you and Swoony Boy still haven't...” She puckered 


her lips and made horrifyingly loud kissy sounds. “Or have you?” 


They... hadn’t—but no way was Sophie answering that question. “I 
still don’t get why any of this means I can’t help with your memories.” 

A rhythmic thumping sound followed. 

Maybe Keefe kicking the bed? 

Or banging his head against the wall? 

Sophie was far too busy studying the grains of sand in the rug to 
check. 

“It’s just.. now that you guys are together,” he eventually said, 
making her jump a little, “I figured it might be a bad idea for you and 
me to work on such a time-consuming project—especially since Fitz is 
obsessed with finding Alvar right now, so he won’t want to help.” 

It took a beat for Sophie to piece together what he meant. “Fitz 
won't care if we work on this without him.” 

“You sure about that? Cause he also told me he hasn’t seen you 
since Wynn and Luna were born—and that you haven’t been hailing 
him or doing any of your little secret Telepath convos. He sounded 
kinda bummed about it. And he got a little less pouty after I told him I 
hadn’t heard from you either, so...” 

“Why is that, by the way?” Ro jumped in as a whole other kind of 
nausea flooded Sophie’s system. “Shouldn’t you guys be, like, all 
Fitzphie all the time?” 

The urge to tug on her eyelashes was strong. But somehow Sophie 
resisted. “I have a lot going on.” 

“Like what? Something you haven’t included us in?” Ro pressed. 

“No! It’s...” 

“Its what?” Ro asked, refusing to let it go. 

Sophie sighed. “It’s... personal.” 

“Ts it, now?” Ro patted the chaise next to her. “Well then, why don’t 
you sit right here and tell Auntie Ro all about it?” 


“Auntie Ro?” Sophie, Sandor, and Keefe all asked in unison. 


Ro shrugged. “What? I can be nurturing when I want to be.” 

That would’ve been a lot easier to believe if she weren’t using a 
dagger to clean beneath her claws. 

“Don’t look so afraid,” she told Sophie. “Personal stuff is my 
specialty! Need some smooching advice? Because you’re probably 
overthinking it. You just—” 

“NO!” Sophie interrupted, definitely not wanting to hear the end of 
that sentence. 

“See why I didn’t want to bring this up?” Keefe asked. “It’s like, just 
when you think it can’t possibly get any worse—it does!” 

Yes, yes, it did. 

But... now that they were there, Sophie had to know. “You really 
think Fitz would be bothered by us working together?” 

Keefe shrugged. “Seems like he might be.” 

Ro snorted. “Of course he would! He’d be super, super jealous!” 

“Don't,” Keefe told her. 


“No—I can’t take it anymore 
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Ro stalked toward Sophie and tapped 
her on the nose with a calloused fingertip. “I repeat: Yes, your Captain 
Perfectpants would be jealous! He scraped together the courage to get 
all share-y about his feelings, and now you’re ignoring him, and being 
all mysterious about why, and telling everyone who asks that you’re 
not dating him. And I’m not saying that’s a bad call. Trust your 
instincts! Hopefully they'll lead you out of the oblivion. But in the 
meantime, count on your teal-eyed Wonderboy feeling a little insecure, 
particularly if he finds out you’re spending lots of quality time with 
other dudes. And you know what? That’s good for him. We all know 
that boy could use a little help in the humility department. So make 
him sweat a little. And you”—she spun back toward Keefe—“need to 
stop being so afraid.” 
“Afraid of what?” Sophie asked. 


“Tm not afraid,” Keefe argued. “I’m being a good friend.” 

“And how’s that working out?” Ro countered. 

“Awesome!” Keefe spat back. 

“Yeah, it looks super awesome watching you draw until your fingers 
cramp every night because you’re giving up without even trying.” 

“Giving up?” Sophie asked. 

Keefe flopped back on the bed and covered his face with his hands. 
“Ugh, Pm so over this conversation!” 

“So am I,” Sandor agreed. “Aren’t we supposed to be discussing the 
fact that your mother has given an order to have you killed by one of 
your friends?” 

Suffocating silence followed. 

“I wouldn’t say Bangs Boy and I are friends,” Keefe eventually 
muttered as he slowly sat back up. “More like frenemies. So I guess 
Mom kinda got that part right.” 

“No, she didn’t,” Sophie said, trying to decide if she should go sit 
beside him. They were back to the brutal topic, but... it felt so awkward. 
“Tll never understand why you and Tam have your ridiculous feud 
going on, but he took a huge risk to warn you to stay away.” 

“Yeah, Pm all warm and fuzzy about it. What was it he said again? 
Lock me up if you have to? What a good buddy!” 

“Keefe—” 

“Uh-uh, Foster. I know what you're thinking—and I don’t care what 
Bangs Boy said. I’m not sitting any of this out! And if you try to lock 
me up, it’s on.” 

“Anyone else kinda want to see that?” Ro asked, raising her hand. 
“Come on—you know you’re curious, Gigantor. Our girl’s got a feisty 
side to her that’s gonna be epic when she fully unleashes it.” 

Keefe rolled his eyes but kept his focus on Sophie. “Do you really 


believe my mom would let something crucial like this leak? She’s 


totally playing us! If she actually planned on killing me, she wouldn’t 
breathe a word about it until it was time to give the death order—and 
there’s no way she'd leave it up to Mr. Happy Shadow Thoughts. He’s a 
sulky know-it-all with ridiculous hair, but... he’s not a murderer.” 

Sophie truly wanted to believe that. 

But her brain kept picturing the same horrifying scenario: Linh and 
Keefe both prisoners—strapped to some sort of brutal countdown 
contraption—and the only way for Tam to save one is to kill the other. 

Sure, it sounded like the final showdown in a cheesy human spy 
movie, but... they were living in a reality with cloaked villains setting 
unstoppable fires and unleashing genetically engineered beasts and 
flooding cities. 

And even if it wasn’t something quite so dramatic, if Tam had to 
choose between Keefe and his sister... 

“Huh,” Keefe said, fanning the air. “So... you think Tammy Boy 
would—dare I say it—do the ‘dark deed’?” 

“I think I don’t want to find out what happens if he’s faced with an 
impossible decision,” Sophie corrected, scratching at her arms to rub 
away the chills. “And I’m sure Tam doesn’t either. That’s why he gave 
me that warning.” 

“But it’s not a real warning! I bet you anything my mom ordered him 
to tell you that, so you'd get all protective and distracted.” 

“Then why was your first reaction to say you knew this would 
happen?” Sophie wondered aloud. “You said you're a liability.” 

“I am a liability. But this isn’t how she’s going to get rid of me. This 
is just her trying to keep me out of her way or scare me into 
cooperating, because some tiny part of her is still hoping Pll change 
my mind and be who she wants me to be. Once that hope’s gone, or 
once she realizes how much progress I’m making on my memories, she 


will try to off me. And I guarantee that plan won’t come with a 


warning. She'll just make her move and... I guess we'll see if I survive 
it.” 
He said the last part with a shrug, but his voice cracked ever so 
slightly. And it helped Sophie scrape together the courage to sit down 
beside him. 

“T will never let her hurt you,” she promised. 

“Neither will I!” Ro flung her dagger, nailing the center of one of 
the starfish set into the wall. “And FYI—the next time I see Mommy 
Dearest, I’m aiming for her head.” 
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“Perfect! Problem solved!” Keefe told her. And his expression was 
probably supposed to be a smirk—but Sophie could see the wince 
underneath. 

No matter how much he hated or feared his mom, some tiny, 
reluctant part of him was always going to care about her a little. 

“Anyway,” he added, clearing his throat, “I guess that means we 
agree. I have all the protection I need.” 

“Um, that’s not what we said,” Sophie argued. “I—” 

“I appreciate the crinkly forehead concern,” Keefe interrupted. 
“More than you know.” 

“Way more than you know,” Ro emphasized. 

Keefe’s jaw tightened. “But you’re not going to change my mind on 
this, Foster. If something goes down in Loamnore like Forkle’s 
predicting, I will be there with you guys. Just like Ill be there for 
anything else that happens—so let’s not make this into a fight, okay?” 

“Kee—” 

“Nope! No more ‘Keefe-ing’ me. I get that you’re worried, but... 
think about what you’re asking. You want me to hide like some 
frightened sasquatch while everyone I care about keeps right on 
risking their lives. How am I supposed to live with myself if something 


bad goes down and I wasn’t there to help?” 


“And how are any of us supposed to live with ourselves if something 
happens to you?” Sophie countered. 

“Easy. You'll say, “Wow, that’s the hottest Wanderling I’ve ever 
seen! Who knew a tree could have awesome hair?’ And then you'll all 
sit under my stunning leaves and write poems about my general 
amazingness.” 

Sophie shook her head. “I can’t believe you're trying to joke about 
this.” 

“Well, believe it, Miss F. I can joke about anything!” He nudged her 
with his elbow, but she refused to smile. And she hated her brain for 
suddenly picturing his Wanderling. But she could see it so clearly now. 
The tree would have yellow spiky leaves and ice blue flowers and pale 
bark—and it would be lopsided somehow, mirroring his crooked 
smirk. 

“The thought of you dying will never be funny,” she whispered, 
wishing her eyes weren’t burning. 

Keefe sighed and scooted closer, keeping only a sliver of space 
separating them. “If it makes you feel any better, ld really prefer to 
keep living.” 

“Then stay away from the Neverseen!” 

“See, I knew you were going to say that. And I swear IIl be careful, 
but—” 

“No! There’s no ‘but,’ Keefe! You can’t ignore vital intel just because 
you don’t like what it means.” 

“Is that so? Then tell me this: If Bangs Boy’s warning had been 
about you, would you be like, “Cool, guys, I'll be over here chilling at 
home while you go take on the Neverseen without me’?” 

“Yes,” Sandor told him. 


“No,” Sophie corrected. “But that’s different.” 


“Why?” Keefe pressed. “And don’t say because you’re the moonlark 
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“But I am the moonlark! I was literally designed to be a part of 
everything that’s happening.” 

“Yeah, well, so was I. I mean, no one gave me a cool code name, or a 
million fancy abilities—which is a serious bummer, by the way—but 
we both know my mom’s been preparing me for my legacy my entire 
life.” 

“All that means is she’s been preparing you to be on her side—not 
ours.” 

As soon as the words left her mouth, Sophie wished she could suck 
them back in. “Sorry.” 

Keefe picked up his silver notebook, slapping the side against his 
palm with a steady thwap! thwap! thwap! “No need to apologize. You’re 
right. I am supposed to be part of the bad guys.” 

“That doesn’t mean—” 

“Relax, Foster. I’m not going to freak out on you. I’m aware of my 
situation—the question is, are you?” He thwapped the notebook 
harder. “I can swear fealty to anyone I want. Be friends with anyone I 
want. Fight on any side I want. That’s my choice, no matter what my 
mom wants—and I say, ‘Go, Team Good-Guys!’ But. I don’t get to stop 
being the dude who was raised by one of the leaders of the Neverseen. 
And it doesn’t make whatever plans my mom has for me go away. Just 
like it doesn’t erase the things she’s already had me do—like delivering 
that letter. Who knows what other stuff I’ve done and don’t 
remember?” Thwap! Thwap! Thwap! “That’s why I can’t let Mommy 
Dearest scare me away. We're always complaining that we don’t have 
any good leads. But I’m the lead. And I can’t help you guys if rm 
hiding.” 

“Nobody said anything about hiding,” Sophie argued. 


“No, you just talked about locking me up.” 

“That was Tam,” Sophie corrected. “And I’m pretty sure he was 
joking. Or using hyperbole.” 

“But I wouldn’t be opposed to the idea,” Sandor noted. 

“Neither would I,” Ro agreed. 

“All Pm saying,” Sophie said, snatching the silver notebook from 
Keefe’s hands, “is that you don’t have to be with us to help us. You’ve 
done a huge thing already. You remembered the guy’s face! Now Dex 
and I can work on hacking the security feed in London, and—” 

“Oh, so I’m not invited to London now?” Keefe asked, lunging to 
steal back his notebook—but Sophie was faster. 

She tucked the silver book into the inner pocket of her cape. “No, 
you'll be staying here doing something way more important.” 

“If you say research—” 

“Nope. You'll be adding to these.” She put the brown, gold, and 
green notebooks into his lap. “This was a good plan, Keefe. I mean... I 
wish you'd lay off the fathomlethes. But cataloging your memories 
already worked, so keep at it! Plus, you're making some seriously 
gorgeous art.” 

“Oh sure, now you want me drawing until my hands cramp! What 
happened to the whole ‘I could’ve helped you project your memories’ 
thing, with the sad eyes and the ‘Why don’t you trust me?’ I guess 
you're fine with me working alone now that you found a reason to 
ditch me?” 

“The boy does make a valid point,” Ro noted. 

“Tm not ditching you.” 

“Good! Because, to quote Gigantor”—Keefe shifted his voice into an 


uncanny impersonation of Sandor’s squeaky tone—“I go where you 


33 


go. 
“I don’t sound like that,” Sandor huffed. 


Ro snickered. “You totally do.” 

Sophie sighed. “I’m not trying to ditch you, Keefe.” 

“Awesome, because there’s no way you're investigating my past 
without me.” 

“It won't be without you. You’ll be working harder than any of us. 
Kinda like how Dex works on his own when he’s doing his Technopath 
thing—” 

“Yeah, because Dex never feels left out.” 

“Okay, but Dex is... sensitive.” 

“You were going to say ‘pouty,’ weren’t you?” Ro asked. 

“Hey, don’t dis the Dexinator!” Keefe told her. “He’s my hero. 
Master elixir maker, ultimate gadget manipulator, and he scored a 
Foster kiss before Fitzy.” 

Ro’s eyes widened. “He did?” 

“It’s not what it sounds like,” Sophie mumbled. “It was... never mind 
—stop trying to distract me, Keefe! Working alone doesn’t make what 
you're doing any less important. And I'll keep you updated on 
everything. I'll check in as many times as you want me to, answer all 
your questions—I’ll even project everything I learn into a memory log 
so you can see it all for yourself. It'll be exactly like you were there, 
only better because you'll be safe.” 

Keefe whistled. “Wow, you say that like you honestly expect me to 
go along with this plan. It’s like you don’t even know me.” 

“Oh, I know you,” Sophie said through a sigh. “TIl just never stop 
hoping you'll decide to play things smart for once.” 

“See, but ‘smart’ really isn’t my brand. Pm more ‘reckless dream guy 
without a care’! It’s part of my whole ‘bad boy’ image.” He tossed his 
hair. “And don’t think I won’t tackle you to get my silver notebook 
back—I will.” 


“Okay,” Ro jumped in, before Sophie could respond. “Fun as it is to 
watch you two try to make each other’s heads explode, I had big plans 
for napping before some serious pranking this evening. So how about I 
settle this for you guys and you let me get my beauty rest?” 

“If youre still on the ‘lock me up’ plan, that’s never gonna happen,” 
Keefe warned. 

Ro sauntered closer and pinched both of his cheeks. “You're so cute 
when you think you’re being all tough and rebellious. But let’s get real 
for a second, shall we? You get away with the things I let you get away 
with, because I don’t care enough to fight you on them. And ignoring 
solid intel that someone’s threatened to murder my charge? That’s a 
big bodyguarding no-no. I may not care that much about what happens 
to you, but if you get yourself killed on my watch, it makes me look bad 
—especially if I had advance notice. So, I can’t have that. Plus, I can 
also demand something fun from your little girlie while I’m at it!” 

“Wait—what?” Sophie asked. 

“Uh, yeah, my help doesn’t come for free. I can take care of your 
Hunkyhair problem. But itll cost you.” 

“If you're about to propose one of your ridiculous bets—” Sandor 
cut in. 

“Not a bet,” Ro assured him. “I’m talking about a straight bargain. 
Miss F gives me something, and I give her an obedient Keefster.” 

Keefe snort-laughed. “Good luck with that.” 

“See, but I don’t need luck. Because you still owe me a dare.” 

The color drained from Keefe’s face. 

“Thaaaaaaaaaaaat’s right, Hunkyhair! You lost our last bet—and 
what were the terms again? Oh, that’s right! If I won, I get to dare you 
to do anything I want, and you have to agree. So if I dare you to stay 
away from the Neverseen, guess who’s not allowed to go near the 


creepy cloaked dudes? And yes, that does include places they might be.” 


“You realize, by that logic, I can’t go anywhere,” Keefe pointed out. 

“Hmm, I guess you’re right. Maybe I should drag you off to a cave, 
then. Oh! Or to my dad’s palace! No one’s breached the security there 
in centuries.” 

“Sounds fun,” Keefe retorted. “I can teach King Daddy The Ballad of 
Bo and Ro!” 

“Not if I lock you in the dungeon. The palace has a really awesome 
one. And given your delicate elvin senses, I’m betting the smell would 
break you in less than a day. Face it, Funkyhair—you have two choices: 
You can cooperate, and still get to leave the house to see your friends 
occasionally. Or I can finally get out of sparkle town and take you back 
to Ravagog with me—and before you go getting too smiley, Miss F, 
don’t forget that you haven’t heard your side of this bargain. You don’t 
think I’d trade in my prizewinning dare for something easy, do you?” 

“What do you want?” Sophie asked, and her mind made a quick list 
of possible demands. 

But she definitely wasn’t expecting the ogre princess to plop back 
onto the chaise, pat the cushion next to her, and say, “I want you to tell 
Auntie Ro why you looked ready to spew all over the floor when I 
asked what’s been keeping you so busy lately.” 

“Seriously?” Sophie and Keefe both asked. 

“Why?” Sandor added. 

Ro shrugged. “Because I’m curious. And I enjoy meddling. It’s the 
only fun I get to have here in elf land, and I have a hunch that this is 
the kind of secret that could be a game changer.” 

“It’s not,” Sophie assured her. 

“Well then, I guess you’re getting the deal of the century, aren’t 
you? Oh, but if you lie, Pm sure Hunkyhair will call you out on it.” 


“T will,” Keefe agreed. 


“You realize she’s bargaining for your freedom, right?” Sophie 
reminded him. 

“Yup! But I can’t stop her, so I might as well let her take you down 
with me.” 

Sandor leaned closer, whispering in Sophie’s ear. “Admit it. You’re 
tempted to let the Neverseen have him now, aren’t you?” 

A tiny, tiny part of her was. 

But the larger part—the part that always had to be annoyingly 
practical—knew this was a way better solution than any promise she 
might force Keefe into making after who knew how many more hours 
of arguing. 

And... it wasn’t like her secret would stay hidden forever. 

“Do we have a deal?” Ro asked. 

“You swear you'll keep him away from the Neverseen?” Sophie 
clarified. “Like, you realize how impossible that’s going to be?” 

“Yes, Pm familiar with your boy’s stubbornness—and his tendency 
to think he’s outsmarting everybody. But he’ll behave. Because he 
knows the consequences for breaking a bet—and I can always put him 
on a leash if I have to. I have the perfect harness. It chafes in some 
particularly unpleasant places. So what do you say?” She patted the 
chaise again. 

Sophie closed her eyes, needing a few more seconds to remind 
herself that this was the best way to keep Keefe safe. Then slowly, 
painfully, she made her way over and sank onto the cushion. “I don’t 
know why you care so much about this.” 

“Im not totally sure either,” Ro admitted. “But a deal’s a deal, so 
spill it, girlie, and let’s hope it’s something juicy.” 

“Hang on,” Keefe said, grabbing the chair from his desk and 
dragging it over. He plopped down right in front of Sophie, resting his 


elbows on his knees and propping his chin on his palms in the 


ultimate I’m listening pose. “Okay, let’s solve one of the Foster 
Mysteries.” 

Sophie shot him a look that hopefully said I hate you so much right 
now. And she really hoped he was picking up on all of her vomit- 
churning as she closed her eyes and took a long breath. 

“Anytime now,” Ro prompted. 

Sophie’s hands balled into fists. “Fine. A little more than a week 
ago, I... went to see the matchmakers. And I tried to pick up my match 
packet. But... they wouldn’t let me. Apparently, ’m”—she needed 
another breath—“I’m... unmatchable.” 

She squeezed her eyes tighter to make sure she wouldn’t have to see 
the looks on their faces. 

“Hmm,” Ro said after several agonizing seconds. “That’s not what I 
was expecting. But it should still do the trick.” 

“What trick?” Sophie asked, wishing Keefe would say something. 
His silence was seriously killing her. 

“Don’t worry your pretty little head about it,” Ro told her. “And 
you're being awfully quiet over there, Hunkyhair. Nothing you want to 
say?” 

Breathing became impossible. 

It felt like three entire lifetimes passed before Keefe cleared his 
throat and asked, “So... you decided to register?” 

“Really?” Ro demanded. “That’s what you’re going with? Of all the 
wasted opportunities!” 

“What?” Keefe snapped back. “I just thought she still had mixed 
feelings about it!” 

“T did,” Sophie agreed. “But...” 

“Yeah...,” Keefe mumbled. 

Neither of them bothered to say that she’d done it for Fitz. 


Because it didn’t matter anymore. 


“Whoa.” The strain in Keefe’s voice made Sophie finally open her 
eyes—and she found him clutching his chest, face twisted with pain. 
“Um, what’s with all the heartache, Foster?” 

Sophie crossed her arms, wishing she could physically hold back her 
stupid, too-strong emotions. “What do you mean?” 

“I mean, it feels like you think...” His eyebrows crushed together as 
he tilted his head to study her. “You think Fitz is going to care about 
this?” 


“Of course he’s going to care! I’m unmatchable 
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Saying it again 
definitely did not make it easier. 

“Yeah, but... only for right now,” Keefe told her. “Once you know 
who your biological parents are, you'll be fine.” 

The sentence had to tumble around her brain a few times before she 
could figure out why it felt weird. 

She hadn’t told him why she was unmatchable. Just that she was. 

“You knew?” she whispered. 

He stared at his foot as he kicked at the floor. “Well... I saw your 
Inception Certificate. And matchmaking’s all about genetics, so... I 
sorta assumed. And I’m sure Fitz did too.” 

Sophie blew out a breath. 

Was she seriously the only one who'd been too clueless to realize 
what that had meant? 

No. 

She couldn’t be. 

Because Fitz had said... 

“He doesn’t know,” she assured Keefe, crossing her arms tighter. 
“Fitz gave me this big speech about how there’s no way he and I 
wouldn’t be on each other’s lists.” 

Ro snorted. “Wow. Is that what you elves call romance? “Don’t 


worry, my love, a bunch of snooty intellectuals are totally going to put 


your name on a piece of paper and give us permission to date each 
other’? Ugh, no wonder you haven’t felt ready for any smooching.” 

Sophie’s cheeks went nuclear again. But when Ro put it that way, it 
did sound pretty awful—though that was also a strange observation 
coming from someone stuck in an arranged marriage. 

And she really didn’t know what to do with the whole “my love” 
thing. 

Keefe, meanwhile, was kicking the floor with enough gusto that 
Sophie wondered if he was trying to tunnel his way out of there. 

“Im sure Fitz was just assuming you'd wait to register until after 
the Black Swan gave you that information,” he mumbled. “I mean, it’s 
not like they’re never going to tell you who your biological parents 
are.” 

Sophie barked a laugh. “Wanna bet? That’s why I met with Forkle 
today—I was trying to get him to tell me. And do you know what he 
said? ‘Perhaps in a few hundred years.” 

Ro whistled. “Harsh.” 

Sophie nodded. “I even told him what happened at the 
matchmakers’, to make sure he knew the stakes—but of course he did. 
And then he launched into a speech about how I should be focusing on 
protecting the dwarves and saving Tam instead of dating. He didn’t 
care that...” 

Nope. 

She was not going to cry in front of Keefe. 

Especially not about Fitz. 

Keefe let out a sigh that sounded like a balloon deflating and leaned 
closer. “This isn’t going to change anything.” 

She looked away, blinking hard and choking down the giant knot of 
nerves trying to close off her throat. “Right. Because being a bad 


match is no big deal around here—and I’m not even that. Pm 


unmatchable! How much you wanna bet I’m the first person that’s ever 
happened to?” 

“You do seem to be a trendsetter,” he admitted. “But, um... you 
realize there are more ways to find out who your biological parents are 
than just asking Forkle, right? I mean, you’re Sophie Freaking Foster. 
Where’s that stubborn streak we all know and fear a little? You’ve told 
the Councillors where they could shove their rules how many times? 
And don’t even get me started on all the almost dying. Are you 
seriously telling me it hasn’t occurred to you that you can solve this on 
your own?” 

“It has,” Sophie admitted. “I just... don’t know where to start. Mr. 
Forkle hasn’t exactly given me much to go on.” 

“Well then, I guess it’s a good thing you’re friends with someone 
who’s mastered the art of breaking rules to get what they want,” Ro 
told her. “I’m sure Hunkyhair can help you come up with a plan.” 

Sandor cleared his throat. 

“Oh, relax, Gigantor, she already said she was going to be working 
on this anyway,” Ro reminded him. “Isn’t it better if she has some 
help?” 

Help. 

The word felt like a spark—but it snuffed out just as fast when she 
realized Keefe wasn’t exactly volunteering. 

“Its okay,” she told him after a beat of awkward silence. “You 
should be focusing on your memories.” 

“I should,” he agreed, and her heart felt like it sank into her sloshy 
stomach. “But... thanks to my lovely bodyguard here, it looks like Pll be 
sitting out on all the scheming you'll be doing about the dwarves and 
Tammy Boy. So Pll have some extra time to kill—and you know Id 


never pass up a chance to get one up on the Forklenator.” 


“You don’t have to,” she told him when his smirk looked a tiny bit 
forced. 

“T want to. Seriously.” 

She met his eyes, and there was an intensity in his stare that made 
her heart change rhythm. 

“Im always here for whatever you need, Sophie,” he said quietly. 
“And I gotta say, Team Foster-Keefe is going to crush this. But... I need 
you to promise me one thing, okay?” 

She nodded. 

He looked away, kicking the ground again. “You have to tell Fitz 
what were doing—and why. Just to make sure there’re no 
misunderstandings, you know?” 

“I know,” she mumbled. “I’ve been planning to tell him anyway. I 
was only waiting until I had an actual plan, so he wouldn’t freak out as 
badly.” 

“He won't freak out,” Keefe assured her. 

“Uh, this is Fitz,” Sophie reminded him. “Reacting to bad news isn’t 
exactly his strong suit.” 

“Yeah, I guess that’s true.” He stood and strode over to his desk, 
grabbing another notebook—a pale blue one this time—and a pen 
before plopping down on his bed. “Okay then, Miss F. Let’s figure out 
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how to solve the ultimate Foster Mystery 
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Wow. YOU WEREN’T KIDDING about not having much to go on,” Keefe 
said, squinting at the notes hed scribbled down while Sophie had 
paced his room and told him everything she knew about her biological 
parents. 

He hadn’t even filled half of a page. 

And everything had question marks by it, in case Mr. Forkle had 
been lying. 

So technically, they might have nothing. 

Keefe scooted farther back on his bed and propped Mrs. 
Stinkbottom behind his head, looking way more relaxed than Sophie 
was feeling at the moment. “Okay, I have to ask... how do you feel 
about bending the rules of telepathy a little?” 

“You mean breaking the rules of telepathy,” Sophie corrected, 
number one of which was No reading someone’s mind without their 
permission. 

He shrugged. “I’m just saying, I’m pretty positive that you and Fitzy 
could solve this thing in five minutes if you went all Cognate—RAWR 
on Forkle’s memories. You’ve broken through his blocking before.” 

“Yeah, but I’m sure he has other defenses he’d start using once he 
figured out what we were trying to do.” 

“And that’s why you do it when he’s asleep.” 

Sophie frowned. “We don’t know where he lives—and even if we 


did, I’m sure he has all kinds of security and...” 


Her voice trailed off as Keefe exchanged a look with Ro that seemed 
to say, Isn’t our moonlark the cutest? 

“You don’t have to go to his house. You already know where he 
works,” Ro reminded her. 

“But Foxfire’s on hiatus—and he doesn’t sleep there anyway,” 
Sophie argued. 

Keefe laughed. “I kinda love that I have to explain this to you. It’s 
like proof that no matter how feisty you get, you'll still always be our 
sweet little Foster.” 

Sophie’s cheeks burned, but whether she was embarrassed or 
touched, she couldn’t tell. Either way, she hoped he didn’t notice. 

“You know those sedative things you hate so much?” he asked. 
“We'd slip one into the Forklenator’s lunch when school’s back in 
session and he’s in Magnate Leto mode. Then you and Fitz would 
ditch your afternoon sessions, let me work my mad skills on the lock to 
his office, and ta-da! One conked-out Forkle drooling on his giant 
desk, just waiting to have his memories explored. You guys would have 
plenty of time to do your Telepath thing and slip back to study hall 
before he wakes up. I doubt he’d even know anything happened.” 

“Absolutely not!” Sandor snapped. “No one will be ditching sessions 
or drugging anybody!” 

Sophie had to agree, even if the less-than-noble part of herself 
couldn’t deny that the plan was solid. 

“Pm not saying it wouldn’t work,” she told Keefe. “But... it'd be 
icky.” 

“Icky?” Ro repeated. 

Sophie nodded. “Keefe and I both know how it feels to have 
someone invade our minds and mess with our memories. I’m not doing 


that to anyone else.” 


“Even if you wouldn’t be ‘messing’ with anything?” Keefe 
countered. “You’d just be learning information you should’ve been 
given anyway because it’s about your life. And let’s not forget that 
you'd be learning it from the person who stole some of your memories 
and planted all kinds of other stuff without telling you. I mean, if 
anyone deserves to have their privacy violated...” 

Sophie sighed. 

He wasn’t wrong. 

But that didn’t make it right. 

The fact that he’d used the word “violated” said more than enough. 

“How about we call that plan Z?” she suggested. “And I'll consider it 
once Foxfire is back in session, if literally every other idea has failed 
and we have no other options.” 

Ro muttered something about “no fun.” But Keefe grinned. “Fair 
enough. And... never change, Foster. You keep us honest.” 

Sophie’s face burned even hotter as he flipped to the last page of the 
blue notebook and wrote, “PLAN Z: UNLEASH THE FITZPHIE!!!” 
Then he turned back to the half-full first page and labeled it “PLAN 
A.” 

“Okay... since right now the only information we have is about who 
it’s not,” he said, scanning his notes again, “the first thing we need to 
do is make a list of people it actually could be. Then we'll decide how 
to rule them out.” 

Sophie sighed. “Technically it could be anybody.” 

“Nah, we can rule out a bunch of people. Like Grady and Edaline, 
since there'd be no reason to keep that hidden. And my dad, since he’d 
never give up control of his kid like that—or be able to go this long 
without bragging about you. And everyone in the Neverseen, since 
they'd never help the Black Swan—and hey, good news! That means 


you re not my sister.” 


Sophie stopped pacing. “Did you actually think I was?” 

“Nope.” He smirked. “But admit it. You’re worrying about Fitzy 
now, huh?” 

She hadn’t been. 

But now that he mentioned it... 

Keefe cracked up. “I’m kidding! Alden wouldn’t have been involved 
with Prentice’s memory break if he was your dad—and Della would’ve 
stopped him from searching for you if she was your mom.” 

“I guess,” Sophie mumbled, leaning against the nearest wall, her 
brain spinning spinning spinning. 

What if a different Vacker was her biological parent? 

She could be Fitz’s cousin. 

Or his aunt, thanks to the weirdness of the elvin life span. 

In fact, for all she knew, her biological father could be Fallon 
Vacker and shed be Fitz’s great-great-great-great-great-great-great- 
great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great- 
grandmother. Sort of, at least. 

“Whoa, deep breaths!” Keefe said, rushing over to her side. “It was 
just a joke.” 

“Not your smoothest moment,” Ro told him. “Come on, Hunkyhair, 
don’t blow this!” 

Keefe ignored her, squatting a little to meet Sophie’s eyes. “You're 
not a Vacker, Foster.” 

“You don’t know that,” she argued. “It could be the reason Forkle 
won't tell me, because itd bring too much scandal to the family. Or 
because Fallon used to be with the Council or—” 

“Fallon?” Keefe interrupted. “Wow, you’ve gone deep, deep 
conspiracy on me.” 


“You have to admit it’s possible, right?” 


She held her breath as Keefe considered, her mouth turning sourer 
and sourer with each passing second. 

Eventually Keefe shook his head. “Nah, I don’t buy it. Forkle 
would’ve snuffed out your Fitz feelings a loooooooooong time ago if 
you had any Vacker-family connection—and yes, I’m sure he knew 
about your crush. You really weren't that great at hiding it.” 

Sophie tried to glare, but she was pretty sure it mostly looked sulky. 

“Seriously,” he told her. “Pm one-hundred-percent positive about 
this. See? No Vackers on the list.” 

He held up the blue notebook, showing her the still mostly blank 
pages. 

There were no names on the list at all—but Keefe had put “Foster 
Mommy” on one side and “Foster Daddy” on the other. 

“Gah, what’s wrong now?” he asked, wrapping an arm around her 
shoulders to steady her as her knees wobbled. 

“She needs to rest!” Sandor snapped. “I told her she wasn’t up for 
this. Her conversation with Tam nearly brought back her echoes.” 

“It did?” Keefe asked. 

“Tm fine,” Sophie insisted, but the words were too breathless to be 
convincing, and she didn’t have the energy to fight Keefe as he guided 
her over to the bed. She even bent at the waist once she was sitting, 
trying to keep blood flowing to her darkening brain. 

“You need water,” Keefe told her, grabbing a bottle of Youth off the 
floor and handing it to her. “I’ve had a few sips from this, but if I head 
to the kitchen for a fresh one, Lord Annoyingpants will be waiting 
there with questions.” 

Sophie nodded, taking the bottle with shaky hands and downing the 
whole thing in one long swig. And the cool sweetness did clear most of 
the fog from her head. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I don’t know what 
happened.” 


“Preeeeeeeetty sure it’s called freaking out,” Keefe said, sinking 
onto the bed beside her. “The question is, why?” 

Sophie sighed, leaning back to stare at the ceiling. She hadn’t 
noticed the skylights scattered around the room, or how their thick 
blue glass made it feel like she was peering up at the sky from 
somewhere deep underwater—which wasn’t a helpful observation. It 
made the tightness in her chest feel even more like she was drowning. 
“I guess... it’s just hitting me that we’re really doing this. We’re really 
trying to find my biological parents.” 

“That’s what you want, isn’t it?” Keefe asked. 

She nodded. 

Then shook her head. 

“No. I need to know who they are. But... if I didn’t... ’'d be good with 
just pretending they don’t exist. And the thought of maybe having to 
face them someday makes me sick.” 

“Yeah, I got that when you almost blacked out on me. And I think 
my stomach’s going to need a week to recover from all of this. But 
don’t apologize,” he added when she was about to do just that. “You’re 
allowed to freak out—this is a huge thing.” 

“It is,” Sophie mumbled, relieved he understood. “We’re trying to 
find the people who volunteered to give up their DNA so their child 
could be turned into some freak—” 

“You're not a freak,” Keefe interrupted. “You're special. There’s a 
huge difference.” 

She shrugged, not sure if she should agree to that. 

But she really wished she could. 

“Either way, they didn’t know how Td turn out when they signed me 
up for this,” she argued. “For all they knew, I could’ve ended up with 


two heads or three arms or something.” 


“Ohhhhhh, that would’ve been amazing!” Ro jumped in. “The Black 
Swan should totally make that happen someday!” 

“Im pretty sure everyone involved with Project Moonlark trusted 
that Forkle knew what he was doing,” Keefe said, ignoring his 
bodyguard. “He’s supersmart when he’s not being all curmudgeon-y.” 

“Maybe. But it still seems like my parents can’t be very awesome 
people if they were willing to gamble like that with their kid. 
Especially since they also knew how dangerous this would be.” 

Keefe hesitated a second before he reached for her gloved hand. “I 
definitely know how it feels to have a not-so-awesome family. But like 
you're always telling me, that doesn’t change anything about you. 
And... I have a feeling your biological parents signed up for this 
because they knew Project Moonlark was going to create something 
amazing, and they wanted to be a part of it, even if they had to do it 
secretly and trust the Black Swan to keep their daughter safe.” 

“I hope you're right,” she whispered, and silence settled between 
them—until Keefe started to pull his hand away. She tightened her 
hold, needing that extra bit of support to ask, “Do you think I already 
know them?” 

Keefe chewed his lip. “I kinda feel like Forkle might’ve tried to 
avoid that. Most people can’t pull off hiding something so huge.” 

“I guess that’s true.” She sucked in a steadying breath before she 
could admit, “I think... I'm going to hate them. Especially if I have met 
them and they've pretended like I’m nobody. Thats the part I’m 
dreading. If it’s someone I thought I liked...” 

“I get that,” Keefe told her. “But... you found a way to make it work 
with Forkle, right? After you found out he wasn’t just the nosy old 
human guy who lived next door like you thought, you figured out how 


to deal with him as your ‘creator.’ And Calla was part of Project 


Moonlark, and you two were super close. So... I’m not saying it won’t 
be weird at first, but with a little time it might get easier.” 

“Maybe. But this feels bigger than all of that, you know? I mean, 
theyre my biological parents. They were supposed to love me. And I 
know how awful I sound right now, since I’ve gotten to live with two 
super-awesome families and you’ve been stuck with your mom and 
dad. I realize how lucky I am. And I shouldn’t need anything else. I 
just... it’s hard to explain.” 

“I get what you mean, though,” Keefe told her, twining their fingers 
together. “And I wish I was better at the whole ‘saying smart stuff 
thing. But... whether you know your biological parents, or don’t know 
them, like them, hate them—whatever—I know you'll find a way to get 
through this. It’s one of the things I’m always jealous of about you. 
You just... handle stuff. No running away or making a bunch of huge 
mistakes. Somehow you keep your head clear and just dig in and deal. 
It’s pretty amazing.” 

A smile peeked out of the corners of Sophie’s lips. “Thanks.” 

He nodded. “And if you need any help, I’m here.” 

“I may take you up on that,” she told him, clinging to him a little 
tighter before she forced herself to let go of his hand. She sat up 
straighter. “I guess we should get back to plan A, huh?” 

Keefe grabbed the blue notebook and pen, tapping his fingers 
against the blank lists he’d created. 

Tap tap tap tap. 

“You know, Foster,” he said quietly, “you don’t have to do this if you 
don’t want to.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean... I can feel how much you’re dreading it—and I don’t blame 
you for that. So... if you want to keep one unsolved mystery about your 


past, I just want to make sure you know that no one will judge you.” 


She frowned. “Pretty sure they will.” 

Keefe sighed. “If you're worrying about all the matchmaking crud— 
don’t. No one’s going to care that you’re unmatchable. At least not 
anyone who matters.” 

“Yes, they will,” she argued. “You know they will. Especially...” 

She couldn’t bring herself to use the name. 

Keefe looked away, tapping the notebook harder—tap tap tap tap tap 
—before he blurted out, “Fitz’ll get over it.” 

Ro sighed super loudly, but Keefe shook his head and turned back to 
Sophie. “I’m his best friend. I know these things. I mean, he’s Fitz, so 
yeah, odds are he'll need a little time to get used to everything—and I'll 
be right there to make sure he doesn’t say something he regrets while 
he’s adjusting. But he’s liked you for a really long time—longer than he 
even realizes. So trust the Empath—a piece of paper with or without 
your name on it isn’t going to change that. Fitz has also had to deal 
with being related to Alvar, so he'll understand why you might not feel 
ready to go exploring the sketchier parts of your biological family 
tree.” 

Sophie wanted to scoop up the words and hug each and every one of 
them—and then hug Keefe for being sweet enough to say them. 

But that didn’t mean she believed him. 

“Come on, Keefe. We both know I’m already the weird human girl 
with the wrong color eyes who keeps getting caught up in a ton of 
drama. The whole time I’ve lived here, people have blamed me for the 
bad stuff that’s been happening and threatened to banish or exile me. 
So if I’m also unmatchable—and someone dates me anyway? It’ll be 
like... the scandal of the century.” 

“Maybe,” he agreed. “But that won’t matter to anyone who cares 
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about you. It won't, he insisted, before she could argue. “And 


honestly... don’t you think that’s how it should be?” 


Yes. 

She really did. 

But she’d also been through enough to know that life didn’t always 
work out the way it should. 

“The thing is,” she said quietly, scraping together a truth she rarely 
even admitted to herself, “I’m not sure if I can handle the drama of 
being unmatchable either. I know you think I’m a pro at dealing with 
stuff, but... I’m tired of always being the exception to everything. All 
Ive ever wanted to do is belong. And having my name on match lists 
feels like the best proof I'll ever have that I really am supposed to be 
here, you know? It’s not just about crushes and dating.” 

Keefe studied her for a long second, like he was testing her resolve. 
Then he held up the blue journal. “Okay. On with plan A, then! But I 
agree with Gigantor. You need to rest. No offense, but... you look super 
wiped—and by the way, I’m going to need more info on the whole 
Bangs-Boy-stirring-up-your-echoes thing so I know how hard I need 
to smack Tammy the next time I see him. But we’ll get to that later. 
Right now, you’re going home, and I'll stop by tomorrow with the lists 
so we can start working on a strategy.” 

Sophie shook her head. “Uh, to quote you, ‘There’s no way you’re 
investigating my past without me.” 

He smirked. “Yeah, that argument’s going to work about as well for 
you as it did for me. And come on, Foster, do you really think you’re up 
for spending hours brainstorming bio-mommy-and-daddy names? You 
almost passed out after two minutes—and ld probably do the same 
thing. This is rough stuff. And you’re already beat. So let me help. All 
I’m doing is making lists.” 

Her stubborn side wanted to keep arguing, but annoyingly he was 
right. “Fine. But you better not show those lists to anybody, or talk to 


anyone on them without me.” 


“Don’t worry, Blondie. I won’t let him screw this up,” Ro promised. 

“Does that mean we're leaving?” Sandor asked, holding out his 
hand. 

Sophie stood and fished out her home crystal. “Yeah, I guess it 
does.” 

But when she looked over at Keefe and thought about the roller 
coaster of complicated conversations they'd just been through, she 
couldn’t leave quite yet. Not without doing one more thing. 

And she didn’t care if it was awkward. Or what anyone might think. 

She leaned over, pulling Keefe into the tightest hug possible, and 
whispered, “Thank you.” 

It took him a second to hug her back, and his arms felt a little stiff. 
But his breath was warm in her ear as he told her, “Anytime, Foster. 
I’m always here.” 
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“Everything okay?” Edaline asked, running over to where Sophie and 
Sandor had arrived in the Havenfield pastures, and Sophie briefly 
wondered why her mom was covered in verminion fur—but forgot 
about it when Edaline added, “Flori told me what’s going on—or 
everything she knew, anyway.” 

“TIl tell you the rest,” Sandor said, steering Sophie toward the front 
door. 

Sophie locked her knees. “No, you won’t!” 

“You and I both know you don’t have the energy to go through the 
whole conversation again,’ Sandor argued. And when Sophie still 
didn’t relent, he leaned down and whispered, “Don’t fight me on this, 
and I'll keep your matchmaking secrets—though you're going to need 
to fill her in soon, now that you’ve involved Keefe and the princess.” 

“I know,” she whispered back, needing a quick eyelash tug to settle 


her nerves. “And fine. But I have one question first—then I'll go to 


bed.” 

Sandor’s sigh-growl made her ears ring. 

But he let her turn back to Edaline and ask, “Is Grady still with the 
Council?” 

Edaline nodded. “But only because he went back to warn them after 
I shared what Flori told me about Gethen probing Tam’s memories. 
And she was able to get ahold of the Black Swan as well, in case you’re 
wondering. Mr. Forkle said he’ll let you know how they’re going to 
manage the situation once he’s gotten a few things in motion. I’m sure 
the Council will have lots of questions about what Tam knows when 
you meet with them tomorrow too.” 

Sophie’s eyebrows shot up. “I’m meeting with the Council 
tomorrow?” 

“You are. They've asked you to come to Eternalia at midday.” 

Sophie waited for her to add more, but Edaline had busied herself 
with brushing the shaggy purple fur off the front of her tunic in slow, 
methodical strokes. “Is everything okay?” 

“Of course! I just feel like I should wait for Grady to be home before 
I say anything else.” She stole a quick glance at Sophie. “But you’re not 
going to let it go now that I’ve said something, are you?” 

“You know me well,” Sophie agreed. 

“Fine,” Edaline decided. “But I’ll only tell you after you've showered, 
gotten into bed, and let me bring you something to eat—and I’ve had a 
chance to get some updates from Sandor. That’s the deal. Take it or 
leave it.” 

It was Sophie’s turn to sigh-growl. 

But she knew a losing battle when she saw one. So she hurried 
inside and took what might’ve been the fastest shower she’d ever taken 
in her entire life. Her pajamas were bunched all weird as she stumbled 


into bed, because she’d tugged them on over her still-damp skin, and 


her hair was probably sticking out in a hundred directions. But she 
didn’t care, because meeting with the Council was rarely a good thing. 

And meeting with them in Eternalia had her brain screaming, 
DANGER! DANGER! DANGER! 

“So what does the Council want?” she asked as Edaline snapped her 
fingers, making a tray appear in her lap filled with colorful, mushy 
foods that would taste way better than they looked. 

“Take a few bites first,” Edaline told her, which wasn’t technically 
part of their deal. But it was easier to snarf down a few spoonfuls of 
pinkish-greenish goo than to argue—and bonus, it tasted like the most 
amazing macaroni and cheese. 

Edaline sighed and sat beside her, tucking a soggy strand of 
Sophie’s hair behind her ear. 

“The Council has agreed to share the classified details of Grady’s 
dwarven assignments with you. But only if you agree to work with 
them in a more official capacity, so that they can demand you take 
proper responsibility.” 

Sophie paused with the spoon halfway to her mouth. “Do I want to 
know what a ‘more official capacity’ means?” 

“You do. It’s good news—though it’s definitely also a little strange 
and might take some adjusting.” Edaline’s smile was somehow equal 
parts proud and wary as she added, “It means they want to appoint you 


as a Regent in the nobility.” 


SIX 


REGENT,” SOPHIE REPEATED. 

“You have no idea what that means, do you?” Edaline guessed, 
smoothing another strand of Sophie’s wild post-shower hair. 

“Not really,” Sophie admitted. 

She knew Vika Heks was a Regent, and that Regents were 
technically less “important” than Emissaries. But she honestly didn’t 
know what being an Emissary meant either—despite Grady having the 
title. 

All nobility-related stuff fell into the category of Weird Elf-y Things 
She Didn’t Understand. She’d been forced to accept the fact that she 
was probably always going to be playing catch-up when it came to 
knowledge about the Lost Cities. 

But she did remember one important detail. “I thought someone 
had to complete the elite levels at Foxfire before they could be part of 
the nobility.” 

“Normally that’s true,” Edaline agreed. “To be offered the title at 
your age is unprecedented.” 

“Oh good.” So she'd get to have everyone grumbling about how she 
wasn't qualified for that kind of fancy status—and she couldn’t even 
blame them for being upset. 

The Talentless weren’t allowed to join the nobility, in part because 
they couldn’t take part in the elite levels without manifesting a special 
ability. So why should the weird girl raised by humans get to skip 


ahead? 


Yes, she did have a special ability—five of them, actually. But once 
people found out that she was unmatchable... 

“I promise, this is good news,” Edaline said as Sophie scooted her 
tray to the foot of the bed so she could curl her knees into her chest 
and become a Sophie-ball. “I know it sounds intimidating. But it really 
might be the best way to protect the dwarves—and Tam—from 
whatever the Neverseen are planning.” 

Maybe it was. 

But Sophie doubted that would matter once she was caught up in 
some huge gossipy scandal. 

“Will you please tell me what’s wrong?” Edaline asked, leaning down 
to make Sophie look at her. “I know this isn’t just about becoming a 
Regent.” 

Lying was tempting. 

As was ignoring. 

But Sandor was right. Now that Keefe and Ro knew her secret, it 
was only a matter of time before the truth was “out there’—and her 
parents needed to know, in case she was right about all the ways being 
unmatchable would ruin her life. 

So she reached for Ella, needing something to hide her face behind 
as she forced herself to explain what had really happened in Atlantis. 

“Oh, sweetheart,” Edaline whispered, pulling Sophie into her lap 
and hugging her as tight as she could. “Please don’t cry—it’s going to 
be okay.” 

“Sorry,” Sophie mumbled, hating herself for getting all sniffly. She’d 
held it together pretty well with Keefe and Mr. Forkle. But for some 
reason, saying it to her mom made her a puddle of snot and tears. 

“Don’t be sorry,” Edaline told her, wiping Sophie’s cheeks. “I’m 
sorry that life always has to be so complicated for you. I was really 


hoping it wouldn’t come to this.” 


Sophie pulled back to study her. “Wait. You knew Id be 
unmatchable too?” 

She was officially starting to hate everybody. And herself. And the 
world. And— 

“I didn’t,” Edaline assured her, reaching out to brush away more of 
Sophie’s tears. “But... I guess Grady’s been worried for a while. He 
never mentioned it to me until you started avoiding your friends after 
we got back from Atlantis.” 

“Td been holding out hope that the Black Swan had provided your 
genetic information to the matchmakers,’ Grady said from the 
doorway, making both Sophie and Edaline jump, “since their records 
are far more secure than the registry.” 

“They are?” Sophie asked, swiping at her runny nose and wishing 
she had a tissue. 

Edaline snapped her fingers, conjuring up a silky handkerchief for 
her. “Controlling who people marry is fraught with challenges—as you 
well know. And the Council needs people to trust the system without 
question. So only the matchmakers themselves are allowed to know 
anything about their process, or the reasons behind their specific 
decisions. No one can access their own file, or the file of anyone else.” 

“That’s why I kept hoping their record for you might be complete,” 
Grady added as he made his way over to the bed, “but I should’ve 
known the Black Swan wouldn’t take any risks. I don’t understand why 
theyre keeping your genetic parents secret, but I’m sure they have 
their reasons. Hopefully someday theyll share them. In the 
meantime”—he pulled Sophie and Edaline into a family group hug—“I 
need you to know that as far as your mom and I are concerned, this 
changes nothing. You’re amazing. We love you. And we will support 
whatever decisions you make. Okay?” 


Sophie hugged them tighter, barely managing to choke out, “Okay.” 


“And hey,” Grady added, “if this makes you decide to put the whole 
dating thing on hold for a while, I can definitely get behind that— 
OW!” 

He pulled back from the hug, rubbing the tender part of his arm 
where Edaline must have pinched him. 

“What your overprotective father—who, unfortunately, will always 
struggle with the idea of you growing up—is trying to say, is that we’re 
here for anything you need,” Edaline clarified. “And that includes 
whatever investigating you might be planning to do into your 
biological family. Pm assuming that’s why you went to talk to Mr. 
Forkle today? And I’m guessing he was less than cooperative, and now 
you re determined to find out what you can on your own while you also 
look into all the other important things going on?” 

“Something like that,” Sophie admitted, picking at the tiny silver 
gadgets covering her index fingernails and her thumbnails. Tinker had 
designed them to control her enhancing, so she wouldn’t always have 
to wear gloves—though she still wore gloves most of the time as an 
extra precaution. “That... doesn’t bother you guys?” 

“It does if the search is going to cause more Elwin visits or 
Tribunals,” Grady told her. 

“Avoiding anything dangerous or illegal would be best,” Edaline 
agreed. “But again—translating for your overprotective father—of 
course it doesn’t bother us. We know your past is complicated. And we 
never want you to feel like you have to deny or hide any part of it. So if 
there’s some way we can help, just say the word—and please never 
worry that it’s going to upset us.” 

“Thanks,” Sophie mumbled, blinking hard to fight off the fresh 
burn of tears. “Right now, I don’t have much of a plan. Keefe’s making 


some lists, but—” 


“You told That Boy about this?” Grady interrupted. “He didn’t make 
you feel embarrassed, did he? Or pressure you to—” 

“Actually, he told me no one would care about the unmatchable 
thing,” Sophie corrected. “Well, not anyone who mattered, at least.” 

Edaline’s smile practically glowed. “That was very sweet of him— 
not that I’m surprised.” 

Grady snorted. 

“And he’s absolutely right,” Edaline added, elbowing Grady in the 
ribs. 

Sophie shrugged, still not convinced. She stared at her lap and 
folded and unfolded the handkerchief. “He actually tried to talk me out 
of finding my biological parents when he realized how weird it was 
going to be for me. But... I have to.” 

“No, you don’t.” Edaline tilted Sophie’s chin up. “Seriously, Sophie 
—and I’m not saying that because I don’t want you finding them. I just 
want to make sure you know that if your current matchmaking status 
is a deal-breaker for someone, they don’t deserve you. Yes, being 
unmatchable will bring its share of challenges. But those challenges 
will mean nothing if someone truly loves you.” 

“How can you say that after what happened with...” Sophie stopped 
herself from blurting out the name, worried she was about to cross a 
line. 

“What happened with Jolie was a tragedy,” Edaline finished quietly. 
“And there’s no excuse for what Brant did—even if it was a horrible 
accident. But... part of me will always wonder what would’ve happened 
if I hadn’t put so much emphasis on matchmaking. Ill never know if 
things would be different if ld truly supported their relationship—one 
hundred percent—from the moment Jolie picked up her final list and 
found that Brant’s name still wasn’t on it. That’s why I’m not making 


that mistake again. I understand why the matchmaking system exists. 


And I’m grateful every day that it steered me toward Grady.” She 
reached for her husband’s hand, clinging tight. “But... the system 
definitely has its flaws. And if it’s going to exclude you for something 
you can’t control—especially since I know Mr. Forkle would never let 
you form an attachment to someone you're related to—I hope you'll 
trust yourself enough to know what you truly want and ignore the rest. 
And Grady and I will support you every single step of the way.” 

“We will,” Grady agreed. “Though I gotta say, I hear staying single 
can be amazing.” He yanked his hand free before Edaline could pinch 
him again. 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “You know this isn’t just about dating, right? 
Everyone’s going to freak when they find out. And I’m sure the 
Council will take back their fancy appointment faster than you can say 
“Regent.” 

Maybe they'd even kick her out of Foxfire.... 

“Why?” Grady asked. “Marriage has nothing to do with the nobility. 
In fact, some Regents and Emissaries are even advised to stay single— 
that way they'll have the option of becoming a Councillor someday, 
should an opening arise.” 

The Councillors weren’t allowed to have any immediate family ties 
because it could hinder their ability to make objective decisions. 

“Okay,” Sophie said, wishing it could be that simple, “but... how 
many bad matches have been appointed to the nobility?” 

Grady and Edaline shared a look. 

“I... can’t think of anyone,” Edaline admitted. “But it’s hard to keep 
up with all the Regents, Mentors, and Emissaries.” 

“Tm sure it is,” Sophie conceded. “But, given the way people treat 
bad matches, I’m betting there haven’t been any. And even if there 
have been... Pm unmatchable. I'll be stuck with that label whether I date 


or not—and I’m sure it’s never happened to anyone before, so that’s 


going to make it an even bigger deal. Which means, once the news gets 
out—and you know it will, given how many people have already 
figured it out without me telling them—it’s going to turn into this 
huge drama. And if I’m a Regent, I’m sure they'll demand the title be 
taken away, and then I’ll be the Girl Who Got Kicked Out of the 
Nobility and—” 

“Whoa, easy there,” Grady interrupted, wrapping an arm around her 
shoulders. “I think you’re forgetting that power and talent will always 
reign supreme around here. How else would someone as grumpy as 
Bronte end up on the Council? And no one—no one—can deny the 
value of your abilities. Or how much we need your help with the huge 
problems we're up against.” 

Edaline reached for Sophie’s hand. “I know people haven’t always 
been as welcoming, or as accepting of you as they should’ve been. Our 
world wasn’t prepared for the challenges we’re now facing. And many 
unfairly blamed you, because you were new and different and 
completely unexpected. But they’re beginning to see how very much 
we need you.” 

“That’s actually another reason the Council is offering you this 
appointment,” Grady added as Sophie’s skin turned prickly with 
responsibility. “They want to send a message—loud and clear—that 
you're officially on their side.” 

Sophie chewed her lip. “Am I on their side, though?” 

“T think it’s time for you to be,” Grady admitted. “If the Neverseen 
are working to sway the public to their side, then the best thing you 
can do—for yourself, the Black Swan, and the Council—is prove that 
you're not some rogue rebel circumventing our weak leaders. Show 
everyone that you're a valuable ally working in unison with the 


Councillors because you respect and trust their authority. Make the 


Council look good, if you can. And take advantage of the resources that 
only a Regent is entitled to have.” 

“Like what?” she asked. “I still don’t even know what a Regent is.” 

“Their specific duties and privileges vary,” Edaline told her. “So try 
to think of it more as ‘redefining your relationship with the Council.’ 
You'd be one step closer to being their equal, and as such, they’d grant 
you the power to make certain decisions that an ordinary citizen 
wouldn’t be authorized to make. Like... choosing moments to bend the 
rules of telepathy—or break them. Or when to teleport to important 
places, even if they’re technically forbidden.” 

“So... things you already do—but now you wouldn’t get in trouble 
for them,” Grady teased, jostling her gently. “And there’s a lot more to 
it than that. But, like Edaline said, it’s hard to know the specifics until 
you have your first assignment.” 

“They’re going to give me an assignment?” 

“They're going to give you lots of assignments,” Grady corrected. 
“That’s why the nobility exists—to provide the Councillors with 
reliable people who can assist them with the projects they either don’t 
have time for, or that require special skills. The title just provides you 
the clearance to access classified secrets and the authority to act on the 
Council’s behalf.” 

“Lady Sophie,” Edaline said, her voice all singsongy. 

Sophie winced. 

Keefe would have way too much fun with that. 

“Please tell me people won’t have to curtsy to me,” she mumbled. 

Grady laughed. “They won’t have to unless you demand it. But 
they'll probably do it on their own. Or bow.” 

She groaned. 

It was bad enough walking through the halls of Foxfire surrounded 
by all of her bodyguards. If people were dipping curtsies or bowing, 


she might as well ask Magnate Leto to set up a permanent spotlight to 
follow her around. 

“What happens if I don’t want to be a Regent?” she whispered. 

“Then you won't be a Regent,” Grady said simply. “No one’s going 
to force you to accept the appointment. But at least hear the Council 
out before you make up your mind, okay? I know they've made some 
huge mistakes, so I don’t blame you for having reservations. I’m sure 
you remember how hard I resisted becoming an Emissary again after 
what happened with Jolie. But... I think the problems we're facing with 
the Neverseen are reaching a point where having the Council on your 
side is going to be essential. For example, the title will be a huge help 
when you're dealing with King Enki. He responds better to those with 
obvious authority.” 

“Will the Council tell me what my first assignment will be before I 
have to decide?” 

She’d have to make sure it wouldn’t interfere with everything Mr. 
Forkle needed her to work on—and the search for her genetic parents 
—and Keefe’s missing memories—and Tam—and... 

“I know you have a lot going on,” Grady promised. “And so does the 
Council. I got the impression that their assignment will be right in line 
with everything you’re already tackling. But we'll find out more 
tomorrow. They wanted to explain everything to you personally.” 

She blew out a breath, wishing she didn’t have to ask her next 
question. “Will I have to tell them I’m unmatchable?” 

“That’s up to you,” Edaline jumped in. “If you’re worried that there 
will be problems once they find out, then it might set your mind at 
ease to clue them in and see what they say. But it’s also private 
information—and it’s a status that may very easily change if you track 
down your biological parents. So, you’re definitely not required to 


share.” 


“Take the night and sleep on it,” Grady recommended, leaning in 
and kissing her on the forehead. “You’ve had a long day. I’m sure 
everything will feel clearer in the morning.” 

Sophie grabbed his wrist to stop him from leaving. “Wait. You 
didn’t tell me what the Councillors said about the Neverseen probing 
Tam’s memories.” 

She was really getting tired of all the matchmaking drama 
sidetracking her from the bigger problems they were facing. 

But Grady shrugged. “They actually weren’t worried—but that 
might be because Tam doesn’t know anything that specifically 
compromises the Council.” 

“I take it that means you didn’t tell them I lost Kenric’s cache?” 
Sophie asked, even if “lost” wasn’t technically the right word to 
describe what happened. 

“I didn’t,” Grady agreed, “because if the Neverseen had a way to 
open the cache, they would’ve used it already. And that’s actually what 
the Council said about all the secrets that were stolen from Tam. The 
Neverseen have had that knowledge for long enough to do something 
with it, and yet nothing’s changed. So the Councillors feel that the 
more important lesson is for the Black Swan to be much more open 
with them in the future, to ensure that our enemies never have more 
knowledge than our leaders.” 

“But shouldn’t we—” 

“TIl update Grady on all the things Sandor told me about Tam and 
Keefe while you get some sleep,” Edaline interrupted, snapping her 
fingers to make Sophie’s dinner tray disappear. “Try not to stress. 
You’ve done all you can for today.” 

“But—” 

“You need to rest,” Edaline insisted, pulling the covers back so 


Sophie could crawl underneath. “Sandor told me what happened with 


your echoes—and thank goodness Flori’s song was able to calm them 
again. But that was still an incredibly close call, and you need to let 
your body recover.” 

Sophie wanted to argue, but... she was pretty wiped. 

The exhaustion hit even harder when Edaline turned off the lights. 

“Sleep,” Edaline told her. “That way you can get back to work 
tomorrow feeling as strong as possible.” 

“Sweet dreams,” Grady added, which should’ve been impossible, 
given her current list of worries. But Silveny reached out telepathically 
after Grady and Edaline left, filling Sophie’s head with soothing scenes 
of Wynn and Luna snuggling. 

The nuzzle-filled memories left Sophie just enough concentration to 
warn Silveny to keep Wynn away from the gorgodon. Then she drifted 
off into dreams filled with cuddly alicorn babies. 

Somewhere in the night, though, the scenes shifted to glittering 
castles and cheering faces. And among them were two blurry figures— 
one male, one female—standing apart but somehow also together. 

“We're so proud of you!” they shouted in unison, stretching out 
their arms like they wanted to hug her. 

By the time she’d fought her way through the crowd, they were 
gone. 


e e ° 


“If this is how I’m going to have to dress all the time, I’m definitely 
passing on the Regent appointment,” Sophie grumbled, trying to lift 
her dark blue gown as she walked—but there were so many tiers of 
tulle, she couldn’t find the right layer of fabric to grab. It would only 
be a matter of time before her much-too-narrow heels caught on the 
hem and she ended up sprawled across the shimmering sidewalk. 

Sure, the gown was also gorgeous. The skirt had an ombré effect 


that made it look like wisps of twilight were floating around her, and 


the waist was dotted with dozens of tiny diamond stars—the same 
stars that decorated the halter neckline and sparkled along the edges 
of her gloves. More diamonds formed a glittering galaxy across the 
velvet cape covering her shoulders. And Vertina—the tiny talking face 
programmed into her spectral mirror—had even managed to convince 
Sophie to brush a little smoky powder across her eyelids and tie back 
the front part of her hair with strands of silver tinsel. 

But Sophie would never not be annoyed that she’d had to play Pretty 
Princess Dress-Up when she could’ve used the time to update her 
friends about Tam, or to check in with Keefe about his memories. 

Plus, leggings, boots, and tunics were so much more comfortable. 

“How much farther do we have to walk?” she asked, wishing Sandor 
would move a little slower so she could hide behind his massive 
muscles. Eternalia wasn’t as bustling of a city as Atlantis, but there 
were still plenty of people staring as she followed Grady down a street 
lined with enormous jeweled buildings. 

Bo, Flori, and Edaline hadn’t been invited to join them. 

“Just a few more blocks,” Grady promised, looking particularly regal 
in his burgundy jerkin with silver leaf embroidery, starched gray 
trousers, and smoky gray cape. 

Their leap had brought them to the glassy river that divided the 
main city from the twelve identical crystal castles that served as the 
Councillors’ offices, and they'd spent the majority of their walk on a 
meandering path along the shore, bathed in the shade of the towering 
palmlike trees called “the Pures.” But now they’d headed into a section 
that was more like the capital’s “downtown”—nothing but wall-to-wall 
sparkly buildings for block after block. And each street was a mix of 
before and after. The solid-colored buildings built from bricks of a 


single gemstone were the “originals” that had survived Fintan’s 


Everblaze attack. The newer replacement buildings were elaborate, 
multicolored jeweled mosaics. 

Either way, the wealth on display was staggering. 

Sophie had only been to Eternalia a few times, and most of those 
visits had involved dramatic, life-changing rulings from the Council, 
so she found herself huffing out a sigh of relief once they'd passed the 
emerald walls of Tribunal Hall—one of the few buildings that had 
been rebuilt to look exactly the way it had looked before: huge and 
green and intimidating. But her chest tightened back up when she 
realized their path was heading toward one of the largest structures in 
the city: a sprawling diamond palace framed by four domed towers. 

The building glittered so brightly in the midday sunlight that 
Sophie had to shield her eyes as they drew closer. If Ro had been there, 
she would’ve called it “sparkle overload.” And honestly? She would’ve 
been right. 

“This is the Seat of Eminence,” Grady explained as they made their 
way up the palace’s wide diamond steps. “Think of it as the hub of the 
nobility.” He pressed his palm against the rectangular door, which 
looked like it had been made from threads of gold and silver woven 
together. “Only Regents, Emissaries, and Mentors may enter. But the 
Council has granted you early access today since they’re offering you 
an appointment.” 

He leaned in to lick the DNA sensor that appeared next to his 
thumb, and Sophie’s insides squirmed as the doors swung inward to 
reveal... 

.. a whole lot of darkness. 

She might've been staring into an unlit foyer. Or a corridor. Or a 
dungeon. There was no way to tell. 

“Where does all of the light go?” she asked, trailing her hand over 


the outer wall, which was sparkly and clear and should’ve been 


flooding the interior with sunshine. 

“The diamonds are cut with a specific pattern of facets that reflects 
all of the light away. It’s one of the ways the Seat of Eminence remains 
untouched by any outside force or influence. The palace is also a place 
of peace, where even the Councillors’ own bodyguards aren’t meant to 
follow—but they've made an exception for Sandor because they want 
you to feel safe. Their only requirement is that your weapons must 
remain stowed,” he warned as Sandor pushed past them to take the 
lead. 

“Places of peace are generally the most vulnerable,” Sandor 
countered, gripping the hilt of his sword. But he kept the blade 
sheathed when he strode through the doorway. 

Sophie expected his body to be swallowed by the shadows, but as 
soon as Sandor crossed the threshold, a thread of fuzzy grayish light 
flared around him, forming a spotlight that looked like he was 
standing in the center of a glowing lasso. 

A similar light coiled around Grady when he followed—except his 
glow was orange. 

Sophie’s was vivid red. 

“Do the colors mean something?” she asked when she noticed the 
way Grady was studying her. 

He nodded. “Different talents flare in different shades. And given 
your multiple abilities, Pd assumed your light would be nearly white, 
from the spectrum blending together. Or if one ability was going to 
dominate, I’d figured you'd glow blue, like the other Telepaths.” 

“Which ability is red?” she asked, even though she was pretty sure 
she could guess. 

“T think it’s inflicting—but the Councillors always glow silver when 
they're here, to ensure they present as equals, so I’ve never seen what 


shade Bronte would flare on his own.” 


Sophie sighed. 

She wasn’t a huge fan of her inflicting ability, given how intense the 
power was—and how impossible it was to control. And it definitely 
didn’t help that now it made her look like some sort of possessed girl 
from a human horror movie. 

“Come on, kiddo,” Grady said, hooking an arm around her 
shoulders. “The Council’s waiting.” 

Sandor kept his place in the lead, and Sophie had no idea how he 
knew which way to go. Even with their strange spotlights, the 
darkness remained so thick that she couldn’t see more than a few feet 
in front of her in any direction. 

“Not saying I don’t appreciate the ominous aesthetic they have 
going on here,” she said after several minutes of walking. “But isn’t 
this kind of a waste of space?” 

Also a waste of time—but she stopped herself from saying that in 
case the Council was somehow listening. This process was already 
taking much longer than she’d wanted, and it technically hadn’t even 
started yet. 

“The design is meant to ensure that by the time we reach the main 
chambers, we've cleared our minds of everything except the reason 
we're here,” Grady explained—which she was absolutely failing at. 
“Serving in the nobility means disconnecting from your daily life and 
fully immersing yourself in your duties to the Council. I realize that 
may be extra challenging for you,” he added, obviously knowing her 
way too well. “You're carrying a ton of truly daunting responsibilities 
—more than I probably know about. But try to remember that what 
we're here to discuss could help with some of those problems—if you 
decide you feel comfortable accepting the appointment, that is.” 

“I know. It’s just...” Sophie’s voice trailed off as the fuzzy glow of 


another spotlight became visible up ahead. 


The light looked white from a distance, but as they drew closer, it 
took on a greenish tint. And when the figure in the center finally came 
into focus... 

“Dex?” Sophie whispered, blinking to make sure the strawberry- 
blond boy with periwinkle eyes wasn’t some sort of mirage. “What are 
you doing here?” 

“No idea,” he admitted with a smile that was a tad too nervous to 
reach his dimples. “I was just about to ask you the same thing.” 

“Are you here alone?” Grady asked. 

The answer seemed pretty obvious, given that there were no other 
spotlights—until a familiar female voice declared, “Nope!” and Biana 
appeared next to Dex ina halo of flickering violet light. 

Her magenta gown was much simpler than the styles Biana usually 
favored. The only adornment was an embroidered teal sash that 
matched her stunning eyes—not that it stopped Biana from looking 
more glamorous and gorgeous than anyone else ever could. The gown 
was also sleeveless, with a V-shaped neckline that left the scars on 
Biana’s arms, shoulders, and back prominently displayed. She’d hidden 
the marks for a while, but now she didn’t look the least bit bothered by 
the way the thin, jagged lines almost glowed in the strange lighting. 
And it made Sophie want to hug her really, really hard. 

“How did you guys get into this building?” Grady asked them. 

“And where are your bodyguards?” Sandor demanded. Biana was 
notorious for ditching poor Woltzer, but Dex and Lovise usually stuck 
together. 

“They weren't invited,” a third voice said as another violet spotlight 
flickered to life and Della appeared next to her daughter wearing a 
peacock blue gown with shimmering gold beading that was almost as 


stunningly beautiful as she was. 


Sandor muttered something about Vanishers as Sophie clutched her 
chest. But her racing pulse had more to do with the possibility of a 
blue spotlight appearing in the darkness. 

“Fitz wasn’t invited either,” Biana told her, guessing why Sophie 
was scanning the shadows. “And boy, was he pouty about it. He’s 
going to flip when he finds out you were here.” 

Dex’s grin shifted to full dimple mode. “Can I be the one to tell 
him?” 

Sophie shot him a glare that hopefully said Don’t start before she 
turned to Grady. “Why didn’t you tell me they’d be here?” 

“I didn’t know,” Grady promised. 

“Neither did we, until about an hour ago,” Della said, adjusting one 
of the jeweled combs she’d set into her dark, wavy hair. “A messenger 
showed up at Everglen with a scroll telling me to pick up Dex from 
Rimeshire and bring him and Biana here by midday.” 

“We received a similar summons,” an equally familiar—but much 
less friendly—voice huffed behind them. 

Sophie’s jaw locked as she spun around to find two tall figures 
striding toward them, lit by baby pink spotlights: Vika Heks, in a fitted 
yellow gown that matched her sour expression. And her daughter, 
Stina, whose gown was covered in so many jewels, it probably weighed 
more than she did. 

“What’s the matter, Foster?” Stina asked, tossing her curly hair and 
crossing her bony arms. “You didn’t think you’re the only one who 
gets special messages from the Council, did you? Or are you just mad 
that neither of your boyfriends seem to have made the guest list?” 

“That’s true,” Dex murmured. “Keefe’s not here. If he was, I’m sure 
he’d have a lot to say about his pretty pink spotlight.” 

Biana giggled. “Maybe he’s on his way.” 


“Ro won't let him come, even if he is invited,” Sophie realized, then 
transmitted to Dex and Biana, It’s a long story. I saw Mr. Forkle yesterday 
and... there’s a lot going on—I promise I'll catch you up on everything as 
soon as we’re done here, before she turned back to Stina and added, “and 
I don’t have a boyfriend.” 

“You don’t?” Della asked, then flushed and shook her head. “Never 
mind. Forget I said anything.” 

Sophie wished she could. 

She also wished she hadn’t noticed the way Biana was frowning at 
her. 

Or how relieved Grady looked. 

Or the way Stina was smirking like a cat that had just trapped a 
tiny, helpless bird. 

“Did your invitations explain why the Council was calling you 
here?” Grady asked Della and Vika, mercifully changing the subject. 

“Ours didn’t,” yet another voice announced behind them. 

Everyone turned to find Sir Tiergan illuminated by a spotlight that 
glowed in the same deep blue as his eyes. The bold color somehow 
made the contrast between his olive complexion and pale blond hair 
look even more severe than usual, but the effect softened when he 
offered Sophie a kind smile. 

“It wasn’t an invitation,” his adopted son, Wylie, corrected, tugging 
on the front of his sunset-toned cape. “It was an order.” Wylie’s 
spotlight shifted colors with the words: peach one second, yellow the 
next, then purple—each halo so bright that it tinted his dark skin the 
same shade—and Sophie couldn’t tell if that was happening naturally, 
or if Wylie was using his ability as a Flasher to control it. “And some of 
us had things we needed to do today.” 

He turned to pace, and Sophie understood his impatience. But now 


he had her worried that something was going on that she didn’t know 


about—maybe with his father—or Linh. 

“What did you need to do?” she asked. 

Wylie glanced at the others before he shook his head. “I'll tell you 
later.” 

Stina snorted. “It’s cute how you think we care about your boring 
secrets. We don’t.” 

“Let’s hope that will not always be the case,” a rich, velvety voice 
boomed from somewhere in the shadows, making everyone suck in a 
breath. 

The words reverberated through the room as twelve spotlights 
flared in a wide circle around their group, illuminating each of the 
Councillors with a nearly blinding halo of silver. Sophie was usually 
able to tell the Councillors apart, since they comprised a wide mix of 
skin colors and hairstyles and facial features. But between the strange 
lighting and their matching outfits, they looked eerily alike. Their 
tailored silver suits and pulled-back hair even made it hard to 
distinguish between the different genders. And they were wearing 
identical diamond crowns instead of their individual gemstone 
circlets. 

Their long silver cloaks were all pinned with clasps shaped like 
glowing golden keys—a style Sophie had only seen the Councillors 
wear one other time. The day she moved to the Lost Cities and found 
herself facing a test that decided her future with the elves. 

Her stomach turned very flippy at the reminder, and she scanned 
each of the Councillors’ faces, searching for Oralie—one of her 
strongest allies on the Council—finally picking her out on the right 
side of the circle thanks to a soft blond ringlet that had broken free 
from her tight bun. 

But Oralie didn’t look her way. 


And there was something off about her expression—a strange 
tension in her pretty features. As if she were as anxious to be done 
with this process as Sophie was. 

“Welcome to the Seat of Eminence,” Councillor Emery said as the 
spotlights dimmed enough to make the Councillors more 
recognizable. All heads turned toward the dark-skinned elf who served 
as spokesperson for the Council, and his sapphire eyes flicked from 
face to face as he stepped forward and folded his hands. “We apologize 
for the somewhat last-minute nature of this meeting, and realize that 
you all likely have many questions about why we’ve brought you here— 
particularly since this place is accessible only to those who bear titles 
for the oaths they've sworn to our service. And that is not changing, in 
case you were wondering. Those of you who required an escort to gain 
access today will not be permitted to visit again, unless you have a title 
of your own.” 

Vika gasped. “Does that mean...?” 

Her voice choked off when Emery cleared his throat. 

“TIl explain what it means in a moment,” he told her. “But first, we 
must verify something.” His gaze turned to Sophie. “Is it safe to 
assume, Miss Foster, that your father has explained his reason for 
bringing you here?” 

Sophie nodded, fighting the urge to duck behind Grady. 

“And will you be accepting our offer?” Emery asked. 

Every single bit of moisture in Sophie’s mouth evaporated. “I... 
thought you guys were going to give me more information about what 
you need me to do before I had to decide.” 

“We will be happy to answer your questions. But certain things have 
changed, and we need to know if youre interested before we 
continue.” 


Sophie glanced at Grady for help. 


“No one has ever had to make an oath with so little information,” he 
reminded the Councillors. 

“We're not asking for her oath. We’re asking if she’s willing,” Emery 
clarified, which... didn’t actually sound all that different to Sophie. 
“And we're asking now, because if she isn’t, there’s no point in 
continuing with any of this.” 

“Any of what?” Tiergan demanded. 

Emery reached up to rub his temples, moderating the other 
Councillors telepathically. 

“Very well,” he said after a painful beat of silence. “I'd hoped to 
avoid an interruption-filled discussion. But it seems we must do this 
out of order.” He cleared his throat. “Yesterday, in light of several 
serious developments that Lord Grady brought to our attention, we 
decided to redefine the qualifications for the nobility in order to 
extend an invitation to Miss Foster. Our plan was to appoint her as a 
Regent today, so that she can pair her unique talents with the 
resources available to our nobles, and assist us with these pressing 
challenges more fully.” He paused to let that sink in before he added, 
“But upon further discussion, we discovered that we’d made one 
crucial miscalculation. Miss Foster’s greatest successes are rarely hers 
alone. She’s most valuable when working in tandem with others— 
which is not an insult to you, Miss Foster. As Councillors, we are far 
better as a united group of twelve than we could ever be as individuals. 
But because of that, we realized the best way to utilize you would be to 
place you with a team—one carefully selected, arranged, and 
monitored by us, to ensure maximum efficiency.” 

Dex, Biana, Wylie, and Sophie all looked at each other. 

Then they looked at Stina Heks. 


And Stina summed it up for them. “You have to be kidding me.” 


“We're not,” Councillor Emery assured her. “We’ve invited the five 
of you here today because you've each been chosen for this 
revolutionary new approach to the Regency—but the arrangement 
hinges on Miss Foster’s willingness to accept the position of leader.” 

“Leader,” Sophie repeated, liking that term even less when the 
Council was the one assigning it to her. 

“Yes,” Councillor Emery said, pausing to glance at each of the other 


Councillors before he added. “The leader of Team Prodigious.” 


SEVEN 


SO, QUESTION,” DEX SAID, BREAKING the uncomfortable silence. “Can 
we get a cooler name? Because ‘Team Prodigious’ is an epic fail.” 

“Tm not even a prodigy anymore,” Wylie added. 

Sophie knew she should probably worry that Wylie would be 
annoyed that he wasn’t being put in charge, given that he was the 
eldest of their group, and the only one of them who'd actually taken 
the elite levels—and was therefore the only one legitimately qualified 
to be a Regent. But her brain was too stuck on the fact that she was 
expected to officially be the leader. 

Of Team Prodigious. 

Her nose crinkled. 

Dex was right. That name had to go. 

“Its not a reference to prodigies,” Councillor Emery tried to 
explain. “‘Prodigious’ means ‘extraordinary. ” 

“It also means ‘abnormal,” Councillor Bronte informed them, with 
the closest thing to a smile that his sharp-featured face was capable of 
making. 

“Yeah, well, whatever your boring reasons are,” Dex said through a 
feigned yawn, “the name’s still a deal-breaker for me.” 

“Me too,” Biana agreed. “I think we should be Team Sparkles, 
because we'll make everything better!” 

Dex snort-laughed—then frowned. “Wait, was that a serious 


suggestion?” 


Biana’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t hear you coming up with any better 
ideas.” 

“I was getting to that!” Dex scratched his chin and tapped his foot 
for several beats. “Okay. What if we went with something cool and 
space-y, like... Team Nebula?” 

“You realize that would technically make us Team Swirling-Cloud- 
of-Gas, right?” Biana asked, earning a choked laugh from Grady. 

Even with his green spotlight, Sophie could see Dex’s blush spread 
all the way to the tips of his ears. “Is that what ‘nebula’ means?” he 
mumbled. “I always get it confused with ‘galaxy.’ But hey... nothing 
wrong with a little gas, am I right?” 

“Everyone has it,” Wylie agreed. 

Stina groaned. “Are you hearing this?” she asked the Councillors. 
“Why would you pick these losers for something so important?” 

“Uh, because these losers have taken on the Neverseen how many 
times now?” Dex snapped back. 

“And lost how many times?” Stina countered. “Oh, that’s right—all 
of them.” 

“We haven’t lost,” Biana argued. 

“Well, you certainly haven’t won.” She pointed to Biana’s scars, and 
Biana—to her credit—didn’t flinch. 

Della, on the other hand, looked like she’d gone into full mama-bear 
mode and was imagining the many ways she could use her fancy 
defense training to drop-kick Stina across the room and then step on 
her with the spikes of her heels. 

“Yeah, well, what have you done?” Dex asked, stepping into Stina’s 
personal space. He was still shorter than her. But almost everyone was. 

Stina got even taller when she straightened to her full height and 
said, “Uh, how about I saved the alicorn babies and reset the Timeline 


to Extinction?” 


“Um, the people who saved those babies were Sophie, my brother, 
and the trolls,” Biana corrected. 

“Do not underestimate the role my daughter and I played that day!” 
Vika snapped. 

“Maybe you did important stuff,” Dex told her. “But I heard Stina 
put out some blankets or something? Good job! No one else could’ve 
done that.” 

“There was a lot more to it,” Stina argued. “And what was the last 
gadget you made that actually worked right? Because I heard a bunch 
of things failed at the Celestial Festival.” 

“That wasn’t Dex’s fault,” Sophie mumbled. “The null that Tinker 
designed for me interfered.” 

“And a Technopath couldn’t tell that was going to happen?” Stina 
asked, clicking her tongue. “If Dex was any good, he would’ve been 
prepared.” 

Dex snorted. “Yeah, well, at least I actually fought back that night. 
What were you doing? Hiding behind Mommy and Daddy?” 

One of the Councillors sighed—Sophie was pretty sure it was 
Councillor Zarina because she looked like she wanted to zap all of 
them with lightning. “I’m starting to remember why we don’t work 
with teenagers.” 

“It’s going to be an exercise in patience,” Councillor Darek agreed, 
tearing a hand through his dark, curly hair. 

“Hey, we'd be fine without Stina,” Biana pointed out. “She’s the one 
causing all the drama.” 

“And Keefe’s a way more powerful Empath than she is,” Dex added. 
“So it’s a super-easy fix.” 

“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” Grady said, “but... Keefe would be a 


better fit for this.” 


Councillor Emery shook his head. “Mr. Sencen’s ties to the 
Neverseen pose too great of a risk.” 

“Keefe’s on our side,” Sophie argued—even though this was exactly 
the kind of assignment she had to keep Keefe far away from. But that 
didn’t mean they needed to be stuck with Stina Heks in Team 
Whatever-They-Were-Going-to-Call-It—assuming she was willing to 
go along with this. “Shouldn’t we get to pick who we work with?” 


ja> 


“Absolutely not!” Councillor Bronte said, shaking his head so hard, 
the points of his Ancient ears flapped against his crown. “You chose 
your group for the Black Swan—and we've all seen how far from ideal 
things have gone for you. A change in strategy is essential for you to 
become truly successful.” 

“And Stina Heks is your big solution?” Dex asked. “Like... for real?” 

“I don’t appreciate the way you all keep singling out my daughter!” 
Vika snapped. 

“Um, your daughter was the first to complain,” Biana reminded her. 
“She also called us losers, so...” 

“Right, and you guys weren’t already looking at me like you’d rather 
work with a muskog,” Stina countered. 

Dex flashed his most wicked grin. “A muskog would smell better.” 

Grady coughed through another laugh—and Sandor’s shoulders 
shook like he was holding in a fit of goblin giggles. 

“Enough!” Councillor Emery cut in, before Stina could respond, and 
Sophie was grateful for the outburst. 

They couldn’t afford to waste the rest of the day cracking jokes and 
bickering—even if it was mildly entertaining. 

“Miss Heks is a talented Empath who’s proven to be clearheaded 
under pressure,” Emery continued. “And since her father is already 


affiliated with the Black Swan—” 


Vika sucked in a breath. “That information isn’t meant to be public 
knowledge.” 

“Yes, well, we are not the public.” The diamonds in Emery’s crown 
seemed to shine brighter with the words. “And we’re working hard to 
remove the veils of secrecy separating ourselves from that order. 
Which is why we felt it would be best to draw from a family with an 
existing connection to the Black Swan, since that would make for a 
smoother process when we need to rely on the Collective for these 
projects. And we have no doubt that once the five of you learn to work 
together”—he turned back to Sophie, Biana, Dex, Wylie, and Stina, 
eyeing them each in turn—“Miss Heks will prove to be a valuable 
teammate.” 

“She will,” Vika agreed. “But I don’t understand how this is such a 
big ‘change in strategy.’ You're pulling almost everyone from the same 
failing group that Sophie already works with.” 

“They haven't failed,” Councillor Terik corrected, taking a slow step 
forward. His prosthetic leg still wobbled—and he still leaned heavily 
on his cane—but the movement did seem smoother than it did the last 
time Sophie had seen him. “And Miss Foster needs to trust her 
teammates—and trust takes time to build. Time we cannot afford to 
lose, given the severity of the challenges we’re facing. So yes, we did 
pull primarily from the core group of friends that we knew Miss Foster 
would be most comfortable with—but we specifically selected those 
whom she doesn’t rely on as closely. Those whom we believe have far 
more to give than what they've currently been allowed to offer.” 

“Uh, I rely on Dex and Biana all the time,” Sophie argued, holding 
up her hand—and then realizing the panic-switch ring that Dex had 
designed for her was hidden under her glove. “The only reason I 
haven’t relied on Wylie as much is because he’s newer to working with 
the Black Swan.” 


She glanced at her friends, expecting to find them nodding along. 
But they were all staring at their feet. “What?” 

“Well... I mean... you do leave us out sometimes,” Biana mumbled. 
“Or you only include us if we force you to.” 

“And it’s never like that for Keefe and Fitz,” Dex added. 

“It totally is for Keefe,” Sophie argued. “He just doesn’t take no for 
an answer—you know how Keefe is. Plus, we’re fighting his mom. And 
Fitz and I are Cognates—” 

“Yes, we're all very aware of that connection,” Councillor Alina 
jumped in, tilting her head just so, to make the highlights in her dark 
hair gleam under the spotlight. “And sometimes it can be quite useful. 
So if it turns out that we need Mr. Vacker, we'll add a sixth member to 
your team. But we also fear that you’ve come to rely on your telepathy 
as a crutch—and no one is saying the ability isn’t valuable,” she added, 
before anyone could protest, “or that we don’t want you using it. All 
we re saying is that if it was the only ability that mattered, your order 
wouldn’t have gone to such great lengths to give you four others. Isn’t 
that right, Tiergan?” She flashed a gleaming smile when she noticed 
the frowns on Vika’s and Stina’s faces. “I’m guessing your husband 
never told you that Tiergan is a member of the Black Swan’s 
Collective?” 

“Timkin doesn’t know,” Tiergan corrected. “And since you seem 
bent on outing those of us in the order today, I feel the need to add 
that just because the Neverseen have some extra knowledge about our 
members, that doesn’t mean we want you to share that information 
whenever and wherever you please.” 

“Why do the Neverseen know...?” Biana started to ask—but then her 
eyes widened. “Did Tam tell them?” 

“It wasn’t his fault,” Sophie assured her. “Gethen probed his 


memories.” 


She didn’t have to use her telepathy to see the news snowballing 
inside her friends’ minds. 

“Does that mean you've talked to him?” Biana asked. 

“And didn’t tell us?” Dex added. 

“See?” Councillor Terik said when Sophie nodded. “This proves my 
point.” 

“No it doesn’t,” Sophie argued. “I talked to Tam yesterday—and I 
would’ve told them about it by now if you guys hadn’t made me come 
here today.” 

“And you haven’t told Fitz?” Biana clarified. “Or Keefe?” 

There was something pointed about the way she said the second 
name—something that made Sophie a little nervous to admit, “I... 
actually talked to Keefe last night—but you'll understand why once I 
explain what’s going on. As soon as we're done here, I’II—” 

“Why wait?” Stina interrupted. “Sounds like pretty crucial 
information. And I’m part of the team now, so...” 

“Technically not yet,” Sophie reminded her. “I haven’t agreed to be 
the leader.” 

Stina rolled her eyes. “But we all know you're going to. That’s what 
you do. You pout and stall for a while—but eventually you give in 
because you can’t help being the good little moonlark! So I should be 
there for the big explanation.” 

“We all should,” Councillor Emery added. “Team Prodigious is 
meant to be a collaboration between the five of you and the twelve of 
us.” 

“Dude, you have to stop calling it that,” Dex told him. “How about 
Team T. Rex?” 

“Or Team Alicorn?” Biana added. 

“If we go that route, why don’t we just call ourselves the Order of 


the Phoenix?” Sophie couldn’t resist suggesting—but of course no one 


appreciated her reference. “Never mind.” 

“Human thing?” Dex guessed. 

“A super-famous one,” she agreed, kinda wishing she had a few 
more shared life experiences with her friends. 

At least Stina wasn’t still pushing for information. 

They'd managed to sidestep that for the moment. 

“What about Linh?” Wylie asked, and it took Sophie a second to 
realize he wasn’t suggesting that as a team name. “She should be a part 
of this. She’s way more powerful than I am. Probably more powerful 
than all of us—except Sophie.” 

“She is,” Emery agreed. “But the Neverseen have control of her 
brother, which makes her vulnerable at best and completely unreliable 
at worst. Not to mention the fact that we also selected each of you for 
your unique abilities, and hydrokinesis will serve us little use in the 
desert.” 

“Desert?” Dex, Biana, and Wylie repeated. 

Councillor Emery glanced at Sophie. “I assume you also have yet to 
tell them about Mr. Forkle’s suspicions regarding Loamnore?” 

Sophie sighed when she saw the scowls on her friends’ faces. “I was 
going to cover everything at once.” 

“Well then,” Emery said, “no time like the present.” 

All eyes focused on Sophie, and she could tell that no one was going 
to let her drop this. So she gave them the bullet points of Mr. Forkle’s 
theory, even though it felt wrong discussing Black Swan stuff with so 
many extra people. And when Biana started to argue that Tam would 
never play a role in something like what Sophie was fearing, she went 
ahead and told them about the warning Tam had given her and the 
basic details of the deal shed made with Ro to keep Keefe safe. The 


only stuff she left out was the matchmaking nightmare, because there 


was no way she was admitting that to Stina Heks—or letting Della and 
Biana hear it before Fitz. 

Wylie turned away when she'd finished, his spotlight fading to a 
dull gray. “I should be the one to explain this to Linh.” 

Sophie wasn’t about to argue. She didn’t know how to define Linh 
and Wylie’s friendship, but the two of them were very close. And since 
Linh lived with Wylie’s adoptive father, they spent a lot of time 
together. 

“Do you want us to be there when you talk to her?” Biana offered. 

Wylie shook his head. “It might be better one-on-one, so she won't 
feel like she has to be brave. But Pll let you know if I change my mind.” 

“Thank you,” Sophie told him. 

His smile looked grim. 

“Well,” Councillor Emery said, clapping his hands to call everyone’s 
attention back to him. “This is all the more reason for you five to get to 
work. The first assignment we'd planned to give you was to meet with 
King Enki in Loamnore, so he can show you his security concerns and 
catch you up on the projects we've already been assisting him with in 
recent months—a meeting the Black Swan would never be able to 
properly arrange, regardless of what they might claim. In case you still 
need proof that it’s both necessary and beneficial for you to begin your 
own investigation into the threat on the dwarves through our more 
official channel. And yes, Grady, you would be there for that meeting. 
But before we can move forward with scheduling that, we need Miss 
Foster to accept her role as leader. And if she does, we need all five of 
you to swear your oath as Regents.” 

“And if I don’t accept?” Sophie had to know. 

Emery rubbed his temples. “We would ask you to reconsider.” 

“We realize you struggle with authority,” Councillor Terik added, 
before Sophie could push the issue. “Particularly our authority. And I, 


at least, won’t deny that you’re justified to feel that way. But... the 
dwarves need to be handled with care in order to avoid any 
interspeciesial incidents—ask your father to share his stories about 
some of his more interesting encounters with King Enki if you don’t 
believe me.” 

“Okay, but... you guys remember this is Sophie, right?” Stina jumped 
in. “The girl who almost started a war with the ogres—twice. Or was it 
three times? And she formed an alliance with the trolls without 
getting anyone’s permission. I also doubt the goblins are thrilled that 
one of their best soldiers keeps almost dying while trying to protect 
her—especially since she’s supposed to be this all-powerful thing who 
can protect herself.” 

“Protecting Miss Foster is my honor,” Sandor assured her. 

“If you say so,” Stina told him. “All I’m saying is, if you want her on 
the team because she’s the moonlark—fine. I sorta get that. I still 
think she’s overrated, but... whatever. But what I don’t understand is 
why you'd make her our leader—especially since it sounds like King 
Enki’s going to be tough to deal with. Shouldn’t you go with someone 
who isn’t a walking interspeciesial disaster?” 

“Sophie is far from a disaster,” Grady argued, placing a reassuring 
hand on Sophie’s shoulder. 

“Yeah, the only disaster I see here is you,” Dex told Stina. “And let 
me guess. You think you'd be a better leader?” 

Stina laughed. “You think I want that kind of responsibility? Uh, 
yeah, hard pass. Wylie’s the obvious choice. He’s older, with more 
training and experience, and—” 

“Not necessarily,” Wylie interrupted. “Sophie may be younger, but 
she’s lived through more than all of us combined.” 

“Since when is ‘not dying’ a qualification for leadership?” Stina 


countered. 


“That’s not what I meant,” Wylie argued. “Though you should try 
braving a few attempts on your life before you discount the wisdom 
and strength gained from that kind of experience—” 

“Ugh, if youre going to be all grumpy, never mind,” Stina 
interrupted. “Forget I suggested it.” 

“We will,” Councillor Emery told her. “And let me make this clear: 
Sophie must be the leader of Team Prodigious in order for it to exist. 
That is nonnegotiable—and why we tried to gauge her commitment 
before we started this conversation. The public will likely consider the 
formation of this team to be a rather odd decision on our part, given 
your ages and levels of experience. And Sophie is the key to winning 
them over. She’s gained a level of notoriety in our world—and lately, a 
bit of respect. It’s time we send the message that the Council sees her 
value and is utilizing her to the fullest extent possible.” 

The words didn’t want to fit in Sophie’s brain—even though they 
matched things that Grady and Mr. Forkle had already told her. 

After years of threats and Tribunals, did the Council actually... like 
her? 

Or believe in her, at least? 

And why did that feel like both a good thing and a bad thing? 

“Okay, but what about the team name?” Dex asked. “You have to let 
us change it. Trust me, if you announce that you formed Team 
Prodigious, people are going to laugh.” 

“They really will,” Biana agreed. 

Councillor Emery’s sigh sounded like a muffled scream as it 
bounced around the room. “Fine. You may call yourselves whatever 
you'd like, on two conditions,” he told them, holding up a hand and 
counting off his fingers. “One: You must choose something respectable 
—something befitting the noble status the team will bear. And two: 


We must approve your selection.” 


Dex’s dimples returned. “I can live with that.” 

“Good. Does that mean we have a deal?” Emery’s gaze homed in on 
Sophie. 

“Your choice, kiddo,” Grady whispered as he leaned in. “Ill back 
you up, whatever you choose.” 

She nodded, fighting the urge to tug on her eyelashes as she turned 
toward Dex, Biana, Wylie, and Stina. “If I’m the leader of this... group 
thing.. Pm going to have to give you guys orders. Won't that be 
weird?” 

“Uh, I don’t know if you realize this,” Dex told her, “but... you 
already boss us around all the time.” 

Biana grinned. “Exactly. Nothing new there!” 

“As long as you let us have some input, we should be good,” Wylie 
added. 

Stina bit her lip. 

“You'd have to listen to me,” Sophie pressed, not letting her off the 
hook. “Even if you don’t like it.” 

“Not if you’re wrong,” Stina countered. 

“Actually, working as a team sometimes means going against your 
own judgment,” Councillor Emery told her. “You can voice your 
dissent—respectfully—but if you disagree with Sophie’s ultimate 
decision, you will still be expected to complete whatever orders she 
gives you.” 

“Fine,” Stina said, tilting up her chin. “But if I turn out to be right, 
expect a lot of ‘I told you so’s.” 

Sophie had zero doubt of that. 

“We're also going to have to spend a lot more time together,” Biana 
reminded Stina. “So... you'll have to be nice to us.” 

“And you'll have to be nice to me,” Stina reminded her. 


No one looked particularly happy about these revelations. 


“We don’t expect you to become best friends,” Emery assured them. 
“But we do expect you to be respectful.” 

Stina shrugged. “I guess I can live with that.” 

“But... why?” Sophie had to ask. “You’ve never wanted to be 
involved with this kind of stuff before.” 

“Isn't it obvious?” Dex cut in. “She wants the title.” 

“Like you don’t!” Stina snapped back. 

Dex didn’t deny it. And the intensity in his eyes made Sophie realize 
how much this opportunity had to mean to him. 

He'd spent his whole life being bullied because his parents were a 
bad match and his siblings were triplets. In fact, that was probably 
why Della had to be the one to bring him to Eternalia with Biana, since 
neither of his parents had access to the Seat of Eminence. 

So to go from that to being one of the youngest Regents ever? 

Appointed to the nobility before even completing the elite levels? 

To be Lord Dex. 

Even Biana looked pretty dazzled by the title, and shed grown up 
with the elitest of the elite. 

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting recognition for your talents,” 
Della told all of them. “But make sure you aren’t forgetting the serious 
responsibilities you'll be taking on if you agree to this—and I don’t 
mean the danger. Most of you are getting frighteningly used to that. 
But for this, you'll not only be swearing an oath to put the needs of our 
world, and its people, ahead of your own lives, but you'll also be 
vowing to give complete allegiance to the Council. That’s not 
something to take lightly.” 

“It isn’t,” Councillor Emery agreed. “But it’s also nothing to fear. 
We're on the same side.” 

“Are we?” Tiergan asked, beating Sophie to the question. “Truly?” 


“Yes,” all twelve Councillors said in unison. 


“Unity is our best chance for survival,” Councillor Emery added. 
“Our foes are divided. Always changing out leaders and sniping at 
each other over the differences in their visions. So this’—he gestured 
between the twelve of them and the five soon-to-be teammates—“is 
how we stand strong against them. And to prove our commitment to 
that statement, we’re willing to make a new oath as well—an oath that 
will only be made to the five of you.” 

Lots of eyebrows rose at that. 

“What will the oath say?” Vika asked. 

“That’s between us and Team Prodigious,” Councillor Emery said, 
glancing at Dex and reluctantly adding, “or Team Whatever-They- 
Decide-to-Call-Themselves. But it’s an oath to assure them that trust 
will not simply be demanded from them—it will be given. And we're 
ready to make the vow now, if they’re ready to commit as well.” 

Sophie, Dex, Biana, Wylie, and Stina shared another long look, and 
Sophie could see the resolve in their eyes. 

But before she agreed, she had to address one final concern. 

“It sounds like this is going to involve a lot of classified 
information,” she told the Council. “And I don’t see how that’s not 
going to damage my Cognate connection with Fitz.” 

“As Councillor Alina already said,” Emery told her, “if excluding 
Fitz from the team becomes a problem, we're willing to add another 
member. But we'd like to try it without him first.” 

“And keep in mind,” Oralie added, finally turning her azure eyes 
toward Sophie, “true trust does not require absolute transparency. 
There is incredible power in accepting that there are some things you 
cannot know—and being willing to maintain your commitment to that 
person despite the secrets.” 

“She has a point,” Tiergan agreed. “I’ve always considered that to be 


the ultimate level of Cognatedom.” 


Sophie frowned. “But you said—” 

“I know what I’ve said in our lessons,” Tiergan interrupted. “And 
uninhibited sharing is still the most vital way to build and maintain 
the connection between Cognates. But once the connection exists— 
and once you reach a level of maturity with your partner—you can 
work your way to a new sort of relationship. One that acknowledges 
that there are pieces of yourself that you may occasionally have to hold 
back, and that doing so changes absolutely nothing between the two of 
you. In fact, accepting the other person’s limitations actually enhances 
your bond. Put simply, it’s reaching a point where you both know 
beyond any shadow of doubt that you trust each other no matter what. I 
doubt you and Fitz have achieved that level of commitment yet, given 
how young you both are. But working toward it can be the new focus 
for our training.” 

“Does that satisfy your concern?” Emery asked as Sophie struggled 
to process what Tiergan was saying—and wondered why it made her 
palms feel so very sweaty. 

One quick glance at each of her friends told her what she needed to 


say. “Okay. Count me in for Team Whatever-Our-Name-Is.” 


EIGHT 


YOU REALIZE I’M NEVER GOING to remember to call you guys lords 
and ladies, right?” Sophie whispered, trying to keep herself distracted 
as she, Dex, Biana, Stina, and Wylie followed a single-file line of all 
twelve Councillors down a very dark, very quiet hallway. 

Every click of her heels against the jeweled floor might as well have 
been cymbals crashing—and her pulse felt even louder. 

And there was no end to their journey in sight. 

In fact, there was nothing in sight, except for the twelve intimidating 
figures marching stolidly ahead of them under their silvery spotlights 
—which was probably why Sophie kept dragging her feet a little more 
with every step, even though her brain was simultaneously screaming 
that they needed to hurry up and get to work on the actual problems. 

They'd had to leave the rest of their group behind, despite Sandor’s 
vehement protests. The Councillors wouldn’t even tell anyone where 
they'd be heading within the palace, or what exactly would be involved 
with swearing the oaths. All they'd shared was that it would be a 
different process than what any other Regent had experienced before. 
And as they'd led Sophie and her friends away, they'd added, “We'll 
return when the appointments are final.” 

Which made what Sophie and her friends were about to do feel 
very... permanent. 

“Yeah, Pm probably never going to remember to call you Lady 


Sophie either,” Biana whispered back. “Or wait—is it supposed to be 


something fancier because you're our leader? Captain Sophie? Master 
Sophie?” 

Sophie cringed. “I hope not.” 

Dex leaned in. “Um, I’m pretty sure it’s your call, since you're the 
one in charge—unless you want us to choose for you. How about Lady 
Sophie the Reluctant?” 

“Very funny,” Sophie told him as Biana covered her mouth to muffle 
her giggle. 

“I kinda like Foster the Great,” Dex went on, oblivious to her 
annoyance—or perhaps because of it. “But I still feel like we could do 
better. Hmmm. Wait! I’ve got it!” He paused for a beat, dragging out 
the suspense before he leaned in and whispered, “The Fos-Boss.” 

“Ohhhhh, I like it!” Biana breathed. 

“T vote for that too,” Wylie added as he leaned in. 

“Then it’s settled,” Dex decided. “Unless you think Lady Fos-Boss is 
better.” 

“Yes!” Biana said, fighting to hold back another giggle. “That’s the 
winner.” 

Sophie gave them each her deadliest glare. “If you call me either of 
those things, I swear P’Il—” 

“And she thought she was going to have a hard time bossing us 
around,” Dex whispered to Biana and Wylie. “Looks like our fearless 
Lady Fos-Boss is a natural leader.” 

This time even Wylie had to muffle his laughter. 

“You guys are worse than Keefe,” Sophie grumbled, wondering if 
she could smother them with her frilly gown. 

“I can’t believe I’m going to officially be linked to you weirdos,” 
Stina growled under her breath. 


“You can still back out,” Dex reminded her. 


“Or you could try acting like you appreciate what the Council’s 
doing for us today!” Stina whisper-hissed. “Were inside the Seat of 
Eminence, about to be sworn in as the youngest Regents ever. Could 
you maybe try behaving with a little dignity?” 

Dex scratched his chin. “Nah. Annoying you is way more fun.” 

Stina gritted her teeth hard enough to make a cracking sound, and 
Sophie bit back a smile, wishing she could tangle the feeling around 
herself until it choked out the worries bubbling up her throat. Sure, the 
commitment she was about to make was huge and complicated and 
terrifying—especially given her past challenges with the Council. But... 
at least she was making it with friends. 

Or mostly with friends—and they could handle Stina together. 

“So... we have Lady Fos-Boss’s title settled,” Dex said, grinning 
when Sophie shook her head. “Any thoughts on a better team name?” 

“No discussing team names until you’re somewhere far beyond my 
range of hearing!” Councillor Emery shouted from up ahead. 

“You're the one who came up with ‘Team Prodigious, aren’t you?” 
Dex called back, clearly not the least bit ashamed to know that the 
Council had been eavesdropping on their ridiculous conversation. 
“That’s why you’re so sensitive about it, huh?” 

A whole lot of muttering followed. 

Then there was silence—until Wylie called out the question that 
Sophie had been wondering as well: “How much longer is this going to 
take?” 

“Why?” Emery asked. “Do you have somewhere else to be?” 

“No,” Wylie admitted. “But... there’s someone I need to talk to.” 

“Well, I'm sure they'll understand why this was your priority,” 
Emery assured him. “Once we announce your appointments, that is.” 

“And when will that be?” Stina asked. 


“Soon,” Emery told her. “We want the public to be aware of your 
elevated status as much as you do.” 

Actually, Sophie would’ve been fine if her new title remained a 
classified secret. But she had a feeling she was the only one who 
wanted to avoid that particular attention. 

“You'll wait until we have our much-cooler new team name, though, 
right?” Dex clarified. “So you won’t have everyone making fun of Team 
Prodigious?” 

Councillor Emery’s sigh echoed down the hall. “Yes, I suppose that 
would make sense. You five need to figure that out as quickly as 
possible.” 

Which foolishly opened the door to a whole lot of team-name 
brainstorming between Dex and Biana. Sophie tuned them out 
somewhere between Team Hotness and Team Awesomesauce. 

She shuffled closer to Wylie. “Is everything okay?” she whispered. 
“Nothing’s going on with your dad—” 

“No, he’s fine,” Wylie interrupted. “Well... as fine as he ever is.” 

Prentice was still recovering from all the years he’d spent trapped in 
the madness of his broken consciousness—and he’d probably never 
fully get back to his old self. His mind had been so shattered by the 
memory break that his memories had all but dissolved—including the 
information that Sophie had hoped to learn after she’d healed him, like 
what had made him call “swan song” before he was arrested. 

“Did you mean you needed to talk to Linh, then?” she whispered. 
“To tell her about Tam?” 

“No. She’s probably going to feel a little left out because the Council 
didn’t include her today. So dropping the Tam bomb on top of that 
seems pretty harsh. But I don’t want her to think I kept it from her 


either, so...” He blew out a breath. 


“That’s super tricky,” Sophie admitted. “If there’s any way I can 
help, let me know.” 

“Actually... there is—but not with Linh.” He chewed his lip for a 
couple of seconds before he leaned in, his voice barely louder than a 
breath as he told her, “I need a favor.” 

“Of course.” Sophie would forever be trying to make amends for all 
the devastating things that Wylie had endured because of her. “What 
do you need?” 

He glanced at the Council. Then at Stina. “I'll tell you later.” 

“Sure.” She said nothing else out loud. But as he stepped away, she 
transmitted, Or we can talk telepathically, if you give me permission to open 
my mind to your thoughts. 

Wylie was subtle with his nod, clearly not wanting the others to 
know they were still talking. And when Sophie stretched out her 
consciousness, his thoughts felt jittery—shuffling around her too fast, 
like a magician dealing cards for a trick. But she couldn’t blame him 
for trying to make sure she only saw what he wanted her to see. She 
would’ve done the same thing if the roles were reversed. 

What’s going on? she asked. 

More thoughts shifted—flickers of faces she didn’t recognize, until 
Wylie settled on one that she did. 

I... need you to promise me that you won’t let Maruca join the Black 
Swan, he told her. I’ve been trying to talk her out of it—but I need some 
backup in case I can’t change her mind. 

Sophie studied the smiling face that was now filling Wylie’s head. It 
was a younger version of Maruca than she remembered, with way less 
attitude in her expression. The blue streak was also missing from her 
hair, and she wore it natural texture—without a drop of makeup on her 
warm brown skin. Almost as if Wylie was trying to make Sophie see 


his second cousin as more of a little girl than she really was anymore. 


Or maybe that was just how he saw her. 

Why would Maruca want to swear fealty? Sophie had to ask. She didn’t 
know her very well—just that Maruca used to be Biana’s best friend, 
until they'd had a falling-out when Biana became friends with Sophie. 
But even after they'd patched things up, Maruca had never seemed the 
least bit interested in hanging out with them again—much less getting 
involved with all the dangerous stuff they did for the Black Swan. 

Wylie explained as his mind tucked away the image of Maruca and 
replaced it with stomach-turning flashbacks from outside the troll hive 
at Everglen. She got all fired up after watching what happened to us during 
the Celestial Festival, and now she thinks we need all the help we can get— 
and I’m not saying we don’t. Why do you think I’m becoming a Regent? But I 
don’t want her caught up in any of this. 

Sophie couldn’t blame him for that—just reliving his memories was 
enough to make her want to lock up every single person she cared 
about to keep them safe. 

I already tried reminding her about what happened to my mom and dad— 
and what happened to me, Wylie added quietly. But she’s convinced that 
she can handle it—and that the danger shouldn’t matter anyway. And I’m 
sure she’s going to get way more insistent once she finds out that Stina’s part 
of this team—if she hasn’t reached out to the Collective already. So I need 
you to make sure that if she HAS reached out, her offer gets rejected. And if 
she hasn’t yet, then I need you to make sure that whenever she DOES try to 
join, the Collective tells her they’re not interested. 

Okaaaaaay, Sophie transmitted slowly. I’m not asking this because I 
don’t want to help—I do. But... wouldn’t it be better to go to Tiergan for this 
favor? I mean, he’s actually PART of the Collective. 

He’s only one vote out of five, Wylie corrected. 

Yeah, but I’m ZERO votes, so... 


But you're the moonlark. They listen to you when you argue with then— 
way more than they listen to Tiergan. Plus, I’m pretty sure Tiergan would end 
up backing down. The Collective has this whole thing about putting the needs 
of our world above everything else. Look at the things they've had you do— 
how many times have they almost gotten you killed? 

Well... but like you just said: I’m the moonlark. All this stuff is what they 
made me for, no matter how dangerous. 

Okay, but they’ve let your friends take the same risks, haven’t they? His 
eyes shifted to Biana, his gaze tracing over the scars that Vespera had 
given her. If they see value in someone, that’s all that matters. Especially if 
that person has an important special ability. 

He had a point—which was why it took her a second to catch what 
he was saying. Wait—has Maruca manifested? 

Wylie’s thoughts scattered like frightened birds. 

I’m guessing that’s a yes, Sophie noted. And that it’s something... pretty 
powerful. 

He didn’t respond, which seemed to confirm her suspicion. 

But what ability would it be? 

Hydrokinetic? 

Charger? 

Phaser? 

Shade? 

Why would he be afraid to tell her any of those things? Unless... 

Is she another Pyrokinetic? she asked. Because if she is, she’s going to 
need training— 

It’s not pyrokinesis, Wylie promised. And I still think it’s a bad idea for 
Marella to be training with Fintan, by the way. 

So did Sophie. 

Despite Fintan’s claims that he simply wanted to save Marella from 


losing control of her flames—and all the precautions that had been 


taken with his icy prison—Sophie was sure he was planning another 
dramatic escape. 

But none of that mattered at the moment. 

You really won’t tell me what Maruca’s ability is? she pressed, still 
running through a list of options in her head. 

What if Maruca was another Mesmer, like Grady? 

Or a Beguiler, like Councillor Alina? 

Or— 

Not right now, Wylie admitted. 

Why not? 

He took a small step away from her, staring at his hands as he 
fidgeted with the Endal crest securing his cape. Because I know what 
you re going to say—and I won't even blame you for it. But... we don’t NEED 
her ability. Or if we do, we could find someone else. I know it’s selfish, but... I 
don’t want Maruca taking the kinds of risks she’d have to take. I’ve already 
lost enough family. 

Sophie’s heart splintered at his words. 

Okay, she transmitted. I honestly have no idea if the Black Swan will 
listen to me about something like this—especially if Maruca’s super insistent 
about volunteering. But I'll do everything I can to talk the Collective out of 
letting her join. And I can speak with Maruca, too, if you want. I don’t think 
she likes me that much, so maybe I can use that to make her not want to work 
with me or— 

You can’t let her know I talked to you, Wylie interrupted. That'll just 
make her more determined to join. She thinks I’m treating her like a little kid, 
but that’s not what it is. It’s... 

I get it, Sophie said when his brain seemed to trip over the next 
words. 

Wylie had watched his mom fade away right in front of him. 


He’d spent more than a decade with his father locked away in Exile. 


He'd been captured, interrogated, and tortured—and then got hurt 
again when he showed up with Dex to help Sophie and Fitz survive an 
ambush. 

She couldn’t fault him for wanting to protect Maruca from those 
kinds of dangers. She’d tried to do the same thing with her friends 
—many times. 

I'll do my best, she promised again. 

Wylie let out a breath. Thank you. And... thanks for not pushing me to 
tell you what her ability is—and for not stealing that info out of my 
memories. I know you could find it in, like, two seconds if you wanted. 

I could, Sophie agreed. But... you'll tell me when you’re ready—or 
Maruca will. Either way, it’s not worth damaging your trust. 

He turned back to look at her. That’s why you're going to make a great 
leader—and I don’t just mean of this team. I had my doubts about Project 
Moonlark for a long time. I think you know that better than anyone. But... 
even with everything that happened to my dad, I can still tell... the Black 
Swan really got it right with you. 

Sophie glanced away, hoping he couldn’t see the way tears were 
welling in her eyes, or how hard she had to blink to keep them from 
spilling down her cheeks. 

Hearing those words from anyone was amazing—but from Wylie? 
After how much he’d hated her when she first got to the Lost Cities? 

Thank you, she transmitted, wondering how her mental voice could 
sound choked when she wasn’t actually using her throat. That really 
means a lot. 

Yeah, well... that’s why you’re Lady Fos-Boss. 

He winked as he said it, and Sophie clung to the tease, letting it rein 
her emotions back until they were much less sappy. 

That’s NOT what you guys are going to call me, she told him. 

Wylie grinned. Keep telling yourself that. 


“Uh, is there something you two wanna share with the rest of the 
team?” Stina asked, her voice jarringly loud after all the whispering 
and transmitting. 

Sophie glanced down, surprised to see Stina’s hand wrapped around 
her wrist. 

She had no idea when that happened. 

She also had no idea when they'd stopped walking. 

Or how long everyone—including all twelve Councillors—had been 
watching her and Wylie. 

But she hoped her red spotlight camouflaged her flushed cheeks. 

“Just a trust exercise,” Wylie said smoothly. “To make sure we can 
work together, since Sophie and I have a complicated history.” 

The Council looked mostly satisfied with the explanation. 

Dex and Biana, not so much. 

And Stina tightened her grip on Sophie’s wrist. 

“Is this where we’re taking our oaths?” Sophie asked, yanking her 
arm free and turning to survey where they were standing, which was 
basically a dark dead end. She could see nothing but the faint outline 
of solid diamond walls and one small silver door that looked more 
gnome-height than elf-height. 

“This is how we reach the place where we'll make our oaths,” 
Councillor Emery corrected, because nothing with the elves could ever 
be quick or simple. 

The door slid silently open as he approached, brightening the dark 
hall with a rectangle of light that spilled from wherever they were 
heading. The doorway itself stretched several feet deep, so it was 
impossible to see the room they were about to enter. 

Emery’s spotlight vanished when he reached the threshold, and he 
had to stoop and shuffle forward with strange, almost pigeonlike 


movements in order to pass through without conking his head—as did 


the rest of the Councillors when they followed one by one. They 
disappeared from sight after a few steps, but Sophie could hear their 
stumbling footfalls continue on, picking up a hollow tone once they'd 
entered the room beyond. 

“Im assuming there’s a reason you guys didn’t make the door 
taller?” Dex called after them, frowning at the abundance of 
untouched wall that could’ve easily been cut away to make the opening 
a normal size. “And a reason why the doorway’s so deep?” 

“Yes” was all Emery shouted back. 

Sophie shared a look with her friends before Stina shrugged and 
followed the Councillors—and the amount of bending and slouching 
she had to do was both hilarious and impressive. Wylie didn’t look 
nearly as graceful when it was his turn. Neither did Dex. But of course 
Biana found a way to saunter through the doorway like a celebrity on 
the red carpet. And Sophie was the clumsiest of them all—though, in 
her defense, her gown was also the poofiest, and the layers of tulle 
made the process a special kind of impossible. 

The strange tunnel-like doorway turned out to have a second door 
on the other end, which slid shut as soon as Sophie passed through, 
leaving her no choice but to shove her way deeper into the crowded, 
tiny room. She bumped so many limbs along the way that she was sure 
she’d have a few bruises the next day. And her face ended up smashed 
into someone’s armpit. 

She didn’t want to know whose. 

Claustrophobia wasn’t something she usually wrestled with, but she 
couldn’t help staring at the low ceiling and curved diamond walls 
around her—which lacked any trace of windows or other doors— 
feeling like she’d just been locked inside a super-blinged-out, elf-size 


hamster ball, packed with sixteen other people. 


The urge to shove everyone out of her way and pound on the only 
exit until someone let her out reared up hard—but she tamped it down, 
worming toward the edge of the group and pressing her back to the 
cool wall. 

“This is the Paragon,” Emery explained. “You five are the only non- 
Councillors to ever set foot inside of it.” 

“Lucky us,” Sophie mumbled, sucking in a slow breath and trying 
not to wonder how the room got any fresh air. She didn’t see any vents, 
or even any tiny gaps between the wall’s honeycomb-shaped diamond 
bricks. 

And it did not help when Councillor Emery pointed to the golden 
key securing his cape and told them, “You won't be able to return to 
the Paragon—or leave—without one of these.” 

“I know it’s bit cramped,” Councillor Oralie added, her lovely eyes 
flashing with sympathy as they met Sophie’s. “But that’s only 
temporary.” 

“How temporary?” Stina asked, sounding almost as miserable as 
Sophie felt. 

“A matter of minutes,” Emery promised. “Brace yourselves.” 

“For what?” Dex asked, but the Councillors were too busy bumping 
into each other as they struggled to reach their key-shaped cloak pins. 
Once their hands were in position, they each pressed their right index 
finger against the bit piece of the key, holding it there until a low 
rumble vibrated the floor. 

“Its best if you keep your eyes open for this next part,” Emery 
advised, drawing in a breath before he added, “Here we go.” 

The Councillors pressed their keys once more, and the floor 
rumbled again—harder this time. And then... 


.. nothing. 


Seconds ticked by—so many that Sophie became convinced they'd 
be stuck in there for all eternity, or until they ran out of air, whichever 
came first. And she was about to start clawing at the walls when the 
Paragon rattled hard enough to leave everyone wobbling. 

Sophie had barely regained her balance when the room seemed to 
roll forward and bounce up at the same time, triggering gasps and 
yelps and a whole lot of squealing and flailing—but only from Sophie 
and her friends. The Councillors barely seemed to notice as the 
Paragon blasted up and up and up some more—faster, faster, faster. 
Her eyes watered and her ears popped and her stomach dropped into 
her toes—which, she was stunned to realize, were no longer touching 
the floor. 

“Why are we weightless?” she asked, trying to wrap her brain 
around the strange physics of their situation. By all counts, gravity 
should be pushing down against their upward momentum, shouldn’t 
it? 

“The Paragon is actually spinning really fast,” Councillor Terik told 
her, swinging his prosthetic leg—which moved so much smoother 
when it wasn’t having to support his weight. “So fast that your eyes 
can’t see it. Thats why it’s best to keep them open—your brain 
believes the illusion and doesn’t let your body feel the effects of the 
motion.” 

All Sophie could say was, “Oh.” 

And she had to force herself to stop thinking about it, because the 
more she tried to picture how fast they had to be spinning in order for 
any of that to be remotely possible, the closer she came to throwing up 
—and vomiting in a small, spinning room filled with sixteen other 
people could quickly reach nightmare levels of grossness. 

“Shouldn’t we be slowing down?” Biana asked, her voice calmer 


than the question probably should’ve merited. “We must be near the 


top of one of the towers by now.” 

“We are,” Emery agreed. “Which is why we need more speed.” 

All twelve of the Councillors pressed the bits of their golden key- 
pins again, and a tiny whimper slipped through Sophie’s lips as 
another rumble rocked the room and made her feet drift farther off the 
floor. She was pretty sure she now understood how Charlie would’ve 
felt in Mr. Wonka’s Great Glass Elevator as he hurtled toward the 
ceiling of the chocolate factory. And she couldn’t help imagining all of 
them getting cut to ribbons as they crashed through the roof of the 
diamond palace. 

But there was no collision—no shower of jagged shards or fiery 
explosion. 

Just a much louder rumble as the Paragon flooded with shimmering 
light, which Sophie assumed meant they’d somehow left the Seat of 
Eminence and were now flying over Eternalia. There was no way she 
was looking down to verify—not that she expected to be able to see 
through all the glittering facets of the spinning diamond stones. But 
on the off chance that she could... ignorance was better. 

“Where exactly are we going?” Dex asked, shielding his eyes from 
the glare. 

“To the Point of Purity for the Prime Sources,” Emery told him, and 
Sophie was glad she wasn’t the only one staring at him like he’d 
answered the question in a different language. 

“Honestly,” Bronte scoffed, “what is Foxfire teaching these days?” 

Councillor Alina rested her hands on her hips. “Don’t look at me— 
the Council set the curriculum, not the principal.” 

“And yet you haven’t made any corrections—or even any suggestions 
—now that you've been appointed to our ranks,” Bronte noted. 

Alina rolled her eyes. “Yes, I’ve been a little busy cleaning up all the 


messes I inherited from the rest of you.” 


“The Prime Sources,” Emery cut in, before any of the other 
Councillors could turn Alina’s dig into an argument, “are sunlight, 
moonlight, and starlight.” 

“So... were going into space right now,” Sophie clarified, really 
hoping she was wrong about that. The elves had pulled off some 
amazing feats—but space travel in an oversize diamond hamster ball? 

Without even giving them special suits to make sure they’d be able 
to breathe? 

Or seat belts? 

Or anything? 

“Not quite,” Oralie assured her. “The Point of Purity is a very 
specific spot in our atmosphere, where we can access the purest 
version of each type of light without any contamination or filtering. 
We should be there any second.” 

Except they weren't. 

Five hundred and twenty-nine seconds later they were still climbing 
—and yes, Sophie counted. It was the only way to stop herself from 
thinking about how impossibly high they must be. And from 
wondering how they were ever going to get back down safely. And 
from noticing how stuffy it was getting inside the Paragon, thanks to 
all the bodies and the sunlight. The sweat trickling down her back felt 
like ants crawling on her skin. 

Around the seven-hundred-second mark, the light shifted, fading 
from warm yellow to a soft blue, and Sophie was too relieved by the 
rush of cool air to wonder what that meant. She didn’t even care when 
cool turned to cold. Or when cold turned to shivering. She just wrapped 
her cape tighter around herself and watched her breath puff out in tiny 
clouds, relieved to finally not feel like she was slowly melting away. 

“Brace yourselves,” Emery warned again—not that there was 


anything to grab ahold of. And it would’ve been nice if there had been, 


since the stop was about as smooth as a teenage driver slamming on 
the brakes. 

Sophie was a few seconds from face-planting into the floor when 
strong hands hauled her back to her feet. 

“Thanks,” she mumbled, blinking at her savior. 

She knew she was having a strange day when ending up in Bronte’s 
arms wasn’t even the weirdest thing that had happened. 

“Give yourself a second to adjust to the altitude,” Oralie told her, 
catching Sophie by her shoulders when she tried to stand on her own 
—and nearly collapsed again. 

“How come you guys aren't affected?” Biana asked as both 
Councillor Darek and Councillor Liora helped steady her. 

Councillor Alina and Councillor Zarina were keeping Stina upright, 
Councillor Clarette and Councillor Noland each had their arms 
hooked around Dex’s elbows, and Councillor Ramira and Councillor 
Velia had lunged to catch Wylie when he’d toppled forward. 

“We have these,” Councillor Terik said, pointing to his key-pin— 
and looking far steadier than Sophie and her friends were, even with 
his cane. “A clever Technopath built altitude stabilizers into them, as 
well as some features that help with motion sickness and balance.” 

“I suppose we should’ve had something similar made for you,” 
Emery murmured. “Hazard of being the first to share this experience. 
You're going to expose all the flaws in the system.” 

“Does that mean you’re planning on appointing more Regents like 
us?” Stina asked, trying to tame her curls, which now looked like 
someone had rubbed her head with a balloon. “Or making more teams 
or whatever?” 

“That depends on whether or not you succeed,” Emery told her. 


Dex snorted. “Great, no pressure.” 


“You should absolutely feel pressure,” Emery said, and the diamonds 
in his crown seemed to glint with the warning. “You’ve had a lot of fun 
making jokes today, Mr. Dizznee, but I hope you truly understand the 
gravity of the responsibility you’re taking on. Fail at your assignment 
and it’s likely that people will perish.” 

“Yeah, what else is new?” Dex snapped back. “You realize how 
normal that is for us, right? We’ve been facing those kinds of odds for 
years—and by the way, some of those lives on the line? Theyre ours 
and all the people we care about. We don’t get to hide away in the 
safety of our castles—” 

“Im sure you'll agree that what happened to Councillor Kenric 
proves we are anything but safe,” Bronte cut in. 

Silence followed, and Sophie had to steal a glance at Oralie, feeling 
her heart twist when she watched Oralie’s eyes turn glassy. Clearly all 
the months since Kenric’s death hadn’t lessened Oralie’s grief over 
losing the person everyone had suspected she’d secretly been in love 
with—and who'd obviously been in love with her, too. 

“Fine,” Dex conceded, “but you have to admit that you guys aren’t 
exactly on the front lines—and I’m not saying you should be. All rm 
saying is: Don’t act like we don’t get how huge the stakes are just 
because we still know how to have a little fun sometimes.” 

“Yeah, maybe we joke around because it makes all the tough stuff 
feel a little less terrifying,” Biana added. “It doesn’t mean we don’t 
know what we're up against—we know that better than anybody.” She 
held out her arms, letting the light catch the lines of her scars. “And 
we're still here—still fighting. So the only real difference is that now 
you guys are supposedly going to help us, instead of hindering us, like 
you have been.” 

“Exactly.” Dex crossed his arms, eyeing each of the Councillors. 


“The way I see it, we’re just going to keep right on doing what we’ve 


been doing. And whether this new arrangement fails, or succeeds, 
that’s on you.” 

“It’s always on us, Mr. Dizznee,” Emery said through a sigh that 
sounded more weary than frustrated. “Being Councillors is a 
tremendous responsibility—one you need to start grasping more fully if 
were going to work together. Which is why we brought you here 
today. We realize you're eager to get to work, and assure you that this 
will only take a few more minutes. But it’s time for the five of you to 
understand the larger forces at play in our world, and how they shape 
the roles we've taken on.” 

All twelve Councillors reached for their pins again, this time 
pressing the filigree inlaid into the bow and triggering a squeaky rattle 
in the walls. 

Sophie’s ears rang as the honeycomb stones unfolded with extra 
panes of smooth, clear crystal that slowly rotated as the diamond 
stones eased apart, allowing the new pieces to snap together with the 
old and form a much wider globe. The floor stretched toward its new 
barriers, and within seconds the Paragon had doubled in size—maybe 
even tripled. 

And the clear panes now served as windows, providing an 
impossible view of... 

“I thought you said we weren’t going into space,” Sophie murmured, 
rubbing her eyes to make sure she was truly staring at the sphere of 
swirled blue, white, and green like shed seen in hundreds and 
hundreds of pictures in human science classes. 

She never thought she’d actually see the earth from up above—and 
it was so much more beautiful than she’d imagined. 

And humbling. 

And awe-inspiring. 


And more than a little terrifying. 


Everything she knew—everything she cared about—was so very far 
away. And she had no idea how they were supposed to get back, or 
how it was safe for them to be hovering so high up in this sparkly 
hamster ball contraption. 

“Technically, were not in space,” Councillor Emery corrected. 
“We're at the very edge of our atmosphere, at the Point of Purity, 
where the force of the sunlight, starlight, and moonlight are all equal. 
As Councillors, we make this journey at least once a year, to remind 
ourselves where the true power in our world lies. It’s not in us—or in 
anyone in our species—but in nature itself. We are fragile, flawed 
creatures. But by some strange fluke of chance, we’re also conduits for 
these forces that surround us—and we're the only species on our planet 
capable of such a feat. Which makes it our responsibility to use that 
power for good—to maintain order and peace for all creatures, and to 
ensure that everyone continues to prosper. That is why we lead. Not for 
praise or privilege or honor or glory. But because it’s our obligation. 
And all we hope for in exchange is a thriving, safe planet. Only when 
you truly believe that about us can you understand who we are, both as 
your Councillors and as people. The crowns and fanfare are simply a 
facade to look the part we've found ourselves having to play. They do 
not change the fact that what we really are is a group of twelve 
relatively normal individuals trying our best to be what people need. 
And that is why we must stay in power.” 

“Our rule will never be perfect,” Bronte added quietly, “but at least 
we serve for the right reasons—and we will always strive to do what’s 
best for our people. That’s why we wanted the five of you to stand with 
us here today, in the center of all that drives us, so we can offer you the 
new oath that we’ve created.” 

Councillor Emery’s gaze shifted to Sophie, and when he spoke 


again, his tone held a new level of authority. “Everything we do—right 


or wrong, good or bad, success or failure—is to serve the various 
species who need our help on this planet. We won’t deny that we’ve 
made missteps, or that we've resisted change—but those days are now 
behind us. For too long we've clung to the old ways, relying on the 
tried and true because it had worked in the past. But it has failed us, 
again and again. So it’s time to move forward. Time to embrace new 
views and new wisdom. And we stand here now, ready to swear to you 
that from this moment on, you can be assured of three things: We will 
listen. We will learn. And we will adapt. All we ask in return is that you be 
ready and willing to do the same. If you put your faith in us, we will 
put that same faith in you. For the good of everyone.” 

“For the good of everyone,” the other eleven Councillors repeated, 
their diamond circlets glittering like stars. “We will listen. We will 
learn. And we will adapt.” 

“Your service to us will not be easy,” Emery added, widening his 
gaze to include all of Sophie’s teammates. “It will not be safe. And it 
will not always be what you wish it would be. But it will be vital. It will 
be game-changing. And together, we will bring our side to victory— 
assuming we're on the same side. Are you ready to accept this 
partnership?” 

“A partnership in the loosest sense of the word,” Bronte clarified 
quickly. “Your authority will technically be no different than the 
authority of any other Regent. And our authority will remain supreme. 
But... we will hear you out and keep an open mind. And the fact that 
Im promising this after I've endured your ridiculous discussions of 
team names and titles for Miss Foster—and did so without inflicting 
on any of you, no less—should be more than enough proof of my 
commitment to this vow.” 

“We're all committed,” Terik assured them. “The five of you are 


incredibly special children.” 


“Uh, who are you calling ‘children’?” Wylie asked. 

Terik smiled. “When you get to be my age—and certainly when you 
get to be Bronte’s age—you'll see why the term still applies. But you'll 
also see that it’s not a bad thing. There’s great power in youth. What 
you lack in experience, you make up for in innovation. And hopefully, 
by combining both perspectives, this new arrangement will be the 
solution we so desperately need.” 

“Which is why we must now ask for your commitment,” Emery 
added. “We’ve sworn our oath to you. It’s time for you to make yours to 
us—which will be a two-step process. First a vow, similar to what most 
Regents say, with slight modifications to reflect our unique situation. 
And the vow will be followed by a simple test to prove that you’re each 
ready for the responsibilities and challenges ahead.” 

“Test?” Sophie and all of her friends repeated, sharing a nervous 
look. 

“A simple test,” Emery emphasized, “which will only take a few 
moments—and all of you should have no trouble completing it. But I 
assumed it would hold your focus from the moment I mentioned it, so 
I'm going to explain the details of the test first, even though it will 
technically be the second step in this process.” 

He led the five of them forward, and Sophie noticed that her legs 
weren't the only ones shaking as Emery had her, Dex, Biana, Wylie, 
and Stina line up in that order. He positioned them several feet apart 
and had them face the diamond-and-crystal dome with the rest of the 
Councillors behind them. 

“We brought you here to experience the power of the Prime 
Sources,” Emery said, stationing himself to their left. “Have any of you 
already detected their presence?” 

“Yes,” Wylie breathed, his hands trembling as he wrapped his arms 


around himself and closed his eyes. “They’re... overwhelming.” 


“Tm sure they are for a Flasher,” Emery agreed. “Just as I’m certain 
they’re more intense for a Vanisher.” 

All eyes shifted to Biana, who'd started flickering in and out of sight 
like a strobe light. “Yeah, they’re... wow,” she whispered. 

Emery nodded. “But even those without light talents can still feel 
each source if they concentrate properly. It’s easiest if you stretch out 
your arms and hold your palms toward the windows.” 

Sophie had assumed he was only talking to her, Dex, and Stina—but 
when she glanced over her shoulder, all the Councillors had done the 
same. 

“The sunlight is the easiest to identify,” Emery said quietly. “You 
simply need to seek out the same warm tingle you're used to feeling on 
a bright summer day.” 

The instruction wasn’t quite as simple as it sounded, given how 
freezing it was inside the Paragon. But Sophie knew from her skill 
lessons with Keefe that there was always more warmth around her 
than she realized. She just had to make her mind concentrate the right 
way. So she thought of that sweltering yellow glow she'd endured for 
most of their journey, focusing on the trickle of sweat she’d felt 
streaming down her back. And sure enough, she could still detect 
traces of that same heat prickling along her spine. She centered her 
mind on the feeling, and it was as if someone had turned on one of 
those human patio heaters, showering her with a dry, swirling warmth 
that erased her shivers, even though her breath was still clouding with 
every exhale. 

“Sunlight is not a gentle heat,” Emery continued. “It’s an invisible 
fire that can burn all the way to your core if you let it—and that’s still 
only the beginning of its power. The sun always has more to give— 


which means it can easily become too much if we draw upon it too 


heavily. So we must never let ourselves take more than we have a need 
for. Harnessing the sun is about respect and restraint.” 

“The moonlight is the opposite,” Councillor Terik informed them, 
limping to stand beside Emery. “It’s always cool and gentle and 
soothing. And it can sometimes be elusive. To find it, you must search 
for the soft calm you feel on a clear evening. It tends to linger in the 
quietest places.” 

He paused, giving them time to seek out the right sensation, and it 
took Sophie several breaths to home in on the feeling—a cold, silky 
caress down the back of her neck. 

“The moonlight will always be there for us in our darkest hours,” 
Terik continued. “But it’s also ever-changing. Sometimes weak. 
Sometimes strong. It all depends on the day. So we must learn to 
embrace the force in all its varying phases—demanding as much as we 
can, but never pushing for more than it has to offer. Never expecting it 
to be more than it is. Harnessing the moon is about managing 
expectations.” 

“And starlight is the most varied of all the Sources,” Councillor 
Oralie whispered as she joined Terik and Emery, placing one slender 
hand against a clear pane of crystal on the curved wall. “Each star will 
share only the faintest flicker—unless we ask it to give us more. Then 
it will pour out all we need in abundance. And even when we ignore its 
force, or wash it away with other light, it is always there waiting. You'll 
feel the starlight patiently thrumming in the background, like a steady, 
tingly heartbeat.” 

The last word helped Sophie center on the right sensation—a 
pulsing shiver that felt like it was everywhere and nowhere all at the 
same time. 

“Every star is different,” Oralie added softly. “And calling on too 


many can muddle their energy. It’s best to be deliberate when we reach 


for them, selecting the precise star we need and nothing more. 
Harnessing the stars is about choice, and utilizing them takes both 
knowledge and wisdom.” 

“We realize all of this likely feels a bit abstract,” Emery said as 
Oralie stepped back from the window. “I’d wager some of you are even 
thinking, ‘Why does this matter? Don’t we mostly use light for 
leaping?’ And you’re not wrong. But light is the foundation of our 
world, and it affects everything. So the more we endeavor to understand 
and appreciate the unique attributes that each type of light comes 
with, the better we’re also able to understand the needs of everything 
that relies on that light for existence. Which is why the test we’ve 
chosen is the same test we take ourselves every year: We want you to 
leap back to Eternalia using a beam made from all three Prime 
Sources. It will be no more challenging than any other leap you’ve 
made, but it will also feel unlike anything you’ve experienced. And it 
will help you to better comprehend the power at your disposal—and 
your position in relation to that power—in a way that nothing else 
truly can.” 

“You'll each make your leap with two of us at your side,” Bronte 
added, “and those same Councillors will be your points of contact for 
as long as they serve and you maintain your title as Regent. You'll 
report primarily to Miss Foster, of course—given that she’s your team 
leader—and she'll report to all of us, both for general updates and for 
any larger matters. But should you need further guidance on smaller 
issues, know that your assigned Councillors will always be available to 
you. And no—you don’t get to pick who you'll be paired with.” 

Darek and Liora moved to stand beside Biana, while Clarette and 
Noland joined Dex, and Ramira and Velia stationed themselves by 
Wylie. Alina and Zarina went to Stina—who looked less than thrilled 
to be paired with her former principal—and Sophie realized they'd 


each been paired with the same Councillors who'd helped steady them 
when the Paragon had stopped moving. 

So she wasn’t surprised when Bronte and Oralie moved to stand 
next to her—but she was surprised that she didn’t mind the idea of 
working so closely with Bronte. 

Definitely a very strange day. 

“Emery and I are at your disposal as well,” Terik explained. “Think 
of us as the team’s general overseers—those less closely involved in the 
nitty-gritty of it all, in order to maintain a wider perspective.” 

“Is everyone ready now?” Emery asked, and when Sophie, Wylie, 
Dex, Biana, and Stina had nodded, one Councillor from each pairing 
reached into their cloaks and removed a long silver chain that held a 
simple crystal pendant. 

The crystals were swirled with three different colors—white, silver, 
and gold—and looked much cloudier than the stones the elves usually 
used to create leaping paths. But that did nothing to dull the vibrancy 
of the light that was refracted at everyone’s feet when the Councillors 
held the pendants up to the windows. In fact, the paths were so bright 
that Sophie couldn’t look directly at the beams. 

“Now that everything’s in place,” Emery said, “it’s time for you to 
make your oaths. And as I mentioned before, the vow has been slightly 
amended for this occasion. Regents generally say: ‘I swear to use 
everything in my power to serve the Council and make our world a 
haven of peace, hope, and illumination.’ But for you five, given that 
you're making this oath at a time when war threatens to cast its 
shadow over our world, weve made two small adjustments to the 
wording. The vow we're asking you to make is: ‘I swear to fight with 
everything in my power to serve the Council and keep our world a 
haven of peace, hope, and illumination.’ We'll have you make your 


oaths one at a time—and then you should let the Prime Sources carry 


you back to Eternalia, where your assigned Councillors will give you a 
few final instructions. Then your appointments will officially be 
complete and you can get started on your assignment. Is everyone 
clear? Good. Who would like to go first?” 

“Shouldn’t our fearless leader show us how it’s done?” Stina 
suggested, smirking at Sophie. 

“Actually, a true leader goes last,” Emery corrected, “to ensure that 
everyone in their team successfully completes their task.” 

Stina’s smile faded. 

“TIl go,” Wylie offered, and when his eyes shifted to Sophie, it took 
her a second to realize he was waiting for her approval. 

That... was going to take some getting used to. 

She nodded and he reached for Ramira’s and Velia’s hands, then 
cleared his throat and said, “I swear to fight with everything in my 
power to serve the Council and keep our world a haven of peace, hope, 
and illumination.” 

“May the Prime Sources carry you safely,” Emery told him, and 
Wylie turned back to Sophie. Once he had her permission, he pulled 
Ramira and Velia forward and the three of them stepped into the 
blinding light, vanishing in a shower of shimmer. 

Biana went next, copying Wylie almost exactly. The only difference 
was the tiny wink she gave Sophie before the light whisked her, Darek, 
and Liora away. 

Then Stina made a big fuss about it being her turn. It looked like 
she wasn’t going to get Sophie’s permission before doing anything. But 
at the last second Stina rolled her eyes and turned to face her new 
leader. “We good, Foster?” 

Sophie considered the question, wanting to make sure she was 


being honest when she nodded. 


Stina nodded back and huffed out an annoyed breath before she 
repeated the oath and disappeared with her Councillors in a 
particularly bright flash. 

Then it was Dex’s turn. And when his eyes met Sophie’s, he looked 
more nervous than she'd been expecting. As if the reality of what he 
was agreeing to was finally hitting him. 

“Ready to become Lord Dex?” she asked, trying to help him relax. 

“You ready to become Lady Fos-Boss?” he countered. 

The title didn’t feel like a tease this time, and Sophie assumed that 
meant he was asking if they were making the right decision. 

She honestly didn’t know. 

But they never knew if they were making the right decision. They 
just took their best guess and kept going. 

So she told him, “I'll never be Lady Fos-Boss. But... everything else? 
Bring it on.” 

His dimples peeked out of the corners of his mouth. “Yeah, bring it 
on.” 

“And then there was one,’ Emery noted as Dex, Clarette, and 
Noland glittered away. 

“The girl who changed our minds,” Terik added, and Sophie 
couldn’t tell if he meant that as a good thing or a bad thing. 

She pressed her hands to her sides, refusing to tug on her eyelashes 
during such a crucial moment. Instead, she took her chance to ask the 
question shed been wondering about since she first stepped into the 
Paragon. 

“The day I first met you guys,” she said, turning to Oralie and 
Bronte, “when you tested me to decide if I qualified for Foxfire, you 
were wearing the same cloak pins you are now. Does that mean you’d 
been up here before you went to Everglen—or came up here after you 
left?” 


“Yes,” Emery answered for them. “We all made the journey that 
morning, since we sensed that your arrival was sure to be a turning 
point in our world.” 

“We wanted to ensure that we had the proper perspective when we 
met with you,” Oralie explained, “in order to make the best possible 
decision under such unexpected circumstances.” 

“We leaped straight from here to the gates of Everglen,” Bronte 
added, “and I thought a lot about the Sources during our visit. In fact, 
the whole time I was there, I couldn’t help wondering if someday you’d 
be standing up here beside us—and now, here you are.” 

He snorted when Sophie’s jaw fell open. 

“No need to look so stunned,” he told her with a rueful smile. “I 
never said I was pleased with the idea. I could simply tell that this was 
where we were heading. Why do you think I pushed you the way that I 
did? I had to ensure that you were truly someone who could be trusted 
with the role you were surely meant to play. And I won't claim that my 
behavior toward you was always admirable—or fair. But... you bore it 
far better than I ever would’ve expected. And now, here we are, and I 
must say... you are certainly worthy.” 

Sophie’s eyes burned worse than they had with Wylie’s earlier 
compliment. 

A couple of tears might’ve even spilled over. 

She hoped no one noticed. 

Oralie took Sophie’s hand, gently twining their fingers together. 
“Are you ready to make your oath, Lady Sophie?” 

Sophie nodded. 

But instead of the vow, she found herself blurting out, “I have no 
idea what I’m doing.” 

Bronte took her other hand, guiding her closer to the beam of light. 


“TIl let you in on a secret, Sophie. One that you may or may not find 


reassuring. None of us know what we’re doing.” 

Terik laughed. “No, we certainly don’t.” 

“That does not make me feel better,” Sophie told them. 

But as the words left her mouth, she realized they weren’t true. 

Maybe this was what growing up meant—tackling the huge 
challenges, whether you were ready for them or not. And trusting that 
you'd figure out a way to get through it. 

“You ready?” Bronte asked. 

“She’s ready,” Oralie answered for her, offering a shy smile before 
adding, “The Empath would know.” 

Sophie tightened her grip on each of them—the two Councillors 
she’d first started her adventure in the Lost Cities with. 

It seemed fitting to let them guide her into this next stage. 

She only wished Kenric was still with them. 

But she'd let his loss fuel her determination. 

She owed him a victory. Hopefully this was how she'd get it for him. 

“Okay,” she said. “I swear to fight with everything in my power to 
serve the Council and keep our world a haven of peace, hope, and 
illumination.” 

Then, without a second’s hesitation, she led Bronte and Oralie 
forward, and they each stepped into the light and let the Sources carry 


them away. 


NINE 


SOPHIE HAD ENDURED LEAPS OF all different speeds and sights and 
sensations during her years in the Lost Cities—but shed never 
experienced anything that made her feel so... small. 

She was a dust mote swirling in an endless sunbeam. 

Plankton riding the crest of a tidal wave. 

And yet, somehow, the journey still felt incredibly empowering— 
and peaceful. 

The Sources’ threads of soft warmth and silky cold and subtle 
tingles moved in perfect synchronization. 

None of them tried to overshadow the others. 

None fought to take control. 

Each force did what it did best and relied on the others to handle 
their own. 

And the unity was so soothing—so steadying—that Sophie’s mind 
happily surrendered to the flow, trusting the light to keep her safe and 
cared for during their travels. 

She would’ve followed the Sources anywhere as they swirled and 
spun and soared across the sky. But the powerful triad of light knew 
exactly when it was time to let her go. And suddenly there was breath 
filling her lungs and solid ground under her feet, and her eyes were 
blinking through the too-bright glare as her body pieced itself back 
together and the light continued its adventures without her. 

She wasn’t sure if the test had been meant to remind her that she 


was both strong and insignificant, or to teach her the importance of 


balance and cooperation. Either way, she could definitely understand 
why the Council found it valuable to make that leap year after year 
after year. 

The Sources had shown her a perfect example of how to lead 
without dominating—and made her feel powerful and humbled all at 
the same time. 

Oralie and Bronte looked just as affected, despite how many times 
they'd experienced the phenomenon. Bronte’s eyes were even a little 
bit misty. 

“Where are we?” Sophie asked, squinting at the round room, which 
felt like a cross between a fairy princess’s bedroom and a Middle 
Eastern palace. Arched windows broke up the shimmering walls, 
draped with wispy pink curtains and strands of beaded lace, and 
dozens of pink jeweled lanterns dangled from the domed ceiling. Pink 
silk cushions were piled across the ornate pink rugs. And the gilded 
dressing table and chair were inlaid with enormous pink tourmalines. 
Golden chests of all different shapes and sizes were stacked neatly 
around the table, along with two floor-length mirrors, which gave 
Sophie a rather pitiful glimpse of her now greatly disheveled 
appearance. 

Her hair had morphed into a tangle-monster, and the smoky powder 
she’d brushed across her eyelids had gooped up in the corners. 

“This is one of the readying rooms in the Seat of Eminence,” Oralie 
told her, removing the pins from her bun and letting her long blond 
ringlets fall free. “To ensure that we’re always able to present ourselves 
at our best. The rest of your friends are in four of the other rooms. 
There are twelve in all—one for each of us on the Council. I doubt it 
surprises you that this is mine.” 

“Are you sure?” Sophie teased. “This place really feels like Bronte to 


33 


me. 


Bronte snorted. “Mine has an empty mahogany table and a sturdy 
chair.” 

“Its one of the bleakest places I’ve ever been,” Oralie noted, 
shaking her head. “Hence why we decided it would be better to leap 
you here.” 

“But I don’t understand,” Sophie admitted, remembering what 
Grady had told her earlier. “I thought the Seat of Eminence was 
designed to block light from coming into the building.” 

“It is,” Bronte agreed. “But as Councillors, we have secret access 
points, in case we need to make a private visit or a hasty exit.” 

“And don’t worry—you’re perfectly safe here,” Oralie assured her. 
“This room is protected by an abundance of security measures.” 

“We also won't be here long,” Bronte added. “I can only handle so 
much pink.” 

“You'll tough it out as long as you have to,” Oralie informed him. 
“Sophie needs to look her best when she returns as a Regent.” 

She pulled out the dressing table’s chair and motioned for Sophie to 
sit. 

“Uh... please tell me you’re not giving me a makeover,” Sophie 
mumbled. 

The number of pots and vials and brushes and powder puffs on the 
dressing table was downright terrifying. And theyd already lost 
enough time. 

“It'll be painless,” Oralie promised. 

“Somehow I doubt that will be the case—for both Sophie and 
myself,” Bronte muttered. 

Sophie had never felt such a strong bond with the pointy-eared 
Councillor in all her life. 

Oralie clicked her tongue at both of them and patted the chair’s 


cushion—which was, of course, pink—and Sophie realized there was 


no way she was getting out of there without a little primping. 
So... time for a makeover. 
From a Councillor. 
Definitely the Weirdest. Day. Ever. 
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“Nothing too sparkly,” she begged as she slumped into the chair, 
and Oralie spun her around and crouched in front of her. 

“TIl stay true to who you are,” Oralie promised, tilting Sophie’s chin 
from side to side, studying each of her features for what felt like an 
eternity. Sophie had to start counting the passing seconds to stop 
herself from squirming. 

She made it to seventy-three before a pucker formed between 
Oralie’s perfect eyebrows. “Is something wrong?” Sophie asked, since 
forehead puckers were rarely good news. 

Oralie shook her head. “Of course not! You just look so...” 

“So...?” Sophie prompted. 

“It’s hard to explain. You’ve changed since the first day I met you. 
Yov’re... not a little girl anymore. Which is how it’s supposed to be. I 
just wish...” Oralie bit her lip and looked away. “Never mind. We 
should get started.” She straightened up and grabbed a silky cloth from 
the table, spritzing it with something that smelled like jasmine. “I 
know you and your friends are eager to get to work.” 

“Are Dex, Biana, Stina, and Wylie getting makeovers too?” Sophie 
asked, hoping Dex would show up with his hair dyed black and styled 
all shaggy—because Emo Dex would be hilarious—and that Stina 
would end up with giant hair-sprayed bangs. 

“I doubt it,” Bronte told her, killing her dreams. “So you need to 
hurry, Oralie.” 

“TIL do my best. But this is important. Sophie’s the leader. She needs 
to look the part. Especially for her big debut.” 


Sophie frowned. “I thought you guys hadn’t decided when you’d be 
announcing our appointments.” 

“We haven't.” Oralie wiped Sophie’s eyes with the cloth she'd 
prepared, then set to work brushing out Sophie’s tangles. “But that 
doesn’t mean we can’t start building buzz. We’re going to have you and 
your friends and family leap home from outside the Seat of Eminence. 
That way people will see you in your finery and wonder what’s going 
on. Should get the rumors and gossip spreading.” 

“Oh. Great.” 

Bronte barked a laugh. “I think you and I understand each other far 
better than we realized, Miss Foster. But try to remember that there’s 
been a turning of the tide, so to speak. Gossip can now be a good thing 
for you. You’re no longer a girl steeped in suspicion.” 

“Why is that?” Sophie asked, turning to look at him, even though 
she could tell Oralie wanted her to hold still. “I mean... what happened 
at Everglen was a disaster—and I barely did anything except run 
around trying not to get eaten. I don’t really get how seeing that 
could’ve inspired people to trust me.” 

Oralie set down the brush and dabbed a cool pink gel on the apples 
of Sophie’s cheeks. “You know what I think it was? Out of all the 
people there, you were the one who could flee from the danger the 
easiest. Everyone else needed to get their hands on a leaping crystal. 
But you could’ve teleported away—and your trollish bodyguard even 
tried to convince you to do exactly that. And still, you stayed. That 
kind of loyalty means something to people.” 

“As it should,” Bronte agreed. “Why do you think you’re here with 
us now? Though I wish we weren't here.” He gestured around the room 
as Oralie smeared Sophie’s lips with a balm that tasted like 


lushberries. “So while Oralie finishes whatever nonsense she’s doing, 


Pll walk you through the Articles of your Regency. The more we 
multitask, the sooner we can escape this pink monstrosity.” 

Oralie flung one of the powder puffs at his head, showering his face 
with a cloud of glitter. 

But Sophie was all for Bronte’s plan—even if the term “Articles” 
had her bracing for a bunch of thick, boring books she’d be expected 
to read from cover to cover in order to learn all the various laws and 
procedures of the nobility. 

Instead, Bronte grabbed one of the larger chests resting at her feet 
and flipped back the lid to reveal... 

“I have to wear a crown?” She scowled at the gilded circlet resting 
on a black velvet cushion. The band was decorated with curls of gold 
that hooked together to form pointed spirals, and tiny diamonds were 
dotted throughout the design. The main focal point, though, was an 
oval ruby that glittered at the circlet’s center. 

The delicate headpiece was actually quite pretty, in that horrifying, 
everyone-will-definitely-be-staring-at-her-when-she-wears-this kind 
of way. But she would’ve preferred the jewel not be bloodred. 

“It’s only for official occasions,” Oralie assured her. “Like elections 
or special announcements—or today, when we're trying to get people’s 
attention.” 

“I guess.” That was still a whole lot more crown time than Sophie 
wanted. 

“And remember, we decided on the starlight circlet,” Oralie told 
Bronte, spraying Sophie’s face with something that smelled citrusy, 
“because the glow from the lumenite will draw more attention.” 

“Uh, how many circlets are you giving me?” Sophie asked as Bronte 
lifted the velvet cushion, revealing a nearly identical silver circlet 


hidden underneath. Then he lifted that cushion and there was a third 


nearly identical glowing white circlet, which had to be the one Oralie 
meant. 

“There’s one to represent each of the Sources,” Bronte explained. 

So... three crowns. 

Ugh. 

“Occasionally we may request that you wear a specific one—like 
today,” Oralie explained, leaning back as she dusted Sophie’s forehead 
with one of the powder puffs. “But you'll generally be able to choose 
your favorite. The important thing will be making sure that everyone 
on your team is wearing the circlet for the same Source as you are, so 
the five of you come across as unified—and the same thing goes for 
your cloak clasps.” 

Before Sophie could ask, Bronte lifted another smaller trunk and 
flipped back the lid to reveal three pins—one gold, one silver, one 
lumenite—each in the same swirled shape as the pattern woven 
throughout her circlet. It reminded Sophie of some of the Celtic 
symbols she’d seen, only the spiral was a little looser. 

“Its the symbol we created for your team,” Bronte explained, 
handing her the gold pin to examine. “Each of the three lines 
represents one of the Prime Sources, and the design shows them 
evenly uniting. Hopefully it will remind you of the need for proper 
balance in your collaboration.” 

“Do you not like it?” Oralie asked, pausing in the middle of lining 
Sophie’s eyes with black, smudgy pencil. 

“No, it’s fine.” Sophie ran her finger along the smooth metal curls. 
“Tt just... feels a little weird that I’ve never heard people talk about the 
Sources before. Seems like they’re super important.” 

“The Sources should definitely be covered better in the Foxfire 
curriculum,” Bronte admitted. “I'll have to make sure that Magnate 


Leto has that oversight corrected when sessions resume. But most 


people will likely still see them primarily as light and nothing more. 
Focusing on the power behind them is more of a Council way of 
thinking, which is why we thought they'd be a fitting symbol for your 
team, since you'll be collaborating with us rather uniquely.” 

“But something else bothers you about the pins,” Oralie pressed, 
placing her hand on Sophie’s shoulder, probably to remind her that she 
couldn’t hide anything from an Empath. 

Sophie sighed. “Well... I guess I’m just wondering if these pins mean 
I can’t wear my Ruewen crest anymore.” 

“We'd prefer that you didn’t,” Bronte admitted. “At least until 
people no longer need regular reminders of your authority. That’s the 
point of all this’—he motioned to the gilded chests at her feet—“to 
ensure that people will see past your youth, and any of the previous 
scandals they may remember, and recognize that you must be obeyed 
and respected. Particularly those with authority themselves, like the 
leaders of the other species. That’s going to be essential for you to 
succeed with your assignments.” 

“I guess that makes sense,” Sophie mumbled, reaching to remove 
her Ruewen pin. But her fingers didn’t want to unfasten the clasp. 

“Grady and Edaline will always be your family, with or without their 
crest on your cloak,” Oralie assured her. 

“It’s not that,” Sophie argued—though it was a little. 

Having a family crest meant a lot to a girl who’d been adopted. 

“It’s just.. I don’t know—this all feels so much bigger than I 
imagined when Edaline first told me about the Regent thing. I mean, 
it’s not like Grady wears a special cloak clasp with a custom designed 
symbol, or a circlet-—and he’s an Emissary.” 

“But you're a new kind of Regent,” Bronte reminded her. “In fact, 
we considered creating a wholly new title for you and your friends, to 


help highlight the difference to everyone. But we feared that would 


end up causing too much confusion—as well as a bunch of Regents 
seeking appointments to the new level. So we asked our gnomes to put 
together these Articles for all of you instead. The circlets, clasps, and 
cloaks should sufficiently communicate your exalted status, while also 
feeling specific to your team.” 

“Cloaks?” Sophie repeated, letting out a sigh when Bronte pointed 
to three more of the chests on the floor. 

“One silver, one white, and one gold,” he told her. “I’m sure you can 
guess the meaning for the colors at this point. And in case it’s not 
clear, you should be mixing up which Source you choose for each item. 
So you'll be wearing the starlight circlet today—and you’re holding the 
sunlight clasp. Which means you should wear the moonlight cloak.” 
He flipped open the center trunk to reveal a neat bundle of folded 
silver with some sort of patch sewn to the fabric. “The patch is one 
final demonstration of your new status—and your Foxfire uniforms 
will need to be affixed with it as well, once sessions resume, since it’s a 
noble school.” He reached for another small chest and showed her the 
stack of round patches inside, handing her one so she could study the 
design. 

The palm-size circle had a bright red border and the same symbol 
from her circlet and cloak clasps swirling in the background—though 
the three lines alternated colors this time, one gold, one silver, and one 
white. But the main focus was the detailed silhouette stitched on top 
of everything—a howling dire wolf. 

“Weve assigned each of you an individual mascot,” Oralie 
explained, “to represent the role you'll play for your team.” 

“And I’m... a dire wolf?” Sophie asked. “Shouldn’t mine be... you 
know...?” 


“A moonlark?” Bronte guessed. 


“I mean, it seems logical, right?” She was surprised she even had to 
suggest it. 

Bronte shook his head. “No offense to the Black Swan. The name 
they chose for you is not without its significance. But we think it’s 
high time for people to see you as more than an experiment. More than 
a survivor. More than a girl left to fend for herself in a world where she 
didn’t truly belong. You’re a leader now, Miss Foster. Not a 
defenseless little bird. And you’re part of a team, not struggling alone. 
So we wanted you to show our world—and your enemies—that you 
rule your pack, and have the claws and teeth to take anyone on.” 

Sophie studied the wolf silhouette again, hoping it hid the tears she 
could feel forming. 

She'd never thought she needed the Council’s support—but having 
it meant everything. 

Even if the pressure of their expectations was also pretty 
nauseating. 

“The change has already happened inside you,” Oralie assured her, 
tucking Sophie’s hair behind her ears. “I can feel it. And I can see it. 
Now we're just helping you dress the part.” 

“Exactly,” Bronte said, passing Oralie the glowing lumenite circlet. 
“Trust us.” 

“I do,” Sophie told them, trying to hold still as Oralie went to place 
it over her head. But at the last second, she couldn’t stop herself from 
blurting out, “But you need to know I’m unmatchable.” 

Oralie froze. 

Bronte sighed. “I’m assuming that has to do with the lack of 
information about your genetic parents.” 

Sophie nodded, wondering if Bronte was yet another person who’d 
been expecting this to happen. 


Oralie didn’t seem surprised either. More devastated. 


“Tm trying to find out who they are,” Sophie assured them, in case 
they were about to take her title away. 

“You shouldn’t do that!” Bronte warned. 

“Why not?” Sophie asked, surprised by the snap in his tone. 

“Because no good can come from it.” Bronte kicked aside several 
pillows as he turned to pace the length of the room. “Remember, the 
Black Swan has kept their identities hidden by choice. I’m sure that 
means they have good reason for the secrecy—and I think this is an 
instance when we should trust their judgment. Uncovering the secret 
will surely cause a tremendous amount of turmoil for the donors—and 
it’s possible that their turmoil could ripple through our entire world. 
Their identity could also renew the scandal surrounding your 
unconventional past, right when public opinion has finally shifted in 
your favor.” 

“And what about the scandal of being unmatchable?” Sophie 
countered. “How do you think people are going to feel when they see 
me parading around with your fancy Regent symbols on my special 
cloak—and my crown—knowing I’m even worse than a bad match?” 

“You're not worse,” Bronte insisted. “And if you remain single—” 
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“Don’t!” Oralie slammed the circlet down on the dressing table hard 
enough to make Bronte pause midstride. “You can’t expect Sophie to 
consider the kind of commitment you’re about to suggest. Not at her 
age. ld had time to review all of my match lists—and I was still far too 
young. I had no inkling of the sacrifice I was making.” 

Bronte cleared his throat. “I realize that you may have certain 
regrets,” he told Oralie, “but can you honestly tell me that given the 
chance to do it all again, you'd do anything differently?” 

Oralie tilted her head to stare at the lanterns twinkling above them. 
“No. But my decision was my choice. What you're suggesting for Sophie 


wouldn’t necessarily be.” 


“Not everything can be as fair as we want,” Bronte argued. “Nor as 
ideal. But I never said any decisions needed to be made today. I simply 
felt it was important to point out that all of this is technically an 
avoidable scandal.” 

“Its also avoidable if I can provide the matchmakers with my 
genetic history,” Sophie noted. 

“But that would be a very bad idea.” Bronte resumed his pacing. “In 
my experience, when the Black Swan wants something to stay hidden, 
they have a way of making that happen—at any cost.” 

“I thought the Council trusted the Black Swan,” Sophie reminded 
him. 

“We do,” Oralie said quietly. 

“But trust doesn’t cover everything,” Bronte noted. “And in this 
case, what it means is that we believe the Black Swan to generally be 
working for the good of our world. That doesn’t mean we don’t still 
expect them to bend or break any rules they deem necessary in order to 
attain their goals. And they've already told you that they cannot and 
will not reveal your parentage, yes?” 

Sophie reluctantly nodded. 

“Im also assuming they've asked you not to investigate, right?” 
When she agreed again, he told her, “Well, then it’s safe to conclude 
that they'll do whatever it takes to ensure you can’t defy their decision. 
And think of what they allowed to happen to Prentice in order to keep 
your location secret. Do you want to risk that your quest to find your 
genetic family could lead to another similar tragedy?” 

Sophie’s heart stalled. “The Black Swan wouldn’t—” 

“Wouldn’t they?” he interrupted. “They know this secret affects 
their moonlark in many unfortunate ways. And still they've kept it 
hidden. Do you honestly not see that as proof that nothing will stop 
them from keeping this truth safe? And if you agree with my 


assessment—as you should—then are you truly willing to say, ‘Hang 
the consequences, and embark on such a quest solely for your own 
personal benefit?” 

Sophie’s mouth was so dry that her tongue felt superglued to the 
roof of her mouth. So the words came out slightly garbled as she said, 
“I have no idea. But if I don’t, and people find out I’m unmatchable, 
how can I be a Regent—” 

“Because we say so,” Oralie interrupted, taking Sophie’s hands. 
“This was a Council decision. All that matters to us is that your team 
needs you—and we need you.” 

Sophie closed her eyes, letting the wonderful words float around her 
brain before she forced herself to remind them, “But you didn’t know 
about my match status—” 

“Perhaps we didn’t know this specific development,” Bronte cut in 
quietly. “But all of us have long assumed that there are sure to be many 
surprises ahead with you, Miss Foster. Not all of them ideal. And still, 
none of us hesitated to make our oath to you, did we?” 

“No,” Sophie mumbled, wondering how this could possibly be the 
same Bronte who'd been so against her in the beginning. 

“Your title is settled,” Oralie reminded her. “Your match status 
changes nothing. And if anyone questions that decision, you'll have 
the full support of the Council.” 

“You will,” Bronte agreed. “So I implore you, Miss Foster: Keep this 
team your focus. And the danger to the dwarves. And whatever else the 
Neverseen might be planning for Tam—as well as any further 
assignments we may ask you and your friends to take on. Anything 
beyond that will be a distraction at best and a danger at worst. Promise 
me youll put it out of your mind.” 

She knew what he was trying to get her to commit to. And she 


couldn’t deny he’d raised some valid concerns. 


But the best she was willing to give him was, “I won’t lose focus— 
and I won't do anything that would endanger anybody.” 

“T truly hope that’s the case,” he murmured. 

“It is,” she promised. 

Painful silence followed, until Oralie cleared her throat and reached 
for the circlet. “We shouldn’t keep the others waiting. They need their 
leader—assuming you're still willing.” 

Sophie stared at the glowing crown, wondering how long she’d 
actually get to keep it. She wasn’t convinced she could truly count on 
the Council to stand at her side if the public turned against her. 

But... she had to agree that the Black Swan might go to great lengths 
to stop her from finding the information she needed. 

The choice felt overwhelming—until she remembered the leap she’d 
just taken. 

How freeing it had felt to surrender to the Sources’ power. 

All she’d had to do was let go and rely on something bigger than 
herself to carry her through. 

So she nodded, and Oralie set the circlet gently around her 
forehead. 

The metal felt cool and heavy against her skin, but she could tell 
she’d get used to the weight of it. The pressure wasn’t more than she 
could handle. 

“Tm sorry,” Oralie whispered before she stepped back. 

“For what?” Sophie asked. 

“Many things.” She adjusted a strand of Sophie’s hair. “But mostly 
for the fact that you’ve needed an ally so many times—and I haven’t 
been there. I promise that’s changing.” 

“It is,” Bronte agreed. “You’re a Regent now—see for yourself.” 

Oralie tilted the mirror, letting Sophie study her reflection. And she 
barely recognized the girl staring back at her. 


The pink blush on her cheeks should've made her look softer. So 
should the wavy tendrils framing her face. But the bold lines 
highlighting her eyes made her look older instead. 

Pretty—but fierce. 

Different—and proud of it. 

And that glowing crown... 

“May I?” Oralie asked, pointing to Sophie’s Ruewen crest. When 
Sophie agreed, Oralie unfastened the clasp, and Sophie’s cape fell away 
from her shoulders, sliding to the floor as Oralie draped the much 
heavier silver cloak in its place, fastening it with her new golden 
Regent clasp and arranging the drape of the fabric so the howling wolf 
patch hung visibly over Sophie’s heart. Then she stepped back, giving 
Sophie another moment to study herself. 

And this. 

This was the kind of girl who commanded attention. 

The kind of girl who didn’t care what anyone thought of her— 
because she knew exactly who she was. 

The kind of girl who wouldn’t let anything matter. Not scandals or 
gossip or frightening responsibility. 

This girl could handle it all—and would. 

Sophie wasn’t sure if any of that could truly be said about her—yet. 

But she wanted it to be. 

Oralie nodded, her eyes shimmering as she made one final 
adjustment to Sophie’s cape. “Perfect,” she whispered. “You’re ready.” 

“Yeah,” Sophie agreed. “I think I am.” 

Everyone had clearly been waiting on Sophie for a while when she 


returned with Bronte and Oralie to the dark, spotlighted room where 


she’d left Grady, Sandor, Della, Tiergan, and Vika earlier. But she also 


wasn’t the only one of her teammates who'd had a Councillor 
makeover. 

Stina’s transformation was nearly as drastic as Sophie’s. No giant 
hair-sprayed bangs—sadly—but her new look might've been even 
better. Something about her peach cheeks and glossy lips and tamed 
curls had turned Stina into someone who actually looked... friendly. 

Her smile even seemed sincere when she spotted Sophie—though 
the mascot the Council had chosen for the silhouette in Stina’s pink- 
bordered patch was a kraken. So clearly everyone still had realistic 
expectations. 

Wylie’s dark hair was too closely cropped for there to be much 
change to his overall style. But the regal finery definitely gave him a 
much more confident air. 

Sophie had a feeling that out of all of them, Wylie would have the 
most people bowing and curtsying—though she also noticed that one 
of his hands kept fidgeting with his new golden cloak pin. He probably 
missed his Endal crest as much as she missed her Ruewen one, which 
was now pinned to the chain of her home crystal and tucked under her 
cape. 

His patch had an opalescent border that changed colors as he 
moved, and his mascot was a huge winged lizard—which she assumed 
was a dragon until she noticed the ridge of spikes down its back and 
the fact that it only had two legs. She didn’t know enough about 
wyverns to guess why the Council chose that particular creature to 
represent Wylie. But it sure made him look cool. 

Dex’s mascot, on the other hand, was... probably not what he 
would’ve chosen. If it weren’t for the two tiny eyes stitched onto the 
round, fluffy silhouette in the center of his green-bordered patch, 
Sophie wouldn’t have even known it was a tomple. But the dust-eating 


poofball actually did seem like a good fit for Dex once she thought a 


little more about it. Tomples weren’t just adorable—they were useful. 
And even though they might look cuddly, they also had six spindly 
insect legs hidden under all their fur and could cause plenty of chaos. 

And while Dex’s makeover wasn’t the hilarious Emo-tasticness that 
Sophie had been wishing for, his hair had been styled with a cute little 
swoop in the front that really suited his features, and his new silver 
cloak made his shoulders look extra broad. His glowing circlet also 
gave his periwinkle eyes a proud twinkle, and Sophie wished she could 
be there to see the joy on his parents’ faces when he walked through 
the door to Rimeshire in his new finery and explained his 
appointment. She’d known Dex was special from the minute she’d met 
him—and his family had always believed in him. But now everyone was 
going to see him as Lord Dex—a handsome, important Regent, and a 
member of Team Still-Needs-a-Better-Name. 

And then there was Biana—proof that some people were born for 
moments like these. Now that she had a circlet, Sophie already 
couldn’t imagine Biana without it. And the look in Biana’s eyes 
seemed to say, I’ve just made my own Vacker legacy, and I can’t wait to 
show you what I’m going to do with it. 

Her overall style was more muted than normal—neutral tones on 
her eyes, cheeks, and lips, with her hair pulled back into a simple knot 
at the base of her neck. And yet somehow that made her even more 
striking. The Council had chosen a kelpie for Biana’s mascot, and 
while Sophie—once again—didn’t know much about the creature, she 
did know that kelpies were beautiful and elusive and a tiny bit sparkly. 
So it seemed like an excellent decision. 

And when she noticed that Biana’s patch was bordered in purple, 
she realized that each of their patches’ colors matched the colors of 
their spotlights—which made her wonder if the Council had somehow 


known that her spotlight would be Inflictor red before she’d gotten 


there, or if their gnomes had set to work as soon as she stepped foot in 
the Seat of Eminence. She also realized that the jewels in the centers of 
their circlets were color-coordinated to their spotlights—ruby for her, 
pink tourmaline for Stina, opal for Wylie, emerald for Dex, and 
amethyst for Biana. 

The Council had truly thought of everything. And Sophie had been 
so busy studying her friends that she’d forgotten they weren’t the only 
ones who'd been waiting for her—until Grady lifted her into a 
crushing hug, spinning her around a couple of times before he set her 
down and leaned back to study her. 

His eyes took in every detail of all her new accessories, lingering the 
longest on her cape’s patch. 

“Apparently I’m not just a moonlark anymore,” Sophie told him, too 
embarrassed to share the Council’s reasons for choosing her mascot 
while the rest of her friends were close enough to hear. 

“I guess not,” Grady agreed, his voice thoroughly choked up. “You 
okay with that?” 

The best answer she could give him was, “We’ll see.” 

He pulled her back into a hug. “How are you really holding up?” he 
whispered in her ear. “I know this must be a lot.” 

“It is,” she whispered back. “But... I think you were right. It’s time 
to take this step. We’re going to need all the allies we can get to stop 
the Neverseen.” 

He hugged her tighter. “I’m so proud of you, kiddo. Wait—can I 
even call you ‘kiddo’ anymore? You look so grown up.” 

“There’s always Lady Kiddo,” Dex suggested, striding up beside 
them and earning a chuckle from Grady. “Or you could join the cool 
kids and call her Lady Fos-Boss.” 

Grady’s eyebrows shot up. 

Sophie shook her head. “Don’t ask—and that’s not happening.” 


“It so is,” Dex insisted. Then his dimpled grin faded, and he reached 
up to adjust his circlet. “All of this is really happening, huh?” 

Sophie nodded. 

And as she listened to Sandor lecturing the Councillors for taking 
his charge into space without his protection, and to Biana telling Della 
all about her light leap with the Sources, and to Tiergan quietly 
assuring Wylie that he was so incredibly proud of him—even to Vika 
promising Stina that she was sure to be the most famous of all the 
Hekses—she was hit with the rare sense that for that one moment, 
things were exactly the way they ought to be. 

They had a ton of work and drama and problems ahead—and 
probably lots of bickering and almost dying. But they’d deal with all of 
it, because they all had one thing in common. 

“I know what our team name needs to be,” she realized, having to 
repeat the words louder for everyone to catch them. 

“Oh yeah?” Dex asked. “Hit us with it, Lady Fos-Boss.” 

Sophie sighed. “Seriously, that’s not my name.” 

“Keep telling yourself that,” Dex, Wylie, Biana, and Stina all said in 
unison, because of course the first thing they'd all agree on would be 
the need to continue annoying her. 

But she’d deal with her title issues later. 

For now, she turned to the twelve Councillors and told them. “You 
wanted something respectable. And we wanted something that fits 
who we are—” 

“And something that isn’t an epic fail,” Dex jumped in, earning 
himself glares from all of the Councillors. “I’m still particularly fond of 
‘Team Dex-Is-the-Greatest.”” 

Sophie cleared her throat, giving Dex a please-not-now look. “So I 


think,” she continued, “we should be Team Valiant. It sounds official. 


It means brave and heroic. And if we want, we can always shorten it to 
Team V.” 

Silence followed, long enough that Sophie started to worry she'd 
gotten it wrong. 

Then Dex applauded. 

A slow clap—but still genuine. 

And when Biana, Wylie, and—reluctantly—Stina joined in, Team 
Valiant was officially born. 

Biana even made sure to repeat the name a little louder than 
necessary as they stood on the steps outside the Seat of Eminence, 
making plans to head home for the night and meet up the next day to 
discuss all the huge problems they needed to start tackling. 

They pretended not to notice the elves that had stopped to stare— 
exactly the way the Council had hoped that people would. But Sophie 
could already hear the whispers starting. 

“Is that Sophie Foster?” 

“And Dex Dizznee?” 

“And Biana Vacker?” 

“And Wylie Endal?” 

“And Stina Heks?” 

“It looks like they're part of the nobility!” 

“They can’t be!” 

“But they're wearing circlets.” 

“And what’s that symbol on their pins?” 

“One of them said something about a team—what do you think it 
means?” 

Sophie held her breath, waiting to hear the answer. 

And it made her heart swell, even if it also made her stomach extra 
twisty and sour. 


“Looks like the Council’s finally doing something.” 
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thing,” Keefe murmured, making Sophie jump—and then reel on 
Sandor for not giving her a heads-up that she had people waiting for 
her in her bedroom. 

Sandor shrugged. Clearly he was still annoyed with her for leaving 
the planet without him—as if the edge of the earth’s atmosphere was 
somehow the perfect spot for a Neverseen ambush. 

Then again, Bo hadn’t warned her about her visitors either. 

His white-knuckle grip on his sword—and the satisfied smirk on 
Ro’s face—probably had something to do with that. 

And Edaline must've gotten sidetracked by all the hugging and 
crying and asking fifty thousand questions and forgotten to mention 
that there were a smirking boy and an ogre princess waiting upstairs. 

All Sophie knew was, she was going to yell at all of them later, 
because now she had to face a Keefe-and-Ro Inquisition while still 
wearing a crown. 

Sandor and Bo were wise enough to wait in the hall. 

Keefe whistled as he crossed her flowered carpet and made a slow 
circle around her. And Sophie braced for a record-breaking amount of 
teasing. But his voice actually sounded serious when he asked, “Sorry, 
was I supposed to bow?” 

“If you had, I would’ve flung a pillow at your head,” she told him 
with a grin he didn’t return. “And you can forget the Lady Sophie 
thing, too.” 


“Thank goodness,” Ro said, dropping her feet from where she’d had 
them propped on Sophie’s desk. “I never would’ve been able to pull 
that off with a straight face. And, uh, please tell me this isn’t your 
permanent new wardrobe.” 

“Parts of it are,” Sophie admitted, pointing to her new cloak clasp as 
an example. “But I’m done with the dress. And this.” 

She tried to yank the much-too-conspicuous circlet off of her head, 
hoping the humiliating way it got tangled in her hair at least proved 
that she was still the same clumsy mess she’d always been. 

She knew she should probably tuck the obnoxious accessory safely 
into one of the gilded chests that Grady had brought home from the 
Seat of Eminence. Edaline had supposedly conjured them all into 
Sophie’s bathroom. 

But she didn’t feel like being tidy. 

She felt like getting into normal clothes as fast as she possibly 
could. 

“What about that patch?” Ro asked, pointing to the wolf silhouette 
on her cloak. “What’s that all about?” 

“Long story,” Sophie mumbled, dumping the circlet on her bed and 
stumbling into her closet to ditch her cloak, gown, and heels. 

“I like stories,” Ro called after her. “Unless it involves a lot of 
speeches about how you elves get to boss everyone around because you 
think you're so pretty and powerful and sparkly. Then we can skip that 
snorefest.” 

Sophie pulled on a pair of leggings and called back, “There was 
definitely some of that going on. And a lot of talk about the differences 
between sunlight, starlight, and moonlight.” 

Ro started making very loud snoring sounds. 

“You would’ve enjoyed all the horrible team name suggestions that 


Dex and Biana kept bugging the Council with, though,” Sophie 


shouted over the abundance of snorts and gurgles. If that was what Ro 
actually sounded like when she slept, poor Keefe probably had to sleep 
with a pillow over his head. “I thought Emery was going to exile them 
at one point.” 

“Okay, now I’m interested,” Ro informed her. “And let’s hope Team 
Fancypants was the winner. Because I can almost forgive you for 
wearing all of those sparkly accessories if that’s what you’re making 
your stuffy Councillors call you.” 

“Wait,” Keefe said, before Sophie could respond. “Dex and Biana 
were there?” 

Sophie nodded, then realized he couldn’t see her. Which actually 
made it a little easier to tell him. “Yeah. And Wylie. And Stina. I guess 
the Council decided I’m way more successful when I have backup— 
and they’re not wrong. But I’m still trying not to be insulted that they 
built this whole team because I’m useless alone. Oh—and you'll love 
this. They wanted to name us Team Prodigious.” 

“Wow,” Ro said. “You guys shut that down, right?” 

“First thing we did,” Sophie agreed, pulling on a blissfully boring 
gray tunic and wishing all clothes could be so unassuming. “The 
Council was not happy about it.” 

She waited for Keefe to make his own team name suggestions, but 
he stayed noticeably silent. And when she made her way back to her 
bedroom, she found him turned away, fussing with the sleeves of his 
embroidered gray tunic as he stared out her wall of windows. 

“Everything okay?” she asked. 

“Pretty sure he’s pouting,” Ro told her. 

“Tm not pouting,” Keefe argued—in a tone that definitely sounded 
pouty. “I just love how it took you less than a day after your little chat 


with Bangs Boy to cut me out of everything.” 


“Hey, I had no say in this!” Sophie reminded him. “If I got to pick 
the team, do you really think Stina Heks would be on it?” 

“Probably not—but that doesn’t mean you would’ve included me,” 
he countered. 

Sophie sighed. “I won't lie, if the Council had wanted you involved 
in all of this... yeah, I would’ve made Ro keep you away. Because this is 
exactly the kind of thing that Tam was warning us about. And I think 
it’s more important for you to be focusing on your memories, anyway. 
But, if it makes you feel any better, your name did come up. Dex 
actually pushed for you to be swapped in, instead of Stina—and even 
Grady agreed that you would’ve been the better choice for the ‘team’s 
Empath.” 

“He did?” Keefe asked, perking up a little as he glanced at her over 
his shoulder. But his smile faded just as fast. “The Council shot them 
down because of my mom, huh?” 

There was no point denying it. 

“Would you have honestly wanted to swear an oath to the Council?” 
she asked instead. “Doesn’t seem like your kind of thing.” 

“Its not,” Keefe agreed. “I just didn’t realize it was your kind of 
thing either.” 

“Honestly? Neither did I.” She made her way closer, watching the 
ocean shimmer with glints of pink and orange from the sunset. “But... 
it sounds like we’re going to need the Council’s help to deal with King 
Enki as we try to figure out what the Neverseen are planning in 
Loamnore. And if Mr. Forkle’s right that the Neverseen are also trying 
to turn the public against the Councillors, then it’s probably pretty 
important for us to be allies. So... I’m giving it a try. But it’s also good 
that they left some of our group out. That way you, Fitz, and Linh will 
have a clearer perspective and can let us know if it seems like we’re 


getting sucked into anything weird. And you can look into anything 


we don’t want the Council knowing about. Well... Fitz and Linh can do 
that last part. You can focus on your memories—and staying safe.” 

“Great,” Keefe muttered. 

“Hang on!” Ro said, stomping over to join them by the windows. 
“Did you just say that Pretty Boy’s not a part of this?” Her mouth fell 
open when Sophie nodded. “But... aren’t you two, like, a package deal? 
Team Obnoxious-Telepaths?” 

“We usually are,” Sophie agreed, ignoring the “obnoxious” part of 
that nickname. “But the Council wants to separate us. They think I 
rely too much on my telepathy and am not taking full advantage of my 
other abilities. So they want me to work on stuff without Fitz and see if 
it helps me widen my focus.” 

Ro blinked. “Wow! Okay—I officially take back every bad thing I’ve 
ever said about your Councillors! Theyre my heroes! All hail the 
sparkle-fied twelve for breaking up the Great Fitzphie!” 

“They didn’t break us up,” Sophie argued, her face burning when 
she realized how that sounded. “They just thought it was worth seeing 
what happens if we don’t work as closely as often—and they promised 
they'd let Fitz join the team if it turns out I need him.” 
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“You won't,” Ro assured her. “Right, Hunkyhair?” 

She elbowed Keefe, who'd gone back to staring at the ocean. 

“Come on, Captain Sulky,” Ro said, elbowing him harder. “There’s 
really nothing you want to say?” 

“Nope.” He scooted away before Ro could elbow him again, earning 
himself an epic ogre eye roll. 

And he looked so miserable—so un-Keefe—that Sophie decided she 
was willing to sacrifice herself on the altar of humiliation if it got him 
out of his funk. 

“You know what Dex has everyone calling me now?” she asked. 


“Tm sure you'd be proud of him.” 


“The Mysterious Lady F?” Ro guessed. 

“Ugh, I wish. Nope, it’s... Lady Fos-Boss.” 

The confession was almost worth it when Keefe couldn’t help giving 
her a quick smirk. 

“I knew I liked that boy,” Ro announced. “In fact, I even tried out 
one of his little tricks—see?” 

She pointed to Sophie’s desk, and it took Sophie a second to figure 
out what she meant. 

“You changed Iggy’s color?” she asked, heading over to his cage, 
where, sure enough, the tiny imp had yet another new look. His neatly 
trimmed, gold, sparkly fur was now a much poofier ice blue with tiny 
crimps. 

“Huh, I figured he’d be pink and purple,” Sophie admitted, pointing 
to Ro’s colorful pigtails. 

Ro tossed her head, swishing her hair in the process. “Uh, no, I’m 
not sharing my fabulous style with anyone—much less a creature who 
spent the last hour eating his own toenails. But I thought it was only 
right to save your imp from being sparkle-fied—and I was going to be 
nice and turn him your favorite color. But apparently your favorite 
color is teal—and yeah, yeah, we all know why. But, um, do you realize 
how many of the nastiest little microbes are that color?” She 
shuddered. “I couldn’t do that to you—or the little dude. So I went 
with a nice ice blue. The kind of color you can’t help but love. Classic. 
Reliable—” 

“We get it,” Keefe interrupted. “Iggy’s blue. Good job. Can we 
please talk about anything else?” 

“Okay,” Sophie said, slipping her fingers through the bars of Iggy’s 
cage and scratching his fuzzy cheeks until the room was filled with the 
sound of his squeaky purr. “How about you tell us what’s wrong?” 


“Nothing’s wrong,” Keefe insisted. 


“Then why are you being Lord Grumpypants?” She’d hoped the 
tease would snap him out of it, but he just went back to fidgeting with 
his sleeves. “Come on, Keefe. Something’s clearly up. You haven’t even 
made any Lady Fos-Boss jokes yet.” 

“Or Team Prodigious jokes,” Ro added. 

He shrugged. “They’re not my jokes to make. I’m not part of the 
team.” 

“And that bothers you?” Sophie guessed. “No, don’t shrug again— 
I’m serious.” She stepped closer, forcing him to look at her. “You know 
it doesn’t change anything, right?” 

“Well, I mean, it kinda does,” he corrected. “You’re in the nobility 
now. You have a crown! And Councillors to report to! And I have... a 
bunch of mostly empty notebooks.” 

“They won't stay empty,” Sophie assured him. “And the more you 
fill them, the more valuable they’re going to be.” 

He didn’t look convinced. 

“So you never told us,” Ro said, filling the tense silence. “What team 
name did you go with? Team Awesomesauce?” 

“Dex campaigned pretty hard for that,” Sophie admitted. “And 
Biana tried for Team Sparkles a couple of different times. But I sold 
them on Team Valiant—and I know it’s not super clever or exciting. 
But the Council said they’d only approve something respectable.” 

“Respectable,” Ro scoffed. “That’s always the problem with you 
elves. You like to be so dignified and diplomatic. This is war! If you want 
to send a message to your enemies, you form Team Ruthless. Or Team 
Bloodbath—though I guess you also don’t put a bunch of scrawny kids 
in Team Bloodbath.” 

“No, you don’t,” Sophie agreed. 


She honestly would’ve rather been Team Prodigious. 


“But then what’s the story behind the wolf patch?” Ro asked. “I’m 


not gonna lie, I’m hoping it’s because Team Valiant has a howl-y battle 


37 


cry. 

Sophie had to disappoint her again. 

And as she explained the Council’s reasons for choosing her new 
mascot, she couldn’t remember why the dire wolf had felt so cool or 
empowering. 

“Hey,” Keefe said, fanning the air as her mood plummeted, “don’t 
let us ruin this for you, Foster. It’s a big deal. I’m sorry I’ve been 
grumpy. I was just surprised, is all. And I was up way too late, so I 
think I’m tired.” 

“Were you drawing more of your memories?” she asked, grateful for 
the subject change—and the apology. 

“I did a few. Nothing important. But... I was mostly working on 
something else. That’s why I stopped by—but... maybe it’s not a good 
time. You’ve had a crazy day and—” 

“It’s about my biological parents, isn’t it?” Sophie interrupted. 

Her heart felt like someone tied it to a massive anchor as he reached 
into a pocket hidden in his tunic and pulled out the blue notebook 
they'd started their planning in the day before. 

“Wow, that’s even more dread than I felt yesterday,” he mumbled, 
fanning her emotions away. “Are you sure you want to keep looking 
into this?” 

“Honestly, I have no idea what to do,” she admitted. “Bronte gave 
me this whole long lecture on why I shouldn’t find out who my genetic 
parents are, and it kinda got in my head.” 

Keefe stood up straighter. “Does that mean you told the Council 
you re unmatchable?” 

“Only Bronte and Oralie.” She made her way over to her bed and 


sank onto the edge. “I wasn’t planning on saying anything. But I kinda 


freaked out when they were crowning me—started imagining giant 
crowds of elves chasing me through the Lost Cities with torches and 
pitchforks, shouting, ‘Burn the unmatchable girl! And I figured it’d be 
less humiliating to risk losing the title now, before anyone even knows 
it was an option.” 

“And Bronte freaked out?” Keefe assumed. 

“Of course he did—but... not the way I’m sure you’re thinking. He 
was actually strangely awesome about the unmatchable part.” 

Ro snorted. 

“No, really. I mean, he didn’t offer to order the matchmakers to 
make my lists even without having my genetic parents’ info or 
anything—and of course he brought up the whole ‘it’s not a problem if 
you just stay single forever’ argument. But... he also said the Council 
would stand by me if people made a fuss about it. And it kinda 
sounded like he meant it.” She picked up the circlet she’d tossed aside 
earlier, tracing her fingers over the symbol for her new team. “It’s a 
little hard to believe him, but... I don’t know. I kinda do.” 

“I can feel that,” Keefe said, sitting down beside her. “So why all the 
extra dread?” 

“Because he also brought up something I hadn’t thought of before, 
and now I’m not sure what to do about it.” She stared at her reflection 
in her circlet’s ruby, feeling just as fragmented as she repeated 
Bronte’s warnings about what the Black Swan might do to protect 
their secrets. 

And she’d expected Keefe to agree that they truly were valid 
concerns—or to at least need some time to think about it. 

But he was already shaking his head before she’d even finished. 
“Nah, I don’t buy it. For one thing, it’s not like the Black Swan did the 
memory break on Prentice. That was all on the Council. They kept 


pushing and pushing and pushing, no matter the consequences—and 


that’s totally different than the kind of digging you're doing. I’m pretty 
sure you'd never shatter anyone’s sanity to find out what you want to 
know.” 

“T wouldn’t. But it doesn’t have to be as drastic as a memory break 
for someone to get hurt. And that’s what makes this so hard. Because 
if you really think about it, I’m the only one who’ll get any benefit out 
of finding my biological parents. Everyone else gets a ton of drama. 
And there really is a chance that the Black Swan might try to stop me, 
so who knows what kinds of problems that might cause? And if I’m 
aware of all of those risks, and I still search out my genetic parents 
anyway, I’m... being selfish, aren’t I?” 

“Maybe,” he admitted. “But... you’re allowed to be a little selfish 
sometimes. And it’s not like you aren’t making huge sacrifices too.” 

“I know. But if something really bad happens because of this, that’s 
gonna be pretty hard to live with.” She set her circlet gently on her 
nightstand and tugged out an itchy eyelash. “I just wish I knew why the 
Black Swan won’t tell me who my genetic parents are, you know? I’m 
not trying to gamble with people’s lives, but I’d like to not have mine 
get totally messed up either—especially without even understanding 
what’s really at stake.” 

“T get that,” Keefe said quietly, “and... I actually have a theory about 
why the Black Swan won’t tell you—and it might even explain why 
Bronte got so pushy with you today.” 

“Okay,” Sophie said when he didn’t continue. “Are you going to tell 
me?” 

“T can. But... you’re not going to like it.” 

“What else is new?” Sophie scooted back farther on her bed, 
deciding she might as well be surrounded by fluffy pillows if she had to 
get hit with bad news. She grabbed Ella, too, burying her face between 
her floppy ears. “Okay, what is it?” 


Keefe stood up to pace, passing her enough times to seriously ramp 
up her anxiety. 

“You're making me wonder if suspense can actually kill me,” she 
warned. 

“Sorry. I’m just trying to figure out how to do this without freaking 
you out like I did yesterday. Actually, wait.” 

He hurried back to her bed and nestled into the pillows beside her, 
setting the blue notebook in his lap and pointing to her hand. “Turn 
your enhancing restrictors off. That way I can calm you down if you 
need me to.” 

“Its really that bad?” Sophie asked, tapping her thumbs and 
forefingers the way Tinker had shown her. 

“I guess we'll find out.” Keefe placed one of his hands near hers— 
without touching—and drummed his fingers against the front of the 
blue notebook with the other. “So... yesterday, I said I didn’t think your 
genetic parents would be people you know, because it would be too 
hard for them to pretend around you—and I might still be right about 
that. But. As I started trying to make lists of possible DNA donors, I 
realized the biggest clues we have are your abilities. I mean, yeah, it’s 
not always that telepathic parents have telepathic kids or whatever. 
Sometimes genetics decide to get funky and do their own thing. But it 
also happens consistently enough that it’s safe to assume your 
biological parents have at least some of your abilities. Do you see 
where I’m going with this?” 

“Sorta,” Sophie said. “I’ve always assumed one of my parents must 
be a Telepath.” 

“That’s where I started out focusing too, since your telepathy is so 
strong, and it seemed fundamental to the Black Swan’s plans for you. 
But then I remembered that one of the few things we know for sure is 


that Mr. Forkle wanted you to be able to heal broken minds, since he 


knew there was a chance that could happen to some of the order. And 
to be able to do that, you need two abilities, right? Telepathy and...” 

“Inflicting,” Sophie finished slowly. 

He tapped the notebook harder. “Yeah... so I started thinking about 
how rare inflicting is.” 

Sophie’s insides scrunched together. 

He was right—she wasn’t going to like this. 

“There’s only one other registered Inflictor,” she mumbled. 

“I know.” Keefe scooted his hand even closer to hers—but still not 
quite touching. “And it’s someone whose whole life would be turned 
upside down if people found out he had a child. In fact, the news 
would pretty much turn everything upside down—at least for a little 
while. And it happens to be the same person who just gave you a big 
speech trying to convince you not to look into your genetic parents— 
even promising that the Council would stand beside you being 
unmatchable if it came to that. He basically said anything he could to 
get you to leave it alone.” 

He stopped there, giving her a chance to leave the rest unspoken. 

But there was no point hiding from it. 

She reached for his hand, focusing on the soft blue breeze that 
rushed into her mind as she whispered, “You think Councillor Bronte 


is my biological father.” 
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WE DON’T KNOW ANYTHING FOR certain,” Keefe reminded Sophie as 
she tightened her grip on his hand. 

And she tried to believe him—tried to focus on the soothing 
colorful breezes he kept sending into her mind. 

But her head was spinning in fifteen different directions. And the 
only thought that seemed to stick through all the chaos was: Seriously? 

Out of all the people the Black Swan could’ve picked to be her 
biological father, they chose Councillor Bronte? 

“It’s just a theory,” Keefe insisted. 
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“But it makes sense!” She honestly couldn’t believe she’d never 
suspected him before—and not just because of the Inflictor thing. 

Maybe this was why Bronte had been so hard on her when she’d first 
met him. 

Mr. Forkle had already admitted that the Black Swan had been 
forced to bring her to the Lost Cities earlier than they'd originally 
planned, because the Neverseen were getting too close to finding her. 
So what if Bronte had been trying to get her exiled because he wasn’t 
ready to deal with the fallout if people figured out that she was his 
daughter? 

And what if hed stepped up the meanness even more after she’d 
manifested as an Inflictor, because he thought it would keep people 
from suspecting any connection between them? 

And maybe the reason he’d been so cruel when her abilities were 


“malfunctioning” was because he’d taken such a huge risk in order to 


make her an Inflictor—and then it was looking like it had all been for 
nothing. 

None of that excused the awful things he’d said and done to her, of 
course—but she wasn’t trying to decide if Bronte was a good guy. 

She was trying to decide if he was her biological father. 

And... he had to be—didn’t he? 

It even explained why he’d started being nicer once her abilities had 
been healed. Then Project Moonlark was back on track, and enough 
time had passed that he could relax a little without people suspecting 
him of anything. 

Who knew? Maybe he’d even felt a little bad for treating his 
biological daughter so coldly—though that sounded mostly like 
wishful thinking. 

“I... don’t know what to do with this information,” Sophie admitted, 
rubbing her left temple as she pictured Bronte’s face, trying to see 
herself in his sharp features. 

She ended up with a mental image of herself with piercing blue eyes 
and huge, pointy ears—and a laugh bubbled up even as tears welled 
and her hands curled into fists, legs itching to run, hide— 

“Easy there, Foster,” Keefe said, sending her more calming mental 
breezes. 

The soft rushes of color whisked across her consciousness, soothing 
any raw nerves. 

But for every wave of panic that Keefe’s winds were able to ease, 
there was another stronger surge ready in its wake. 

“I get it—this is huge,” he told her, pulling her out of her pillow 
nest and spinning her to face him better. “But try to remember that 
even if it is ttue—and we don’t know if it is—it’s also not bad.” 


“How can you say that?” 


“Well...” He dragged his free hand down his face. “For one thing... 
Bronte’s not a murderer. Or part of the Neverseen—and I’m not saying 
that to compare your life to mine—” 

“I know,” Sophie assured him, squeezing his hand as tightly as she 
clung to the reminder. 

Some of Bronte’s behavior over the last few years had strayed pretty 
close to “villain territory.” 

But he wasn’t a villain. 

In fact, if he really had been part of Project Moonlark, that 
technically made him even more solidly one of the good guys. 

Plus, shed already known that she was going to hate the people 
who'd donated their DNA to the Black Swan and then abandoned her 
—especially if they'd been lying to her ever since she’d gotten to the 
Lost Cities. 

But... maybe that was why this revelation stung like lemon juice in 
an open wound. 

She'd actually been starting to like Bronte as a person—starting to 
trust him as an ally. She’d even been glad that he was one of her points 
of contact on the Council. 

And now? 

“How am I supposed to work with him?” she whispered, trying to 
focus on the most important question—because this was so much 
bigger than her personal drama. 

She’d become a Regent to be able to tackle the problems with Tam, 
the dwarves, and the Neverseen—and if this got in the way... 

“Bronte can’t know that I know,” she realized. 

“Why?” Keefe wondered. “Isn’t that why we were doing this?” 

She pulled her hand free and scooted back as far as she could, trying 
to save Keefe from the nausea clawing up her throat. “It was, but... I 


didn’t really have a plan for what Id do if we actually found either of 


my genetic parents—and I never thought we'd learn something like 
this. It’s like you said: If anyone finds out Bronte’s my biological father, 
it would turn our world upside down. He’d have to resign as a 
Councillor. And there’d have to be another election—right when the 
Neverseen are trying so hard to destroy the Council’s authority. And 
all of that will take up time we should be using to figure out how to 
protect Loamnore or how to get Tam away from your mom. That’s why 
Mr. Forkle wanted me to let this go—and why Bronte did too. If I 
don’t, it’s going to make an enormous mess of everything.” 

“Okaaaaaaay,” Keefe said, dragging out the word. “But if you never 
tell anyone...” 

He stopped before the part she was trying so hard not to think 
about. But they both knew what he wasn’t saying. 

If she never told anyone who her biological father was... she'd be 
unmatchable forever. 

“I know,” she whispered. “But... what can I do?” 

Keefe had no answer. 

And she hated the Black Swan so much in that moment—more than 
she’d ever hated them before. There was no way they didn’t know what 
would happen if they used a Councillor for Project Moonlark. And 
clearly they didn’t care. Giving her a chance at a normal, happy life 
didn’t matter, as long as she was able to inflict pain on people—an 
ability that didn’t even work very well. 

The Neverseen had special headpieces to block her, and her lack of 
control always took out more good guys than bad guys. 

A tiny, rational part of her knew that her inflicting was also the only 
reason Alden was awake and functioning—and Prentice, too. But her 
anger at the moment was so much stronger. 

“Hey,” Keefe said, reaching out like he was going to hug her—then 
stopping at the last second and patting her awkwardly on the shoulder. 


“It doesn’t matter, okay? Like I said yesterday, no one’s going to care 
about your matchmaking status—or no one who matters, anyway. And 
now you even have the Council promising to back you up if there’s any 
drama.” 

“Yeah, because Bronte wants to keep his job,” she grumbled. “And 
he’s clearly hoping I'll make it easy on everyone and just stay single 
forever—like him. Ugh, that’s probably why he thinks it’s no big deal 
to expect that!” 

Same with Mr. Forkle, actually. 

She punched one of her pillows, but it wasn’t nearly satisfying 
enough. She needed something more destructive, so she twisted and 
tugged and clawed at the silky fabric, hoping for a dramatic rip and a 
spray of feathers. 

But pillows were a whole lot tougher than she realized they could 
be. 

Keefe gave her another reassuring shoulder pat—but when she 
flung the pillow aside and buried her face in her hands, she heard him 
growl something that sounded like “screw it.” Then his arms wrapped 
around her and she sank into the hug, not realizing she was crying 
until she felt her tears soak into his tunic. 

“All right, Foster,” he murmured into her hair. “I think we're 
getting way ahead of ourselves here. So let’s back it up and try to focus 
on the facts for a second, okay?” He waited for her to nod against his 
shoulder before he said, “Okay, fact number one: We have absolutely 
no idea if Bronte is actually your biological father. I mean, yeah, it’s a 
solid theory. But it definitely could be wrong—just like you were wrong 
about Forkle, Kenric, and Jolie. So try to let go of all those nightmare 
scenarios I’m sure you’re imagining right now—at least until we have 
actual proof. Which brings me to fact number two: We need to prove 


whether or not this is true. And thankfully, it shouldn’t be hard to do. 


We just need to get you, me, and Bronte in a room. Then I'll grab his 
hands while you ask if he’s your father—and boom. My mad Empath 
skills will get you your answer.” 

“But... then he’ll know I know,” Sophie reminded him. “And if he is 
my father—” 

“Then at least you guys will understand each other,” he supplied for 
her. “And let’s face it—it’s not like you’re going to be able to hide this. 
Every time you look at him, you'll be a puddle of panic and rage. It’s 
better to get it out there, find out the truth, and then figure out where 
you go from there.” 

Sophie sighed. “I guess you’re right.” 

“Of course I am—how many times do I have to tell you I'm a genius 
before you start believing me?” He laughed, and Sophie could feel the 
soft vibration where her cheek was pressed against his chest. “Anyway, 
back to my brilliant facts—and moving on to number three! Once you 
confront Bronte—” 

“Hopefully in a super-dramatic way,” Ro cut in, making Sophie and 
Keefe both jump so hard that Sophie’s forehead crashed into Keefe’s 
chin. 

“Forgot you weren’t alone?” Ro asked, raising her eyebrows as 
Keefe pulled away from the hug. 

Sophie totally had. 

And Ro wasn’t the only eavesdropper she should’ve been thinking 
about. 

“Whatever you've heard,” she called to Sandor and Bo, and maybe 
Flori, if she was back from her patrols, “it’s—” 

“Not to be repeated,” Sandor finished for her, leaning his head 
through the doorway. “Yes, I know. Have I ever given you any reason 


to doubt my respect for your privacy?” 


“No. But this is way bigger than anything I’ve asked you to keep 
secret before,” she felt the need to point out. 

“Tm well aware of its significance—and its implications. And that’s 
all the more reason to trust that the information is safe with me. You 
also have my word that it’s safe with anyone under my command.” The 
promise was made along with a grunt that sounded like maybe Sandor 
had kicked Bo to make sure he got the message. “And that’s true 
regardless of whether your suspicions turn out to be correct. I also 
agree with Mr. Sencen—and you know how much it pains me to say 
that. This is still only a theory—the kind of theory that absolutely must 
be proven before you decide what to do with the information. And for 
the record, I will be there when you confront Councillor Bronte—and I 
don’t recommend resorting to dramatics.” 

“Aw, come on, Gigantor!” Ro whined. “How many times does a girl 
get a chance to stomp into a room and demand to know if someone’s 
her daddy? Bonus points if she can squeak out a few tears—and then 
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follow it up with a face slap!” She let out a wistful sigh. “Should we 
also take bets on what the verdict’s going to be?” 

“No bets!” Sandor ordered, stalking closer to Sophie and waiting for 
her to make eye contact. “I think it’s also important that you 
understand something very clearly, Miss Foster. If Bronte makes any 
threats during this confrontation—verbal or otherwise—I will subdue 
him. It won’t matter that he’s a Councillor and could cause diplomatic 
issues for me. My job is to protect you.” 

Sophie tried to swallow, but a lump had lodged in her throat. 
“Bronte wouldn’t—” 

“Wouldn’t he?” Sandor interrupted. “We both know the things he’s 
already put you through. And if this theory is true, it’s a secret he’s 
gone to great lengths to protect. There’s no telling what he’ll do if he 


fears exposure. In fact, I almost wish you'd go to Mr. Forkle for 
confirmation instead. He can’t inflict pain or threaten you with Exile.” 

“Yeah, but he’s a way better liar,” Keefe argued. “And he won’t be 
nearly as caught off guard, since I’m sure he already assumes Foster’s 
looking into this. So his reaction would be much harder for me to 
gauge.” 

“Bronte knows I’m looking into this too,” Sophie reminded Keefe. 

“Yeah, but he won’t expect you to make progress this quickly. Plus, 
you're supposed to check in with him all the time about your Regent 
stuff anyway, right? So if you call a meeting with him, it won’t seem 
nearly as suspicious as it would if you demanded another Forkle chat. 
The only trick will be coming up with a reason for why I’m there with 
you. Maybe we can say I want to make a case for joining Team 
Fancypants—” 

“Team Valiant,” Sophie corrected. 

He smirked. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I’m never gonna call it that. Just 
like I’m pretty sure you’re gonna have to get used to me calling you the 
Lovely Lady F.” 

She tried to smile, glad he was back to his old, teasing self. But she 
knew her eyes didn’t sell it. 

“Stick to the facts, Foster,” Keefe begged, taking her hand again and 
sending another soft breeze into her mind. “Remember, there’s still a 
good chance we're wrong about all of this. Genetics are weird. Look at 
Dex. He’s a Technopath, and his mom’s a Froster, and his dad’s 
Talentless—and no, I don’t think that’s because his parents were a bad 
match. Marella’s parents were matchmaker-approved, and neither of 
them are Pyrokinetics like she is. So you and Bronte both being 
Inflictors might not mean what we think it means.” 

“Exactly,” Ro said. “For the record, I’m totally on Team Not-the- 
Daddy.” 


“You are?” Keefe asked. 

“Yup! I’ve seen the dude, remember? I mean, personally I think all 
of you elves are scrawny and weird-looking—but that doesn’t mean I 
don’t know how to tell which ones of you are technically ‘prettier’ by 
your elf-y standards. And Councillor Pointy Ears? Meh. No way his 
daughter could be our little blond hottie right here.” 

“Unless she gets that from her mom,” Keefe reminded Ro, and part 
of Sophie’s brain wanted to wonder if that meant Keefe was agreeing 
with Ro’s “blond hottie” assessment—but that was definitely not 
something she needed to be thinking about at the moment. 

Or ever. 

“I know you're trying to make me feel better,” she said, pausing for 
a much-needed eyelash tug. “But we all know what’s going to happen 
here. Bronte’s going to confirm that he’s my father. And then he’s 
going to beg me not to tell anyone and—” 

“And then you’ll have to decide what you’re going to do,” Keefe 
jumped in. “That was the third fact I was getting to, before we were so 
rudely interrupted by my nosy bodyguard. You do have a choice here, 
Foster. I know you think outing Bronte will cause some epic, world- 
destroying scandal. And I’m not saying it won’t cause some temporary 
chaos while he steps down and there’s the election and stuff. But... 
Bronte’s not exactly winning the prize for Most Beloved Councillor, 
you know? I’m pretty sure most people aren’t going to be sad to see 
him go. And it’s not like we've never had a Councillor step aside 
because they wanted to get married or have kids or whatever.” 

“Uh, that’s a little different than someone stepping aside because 
they secretly donated their DNA to an illegal experiment and then lied 
to everyone about it for years and years,” Sophie argued. “Think of 


how outspoken Bronte’s always been about the Black Swan—how 


many times he’s gone after them and tried to convince everyone that 
the Black Swan was the enemy. He even...” 

“He even’ what?” Keefe asked when she fell very silent. “And what’s 
with the fresh blast of panic?” 

He tried to send her more mental breezes, but Sophie yanked her 
hand back, needing a clear head to think through this new revelation. 

This was the kind of thing she had to be really, really sure of. 

“So. Remember what you said earlier about suspense killing you?” 
Keefe asked after a couple of minutes. “I think I might be getting 
there.” 

“Same,” Sandor and Ro agreed. 

“Sorry, it’s just.. do you realize what this means?” Sophie 
whispered, afraid to give the words too much volume. 

“Not yet, but we might, if you try actually explaining it,” Sandor 
suggested. 

Sophie nodded, swallowing several times to pull together enough 
voice to tell them. “The Council was the one who ordered the memory 
break on Prentice when they were looking for me. And Bronte pretty 
much led that charge, didn’t he?” 

“I think so,” Keefe agreed slowly. “I know he was definitely a big 
part of it.” 

Sophie wrapped her arms around herself, needing that extra bit of 
support. “Right. So... if he was also secretly part of Project Moonlark... 
he basically forced Prentice to sacrifice himself for no reason. Or 
maybe he did it for show, to cover up his own involvement? Either 
way, that’s...” 

There were no words for that level of ugliness. 

And she might be biologically related to someone capable of it. 

“Definitely not gonna argue with the disgust you’re feeling there,” 


Keefe told her, his face scrunched like he’d licked something sour. “If 


Bronte is your biological father, he has some serious explaining to do— 
but remember: That has nothing to do with you. I can give you the ‘our 
families don’t decide who we are’ speech again if you need me to. 
Also... in a weird way, this might be good news. I mean, not for 
Prentice or Wylie—or Alden, given how much that memory break 
messed him up too. But... itd mean you wouldn’t have to feel bad about 
outing your connection to Bronte—because someone that heartless? 
They shouldn’t be a Councillor. In fact, he probably shouldn’t be 
anything except a prisoner in Exile. And I know you're worried that 
any scandal will help the Neverseen discredit the Council—but not if 
we're cleaning house. Not if were saying, ‘Ugh, this guy is creepy. 
Let’s change him out for someone we can actually trust.” 

“I guess,” Sophie said—though she was pretty sure it would never 
be that clear and easy. Especially since Bronte’s “creepy” decision 
raised a lot of questions about the Black Swan as an organization— 
questions she’d definitely want answered herself. 

And it would surely destroy whatever favor she'd recently gained. 

But... if anyone was a pro at being unpopular, it was her. 

And she’d still be able to focus on the dwarves and Tam and the 
Neverseen—even if they stripped away her Regent title. Biana, Dex, 
Wylie, and Stina could be in charge of anything that needed to be 
handled more officially, and shed work with Linh and Marella and 
Fitz on everything else. 

And speaking of Fitz... 

She knew it was a gross, selfish thought to have after any of the 
things they'd been discussing. But... 

If Bronte really was her biological father, she actually did have a 
good reason to expose him. 

And if she exposed him, she’d be halfway to the solution to her 


matchmaking conundrum. 


“There’s the hope I’ve been waiting for,” Keefe said, grinning as he 
fanned the air—though his smile looked... tired. “See? It’s not all doom 
and gloom.” 

“It’s a mess,” Sophie insisted. 

“It might be a mess,” he corrected. “Don’t forget fact one and fact 
two.” 

Sophie nodded, not sure if it made her a terrible person to suddenly 
be hoping that Bronte was her father. Life would be drama and chaos 
for a while, but... then it would be settled. One hurdle down. 

“How soon do you think you can get me in a room with Bronte?” 
Keefe asked. 

“TIl talk to him tomorrow and see what he says,” she decided. “I’m 
sure he'll let me schedule something—it just might be a few days or 
weeks from now. And I don’t think TIl be able to push him without it 
seeming weird.” 

“Well... name the date and time, and I'll be there.” 

“Thank you,” Sophie told him, choking up a little. 

He shrugged. “Eh, don’t go giving me too much credit, Foster. 
Thanks to you and Ro—and Bangs Boy—it’s not like I have a very busy 
or exciting schedule these days. It’s either this, or sit at home while 
Dad of the Year complains about how I should be studying or honing 
my empathy instead of drawing—which does at least give me an 
excuse to doodle some very unflattering cartoons of him and hide them 
around the Shores of Solace for him to find.” 

He flashed a particularly smug smirk, but Sophie could see the 
sadness behind it. 

And it had her pulling him back into a hug. 

Keefe had so many huge family problems of his own, and yet here he 
was, spending all this time helping her deal with hers—after staying 


up late figuring all of this out. 


“Thank you,” she repeated, wishing he didn’t feel so tense in her 
arms. “I mean it, Keefe. I don’t know if I'd be able to get through this 
without you.” 

“Yes you could,” he argued, finally relaxing as he leaned into the 
hug to whisper, “You’re Lady Foster. The Dire Wolf of Team 
Fancypants. And I gotta say, you look awfully cute in a crown.” 

Heat burned from the top of her head to the tips of her toes—and 
even though she knew he was teasing, she was sure her cheeks were 
blushing. 

“And I know I keep saying this,” he added quietly, “but I want to 
make sure you don’t forget it. No matter what happens with Bronte, or 
whatever else we learn about your biological parents, or whether you 
stay unmatchable or not, it’s all going to be okay. I promise.” 

And the funny thing was, in that moment, she actually believed him 
—or she did right up until someone cleared their throat very loudly. 

She dropped her arms and scrambled back, bracing for a 
particularly humiliating conversation with Grady. But all the blood 
seemed to leave her body when she glanced toward her bedroom door. 

Because it wasn’t Grady. 

And it wasn’t Sandor or Bo—who she was definitely going to 
murder later for not warning her that she had another visitor. 

And not just any visitor. 

Fitz. 

Her heart officially shut down on her. 

And her brain was still struggling to process how he could look so 
handsome and so furious when his teal eyes met hers and his lips 
parted to ask something she couldn’t hear over the roaring in her head. 

It took one, two, three breaths before he repeated the question. 


“You’re unmatchable?” 
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HIYA, FITZY,” KEEFE SAID, LOOKING and sounding infinitely calmer 
than Sophie was feeling as he gave Fitz a quick chin nod and stood up 
to greet him—though he also shot Ro a look that said, Your punishment 
for not warning us will be LEGENDARY. “Didn’t know you’d be stopping 
by.” 

Fitz snorted. “Clearly.” 

Keefe smirked. “Wow, someone’s grumpy. Did Biana kick your butt 
in bramble again? He haaaaaaaaaaaaaaaates to lose,” he stage- 
whispered to Sophie. “But I guess you probably already know that 
about your boyfriend.” 

Sophie had a feeling he’d used the last word intentionally—and she 
chose to not correct him for the same reason, even though the label felt 
especially tenuous at the moment. 

“Or is it because Biana’s making you call her ‘Lady Biana’ now?” 
Keefe asked. “Your girlfriend’s totally been doing the same thing, in 
case you were wondering. Isn’t that right, Lady Fos-Boss?” 

Sophie scowled. But she knew what Keefe was doing—both with the 
girlfriend comment and the nickname. And even though both made 
her fidgety for completely different reasons, she had to give him credit 
for how casually he was changing the subject. He’d almost made her 
believe that nothing had happened. 

Then again... nothing had happened. 

It wasn’t like she couldn’t be friends with Keefe—or wasn’t allowed 


to let him help her through a hard time. 


She didn’t understand why she felt so... “caught”—until Fitz went 
back to the question that her overwhelmed brain had managed to bury. 

“Seriously, Sophie.” His accent sounded sharper than usual. “What 
did Keefe mean about you being unmatchable?” 

Sa 

She knew she needed to add a lot more words to that sentence. But 
the only other sounds she seemed to be capable of making were much 
closer to dying animal noises. 

“Its one of those Things That Only Happen to Foster,” Keefe 
jumped in as Sophie tried to calculate the odds of successfully flinging 
a piece of furniture through one of her bedroom windows, levitating to 
freedom, and teleporting to a new life—maybe with Silveny, Greyfell, 
and their twin babies in a nice, peaceful meadow somewhere. “You 
know how it is. She always has to be all mysterious.” 

“Actually, I don’t know,” Fitz snapped back. “But apparently you 
do?” 

Keefe sighed, shaking his head a few times before he looked Fitz 
right in the eyes. “Trust me, dude. You don’t want to do this.” 

“Pretty sure I do,” Fitz countered. “If you’re trying to—” 

“How about I stop you right there?” Keefe interrupted, holding up 
his hands. “Because I know you don’t want to turn a situation that’s 
already been super stressful for someone you care about into 
something even harder for them. And we both know I’m not talking 
about me here.” 

Fitz gritted his teeth and looked away, tearing a hand through his 
hair. “I just want to know what’s going on with my girlfriend. I didn’t 
realize that was a lot to ask.” 

His eyes darted to Sophie, and there was such betrayal in his stare 


that it took her a second to realize he’d just used the g word. 


It was the first time he’d ever called her that, and it should’ve made 
her all floaty and fluttery. But the hurt in his tone filled her whole body 
with something sour and slimy. 

Keefe looked pretty miserable too as he slowly backed toward her 
bedroom door, giving the two of them as much space as possible. 

Or maybe getting ready to flee. 

She wouldn’t have blamed him. 

This was why he’d made her swear she’d talk to Fitz before he 
agreed to start helping her. And even though she’d made that promise 
less than twenty-four hours earlier—and had lost most of that time to 
the Regent appointment process—that didn’t change the fact that she 
hadn’t held up her end of the bargain. 

Plus, she was the one who'd chosen to hide everything from Fitz in 
the first place. 

“Tm sorry,” she told both of them, glad her mouth seemed to be 
regaining the ability to form recognizable words. She even managed to 
hold Fitz’s gaze as she added, “I... should’ve told you sooner.” 

“Then why didn’t you?” he asked. 

She closed her eyes, scraping together the courage to give an honest 
answer. “Because... once I told you, then it'd be real. And I wasn’t ready 
to find out what would happen next. I’m still not, but...” 

She forced herself to tell him everything. From the color of the gown 
she’d worn that day in Atlantis—teal, of course—to the names of her 
matchmakers—Brisa and Juji—to how close shed come to vomiting 
when she saw the ugly red letters that would define her future if she 
couldn’t make them go away. And how she’d spent days hiding out, 
hoping Mr. Forkle would give her the information she needed to fix 
everything—but of course the Black Swan let her down. So now she 
was stuck going rogue with her own investigation, which Keefe was 


helping her with—but only because Ro had forced the information out 


of her. And even though her voice was pretty wobbly at that point, she 
ended with the theory that Keefe had come up with about Councillor 
Bronte, as well as their plan to find out if it was true, and the very 
mixed feelings she had about the whole thing. 

“Tm sorry,” she repeated when she’d finished, squeezing her eyes as 
tight as she could. She definitely wasn’t ready to see the look on Fitz’s 
face as he processed all of those bombshells. 

And then, it got very quiet. 

The only sound was a bit of whisper-hissing out in the hallway from 
Grizel—Fitz’s bodyguard—who was also Sandor’s girlfriend, and who 
seemed to be less than thrilled that her boyfriend had kept her totally 
in the dark about all of this as well. And Sandor, being Sandor, was 
unapologetically defending his need to protect his charge’s secrets— 
which was great for Sophie. But was probably going to earn him 
another one of Grizel’s humiliating punishments involving tight pants 
and dancing. 

“Anything you want to say?” Ro finally asked, and Sophie couldn’t 
tell which boy she was talking to. She still hadn’t worked up the 
courage to open her eyes. 

Keefe was the one to speak up, and his voice sounded even farther 
away. “You get that the reason Foster went to the matchmakers was 
for you, right?” he asked Fitz. “And you know what a big deal that was 
for her, don’t you?” 

Ro muttered something about foolish boys, which made it 
impossible to translate Fitz’s tone when he told Keefe, “Yeah.” 

More silence followed, and Sophie went back to imagining which 
piece of furniture would be the best to fling through a window for her 
teleporting escape. And as the seconds stacked into minutes, she 


started to wonder if everyone had left. 


Then she felt her mattress shift, and someone sat beside her on the 
bed. 

“Okay.” Fitz’s voice was quiet, but she still flinched at his sudden 
closeness. “I don’t want this to be a big fight. So will you please just 
promise me something?” 

She forced herself to look at him, needing several seconds for the 
world to blur back into focus. And her heart stumbled a beat when she 
found his gorgeous face staring at her without all the anger and 
betrayal she'd last seen in his expression. 

He was the kind of handsome that made her eyes tune out 
everything except him, and her brain shut down—which was probably 
why she nodded without bothering to ask what she was promising. 

“I just want you to remember this,” he told her, running a hand 
through his dark hair as he scooted even closer. He stopped when their 
legs touched, and that tiny contact between them felt like fireworks in 
Sophie’s veins. “I want you to remember me sitting here with you, not 
freaking out or causing any of the drama you've been worrying about, 
okay? I know I haven’t always been great about that—but I’m working 
on it. So I need you to work on trusting me—because having you avoid 
me like you’ve been doing really hurts. And finding out you've been 
hiding something this important totally sucks. And knowing you 
confided in other people before telling me makes it even worse.” 

She hung her head. “I know. I’m really, really sorry.” 

He tilted her chin back up, leaving his warm fingers resting there— 
which made it very hard to concentrate as he told her, “You don’t have 
to apologize, Sophie. Just try not to do it again. Especially the avoiding 
me part. I’ve really missed you.” 

Her heart and stomach seemed to be competing over which could 


flutter the hardest. “I’ve missed you too.” 


“Yeah?” He flashed one of his breathtaking smiles, and she needed 
a moment to remind herself that this was actually happening. 

This beautiful, perfect guy she’d had a crush on from the moment 
she’d first stared into his impossibly teal eyes was really saying these 
things, and looking at her like she meant something—even knowing 
what the matchmakers had said. 

And his fingers were really tracing up her jaw, triggering a new 
explosion of tingly fireworks as his gaze shifted to her mouth and he 
leaned closer. 

Closer. 

“Uh, not to ruin the smoochy-smoochy time,” Ro interrupted at the 
absolute last second—making Fitz snarl, “Are you kidding me?” as 
Sophie tried to decide if she wanted to die of embarrassment or launch 
the heaviest thing she could find at Ro’s head. 

Ro shrugged, unrepentant. “Thought we'd left, didn’t you? Nope! 
Someone had to keep an eye on you two. And what kind of chaperone 
would I be if I didn’t remind you that Pretty Boy hasn’t actually said 
what he thinks about the whole unmatchable thing? In case that 
matters to you.” 

“Stay out of it,” Keefe warned, adding a whole new level to Sophie’s 
humiliation. 

She hid behind her hair, suddenly glad that Ro had interrupted. 

The thought of kissing Fitz in front of Keefe was more than just 
awkward. It felt... wrong, somehow. 

“I am staying out of it,” Ro insisted. “It’s not like Pm dragging them 
to separate corners—though we all know I could. I just figured I should 
make sure that our sweet, innocent little Blondie noticed that her teal- 
eyed wonder boy left out that crucial detail, since I know it’s kinda 
hard to think when a cute boy is leaning in with his eyes all heavy- 


lidded and his lips all puckery. And I thought she might want a little 


further clarification before she got lost in all the “YIPPEE! HE’S 
KISSING ME’—but what do I know?” 

Fitz’s glare could’ve withered forests. “And J thought the fact that I 
was about to kiss her made it pretty clear how I feel.” 

“Does it, though?” Ro asked, tapping her chin with a painted claw. 
“I mean, I guess it could. Or it could mean you're in the mood for some 
lip-on-lip action—and hey, no one’s judging you. Smooching rocks! 
But, if you really care about your Lovely Lady Foster, ’'m guessing 
you'd want to make it clear that all the panicking and obsessing she’s 
done about her match status these last few days doesn’t bother you— 
assuming it doesn’t, of course.” 

“Of course it doesn’t!” He turned back to Sophie, and repeated, “It 
doesn't.” 

“Really?” she whispered, feeling like she could finally breathe freely. 

He reached up to tuck her hair behind her ears. “Really.” 

Sophie closed her eyes, letting the simple word chase away the 
doubts and worries shed been carrying since she'd left the 
matchmakers’ office. 

Her heart felt lighter—faster. Her head, clearer than it had in days 
and days. 

Right up until the moment when Fitz added, “I promise we’ll find 
your genetic parents and make this whole mess disappear.” 

Ro sucked in air through her teeth. “Oooooo0000000, you were 
s000000000 close.” 
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“Seriously, stay out of it!” Keefe ordered. 

But Fitz had already turned back toward Ro. “What’s wrong with 
offering to help? Keefe clearly is. And I would’ve been helping already, 
if she'd told me what was happening.” His gaze shifted to Sophie, and 
his forehead crinkled with concern. “I’m sure finding your genetic 


parents is going to be super complicated and exhausting—and you 


already have a ton of other stuff going on with the dwarves, from what 
Biana told me. So I just wanted you to know that I’m here for anything 
you need, okay? Anytime. No matter what. We're in this together.” 

He held out his hand, and Sophie tried to come up with something 
to say. 

But her head felt so messy. 

All of the questions and confessions had shaken up her brain—left 
her thoughts scattered and twirly. And her emotions were even more 
chaotic—all tangled up like a bunch of wriggling snakes. 

So she tapped her fingers to reactivate her enhancing-blockers and 
took the hand he’d offered, mumbling the only thing she could think 
of: “Thank you.” 

Fitz tightened his hold. “You don’t have to thank me. This is what 
boyfriends do.” 

Her breath caught. 

There was that word again. 

And it felt different this time—and not just because Fitz was the 
one using it. 

It was more like... they were discussing something that had already 
been decided. 

Maybe they were. 

Fitz knew everything about her matchmaking status now—and he 
hadn’t run screaming away. 

Yet. 

He reached for her other hand. “Speaking of helping—hear me out 
on this, okay? I know you and Keefe have a plan—and I’m not saying 
its a bad one. But I really think I should be the one to go with you 
when you confront Bronte.” 


Ro sniffed. “Of course you do.” 


“Um, reading his thoughts will be way clearer than trying to 
translate his emotions,” Fitz argued, “and this is the kind of thing we 
need to be absolutely certain about.” 

“It is,” Sophie agreed. “But... I've been in Bronte’s head. It’s really 
not a great place for a Telepath.” 

“But you went in alone,” Fitz reminded her. “Now we'd be taking 
him on together.” 

Ro clapped her hands, jumping up and down. “Oh! Oh! This is the 
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part where he’s going to remind you that you’re Cognates 
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“Well, we are!” Fitz snapped back, looking like he’d had about all he 
could stand of Ro’s interruptions. 

Sophie was equally done with them. 

She also knew that Fitz was right. Reading Bronte’s thoughts would 
be more conclusive than reading his emotions. 

She just... didn’t want to do it. 

She'd learned the hard way, many times, how painful unguarded 
thoughts could be—even from people who loved her. So to hear what 
Bronte thought about being her biological father—whether or not he 
actually was? 

No thank you. 

She’d much rather let Keefe do the reading, so she wouldn’t have to 
hear anything more than “Yep, it’s Bronte” or “No, it’s not,” and then 
figure out how to live with either answer. 

She just didn’t know how to explain that to Fitz. 

The conversation still felt so... delicate. 

“I think Bronte will get suspicious if he knows you’re going to be 
there,” she said carefully, “since we were going to tell him the meeting 
was about having Keefe join Team Valiant. The Council already made 


it pretty clear that they want you and me to work separately for a while 
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“Yeah, what’s that about?” Fitz interrupted. 

The bitterness in his voice was hard to miss. 

“Don’t feel bad, Fitzy—you’re not the only one who didn’t make the 
cut,” Keefe told him. “In fact, I’m kinda thinking you, me, and Linh 
should start our own team—Team We’re-Having-More-Fun-Than- 
You-Are! Instead of crowns, we can wear tunics that say “You Wish 
You Were This Hot.’ And all of our mascots will be gulons. You with 
me?” 

Fitz didn’t smile. 

“Okaaaaaaaaaaaaaay, Keefe said, backing up a step. “Well, at least 
youll have more time to focus on finding Alvar. You making any 
progress with that?” 

“None,” Fitz admitted, looking even sulkier. “I swear I’ve searched 
every single inch of Everglen. There should’ve at least been a trail 
showing which way he went. He was... pretty messed up.” 

Sophie tried not to shudder. 

She tried even harder not to wonder what it had to feel like to 
believe you'd willingly killed your traitorous older brother—and then 
find out later that he managed to get away. It had to be such a strange 
mix of anger and guilt and frustration and pain. 

And instead of being there for Fitz, she’d ignored him and avoided 
him. 

Because of stupid matchmaking. 

If she really was his girlfriend, that probably made her the Worst. 
Girlfriend. Ever. 

“Whoa. The mood is getting low in here,” Keefe said. And when his 
eyes met Sophie’s, it looked like he wanted to ask her what was wrong. 
Instead, he turned to Fitz and added, “All the more reason we need to 
make Team We’re-Having-More-Fun-Than-You-Are! a thing. Come 


on, Fitzy—I’m sure Linh would be okay with you as our fearless leader. 


Then you can order everyone around and I can call you Lord 
Bossypants. It’s a win-win!” 

“You know what I don’t get?” Fitz asked, turning back to Sophie— 
and even though he was ignoring Keefe, she noticed the corners of his 
mouth were twitching, like he might’ve been trying not to smile. 
“Everyone knows how rare Cognates are—and you and I are some of 
the most powerful Cognates ever. So why would the Council think 
splitting us up is going to be a good thing?” 

Sophie shrugged. “They said they think it'll help me focus on my 
other abilities, since I don’t use them very often and the Black Swan 
gave them to me for a reason. But honestly? I think they’re just 
randomly changing things up, trying to push us all out of our comfort 
zones to see if it makes a difference.” 

“Yeah—it'll make it worse,” Fitz muttered. 

“Probably,” she agreed. “That’s why I already made them promise to 
add you to the team if I need you.” 

“If you need me?” he repeated. 

Sophie couldn’t tell if he was teasing or moping. Maybe a little of 
both. 

And after all the ways she’d neglected him, she... owed Fitz a little 
reassurance. Even if Ro would forever torment her for it. 

So she leaned a little closer, telling herself to be brave as she 
reached up and smoothed the crinkle between his eyebrows with the 
tip of her finger. 

Pretty sure I'll always need you, she transmitted. 

“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaand they've gone into full Fitzphie eye-staring 
mode—so that’s our cue!” Keefe announced, fumbling for his home 
crystal. 

He hooked his arm around Ro’s, but she locked her knees. “Nope, I 


have one more question for Pretty Boy, first.” 


Sophie and Keefe groaned. 

Fitz crossed his arms and tilted his chin up. “Okay, hit me with it.” 

Ro flashed all of her pointed teeth. “If Sophie can’t find out who her 
genetic parents are, does that change anything for you?” 

He frowned. “Why wouldn't she be able to?” 

“Doesn't matter,” Ro told him. “Just answer the question.” 

“But... the question makes no sense!” Fitz argued. “It’s not like the 
information doesn’t exist. If we needed to, we could pull it right out of 
Forkle’s brain.” He glanced at Sophie. “Wait—should we just do that?” 

“It’s plan Z,” Keefe told him. 

“Huh. Any reason why it’s not plan A?” he asked. 

“Because... it’s icky,” Sophie mumbled, “and I don’t want to be that 
kind of person unless I have no other choice. Especially for something 
like this.” 
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Something like this,” Fitz repeated slowly. 

Sophie sighed, trying to figure out how to explain without making 
everything worse. “It’s just.. I already thought matchmaking was 
unfair to certain people. And now I’ve turned out to be one of those 
people. And that seems like proof that I was right and the system’s 
seriously broken—not something I should use as an excuse to violate 
someone's privacy.” 

All Fitz had to say to that was, “Hmm.” 

Ro elbowed Keefe. “Nothing you want to say, Hunkyhair?” 
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“Yep! Time to go!” He held his crystal up to the fading twilight, and 
Sophie wondered when it had gotten so dark outside—and how she 
hadn’t noticed. 

Ro shook her head. “Fine. Be that way. But you still didn’t answer 
my question,” she reminded Fitz. 


“Because it was a dumb question,” he argued. 


“I figured you were going to say that,” Ro told him. “So I have a new 
question for you. And be careful. In fact, don’t answer until you’ve put 
some serious thought into it. There’s no wrong answer—but that 
doesn’t mean there isn’t one that’s right.” 

Keefe sighed. “You have ten seconds until I tackle you.” 

“Try it,” Ro told him, keeping her focus on Fitz. “Ready for your 
question?” 

“Tm definitely not scared,” he countered. 

“We'll see.” She batted her eyelashes—but her smile was anything 
but sweet as she asked, “If Sophie decided she didn’t want to find out 
who her biological parents are—and didn’t want anyone else to look 
into it either—what would you say?” 

Fitz frowned. “Why would she do that?” 

Ro clicked her tongue. “I told you not to answer.” 

“I didn’t.” 

“If you say so.” She glanced at Keefe. “And since youre still not 
going to say anything, I guess that’s the best I can do. For now.” 

“What does that mean?” Fitz asked, but Ro had already dragged 
Keefe into the light. They were gone the next second, nothing but a 
shower of glitter—though Sophie could’ve sworn Keefe mouthed the 
word Sorry as he left. 

Fitz blew out a breath, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Well... that 
was weird.” 

Sophie nodded, trying to figure out how to fill the silence now that 
they were alone—or as alone as they could be next to a hallway filled 
with eavesdropping bodyguards. 

But her brain couldn’t come up with anything useful. 

She missed how much easier things used to be between them. 

Comfortable. 


Friendly. 


This dating thing was so much more complicated than she’d 
realized—if they even were dating. 

And it got a whole lot worse when Fitz asked, “So... would you?” 

“Would I what?” 

“You know... do what Ro was asking. Decide you don’t want anyone 
to find out who your biological parents are.” 

“Oh.” 

She dropped her gaze to her hands, knowing this was another one of 
those questions where there was definitely a right answer. 

But she couldn’t make herself say those words. 

So she gave Fitz the same answer he’d given Ro. “Why would I do 
that?” 


And Fitz looked relieved. “Exactly.” 
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| THINK I’M GOING TO CALL you the Droolmonster from now on,” 
Stina announced, and Sophie’s head snapped up so fast, she slammed 
the back of it against the braided bark of Calla’s Panakes tree. 

She reached for her chin, sighing when she discovered that it was a 
little slobbery. 

And the smirks on Dex’s, Wylie’s, Biana’s, and Stina’s faces made 
her wonder if she’d also been snoring. 

She wiped the drool away with the side of her sleeve and scowled at 
Bo, Sandor, and Flori, who were patrolling the nearby pastures along 
with Lovise and Woltzer. Clearly her bodyguards had no interest in 
protecting her from humiliation. 

The last thing she remembered was petting Wynn and Luna in the 
shade, waiting for the rest of her team to arrive for their first planning 
session. But the alicorn twins seemed to have abandoned her. And if 
the crick in her neck was any indication, she’d been conked out for a 
while. 

“Couldn't sleep last night?” Biana asked as Sophie rubbed the back 
of her head, finding the tender spot where she’d bonked it on the tree. 

“Not really,” Sophie admitted. 

No matter what images Silveny had tried sending—soaring through 
starry skies, galloping across pristine beaches, grazing in quiet 
meadows—Bronte always crept into the dream, lecturing her or 


scowling at her or threatening to exile her. And when he’d held out his 


arms and asked, “Who needs a hug?” she’d decided she was never 
sleeping again. 

But then she’d gone outside to brainstorm for the first meeting of 
Team Valiant, and Wynn and Luna had been all snuggly, and the air 
had been filled with a soft, whispering breeze that felt like Calla was 
singing to her through the swaying leaves, and the day was warm and 
quiet, and the grass was soft and squishy, and... now she would 
probably forever be the Droolmonster. 

But there were worse nicknames. 

And thankfully, she didn’t remember dreaming at all—score one for 
Panakes-napping! 

Maybe she'd start camping out there at night. At least until she got 
an answer to the Bronte conundrum. Which... might take a while, if she 
kept being such a wimp. 

She’d planned to hail Bronte that morning to schedule the meeting 
with her and Keefe. But the thought of hearing his voice and seeing his 
face on that tiny screen—and then asking him the dreaded, potentially 
life-changing question, and having to face whatever new reality came 
with his answer... 

“You okay?” Biana asked, plopping down beside Sophie on the grass 
and reaching out to brush some of the fallen pinkish, purplish, bluish 
petals out of Sophie’s hair. “Fitz wouldn’t tell me what you guys talked 
about last night. But he said it got a little... intense.” 

“Uh, I think I speak for all of us when I say, ew,” Dex complained as 
he sat down next to Biana. 

Biana shoved him. “That’s not what he meant. And gross—he’s my 
brother! He knows not to tell me that kind of stuff.” 

“Um, there’s nothing to tell!” Sophie emphasized. 

“Okay, but why not?” Stina asked, joining them on the grass. “Were 


talking about kissing Fitz Vacker, aren’t we? Fitz! Vacker!” She curled 


her arms around her knees and stared dreamily at the swaying 
branches. “How are you not—” 

“All right, just so we’re all clear,” Biana interrupted, holding out her 
hands like stop signs. “I’m good with Sophie dating my brother. It’s a 
little weird, but... whatever. But that doesn’t mean I want to hear about 
it.” 

“YUP!” Dex agreed. 
“And I really don’t want to talk about it,” Sophie added. “So how 
about we all just pretend it’s not happening?” 

“But it is happening, right?” Stina pressed, tossing a handful of 
flowers at Sophie like confetti. “You’re done with all the pointless 
denial?” 

Sophie honestly wasn’t sure if she knew the right answer to that 
question. 

And all of her friends were watching her now, waiting to hear what 
she had to say—though Wylie looked like he was mostly wondering 
how much of this kind of drama he was going to have to deal with as a 
member of Team Valiant, and when he sat, he positioned himself a 
couple of extra inches away from them. 

Sophie knew she could change the subject—demand they focus on 
the reasons they'd met up in the first place. But... Dex and Biana still 
didn’t know about her unmatchable status. And Stina and Wylie 
should probably be in the loop too, thanks to the potential Bronte 
ramifications. 

“Fine,” she said, tugging out an itchy eyelash and making a mental 
note that the next time she had huge, life-changing news, she needed 
to gather everyone together and tell them all at the same time so she 
didn’t have to keep reliving the same stressful conversation. “There’s 
something I should probably tell you guys, and I really don’t want it to 


be another big, drawn-out thing. So I’m going to say it really fast, and 


then you guys each get to ask one question, and then we're done 
talking about it. Deal?” 

Stina’s eyebrows shot up. “Wow. The Droolmonster’s bossy today.” 

“That’s because she’s Lady Fos-Boss,” Dex said, flashing a smug, 
dimpled grin. 

“And we'll take the deal,” Biana decided for all of them. 

Which meant it was time for Sophie to explain the whole messy 
situation again—though she was pretty proud of herself for condensing 
it down to one long run-on sentence. She blurted it out as fast as she 
could, then leaned back against Calla’s tree and focused on arranging 
some of the Panakes blossoms into a tidy circle. 

She didn’t want to see how much pity was now being directed her 
way. 

“All right,” she said, clearing the squeak out of her throat, “one 
question each. Who wants to go first?” 

“T will.” Dex leaned closer, and Sophie braced herself for something 
especially awkward. But all he asked was, “Are you okay?” 

When she looked up, she found his eyes shining with the kind of 
deep, honest worry that could only be found in the stare of someone 
who’d “been there.” 

That’s when she realized... 

Even knowing firsthand how much scandal and scorn came with 
defying the matchmaking system, Dex still talked about how he might 
choose to not register, as a protest. So... rough as the drama would be— 
it also had to be manageable. 

And he must also believe he’d find someone who wouldn’t care 
whether or not his name was on their lists, or how the rest of their 
world would label their relationship. 

She needed to remember all of that, in case the search for her 


biological parents spiraled into disaster. 


“It hasn’t been fun,” she told him—but she actually felt like she 
meant it when she added, “but I’ll get through it.” 

“If you ever need to talk, I’m here,” he promised. 

“Thanks.” 

He started to lean back, but Sophie reached out and pulled him in 
for a hug. 

Dex lost his balance for a second. Then he wrapped his arms around 
her, squeezing as tight as he could. And when he let go a few seconds 
later, his cheeks weren’t red, and he didn’t look shy or nervous or 
fidgety. 

He looked... like her best friend. 

“Okay, my turn,” Stina announced, reminding Sophie that she still 
had three more questions to go. “And I won't be getting all sappy.” 

“Shocking,” Sophie deadpanned, leaning back against the Panakes 
again. 

“You really think Bronte’s your biological father?” Stina asked, 
crinkling her nose like she couldn’t picture it—which might’ve been 
the best compliment she’d ever given Sophie. 

Sophie added a few more blossoms to her flower circle. “I think 
there’s a strong enough possibility that I need to look into it—and not 
just because of the matchmaking stuff.” She glanced at Wylie, 
wondering how much more she should say. It seemed wrong to raise 
the horrible possibility when she could be on the complete wrong 
track. 

But... if it was true, he could probably use some time to mentally 
prepare. 

“The thing is,” she said carefully, still holding Wylie’s stare, “if 
Bronte was part of Project Moonlark, it makes what happened to your 


dad a whole lot creepier.” 


Wylie straightened—and his voice was about fifty degrees colder 
when he said, “I want to know the second you find out anything.” 

“You'll be the first person I hail,” Sophie promised. 

“Before you hail Mr. Forkle,” Wylie clarified. “If this is true, I want 
to be there when you confront him—make him look me in the eyes 
while he explains what happened.” 

Sophie nodded. And when she saw how tightly his skin was 
stretched across his fisted knuckles, she added, “Remember: I’ve had 
wrong theories before.” 

Wylie frowned. “Like who?” 

Sophie hesitated, so he added, “That’s my one question.” 

“Welllllllll,” Sophie said, shifting her weight as she tried to figure 
out how honest she should be. “I’m not sure if it’s weird to tell you 
this, but my first theory was actually your dad—because everyone kept 
mentioning his name and getting strange looks and not telling me 
why. But that was before I knew how Project Moonlark was connected 
to what happened to him. And it was before I met you...” 

“And saw how much we look alike?” Wylie finished for her, 
grinning as he pointed to his dark skin. 

Sophie laughed and nodded. “So after I ruled him out, I thought it 
might be Mr. Forkle, since he’s a Telepath and he was the one who 
rescued me from the kidnappers and healed my abilities and stayed in 
the human world to keep an eye on me. But... he says it’s not him.” 

“He could be lying,” Stina noted. 

“Oh, I know. But... the longer I’m around him, the more it doesn’t 
feel like he’s the one—especially when you consider the whole ‘secret 
twin’ thing. The Forkle brothers were the only people who could do 
most of the stuff they did for me, which makes those good deeds seem 
way less significant and more like... they were just doing their job, you 


know?” Sophie shrugged. “I also wondered if it was Councillor Kenric, 


since he was always so nice to me and he was a Telepath and he gave 
me his cache. But Forkle said he’s not—and with Kenric being dead... I 
don’t really see why he’d bother lying.” 

And now that she’d fully realized what it would mean if one of the 
Councillors had been a part of Project Moonlark, she really hoped 
Kenric was not her biological father. The thought of him letting 
Prentice get hurt to keep his secret safe made her insides churn. 

Plus, it would devastate Oralie. 

Then again, she supposed all of that could be a reason for Mr. Forkle 
to lie to her about Kenric. Maybe she shouldn’t rule him out as her 
biological father after all... 

“What about your biological mother?” Stina asked, and Sophie 
pulled her legs into her chest, needing to be in another Sophie-ball. 

“You already had your turn,” Biana reminded her. 

“Yeah, but Wylie asked her about ‘other theories’ —that covers both 
parents,” Stina argued. “Besides, I’m sure this little search is going to 
keep popping up in all kinds of messy ways, so we should be 
prepared.” 

Sophie went back to arranging fallen flowers, definitely not loving 
when Stina made good points. “I’ve only had one theory for my genetic 
mom,” she said through a sigh, “and you can’t repeat it to anybody. I 
don’t want it getting back to Grady and Edaline.” 

Stina’s eyebrows practically launched off her forehead. “You think it 
was Jolie?” 

“I thought she was,” Sophie corrected. “Past tense.” She glanced at 
Biana and Dex, trying to remember if she’d ever told them that as she 
explained, “Everyone kept telling me I look like her—and she was part 
of the Black Swan, so... I had to wonder. But Forkle said no, and I don’t 
think he’d lie about something that close to home.” 


“Yeah, I don’t think he would,” Dex agreed. 


“Me neither,” Biana added. “I also don’t think he would’ve let you 
live with Grady and Edaline without them knowing—that would be too 
weird for them when they found out.” 

Sophie nodded. “Exactly. The Black Swan is difficult, but... they've 
never been cruel.” 

At least, she hoped they hadn’t been. 

Once again, her mind strayed to the awful implications of Bronte 
being her biological father—and the list seemed to be getting worse 
the more times she went through it. 

“You don’t have any other theories for your biological mom?” Stina 
asked. 

Sophie rested her chin against her knees. “I guess it’s possible that 
Keefe came up with some and hasn’t told me yet, because we got 
sidetracked by the Bronte thing. But otherwise, nope. I can’t think of 
anyone.” 

Everyone got really quiet, and Sophie decided to focus on adding 
another layer to her circle of Panakes blossoms—anything to stop her 
brain from wondering who they might be considering. 

She’d moved on to a third flower level, and it was starting to look 
more like a leaning pile when Stina clamped her hands over her mouth 
and gasped, “I bet I know who it is!” 

Just like that, every part of Sophie was sweaty. 

“An actual theory?” Biana clarified. “Because this isn’t something to 
joke about.” 

“I know. One look at Little Miss 1 m-Gonna-Vomit-Any-Second over 
there—and her team of surly bodyguards—makes that pretty clear. So 
of course it’s an actual theory—and a good one too.” Stina squinted at 
Sophie, as if she was mentally comparing her against whoever she was 


imagining. “Wanna hear it?” 


Sophie curled into an even tighter ball. And she knew she was going 
to hate herself for this, but... “Who?” 

Stina grinned, dragging out her dramatic pause until even Wylie 
was groaning and saying, “Never mind.” 

Then she told them, “Lady Cadence Talle!” 

If Sophie’s life had been a movie, the soundtrack would’ve 
screeched to a stop right there—and the narrator would’ve chimed in 
with a comment like, Definitely didn’t see that one coming! 

“Lady Cadence,” Sophie repeated, testing the words on her tongue. 

They tasted sour and disappointing, like a low-calorie human 
dessert. 

And there were plenty of shocked murmurings in the background 
from Sandor. 

“I mean, I guess she’s technically Master Cadence,” Stina corrected. 
“But yeah—she’s your linguistics Mentor, right? Think about it! 
You’re both Polyglots. And she saved your butt when King Dimitar 
tried to haul you off to an ogre work camp for breaking into his brain. 
And she was off living in Ravagog until the Council dragged her back 
to mentor you, so no one would ever suspect her. It’s perfect!” 

“That... actually does kinda make sense,” Dex admitted. 

“She doesn’t look like Sophie, though,” Biana argued. “Her hair is, 
like, raven-feather black.” 

“So? Maybe Sophie looks like her dad,” Stina countered. “Or maybe 
Sophie’s hair color is another one of the things that comes from what 
the Black Swan did to her genes—like her eye color. And who knows? 
If we put Sophie next to Lady Cadence, we might spot all kinds of 
similarities weve never noticed, now that we know to look for them. 
We should do that!” 

Wylie placed a hand on Sophie’s shoulder. “You okay?” 


At some point he’d scooted closer to her. 


She hadn’t noticed. 

Just like she hadn’t noticed that she’d started trembling a little. 

Her brain was too busy replaying every moment she’d spent with 
Lady Cadence—and the memories were so... 

Awful. 

Miserable sessions, where Lady Cadence went out of her way to 
make it clear how unhappy she was about having to be Sophie’s 
Mentor—and how unimpressed she was with Sophie’s talent. 

All the horrible, stinky detentions where Sophie had been singled 
out for additional punishments—though technically some of that was 
Keefe’s fault. 

All the endless lectures and sighs and scowls and criticisms. 

“Seriously,” Wylie said, squeezing Sophie gently until she looked at 
him. “Need us to change the subject? Or should you have your 
bodyguards take you inside for a break?” 

“No, I’m fine,” Sophie mumbled, shaking her head to clear it. “It’s... 
a solid theory. Definitely worth looking into.” 

“It can be worth looking into without you being fine,” Wylie pointed 
out. 

“I know. But.. changing the subject doesn’t actually change 
anything,” Sophie reminded him. “Neither does going inside and 
hiding from it.” 

“Yeah, I know,” Wylie said as Sophie hugged herself as tightly as 
she could. “I learned that after my dad was exiled—and even more 
after I lost my mom. I think that’s why Tiergan was so big on making 
me talk it out. It’s like... giving your brain permission to think what it’s 
thinking and feel what it’s feeling, instead of shoving it all away. So... if 
you need someone to listen...” 

He raised his eyebrows expectantly, and Sophie knew he had a 


point. But she needed a good, solid eyelash tug before she told him, “I 


was just thinking... couldn’t at least one of my biological parents be 
someone who’s been a little nice to me?” 

“Or maybe that’s why they’ve been so mean,” Biana suggested, 
scooting closer and wrapping an arm around Sophie’s shoulders. 
“Maybe they think it makes them seem less suspicious.” 

“Great, so they care way more about themselves than they ever will 
about me,” Sophie muttered. 

“That kinda makes sense though, doesn’t it?” Dex asked, scooching 
closer too. “I mean, don’t take this the wrong way, but... Project 
Moonlark was a pretty selfish thing for all of them to do. Pm not 
saying I’m not glad the Black Swan did it, since it’s why you exist, and 
you're awesome. But they were also experimenting with your life in 
ways that were bound to cause problems for you—and that didn’t stop 
them from doing it. So, I’m just saying... anyone who helped with the 
project probably has some issues—especially the people who didn’t 
even want anyone knowing they were involved.” 

“Plus, your adoptive parents are awesome,’ Biana added. “And it 
sounded like your human parents were too. That’s the family that 
matters. Who cares about your genetic parents? You got what you 
needed from them. You exist. The rest?” She shrugged, as if to say, 
Who cares? 

Sophie wanted to share that attitude. 

But... she did care. 

And telling herself she didn’t wasn’t going to change that. 

Biana cleared her throat. “I know you're probably getting sick of 
this conversation, but... I still haven’t asked my question.” 

“You're right,” Sophie said, sitting up to put a little space between 
her and Biana. She had a terrible feeling that she was about to get hit 


with a question about what the unmatchable thing meant for her and 


Fitz’s relationship, and since she still didn’t know for sure, having a 
small buffer seemed like a good idea. 

But Biana placed her palm over Sophie’s gloved hand and asked, 
“Will you please let us help you with this? I know you’re going to say 
that it all has to be up to you since it’s such a personal thing—but our 
team will work best if you’re able to focus on being our leader. So why 
don’t you let us give you a hand?” 

“Because there’s nothing for you to do,” Sophie insisted. “I’m sure 
well have to test Lady Cadence the same way we're going to test 
Bronte—and that needs to be done by me and an Empath.” 

“Oh hi! In case you've forgotten, I’m an Empath,” Stina reminded 
her. 

Sophie was still struggling to process the realization that Stina had 
technically just volunteered to help her with something she didn’t have 
to help her with, when Biana added, “And who said it has to be you for 
the other part?” 

“Um... we're searching for my biological parents.” 

“Right, but anyone can confront them,” Biana argued. “In fact, I bet 
if it was one of us, we'd get a more telling reaction, since the person 
will be way more caught off guard. Just like I bet they'd be way less 
suspicious if one of us set up the meetings to ask the question. And 
then you could stay out of the whole thing and spend your time being 
the moonlark and Lady Fos-Boss—” 

“And the Droolmonster,” Stina chimed in. 

“If the Droolmonster part means she actually gets some sleep, I vote 
for that,” Dex added. 

Wylie nodded, and Biana tightened her grip on Sophie’s hand. “I 
know it goes against everything your brain is telling you right now. 


But please let us handle this. I promise we'll keep you updated on 


everything—and we'll be careful!” she shouted over her shoulder to her 
bodyguard. 

Woltzer shouted back something about how Biana better not even 
think about ditching him as Sophie stared at her pile of Panakes 
blossoms, tempted to punch it until the flowers were flattened. 

The idea of anyone learning anything about her genetic parents 
before she did sounded pretty unbearable. 

Then again, so did the idea of being there for the confrontations. 

Basically, there was no way to not have it be awful—so which option 
would be the least stressful? 

“Keep in mind that if I were in charge of this,” Biana added gently, 
“Td already have a meeting set up with Bronte—and not because I 
think you’re slacking or anything. It’s just that reaching out to him 
isn’t a thing for me like it is for you.” 

“How did you...?” Sophie started to ask, but her question trailed off 
when Biana smiled. 

“Because you didn’t tell us what time you have a meeting scheduled 
for—and I know you would’ve if you had one arranged,” Biana told her. 
“And you also didn’t complain about Bronte being stubborn and not 
agreeing to meet yet. So I’m assuming that means you haven't 
contacted him—and no judgment here. If I were in your position, ld 
dread having to talk to him and stall doing it as long as I could. That’s 
why I want to help. I can save you from the hard parts—and get stuff 
taken care of faster. It’s a total win-win.” 

Sophie snuck a glance at her teammates, and all four of them were 
nodding—as were all the bodyguards in the background—which made 
her eyes get that familiar burning feeling. 

But she was not going to cry, so she cleared her throat and stood to 
pace. “Well, maybe we can give it a try—but only if turns out you guys 


have time. First we need to make sure we're really focusing on all the 


big stuff this team was created for—which is what we’re supposed to be 
meeting about today, remember? I swear, this unmatchable thing is 
the worst distraction ever. Thank goodness everyone knows now, and I 
don’t have to have this horrible conversation again.” 

“What about Linh?” Biana asked, killing the dream. “And Marella?” 

Sophie paused midstep, not sure if it would be smarter to sink back 
to the grass and never get up again or to run far, far away. 

“I can tell them,” Wylie offered. “I’m supposed to see Linh today, 
and she’s been training with Marella a lot, so I’m sure Marella will be 
there.” 

“You... wouldn’t mind?” Sophie had to ask. 

It was an awkward enough conversation when it was her news. She 
couldn’t imagine doing it for someone else. 

“It'll be easy,” Wylie promised. “Pll just repeat what you told us, and 
let them know you're kinda over talking about it—but if they really 
have questions, they can hit you up. Sound like a plan?” 

Sophie nodded, barely resisting the urge to tackle-hug him. 

“Are you going to tell Linh about Tam?” Biana asked. 

Wylie fidgeted with his wyvern patch. “I actually already did 
yesterday. She took it better than I’d expected, mostly because she was 
relieved that Tam hadn’t given Sophie their signal. I guess if Tam were 
hurt, or if things were getting to be more than he could handle, he 
would’ve used some sort of code word and asked Sophie to pass it 
along to Linh without her knowing what it meant.” 

“What’s the word?” Dex asked. 

“Linh wouldn’t tell me. She said it works best if she and Tam are the 
only ones who know it. They came up with the trick when they were 
banished, since they never knew what kind of problems they might 


find themselves facing.” 


“Okaaaaaaaaay,” Sophie said, replaying her conversation with Tam 
again to make sure she hadn’t accidentally missed any crucial code 
words that she should’ve passed along. “But Gethen would’ve learned 
the code word when he probed Tam’s memories, wouldn’t he?” 

“I asked the same thing,” Wylie admitted. “But Linh told me Tam’s 
prepared for that, since he always figured the biggest threats were the 
Telepaths on the Council. I guess he has a way of shrouding a few of 
his most important memories using shadows. No one can see them. So 
Linh thinks the fact that he didn’t use their code word yet is proof that 
Tam doesn’t need any help right now and we should try to leave him 
alone. And she also said it’s a good thing Keefe’s taking Tam’s 
warning seriously. She claimed her brother would never pass along a 
message like that unless he was convinced the threat was real.” 
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“And Keefe is really going to cooperate?” Stina asked. “’Cause... that 
doesn’t sound like Keefe Sencen....” 

“But you've met Ro, right?” Biana reminded her. “She'd totally drag 
Keefe off to Ravagog and lock him in a dungeon if she had to.” 

Stina shrugged. “Not saying she wouldn’t try. But I bet you anything 
Keefe will find a loophole.” 

Sandor and Bo snorted their agreement. 

And Sophie definitely shared all of their concern—but she forced 
herself to shove it aside. Right now, she needed to stay focused on the 
more immediate issues. “Did you tell Linh about Team Valiant, and 
was she upset that the Council didn’t include her?” 
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Wylie scratched at his closely cropped hair. “I... don’t know. I feel 
like it might've bothered her—but all she said was, ‘I’m not surprised.’ 
And she did sound like she meant it when she told me it’s actually 
better, because right now, her focus needs to be on making sure the 
Neverseen can’t keep using her as leverage against her brother. I guess 


that’s why she and Marella have been training so hard. She wouldn’t 


tell me what they're planning—just that it’s an elemental thing. I think 
they’re trying to combine their abilities somehow.” 

“Coo00000000000000000000l,” Dex breathed. “Fire and water 
could be awesome.” 

“Um, don’t they cancel each other out?” Stina wondered. 

“They can,” Wylie agreed. “When I was there, that seemed to be 
what they were practicing. Marella would spark a flame, and Linh 
would immediately drown it with water, and then Marella would 
evaporate the water to steam. But I know the elemental abilities are a 
little bit different than other abilities, so I wouldn't be surprised if they 
can find a way to merge the two.” 

“I guess,” Stina said, turning to frown at Sophie. “Does anyone else 
think it’s weird that the Black Swan didn’t give their moonlark any 
elemental abilities?” 

“They may have, and she just hasn’t manifested yet,” Dex countered. 
“Forkle’s always been super vague about how many abilities they gave 
her.” 

“But hopefully I’m done,” Sophie jumped in. “Five is enough. And 
Linh didn’t have any theories about what the Neverseen might be 
planning for Tam?” she asked Wylie, beginning to understand why 
people often complained about the challenges of keeping her and her 
friends focused on a single topic. 

Wylie shook his head. “No. But she said we should definitely talk to 
Lady Zillah. Apparently Tam did a ton of late-night training sessions 
that he wouldn’t let Linh go with him on because he said they were too 
dangerous.” 

“That... doesn’t sound good,” Dex murmured. 

No, it did not. 

“Okay... so when would be a good time to meet with Lady Zillah?” 


Sophie asked. “Is everyone free tomorrow?” 


“Why do we all have to be there?” Stina wondered. “Isn’t the point 
of us being a team so that we can do five things at once and then loop 
back and fill each other in on what we’ve learned?” 

Once again, Sophie had to admit that Stina had a valid point—and 
she surely had some serious Stina-bragging in her future for 
conceding. But time was of the essence, so she said, “All right. Who 
wants to be in charge of meeting with her?” 

“I get the impression she’s not a fan of Flashers,” Wylie said, “so it 
might be better if it’s not me.” 

“Actually, I think it should be you,” Sophie realized. 

Lady Zillah did have some very strong opinions about how overrated 
Flashers were—and light in general—particularly since Shades were 
generally looked down on in the Lost Cities. 

But after leaping with the Sources and feeling the potency of that 
glowing power—and how cooperative it was—Sophie didn’t want to 
lose track of the bigger picture. 

If shadows and shadowflux were going to be the Neverseen’s focus, 
perhaps the best countermeasure would involve light in some form. 

“Maybe bring Stina with you,” Sophie suggested, “as a buffer.” 

Miraculously, Stina didn’t argue. 

She even agreed to take notes and give Sophie a full update once 
they'd learned everything they could from the Shade Mentor. 

Which left Team Valiant with the bigger challenge they needed to 
be focusing on—the threat that felt so huge, it made Sophie want to 
hand her wolf patch to an adult and say, “Shouldn’t this be your job?” 

“Okay. Moving on,” she said, trying to sound as leaderlike as she 
could. “Since it sounds like King Enki might be difficult to work with, 
I think we want to prepare as much as we can before we visit 


Loamnore.” 


“Uh-oh, are you about to give us the ‘we need to do lots of research’ 
speech?” Dex asked. “Because it’s not too late to change your mind!” 

“We do need to do research,” Sophie insisted. “But it doesn’t have to 
be hours and hours in the library. I think, in this case, wed be way 
better off going straight to the source.” 

She motioned for everyone to follow her, and there was shockingly 
little debate as Sandor, Bo, Flori, Lovise, and Woltzer took the lead and 
their whole group made their way down the flower-lined path through 
Havenfield’s rolling pastures—though Biana and Stina did get 
sidetracked when Wynn and Luna came trotting over for some 
nuzzling. 

“Are we teleporting somewhere?” Dex asked when they made it to 
the Cliffside gate. 

“You'd better not be,” Sandor warned as Sophie squatted to undo 
the lock. 

She shook her head. “Not today.” And she couldn’t help grinning 
when she noticed how relieved Stina looked by the news—but her 
smile faded when Dex turned very pale. 

“Are we going where I think we’re going?” he whispered. 

Sophie nodded, wishing she’d thought to check with him when she 
put this plan together. “Is that a problem? If it is—” 

“No, it’s fine,” Dex interrupted. 

But it didn’t sound fine. 

“You don’t have to worry,” Lovise told him. “You have me now.” 

“Um... where are we going?” Stina asked. 

Sophie chewed her lip, wondering if she should course-correct—or 
if that would only embarrass Dex. 

“There’s a cave down there,” Dex explained, making the decision for 


her. “It’s... where Sophie and I used to practice alchemy.” 


“You mean the cave where the Neverseen grabbed you guys?” Biana 
asked quietly. 

“Yeah,” Sophie admitted. “But we don’t have to—” 

“Yes, we do.” Dex stood up taller. “If you can go back there, so can 
I. Plus, we have five bodyguards with us.” 

“Six,” Sophie corrected. “Which is why we're going there—you'll see 
what I mean in a minute.” 

“Then lead the way,” he told her, gesturing to the now unlocked 
gate. 

Sophie studied Dex a second longer and was about to reach for his 
hand—but Biana beat her to it, making Dex jump a little as their 
fingers twined together. 

Sophie smiled, definitely not missing the pink flush across Dex’s 
cheeks as she pulled open the gate. “Okay, let’s do this.” 

Sandor, Bo, and Woltzer drew their swords and marched down the 
stairs ahead of them, with Flori and Lovise promising to bring up the 
rear. 

“I know that’s supposed to make us feel safe,” Stina murmured, 
watching the muscled bodies disappear around a bend in the stairs. 
“And it does. But... it also makes it worse somehow, doesn’t it?” 

“I know what you mean,” Sophie admitted. 

Having bodyguards meant needing bodyguards. 

But that was just another reason why they had to stay focused. None 
of them would ever be safe as long as the Neverseen were out there. 

She had a feeling the rest of her friends were thinking the same 
thing, because the mood of their group shifted during that descent. 
And by the time they made it to the stretch of rocky beach leading up 
to the infamous cave—where their guards were already completing a 
thorough safety inspection—their jaws were set, shoulders squared, 


eyes determined. 


“So... care to tell us what we’re doing here, Lady Fos-Boss?” Biana 
whispered as they slowly crossed through the cave’s dark entrance. 

Sophie rubbed at her arms, trying to scrub away the goose bumps 
that had popped up from the damp sand and the brisk air and the bad 
memories. It wasn’t her first time back in the cave since her abduction 
—but that didn’t make the flashbacks of cloaked figures and drugged 
cloths any less vivid. “Mr. Forkle suggested I talk to my dwarven 
bodyguard—Nubiti—to see what she can tell me about Loamnore,” she 
explained. “And I figured we should have that conversation 
somewhere that won't bother her eyes.” 

She headed as deep into the shadows as her courage allowed, then 
turned and stomped her feet in the pattern that Sandor and Grady had 
taught her, sending grains of sand flying. 

Seventeen painfully silent seconds passed before the ground 
rumbled and a small creature emerged from the earth, shaking sand 
out of her brown, shaggy fur. 

Nubiti’s nose was pointed, and her eyes were squinted slits, even in 
the darkness. And her voice was as raspy as tumbling pebbles when 
she dipped her head with a bow and asked, “How can I help you, Miss 
Foster?” 

“Have you been listening to our conversations these last few days?” 
Sophie asked, proud of herself for sounding casual, even though her 
brain got a little weirded out talking to dwarves. It was like chatting 
with a child-size mole. 

“I have,” Nubiti confirmed, studying her hands, which had plenty of 
long, sharp claws for digging. “You wish to ask me about a threat to 
my city.” 

“Wow, so you guys really can eavesdrop that clearly?” Wylie asked, 


tilting his head to study Nubiti from a different angle. 


“Your voices carry far deeper into the earth than you realize,” 
Nubiti informed him. “Listening poses no _ challenge—though 
understanding can be more difficult. Your species worries about such 
unnecessary things.” 

“Does that mean you don’t think Loamnore’s in danger?” Sophie 
wondered. 

“No.” Nubiti’s voice was much calmer than Sophie felt as the small 
dwarf crouched and ran her claws through the cold, clumpy sand. “The 
threat is as real as the worry you’re carrying—and the solution as 
elusive as your dreams. Our king has done what he can, but he cannot 
recover what has been lost without first finding it, and there is no trail 
for us to follow, which is the true mystery.” 

“Anyone else confused?” Dex whispered. 

“I am,” Biana agreed, and Sophie noticed the two of them were still 
holding hands. 

But she made herself concentrate on what Nubiti was saying. “Tm a 
little confused too,” she admitted. “What was lost?” 

Nubiti scooped up a fresh handful of sand and fished out a delicate 
piece of blue sea glass. “You already know that some in my species 
have abandoned their people and formed an alliance with these 
Neverseen from your world. I do not claim to understand their 
motivation, nor can I guess their plan. But before they left Loamnore, 
they... altered the magsidian.” 

The last word was whispered, and yet it still seemed to bounce 
around the cave, echoing out of the shadows. 

Magsidian was a rare, onyxlike stone that only the dwarves were 
capable of mining, which was why the elves used it for security in 
Exile. The dwarven guards could sense the presence of the gem and 
know if a visitor had permission to be there, since they'd only given 


pieces of the stone to the Council. 


The Black Swan had also acquired at least one piece as well, which 
they'd once given to Sophie to use to find them. 

Magsidian changed properties depending on how it was shaped and 
faceted. 

“We have stones placed very specifically throughout our city,” 
Nubiti went on, tucking the shard of sea glass among the shaggy 
strands of her fur, “carved to serve many needs. And several of those 
stones were changed before the deserters left—which is not new 
information. Your Council is well aware, as is your father, Miss Foster. 
Many inspections have been made on the altered magsidian—as well 
as many repairs. But no stone can ever be the same after it is altered. 
Each new facet causes a permanent change. So we have been left with 
a network that can achieve the same purpose, but it is not the same.” 

“Is that what you meant by ‘lost’?” Sophie asked, trying to piece 
together what Nubiti was saying. 

Nubiti shook her head. “I meant the lost shards of magsidian,” she 
said as she bent to scoop up another handful of sand. 

“Shards?” Sophie glanced at her friends, hoping some of them were 
following this better than she was. 

Stina seemed to be, because she asked, “You mean the pieces the 
deserters chiseled away when they altered the magsidian in 
Loamnore?” 

“Yes. They cut at least a dozen shards, some no larger than a 
splinter, some similar in size to this.” Nubiti fished a second piece of 
sea glass from the sand—green this time, and about the size of a small 
Lego. “And there is no telling what those stones can do,” Nubiti 
warned as she tucked the green glass among her fur. “They are new 
shapes, new sizes—and for some reason we cannot feel them, no 
matter how thoroughly we search.” 


“That doesn’t sound good,” Dex mumbled. 


“It’s not. Especially given what I now suspect is the source of the 
stone, after listening to your conversations.” She moved to the wall of 
the cave, trailing her claws along the jagged edges in the rock. “Some 
stone comes from the earth. Other stone falls from the sky. Magsidian 
is a blend of both—something new, created by a dark collision.” 

“You mean a meteor?” Sophie asked. 

“Yes and no. It was no ordinary rock that fell and fused with all it 
touched. None of my people have a name for it because none of us 
witnessed the impact. But the stone tells its own tale. One of shadows 
and energy. One that feels elemental.” 

She left the word hanging there, waiting for someone to grab ahold 
of it and make the connection that would forever raise the stakes of 
what they were dealing with. 

And as the leader of Team Valiant, Sophie knew it was her job to 
step up to the task. So she whispered, “You think magsidian is made of 


shadowflux.” 


FOURTEEN 


COULD MAGSIDIAN WEAKEN TAM’S ability if it were cut the right 
way?” Biana suggested, earning a round of murmured agreement from 
the rest of her teammates as Sophie added the question to the list they 
were building. 

Nubiti had tunneled back into the sand not long after she’d led 
them to the shadowflux-magsidian revelation, and they'd decided that 
the meeting with Lady Zillah now needed to be their top priority. Stina 
had hailed the Shade Mentor as soon as they’d made it back to Calla’s 
Panakes tree, and Lady Zillah had been her usual intense, 
uncooperative self. But shed agreed to have a “brief conversation” 
with Stina and Wylie the next day if they met her at her office in 
Mysterium at noon—sharp. And she’d emphasized that it would be 
brief. Which meant that Wylie and Stina needed to be prepared in 
order to make the most of their limited time. So Sophie had rushed to 
her room for a notebook and they'd all gathered under the swaying 
branches as they brainstormed—with Wynn and Luna trotting around, 
causing plenty of distractions. 

But figuring out what to ask was proving to be more challenging 
than Sophie had expected. 

The problem was, everything they'd discovered seemed so abstract. 

So... magsidian was made of shadowflux—at least partially. And the 
dwarves who'd joined the Neverseen had stolen some pieces of the rare 


stone before they left. And for some reason, the rest of the dwarves 


couldn’t feel any trace of those shards the way they could with other 
magsidian, so they had no way of finding or recovering them. 

But what did any of that actually mean? 

And what did it have to do with Tam? 

Nubiti hadn’t seemed to know, and was very reluctant to say any 
more about it than she already had. 

And since there was no guarantee that Lady Zillah would know 
much either, they were trying to come up with a mix of specific and 
broad questions, hoping that something might help them figure out 
what to do with this new information. 


So far, including the question that Biana had just added, they had: 


Did Lady Zillah know about the connection between shadowflux and 
magsidian? 

Are there any other physical manifestations of shadowflux that they 
should be aware of? 

What happens if magsidian comes into contact with shadowflux? 

Would any of the Shade skills that Tam had learned be more dangerous 
around magsidian? 


Could magsidian weaken Tam’s ability if it were cut the right way? 


“Do you think we should ask either the Council or the dwarves to 
give Lady Zillah a piece of magsidian to experiment with?” Wylie 
asked after Sophie had finished reading their list out loud again. 

“Probably,” Sophie told him. “But I don’t know if itll do much 
good. She knows a lot about shadowflux, but she can’t call for it or 
control it herself.” 

Still, that was why Sophie had already taken the time to talk to 
Grady, hail Councillor Oralie, and have Flori tell Mr. Forkle what 
they'd learned from Nubiti. And they’d all wondered the same thing 
Sophie had—the one question she’d managed to ask Nubiti before she 


disappeared underground again: Why had Nubiti waited so long to tell 
anyone about this? 

Apparently, that had been King Enki’s decision. 

Nubiti had only made the connection between magsidian and 
shadowflux a couple of days earlier, when she’d overheard Mr. Forkle 
sharing his fears about Tam and the dwarven city with Sophie. And 
she’d gone straight to her king to see what he wanted her to do. But 
he’d disagreed that there was any cause for concern. He felt that the 
cuts they'd made to repair the damage in their existing magsidian 
network had not only fixed the sabotage, but had enhanced their 
overall security so well that it more than addressed any potential 
threats that might arise from the stone’s origin. So the last thing he 
wanted was to have the elves demanding explanations for how the 
system worked. He preferred to keep that information classified. 

He’d actually ordered Nubiti not to share her theories with anyone 
in the Lost Cities. And she'd been trying her best to follow that order 
—but she was also worried that King Enki had spent too long 
underground, away from the dangers thriving on the planet’s surface, 
and was severely underestimating their enemies. So she’d decided that 
if any elves reached out to her, she’d lead them to the information. 
That way she wasn’t disobeying, but she was still passing along a 
warning in case the connection between shadowflux and magsidian 
was significant. And while Nubiti hadn’t asked Sophie to cover for her 
whenever she and her friends met with King Enki, shed looked 
immeasurably relieved when Sophie had promised to make it seem like 
they'd made the discovery on their own—since, in a way, they had. 

“Anyone have anything else to add?” Sophie asked, scanning their 
list again and wishing it were longer. 

“I think that covers it pretty well,” Dex assured her. “Especially 


since her answers will probably make them come up with additional 


questions while they’re there.” 

“And you don’t think we should all go?” Sophie had to ask. 

When they'd decided to split up for the meeting, the conversation 
hadn’t felt nearly as important. 

“Ugh, don’t go getting all ‘I have to be a part of everything’ now,” 
Stina grumbled. 

“This isn’t about me,” Sophie insisted. “I just think it might be good 
to have all of us there, since any of us could catch something the others 
don’t.” 

“Eh, I think that'll freak Lady Zillah out,” Stina argued. “You heard 
her—she already sounded super suspicious. And I can’t really blame 
her for that. It’s gotta be weird having your only prodigy working with 
the enemy—” 

“Tam’s not working with them,” Biana interrupted. “He’s basically 
their prisoner.” 

Stina shrugged. “Just because he’s not doing it by choice doesn’t 
mean he’s not still helping them. And hey—I’m not judging. rd 
probably make the same decision if the Neverseen were threatening 
my parents. But that doesn’t change the fact that every time he 
cooperates, he’s technically contributing to their plans. And I’m sure 
Lady Zillah’s not happy that the stuff she taught Tam might be used to 
hurt someone—or lots of someones, depending on what the Neverseen 
are getting ready for. So I’m betting she’s a little nervous to answer 
questions about Tam’s lessons. And if five of us show up when she’s 
only agreed to meet with two of us, I think she’ll freak out and refuse 
to cooperate.” 

“Stina’s right,” Biana agreed, crinkling her nose like those words 
pained her a little. “I think we should let her and Wylie handle this. If 


we feel like they missed something, we can always ask for another 


meeting—and if Lady Zillah won't agree, we'll just show up at her 
office and not leave until she answers our questions.” 

“I guess.” Sophie studied the questions one more time to make sure 
her photographic memory had completely captured them before she 
tore the page out of her notebook and offered it to Wylie. “You’re 
meeting briefly with Lady Zillah at noon, right? Then I’m going to hail 
you guys at one for an update—and I want to know everything she said. 
Take notes if you don’t think you'll be able to remember it all.” 

She wouldn’t let go of the paper until he nodded—even when Stina 
mumbled something about bossy Droolmonsters. 

“I’m assuming you'll update Dex and me after that?” Biana asked. 

“Of course,” Sophie promised. 

“Good. And Ill hail Bronte as soon as I’m home to see if I can set up 
a meeting—but I doubt he'll agree to anything right away. And I 
should probably update my dad about some of this and see if he has 
any thoughts or advice—or, wait, am I allowed to do that? Is all of our 
team information classified?” 

“From the general populace, yes. But Alden’s an Emissary with the 
highest level of clearance, so it won’t be a problem,” Grady told her, 
making all of them jump—and making Sophie wonder how long he’d 
been eavesdropping. 

Apparently long enough for Grady to also know to ask, “Why do you 
need to meet with Councillor Bronte?” 

Biana’s eyes darted to Sophie, and Sophie gave the tiniest possible 
head shake. 

Grady and Edaline were being way cooler about the search for her 
biological parents than Sophie had ever expected them to be. But she 
had a feeling the Bronte theory might be a bit too... head-explode-y, 
given the implications. So it seemed better to wait until she had 


confirmation before she hit them with that kind of bombshell. 


Plus... she really didn’t want to have to live through any more 
Bronte-related conversations. She’d already had enough of those to last 
two lifetimes. 

“I wanted to see if he knows when we'll be announcing our 
appointment as Regents,” Biana told Grady—which sounded like a 
perfectly legitimate explanation to Sophie. 

But Grady did not look convinced. 

Sophie was bracing for him to call them out when Dex jumped in. 
“So does that mean I can’t tell my parents about anything were 
working on?” he asked. “Since they're not Emissaries?” 

“If you were a normal Regent, the answer would be yes,” Grady 
admitted. “But your age might change things. Your family may have a 
right to know at least a little about what you're investigating, in case it 
puts you in danger. So you should probably double-check with the 
Council.” 

“What about the Black Swan?” Wylie wondered. “The Council must 
assume I’m going to tell Tiergan.” 

“Probably. But it can’t hurt to verify,” Grady suggested. “They may 
want all communication with the Black Swan to funnel through Mr. 
Forkle.” 

“T guess I can ask,” Wylie said, shoving some Panakes blossoms into 
his pocket as he stood and pulled out his home crystal. Stina and Biana 
did the same, right down to collecting some of the healing flowers to 
take with them—which was smart, considering how many lives the 
Panakes blossoms had saved. 

But Dex stayed seated in the soft grass, and it was clear that he was 
lingering for a reason. 

Sophie had no idea what he needed, but for the first time in a long 
time, she didn’t feel any awkward worry about it. Even when Biana 


noticed—and frowned a little—Sophie just smiled and asked her to let 


Fitz know she’d hail him as soon as she caught up on a few other 
things. 

And once Biana had leaped away—and Grady had wandered off to 
help the gnomes with the gorgodon feeding—Sophie almost wanted to 
hug Dex again, so they could marvel at how far their friendship had 
come. 

But that probably would’ve been a little weird. 

Plus, she didn’t want to distract him from whatever he’d stayed 
there to tell her. 

“So what’s up?” she asked as Dex stood and offered a hand. 

“I checked in with Keefe this morning,” he said, helping her to her 
feet, “to find out when he wanted to go to the Forbidden Cities so I 
could set up the cameras to watch for that guy he remembered. But Ro 
started shouting in the background about chaining him to a porch 
swing. So he said I needed to talk to you, and then he launched into 
this long speech about how we both needed to bring him back a bunch 
of biscuits to apologize for ditching him—at least that’s what I think 
he said. There was a lot of talk about Jammie Dodgers and Jaffa Cakes 
and Digestives—no idea what those are. But he said you'd know—or 
that you should, and if you didn’t, I needed to tell you to be ashamed of 
yourself.” 

“Uh, except I grew up in America, not England,” Sophie argued, 
even though she actually had heard of a few of those cookies—biscuits 
—whatever she was supposed to call them. But she doubted Dex cared 
about human regional snack variations. So she focused on the actual 
important subject. “When do you want to go?” 

He shrugged. “Totally up to you. I know we have a ton going on.” 

“We do. But Keefe’s missing memories are super important too. So 


whenever you re ready, we should get moving on that.” 


“Tm ready,” Dex assured her. “I know exactly what I need to do. I 
just need to get there. We could seriously go now if you wanted.” 

“Now?” Sophie repeated. “You don’t need any tools or—” 

“Nope, got all the tools I need right here.” He held out his hands, 
wiggling his fingers with a proud grin. “And it shouldn’t take me long 
either. Five to ten minutes, tops.” 

“Tm going to interrupt right there,” Sandor said, stalking over with 
his hand gripping his sword. “Because I know what you’re thinking. 
And no.” 

“I wasn’t—” Sophie tried to argue, but Sandor shook his head. 

“Yes, you were. And I repeat: no.” 

“I agree,” Lovise added. “No one is going to any Forbidden Cities 
right now. Don’t even think about it.” 

Sophie hadn’t been—at least not seriously. 

But... now that they were making her really consider it, she had to 
ask, “Why not?” 

The sun hadn’t set yet, so they had time before she’d need to go to 
bed. 

And she didn’t have anything urgent to do—which might not be 
true the next day, or the day after that. Things changed quickly when it 
came to the Neverseen, and the Council, and all the projects they were 
juggling. 

If they actually had a free moment, they should probably take 
advantage of it. 

“You need more time to prepare,” Sandor told her, grabbing her 
shoulders and pressing down like he was afraid she might try 
levitating any second. 

“Do we, though?” she countered. “You heard Dex—all he needs is 


five to ten minutes. And our clothes aren’t that elf-y.” 


She gestured to her outfit: a blue silk tunic with embroidered purple 
flowers along the waistline, paired with black gloves, black leggings, 
and knee-high black boots. 

It might not be “fashionable” in the human world—or maybe it was. 
She’d been gone long enough that she had no idea—not that she’d ever 
really cared about that kind of thing. But either way, she knew no one 
would think she was wearing anything strange. 

And Dex’s gray jerkin kind of made him look like he was wearing a 
vest—which would probably blend in super well in London. Didn’t 
their businessmen wear waistcoats? 

She'd also definitely seen enough pictures of London to teleport 
them there—though she wasn’t sure which part of the city to head for. 
They’d need to go somewhere with a lot of security cameras, so... 

Maybe Big Ben? 

Or the Tower Bridge? 

Or that big Ferris wheel thing—what was it called? The London 
Eye? 

“Stop thinking about it, Sophie,” Sandor ordered. “It’s not 
happening.” 

“What if I say you can come with us?” she countered. 

Bringing a seven-foot-tall gray goblin to London definitely wouldn’t 
be ideal. But if it got Sandor to cooperate... 

“Im sure Grady has an obscurer we can borrow,” she told him. 
“And you can wear one of his hooded capes, just to be safe. It’s London 
—it’ll be foggy and raining and you'll blend right in. But just you,” she 
added, glancing at Bo. Bringing an ogre to a human city would be a 
terrible idea. “It'll be such a quick trip, I’m only going to need one 
bodyguard.” 


“Exactly,” Dex jumped in. 


“You're not going anywhere without me,” Lovise told him, grabbing 
his arm and pulling him to her side. 

“Fine,” Dex told her, “we'll get you a cloak too—though it’s 
seriously ridiculous. The whole thing will be super fast. I bet if we'd left 
already, instead of standing here arguing about it, wed be back by 
now.” 

“The length of the trip is not the issue!” Lovise snapped. “It takes 
seconds to deliver a killing blow or to steal away a hostage. What you 
need is proper preparation! We cannot embark on such an excursion 
without scouting the area, planning escape routes, gathering the 
necessary weapons—” 

“Eh, you’re forgetting about the power of spontaneity,” Dex 
interrupted. “It’s the easiest way to stay ahead of your enemies: Don’t 
plan anything. Just do whatever you need to do the moment you need 
to do it and leave them struggling to keep up.” 

The glare Lovise shot him made it clear she was not a fan of being 
spontaneous. 

“Dex has a point,” Sophie insisted. 

“I have a better one,” Sandor said, crossing his arms and 
straightening to his full height. “I can end this right now by calling for 
your father and asking what he thinks of this plan. Is that what you 
want me to do?” 

“No need,” Grady said behind them, and everyone whipped around 
to find him standing with a bundle of swizzlespice—and Wynn and 
Luna bounding around him, begging for the treats. 

His eyes met Sophie’s, and between the deep creases across his 
forehead and the hard set of his jaw, Sophie assumed Sandor was about 
to be very smug. 

But after Grady finished unleashing a shoulder-heaving sigh, he 


mumbled, “I can’t believe Im saying this—especially since I’ve only 


caught bits and pieces of why this needs to happen, but... assuming 
there’s a good reason, they might as well go now. They’re Regents, so 
the Council won’t punish them for visiting a Forbidden City. And Dex 
has a point about spontaneity. The Neverseen would definitely expect 
us to calculate a visit like this for days—or at least hours. Going so 
suddenly—especially for such a brief amount of time—probably is the 
safest way to do it. And as far as the humans go”—he tossed the 
swizzlespice to the begging baby alicorns and reached into one of the 
many pockets lining his pants, fishing out a small black orb—“I’ve 
learned to keep an obscurer on hand, since I never know when you 
guys might need one in a hurry.” 

“You're seriously okay with this?” Sophie asked as he handed the 

gadget to Dex. 
“Okay isn’t the right word,” he told her. “More like... Pm resigning 
myself to the fact that among a number of less-than-ideal options, this 
one might not be completely horrible. But ld recommend going soon, 
before I change my mind.” 

Sophie had to blink a couple of times to make sure she was truly 
awake and living this rare moment of cooperation. 

“I trust you,” Grady told her, holding her gaze before he shifted 
focus to Dex and added, “and I trust you. And I trust Sandor to keep 
you both safe. And I trust that all three of you will be back in ten 
minutes. Not eleven. Not twelve. Definitely not thirteen. Ten— 
maximum. Which does mean that nine and under is perfectly fine.” 

He unfastened his navy blue cloak and held it out to Sandor, who 
looked far from thrilled as he pinned it across his shoulders. The fabric 
barely hung past his thighs, but when he stooped, he looked kind of 
like an old, hunched man—with a quick glance, at least. 

“And Lovise is going to need this,” Edaline said behind them, 


making everyone spin around again. She snapped her fingers to 


conjure up a bundle of thick black fabric and handed it to Dex’s 
bodyguard before moving to stand beside Grady. “That’s the longest 
cloak I own. You'll still have to hunch, but it’ll only be for ten minutes 
—right?” 

She directed the last question to Sophie, smiling when Sophie 
nodded. And Sophie was struck by such an overwhelming mix of 
shock, gratitude, and love for her adoptive parents that it nearly 
knocked her back a step. 

Grady and Edaline had been through so much heartache, and yet 
they'd still welcomed her into their family, loving her despite all the 
stress and danger she'd brought into their lives. And somehow they'd 
gotten to a point where they trusted her enough to support a crazy 
plan like this? 

It made her remember what Biana had said about Grady and 
Edaline being the family that mattered. And she found herself 
sprinting over and pulling them into a strangle-hug. 

Grady laughed. “Don’t get too grateful there, kiddo. Remember, I’m 
only giving you ten minutes. Then I’m turning on the trackers that 
Sandor sews into your clothes and sending Bo after you.” 

Bo flashed a rather ominous, pointed-toothed grin, and Sophie 
found herself needing to check with Dex. “You really can get it done 
that fast, right?” 

He looked a little less certain than he had a few minutes earlier—but 
he squared his shoulders and told her, “I’ve got this.” 

“You do,” she agreed. 

“We do,” he corrected, holding out his hand. 

Sophie gave her parents one more squeeze before she pulled away 
and reached for Dex, leading him through the pastures, toward the 
Cliffside gate. 


She figured they might as well jump this time. Make it a true leap of 
faith. 

And even though Sandor and Lovise were clearly less than thrilled 
with this development, they made no further protests—even when 
their small group stepped to the cliffs edge. 

Waves churned below, and a cold, salty breeze whipped through 
Sophie’s hair as she rallied her concentration and pictured where they 
were heading. 

“Okay,” she said, grabbing Sandor’s hand as Lovise clung to Dex. 
“Let’s go to London!” 


“What is this place?” Dex asked, squinting through the bars of the 
iron-and-gold gate, at the large stone structure beyond, which looked... 

A little plain, if Sophie was being honest. 

Sure, there were intricate columns. And rows of windows. And a 
very recognizable balcony. And Sophie was positive that if she went 
inside, she’d find an abundance of chandeliers and tapestries and 
antiques and paintings—not to mention the immaculate flower beds 
and pristine lawn behind them, along with a huge, fancy fountain. 

But... after living in a world of jeweled cities and crystal castles, 
there just wasn’t as much sparkle as there should be—especially 
considering where they were. 

She’d been planning to take Dex to Westminster Abbey, but as 
they'd crashed their way through the void, she’d realized that if they 
were looking for a spot in London with a lot of security cameras, 
Buckingham Palace was probably the best place to go. 

“This is the queen’s residence in London,” she told Dex as she tried 
to find a less crowded spot to stand in, even though no one seemed to 


be paying them any attention. 


Dex squinted at the palace. “Their queen is a white-haired lady, 
right? I think I saw some pictures of her when I was researching about 
the cameras.” 

“Yeah, Queen Elizabeth,” Sophie said. “I don’t know much about 
her. Just that she likes little dogs and wears a lot of hats. And I think 
that flag means she’s actually here right now.” She pointed to the red, 
gold, and blue standard flying from a pole in the center of the palace, 
instead of the British Union Jack. “Same with the fact that there are 
four of those guys instead of two.” 

She nudged her chin toward the four members of the queen’s guard, 
standing stolid and motionless in what appeared to be narrow blue 
houses. The soldier’s faces looked blank, but Sophie had no doubt their 
eyes were seeing everything, and it made her hope the obscurer was 
keeping them hidden—especially when she noticed their guns. 

“So wait—the dorky guys in the red coats with the big furry hats are 
important?” Dex asked, covering his mouth to block a giggle. “And you 
had the nerve to complain about our Foxfire uniforms!” 

“Hey—I never had to wear anything like that. That’s strictly a 
British soldier thing!” 

“Soldier?” Dex repeated, frowning at the guards. “So... is that 
uniform supposed to be intimidating? Because I feel like if a dude 
marched up to an army of ogres wearing that, he’d mostly get laughed 
at.” 

“Goblins definitely wouldn’t be able to suppress their snickers,” 
Sandor noted, his lips twitching with a smile. 

“I think its supposed to be traditional,” Sophie told them, 
shrugging. “I don’t know. Like I said, I grew up in the U.S. Soldiers 
wear camouflage over there.” 

Dex shook his head. “It’s so weird to me, the way humans divide up 


their own species. Don’t they realize they'd be stronger as a larger, 


united group?” 

“I don’t think they care,” Sophie admitted. “They don’t know that 
they need to be stronger, you know? They have no idea that there are 
elves or goblins or ogres or trolls or dwarves or gnomes to think 
about.” 

And Sophie was struck, in that moment, by how truly other she felt 
standing there, watching the crowds of tourists posing for selfies 
outside the palace, with buses and cars driving past and a light drizzle 
peppering her skin—and it wasn’t just because London was such a 
very different place from San Diego, where she grew up. 

The air felt too heavy in her lungs—thick from all the pollution. 
And the smell of chemicals and car exhaust turned her stomach. 

And the noise. 

Even with her mind shielded from the bombardment of blaring 
human thoughts, everything was still so very loud. Shouted snatches of 
conversations. Sirens and car horns. The steady banging of some 
nearby construction project. 

It made her truly appreciate how peaceful and calm the Lost Cities 
always felt, despite the problems her home was facing. 

And yet, even with that thought rattling around her mind, she 
couldn’t help taking another look at the humans around her. And all 
she could see were smiles and hugs and laughter. 

Humans definitely posed a challenge. 

But... they were worth protecting. 

Sandor cleared his throat, snapping her out of her strange musings 
when he warned them, “You’ve now used up one minute and thirty 
seconds of the ten minutes your father gave you. So I suggest you get 
to work.” 

Dex nodded, leading their group along the perimeter of the palace, 


studying several of the black cameras before settling on one that jutted 


out from the wall on a hooked black arm. 

“Can I get a boost?” he asked Lovise, who didn’t look thrilled about 
the idea of lifting Dex onto her shoulders so he could reach the camera 
more easily—and Sophie wasn’t in love with the position either, mostly 
because it would draw all kinds of attention to them if the obscurer 
stopped working. 

Sandor kept one hand gripping his sword as he scanned the crowd 
for signs of a threat. 

And Sophie stood there doing... 

Nothing. 

“Need any help?” she asked Dex, craning her neck to see what he 
was up to. 

He'd pressed his fingertips against the camera, murmuring 
something under his breath that she couldn’t hear. And whatever he 
was doing made the camera flash. 

For one nerve-racking second, Sophie was sure they would be 
spotted. But then Dex let go and told Lovise to put him down. 


1? 


“Okay, we’re all set!” he announced, pointing to the panic-switch 
ring he always wore. “Now I'll get an alert anytime their camera 
network records anyone who looks like that guy Keefe drew. Hopefully 
itll only take a few days for him to show up in the system. I'll hail you 
the second I hear anything. And look at that—we still have at least five 
minutes to spare! Man, I’m good! Come on, Sandor, you can say it. 
Who’s the Lord of Awesome?” 

Sandor gritted his teeth. “Ill save any compliments for when we’re 
safely back at Havenfield five minutes early.” 

Which definitely would’ve been the smart thing for them to do. 

But Sophie had spotted a cluttered shop and decided that cheering 
up Keefe was a better use of that extra time. So with Dex’s help at a 


nearby ATM, she was able to make a very creative withdrawal through 


her elvin birth fund, and she used that cash to buy all the weird British 
biscuits that Keefe had requested—plus some called Hobnobs, and 
some called Custard Creams, and several bars of Cadbury chocolate, 
and a few boxes of proper English tea. 

And as they leaped home—with thirty seconds to spare—she 
couldn’t believe how easy it had been. 

Maybe Dex was onto something with the whole “spontaneity” thing. 

But she should’ve known that the universe would never let her day 
end with something so easy. 

Mr. Forkle was waiting for her in the Havenfield pastures—along 
with Grady and Edaline—and the dented line in the grass made it clear 
that all three of them had been pacing. 

“What’s wrong?” Sophie asked, dropping her bag of biscuits. 

“Nothing,” Mr. Forkle told her, shuffling forward and retrieving her 
snacks with his ruckleberry-swollen hands. 

“Then why are you here?” she countered, glancing over his shoulder 
at Grady and Edaline, who looked... tired. 

Or maybe “wary” was a better word. 

Mr. Forkle handed Dex her bag and turned to pace again, his 
bloated legs moving slower than usual. 

Sophie assumed he was about to demand a lot of information about 
why they'd been in London. Instead, he told her, “I’m here because I 
never anticipated the Council’s decision to appoint you as a Regent. 
And as far as I know, my brother didn’t either. It makes me wish he 
were here, so we could talk through the implications together. But 
that... is not possible.” He cleared his throat. “So it seems the best 
option is to allow you to make your own decision, even though it will 
be no simple choice.” 

“What decision?” Sophie asked, jumping when Dex hooked his arm 


around hers. 


She hadn’t noticed how unsteady her legs felt until she had someone 
to keep her better balanced. 

“It’s multifaceted,” Mr. Forkle told her, “so I think it might be best 
to take you somewhere that will help the advantages and consequences 
feel far more real than they ever will standing here, surrounded by 
sunshine and grazing animals.” 

“Sunset,” Grady corrected. 

“Grady’s right,” Edaline said. “If this is going to be a long, drawn- 
out process, don’t you think it would be best to wait until the 
morning?” 

“I wondered the same thing before I made my way over,” Mr. Forkle 
admitted. “But... I fear I may have already waited too long.” 

He turned to Sophie, offering her his right hand as his left hand 
held a crystal up to the light. 

A blue crystal. 

The kind that only led to the Forbidden Cities. 

“Come with me, Miss Foster, if you think you might be ready,” he 
said quietly. 

“Ready for what?” Sophie asked as Sandor jumped in front of her 
and Dex tightened his hold on her arm. 

“You may come with us,” Mr. Forkle told Sandor, shuffling around 
him with an unexpected amount of agility. “You may not, Mr. Dizznee. 
This is a moment best kept between Miss Foster and me.” 

Dex raised his eyebrows at Sophie, clearly not sure if she wanted 
him to let go. 

Sophie felt just as uncertain, since that meant it probably had 
nothing to do with where they'd just been. 

“Ready for what?” she repeated. 

Mr. Forkle stepped closer, offering his hand again. His eyes had 


never looked more ancient—or more desperate for her to listen to him 


—as he said, “Ready to face the truth behind one of your powers.” 


FIFTEEN 


SOPHIE RECOGNIZED THE ELEGANT TUDOR manor with cut-glass 
windows and its vibrant green lawn even before the world had fully 
glittered back into focus. And the realization of where she was made 
her smile and feel like she’d had her legs kicked out from underneath 
her at the same time. 

“This is my human family’s house,” she whispered, needing to say it 
out loud to make her brain accept it. 

As that reality sank in, so did the icy panic. “Are they in danger?” 

“They're perfectly safe,” Mr. Forkle assured her, tightening his grip 
on her hand to stop her from sprinting up the driveway and tearing 
open the front door. 

Sandor drew his sword anyway, sniffing the air as he scanned every 
tree, shrub, and shadow. 

“You can relax,” Mr. Forkle told him. “I’ve taken numerous 
precautions to ensure that our visit today poses no risk to Miss 
Foster’s family—or to ourselves. Including bringing one of these.” He 
removed an obscurer from his pocket. “What would the neighbors 
think if they saw a goblin warrior waving around a sword?” His smile 
faded as his eyes shifted back to Sophie. “After what happened with 
Vespera at Nightfall, I've made it a habit to check on your family every 
single day. Most of the time I simply observe them through a Spyball. 
But occasionally I'll hail your sister to ask a few questions or—” 


“You do?” Sophie had to interrupt. 


She couldn’t decide if she was touched, nervous, or really, really 
jealous when he nodded. 

“It’s the best way to assess their situation,” Mr. Forkle explained. 
“Though sometimes I'll also leap here to walk the grounds and search 
for signs of trouble—which I’ve never found any trace of, by the way. 
And none of that has anything to do with why I’ve brought you here. I 
simply wanted you to know that your human family is being thoroughly 
monitored and protected.” His forehead creased with a much deeper 
kind of wrinkle than the lines caused by the ruckleberries. “I’m the one 
who dragged them into all of this without their knowledge or 
permission, so you have my word that I’ll do everything in my power to 
ensure that nothing bad will ever happen to them again.” 

“Then why are we here?” Sophie asked. 

Mr. Forkle turned his face toward the sun, which Sophie realized 
was still several hours away from setting. 

Her brain had started to calculate what that meant as far as the 
relative time zones between where she lived at Havenfield and where 
they were—until he told her, “I brought you here to give you your 
missing memory back.” 

Sophie froze as something dark and buried—but never gone— 
stirred deep inside of her, and a pair of terrified green eyes flashed 
through her mind, along with a piercing scream. 

Sophie, please—stop! 

She stumbled back, crashing into a wall that was both lumpy and 
solid and somehow moving, not realizing it was Sandor until he spun 
her around, taking her shoulders and shaking her gently. 

“Do you need us to get you back to Flori?” he asked, his voice even 
squeakier from the worry. “You’ve gone pale, like you do whenever the 
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echoes are stirring. 


“No,” Sophie said, refusing to give the darkness that kind of control 
again. 

She closed her eyes, imagining her mental strength as a glowing 
sphere, letting it grow bigger and bigger and bigger until she could 
shape it into something more useful. She chose a giant cartoon-size 
mallet, then pictured it pounding at the threads of black that were 
curling into a much-too-familiar clawed shape—Bang! Bang! Bang!— 
until the darkness was nothing more than a smear of shadow. 

She washed away the last of the black by replaying her happiest 
memories. 

Silveny nuzzling her tiny babies after they'd safely emerged from the 
makeshift hive. 

Fitz twirling her around in his arms. 

Dex hugging her without any awkwardness. 

Keefe clinging to her hand, like she was the only thing holding him 
together. 

Grady and Edaline telling her they loved her. 

“Okay,” she whispered. “It’s under control now.” 

“T still think we should take you home and have you rest,” Sandor 
said, turning to Mr. Forkle. “Surely you agree.” 

Mr. Forkle dragged his hands down his face. “I... should’ve thought 
to bring Flori. It slipped my mind, like so many things, now that 
there’s only half of me. Though, honestly, this entire process seems 
determined to be fraught with challenges. I'll never understand why 
one failure seems so ready to chain itself to another and another. But 
that has been the case from the minute this memory became a part of 
our story. And each new trouble seems to outdo the others—though I 
suppose nothing has been worse than the moment at the hospital.” 

“You mean when my allergy nearly killed me?” Sophie clarified, 


pulling free of Sandor to prove she could stand on her own. 


“Definitely not a moment I want to live again,” Mr. Forkle 
whispered. “And yet, it may be unavoidable....” 

“Um, what does that mean?” Sophie asked, backing a step away, as 
if Mr. Forkle was about to lunge for her with a giant syringe full of 
limbium. 

He cleared his throat several times, then straightened and smoothed 
his hair. “All will be fine, Miss Foster. One problem at a time.” 

“Okay, now I want to know what that means too,” Sophie noted. 

“As do I,” Sandor agreed, positioning himself between Sophie and 
Mr. Forkle. 

Mr. Forkle’s laugh was mostly a wheeze. “I suppose I can’t blame 
you for those reactions. But I assure you, this visit is entirely about 
returning Miss Foster’s memory.” 

Sophie’s head rang with another ghostly scream. 

“There, see?” Sandor said as Sophie imagined another giant glowing 
mallet smashing the newest shadows to smithereens. “You're not up 
for this. We need to take you—” 

“No,” Sophie interrupted, stumbling away from everyone to get 
some fresh air. 

She’d spent years trying to beg, bribe, trick, or steal back her 
missing memory—and then weeks running from it after shed 
recovered that terrible piece. 

But... not knowing didn’t change anything. 

Whatever had happened, happened, whether she remembered it or 
not. 

Sophie, please—stop! 

“TII be fine,” she said, taking slow, steady breaths as she closed her 
eyes and replayed more happy memories. 

“I don’t think you will be,” Sandor said quietly. “At least wait until 


we re somewhere that Flori can help—” 


“You are,” a muffled voice told them as the ground parted by the 
nearest tree and Flori emerged from among the tangled roots. She 
shook the dirt and pebbles out of her plaited hair and sang a few soft 
lyrics to make the tunnel close behind her, each blade of grass falling 
perfectly back into place as if the hole had never been there. 

“How did you—” Sophie started. 

Flori flashed a green-toothed smile. “Nubiti and I have recently 
discovered that the language of the earth is connected to the language 
of everything that grows within it. I can’t understand every word she 
says, but I can catch the basics, and it makes her able to reach me 
immediately—and the same is true when I need to reach her.” 

Mr. Forkle frowned. 

Sophie could tell his mind was flooding with just as many questions 
as hers was. But he simply stomped twice and called, “Thank you,” 
toward the ground, before he repeated the sentiment to Flori. 

Flori nodded, already humming her healing song as she made her 
way to Sophie’s side and took her hands, swaying back and forth. 
Sophie closed her eyes, unable to deny how much it helped to feel the 
soft sounds sinking under her skin like one of Elwin’s balms. And 
when Flori was finished, she had to hug the tiny gnome. 

“You did not need me this time,” Flori whispered, trailing her 
fingers across Sophie’s shoulders. “You’re growing stronger and 
stronger with each brighter day. But I’m still happy to make your 
struggle easier, so you can save your energy for the larger battles.” 

Sophie squeezed her tighter, breathing in Flori’s earthy scent, which 
reminded her so much of Calla that it made her heart both lighter and 
heavier. And when she’d soaked up every possible drop of strength, 
she let go and stood to face Mr. Forkle. “Okay. If you want to give me 
back my memory, I’m ready. But... I don’t understand why you brought 


me here to do it.” 


He turned to the stately manor, his gaze centering on one of the 
upstairs windows. “You’re not the only one who needs to have a 
memory returned.” 

“What?” Sophie raced in front of him, shaking her head so hard, it 
made her neck hurt. “No. We’re not doing that. Amy doesn’t...” 

Her voice trailed off as her sister’s screams flooded her mind. 

Sophie, please—stop! 

“No,” she repeated as Flori started humming again. 

Mr. Forkle wrung the edge of his cape. “How much have you 
remembered?” 

“Not much,” Sophie admitted. “Just that... I hurt Amy somehow. She 
was begging me to stop.” Her voice cracked, and she turned away, 
wiping her eyes. “What did I do to her?” 

“That is a question better shown, not told,” Mr. Forkle said as he 
slowly stepped around her. 

Sophie scrambled in front of him again. “Maybe it is—but you’re 
only showing it to me. She doesn’t need to know that.” 

He slipped by her again, his steps more determined. “She 
disagrees.” 

The words took a couple of seconds to sink in. “Wait. Amy knows 
about this?” 

“Of course. We talked at length this morning. Mind you, I didn’t 
give her any more specifics than I’ve given you. But I made it clear that 
it was a difficult moment for both of you, and that I thought it would 
be best if you faced those complicated truths together. And she agreed. 
She’s far stronger than youre giving her credit for. She’s...” His steps 
faltered for a beat, and his voice had thickened when he added, “She’s 
something I never expected. I knew I'd be aiding your parents in the 
birth of one child, and that it was possible they might have children on 


their own afterward. But I'll admit, when your mother told me she'd 


gotten pregnant again, I was mostly concerned about how that would 
complicate things for you. Your differences from humans would be 
more noticeable with another child providing a constant direct 
comparison—and your sister had no problem teasing you as she got 
older, which sometimes posed a challenge, like it did in your lost 
memory. But... there was something so special about the bond you two 
formed. And that connection shouldn’t be ignored, especially when 
you're facing a decision like this.” 

“And what decision is that?” Sophie demanded. 

“One thing at a time,” he told her. “First, we must give you all the 
facts.” 

“But—” 

Loud barking cut her off. 

They'd gotten close enough to the house for her family’s beagle— 
Watson—to realize they were there and switch into guard-dog mode. 

“It’s fine,” Mr. Forkle promised when Sophie, Sandor, and Flori all 
froze. “As I said, Amy knows we're coming. And in case you’re 
wondering, I asked her to clear your parents from the property. She 
said she'd invent an urgent errand to send them away on.” 

That was probably better—the idea of facing her parents now that 
shed been erased so thoroughly from their memories would be a 
special kind of misery. 

And yet, the part of Sophie’s heart that would never forget how it 
felt to have them tuck her in at night and kiss her cheeks and call her 
“Soybean” felt like it had been jabbed with a sharp pin at the missed 
opportunity. So she had to ask, “Why couldn’t they be here? I thought 
seeing me can’t trigger anything anymore, now that I’m... you know... 
gone.” 

“That’s correct,” Mr. Forkle told her, placing a hand on her 
shoulder. “But it would be very hard to explain why a strange adult 


male is at their house asking for alone time with their daughter and 
another young girl, don’t you think?” 

Sophie grimaced. “Yeah... They'd definitely call the police.” 

“As well they should,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “And that’s why we 
should stop stalling. I doubt your sister was able to buy us more than a 
couple of hours—and while returning the memory itself won't take 
long, you two will need time to process and discuss. So once again, I 
have to ask: Are you ready?” 

He offered her his hand again, and Sophie reluctantly took it, letting 
him guide her the rest of the way up the path, to a short flight of stone 
steps that led to the front door. 

Watson’s barking grew more desperate, his paws scratching at the 
other side of the door, but Sophie was too busy taking in all the tiny 
unfamiliar details to care. The house had a new welcome mat since the 
last time she'd been there, the kind that said WIPE your Paws in big, 
bold letters, surrounded by doggy paw prints. And three pairs of beat- 
up sneakers were lined against the wall, along with a few pots of 
prickly succulents. But what really caught Sophie’s eye were the wind 
chimes. 

Dangling from the highest eave, the chimes were gleaming silver 
interspersed with strands of dangling crystals, and they were so 
sparkly and fancy, they looked like they belonged in the Lost Cities. 

In fact... 

“Are those leaping crystals?” Sophie had to ask. 

“No, but they look like it, don’t they?” Amy’s familiar voice said 
behind her, and Sophie’s heart wedged so hard in her throat, it nearly 
choked her as she turned toward the now open door and faced her 
younger sister. 

Amy’s smile was shy, her green eyes watery and darting between her 


feet and Watson, who she held tightly by his collar—though the beagle 


had gone very still now that he was facing a goblin warrior. “That’s 
why I had Mom and Dad buy them,” Amy added, swallowing hard as 
she shifted her gaze up to the chimes. “It seemed like there should be 
something around here to represent... everything. You know?” 

Sophie nodded, her voice not working as she studied her sister more 
closely. 

Amy’s hair was longer and straighter, with a few soft layers framing 
her face. And her skin had picked up a whole bunch of freckles. 
Somehow the combination made her look so much older than Sophie 
wanted her to be and much too young for what they were there for, all 
at the same time. 

She still couldn’t find any words, so she threw her arms around Amy 
and pulled her into the tightest hug she could manage. 

“I take it that means you've missed me?” Amy grunted out as 
Watson broke free from her hold and started thwapping Sophie with 
his wagging tail. 

Sophie cleared her throat, realizing she needed to get herself 
together. 

She was supposed to be the strong one—and she knew she should 
say something fun and teasing—keep the mood light given the 
heaviness they both had coming. But she blurted out, “I have to tell 
myself not to hail you every single day.” 

A shiver rocked Amy’s shoulders, and her voice sounded choked as 
she whispered, “Me too.” 

They'd been ordered not to communicate unless it was an absolute 
emergency—part of the deal they'd struck with the Council in order 
for Amy to keep her memories of the Lost Cities. 

And speaking of memories... 

“You're sure you want to do this?” Sophie asked, pulling back to 


meet her sister's eyes—the first time they'd really faced each other 


since she’d gotten there. “Whatever happened between us that day, it... 
seems like it was pretty bad.” 

Amy chewed her lip and went back to staring at the wind chimes. 
“Bad like... what happened to Mom and Dad?” 

“No,” Mr. Forkle assured her. “What happened was an accident. 
Nothing more.” 

Amy nodded, shifting her focus back to Sophie. “Then I want to 
know. I want to know everything. The good and the bad. You’re my 
sister, and... that’s how it works with family.” 

She emphasized the last word, and it nearly undid Sophie. 

A few tears leaked from her eyes, but she blinked hard to fight back 
the rest. 

“You're really doing okay?” she whispered, tucking Amy’s hair 
behind her ears. “It’s not too hard, hiding everything you’re hiding?” 

Amy shrugged. “I mean... sometimes I wish I had some mallowmelt, 
but...” 

“TIl bring you some,” Sophie promised, not caring how many rules 
she’d have to break to make that happen. 

“What about you?” Amy asked, studying Sophie like she was 
checking her for injuries. And somehow, even though Sophie’s right 
hand showed no new scars, Amy’s focus lingered there. 

“Oh, you know how it goes,” Sophie told her, forcing a smile. “Lots 
of near-death experiences. But nothing I can’t handle.” 

Amy didn’t look convinced. But she changed the subject. “How 
about the cute boys? Still trying to decide which one makes your heart 
flutter the hardest? I haven’t changed my vote, by the way, in case you 
were wondering.” 

Mr. Forkle cleared his throat. “I realize you two have lots to catch 
up on. But now really isn’t the time. I’m assuming your parents will be 


home soon.” 


Amy sighed. “I mean, I convinced them to go to the boring farmers 
market they always spend hours and hours at, since apparently looking 
at stalls of avocados and tomatoes and fresh-churned butter is super 
exciting when you get old. But I don’t really know when they'll be 
back.” 

“Then we should get started,” Mr. Forkle said gently, turning to 
Flori and asking her and Nubiti to keep watch for the parents’ return. 

Amy and Sophie shared a long look—and Amy seemed every bit as 
nervous as Sophie felt. But her determination was clear. 

“We're doing this?” she asked Sophie. 

Sophie fought the urge to tug on her eyelashes. “Yeah, I guess we 
are.” 

Amy nodded, taking Sophie’s hand. 

And they clung to each other as Amy opened the front door wider 
and they stepped aside to let Mr. Forkle take the lead. 


SIXTEEN 


| SHOULD WARN YOU THAT THIS process will be painful,” Mr. Forkle 
said, his wheezy voice slicing through the silence of Amy's dim 
bedroom. 

Sophie jolted off the bed, where she'd been lying beside her sister, 
attempting to relax. “Why? It didn’t hurt when you gave my other 
memory back.” 

“Yes, but that moment didn’t involve this level of pain,” Mr. Forkle 
reminded her. “And I can’t separate the visuals from the sensations 
that go with them. It all comes back together—though you'll only 
experience a shadow of what you endured the first time, since our 
brains have a way of filtering trauma to help us move past it. And the 
pain will fade once the memory settles into the correct place in your 
mental timeline and no longer feels present. But you both need to 
prepare yourselves for some intense discomfort. Especially you, Amy.” 

“Oh good,” Amy mumbled. “You know, you left that part out when 
you explained this to me.” 

“Same,” Sophie said, narrowing her eyes at Mr. Forkle. 

Sandor added a goblin death glare from the doorway. 

Mr. Forkle raised his hands, giving them all the universal What? 
gesture. “Does it change anything?” 

Sophie and Sandor said “yes” at the same time that Amy said “no.” 

“Seriously?” Sophie asked her. 

Amy looked just as stunned by Sophie’s answer. “You really don’t 


want your memory back anymore?” 


“I didn’t mean it changed anything for me,” Sophie clarified, 
earning a snort of protest from Sandor. “I still need to know what 
happened. But you don’t—and if it’s going to cause intense pain, why 
would you put yourself through that?” 

Amy sat up to face her, probably trying to look strong and confident 
as she told Sophie, “We’ve been over this already.” 

But the way she’d bent her legs crisscross-applesauce style made her 
look very, very young. 

“Please, Amy,” Sophie whispered. “Don’t be so stubborn. Just let me 
go and—” 

“No!” Amy caught Sophie’s wrist before Sophie could grab her 
home crystal, throw open the curtains they'd drawn to make the room 
feel more private, and leap far, far away. “I can handle a few minutes of 
pain, Sophie.” 

“How do you know?” Sophie countered. 

Amy shrugged. “I got through it the first time, didn’t I?” 

“Not necessarily,” Sandor argued. “The Black Swan took this 
memory away for a reason.” 

“The pain had nothing to do with that,” Mr. Forkle insisted. 
“Sparing you both the trauma was a bonus—not the necessity.” 

“And what was the ‘necessity’?” Sandor demanded. 

“That will be obvious once I return the memory,” Mr. Forkle told 
him, earning himself another vicious goblin glare. 

“See?” Amy said to Sophie, as if they'd somehow solved everything. 

Sophie shook her head, trying—and failing—to pull her wrist free 
from Amy’s death grip. “I don’t understand why you want to remember 
me hurting you.” 

“Because that part doesn’t matter. It was an accident,” Amy 


reminded her. 


“Not completely.” Fresh tears stung Sophie’s eyes as she scraped 
together the words for her confession. “I’ve had one flashback from 
that moment, and... it was of you begging me to stop whatever I was 
doing. I’m assuming that means I had some control over what was 
happening.” 

“Wrong,” Mr. Forkle told her. “It was... an unanticipated chain 
reaction.” 

“Yeah, well, that chain reaction had me make a six-year-old scream 
in pain,” Sophie snapped back, twisting her arm a different way and 
wondering if her sister had figured out how to channel strength when 
she lived with the elves because seriously—how was she so strong? 
“Everyone realizes that, right? Amy was just a kid.” 

“So were you,” Mr. Forkle noted. “You were a terrified nine-year-old 
with no idea what was going on or how to stop it. In fact, you couldn’t 
stop it. So there was no fault in the situation. Just unfortunate 
happenstance that I wish I'd anticipated. Truthfully, if anyone’s to 
blame, it’s me for not being prepared or noticing what was going on 
until it was too late. So please stop taking that responsibility upon 
yourself, Miss Foster. You know the dangers that come with guilt.” 

Sophie winced as her mind flashed to an image of Alden’s pale, 
lifeless face after his mind had shattered from his regrets over 
Prentice. 

“You have nothing to feel guilty for,” Mr. Forkle assured her. “And I 
need you to start believing that, otherwise we can’t proceed any further 
—and you're going to need the information in this memory for the 
decision you have ahead.” 

“What decision?” Amy asked. 

“One I can’t explain yet,” Mr. Forkle told her. “Not until your 


sister’s in a proper position to make it.” 


“It’s a new power, though, right?” Sophie guessed, surprised at how 
calmly she could ask the question. 

But it was the only explanation that made any sense. 

In fact... 

“I'm assuming I manifested another freakish ability that day and 
used the power to hurt Amy,” she admitted as the pieces of a 
nauseating theory snapped together. “So you and Livvy decided to 
reset my brain with limbium, and then discovered I was allergic to it 
and had to rush me to the hospital so the human doctors could save 
me. And then you took the memory away so I wouldn’t know what I 
was capable of and so Amy wouldn’t figure out that I wasn’t human. 
And now you're going to make me relive it all so you can ask me to let 
you almost kill me again to turn that creepy ability back on.” 

Stunned silence followed the outburst. And Sophie tried to use that 
shock to finally pull her wrist free from her sister’s death grip—but 
Amy held strong as she turned to Mr. Forkle and asked, “Is that what 
happened?” 

“It’s... on the right track,” he admitted, causing Sophie’s queasiness 
to level up. “But it’s still wrong in several significant ways. So I urge 
you to keep an open mind, Miss Foster. I can tell that you think you 
already know what your decision will be once the choice is presented 
—but I assure you, it’s not as simple as you’re imagining—” 

“Uh, it is if you’re going to do something that could kill her,” Amy 
interrupted, shaking Sophie’s arm until Sophie looked at her. “You’re 
not going to agree to that, are you?” 

“She better not,” Sandor growled. 

“And this is why I’m giving your memories back,” Mr. Forkle told 
them, “to avoid these kinds of hasty conclusions. For the record, no 
one will be asking anyone to put their life in serious danger, so can we 


please focus on what we're here for?” 


Sophie studied his face, searching for some clue to what was 
coming, but the ruckleberries made him impossible to read. 

“Fine,” she said quietly. “But I still don’t agree with you dragging 
Amy into this. Haven’t we put her through enough?” 

“You haven't put me through anything,” Amy argued. “I mean it, 
Sophie. I’m never going to blame you for what happened.” 

“Even if that’s true,” Sophie mumbled, torn between wanting to 
believe her and knowing how impossible it would be for Amy to keep 
that promise, “I’m sure this will end up being your most vivid memory 
of me—and I hate that, since it’s not like you have a lot of good ones to 
make up for it.” 

“Uh, are you kidding?” Amy asked. “I have tons of good memories! 
Why do you think I fought so hard to keep them? And I don’t just 
mean the stuff in the Lost Cities—though the whole flying-with-an- 
alicorn thing is pretty hard to top. But there’s also this.” She pulled 
back the quilt on her bed, uncovering something white and fluffy. 

“Is that Bun-Bun?” Sophie asked, feeling a tug in her chest when 
Amy held up the well-loved stuffed bunny. 

Bun-Bun had been Amy’s version of Ella ever since Amy was four 
years old, and Sophie couldn’t believe her sister had been allowed to 
keep him through all the moves and identity changes. His shaggy fur 
wasn’t as white as it used to be, and he looked matted in a few places— 
but that made him more perfect, since it proved he was the real, 
original stuffed animal. 

“Do you know why Bun-Bun’s my favorite?” Amy asked quietly, 
making his ears flop from side to side. 

Sophie shrugged. “I figured you liked how soft he was.” 

“Well, I do. But the real reason is because of you.” She held Bun-Bun 


closer to Sophie’s face and squeezed his neck to tilt his head a little, 


pitching her voice higher and squeakier as she said, “Hey there, Miss 
Sophie. Who wants to play?” 

And just like that, Sophie was seven years old again, making Bun- 
Bun talk to Amy the exact same way. 

Amy cleared her throat, pulling Bun-Bun back and staring into his 
shiny black eyes. “I didn’t say it enough, but... you were a good sister. 
Still are, even if we don’t get to see each other. I always know you’re 
out there, taking risks I wish you wouldn't take. Being Miss Superhero 
Elf.” 

“Ha, I’m so not a superhero,” Sophie corrected, focusing on the joke 
so she wouldn't get all teary again. 

“Please—you even wear a cape!” Amy teased back. Her smile faded 
just as fast, though. “Promise me you'll be careful, okay? Especially 
with whatever choice he’s going to have you make.” 

Sophie choked down a lump in her throat. “Only if you promise that 
if your missing memory turns out to be more traumatic than you were 
expecting, you'll ask Mr. Forkle to erase it again.” 

“Tm not going to need that,” Amy argued. 

“Promise me anyway, Sophie pressed. 

They shared a smile—but it felt both happy and sad. And Amy broke 
eye contact first, shifting back to studying Bun-Bun. 

“Remember the song you made up for him?” she asked. “And the 
little hoppy dance?” 

“Please demonstrate both,” Sandor jumped in. “Along with 
anything else that would make good blackmail.” 

“Another day,” Mr. Forkle said, peeking through the curtains of the 
nearest window, probably checking for signs of Sophies human 
parents. “We can’t afford to waste any more time. Are you two finally 


ready?” 


“Tam,” Amy said immediately. 

Sophie chewed her lip, taking another look around Amy’s bedroom. 

Nothing made the gap between their lives feel wider. 

The room wasn’t small—but it was nothing like Sophie’s enormous 
suite at Havenfield. And it wasn’t plain, but the painted blue walls and 
scuffed wood floors definitely weren’t the same as a glass ceiling 
strung with dangling crystal stars, or flowers woven into the carpet, or 
windows with sweeping ocean views. The twin bed looked like a 
shoebox compared to Sophie’s sprawling canopied bed, and the closet 
could probably only fit about one tenth of Sophie’s clothes and shoes. 

And yet, Amy’s room had all the tiny personal touches that Sophie 
was still struggling to add to hers. 

The saddest part was, Sophie didn’t recognize any of those 
additions. 

Aside from Bun-Bun, all the stuffed animals and knickknacks were 
new. And the smiling friends in the photographs were all strangers. 
Sophie had also never heard of the boy band that Amy had lots of 
pictures and posters of on her door—though their hairstyles reminded 
her a little of Tam’s. 

And something about that distance between them made her 
whisper, “Please don’t hate me for whatever happened that day, okay?” 

Amy pulled her closer, offering her Bun-Bun to hug. “You don’t 
have to worry about that, Sophie. I loved you even when I didn’t 
remember who you were. Ild get this weird ache sometimes, right 
here.” She pressed her fist against her chest. “I didn’t know how to 
explain it, but it felt like.. something was missing. And then you 
showed up and my memories triggered and it was like, ‘Ohhhhhh, this 
is what I was looking for.’ That’s why I don’t want any more gaps in my 
past. I just want to know my life is complete again, if that makes 


” 
sense. 


“It does,” Mr. Forkle assured her, his voice a bit thick. “And it’s a 
very mature reason for doing this.” 

Sophie knew why he was emphasizing the word—and hated him for 
having a point. 

Amy wasn’t the bratty little nine-year-old that Sophie had left 
behind when she moved to the Lost Cities. Nor was she the terrified 
six-year-old begging Sophie to stop whatever she was doing. 

She was a girl who'd watched her parents get abducted and 
managed to stay clearheaded enough to keep herself hidden from the 
Neverseen. 

A girl who'd learned that everything she’d been told about her life— 
and the world—wasn’t real, and then had to spend months hiding with 
strangers in a secret underwater city while she worried every day about 
the people she loved. 

And now she was a girl who’d chosen to lie to everyone in order to 
keep the secrets she’d learned about her past and the Lost Cities. 

If memories meant that much to her, she probably could handle this. 

So Sophie took Bun-Bun and slowly lay down next to Amy on the 
narrow twin bed. 

Amy lay back beside her, and Sophie wedged Bun-Bun between 
them. 

“Are you ready?” Mr. Forkle asked, striding closer. 

The sisters reached for each other, tangling their fingers together as 
they nodded. 

Mr. Forkle clapped his hands. “Excellent. Then let’s begin. Keep in 
mind that the memory will take a moment to register in your 
consciousness after I return it. And once it does, it will feel detached— 
as if you’re watching something happening to someone else. Try not to 
think too much during that initial confusion, as it will only slow your 


mind from making its own connections—and once those connections 


form, the sensations will take over. I’d recommend locking your jaw so 
you don’t bite your tongues when the pain hits. That part should pass 
within a few minutes. If it doesn’t, I have sedatives—” 

“No sedatives,” Sophie interrupted. 

“Yes, Miss Foster, I figured you'd say that. But I still wanted both of 
you to know that the option is available. And Flori is right outside if 
you feel the echoes stirring.” 

“Echoes?” Amy asked. 

“Loooooooooooong story,” Sophie told her. 

“And now is not the time,” Mr. Forkle noted. “Right now, I need 
you each to focus on taking slow, deep breaths, dragging each one out 
longer than the last.” 

Their breathing quickly fell in sync, and there was something so 
soothing about the steady rhythm of matched inhales and exhales. 

“It’s also important to note that some of your memories will feel 
very abstract,” Mr. Forkle added quietly, “given the mental state you 
were in when they happened. And you'll still have gaps that you'll need 
me to fill in, since quite a lot occurred after I rendered you both 
unconscious. And while I'll do my best to answer your questions, 
please bear in mind that there are certain things I won't be able to 
explain—not because I’m holding anything back, but because there are 
parts that even I don’t fully understand. In fact, ’m hoping the two of 
you might be able to provide some additional insights. We’ll see soon 
enough. For now, keep breathing. Sloooooooow and steeeeeeaaaaady.” 

They'd each taken ten more breaths when he urged them to close 
their eyes and hold the next one. And when Sophie did as he asked, she 
felt his shaky fingers press against her temple. 

“Here we go,” he whispered. “Three... two... one.” 

The last word came with a rush of cold, like someone had poured a 


glass of ice water into her brain, and Sophie clamped her jaw shut to 


keep her teeth from chattering. 

The chills numbed her thoughts, leaving her head quieter than it 
had ever been before, and she soaked up the silence, loving every 
second—right up until the noise took over. 

It felt like someone clicked on a movie projector at full speed and 
full volume. And the images were too jumpy to make any sense. 

But each new breath brought more focus, until Sophie could 
recognize two little girls—one blond and one brunette—surrounded by 
murky green. 

They started out talking. But talking shifted to teasing. And teasing 
turned to taunting as the voices grew louder and louder. 

Angrier and angrier. 

Sophie couldn’t make out any of the individual words. 

But she could feel them cutting deeper and deeper. 

Sinking into sensitive places. 

Raw places. 

Dangerous places. 

Poking and prodding and pulsing. 

Exposing powerful new nerves that sent tingles rocketing through 
her. 

Her hands burned—fingertips humming with a strange, itchy 
energy. 

And her head... 

There was So. Much. Pressure. 

Too much. 

It boiled and bubbled inside her skull, growing darker and darker 
and darker—and Sophie gasped as her consciousness dropped fully 
into the moment, the sensations completely taking over. 

Her stomach twisted. 

Limbs thrashed. 


Brain churning churning churning with emotions so intense, it felt 
like they were tearing and scratching and shredding—and maybe they 
were, because something deep inside her mind seemed to unravel, 
leaving... an opening. 

A new pathway. 

And the darkness surged forward. 

Turning hotter. 

Wilder. 

She felt herself cry out at the same moment she did in the memory 
as her fury shifted from black to red and poured out of her mind. 

Aimed at a single target. 

Sophie, please—stop! 

Amy’s screams clawed through Sophie’s ears, and she couldn’t tell if 
they were from memory or reality. The lines between both had blurred, 
and she was caught up in the frenzy. 

Beyond her body. 

Beyond the world. 

Nothing but pure, unbridled force. 

Powerful. 

Unstoppable. 

“Sophie!” 

The new voice demanded attention—familiar in some ways, and 
unexpected in others. And with that thought, Sophie felt her mind 
divide. 

Part of her clung to the girl she is. 

The rest stayed trapped with the girl she used to be. 

And each “Sophie” was frightened and fearless and furious. 

But Present-Sophie felt clearer. She could recognize the desperation 
in Mr. Forkle’s voice as he called her name over and over and over, and 


she knew she needed to listen. 


Past-Sophie heard nothing but a ghost in the darkness. 

His pleas were lost. 

She was lost. 

Buried under her newfound power that was consuming everything it 
touched. 

She didn’t recognize the warm pressure in her palms for what it 
was. 

But Present-Sophie did, and she knew that Mr. Forkle was clinging 
to her. She heard him gasp as the tingly warmth bled between their 
skin, his grip tightening and his voice gaining a newfound strength. 

Sophie, STOP! 

His command was loud enough to reach even Past-Sophie—but she 
didn’t know how to obey. 

STOP! he repeated, filling her mind with happy thoughts. 

The red rage quickly burned those away. 

STOP! 

STOP! 

STOP! 

I can’t! she tried to tell him, but the words were there and gone 
much too fast. 

Heat tingled in her palms again, and the next time Mr. Forkle 
spoke, his voice was laced with joy. 

And hope. 

And happiness. 

And love. 

Each emotion flooded her mind with warmth and light, melting 
away the black and the red until there was nothing but soft golden 
shimmer, like a perfect sunrise. 


An awakening. 


Past-Sophie was too tired to face it—and didn’t resist the sticky 
sweetness that trickled across her tongue. 

Present-Sophie gagged from the memory of the cloying sedative 
that Mr. Forkle must have given her. 

And as Past-Sophie happily floated into the fuzziness, too weary to 
wonder what shed done, Present-Sophie knew there would be 
consequences. 

Sophie clung to the word, and the thought triggered a surprising 
ripple of information as the two parts of herself tangled back into one 
and the memory tucked itself away—buried under all of that 
unexpected truth. 

Everything she’d seen and felt and learned was now solidly in her 
past. 

But new questions stretched into her future as Sophie’s mind 
translated the vague, blurry feelings and pieced together what had 
actually happened. 

She’d inflicted on her sister that day—lost control during a fight 
and unleashed a tempest of pain. 

But that wasn’t the discovery that left her shivering and shaking. 

No, she was trembling because Mr. Forkle hadn’t been able to call 
her out of the frenzy until he’d touched her hands. 

Then she'd enhanced him. 

And he’d inflicted on her. 


SEVENTEEN 


You.” 

It was the only word that Sophie could pull from the pounding 
chaos in her brain. 

A question. 

An accusation. 

A revelation. 

“Yes,” Mr. Forkle told her, his voice raspy, as if he’d been shouting 
in the present—not just in the past. 

There was another sound too, one that made Sophie want to slap 
herself when she recognized it, because where were her priorities? 

“Amy?” she asked, swaying from a head rush as she pulled herself 
upright. 

It took a few seconds for her eyes to focus—and then there was her 
sister, curled into a tight ball, rocking back and forth as whimpers 
rattled out of her. 

Her face was pinched. 

Forehead sweaty. 

Skin a troubling greenish-gray. 

“She'll be fine in another minute or two,” Mr. Forkle promised, 
which sounded more impossible with each pained noise that Amy 
made. “Truly, Miss Foster. Her memory of what happened simply runs 
longer than yours, since I sedated you first that day, in order to ensure 
that you couldn’t lose control again. And your sister also regained 


consciousness very briefly after Livvy arrived to help, so she has those 


extra moments to relive as well. But her mind should settle right... 
about... now. See?” 

Amy’s body stilled and her moans fell silent—but she still looked far 
too ill for Sophie to be impressed. 

Sophie choked down the bile coating her throat, though the 
sourness remained when her sister didn’t move. “Is she unconscious?” 

“She’s somewhere between awake and asleep, finding her path back 
to reality.” Mr. Forkle pressed two fingers onto each of Amy’s temples 
and closed his eyes, nodding at whatever he saw inside her head. 
“These kinds of things take longer for humans to process. But don’t 
worry—she’s past the pain. Her mind’s simply struggling to 
understand that the sedative it thinks it’s feeling was actually in her 
system years ago and wasn’t something she took today—though I 
wonder if it'd be easier to give her some now and let her rest. She looks 
more exhausted than I'd hoped.” 

“Thats what happens when you help someone relive being 
tortured,” Sophie muttered. “But... I don’t think we should sedate her 
unless she asks us to. Pm sure my—her—parents will freak if she 
doesn’t wake up when they come home.” 

“I suppose that makes sense,” Mr. Forkle agreed, moving one of his 
hands to Amy’s wrist to feel her pulse. He counted under his breath 
and nodded. “Actually, her vitals are bouncing back nicely. She should 
be lucid in the next few minutes. And there’s still no sign of her family 
returning?” he asked Sandor, who'd marched over to one of the 
windows to check through the curtains. 

“Flori has signaled that we’re clear—for the moment,” Sandor 
informed him, stomping back to his post in the doorway. “But the 
sooner we leave, the better.” 

“Agreed,” Mr. Forkle said. 


“We’re not going anywhere until Amy wakes up and we make sure 
she’s okay and answer her questions,” Sophie reminded them. 

“That’s the plan,” Mr. Forkle corrected, “but we'll have to adjust if 
her parents return—which is why I tried to start this process as soon 
as we got here.” 

“Excuse me for trying to save my sister from this.” She pointed to 
Amy, whose eyes were squeezed so tight, they looked like angry lines. 

Sophie reached out, brushing back strands of Amy’s sweat-soaked 
hair off of her forehead and tucking them behind her ears—stalling as 
she worked up the courage to ask, “How badly did I hurt her that day? 
My memory... wasn’t exactly clear.” 


x, 


“No, it wasn’t,” Mr. Forkle said quietly. “All the more reason you 
can’t blame yourself for what happened. You had no idea what was 
going on.” 

“I didn’t,” Sophie agreed, stopping herself from mentioning all the 
things she did know, now that she had the advantage of hindsight to 
translate what had happened between her and him. 

She had lots of questions. 

Maybe even a few accusations. 

But she wasn’t going to let him sidetrack her. 

“You didn’t answer my question. How badly did I hurt her that 
day?” 

Mr. Forkle checked Amy’s thoughts again before he answered. 
“Inflicting is all in the mind, so she suffered zero physical trauma. 
Why do you think I didn’t bother bringing Elwin or Livvy with us 
today?” 

Sophie had a feeling that Elwin and Livvy would strongly disagree 
with that decision—and Sophie wasn’t sold on it either, given the 
greenish pallor lingering on her sister’s skin. 


But once again, Mr. Forkle was changing the subject. 


“We both know the pain is just as real as an actual injury,” Sophie 
insisted. “Probably worse.” 

Mr. Forkle sighed. “It can be, yes. And I won’t lie, what your sister 
experienced that day—and again now, to a smaller extent—was... let’s 
just call it indescribable, and leave it at that, okay?” 

Sophie brushed back another strand of her sister’s sticky hair. 

Didn’t she owe it to her to learn every detail about what Amy had 
endured? 

“Sometimes knowledge is simply knowledge,” Mr. Forkle said, 
guessing what she’d been wondering. “My brother and I shared every 
single memory throughout our entire lives—except one. He held back 
the details of the pain he experienced from his final injury, and I'm 
sure he did that because he knew I would’ve relived it over and over, 
trying to make amends for the fact that I get to carry on and he 
doesn’t. So he eliminated that as a possibility for me. And from what I 
know of your sister, I’ve no doubt that she’d want the same for you— 
just as you would for her if the situation were reversed.” 

“Maybe,” Sophie admitted, blinking hard to keep any tears from 
forming. “It’s just... I can still hear her screams.” 

“And I’m sure you always will,” he said quietly. “But... I think we 
should also acknowledge the fact that you just mentioned them 
without needing Flori to sing your echoes to sleep. That’s a tremendous 
victory, Miss Foster. One that’s not worth jeopardizing—especially for 
knowledge that will do no actual good.” 

Sophie sighed. “I guess—unless Amy needs to talk about what 
happened. If she does, I'll let her share every awful detail.” 

She didn’t care if it brought the shadow monster back in full force— 
shed do whatever Amy needed to help her recover from this 


nightmare. 


“Fair enough,” Mr. Forkle told her. “Though, I think you're also 
overlooking a very important aspect of what happened. Your sister’s 
screams came from more than just pain. She was also witnessing 
something her brain couldn’t begin to comprehend—and she was 
terrified that the red light was killing you.” 

Sophie frowned. “Red light?” 

He nodded. “Your inflicting operated very differently that day. It 
worked the way we designed it to—or mostly, anyway—and the 
emotions were channeled out of your mind in a single, targeted red 
beam that flashed and struck like a bolt of lightning.” 

Sophie tried to picture it, but the only thing she could come up with 
was some cross between an alien mind trick and an exorcism—and she 
really didn’t want to imagine herself that way. 

And once again, her head flooded with questions about what had 
actually happened between Mr. Forkle and her during those terrible 
moments. 

But she had to stay focused on the most important information. 

“That’s the big choice, isn’t it?” she asked. “You want to reset my 
brain so my inflicting will work differently.” 

“So it will work properly,” Mr. Forkle corrected, which wasn’t any 
less terrifying. “Your ability was designed to target whoever or 
whatever you were feeling threatened by, rather than taking out 
everyone in the vicinity the way you do now. That would make the 
power much more effective, don’t you think?” 

“I suppose,” Sophie said slowly. “But what happened to the whole 
‘no one will be asking anyone to put their life in serious danger’ 
promise you made earlier?” 

“I was about to remind him of the same thing,” Sandor growled. 

“I said serious danger,” Mr. Forkle argued. “This time the procedure 


will be much more minor. We don’t have to reset Miss Foster’s entire 


brain, like Livvy did to her that day—or like I did the day I healed her 
abilities. We only need to reset her inflicting, which will require a 
significantly smaller dose of limbium.” 

“Okay, but... Pm still deathly allergic to it, even in a small dose,” 
Sophie pointed out, surprised she even had to say it. “The elixir Dex 
gave me only had a drop in it, and it still made Bullhorn lie down 
beside me, and Elwin was barely able to bring me back.” 

“Tm not saying there won't be risks,” Mr. Forkle said carefully. “But 
the risks will still be less dangerous this time than your previous 
experiences, both because of the much more limited problem we’re 
addressing and because of our increased knowledge and practice. 
Livvy and I have been researching allergies for months, wanting to be 
prepared in case this day was ever upon us. And I feel very strongly 
that we’ve now perfected our remedy.” 

“Does that mean you won't have to use any needles?” Sophie asked. 

“I wish.” He reached for her hand, peeling back the fabric of her 
glove until he’d exposed the star-shaped scar he’d accidentally given 
her when he’d healed her abilities. “This time I know to administer the 
injection into your leg, so I shouldn’t leave another mark like this. 
But... it still needs to be an injection. Thats the fastest delivery 
method, and with allergies, every second counts.” 

Sophie wished she could argue. 

But she’d felt how close it came the other times when they'd 
triggered her allergy. 

There was zero margin for error. 

“TIl have Elwin and Livvy with me for any emergencies,” Mr. Forkle 
promised, pulling her glove back into place and releasing her hand. 
“And I think it might be wise to have Mr. Sencen and Mr. Vacker there 
as well, since they both have ways of keeping your mind and emotions 


steady and focused. And if there’s someone else you’d like to have 


there—like perhaps your parents?—that can be arranged. But know 
this: No matter what, I will keep you safe. That’s my job.” 

“No, that’s my job,” Sandor corrected. “And if you think I'm going 
to let you—” 

“It’s Miss Foster’s decision,” Mr. Forkle interrupted. 

Sophie snorted. “Right. Just like it was my decision the day you 
reset my abilities. I could either stay malfunctioning, or risk my life to 
fix everything—and bonus: It was the only way Id be able to heal 
Prentice and Alden. That’s not much of a choice, is it?” 

“It is,” Mr. Forkle insisted. “And this time it’s even more so. You’ve 
managed just fine with the way your inflicting currently operates.” 

“Have I?” Sophie asked, thinking of all the times her vision had 
cleared to reveal her friends writhing in pain or unconscious around 
her. 

The Neverseen had even started counting on it when they planned 
their ambushes, letting her take out her bodyguards for them— 
although that raised another question. 

“Is the ability even worth it?” she asked, her voice almost a whisper. 
“The Neverseen always wear those caps to block me.” 

“Actually, that would be one of the biggest advantages to resetting 
your ability,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “The red beam is designed to 
target the heart, not the head. The Neverseen would have no way to 
shield themselves from that kind of attack, and the blow would be 
infinitely stronger because the emotions are so much rawer and more 
vulnerable there.” 

Sophie sighed. 

That would be a significant improvement from what she could 
currently do. 

“Tm sorry,” Mr. Forkle said, clearing his throat. “I realize this is 


probably the last thing you feel like enduring. I haven’t forgotten how 


much you’ve already been through. It’s also my fault. What Livvy and I 
did to reset your brain clearly went awry.” 

“Clearly,” Sophie muttered, “considering I almost died.” 

“Yes, you did. I still have nightmares about it sometimes.” He stared 
at his hands, wringing his fingers back and forth. “It was me with you 
that day, in case you were wondering. Not my twin brother. It’s why I 
was chosen to be the one to reset your abilities the second time— 
everyone felt I had ‘experience’ with the situation—though truthfully, 
both times I’ve never felt so out of my depth or terrified in all of my 
life.” He cleared his throat again. “That first time, when I heard the 
screaming and saw what was happening, I hailed Livvy for help 
immediately. Then I carried you and your sister into my house, hoping 
no one else in the neighborhood had noticed anything. By the time 
Livvy got there, I'd already erased both of your memories—but of 
course, I had to erase another from your sister when her sedative wore 
off not long after Livvy’s arrival. I hadn’t wanted to overdo how much I 
gave her, considering she was so small and had just been through such 
an exhausting trauma. But I clearly underestimated—the first of many 
mistakes I made that day.” 

“Im assuming the second mistake was when you gave me 
limbium?” Sophie guessed. 

“Actually, that was the third. The second was before Livvy came up 
with the idea of limbium. I grew impatient and gave you a half dozen 
other medicines I thought might help, and ended up making you vomit 
all over yourself.” 

Sophie cringed. “This just keeps getting better and better.” 

“That was my thought too. And then we gave you the limbium, and 
I got to discover exactly how dire things could truly get. You started 
making a horrible sound as your airway closed off, unlike anything I’d 


ever heard before, and then your whole body was convulsing and I 


just... froze. If Livvy hadn’t been there, I don’t know what would’ve 
happened. I might’ve lost you. She was the one who kept you breathing 
and suggested we rush you to the nearest human hospital. Her 
reasoning was flawed—though we didn’t know it at the time. She 
suspected our treatments were negatively reacting with some human 
toxin or virus that you’d been exposed to, which sounded logical 
enough. And it got you to the place that saved your life, which was all 
that mattered. Then Livvy had to go, so no one could wonder who she 
was or how she knew you, and your human parents arrived, and I just 
sat there, watching you hooked up to those horrible machines, hoping 
nothing irreparable had happened. And when you woke up...” 

His voice choked off, and he dragged a hand down his face, 
lingering on his eyes. 

She couldn’t tell if that meant he was crying. 

Part of her was glad she couldn’t tell—her world made so much 
more sense when Mr. Forkle was a strong, reliable presence, even if his 
stubbornness drove her crazy at times. 

“When you woke up,” Mr. Forkle continued, his voice steadier this 
time, “it felt like one of those ‘miracles’ that humans are always going 
on about. You were you. Your inflicting had been switched back off, 
and everything else seemed fine. And you and your sister both had no 
idea what had happened between you.” 

“Wait,” Sophie had to interrupt. “Aren’t you always saying that 
abilities can’t be switched off once they've been triggered?” 

“For ordinary elves, yes,” Mr. Forkle agreed. 

Sophie groaned, knowing this was going to lead to another “let me 
explain how very weird you are” speech. 

And sure enough, he told her, “In your case, I made your genes 
slightly more flexible in certain ways. That way, if something we'd 


planned needed adjusting, we'd have the option of doing so—which 


has been both an advantage and a disadvantage. I often wonder if that 
flexibility is the reason we’ve had to reset things in your mind.” 

He tilted his head and sighed in a way that seemed to say, It’s so 
challenging experimenting on someone. Which definitely helped Sophie 
choke back any fuzzy feelings she might’ve been fighting when she'd 
thought he was crying. 

“Anyway, Mr. Forkle said, moving the conversation back to what 
they'd been discussing. “I swore I would be a thousand times more 
vigilant from that moment on to ensure that nothing like that ever 
happened to you again, and yet, somehow I still managed to 
misunderstand the role that the limbium had played in your allergy 
until it happened again. And I didn’t anticipate any problems when I 
triggered your inflicting, either. So imagine my horror when I heard 
Mr. Dizznee’s account of how your inflicting had operated in Paris and 
realized our enhancements to the ability had somehow been switched 
off. I'd hoped the problem was connected to all of the other glitches 
you were experiencing during that same time, and that once I reset 
your abilities, all would go back to the way we originally designed it. 
But it didn’t recover as well as your other abilities. And now, here we 
are.” 

“Okaaaaaaay,” she said, trying not to drown in that deluge of 
information. She had a feeling she’d be wading through it for weeks 
and weeks to come. But at the moment she had one very important 
question. “Why would resetting the ability again change anything? We 
already know it didn’t help—” 

“It’s not an exact science,” Mr. Forkle interrupted. “Nor does the 
limbium affect everything evenly. I was so focused on your telepathy 
that day—and the gaps in your mental blocking—that I didn’t give 
your inflicting the care that it needed. I also failed to realize that your 


inflicting was working incorrectly even before you faded, and therefore 


needed a much more fundamental adjustment. This time the ability 
would be my entire focus, and Id target it differently.” 

“But you still can’t guarantee that it will work, right?” Sophie 
pressed. 

“There are no guarantees with any of this,” Mr. Forkle reminded 
her. “It’s all theoretical until we implement the treatments and see 
what happens.” 

“Great. So... basically, you’re asking me to trust you with my life 
—again—while also admitting that you don’t actually know what you're 
doing,” Sophie had to point out. “Awesome.” 

“I don’t blame you for feeling that way, but—” 

“Good, because it’s true!” Sophie jumped in. “I’m pretty sure I’d be 
better off—” 

Her snarky comment was interrupted by a soft moan from her 
sister, who uncurled her legs and rolled onto her back. 

“Amy?” Sophie asked, cringing as her sister opened her eyes and 
Sophie saw how red and puffy they looked. 

Amy’s voice sounded like bits of crumbling gravel as she whispered, 
“Sophie? You’re still here?” 

“Of course I am. Where else would I be?” She offered Amy the 
bottle of Youth that Mr. Forkle had just handed her and helped Amy 
sit up for a drink. 

“I don’t know,” Amy admitted after downing half the bottle. “I 
guess I thought...” She looked away, tears streaming down her cheeks. 
“Those things I said to you—” 

“I don’t even remember them,” Sophie assured her. “Seriously. In 
the memory it was just a bunch of noise. I couldn’t separate out the 
words—and I don’t want to know,” she added when Amy opened her 


mouth, like she was going to repeat everything. “Whatever you said 


doesn’t matter—unless you need to talk about it,” she added, 
remembering her earlier vow. 

Amy pulled her knees into her chest, wrapping her shaky arms 
around them. “I’m just so sorry, Sophie. I can’t believe what a brat I 
was.” 

“Um, you were six,” Sophie reminded her. “I’m pretty sure 
everyone’s a brat when they’re six.” 

“Yeah, well that still doesn’t excuse what I said,” Amy mumbled. 

“And what you said doesn’t justify my reaction,” Sophie argued. 
“Nothing justifies what I did to you.” 

“Its not what you did,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “It’s what happened. 
You need to start making that distinction. Inflicting is an incredibly 
volatile ability. And it manifested for you very young and very 
suddenly, in the midst of a situation where tempers were already 
running too high—and you had no knowledge of what was happening 
to you. Anyone would’ve lost control under those circumstances.” 

“I guess you would know,” Sophie noted, finally calling out the huge 
revelation she didn’t know what to do with. 

Honestly, she didn’t want to know what to do with it, because it was 
surely going to lead to other conversations she didn’t have the energy 
for. 

But she had to ask, “Why didn’t you tell me you're an Inflictor?” 

Amy and Sandor both drew in sharp breaths. 

“Tm not,” Mr. Forkle said quietly as he stood and paced to the other 
side of the room. 

“I know what I felt,” Sophie argued. “Inflicting’s the only way you 
could’ve flooded my mind with emotions like that.” 

“It is,” Mr. Forkle agreed, squinting at Amy’s photographs. 

“It wasn’t regular inflicting either,” Sophie pressed. “You sent me 


positive emotions. Even Bronte can’t do that.” 


She winced at the name, deciding to save the questions that went 
with it for later. 

“That doesn’t make me an Inflictor,” Mr. Forkle insisted. 

“Tm fairly certain that it does,” Sandor noted. 

“Yeah, isn’t that how talents work for you guys?” Amy asked. “If 
you can do the thing, that means you have the ability? If you can’t, you 
don’t?” 

“Not in this case.” Mr. Forkle turned to the room’s largest window, 
parting the curtains and scanning the yard. “All I have is a handful of 
dormant Inflictor genes, which I wasn’t ever supposed to be able to 
use. They were simply part of a test.” 

“A test,” Sophie repeated, not sure why the word made her stomach 
feel so squirmy until she realized, “Youre talking about Project 
Moonlark.” 

“I am.” Mr. Forkle turned back to face her. “Despite our abundance 
of research, much of our genetic work was purely theoretical—and I 
wasn’t about to implement those theories on an innocent child and 
risk that something could go seriously wrong—even with the 
flexibility we were designing. Every tweak planned for your genes had 
to be properly vetted before I allowed it to be added to your genetic 
code. And since I wasn’t willing to risk anyone else’s safety, it meant 
playing the role of test subject myself. My brother and I split it up—he 
tested your Polyglot genes and I tested your inflicting. That way we 
could examine the effects in isolation.” 

“What about her teleporting?” Amy asked. “And that other one— 
what’s it called again?” 

“Enhancing,” Mr. Forkle said, beating Sophie to it. “Both of those 
abilities were ‘unplanned side effects’ of our other genetic 
modifications, so we weren't aware that we needed to test them. In 


fact, we didn’t know about the teleporting until Miss Foster discovered 


it while trying to escape the Neverseen’s attempt to capture Silveny. 
And the enhancing I discovered during this incident.” 

“Because it triggered the same time as my inflicting,” Sophie 
guessed. 

Mr. Forkle’s smile was equal parts impressed and reserved. “I'd 
wondered if you would notice that part of the memory, with all the 
other chaos happening.” 

“I did,” Sophie told him. “And I’m assuming it had something to do 
with your inflicting, since you were only able to do that after you 
touched my hands.” 

“That’s my assumption as well—and it was definitely a surprise, in 
case you're wondering, as well as a true testament to the strength of 
your enhancing ability, considering the ridiculously insignificant 
amount of Inflictor DNA that’s a part of me.” He lifted the hem of his 
tunic to reveal a palm-size round blotch on his hip where the skin was 
so pale, it almost looked translucent. And when the light hit the patch, 
his skin shimmered with tiny flashes in every color of the spectrum. 

Amy gasped. “Did that hurt?” 

“Of course,” Mr. Forkle told her, lowering his shirt back into place. 
“Definitely one of the top ten most painful things I’ve ever 
experienced. But that was a price I was willing to pay in order to 
guarantee that everything we were planning for your sister would be 
both safe and effective.” His eyes shifted to Sophie. “I know you’re 
frustrated by the guesswork that sometimes comes into play with your 
abilities, and I wish I knew a way to eliminate that completely. 
Someday we'll hopefully get there. In the meantime, I hope this at least 
proves how far we’re willing to go to ensure your safety.” 

It did and it didn’t. 

Whatever he’d done to himself—whatever risks hed taken—still 


hadn’t spared her from staring down another ‘this could kill you’ 


decision. 

“I don’t understand,” she said, sticking with a safer answer for the 
moment. “How can your DNA be different right there?” 

“The same way that someone’s DNA can be different in a place 
where they've been exposed to intense radiation,” Mr. Forkle 
explained. 

Amy sucked in a breath. “But radiation like that would kill you.” 

“It would,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “Or, at the very least, it would 
certainly make me very, very sick. Which is why our team had to devise 
a much safer method for our tests. Calla was the one to realize that 
light was the answer, but we needed something stronger than any of 
the Sources on their own—or even any of the Sources combined. 
Something elemental.” 

“You used quintessence,” Sophie realized, shivering as her palms 
remembered the burns she'd suffered after she’d accidentally bottled 
some of the fifth element during a school assignment. “Wait—does 
that mean the DNA in my hands—” 

“No,” Mr. Forkle cut in. “Those burns were from exposure to the 
extreme cold of Elementine—not exposure to the quintessence itself. I 
also had to prepare a sample of my altered DNA and apply it to my 
skin before we added the quintessence, in order for the exposure to 
have any lasting effect on my genetics. Plus, Elementine is far too 
aggressive to be used for that kind of a delicate task. The fusion only 
succeeded when we used the quintessence from Phosforien.” 

“Uh, there are different kinds of quintessence?” Sophie asked, 
trying to linger on the part of his explanation that didn’t sound like 
something straight out of a sci-fi/horror movie. 

“Of course. Each of the unmapped stars generates a different 
variation. I thought you knew that.” Mr. Forkle frowned when she 


shook her head. “Why else would the locations of those five stars be 


kept secret? The quintessence from Elementine is the least stable, but 
also the most powerful, which makes it extremely valuable for creating 
substances that need to be somewhat explosive or all-consuming—like 
frissyn. The quintessence from Marquiseire is incredibly abrasive, 
which makes it the best choice when something needs to be broken 
down on a cellular level—and yet its abundance of shimmer also makes 
it reflective, which allows it to be the most versatile of all the iterations 
of the fifth element. I guarantee we've only scratched the surface of 
Marquiseire’s many uses. The quintessence from Lucilliant is the 
coldest and the darkest, but also the most balanced, which makes it 
particularly valuable when something needs to be preserved. The 
quintessence from Candesia is the weakest—almost smoky and 
sluggish in nature—but it’s also the safest form to turn to, and best for 
subtle shifts and changes. And Phosforien is the most colorful and 
vibrant—full of life and energy—which is what made it optimal for our 
DNA tests.” 

He lifted his tunic again, and the flash of colors did remind Sophie 
of the neon glow she remembered Phosforien having. 

“Didn’t you notice how varied each of the leaps were when we sent 
you and Mr. Sencen on that rather convoluted journey?” Mr. Forkle 
asked. “When we were trying to isolate how the Neverseen kept 
tracking you?” 

“I did. But I thought those jars were just light,” Sophie admitted. 
“Well, four of them, at least. I thought quintessence only came from 
Elementine.” 

His frown deepened. “Strange. I planted details about all of this into 
your mind years ago—the same time I gave you the location of the 
unmapped stars and the formula for frissyn. Odd that it didn’t trigger 
with everything else—and it’s even weirder that it’s not triggering 


right now, given that we’re actively discussing it.” 


“Great,” Sophie mumbled, slumping down on the bed. “Another 
way I’m malfunctioning.” 

“Any error for this would be on my part, not yours,” Mr. Forkle 
assured her. “There’s no perfect method for implanting memories into 
someone else’s mind—and I was very concerned about the information 
triggering too early, especially since I knew you'd be exposed to so 
many human teachings during your schooling and I wasn’t familiar 
enough with their curriculum to know what words to avoid. I must’ve 
hidden certain things too well.” 

Amy scooted closer and gave Sophie’s hand a gentle squeeze. “You 
okay?” 

“Oh sure.” Sophie couldn’t tell if the tightness in her chest was from 
tears she was holding back—or laughter. “Just another typical day in 
my life as the moonlark. It’s always an adventure—and apparently I’m 
not the only one here who knows what it’s like to be an experiment.” 

“You're not,” Mr. Forkle agreed, absently rubbing his hip. 

And Sophie wanted to keep sulking—but there were still too many 
important things to discuss. So she forced herself to straighten up and 
ask, “Does that mean if I enhanced you right now, you'd be able to 
inflict again?” 

“I highly doubt it. As you probably noticed in your memory, the 
ability only activated for me when I kept failing to get through to you. 
So I’m assuming adrenaline and desperation were factors. Plus...” 

“Plus...2” Sophie prompted when he didn’t finish the sentence. 

“Well,” he said, turning back to the window. “This is my own 
personal theory, so take it with a grain of salt—as humans love to say. 
But I’ve long been curious about whether your enhancing was also 
affected by everything that happened to your abilities that day. It’s 
hard to know, since we didn’t make any of our own tweaks to the 


power—and it works perfectly well as it is. It’s just that... it must’ve 


taken a tremendous amount of strength to temporarily trigger an ability 
hidden in such an insanely small percentage of my DNA. And I can’t 
help wondering if that means you actually have more to give, and that 
this new reset—if you choose to do it—will boost your enhancing back 
up to that level.” 

“New reset,” Amy repeated, tugging on Sophie’s arm to make Sophie 
look at her. “I think I missed that part when I was still recovering from 
the memory. Is that as dangerous as it sounds?” 

“It’s worse,” Sandor told her, with a glare at Mr. Forkle to make it 
clear he was still bitter about the way his objections had been silenced 
earlier. 

“Then you’re not going to do it, are you?” Amy asked. 

“I don’t really have a choice,” Sophie admitted. “If I don’t let them 
reset me, I’m stuck with a broken ability—or two broken abilities, 
apparently.” 

“The enhancing is only a theory,” Mr. Forkle reminded her. “And 
neither ability is broken.” 

“Right. They just don’t do what they’re supposed to do,” Sophie 
argued as a dark laugh bubbled out of her chest. She turned back to her 
sister. “Remember Dad’s blue car? The one that was in the shop so 
much, he called it his Lemonmobile? That’s... me. Everyone loves to 
tease me about how often I end up in the Healing Center—and some of 
that is the Neverseen’s doing. But I swear the rest comes from the fact 
that I’m basically defective.” 

“No, you're not!” Mr. Forkle snapped, stalking closer with such 
intensity that Sophie shrank back, leaning on her sister. “I understand 
your frustrations, Miss Foster. And I’m not going to tell you how to 
feel. But I hope you also remember at least some of the incredible 
things that you—and only you—are able to do, as well as the 


tremendous things you've accomplished because of those powers. I 


realize it’s not easy being one of a kind. I also understand how natural 
it is to fixate on the negative, particularly in a moment like this, when 
you're facing another complication. And I won’t deny that we've run 
into unexpected challenges. But none of that makes you defective. 
You... are my greatest success.” He stepped closer, reaching for her 
hands. “Never lose sight of how special you are, Sophie. You’re unique 
in a way that no one else ever can or will be—and only part of that 
comes from our experiments, by the way. The rest comes from you. 
From the bright, brave, brilliant girl you naturally are. And I hope you 
know that as far as all of us involved with your creation are concerned, 
you exceed our expectations every single day.” 

The words were some of the most wonderful things that anyone had 
ever said to Sophie. 

But for some reason, they only threw kindling on her anger. 

Maybe she was tired and frustrated and sick of being manipulated. 

Or maybe she just needed answers. 

Either way, she finally snapped back with the question she’d been 
avoiding. “Does that include Councillor Bronte?” 

Mr. Forkle frowned. “What do you mean?” 

“The people involved with my creation,” Sophie clarified. “That 
includes Bronte, right?” 

“Why would it?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “You're really going to make me say it?” 
When he stayed silent, she sat up straighter, holding his stare as she 
said, “Fine. I know Bronte has to be my biological father.” 

Amy sucked in a breath. “He’s the pointy-eared guy we rode the 
alicorns with, right? The one who let me keep my memories?” 

Sophie nodded, not taking her eyes off Mr. Forkle, whose 
expression was as inscrutable as ever. 


“Well?” she prompted. “Anything you have to say to that?” 


He cleared his throat. “I suppose I should’ve realized you’d jump to 
that conclusion, given the rarity of his ability. And I won’t deny that I 
studied his DNA as I developed the tweaks I made to your inflicting. 
But that’s the full extent of his involvement in Project Moonlark—and 
he has no idea he was even a source of inspiration. I gathered the 
sample of his DNA without his permission and conducted all of my 
research without his knowledge.” 

“And I’m just supposed to believe that?” Sophie argued. 

“I would hope so, since it’s the truth.” He looked away, shaking his 
head. “You’ve also met Bronte—and seen how he treated you and our 
order. Can you honestly see him agreeing to be a part of Project 
Moonlark?” 

“I don’t know—that could’ve been his way of trying to cover up his 
involvement,” Sophie countered. 

Mr. Forkle sighed and reached up to rub his temples. “It wasn’t. 
And I’m only going to say this one more time, Miss Foster: Councillor 
Bronte is not your biological father. So I need you to put that thought 
out of your mind—and call off any investigations you and your friends 
might be making into it—before you start rumors that could cause a 
nightmare of drama and headaches.” 

“If you don’t want us investigating, you should tell me who my 
genetic parents are,” Sophie told him. “That’s the only way it stops.” 

“Tve told you—I can’t do that.” 

“Why not?” Amy asked when Sophie didn’t bother. 

“I can’t tell you that, either,” Mr. Forkle said, and Sophie mouthed 
his answer along with him, nailing the words and his inflection. “I 
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can’t,” he added, when he noticed Sophie’s mimicry. 
“Maybe not,” Sophie said quietly. “But I can’t let it go, either. And... 
I can’t trust someone who’s hiding things from me.” 


“Tm hiding them for good reason,” Mr. Forkle assured her. 


“Even if that’s true,” Sophie told him, “you’re also asking me to 
trust you with my life—again. Asking me to swallow something I’m 
deathly allergic to and trust that whatever remedy you give me—using 
another huge needle, by the way—will stop the reaction before I die. 
I’m supposed to do all of that, and you won't even trust me enough to 
tell me a simple truth about my life that I deserve to know.” 

Mr. Forkle turned away, pacing across the room. 

“Is that what this is, then?” he asked, his voice ominously low. 
“Tell me who my biological parents are or I won't let you reset my 
inflicting’?” 

Sophie hadn’t realized it was until he spelled it out that way. 

“Yes,” she said quietly. 

“That is... unfortunate,” he gritted out as he paced back the other 
way. 

“It is,” Sophie agreed, refusing to worry that she was being stubborn 
or selfish. 

She'd taken every single risk the Black Swan had ever asked of her— 
plus dozens more. 

And they repaid her by hiding the one secret she’d ever demanded 
in return. 

Silence followed—nothing but Mr. Forkle’s shuffling steps and 
Sophie’s pounding heart for thirty-seven breathless beats. 

Then he told her, “Well then, if that’s your decision, I guess we're 
done here.” 

Sophie nodded, proud of her legs for not shaking as she pulled out 
her home crystal and stood to face him. As Sandor moved to her side, 
she transmitted a promise to Amy that she'd hail her later. 

“I guess we are done,” Sophie told Mr. Forkle, holding his gaze as 
she raised her crystal to the light. 

And she didn’t hesitate when she leaped away. 


EIGHTEEN 


SO00000000... THESE ARE DISAPPOINTING.” Keefe took a second bite 
from a round Digestive biscuit and crinkled his nose. “Are they 
supposed to suck up all the spit in your mouth and turn it into a paste? 
Is that, like, something humans find delicious?” 

“Maybe you’re supposed to dunk them in milk?” Sophie suggested, 
trying not to spray crumbs as she struggled to swallow the bite she'd 
taken. They really did win the prize for Driest. Cookies. Ever. 
“Actually, I think you’re supposed to eat them with tea.” 

“You think?” Keefe asked, shaking his head and stuffing the rest of 
the Digestive into his mouth. “You're failing me with your human 
knowledge, Foster.” 

“For the thousandth time, I grew up in the U.S., not the U.K.!” she 
reminded him. “We had Chips Ahoy! and Oreos and E.L. Fudges!” 

“Hm. Those do sound more fun than a Digestive,” Keefe conceded. 

“I’m sure you'd especially enjoy the E.L. Fudges,” Sophie told him. 
“They re shaped like tiny elves.” 

Keefe dropped the package of Jaffa Cakes he’d been in the process 
of opening and scanned the beach in front of them. “Okay, where’s the 
nearest cliff? You need to teleport me somewhere to get some of those 
immediately.” 

“She most certainly does not,” Sandor corrected from his position in 
the doorway that connected the patio they were on to the rest of the 


Shores of Solace. 


Sophie couldn't tell if he’d chosen that spot to keep an eye on both 
the house and the shoreline, or if he was there to keep Lord Cassius 
away from them. Either way, she was just glad Sandor hadn’t fought 
her—too hard—about the visit. 

“Aw, come on, Gigantor!” Keefe whined. “We’re talking about elf- 
shaped cookies! I need this in my life!” 

“So do I!” Ro added. “Do you have any idea how much fun I would 
have smashing them?” 

Sophie laughed, and Keefe leaned back against the arm of the large 
cushioned swing they’d been sharing, watching the sun slowly sink 
toward the ocean. 

“There’s the smile I’ve been waiting for! It’s about time, Foster! I 
wasn’t sure how many more biscuits ld be able to stomach. I mean, 
these weren’t too bad”—he picked up the Jammie Dodgers from the 
stack of cookie packages piled between them—“but note to self: Next 
time Foster shows up out of the blue, clearly upset over something 
she’s been worrying about all day and yet refuses to talk about, stick 
with mallowmelt for the cheer-up process.” 

Sophie’s gaze dropped to the pack of Custard Creams they still 
hadn’t opened. “I didn’t need cheering up. And I’m not worrying about 
anything.” 

“Uh, do I really need to remind you that I’m an Empath?” he asked. 
“Or can I just pelt you with the rest of these Digestives? Itd be way 
better than having to eat them.” 

He wasn’t wrong about anything he’d just said—but Sophie still 
stuck with the safer topic. 

“Tm not feeling a whole lot of gratitude from you here for all the 
effort I went through to bring you back your biscuit shopping list— 


plus bonus treats,” she pointed out. 


“You mean having Dizznee pull some money from your birth fund 
and then hitting up a shop for a couple of minutes?” Keefe asked. 
“Yeah, Dex told me all about how not exhausting that was last night, 
when he checked in to tell me how things went for you two in London, 
while someone was off doing something with Mr. Forkle that was clearly 
both frustrating and intense—as most things with Forkle tend to be.” 

“Hey, I still thought of you!” Sophie argued, ignoring the obvious 
nudge he was giving the conversation. “That counts for something.” 

“It does indeed, Foster,” Keefe said quietly, fidgeting with another 
Digestive. “It does indeed.” 

A beat of silence followed before he cleared his throat and added, 
“But do you really think you’re going to be able to leave here without 
telling me what happened with the Forklenator? If you do, you’re 
going to be sorely, sorely disappointed—and covered in biscuit 
crumbs.” 

“Don’t worry, she came here to talk to you about it,” Ro jumped in. 
“The cookies were just her excuse. You gonna deny it?” she asked 
when Sophie turned to scowl at her. 

Sophie definitely wanted to. 

But... Ro was right. 

Sophie had spent the day avoiding Grady and Edaline’s questions 
about where Mr. Forkle had taken her—and ignoring whoever kept 
hailing her on her Imparter. And after a few hours of that, her 
bedroom had started to feel smaller and smaller and smaller. She'd 
been ready to beg Silveny to fly her somewhere far away when she’d 
noticed the bag of biscuits on her floor, and the next thing she knew, 
she was teleporting to the Shores of Solace again and claiming she’d 
wanted to bring Keefe his London cookies before they got stale. 

“The thing is,” she said, scooting back as far as she could on the 


swing, since space felt important in that moment, “I made a decision 


yesterday—and it probably wasn’t the right decision, or the smart 
decision, but I made it anyway because... I just had to. And I’m sure I 
can take it back if I want, but... I don’t want to. And I figured you might 
understand that better than a lot of other people would.” 

“Sooo00000, what you’re saying is, you think I’m the king of bad 
decisions,” Keefe said, laughing when Sophie fumbled for an apology. 
“Relax—I know what you meant. I’m just giving you a hard time. And 
you have a point. I’m not necessarily great at doing what I’m supposed 
to do and giving people what they want. And I’m not usually sorry 
about it either.” 

“Don’t forget about all of the self-sabotage!” Ro added. “I can 
happily provide numerous examples.” She ducked when Keefe flung 
the package of Digestives at her. “That all you got, Cookie Boy?” 

Keefe rolled his eyes and turned back to Sophie. “Anyway... how can 
I help?” 

Sophie dropped her gaze back to the packs of biscuits, tracing her 
gloved fingers along the logo for the Hobnobs. “I guess I just wanted 
to talk to someone who might not judge me for what I decided, since 
I’m pretty sure most people are going to say I made the wrong call— 
and they're probably right. I know what the smart thing to do is. Pm 
just so sick of always being the good little moonlark, you know?” 

“Sorta?” Keefe said, waiting for her to look at him. “I mean, you 
came to the right place—this is definitely a judgment-free zone. But it 
you know, for clarity.” 

Sophie gave in to the urge to tug on her itchy eyelashes as she 
explained what had happened in her missing memory, and how Mr. 
Forkle wanted to reset her inflicting and enhancing, and why she’d 


refused and leaped away. 


“So... you chose to not let the Black Swan almost kill you—again,” 
Keefe said when she'd finished. “And you think people are going to 
judge you for that?” 

“They should,” Sophie mumbled. “I have the chance to have an 
ability—or maybe two abilities—that might actually help us take down 
the Neverseen. And I know better than anyone how badly we're going 
to need that kind of power.” 

“Yeah, but you also know better than anybody what it feels like to 
almost die from a huge allergic reaction,” Keefe countered. 

“I do,” Sophie agreed. 

Her sister had said pretty much the same thing when Sophie had 
hailed her to check on her after she’d leaped back to Havenfield. Amy 
had been firmly on Team Don’t-You-Dare-Let-Them-Convince-You- 
to-Risk-Your-Life-Again. 

But... Amy was also human. 

She didn’t really understand the gigantic problems the entire planet 
was facing, or how they threatened the safety of every single species. 

“The thing is,” Sophie admitted quietly, “that’s not why I said ‘no’ 
to what Mr. Forkle was asking. I’m used to pain. I don’t like it—but it’s 
not like it’s a deal-breaker or anything. And I’m not that worried about 
surviving, since I’m pretty sure Mr. Forkle, Elwin, and Livvy would 
find a way to get me through. I even know how valuable the abilities 
might be. I just... I’m sick of everyone telling me to trust them when 
they clearly don’t trust me. And I’m really tired of no one caring about 
what I want when it comes to... pretty much anything. I mean, would it 
be so hard for someone to say, ‘Hey, Sophie, we get how rough this is 
for you and we want to do something to make your life a little easier’? 
Is that such an unreasonable dream? Especially since all I’ve been 


asking for is a tiny bit of personal information?” 


“That one hundred percent makes sense,” Keefe promised, and 
Sophie felt her shoulders relax a little—until he added, “which is why I 
have to ask why I feel so much guilt coming from you when you say it. 
And yeah, it’s definitely guilt—don’t try to deny it. The same stuff that 
can shatter your sanity if you let it get out of control, so... we kinda 
need to figure out how to stop you from feeling so much of that, 
okay?” 

Sophie curled her knees into her chest, focusing on the subtle 
swaying of the swing in the cool ocean breeze. It made it easier for her 
to say, “I guess it’s because I’m being selfish. And I’m supposed to be 
better than that.” 

“Because you re the moonlark?” Keefe asked. 

She nodded. “The entire reason I exist is so I can use my abilities to 
stop the Neverseen. I didn’t have parents who loved me and wanted to 
have a child to add to their family—” 

“Neither did I,” Keefe pointed out. “I’m here for my ‘legacy.’” 

“I know,” Sophie said, hating that Keefe had to live with that. “But... 
at least for you, doing the right thing means ignoring all of their plans. 
It’s the opposite for me. I was created to do a job. A pretty important 
one, from what I can tell. And here I am, refusing to do it simply 
because I’m trying to find a way to make my life a little more normal. 
And that’s just... really selfish and silly of me. It’s like an Imparter 
saying, ‘Hey, I'm sick of you telling me who to hail all the time—I’m 
not going to do it anymore until you tell me why you made me a 
square!” 

“Uh, but you’re not an Imparter, Foster—though I appreciate the 
little voice you just did there to really sell the character,” Keefe teased. 
“But in all seriousness... I see what you’re trying to say. The thing is, 
though, the Black Swan didn’t make a gadget. They made a person. So 
they’re going to have to deal with the fact that you have a mind of your 


own—and a pretty darn smart one too. It’s okay to trust yourself 
sometimes. If something feels wrong to you, it probably is wrong. And 
if it feels like someone’s taking advantage of you, they probably are.” 

“I guess.” Sophie sighed, hugging her knees tighter. “But... I keep 
thinking about how I’m going to feel if someone gets hurt the next 
time we run into the Neverseen, and Pll have to wonder if I could’ve 
stopped it if I hadn’t been so stubborn and agreed to fix my inflicting.” 

“But you shouldn’t do that.” Keefe reached toward her, and for a 
second she wondered if he was going to take her hand—but he 
grabbed the Jammie Dodgers instead. “I know you're not going to 
believe me when I say this, but ’'m going to say it anyway because you 
clearly need to hear it—and I think it might even be why you came 
here to talk to me. So... listen closely: It’s not your job to protect 
anyone, Sophie. No matter what you think—or how many abilities you 
have—or what plans the Black Swan had when they created Project 
Moonlark. The only job you have is to be Sophie Foster. And you get to 
decide who Sophie Foster is.” 

“Yeah, I guess you're right,” Sophie said, turning back to the sunset. 
A sad smile curled her lips as she added, “I don’t believe you. But... 
thanks.” 

“Anytime.” Keefe crunched on another cookie, and Sophie closed 
her eyes, letting everything he’d said float around her head for a few 
more seconds. 

It sure would’ve been nice if her life really could be that simple. 

But the world was far, far too complicated. 

“So... how goes the memory searching?” she asked, needing to fill 
the silence. 

He shrugged. “Nothing new so far—and nice subject change. Don’t 


think I didn’t notice.” 


Sophie snatched the Jammie Dodgers away from him and pulled out 
another cookie, twisting the two halves slowly back and forth, 
determined to find a way to separate them. “What about our other 
project?” 

Keefe’s eyebrows shot up. “If you mean the Bio- Mommy-and-Daddy 
Quest, I... wasn’t sure you'd be in the mood to talk about that after 
yesterday.” 

Sophie gave her cookie another careful twist, finally feeling the 
stubborn jam separate. She held the two halves up triumphantly, then 
licked the raspberry off of her fingers. “I don’t know—I’m kinda 
feeling more determined than ever to find out what Mr. Forkle’s 
hiding from me.” 

Keefe flashed his widest grin yet, leaning back and giving her 
several slow, proud claps. “You hear that, Ro? Our sweet little Foster’s 
bringing the fight to the Forklenator.” 

“T like it!” Ro agreed. “Now if only she’d realize—” 

“So what do you think?” Keefe jumped in, before Ro could finish 
that sentence. “Was Forkle telling the truth about Bronte? Or lying to 
throw you off track?” 

“No idea,” Sophie admitted. “I mean... he seemed pretty surprised 
when I said it. But I guess that doesn’t really tell us anything.” 

“Does that mean you still want to go ahead with the awesome- 
Empath-gets-all-the-answers plan?” he asked. 

“Is that what we're calling it?” Sophie wondered. 

Keefe smirked. “I’m also good with calling it Keefe-to-the-Rescue! 
—but that applies to so many things, you know? Plus, then Td need 
you to start calling me your hero and swooning occasionally in my 
presence.” 

Sophie flung half of her cookie at him, and the raspberry side 


splatted perfectly against his cheek, suctioning on. 


“Oh, you wanna start the biscuit war, Foster?” Keefe asked, not 
even bothering to remove the Jammie Dodger from his face as he 
snatched the box of Jaffa Cakes and tore it open. “Because I can bring 
it.” 

Sophie was tempted. 
A cookie fight sounded way more fun than discussing biological- 
parent theories. 

But she’d already lost the majority of the day to a mix of fuming and 
sulking and avoiding everybody. 

So she set down the other half of her jam-covered weapon as a 
cookie surrender and caught Keefe up on what she'd discussed with 
the rest of her teammates—how she'd agreed to let Biana and Stina 
help, as well as Stina’s theory about Lady Cadence. 

Keefe whistled at that last revelation. “Wow, that does kinda make 
sense. I don’t know how I missed her when I made my list—and if she 
is your bio-mom, please tell me we can dump a bunch of curdleroots on 
her head for lying to you.” 

“Td be good with that,” Sophie told him, needing an extra second to 
work up the courage to ask, “So... you have a list?” 

“A short one, yeah.” He hesitated for a beat before he offered, 
“Want me to go get it?” 

Sophie chewed her lip. “Maybe just tell me one of the names as a 
start?” 

“Sure—though you don’t know any of them, so I’m not sure if it'll 
mean a whole lot. But one of the genetic-mom options is Lady 
Pemberley. She’s blond and a Telepath, so it seems worth looking into. 
But she’s also married and has a kid, and I kinda feel like we’re looking 
for someone who lives alone, since they'd be putting their family in 


danger by getting involved in all of this.” 


“Makes sense.” Sophie told herself to leave it there, but somehow 
she still found herself asking, “So... she has a kid?” 

Keefe nodded. “A son. Actually, I think you’ve met him—his name’s 
Dempsey. He was a Level Six when you were a Level Two, and I feel 
like I remember you showing him who’s boss in a splotching match 
one time.” 

“That does sound familiar,” Sophie agreed. 

She didn’t recall him being all that nice—though she had just 
defeated him in front of the whole school and splattered his face with 
bright orange goo. 

“Want me to see if Biana and I can coordinate a confrontation for 
Lady Pemberley?” Keefe offered. 

“I don’t know,” Sophie admitted. “I think we’re going to need to be 
careful about how many people find out what we’re searching for. The 
more times we’re wrong, the more we risk that rumors will start flying 
and my biological parents will go into hiding—or at least be prepared 
to lie if we confront them.” 

Plus, it could cause a lot more speculation about her matchmaking 
status, but Sophie wasn’t in the mood to remind him about that. 

“I was wondering about that too,” Keefe said, finally peeling the 
Jammie Dodger off his face. “We might need a new strategy.” 

“Like what?” Sophie asked. 

He popped the cookie into his mouth, then licked his thumb and set 
to work removing the sticky jam residue left on his cheek. “Still 
working on it. Might have to get a bit creative.” 

“I like creative!” Ro agreed. 

Sandor muttered something unintelligible—though Sophie was 
pretty sure she caught the word “ridiculous.” 

“In the meantime,” Keefe said, swiping the last of the raspberry 


smear off of his face, “you still haven’t answered the extra-super- 


duper-important question, Foster.” 

“And what’s that?” Sophie asked. 

He motioned for her to lean in closer, like he was afraid his father 
might be eavesdropping. 

“The question is’—his eyes locked with hers—“when are you taking 
me to go get some of these magical E.L. Fudge thingies? Because 
theyre officially a need, Foster. I neeeeeeeeeeeed tiny elf-shaped 
cookies in my life. I can’t believe you’ve never brought me any before! 
In fact, I kinda feel like that’s a betrayal of our friendship!” 

The question was so unexpected that Sophie couldn’t stop the loud 
snort-laugh from bursting out, which of course was followed by a fit of 
embarrassed giggles. 

“You're not laughing your way out of this one either, Miss F!” Keefe 
warned her. “I expect another cookie delivery ASAP—and this time it 
needs to have all those kinds you mentioned, plus anything else shaped 
like an elf. And you'd better be able to answer all my questions about 
them and not give me any excuses about...” 

“About?” Sophie asked when his voice trailed off—right before she 
realized his eyes were focused on something over her shoulder. 

Or someone. 

Sophie had never thought she’d hope to turn around and find Lord 
Cassius standing there watching her—but she definitely would’ve 
preferred him over the handsome, teal-eyed guy with the crossed arms 
and the surly brow. 
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“Hey, Fitzy’s here!” Keefe said, shooting a quick glare at Sandor— 
though this wasn’t totally Sandor’s fault. 

Fitz hadn’t come through the door that Sandor had been guarding, 
instead using a side patio entrance that Sophie hadn’t even noticed. 


Grizel stood several steps behind him, and Lord Cassius loomed 


several steps behind her, tucked in the shadows of the arched doorway, 
almost like he’d intentionally snuck Fitz onto the patio. 

Then again, that didn’t explain why Ro and Sandor hadn’t warned 
them that they had visitors—unless the reason for that was because no 
one needed a warning. 

Once again, Sophie had to remind herself that she and Keefe 
weren't doing anything wrong. 

Keefe had asked for biscuits. 

She'd brought him biscuits. 

Then they'd talked for a bit—because they were friends. 

And Fitz knew they were friends. 

“You need to get in on this, Fitzy,” Keefe said, holding up the box of 
Jaffa Cakes. “Foster and Dizznee proved that they'll do anything I ask 
them to”—he made a dramatic, evil laugh—“and brought me a bunch 
of human cookies. They're mostly disappointing, I’m not gonna lie. 
But! There are still a few we haven't tried, and who knows? They might 
be the life-changing ones. And you can help me convince Foster to go 
get us these elf-shaped cookies I’m just now learning about—though I 
also think she owes us all an apology for not telling us about the elf- 
shaped cookies sooner, don’t you? And I think she needs to use her 
teleporting way more often. I’m thinking we should give her a weekly 
Forbidden Cities item to track down for us. Maybe then I'll finally be 
able to try Ding Dongs. I don’t know what they are—but I read 
something about them in my research, and I mean, they’re called ‘Ding 
Dongs,’ so I’m here for it. You with me?” 

He held up his hand like he was hoping Fitz would stride over and 
give him a high five. 

Fitz did not. 

“Looks like you’re having an interesting day,” Grizel said, her voice 


extra husky as she sauntered over to Sandor. 


“You have no idea,” Sandor squeak-murmured. “And I’m pretty sure 
it’s about to get worse.” 

Sophie had the same feeling, especially when she forced herself to 
meet Fitz’s eyes and was not gifted with one of his perfect smiles. 

“Have you tried hailing me today?” she asked, really, really, really 
hoping he hadn't. 

“Three times,” he told her. 

Even Keefe winced at that. 

Okay, so maybe that was why Sophie felt so bad. 

“Tm sorry,” she said, standing up from the swing to face him. “It’s 
been kinda a rough day—but I guess that’s not a very good excuse.” 

“It isn’t,” Fitz agreed. 

Silence followed, and Sophie wished Keefe would break it with 
another ramble about E.L. Fudges. 

But he was too busy glaring at his father, while Lord Cassius raised 
one eyebrow back at him. 

She cleared her throat and took a few steps toward Fitz—stopping 
before actually reaching him. “How did you know I was here?” 

“T didn’t,” he admitted, “though maybe I should’ve guessed?” 

“Yeah, we were working on”—she glanced at Lord Cassius and 
corrected the rest of that sentence—“that project Keefe’s helping me 
with—trying to come up with an alternate strategy in case we need to 
be a little subtler.” And because she didn’t want him to think she was 
hiding anything from him, she added, “We also talked through a 
couple of other things I still need to tell you about.” 

“How come you’re here, Fitzy?” Keefe asked, jumping in before Fitz 
could ask any of the harder questions, like when Sophie had been 
planning to tell him about those things or why she hadn’t come to him 


first. “Finally ready for that bramble rematch? If so, I say loser has to 


eat the rest of the Digestives.” He pointed to the slightly smashed 
package he’d tossed at Ro earlier. 

“Actually, Fitz is here to help me,” Lord Cassius interceded, 
smoothing the sides of his hair. 

Keefe’s eyes narrowed at his dad. “With what?” 

“With a new project of my own.” Lord Cassius studied his cuticles 
as he added, “It’s not lost on me, Keefe, that you’ve been drawing so 
tediously lately because you’re attempting to sort through your 
memories, searching for fragments of things your mother might’ve 
erased. I don’t understand why you’re working by hand when it would 
be so much more efficient to have a Telepath assist you with a task like 
that—and clearly Miss Foster would be more than willing. But 
regardless of your foolish planning, your little mission got me 
wondering whether your mother dared to erase anything from my 
mind over the years.” 

“I bet she did,” Keefe warned him. “It sounded like she had a 
Washer on standby in case we saw anything or heard anything she 
didn’t want us to.” 

“Yes, that’s the conclusion that I reached as well,” Lord Cassius 
noted, his eyes and voice darkening as he said it. “I’ve worked with 
Telepaths before, searching for clues your mother might’ve let slip 
around me. But we weren’t checking to see if anything had been stolen 
away. So young Mr. Vacker here has agreed to help me search my 
memories yet again. And this time, we'll see if I can find what your 


mother tried to hide from me.” 


NINETEEN 


YOU'RE GOING TO SEARCH MY dad’s memories?” Keefe asked, shaking 
his head when Fitz nodded. “Why?” 

Fitz’s shrug didn’t look quite as casual as he probably wanted it to. 
“Someone has to.” 

“Okay, but why you?” When Fitz didn’t answer, Keefe turned to his 
father. “Why not ask whoever you worked with last time? Or Quinlin 
Sonden? Or Alden? Or Tiergan? Or even Forkle?” 

Lord Cassius smoothed his hair again. “Young Mr. Vacker has 
proven to be every bit as powerful as any of them. Perhaps even more 
so. And he has a much more flexible schedule.” 

“Yeah, but that’s not why you picked him,” Keefe argued. 
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“It isn’t,” Lord Cassius agreed, his eyes flashing with enough glee 
that Sophie could guess his ulterior motive. 

He’d chosen his son’s best friend knowing it would make Keefe 
uncomfortable—probably as punishment for all the times Keefe had 
rebelled. 

“Mind you, the ideal candidate would’ve been young Miss Foster,” 
Lord Cassius added. “But she’s always so busy with you.” 

Before Sophie could formulate a response—or even parse out what 
Lord Cassius was implying—Ro patted the side of her breastplate and 
told him, “Sounds like it’s time to bust out my extra fun bacteria 
buddies. Get ready to lose a lot of body fluids, Lord Snootypants.” 

“Nah, save ’em for when itll really be worth it,” Keefe told her, 


stalking over to his father and tilting his head. “You wanna share all of 


our family secrets with the Fitzster—you do that. I have nothing to 
hide.” 

“Neither do I.” Lord Cassius flashed a particularly oily smile before 
turning his attention back to Fitz. “'m assuming you'd like to visit 
with your friends for a few minutes—be my guest. But don’t keep me 
waiting too long. I’ll be in my office.” 

Keefe whistled as Lord Cassius left the way he’d come. “Wow. Have 
fun with that, Fitzy.” 

He sounded so calm and casual that Sophie almost believed him. But 
she knew Keefe better than that. She’d seen the terrified, broken 
version of Keefe tucked behind his mask of snark and indifference. 
And she couldn’t blame him for being bothered by this. 

He didn’t try to hide the abuse he’d suffered—but he definitely 
wasn’t an open book about it either. And now Fitz was going to read 
the extended, annotated version, complete with sound and visuals. 

“Td like to go on the record and make it clear that I was against this 
idea from the start,” Grizel informed all of them. 

Fitz rolled his eyes, and Sophie stepped closer to him, keeping her 
voice low as she asked, “Why would you agree to this without telling 
us?” 

“Uh, maybe I tried to tell you but someone ignored my hails—even 
though you promised you weren't going to do that anymore?” he 
snapped back. 

There was nothing Sophie could say to that except, “Sorry.” 

“Yeah, me too.” Fitz looked away. “And just so you know, I agreed 
to do this to help Keefe. If Lady Gisela tried to hide something from 
Lord Cassius, we need to find it. And I figured Keefe would rather 
have someone he trusts poking around his father’s memories— 


someone he knows won’t tell anyone about anything he finds.” 


“Except none of those other people that Keefe suggested were 
strangers, Sophie couldn’t help reminding him. “And some of them 
he’d even worked with before.” 

“Okay, everyone, relax! It’s fine!” Keefe flopped back down on the 
swing and scooped up the box of Custard Creams. “This is definitely 
not worth you two having your first Fitzphie fight over it. Seriously. 
Spend as much time with my dad as you want, Fitzy—and if you feel 
like telling people all about the fun things you learn, fine by me. If 
Daddy Dearest is cool with you knowing exactly how awesome he is to 
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live with, by all means, spread the Sencen shame!” He tore open the 
box and fished out one of the biscuits. “Ooo, these ones are fancy! 
Check that out!” 

He held up one of the rectangular sandwich biscuits and pointed to 
the swirling filigree pattern on the top. “Looks promising, doesn’t it? 
But there’s only one way to tell.” 

Pale yellow crumbs showered his tunic after he took a huge bite, 
and he closed his eyes as he chewed. “Hm. Still a little on the bland side 
—but the cream center really helps. Definitely the best so far. You 
guys should get in on this.” 

“Ugh, I think I’m on biscuit overload,” Sophie admitted. 

“Better stop, then,” Keefe told her. “We don’t want you tossing your 
cookies—if you know what I mean.” 

He looked very proud of his wordplay, so Sophie let him enjoy it. 

“What about you, Fitzy?” Keefe asked, shaking the package of 
Custard Creams. “You’ve yet to experience the wonder of a British 
biscuit. And trust me, if you’re going to spend hours poking around my 
dad’s brain, you could use a good sugar rush.” 

Fitz ran a hand through his hair as he made his way over, reaching 
for a cookie and— 


Keefe snatched Fitz’s wrist. “I knew it!” 


“Knew what?” Fitz shouted, trying to wrench his arm away. 

Keefe tightened his grip. “Shhhhh, let the Empath work.” 

“Ugh, a little help here?” Fitz asked Grizel, who was talking to 
Sandor, barely paying him any attention. 

“No, this one’s your mess!” Grizel called over her shoulder. “You 
can get yourself out of it!” 

“Relax, Fitzy, no need to take your frustrations out on the poor 
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innocent biscuits!” Keefe told him when Fitz’s next escape attempt 
nearly sent the rest of the Custard Creams plummeting toward the 
floor. “Pll let go in a second. First things first. It feels like... Yep! 
There’s definitely another reason you signed on to be my dad’s 
personal memory boy. Something you’re embarrassed of and super 
angry about, so... I’m guessing it has to do with your brother?” 

Fitz muttered about Empaths as he stopped struggling. 

“T take it that’s a yes?” Keefe confirmed. 

Fitz nodded. “Your dad said he knows how to find Alvar and offered 
to track him down for me if I help with this.” 

Keefe released Fitz’s wrist. “Sounds about right. And okay, three 
things.” He held up his right hand to count them off. “One: Take a 
Custard Cream. Seriously.” He waited until Fitz had grabbed one of 
the cookies before he continued. “Two: Uh, you know my dad will 
claim anything to get what he wants, right? I mean, I’m not saying you 
made a bad call—hopefully you'll also find some juicy secrets my mom 
tried to hide. But just... prepare yourself for disappointment, okay? 
Odds are, my dad only knows one tiny, useless thing about your 
brother—if that—and you're going to want to punch him.” 

“And if that’s the case,” Ro jumped in, “punch away!” 

“Oh, don’t worry, I will,” Grizel assured her. 
“So will I.” Fitz took a tentative bite of the Custard Cream. “Wow, 


human cookies are dry, aren’t they?” 


“You think that’s bad, try the Digestives,” Keefe told him. 

“Yeah, uh, pass.” Fitz finished his Custard Cream anyway—and 
reached for another, Sophie noticed—as he told Keefe, “I know 
learning anything useful from your dad is a long shot. But I’m not 
making any progress on my own, so...” 

“I get that,” Keefe promised. “I do. But what I don’t get is thing 
three.” He counted it off on his fingers as he asked, “Why didn’t you 
just tell me this had to do with Alvar from the start? Did you really 
think I wouldn’t understand?” 

“Honestly?” Fitz stuffed the rest of his second cookie into his 
mouth, spritzing crumbs when he said, “I don’t know.” 

Keefe nodded slowly, grabbing another Custard Cream and prying 
the two halves of the sandwich apart. “Life’s... getting complicated, 
huh?” 

“It is,” Fitz agreed, examining a Jammie Dodger like it held the 
secrets of the universe. 

“I swear, watching boys try to communicate is like watching 
amoebas,” Ro told Sophie during the long silence that followed. “You 
just stare at their blobby little bodies and think, ‘How do these things 
even function?” 

“Hey, who you calling blobby?” Keefe complained, pulling back his 
tunic sleeves and flexing his arm muscles, which were pretty 
impressive—not that Sophie would ever tell him that. 

Ro snorted. “You elves are so adorably puny.” 

“Aren't they?” Grizel asked. “I swear, I have swords that weigh 
more than some of them.” 

“Um, excuse me, I complete your training regimen every day,” Fitz 
reminded her, “even with my healing leg.” 

“You do,” Grizel agreed, before turning toward Ro and stage- 


whispering, “Do you think I should tell him that it’s the same workout 


we have our toddlers start with in Gildingham?” 

Fitz scowled. 

Keefe smirked. “I think the moral of this conversation is, females 
are cruel.” 

“They can be,” Fitz said quietly. 

He didn’t look at Sophie as he said it—but the not-looking almost 
made it worse. 

And Sophie was fairly certain that another apology wasn’t going to 
get her out of this new mess she’d created, but she still had to transmit 
a quick I’m really sorry. 

I know, Fitz transmitted back. We'll... talk later. 

Sure, she thought, regretting every biscuit she’d eaten. 

All the sugar and carbs churned in the pit of her stomach as Fitz 
cleared his throat and told Keefe, “I guess I shouldn’t keep your father 
waiting.” 

“You shouldn’t—and don’t go easy on him in there,” Keefe warned. 
“You'll never find anything my mom hid if you let him push you 
around.” 

“Oh, don’t worry, I have big plans to make this as miserable as 
possible for him,” Fitz assured him. 

Keefe grinned. “That’s what I like to hear! If you need pointers for 
maximum annoyance, you know where to find me.” 

“I do,” Fitz agreed. 

“Wow, did they just fist-bump?” Ro asked. 

“You bet we did!” Keefe told her. “Thats what besties do, right, 
Fitzy?” 

Fitz’s nod couldn’t necessarily be described as “enthusiastic.” 

But he still made the gesture. 


Even gave Keefe half a smile as Fitz turned to head down the hall. 


“Ugh, the one time I'd been counting on you to annoy Fitz into 
storming off so I wouldn’t have to stand guard duty around your 
father,” Grizel grumbled to Keefe, “you have to go and be all mature.” 

“What can I say? I like to keep people on their toes. Biscuit to ease 
the pain?” Keefe held out the pack of Jammie Dodgers. 

Grizel snatched the cookies and stomped off after Fitz. 

“Oh, but Fitzy?” Keefe shouted as Fitz reached the bend in the hall. 
“I want to know all the memories you see, okay? Not because... 
whatever. It’s just possible there’s something in his head that'll knock 
something loose in mine, you know?” 

Fitz gave him a thumbs-up. 

“Boys,” Ro told Sophie. “They really are high-functioning amoebas.” 

“It’s a good thing we’re cute, right?” Keefe countered. 

When Ro didn’t agree, Keefe launched into a long pondering on 
whether Ro considered Bo to be a “hunky ogre,” and Sophie decided to 
flee before the bacteria started flying. 

But she couldn’t leave without making sure Keefe was okay. 

He assured her he would be—and the third time he said it, he almost 
sounded convincing. 

He also promised he’d try to come up with a subtler plan for 
investigating the names on his list of possible biological parents. But 
Sophie wasn’t holding out much hope on that front. 

“Subtle” wasn’t really a word that fit with “Keefe Sencen.” 

“Thanks again for the biscuits,” he said as she dug out her home 
crystal. “And don’t think I’m going to forget about the E.L. Fudges you 
owe me.” 

Sophie had no doubt she’d be hearing about them endlessly. 

“TIl find a way to get you some,” she promised, ignoring Sandor’s 


protests—though those weren't as spirited as they normally were. 


She wondered if that meant Sandor had already resigned himself to 
the fact that elf-shaped cookies were going to have to happen. 

And Sophie was about to leap away when she realized she had one 
more thing she wanted to tell him. “Thanks for listening, Keefe. It... 
really helped.” 

Keefe’s smile was slower than usual—but it lit up his whole face. 
“Anytime, Foster. And I meant what I said. You’re not doing anything 
wrong. But if you change your mind and go ahead with the reset? I'll 
be right there to make sure you get through safe.” 

Sophie nodded. And she’d just pulled Sandor into the light when 
Keefe called after her, “Oh, and don’t worry about the Fitzster. Ill talk 
to him.” 

Lots of ogre curses filled the air as the rushing warmth swept 
Sophie away. 
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Back at Havenfield, Sophie lasted about ten minutes in her bedroom 
before the walls closed in. And she had to give Grady and Edaline 
credit. When they saw her stumbling down the stairs with her 
comforter, pillows, and Ella, all they'd said was, “What else do you 
need?” 

Even Sandor and Bo didn’t argue with Sophie’s plan. They just set to 
work rearranging the nightly patrols to better cover Calla’s Panakes 
tree. And thanks to Edaline’s conjuring, it only took a couple of 
minutes to get a hefty mound of pillows and blankets neatly arranged 
under the swaying branches. 

Wynn and Luna seemed to think the campout was the greatest idea 
that Sophie had ever had, and were snuggled up in her makeshift bed 
even before Sophie had added the final pillows. 

Iggy didn’t mind it either. He was snoring like a garbage truck 


within about thirty seconds of Grady setting his cage next to Calla’s 


trunk. 

“So... is this going to be a regular thing?” Edaline asked as she and 
Grady helped Sophie crawl past the tangle of alicorn legs to get under 
her covers. 

“I don’t know,” Sophie admitted. “I just... couldn’t breathe inside 
tonight.” 

“I know the feeling,” Edaline told her, kissing Sophie on her 
forehead. 

“And I’m not trying to be nosy, kiddo,” Grady added. “But... I have 
to ask if this has anything to do with your meeting with King Enki.” 

“I have a meeting with King Enki?” Sophie asked. 

Grady nodded. “The Council’s taking you, me, and your team to 
Loamnore in two days—and since you clearly didn’t know that, I guess 
that answers my question.” 

“Yeah,” Sophie said, feeling a whole new set of worries stack up 
inside her brain. “Wow. I’m... getting really bad at this.” 

“Bad at what?” Edaline asked, lowering herself to the grass and 
petting Luna’s sparkly rump. 

“Juggling,” Sophie admitted. “I used to be so much better at 
keeping track of all the things I needed to focus on. But now...” 

She'd barely thought about the dwarves. 

Or Team Valiant. 

Or Tam. 

The last one hit the hardest. 

Especially when she considered how much time shed spent 
focusing on herself—fighting about healing her abilities. Stressing 
about boy stuff, and matchmaking stuff, and her biological parents. 

“Why is it so hard to remember what really matters?” she asked 


quietly, staring up at the stars. 


“Because it all matters,” Edaline told her, reaching for Sophie’s 
hand. “And for the record, I think you do a pretty amazing job of 
juggling everything.” 

“Thanks,” Sophie mumbled. 

But she still needed to do better. 

And she would. 

Her mind put together a long to-do list as Grady and Edaline 
finished tucking her in. And she buried all the silly, selfish stuff down 
at the bottom. 

She put Team Valiant at the top, since she’d never checked in with 
Wylie and Stina about their meeting with Lady Zillah. And even 
though she was dreading it, she needed to check in with Bronte and 
Oralie—find out when the Council would be announcing their Regent 
appointments. 

Priorities, she told herself. It’s all about priorities. 

She repeated that over and over—along with a vow to not let herself 
get sidetracked again—as she closed her eyes. And as she slept, it felt 
like Calla’s tree was cheering her on. 

Singing about the perfect balance of the forest. 

How every tree has its place. 

And Sophie woke with the sunrise, ready to start fresh in the new 


day. 


TWENTY 


FRIEND! FRIEND! FRIEND! FRIEND! FRIEND! 
No—that’s absolutely NOT your friend! Sophie transmitted for what 


had to be the twentieth time. 

And once again, Wynn immediately countered with another burst of 
FRIEND! FRIEND! FRIEND! FRIEND! FRIEND! 

Sophie reached up to rub her temples. 

Bits of torn grass showered her lap, and she didn’t want to know 
how much more was tangled in her hair. Probably half a pasture’s 
worth, thanks to all the rolling around she’d done while tackling two 
baby alicorns and dragging them away from the gorgodon’s enclosure. 

Sandor had offered to help, but she’d wanted to handle this on her 
own. After everything she’d been through with Silveny and Greyfell, 
Wynn and Luna kinda felt—in a weird way—like a new obnoxious 
baby brother and sister. 

Sophie wanted to prove that she could take care of them. 

She just wished they'd cooperate a little. 

FOR THE LAST TIME, she said, trying not to think about how sore 
she was going to be the next day, or how muddy her clothes were, THE 
GORGODON IS NOT YOUR FRIEND! 

Wynn looked at his twin sister—some secret thought passing 
between them—before they both filled Sophie’s head with a fresh 
chorus of FRIEND! FRIEND! FRIEND! FRIEND! FRIEND! 

Sophie groaned, wondering if her brain could actually explode from 


the sheer volume of their transmissions. 


Or maybe from her own frustration. 

She'd thought dealing with Silveny was exhausting, thanks to the 
mama alicorn’s demanding side, and her tendency to transmit almost 
everything in blocks of three. But that was nothing compared to the 
intensity of simultaneous mental shouting from two baby alicorn 
troublemakers. 

And they showed no sign of stopping, or any remorse for how badly 
they'd frightened her. 

In fact, they seemed to be building steam, their chants growing 
faster—louder. More high-pitched. 

ENOUGH! Sophie snapped after the thirty-first FRIEND! crashed 
into her head. 

She jumped to her feet, looming over the sparkly winged horses and 
giving them each her sternest glare. 

She’d tried reasoning. 

Tried begging. 

All she had left was threatening. 

If you won't promise to stay away from the gorgodon, she warned, then 
I’m going to tell your parents where I found you guys today and let them 
decide how to punish you! 

Sadly, the words didn’t have as much impact as Sophie had hoped. 

Or any at all. 

The stream of FRIEND! transmissions held steady, and Sophie was 
tempted to let Sandor take a stab at putting fear into them after all. Or 
maybe she’d call Bo over from wherever he was patrolling and let them 
face down an angry ogre warrior. 

Instead, she stalked off through the pastures, making it clear that 
she was prepared to make good on her threat. 

And Wynn and Luna galloped happily after her, as if they were 


heading off for an afternoon of adventure together. 


It didn’t help that Sophie had no idea where to actually find Silveny 
and Greyfell, and kept guessing places that turned out to be busts. The 
alicorns weren't confined like the other animals, because it was safer 
for them to have the option to teleport—though she might need to tell 
Grady and Edaline to reconsider that arrangement if Wynn and Luna 
didn’t get over their inexplicable obsession with the gorgodon. 

Sophie truly didn’t understand the creature’s appeal to the stubborn 
baby alicorns. Sure, sometimes she felt a little sorry for the unruly 
beast, since it was the last of its kind and had lived through some 
particularly horrible things. But it was also ugly and angry and seemed 
determined to destroy anyone and everything simply because it could. 

Definitely not an ideal playmate. 

And yet, Wynn and Luna were convinced that the gorgodon was 
their FRIEND! 

No barrier seemed capable of keeping them away, either. 

Sophie still had no idea how the twins had slipped past all the wire 
that Grady and the gnomes had carefully wrapped around the 
enclosure after the last time Wynn had paid the gorgodon a visit. She’d 
checked everywhere for a gap, or a spot where the wire was loose, or 
for some sort of tunnel near the base—anything she could use to get 
Wynn and Luna out of there. 

But there was nothing. 

Even the gnomes who'd rushed over when they'd realized what was 
going on couldn't figure it out, and Sandor had been forced to slash a 
new opening with his sword for them to use as an extraction point. 

And all the while, the gorgodon had been striking at Wynn and 
Luna with its venomous, scorpion-like tail—coming so close to death 
blows that Sophie had to keep shutting her eyes, unable to watch the 


horror that seemed about to unfold. 


But somehow, each time, Wynn and Luna managed to keep on 
flying. 

And when the gnomes had finally coaxed them out of the enclosure 
with an absurd amount of swizzlespice, they didn’t even have a scratch 
on them—which was why Sophie hadn’t felt guilty about channeling 
all of her mental strength into a baby-alicorn tackle and hauling them 
far away by their gangly little legs. 

She'd tried her best to make them understand how lucky they were 
that she’d been outside and realized what was going on with enough 
time to get them away from the deadly beast before something 
seriously tragic had happened. But none of that had gotten through to 
the stubborn twins. 

So it was time to let their parents take over—and when Sophie 
finally found Silveny and Greyfell grazing near the pterodactyl 
enclosure, she braced for some epic freaking out. 

But both the mama and papa alicorns kept right on munching as 
Sophie recounted the story. 

And when Sophie finished, Silveny didn’t even bother raising her 
head when she transmitted, BABY OKAY! BABY OKAY! 

It wasn’t a question. 

It was a reassurance. 

As if she wanted Sophie to know that shed been worrying for 
nothing. 

Sophie glanced at Greyfell, hoping he’d take over as Overprotective 
Daddy. But he just shook his mane and chomped down another 
mouthful of grass. 

I don’t think you understand, Sophie told them, wondering if the 
danger had been somehow lost in the translation between their 


languages. Or maybe they didn’t realize how bad it had been because 


she hadn’t let herself scream while it was all happening, trying not to 
escalate the situation. 

So she shared her actual memories from the morning, letting 
Silveny and Greyfell see exactly how close they'd come to losing one or 
both of their children. 

And still, Silveny simply nuzzled Sophie’s shoulder and transmitted, 
BABY STRONG! BABY STRONG! 

Then Greyfell told Wynn and Luna to run along and play. 


° e ° 


“I don’t get it,” Sophie grumbled after shed stomped inside and 
recounted the whole harrowing tale again. Edaline had definitely 
looked shaken, and Grady had raced outside to check in with the 
gnomes at the gorgodon’s enclosure—the kinds of reactions she 
should have gotten from Silveny and Greyfell. “How can they not care? 
They were so overprotective when Silveny was pregnant—shouldn’t 
they be even more so now?” 

“I don’t think this has anything to do with not caring,” Edaline 
assured her. “You’ve seen how they both dote on Wynn and Luna. I 
think... they just trust their children to handle themselves. Like Silveny 
said, ‘BABY STRONG!” 

“But Wynn and Luna almost died 


1? 


Sophie argued. 

“I know. But... they didn’t. And obviously I can’t speak for Silveny’s 
decision-making—or Greyfell’s, for that matter. But we all know that 
they both went through some pretty difficult things before they came 
to live with us. And even with our protection, they've still endured 
several attempts on their lives. The world isn’t safe for sparkly flying 
horses. So maybe they're trying to prepare their children for that 
reality, knowing that Wynn and Luna are going to need to be strong 
and fast and brave if they want any shot of surviving. It’s the struggle 


every parent faces as their children grow up. Trust me, we all wish we 


could lock our kids in a bubble and never let anyone or anything go 
near them—” 

“And Id be happy to arrange that,” Sandor jumped in. 

“Tm sure you would,” Edaline said with a teasing smile. “But we’re 
not going to. Because that’s not how life works. If parents did that, our 
children would be miserable—and they'll inevitably step into reality 
someday anyway, whether we want them to or not. So the best thing 
we can do is teach them the skills they need to survive, even when that 
means letting them take big risks.” 

“Right, but... Silveny and Greyfell weren’t teaching them anything 
today,” Sophie argued. “They weren’t even there watching!” 

“That doesn’t mean they haven’t been doing things to prepare Wynn 
and Luna at other moments,” Edaline reminded her. “Or, for all you 
know, they could’ve had a telepathic connection open the entire time 
that Wynn and Luna were in with the gorgodon, guiding them through 
what to do.” 

Sophie sighed. “I guess. Wynn and Luna just seem so young and 
tiny to be taking that kind of chance.” 

“Well, things are different with animals,” Edaline noted. “But, it’s 
also funny you should say that, since I have that same thought every 
time I have to step back and let you and your friends dive headfirst 
into one of your plans. No matter how brave and grown-up you get, 
you'll always be too young and tiny for the frightening things the Black 
Swan asks you to do.” 

Sophie became very interested in scraping at the dried mud on her 
gloves. 

Edaline placed her hand over Sophie’s, waiting for their eyes to 
meet before she said, “I know Mr. Forkle asked you to do something 
dangerous, Sophie. He wouldn’t tell us what, but given the Black 


Swan’s track record, I’m assuming the stakes will be very high. So... I’m 


trying to take some pointers from Silveny and tell myself, SOPHIE 
STRONG! SOPHIE STRONG!” 

Sophie looked away. “It... might not happen.” 

“Really?” Edaline’s voice sounded awfully hopeful, and she cleared 
her throat before she asked, “Any particular reason why?” 

“Tm still trying to decide if I want to do it,” Sophie admitted. 

Edaline tightened her grip on Sophie’s hand. “Well then, I’m very 
proud of you. It takes a lot of courage to remember that you really do 
have a choice in all of this.” 

Sophie wondered if Edaline would be so proud if she knew why 
Sophie was rebelling. 

“If you need to talk...,” Edaline added. 

“I know,” Sophie told her. 

Silence followed, until Edaline cleared her throat again. “See what I 
mean about being a parent? Here I am, not pressuring you—or Sandor 
—for more information, even though we all know I want to. And ’m 
not saying that as a hint, or to guilt you into sharing. I just bet you 
anything that Silveny wasn’t nearly as calm as she seemed when you 
talked to her. I’m sure her head was full of things she stopped herself 
from saying because she’s letting Wynn and Luna have their freedom, 
knowing that’s the best thing for them in the long run.” 

“I guess,” Sophie said, “but... why go through all that stress for this? 
It’s not like theyre going to run into a lot of gorgodons in the wild.” 

“No,” Edaline agreed. “But I’m sure there’s a reason.” 

“So.. youre okay with Wynn and Luna hanging out in the 
gorgodon’s enclosure, then?” Sophie had to ask. 
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“Absolutely not!” Grady said behind them, and Sophie wondered 
how long he’d been back inside. “The gnomes are wrapping the cage 
with a second layer of wire as we speak, following a new pattern to 


cover different spaces and gaps. And when they’re done with that, I 


asked them to add a third layer in a third pattern, all of which should 
close off whatever weak spot the twins used to slip through today. But 
just to be safe, I’ve also asked Bo and Flori to keep an eye on the area 
as much as they can, to make sure we're not missing something. 
Silveny and Greyfell can be as permissive as they want to be—but I’m 
not letting anything happen to those babies on my watch.” 

Sophie definitely agreed. 

Which was why she dragged herself back outside and spent the rest 
of the first part of the afternoon trying to get Wynn and Luna to make 
a new “friend” with one of the other, safer creatures living in 
Havenfield’s pastures. 

They weren’t interested in the verminions, which Sophie couldn’t 
blame them for. The giant purple rodents were particularly 
curmudgeonly—and had very large fangs. 

And the mammoths and mastodons could far too easily trample the 
tiny alicorns, so Sophie steered them away from those. 

She also didn’t introduce them to any of the creepy giant bug things, 
since they gave her the heebie-jeebies. 

Which really only left her top choice: Verdi—Havenfield’s 
permanent resident. Sure, the neon green, fluffy T. rex struggled 
occasionally with her vegetarian diet. But Verdi and Sophie had been 
through enough together that Sophie knew Verdi would obey her 
command not to harm the alicorns. And Wynn and Luna did seem to 
enjoy swooping around Verdi’s head until she let out one of her mighty 
roars. 

But as soon as Sophie left them alone to play, Wynn and Luna raced 
off, heading straight for the gorgodon’s enclosure. 

“I know that look,” Marella’s familiar voice said from somewhere 


off to Sophie’s left. “That’s your I want to strangle someone look.” 


“You're not wrong,” Sophie admitted, turning to face her pale, 
pixielike friend, who stood smirking at her while playing with a couple 
of the braids scattered throughout her long blond hair. 

And Marella wasn’t alone. 

Linh was with her, looking fiercer than usual in a fitted orange 
tunic, with her shiny black hair pulled back into a severe bun. She’d 
wrapped the strands in a way that left her trademark silver-tipped ends 
fanned out around the base of her neck. And her silver-flecked eyes 
were rimmed in dark liner that winged up at the corners. 

But it was the third girl who Sophie really hadn’t been expecting. 

The last time shed seen Maruca, her dark hair had been 
straightened. But now it hung in long, gorgeous dreadlocks, half of 
which were pulled into a complicated twist on top of her head. She still 
had a streak of blue in the middle, which made her turquoise eyes pop 
—though she'd also lined them with a shimmering gold liner that 
glowed perfectly against her rich brown skin. And her full lips were 
painted the same deep fuchsia as her silk tunic. 

But Maruca didn’t smile when her gaze met Sophie’s. Instead, her 
jaw set with enough determination that Sophie tried to come up with 
somewhere else—anywhere else—she needed to be Right. That. 
Second. 

Sophie hadn’t forgotten the promise she’d made to Wylie to keep 
his cousin out of the Black Swan. 

She just also hadn’t been smart enough to plan what she'd say 
whenever Maruca turned up to make her request. 

“Do you have a minute to talk?” Maruca asked, in a tone that was 
somehow both friendly and firm. 

“Of course she does,” Marella answered before Sophie could 


respond, batting her huge ice blue eyes. “Sophie may not spend as 


much time with us as she spends with her other friends, but she’d never 
ignore us—especially when we've made the effort to stop by for a visit.” 

“I wouldn't,’ Sophie agreed, raising her eyebrows in a way that 
hopefully made it clear to Marella that she meant it. “So... what do you 
guys need?” 

“Oh, Linh and I are just here so Maruca doesn’t wimp out,” Marella 
told her, rolling up the sleeves of her white, lacy tunic—which was 
much crisper than Sophie would’ve expected. Everything Marella wore 
tended to look like it had spent a significant amount of time on the 
floor. 

“And we wanted to cuddle the baby alicorns!” Linh added, her 
cheeks turning their usual soft pink tone as her gaze shifted toward 
the direction that Wynn and Luna had run off. 

“Don’t be fooled by their cuteness,” Sophie warned. “They’re little, 
sparkly, flying monsters.” 

“Is that why you look like you’ve been getting your butt kicked in 
tackle bramble for the last few hours?” Marella asked, and Sophie’s 
face burned as she realized she was still covered in grass and mud and 
who knew what else, thanks to her wrestle session with Wynn and 
Luna—which really wasn’t fair, considering how perfect and put 
together Marella, Linh, and Maruca all looked. 

“Let’s just say that babysitting twin alicorns isn’t as fun as it 
sounds,” Sophie told them, making a few halfhearted swipes at the 
grime on her tunic. There really wasn’t much of a point—showering 
and changing would be the only actual solution. Best she could do was 
comb her fingers through the worst of the tangles in her hair. 

“Well then, you deserve a break!” Linh told her. “Ill take it from 
here!” She called Wynn’s and Luna’s names and ran off to find them. 

“That girl sure loves animals,” Marella said, shaking her head as she 


watched Linh disappear around a bend. “I caught her talking to her 


murcat the other day—and not, like, ‘Are you hungry, Princess 
Purryfins?? which I could sorta understand. It was like a full-on 
conversation.” 

“Um. Hang on. She named her murcat Princess Purryfins?” Sophie 
had to ask. 

“Don’t even get me started,” Marella grumbled. “Though I’m pretty 
sure she did it so Tam would have to say the words ‘Princess Purryfins’ 
on a regular basis—and I’m definitely all for that.” 

Sophie tried to smile. But not only did the anecdote remind her that 
she should be focusing a lot harder on getting Tam back—it also made 
it painfully clear how much she’d been neglecting her friendship with 
Linh. 

Marella sighed. “I know I’m good at giving you a hard time for not 
hanging out with everybody equally. But... I do get how much you’re 
dealing with, and how hard it has to be to keep up with all of it and 
occasionally sleep and eat and see your boyfriend.” 

It was a miracle Sophie didn’t cringe at the last word. 

Despite Fitz saying they'd “talk later,” she... hadn’t heard from him. 

And she’d been too big of a wimp to reach out. 

She was pretty sure that made her the worst girlfriend in the world 
—if she even was his girlfriend anymore. 

Every day that was feeling less and less clear. 

“Linh’s doing okay,” Marella promised, probably assuming that the 
sigh that slipped out of Sophie’s lips was for something less selfish. 
“We’ve been training together every day—and it’s super handy to have 
someone who controls water around when I meet with Fintan.” 

Sophie stood taller. “Linh goes to your Fintan lessons?” 

Marella nodded. “Mr. Forkle thought it would be safer, since she 
can drown any flames. She’s only gone once, so far, but the lesson went 


way better with her there. I think Fintan’s impressed with her.” 


Absolutely none of that sounded like good news. 

Sandor must’ve agreed, because he muttered a string of goblin 
swear words under his breath. 

“Well... wow,” Sophie mumbled, feeling miles behind the curve. 
“Anything I need to know about your lessons—or about what you and 
Linh are working on?” 

“Probably. But that’s not what we came here to talk about.” Marella 
shot a meaningful look at Maruca, who'd been standing so quietly, 
Sophie had almost forgotten that she was there. “And I should go 
make sure Linh hasn’t renamed the alicorns Prince Shimmernose and 
Princess Sparklefeathers or something. I swear, if she and Keefe ever 
get together, I'd feel super sorry for their kid.” 

“Does she like Keefe?” Sophie blurted out—her face heating about a 
million degrees when she realized how nosy she was being. “Never 
mind. I shouldn’t have asked that.” 

“Probably not,” Marella agreed. “But maybe not for the reason 
you're thinking? And on that bombshell—I’m out! Have a good chat, 
you two! Miss me!” 

Marella gave a teasing salute before she wandered off in the same 
direction that Linh had gone, leaving Sophie with a little whiplash as 
she tried to figure out what that last comment was supposed to imply. 

“Gotta love how unapologetically honest she is, huh?” Maruca 
asked, breaking the silence. “I’m trying to get better about doing the 
same thing—tell it like it is a little more.” 

Sophie cleared her throat. “Yeah... and I think I know what you’re 
here to tell me.” 

“I know you do,” Maruca said, tossing back a couple of her dreads. 
“Just like I know Wylie talked to you.” 


“You do?” 


“Of course. He means well and I love him. But he’s also a paranoid 
pain who makes me want to punch him.” 

“He’s not paranoid,” Sophie corrected gently. “Really bad things can 
happen to anyone who gets involved in this. Look at where Tam is 
right now.” 

“I know.” Maruca stepped closer, clearly not backing down. “But 
I’m good with taking those kinds of risks. I know Wylie doesn’t want 
me to—and that’s sweet of him. I appreciate it. But that doesn’t mean 
he gets to dictate my life for me. And since I’m sure you've had your 
share of people trying to make decisions for you because they think 
they know better than you do, I’m hoping you'll at least hear me out.” 

Sophie sighed and motioned for Maruca to follow her over to the 
shade of Calla’s Panakes tree. 

“Full disclosure,” Sophie said while she sank down onto the grass, 
“it took me years to finally get on good terms with your cousin, and I 
really don’t want to do anything to make him mad at me again.” 

“I get that,” Maruca agreed, noticeably not sitting. “Just like Pm 
sure the next thing you’re going to tell me is that you aren’t in charge 
of who gets to join the Black Swan and who doesn’t.” 

“Well... Pm not,” Sophie had to point out. 

“Maybe not. But come on—pretty much all the new members have 
been your friends,” Maruca argued. “Don’t even try to say there’s not a 
connection.” 

“Yeah, well, for one thing, Mr. Forkle and I aren’t really on great 
terms right now, so I’m not sure if I’m the best ally,” Sophie admitted. 
“But even if I am, you realize I don’t exactly love how many people I’ve 
dragged into this, right? If Pd never made friends with Tam and Linh 
at Exillium, he wouldn’t be trapped with the Neverseen right now.” 

“And if you hadn’t, Atlantis would be destroyed, and you guys 


would’ve been captured in Ravagog, and who knows what other stories 


I haven’t heard?” Maruca countered. 

“I know,” Sophie said quietly. “I’m not saying I necessarily regret it. 
But... if something happens to any of you, I can’t help blaming myself. 
And itd be extra hard with you, because Wylie made me promise to 
keep you out of this. So... lots of guilt—and you know how dangerous 
guilt is.” 

“I do.” Maruca’s shoulders drooped and she stared at her hands. 
“Why do you think I’m here? I don’t want to risk my life, or worry my 
mama, or Wylie, or anyone else. But you guys need me. I can keep you 
safe.” 

“How?” Sophie and Sandor asked in unison. 

Maruca’s eyebrows rose. “I take it that means Wylie didn’t tell you?” 

“About your ability?” Sophie clarified. “He told me you manifested, 
and he made it sound like you can do something pretty powerful. But 
he wouldn’t tell me what it was.” 

“That’s because he knows it changes everything,” Maruca said, 
tossing back more of her dreadlocks. “Trust me. Once you know what I 
can do, you’ll want me with you everywhere you go.” 

Sophie had a feeling she was going to regret this, but now she 
definitely had to know. “Okay, show me,” she said, leaning back 
against Calla’s trunk and crossing her arms. 

Maruca nodded, looking both proud and nervous as she raised one 
hand, her fingers poised to snap. 

Sophie assumed that meant she was about to reveal herself as a 
Flasher. 

But the light that flared around Maruca was a glaring white curve 
that bent into a dome. 

A force field. 

“You're a Psionipath,” Sophie breathed, stumbling to her feet. 


“I am.” Maruca snapped her fingers again, forming another perfect 
force field, this time around Sophie—which Sandor looked less than 
thrilled about, given that it separated him from his charge. “I saw how 
crucial the Neverseen’s Psionipath was during the fight at Everglen. 
He kept his people safe and controlled all of you. And I can do exactly 
the same thing.” 

She snapped her fingers a third time, making both force fields 
disappear—then snapped again to form a single glowing dome around 
Calla’s entire Panakes tree, caging her, Sophie, and Sandor in a wall of 
energy that grew thicker and thicker, until it was almost humming. 

“Tm a Psionipath,” Maruca emphasized. “I’m the piece you’ve been 
missing. And if you let me fight on your side, I can turn this game in 


our favor.” 


TWENTY-ONE 


THE THING IS...” SOPHIE KNEW she was about to sound like one of the 
boring, lecture-y adults she'd rolled her eyes at lots of times over the 
last few years. But she needed to be very clear, and not get too wowed 
by the shiny force field glowing around them, even if her brain was 
screaming, MARUCA’S A = PSIONIPATH—THIS CHANGES 
EVERYTHING! 

Shed made a promise to Wylie to keep his cousin safe and out of 
the Black Swan—she had to at least try to hold up her end of that 
bargain. 

“This isn’t a game,” she warned Maruca. “I’ve called it that before 
too, because it’s easier to think of it that way. But it’s not. It’s war. Not 
the global, multispeciesial battle that Mr. Forkle thinks we’re building 
toward—yet. But still. War.” 

Maruca didn’t flinch at the word. 

But she did blink. 

And so did her force field. 

The white light fizzled away for a couple of seconds before 
flickering back into place, like an old fluorescent light bulb. 

“See?” Sophie asked, making sure to keep any triumph out of her 
voice. This wasn’t about being right—it was about making Maruca 
understand the stakes. “That’s all it takes. One moment of distraction. 
One second when you lose focus or let your guard down. I’ve seen it 


over and over—and I’ve done it myself, so I’m definitely not judging 


you for it, I promise. It happens sometimes. But when it does, people 
get hurt. Or die.” 

Maruca swallowed hard. “I know. But I only manifested a few weeks 
ago. I’m still learning how to control my ability. I haven’t even told 
Magnate Leto yet, or been assigned to a Mentor. Once I start taking 
lessons, I'll be able to do a lot more.” 

“Tm sure you will,” Sophie agreed. “But... maybe you should wait to 
get involved with the Black Swan until you’re stronger and have had 
some time to practice. Because once the Neverseen know what you can 
do, you'll be their biggest target. And you'll be going head-to-head 
with Ruy, who’s had years of training as a Psionipath—not to mention 
tons of battle experience. He’s fast, and he’s strong, and he knows all 
kinds of crazy tricks. And right now, you won’t stand a chance against 
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him. 
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“Not necessarily,” Linh called from somewhere over Maruca’s 
shoulder. 

It took Sophie a second to spot Linh striding toward them, along 
with Marella—and Wynn and Luna, who trotted ahead and sniffed 
curiously at the force field. 

“I saw the light,” Linh explained, “and knew Maruca was going to 
need us for this next part.” 

“Next part?” Sophie asked. 

Maruca let the force field fade so Linh and Marella could get closer. 

“We might’ve had one other reason for coming here today,” Marella 
admitted as she joined Sophie and Maruca in the shade. “Linh... thinks 
Ruy’s been changed.” 

“Changed,” Sophie repeated, not sure what to do with that word. 
“Changed how?” 

“Don’t you remember?” Linh’s eyes glazed, as if her mind was 


focused on her memories instead of the present. “The night of the 


festival, when we were facing off at Everglen, my brother bound Ruy’s 
wrists with shadowflux, and the darkness seeped into Ruy’s skin. His 
fingers turned black and...” 

“Ruy couldn’t make another force field,” Sophie finished, shivering 
as she remembered the way the shadowflux had poured out of Tam’s 
palms—which meant he’d stored some of that horrible stuff inside of 
himself. 

And the shadowflux had seemed more than happy to do his bidding. 

“That’s why the Neverseen fled,” Marella said, reminding Sophie to 
pay attention. “They weren’t so brave once they couldn’t hide behind 
Ruy’s handy little shields anymore.” 

Sophie pressed her arms to her sides, fighting the urge to reach for 
her eyelashes. “So... you think whatever Tam did to Ruy changed him 
permanently?” 

“You don’t?” Linh asked. 

Sophie shook her head. “I figured it was just an injury he'd heal 
from after the battle.” 

She didn’t even know abilities could be permanently changed. 

Though... maybe “damaged” was a better word for it. 

And wasn’t that what had happened to her—twice? 

Wasn’t that why Mr. Forkle needed to reset her inflicting—and why 
she’d had to have her other abilities reset once before? 

Then again, she was the only one with “flexible” genes, apparently. 

She'd also come very close to dying both times her abilities changed 
—and Ruy had barely looked fazed by what Tam did at Everglen. 

“I spoke with Lady Zillah,” Linh said, crouching so she could be at 
eye level with Luna as she stroked Luna’s silvery mane, “and I 
described what I saw and asked if she knew what skill Tam had used 
on Ruy in that moment. But she said shadowflux doesn’t work that 


way. I guess once Tam calls for it, he can tell it to do pretty much 


anything he wants, as long as he’s strong enough to make it obey. So 
there’s no way to know exactly what command he gave the shadowflux. 
But... he didn’t want Ruy to be able to shield Gethen and Vespera 
anymore—I know that much. He said something about having the 
newborn trolls go after the Neverseen instead of us, remember? Plus, 
Lady Zillah’s always saying that shadowflux changes everything it 
touches, so the question isn’t whether or not it changed him. It’s how 
much. And the Neverseen have been awfully quiet lately—” 

“They always are after one of their big attacks,” Sophie reminded 
her. “That’s how they operate. They show up, cause some huge 
disaster, and then disappear while they regroup and set up for their 
next plan.” 

“Maybe. But... they also took my brother.” Linh’s voice cracked on 
the last word, and she rested her head against Luna’s neck, soaking up 
a baby-alicorn snuggle. “They have to be assuming we'll try to get him 
back, regardless of all the warnings they gave us. So you’d think they'd 
be doing stuff to scare us away or keep us too busy to plan a rescue— 
like they did when they attacked you and Fitz to keep you from 
focusing on Alvar. They also know Mr. Forkle is Magnate Leto now 
—and still alive—and they haven’t made any moves against him. Or 
Tiergan. Or Juline. And they know you’re an Enhancer—and that the 
alicorn babies are out of the hive and running around free at 
Havenfield—and they haven’t tried to do anything about any of that, 
either. Doesn’t that seem strange to you?” 

Sophie noted that Maruca didn’t look surprised by any of those 
revelations—and neither did Marella—as she told Linh, “Not 
necessarily. It hasn’t been that long since Tam was taken.” 

It really hadn’t been—even if it also felt like forever. 

“The Council also didn’t seem worried that the Neverseen had all of 


that information and hadn’t made a move yet,” Sophie added, still 


trying to convince herself she was right not to worry—even though she 
could hear Sandor mumbling about needing to talk to Bo, Flori, and 
Nubiti about security improvements. 

“The Council doesn’t exactly have the best track record for knowing 
what to focus on,” Marella pointed out. 

Which was definitely a valid point. 

But Sophie didn’t want to admit that, because she had a feeling this 
conversation was spiraling somewhere very dangerous, and she had to 
keep control. “I just know the Neverseen are strategic. They make big 
moves, not small ones. And they spread them out and take their time. 
So the fact that they haven’t struck again isn’t as telling as you think.” 

“Maybe,” Linh conceded, nuzzling her nose into Luna’s shimmery 
fur. “But you have to admit that it could also mean that they don’t have 
their handy Psionipath to hide behind right now. Particularly when 
you think about how much the shadowflux affected you and Fitz. You 
can still feel it sometimes, can’t you?” 

Sophie flexed the fingers on her right hand, wishing they weren’t 
weaker than they should be. “Only a little. Pm mostly better now.” 

“Mostly,” Marella emphasized. “And that’s after how long? You and 
Fitz were in the Healing Center for weeks—and it’s been even longer 
since you got out. So even if it’s not permanent, there’s a solid chance 
that Ruy’s down for the count at the moment and the Neverseen are 
lying low because they know they’re too vulnerable without him— 
which means if we make a move now, we'll catch them at their 
weakest.” 

“We might even be able to get my brother away from them.” 

Linh said the words so softly that Sophie almost wondered if she’d 
imagined them—until she saw the hope shining in Linh’s eyes. 

“Okaaaaaaaay,” Sophie stalled, trying to figure out the right thing to 


say. “It sounds like... this has been on your mind for a while, if you 


already talked to Lady Zillah about it. So why have you waited until 
now to suggest it?” 

“Because I knew it was still too dangerous,” Linh said, calling Wynn 
over to her other side, so she was sandwiched between both baby 
alicorns. “Even without Ruy, the Neverseen are vicious, and I refuse to 
put anyone in a situation where they could get hurt—or worse. But... 
then Maruca stopped by and showed us what she can do, and... a plan 
started to come together. I just needed to think it through a little 
longer.” 

“I told them a couple of days ago,” Maruca explained, “after Wylie 
said that he’d talked to you and that you were on his side. I thought it 
might help if I had some backup in my corner too. And then Linh told 
me about all of this, and... it does seem like perfect timing. So I 
promised her she can count on me for whatever she needs.” 

“Nothing with the Neverseen will ever be perfect,” Sophie warned. 

“Maybe not,” Marella allowed, “but Maruca’s ability is a game 
changer—” 

“Or a war changer,” Maruca cut in and corrected, “if that’s what you 
want us to call it.” 

Marella shrugged. “Sure. Whatever. My point is, you know how 
important her ability is, Sophie. Especially right now, when the 
Neverseen don’t even know she’s a Psionipath or that she’s working 
with us—” 

“She’s not working with us,” Sophie felt the need to point out. “And 
technically, neither are you. You help out sometimes, but you haven’t 
sworn fealty.” 

“I haven’t?” Marella asked, fishing a very familiar necklace out from 
underneath her tunic—a black metal swan curving around a smooth 


glass monocle. 


Sophie and her friends had each been given the same pendant after 
they'd officially joined the Black Swan. 

“When did that happen?” Sophie asked, feeling even more out of the 
loop. 

Marella tucked the pendant away. “Forkle suggested it after I 
agreed to take regular lessons with Fintan. He claimed that since 
pyrokinesis can be so all-consuming, it would be helpful for me to feel 
like I’m officially part of something bigger than my ability—but I’m 
pretty sure he mostly just wanted to lock me in on your side in case 
Fintan tried to recruit me.” 

“And you were okay with that?” Sophie needed to ask, despite the 
fact that the answer was already hanging around Marella’s neck. 
There'd been a brief time, early in their friendship, when Marella had 
been bothered that Sophie had left her out of all the Black Swan- 
related stuff—but then Marella saw how dangerous it all was and 
hadn’t seemed the least bit interested in joining anymore. 

Marella shrugged. “Felt sort of inevitable at this point. Plus, the 
Council could come after me any day and try to shut down my ability 
training, so I figured it might be good to have some powerful people 
on my side who have no problem breaking rules when they need to.” 

“And TIl be part of the order as soon as I speak to the Collective,” 
Maruca added, tilting her chin up defiantly. “We all know that once I 
show them what I can do, they'll let me join—even if you tell them not 
to, Sophie. But I’m hoping you won’t do that. In fact, I’m hoping you'll 
put in a good word and speed things along. I know you made a promise 
to my cousin—but Wylie will get over it. I'll make sure of it. He needs 
to understand that just because he wants to keep me safe, it doesn’t 
mean he gets to control my life. I’m not a little kid. I get to choose how 
I use my ability. And I choose to fight. So if he wants to protect me, he 
can fight beside me—or get out of my way. And if he doesn’t? I'll 


knock him into a pile of mastodon poop and put a force field around 
him so he can spend some quality time with all that stink.” 

Sophie couldn’t decide if she was intimidated or impressed. 

Probably both. 

“See why she’s our secret weapon?” Marella asked with a huge grin. 
“She can handle this. And so can we. But we have to strike now, while 
the Neverseen are weak and unprepared and won’t expect anything.” 
way to word her next argument. “I mean, not to be the downer, but... I 
think you’re forgetting that we don’t actually know where the 
Neverseen are right now.” 

Linh stood, sending Wynn and Luna scattering. “Not yet. But I can 
find them.” 

“How?” Sandor demanded, beating Sophie to the question. 

“Through Tam,” Linh told him. “If Sophie will help me reach out to 
him.” 

Sophie’s palms turned sweaty under her gloves. “You know Gethen 
will hear everything you say to Tam.” 

“But he won’t understand it,” Linh insisted. “Tam and I have a code. 
It’s nothing fancy, just two ‘I’m in trouble’ phrases—one for me and 
one for him—plus some words we assigned other meanings to, in case 
we needed to communicate something beyond danger. And I think I’ve 
come up with a way to use that code to find out where he is without 
anyone knowing.” 

Sophie ignored the less-than-reassuring “I think” in that statement 
and focused on the bigger issue. “Okay, but... Tam doesn’t know where 
he is.” 

“I'm sure he doesn’t,” Linh agreed. “But he doesn’t have to. I’m 


going to ask him to send a signal that will lead me to him.” 


“What signal?” Sandor demanded as Sophie started picturing 
disastrous ideas, like super-conspicuous puffs of smoke. 

“It’s really hard to explain,” Linh said quietly, “and I'll need 
Sophie’s help to make it work. But... I think I can find him through the 
water.” 

Sophie glanced at Marella and Maruca, surprised by how readily 
they were nodding, as if what Linh had just said made perfect sense. 
“What water?” 

“Any water.” Linh raised her hand and curled her fingers, forming a 
tennis ball-size sphere out of the moisture in the air. 

“Yeah... the thing is... it sounded like Tam was in some sort of dry 
desert cave the last time I talked to him,” Sophie hated to tell her. 

“Even if he is, there’s always water.” Linh wiggled her fingers, 
letting the sphere she'd formed unravel with a soft splash. “I realize 
this won’t make much sense to you, but... when you enhanced me in 
Atlantis, I became very aware. It felt like I was connecting with water 
on a whole other level—like I was part of it, and it was part of me, and 
my consciousness had no beginning or ending because the water was 
everywhere and in everything. And I think, if you enhance me again, I 
can use that awareness to find Tam. I just need him to let his shadow 
touch water while I’m listening—and in order to tell him to do that, I 
need you to reach out to him telepathically.” 


x, 


“Tm not saying I won't,” Sophie said—ignoring Sandor’s protests. 
“But... you know contacting him puts him in danger, right? No matter 
what you say to him or how much the Neverseen understand, they'll 
still know we reached out and punish him somehow?” 

“Why do you think I haven’t asked you before?” Linh waved her 
hand, pulling the tears from her eyes and letting them glisten like tiny 
diamonds in front of her before she flicked her fingers and they 


vanished into mist. “I wouldn’t put my brother at risk—or any of you— 


if I didn’t truly believe this would work. I can find him, and we can 
bring him home safely.” 

Sandor opened his mouth, but Sophie cut him off. “All she’s asking 
for right now is a telepathic conversation.” 

“Yes, but if this convoluted plan works, I need you to understand 
that you’re not going anywhere—none of you are,” Sandor informed 
them. “End of discussion. I will allow you to attempt to gather the 
information, in case it proves helpful to those who can safely carry out 
the kind of ambush you're describing—though I also seem to 
remember your last conversation with Tam triggering your echoes,” he 
reminded Sophie. 

“Then Flori can sing to me again,” she told him. “But I doubt I'll 
need her. I’m stronger now. Especially here, under Calla’s tree.” She 
closed her eyes, breathing in the sweet floral scent and soaking up the 
breezy melody before she turned back to Linh, studying the 
determination in her features. “You know what’s best for your brother 
way better than I do. And you know your abilities. And you've clearly 
put a lot of thought into this. So if you want to try...” 

Linh nodded, lowering herself to the grass and crossing her legs as 
Sophie sat across from her. 

“Is there anything you need me to do right now?” Maruca asked. 

“Or me?” Marella added. 

“You can keep an eye on Wynn and Luna,” Sophie told them. 
“Apparently they have super-poor taste in friends. So if they try to go 
near the gorgodon—stop them.” 

Marella shuddered. “Ugh, I forgot that creepy beast lived here. I 
mean, I know we're supposed to be all about protecting animals and 
stuff, but... that thing’s not natural. I can’t believe the Council hasn’t 


ordered it to be destroyed.” 


“And I can’t believe the Council isn’t resetting the Timeline to 
Extinction again,” Linh said absently, gathering dewdrops off the 
fallen Panakes petals and letting them hover around her like twinkling 
stars. 

“Why would they?” Sophie wondered. 

“Because the gorgodon’s the last of its kind,” Linh reminded her. 
“Once it’s gone, the species is extinct.” 

“Yeah, but it’s not a real species,” Marella argued. 

Linh let her watery stars evaporate. “Being created doesn’t make it 
any less real. Look at Sophie.” 

Sophie definitely wasn’t sure what to do with that comparison—or 
Linh’s point about the gorgodon. But that wasn’t what she needed to 
be focusing on anyway. “Am I supposed to enhance you now?” she 
asked. 

Linh shook her head. “Not until Tam’s ready to send the signal. 
Once I connect to the water, it’s all-consuming, and I need to 
concentrate on sending the message first.” 

Sophie tugged off her gloves anyway, since she still had her 
fingernail gadgets to block the ability, and she doubted Linh wanted 
all the crusty mud near her face. But she hesitated before reaching for 
Linh’s temples. “I might be able to open a mental channel between the 
three of us, so you guys can communicate directly. I’ve never tried 
doing that over such a long distance, so I don’t know if it'll work. But 
we can find out, if you want.” 

Fresh tears brimmed in Linh’s eyes. “I’ll be able to hear his voice?” 

“That’s what I’m hoping—but... no guarantees, okay?” 

Linh nodded. But she looked so heartbreakingly hopeful that Sophie 
almost wished she hadn’t mentioned it until she knew whether or not 


it was possible. 


“PII also need permission to open my mind to yours,” she said, 
closing her eyes and gathering her mental strength. 

“Of course,” Linh whispered, and Sophie pressed her fingers against 
Linh’s temples and stretched out her consciousness, imagining it 
wrapping around both her and Linh like a sheer curtain. 

Linh’s thoughts poured slowly into her mind, and the world turned 
quieter. 

Softer. 

Reality drifting gently away. 

It took Sophie a second to realize that the sensation reminded her of 
being underwater. 

Is this what your head feels like all the time? Sophie asked, trying to 
remember if shed noticed it the other times shed communicated 
telepathically with Linh. 

A little. But it’s stronger when I’m trying to concentrate. The words 
rippled like waves. I think better when I let the pull of the water fill my 
mind, if that makes sense. 

Not really, Sophie admitted. But I’m not a Hydrokinetic. And it IS easier 
to focus this way. 

With the rest of the world muffled, she could feel each of her 
thoughts individually, stretching them into threads, which she used to 
tether Linh’s mind to hers. 

We'll see if that holds, Sophie transmitted, letting her mental energy 
pool between the two of them, the warm hum growing stronger and 
stronger and stronger. If it does, you and Tam should be able to hear each 
other—assuming I can make contact. 

Thank you for doing this, Linh told her. 

You don’t have to thank me I'll do anything I can to help you and your 
brother—I hope you know that. 


I do. And I want you to know that this is my choice—what you’re doing 
right now, and what I’m asking you to do if this works. If any part of this 
backfires, I won’t blame you. 

Lets hope we won’t have to think about that, Sophie transmitted, 
squeezing her eyes tighter as the humming inside her mind turned 
crackly, like static—or maybe a better analogy would’ve been like a 
wave crashing toward the shore. She could feel her consciousness get 
swept up in the inertia, surging forward, forward, forward... 

Brace yourself! she warned. This next part will be loud. 

Linh nodded under her fingertips, and they both sucked in a breath 
as Sophie shoved the energy out of her mind in a blaring transmission. 

TAM! PLEASE DON’T IGNORE ME! 

PLEASE! 

PLEASE! 

PLEASE! 

She repeated the call again and again, each transmission like a 
mental river, carrying her plea along with the rush, churning farther, 
farther, farther. But no matter how far the words flowed, only silence 
followed. 

Do you think it would help if I call for him? Linh offered. 

He won't be able to hear you until he lets me connect with his mind. 
Unless... 

Unless what? Linh asked when Sophie didn’t finish the thought. 

I have a weird idea—and I don’t know if it'll work, but... can you think his 
name for a minute? Just his name—and give it your whole concentration, 
like it’s the only solid thing in your head. 

Linh did as Sophie asked, and Sophie gathered up the sound, 
wrapping her consciousness around it until it felt like she’d formed an 
airtight bundle, with Linh’s voice echoing softly inside. 

A thought bubble of sorts. 


Here goes nothing, she told Linh, letting her strange mental creation 
drift out of her mind, like a message in a bottle, floating through the 
space between her and Tam, drifting across the vast nothingness. 

CAN YOU HEAR WHO I’M WITH: she transmitted, shoving Linh’s 
plea farther and farther. LINH NEEDS TO TALK TO YOU. IT’S 
IMPORTANT. 

More silence surrounded them, and Linh’s disappointment was 
almost tangible as Sophie tried to edge her consciousness away from 
the headache looming ahead—a mental waterfall that would drag them 
both down into the pain if she didn’t sever their connection before she 
reached it. 

PLEASE, TAM—TAKE THE RISK. 

TAM! 

TAM! 

TAM! 

TAM! 

TA— 

A shadow darkened Sophie’s mind—the rush both icy and eerie. 

Linh gripped Sophie’s wrists. Tam? 

DO YOU HAVE ANY IDEA HOW DANGEROUS THIS IS??? Tam 
shouted. 

The words were cold black stones. 

Sinking through Sophie’s consciousness. 

Crashing into the darkness lingering below. 

But Sophie focused on Linh’s laughter, refusing to let the echoes 
stir. 

It’s nice to hear from you, too, Linh told her brother. Good to know 
you re still as stubborn and surly as ever. 

Tam’s thoughts seemed to stumble over themselves—stunned by 


the sound of his sister’s voice. 


But he recovered quickly, his consciousness tangling into another 
dark storm that battered around their shared minds as he thought, 
SERIOUSLY, LINH—WE CAN’T TALK LIKE THIS! YOU DON’T 
KNOW WHAT YOU'RE DOING. 

Actually, I do, she assured him. I know it’s a risk. But I had to talk to 
you—and I need you to listen carefully. I need you to tell me if it’s safe to 
swim in the ocean. 

THE OCEAN? Tam repeated—though Sophie could feel his 
thoughts swarming around each of Linh’s words, beyond just those 
few. And several seconds later he asked—very carefully—HOW 
WOULD I KNOW? 

Linh sat up straighter. Can’t you dip your toe in for me? 

The words hung there, and Sophie held her breath—feeling Linh do 
the same. 

And for a moment, the cold shadows turned warmer and lighter. 

But the blackness came crashing back before Tam finally answered. 
And he simply told her, NO. 

Tam, you— 

NO! Tam’s shout was louder than thunder, and it drowned out every 
syllable of Linh’s argument. STAY OUT OF THE WATER. 

I can’t, she told him. You know I can’t. 

WELL, YOU’RE GOING TO HAVE TO. 

Tam— 

NO, LINH. YOU DON’T GET IT. I LIKE IT HERE. DO YOU HEAR 
ME? I. LIKE. IT. HERE. 

A shudder rocked Linh’s shoulders, as if shed been physically 
struck. You don’t mean that. 

I DO, he assured her. I REALLY, REALLY DO. PM EVEN MAKING 
FRIENDS. SO FORGET YOUR PLANS AND YOUR CODES. I DON’T 
NEED THEM. I DON’T EVEN WANT THEM. 


But— 

NO! SOMEDAY YOU’LL UNDERSTAND, he told her. 

I really, really won’t, Linh countered, and Sophie wondered if she was 
intentionally mirroring his phrasing. 

WELL... THAT’S NOT MY PROBLEM! Tam insisted, and his words 
formed a wall, shutting out everything else Linh tried to tell him. 
Leaving his mind so bitingly, painfully cold that Sophie knew they 
couldn’t stay any longer. 

Come on, Linh, Sophie thought, letting her consciousness slowly ebb 
away. 

NO! Linh shaped her next thought into a tidal wave and slammed it 
into the darkness. What am I supposed to do without you? 

Sophie didn’t expect Tam to answer. 

But he told Linh, GO BACK TO CHORALMERE. 

Tam— 

GO BACK TO CHORALMERE AND STAY THERE, he thundered. 
AND DON’T EVER CALL FOR ME AGAIN. 

Then the shadows faded and Sophie’s mind brightened and warmth 
poured in, like rays of dawn melting away the night—snuffing out the 
stirring echoes and leaving her head still and steady and silent. 

“He’s gone,” Sophie said out loud, severing the final threads of the 
connection in case Gethen had somehow found a way to eavesdrop on 
that pocket of mental conversation. 

“I know.” Linh’s voice sounded both watery and wobbly, and when 
Sophie’s eyes came into focus, she found Marella and Maruca pulling 
Linh into a hug. 

“Are you okay?” Sophie asked, knowing it was a pointless question. 
“Pm sure Tam only said that stuff because he was trying to protect 


you. He did the same thing last time—” 


“No, he meant it.” Tears streamed down Linh’s cheeks, and she let 
them fall as she added, “I didn’t realize how hard it would be to hear 
him like that.” 

“Like what?” Marella asked. 

“So... stubborn and hopeless.” 

“Hopeless?” Sophie repeated. 

Linh stared at the sky. “I think he’s giving up.” 

Maruca hugged her tighter. “Didn’t he understand that you were 
ready to rescue him?” 

“He did. But... he didn’t want me to. He told me to ‘stay out of the 
water, which wasn’t part of our code—but it’s what he said a lot when 
I first manifested and he knew I was about to make a mess of 
everything.” 

She dried her tears with her sleeve, but more replaced them 
immediately. 

“You didn’t make a mess of everything,” Sophie tried to tell her. 

Linh just looked away. “We can’t reach out to him again. He won't 
respond—and he’ll never cooperate. He doesn’t want me to find him.” 

Sophie kept her face angled down, trying to hide her relief. 

Even with Maruca’s force fields, she couldn’t see how any rescue 
attempt would end in anything other than disaster, nor could she 
imagine any possible scenario where Sandor would let them try. 

“Why would he want you to go to Choralmere?” Sophie wondered, 
recognizing the name of the Song family’s estate. 

Tam had almost as many mommy and daddy issues as Keefe did— 
and he’d always been very opposed to the idea of giving his parents a 
single second of their time, now that he and Linh were free of them. 

Linh stumbled to her feet, swiping at her smudged eyeliner. “He 
doesn’t. That was the code.” 


“The code for when he’s in danger?” Marella asked. 


Linh shook her head. “No. The code for when I am.” 


TWENTY-TWO 


DO YOU THINK TAM WAS just trying to scare you?” Sophie asked as 
she watched Linh pace around Calla’s Panakes tree, taking slow, 
meticulous steps—as if Linh were trying to match her previous 
footprints with each revolution. “That way you'd abandon your rescue 
plan for him? Or to make sure you wouldn't risk reaching out to him 
again?” 

“Or maybe those things are why he thinks you’re in danger?” 
Maruca suggested. “And he was trying to tell you to lay off, so you'll be 
safe again.” 

Linh ignored Wynn and Luna as they trotted up beside her—even 
when they made some seriously adorable squeaky whinnies. “If any of 
that were Tam’s reasoning, he would’ve just reminded me of the 
Neverseen’s threats. Using the code means he doesn’t want the 
Neverseen to know he’s warning me. So I’m pretty sure that means 
they really are planning to come after me, either to kill me or capture 
me—or maybe to injure me the way they did to you and Fitz.” 

She said it so matter-of-factly that Sophie couldn’t decide if she 
should be impressed by Linh’s bravery or worry that her friend was in 
shock. 

Shock seemed to be the answer when Linh casually added, “I just 
hope they don’t send Tam to do it.” 

Sophie jumped in front of her, blocking her path. “Tam would never 


do any of those things.” 


“I know.” Linh tilted her head back to stare at the sky. “And that'd 
be so much worse—seeing how they punish him.” 

“It’s never going to come to that,” Sophie promised. “I won't let it.” 

“Neither will I,” Marella added. 

“Same,” Maruca agreed. 

Linh’s eyes brimmed with tears and she turned her face away. “I 
guess we'll see how it goes,” she said as she broke her pattern of 
footprints to step around Sophie. 
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“We will see!” Sophie called after her. “And right now, we need a 
plan to protect you.” 

“I don’t need protecting!” Linh reached up and pulled a pin from 
her hair, letting the long, silver-tipped strands fly free with the 
afternoon breeze. “I need to go back to Choralmere.” 

Sophie glanced at Marella and Maruca, glad to see they were equally 
as confused by that statement. 

“Why?” Maruca asked for them. 

“Yeah, that seems like the last place you should go,” Marella added. 
“Isn't that the one place the Neverseen know to look for you?” 

Linh shrugged, bending the clasp of her hairpin back and forth. “It’s 
not like I’m hiding right now—or when I go home to Tiergan.” 

“No, but you should be,” Sophie argued, “now that Tam gave us this 


warning. I’m sure the Black Swan or the Council can find somewhere 
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“I have to go to Choralmere,” Linh interrupted. “Otherwise the 
Neverseen will suspect that Tam’s words had another meaning, and 
that'll put him in even more danger.” Her voice thickened when she 
met Sophie’s eyes and added, “I should’ve listened to you. You warned 
me that reaching out to him was too dangerous.” 


“We had to try it,” Sophie told her. 


Linh wouldn't have been able to stop wondering whether they were 
missing their chance to save her brother. 

“And hey, Tam’s probably relieved that he finally got to pass along 
that warning,” Sophie added. “Who knows how long he’s been carrying 
it around, trying find a way to reach you? Now we just need to figure 
out a plan to keep you safe.” 

“TIl be fine at Choralmere,” Linh assured her. 

“Will you, though?” Marella jumped in. “I mean, even without it 
being a super-obvious place for the Neverseen to find you, it’s... not 
like you have an awesome relationship with your parents.” 

Linh stopped pacing. “I can handle my mother and father.” 

Sophie, Marella, and Maruca shared another look. 

“Okay, but—” Sophie started to say, but Linh cut her off. 

“Im going to Choralmere!” She added a foot stomp for emphasis, 
then turned her face to the wind and closed her eyes. “And I’m going 
to stay there, just like Tam wanted.” 

“So... you're moving back home?” Sophie had to clarify. 

Linh nodded. “It’s the best thing I can do for Tam. Please don’t try 
to talk me out of it.” 


x, = 


“I won't,” Sophie promised, not sure what else to say. 

Marella and Maruca seemed pretty stumped too. 

But Sandor stalked closer, towering over Linh as he told her, “If 
that’s your decision, you'll need protection.” 

“I have dwarven bodyguards,” Linh reminded him. 

“Im aware.” Sandor glanced at the ground, looking slightly 
skeptical that the dwarves were actually there. “But I think a more 
visible deterrent might be better, given the threat you’re presently 
facing. I'll need time to arrange something more permanent, but for 


the moment I’m sure Bo would be willing to accompany you, provided 


Miss Foster agrees to stay here, where she’s less likely to need his 
protection.” 

“Or I could go with Bo and Linh,” Sophie countered, “help her get 
settled in and—” 

“I appreciate the offer,” Linh interrupted. “But it'll be better if I go 
alone. I doubt my parents know that Tam has been taken—I certainly 
haven’t told them. And that conversation will go smoother without the 
complication of an audience.” 

“Linh—” 

“TIL be fine, Sophie,” Linh insisted. “I know how to handle my 
parents.” 

Sandor cleared his throat when Sophie fell silent. “That may very 
well be. But it’s all the more reason I’m going to insist that you take Bo 
with you.” 

“I'm okay with that,” Linh agreed, “as long as Sophie doesn’t need 
him.” 

“She won't,” Sandor assured her, “because she’s going to remain 
here with Flori, Nubiti, and me, right?” 

Sophie nodded, and Sandor marched off to find Bo and explain the 
new arrangement. 

“My father’s going to hate having an ogre patrolling the property,” 
Linh said quietly, “so that will be fun, at least.” 

“You're sure about—” Sophie tried to ask. 

But once again, Linh cut her off. “I’m sure.” 

“Yeah, well... I don’t like this plan,” Marella said, shrugging when 
Linh turned toward her. “Someone had to say it.” 

“I agree,” Maruca added. “Maybe I should go with you—that way I 
can shield you if anything goes down.” 

“TIl be fine,” Linh repeated for what felt like the millionth time, and 


the weariness in Linh’s voice made Sophie leave it alone. 


After all, Linh had started her day thinking she’d found a way to 
rescue her brother. And instead, she was now stuck moving back in 
with the people who'd failed her over and over, because they'd been 
ashamed that she was a twin. Plus, she’d picked up an abundance of 
new worries for herself and for Tam. 

“We're going to get him back,” Sophie promised, pulling Linh into a 
hug—which Maruca and Marella quickly turned into a group squeeze. 

Linh nodded against Sophie’s shoulder. 

But there were tears in Linh’s eyes when she ended the embrace, 
and she wouldn’t look at anyone as she fished out a small, round home 
crystal that Sophie never realized she carried. 

No one broke the painful silence, until Bo marched over to Linh and 
barked a bunch of orders about letting him take the lead and sticking 
by his side. And Sophie tried to think of something encouraging to say 
as Linh held her crystal up to the sun. 

But every promise sounded so empty. So she went with the same 
assurance that Linh had said when she first found out that Tam had 
left with the Neverseen. 

“Tam can take care of himself.” 

“I hope so,” Linh whispered as she let the light carry her and Bo 
away. 

Marella and Maruca left soon after—though not before Maruca 
made it clear that she would be talking to the Collective about joining 
the order. And Sophie didn’t try to stop her. 

If Tam’s warning had proven anything, it was that they needed all 
the protection they could get. 

Though it wasn’t nightmares about cloaked figures coming for Linh 
—or coming for any of Sophie’s friends—that had Sophie building 
another makeshift bed under Calla’s Panakes that night. 


It was Tam’s voice, replaying in her head. 


Shouting over and over, I LIKE IT HERE. PM EVEN MAKING 
FRIENDS. 
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“We need to have a serious discussion about your leadership skills, 
Miss Foster,” Bronte’s sharp voice barked the next morning, jolting 
Sophie out of the dazed, half-sleepy state she’d been lingering in since 
sunrise. “And perhaps also about your strange choices for sleeping 
location.” 

Some part of her brain had been telling her that she needed to get 
up and get ready for a big day of super-important stuff. 

The other part had decided that all of that stuff could wait a tiny bit 
longer. 

And then a tiny bit longer after that. 

And a little more after that. 

As if shed found some sort of strange mental snooze button— 
which she was happy to keep hitting as long as it let her stay 
surrounded by baby alicorns and Calla’s soothing songs instead of 
having to face reality. 

And now her entire brain was telling her that the best solution to 
her current situation was to pull her blankets over her head and wait 
for Bronte to go away. 

The only problem was... Bronte was right. 

Part of the stuff she had to do that day was the rather important task 
of going to Loamnore with Grady and the rest of Team Valiant to meet 
with King Enki and examine the dwarves’ security. And she’d planned 
to check in with Dex, Biana, Wylie, and Stina the day before, to make 
sure they were ready. 

But then there was the chaos with Wynn and Luna and the 
gorgodon—and Maruca, Marella, and Linh showed up with their risky 


plan, and there was all the drama with Tam and... 


It totally slipped her mind. 

She also still hadn’t followed up with Wylie and Stina about their 
meeting with Lady Zillah—despite her vow not to get sidetracked from 
that again. 

And she couldn’t even argue that they should’ve reached out to her 
when they didn’t hear from her, because she’d ignored a bunch of hails 
after her standoff with Mr. Forkle, and there was a good chance that 
some of those had been from her teammates. 

She was also pretty sure that she hadn't actually given Dex an 
assignment to work on. 

And Biana... 

Sophie stopped breathing when she realized who Biana had been 
trying to arrange a meeting with—and why. 

The same person who barked again. “Miss Foster, I know you’re 
awake.” 

Sophie held extra still, wondering if there was any way to trick her 
mind into playing possum for her. Lapsing into a vegetative state for a 
few hours seemed like the only viable option at that point. 

Until another voice said, “Maybe we should let her rest a little 
longer,” and Sophie’s eyes popped open—as if her brain had decided, 
You can ignore the grumpy Councillor, but not the nice one. 

And Oralie did reward her with a warm, reassuring smile. 

But then Sophie’s gaze followed the movement in her periphery, and 
before she could stop herself, she was focused on Councillor Bronte. 

And there was something extra unsettling about his stare. 

A wariness in his expression that she'd never seen before. Mixed 
with... 

Was it pity? 

Maybe even a dash of curiosity? 


All of which swirled together into a nauseating reality. 


He knows. 

Biana must’ve followed through with her plan to confront him 
about being Sophie’s biological father—and if Sophie’d had any doubt, 
the fact that Bronte broke eye contact first definitely settled it. 

But he cleared his throat, ever the steady taskmaster, and asked her, 
“Do you need us to explain why we're less than satisfied with your 
leadership skills?” 

“Satisfaction has nothing to do with it,” Oralie corrected. “We 
understand that it’s going to take some time for you to fully adjust to 
your new responsibilities, and we simply want you to know that we’re 
here to help you organize and prioritize. I think it might be wise for us 
to come up with a schedule of things for you to do every morning and 
every evening until they begin to feel like a habit. For instance...” 

Sophie tried to listen as Oralie listed off what were surely lots of 
helpful leadership suggestions. 

But her brain was too stuck on other, much more selfish questions 
like, Was Bronte, or wasn’t he? 

And, Did she even want to know? 

Mr. Forkle had already claimed Bronte wasn’t, but... that didn’t 
necessarily make it true. 

“Sophie?” Oralie asked, and Sophie blinked back to proper focus, 
realizing that hadn’t been the first time Oralie had called her name. 

“Are you okay?” Oralie asked, reaching for Sophie’s forehead like 
she was checking for a fever. “Should we hail Elwin?” 

Sophie shook her head and forced herself to sit up—which turned 
out to be a mistake. An overwhelming head rush blacked out the 
world, and she would’ve collapsed back onto her pillow if Oralie hadn’t 
grabbed her shoulders. 

“You're sure you don’t want me to call for Elwin?” Oralie checked. 


“Or at least for your parents?” 


Sophie cringed at the last word. 

And Oralie frowned, tracing her fingers down Sophie’s arms— 
which made Sophie realize two things. 

One: She was still in her jammies, which had both ruffled shorts and 
hopping jackalopes on the tank top.... 

And two: Oralie was reading her emotions. 

“You feel very... strange,” Oralie said softly, closing her eyes and 
tilting her head. “The worry, I understand—though you're not in any 
trouble, despite what Bronte may wish you to believe. But there’s such 
reluctance, and dread, and—” 

Sophie pulled her arms away before Oralie could add anything else 
to that list of feelings. 
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“Tm fine,” she promised, relieved to have her voice working. “I’m 
just...” 

She needed an end to that sentence. 

But her brain had run out of useful words. 

Bronte sighed and stalked to the edge of the Panakes, brushing 
aside the curtain of weeping willow-esque branches to gaze out at the 
pastures. “Should I assume this means you haven’t followed up with 
young Miss Vacker since she spoke with me?” 

Sophie managed a nod. 

Bronte shook his head. “Wonderful, so I’m going to have to endure 
this conversation a second time.” 

“What conversation?” Oralie asked. 

Don’t say it, Sophie mentally begged. 

She may have even transmitted the plea. 

But if she did, Bronte ignored her—and it turned into one of those 
surreal moments where everything seemed to switch to slow motion as 


he turned back around to face her. 


Her ears were ringing so loudly that she couldn’t make out any of 
the first words that crawled out of his lips—but then her brain caught 
back up to speed, and she managed to hear the most important part. 

“For the record, Miss Foster, I most certainly am not.” 

“Not what?” Oralie wondered as Sophie’s body turned numb and 
noodle-y. 

She flopped back onto her pillow as Bronte made a sound that was 
half growl, half groan. 

“If you must know,” he told Oralie, “I’m not her biological father.” 

Even from her horizontal vantage point, Sophie could see Oralie’s 
mouth drop open. 

“Why would...?” Oralie stumbled to her feet, wrapping her arms 
around her waist. “I don’t understand.” 

“Neither do I,” Bronte admitted, tearing his fingers through his 
closely cropped hair. “Apparently Miss Foster has chosen to ignore my 
vehement recommendation that she stay focused on her far more 
pressing assignments, and has instead recruited her teammates into 
assisting with her ill-conceived search for her biological parents. And 
thanks to the unfortunate coincidence that she and I both share a rare 
ability, they've fixated on me. So I got to endure a rather ridiculous 
meeting with Miss Vacker the other day, wherein she accused me of 
participating in Project Moonlark and had Miss Heks test the veracity 
of my answer.” His eyes narrowed at Sophie. “Which is why I feel the 
need to say, once more for the official record—or as official as we’re 
going to get in these circumstances: I am not your genetic father, Miss 
Foster. By any means. And if you need to verify that I’m telling the 
truth, ask Councillor Oralie.” 

Oralie stumbled away from both of them, shaking her head hard 
enough to tangle some of her ringlets. “I don’t want to be involved in 
this.” 


“Neither do I,” Bronte noted. “And yet, here I am.” 

Oralie’s rosy cheeks turned very, very pale. “If anyone found out...” 

“They won't,” Bronte assured her, “because there’s nothing to find 
out. Isn’t that right, Miss Foster? This whole convoluted theory was 
simply the wild imaginings of a few foolish teenagers. And now that 
they’ve seen it for its absurdity, they're going to let it go. Aren’t they?” 

His lips quirked with the tiniest hint of a smile when Sophie 
nodded. 

“Excellent.” 

“It is,” Sophie agreed, feeling her temper click back on now that the 
shock was finally wearing off. She held Bronte’s stare as she told him, 
“It’s a huge relief.” 

In fact, her head felt lighter than it had in days. 

Minus twenty pounds of worry. 

“Good,” Bronte told her, his familiar scowl returning. “Because this 
is the end of this conversation. Understood? I want your word that no 
mention of this will be made to anyone else, ever again. Not to me. Not 
to your friends or family. Certainly not to anyone new.” He strode 
closer, looming over her. “And I also want you to promise me that 
you'll listen this time and stop this foolish quest before you cause 
irreparable damage—and I’m not referring to any challenges you'll 
cause for the elves who actually are your genetic parents, though you'll 
likely destroy them with the scandal. Think of how many crucial tasks 
you've already neglected because you’ve allowed yourself to be so 
distracted—and before you try to deny it, keep in mind that I gathered 
an update from Miss Heks about her meeting with Lady Zillah once 
we'd moved past the ridiculous accusation. And not only did she and 
Wylie acquire several pieces of information that could prove vital in 
our visit to Loamnore today, but she also mentioned that you’d never 


bothered to follow up with them. Nor had you responded when they'd 


reached out to you. And that kind of sloppy leadership cannot 
continue, Miss Foster. Councillor Oralie and I are happy to help you 
set up some systems for checks and balances—but none of them will 
matter if you choose to be sidetracked. It’s time for you to focus, 
before someone gets hurt.” 

He was absolutely right. 

And Sophie hated him for it. 

She also hated herself for hating him for it—and for failing so hard 
at everything lately. 

All the time she’d spent stressing and obsessing about her genetic 
parents and matchmaking—and what did she have to show for it? 

Another disproved theory about her biological father, and a 
boyfriend she'd neglected so badly that he might not even be her 
boyfriend anymore. 

And yet, despite all that, she still wasn’t willing to promise what 
Bronte wanted. 

So she told him, “I promise I’m going to adjust my priorities and 
concentrate on the bigger problems.” 

“Don’t think I don’t notice what you’re doing there, Miss Foster,” 
Bronte countered. 

“Tm sure you do,” she agreed. “But wouldn’t you rather I be honest 
with you?” 

He blew out a breath. “I suppose. So long as you're also ready to 
take your position as Regent more seriously.” 

She stared at her lap, tugging at the stupid ruffles on her shorts, 
which probably made it harder for him to believe her when she said, “I 
am.” 

“Good,” Bronte told her, frowning when he glanced at Oralie, who 


still stood several steps away, her gaze fixed on the horizon. “Then go 


inside and get ready. To play the part, you first need to look the part— 
isn’t that right, Oralie?” 

Oralie didn’t respond. 

Bronte cleared his throat and turned back to Sophie. “The rest of 
your teammates should be here within the hour, so I suggest you hurry. 
We have much to discuss before their arrival. And then together, we'll 
all need to go over the protocol for meeting with King Enki, as well as 
some fundamentals for what to expect in Loamnore. In many, many 
ways the city is unlike anywhere you've been before. In fact, it can be 
downright disorienting. So the more you prepare ahead of time, the 
better.” 

Sophie nodded, knowing it probably didn’t help instill Bronte with a 
lot of confidence when she gathered up her blankets, pillows, and Ella 
and stumbled toward the house with the giant bundle, tripping over 
her feet several times. 

But she didn’t feel right leaving all of that outside. 

And it wasn’t like she needed to impress him. 

He wasn’t her father. 

Never before had those words been such a happy thing, and she 
repeated them with every step, feeling her smile grow wider and wider. 

But it faded when Bronte called after her, “Remember who you are 
now, Miss Foster. And when you return, make sure you're wearing 


your crown.” 


TWENTY-THREE 


ANYONE ELSE REALLY HATE THIS?” Stina asked, scrunching up her 
face as she took a cautious step onto the soggy ground in front of her. 
The mud suctioned around her foot, and she screamed and jumped 
back, nearly falling when her boot stayed lodged in the sludge. 
“Seriously,” Stina grumbled, using telekinesis to retrieve her goop- 
covered shoe. “It’s disgusting.” 

Sophie definitely wasn’t going to argue with Stina’s assessment of 
the situation—particularly as she waded another step into the bog and 
the squishy ground slipped away under her feet, leaving her with the 
thick, stinky mud now up past her knees. She could feel its curdled 
texture through the thin fabric of her leggings and was not looking 
forward to having the same muck directly on her skin. Her gloves 
stopped at her wrists, and the blue tunic she’d worn was unfortunately 
sleeveless, leaving lots of exposed arm—and she didn’t even want to 
think about the fact that she was going to have to dunk her face and 
head underv.... 

The desert was also glaringly bright and annoyingly windy, and the 
temperature had to be at least a million degrees—even in the small 
oasis they'd reached after several long minutes of hiking. The patch of 
green and blue had seemed so mysterious and inviting when Sophie 
had first spotted it among the endless sea of rippled dunes—the kind 
of place where she might find a magic carpet. Or a genie’s lamp. 

But of course Bronte and Grady had led them past the cool, 


shimmering lagoon without even pausing to dip a toe in. Theyd also 


ignored the much-needed shade formed by the clumps of lacy palm 
trees, instead heading straight for an icky brown quagmire on the far 
side of the oasis, bordered by scraggly grass. 

The area kind of looked like something that'd be used as a camel 
potty spot—and it very well might be. 

Sophie was trying really hard not to wonder about that as her next 
step sank her even deeper into the mud. 

But she couldn’t help glancing longingly at Sandor, who’d managed 
to find a place that was both well shaded and a little breezy to stand as 
sentinel while they went on without him. Goblins weren’t allowed to 
enter the dwarven city, so Sandor was restricted to guarding 
Loamnore’s entrance—and Woltzer and Lovise had been forbidden 
from joining them at all. 

Sandor had been complaining vigorously about the restrictions— 
right up until he saw the mire of steaming mud they all had to sink 
through. 

Then he’d become much more cooperative. 

“You're sure this is the only way to get to Loamnore?” Stina asked, 
earning several heaving sighs from Grady and Bronte. 

Oralie had decided to stay behind when they'd left Havenfield, and 
at first Sophie had found that to be a little strange. But now that she 
was experiencing the mud-drenched method of entry into the dwarven 
city, Sophie was pretty sure she understood why the pretty Councillor 
had decided to skip the visit to King Enki. 

“For the fifth and final time, Miss Heks, yes—this is our path,” 
Bronte snapped as he strode into the muck in all of his jewel-encrusted 
finery. Within three steps, he’d sunk past his waist. “Do you honestly 
think I would use it if there were any alternative?” 

“Well, there should be an alternative,” Stina muttered, stomping her 


boot to clean off as much of the gunk as she could. 


Clearly she was in denial about the muddy fun she still had ahead of 
her. 

“You'll be fine,” Sophie promised. “Alden and I had to sink through 
quicksand at the Gateway to Exile, and it really wasn’t that big of a 
deal.” 

Though, she couldn’t help a tiny shudder as her mind flashed back 
to that scratchy, suffocating fall. 

“The dwarves seem to like messy entrances,” Dex noted, moving to 
the lead of their muddy group. He was even grinning, like he was 
actually enjoying the journey through the sludge. 

“Its not about what we like,” Nubiti corrected as her furry face 
popped out of a nearby patch of sand, and Sophie was pretty sure her 
dwarven bodyguard was smirking at all of them for squealing like 
schoolchildren—but it was hard to tell with Nubiti’s squinted eyes. 
“It’s that your species is useless at tunneling, so we’ve had to get 
creative in order to give you access to our world.” 

“Or you could just dig a tunnel,” Stina argued. “Carve in some of 
those things called ‘stairs —maybe you've heard of them?” 

“A tunnel like that would greatly compromise Loamnore’s security,” 
Nubiti countered. 

“Yeah, but it wouldn’t be gross!” Stina snapped back. “And wait a 
minute—Tam and Linh lived in a house in Loamnore for a while, 
didn’t they? So how did they get back from the Lost Cities after school 
and stuff? Don’t even try telling me they were diving into pools of 
sludgy mud all the time. No way that’s what happened.” 

“That’s true,” Sophie realized, “Mr. Forkle gave them special 
magsidian pendants he’d gotten from King Enki.” 

“Perfect—where do I get one of those?” Stina demanded. 

“That’s not how it works,” Nubiti corrected. “Accessing a residence 


is different than accessing the city as a whole. Each residence has its 


own unique security—and some are far more flexible than others, like 
the place where your friends stayed. And before you ask, no, accessing 
a residence doesn’t mean you can then access the main city, just like 
visiting one of your estates does not then lead to any of your cities.” 

“Right, but our houses are scattered all over the planet,” Stina 
reminded her, “and so are our cities, so that’s a whole different thing. 
I've seen maps of Loamnore—your residences are right here.” 

“That does not mean there’s a way for an elf to pass from one to 
another,” Nubiti insisted. 

Stina rolled her eyes. “Well, there should be. Seriously, this is the 
most ridiculous arrangement I’ve ever heard of!” 

“Hey, we make everyone slide down a giant whirlpool to get to 
Atlantis,” Biana reminded her, sounding surprisingly chipper for a girl 
who usually obsessed about her hair and makeup and was currently 
thigh-deep in poop-colored muck. “Fitz still talks about how freaked 
out Sophie was the first time she had to try it. He said he was about 
three seconds away from having to push her over the edge because she 
was frozen in place.” 

The sound of Fitz’s name made Sophie’s heart both fluttery and 
heavier—but she shoved all of those feelings aside. 

She was not letting any boy worries distract her that day. 

But she could tell Biana was watching her, waiting for some sort of 
reaction. So she announced to everyone, “I would’ve taken Fitz with 
me if he'd tried.” 

The threat might've sounded more ominous if she hadn’t lost her 
balance on her next step—and she would’ve face-planted into the mud 
if Wylie hadn’t lunged to grab her shoulders. The poor guy ended up 
sunken all the way to his chest as a reward for his heroics. 


“Thanks,” Sophie mumbled, not quite meeting Wylie’s eyes. 


She hadn’t found the right moment to ask if he’d spoken to Maruca 
yet, but she had a feeling that if he had, he would’ve let her eat some 
stinky mud—and she probably would’ve deserved it. 

But she’d worry about the Wylie and Maruca problem later. If her 
lecture from Bronte and Oralie had taught her anything that morning, 
it was that she had to keep her mind focused on the most pressing 
worry in each moment. And given that they were currently making a 
rather disgusting journey to have a meeting she definitely didn’t feel 
prepared for, she needed to concentrate on figuring out what she was 
going to say to King Enki. 

“I gotta admit,” she said as the sludgy brown goop reached her 
chest, covering the silver moonlight clasp pinning her golden sunlight 
cape. “I don’t really get why you made us wear all of our fancy Regent 
accessories if you knew we'd be mud monsters by the time we got 
there.” 

“The mud completes the ensemble,” Grady teased, winking at her 
from near the center of the swampy pool, where he stood shoulder- 
deep, waiting for everyone to catch up to him. 

“Or maybe I'll lose the stupid circlet when I get sucked under,” 
Sophie muttered under her breath. 

That might make the slimy experience worth it. 

She’d made her team wear the glowing starlight crowns again, since 
it seemed like the most fitting choice for a visit to an underground 
city. But she’d felt a whole lot more like a silly little girl playing dress- 
up once she'd slipped it on. 

“Feel free to hurry it up, guys!” Dex called from where he now stood 
beside Grady, the mud up to his chin—and creeping higher. 

“Ah, but we can’t,” Bronte told him. “Because your intrepid leader is 


allowing one of your teammates to fall behind.” 


Sophie glanced over her shoulder, scowling when she found Stina 
still where they'd left her—and she really wished she’d noticed before 
Bronte had to point it out. 

“It’s just mud, Stina!” Sophie said, rolling her eyes as she turned 
around to face her. “You can shower it off later.” 

“Yeah, well maybe I don’t want to shower it off later,” Stina argued, 
backing farther away from the sludge. “I think I'll just wait here with 
Sandor.” 

“Not an option,” Sophie told her, trying to think like a leader. 

The Council had put Stina in Team Valiant for a reason. She was 
also their only Empath. And she knew lots about magsidian and 
shadowflux thanks to meeting with Lady Zillah. 

“You have two choices,” Sophie decided, placing her hands on her 
hips—even though most of her torso was under the mud, so the effect 
was somewhat muted. “You can wade in now on your own. Or I can 
have Sandor pick you up and toss you in.” 

“Everyone votes for option B, right?” Dex asked. 

The chorus of “yes” was definitely unanimous. 

“T hate all of you,” Stina informed them as Sandor stalked toward 
her with a smile that looked downright gleeful. “Fine. I'll do it on my 
own—back off!” 

She moved to the edge of the mud again. 

And then she just stood there. 

“Ten seconds,” Sophie warned. “Then it’s Sandor dunk time! Ten... 
nine... eight...” 

Biana, Dex, and Wylie joined in the countdown as Stina made a 
noise that was part growl, part moaning whale. 

“Four... three...” 


Stina muttered a string of words that would’ve made Ro proud. 


Then she shuffled into the mud, trying to move slowly and carefully. 
But two steps in, she lost her footing and... 

SPLASH! 

“For the record,” Dex said as Stina burst back to the surface looking 
like a sludge beast and screaming like a banshee, “this might be the 
greatest moment of my life.” 

“Oh yeah?” Stina asked, scraping her muddy curls off her face and 
running toward Dex with pretty impressive speed, despite the 
resistance caused by the muck. 

“Better?” Sophie asked Bronte as Dex received a thorough Stina- 
dunking and Biana scrambled over and tackled her. 

“Not quite what I’d imagined,” Bronte noted, dodging several splats 
of flying mud. “But I suppose the method was still effective.” 

“It was,” Sophie agreed. 

“I have no doubt that you can be an excellent leader, Miss Foster,” 
Bronte told her, his voice a bit quieter. “You just need to believe that 
and truly commit.” 

It wasn’t much of a compliment—but coming from Bronte, it was 
pretty huge. 

“Tm trying,” she promised, not sure if he could hear her over all the 
squealing and slopping and squishing sounds. 

Stina, Biana, and Dex had dunked each other so many times, it was 
now impossible to tell their muddy forms apart. 

“Is there a certain place where we’re supposed to let the force drag 
us under?” Sophie asked Bronte. She’d been assuming it would happen 
naturally once their heads were covered. But Dex, Biana, and Stina 
were now muddy from head to toe and were still at the surface. 

“Once you reach the exact middle of the pool,” Nubiti explained, 
popping out of the sand again, “you'll want to close your mouth and 


eyes and surrender to gravity. We will do the rest.” 


The “we” in that statement felt strangely ominous... 

“Tm assuming there’s a trick for how we breathe once we have to 
stay under?” Wylie asked Nubiti. 

“No secret,” Bronte told him. “Just hold your breath. And trust the 
trap.” 

Sophie winced at the familiar words. 

She'd been given the same instructions the day that she and Alden 
sank into Exile—and considering how horribly that trip went, she had 
to remind herself that this time would be different. 

This time they weren’t going to the planet’s most secure prison to 
meet with a murderous Pyrokinetic. 

And she wouldn’t be performing any horrible memory breaks—nor 
would there be any surprise mental breakdowns or shattering 
consciousnesses. 

Her abilities were also working properly this time. 

Well... mostly. 

“Do you not want to do this?” Grady asked, probably 
misunderstanding why her lips had dipped into a frown. “You don’t 
have to.” 

“Uh, yes she does!” the blobby brown creature who sounded like 
Stina insisted as it stalked toward Sophie—but the other two mud 
monsters dragged her back, even after Stina latched on to Wylie, 
taking him with her as the four of them became a tangle of thrashing 
limbs and flying mud in the center of the mud pool. 

“See you on the other side!” Biana’s voice shouted from among the 
chaos, and Dex added, “TEAM VALIANT FOR THE WIN!” Then 
there were sharp intakes of breath and some strange gurgling sounds 
as all four teammates sank under the muck. 

“Theyre going to make quite the entrance into Loamnore,” Grady 


said—his smile fading when Sophie barely laughed. “You sure you’re 


okay?” 

“Of course.” She waved a muddy arm at all the grossness around 
her. “How could I not be?” But the joke clearly wasn’t going to fly as 
an answer. So she admitted, “I’m just... nervous. I meant to do more 
research before we came here, but there’s been so much going on that 
this visit snuck up on me.” 

She glanced at Bronte, wondering if he’d call her out for focusing 
too much on finding her biological parents. But he was studiously 
examining his muddy fingernails. 

Grady waded closer to Sophie, draping a muddy arm around her 
shoulders. “I'll let you in on a secret, kiddo. You could’ve spent the last 
week rehearsing for this visit every single day and youd still be 
nervous—and there’s nothing wrong with that. I’m nervous, and I’ve 
been to Loamnore numerous times! These kinds of assignments are 
intimidating. So don’t be too hard on yourself, okay? You’re doing 
great.” He kissed her cheek, leaving a muddy chin print on her neck as 
he whispered, “And remember, you have lots of backup. Your friends 
may be goofballs, but they’re also talented and fearless. And you know 
I'll never let anything bad happen to you.” 

“Thanks,” Sophie told him, spinning to pull him into a real hug. 
“Guess we should probably catch up with the others, huh?” 

“Tm pretty sure if we don’t, they'll find a way to destroy something,” 
Grady agreed. 

Sophie had assumed that Bronte would go next, but he held back, so 
Grady went, telling her, “Point your toes when it’s your turn—it’ll 
make it go faster. And keep your mouth closed—trust me on that.” 

“T will,” she promised, pressing her lips together to prove it. 

Then Grady was gone—sucked down the mudhole, leaving Sophie 
alone with Bronte, and she straightened up, bracing for another 


lecture. 


“Remember what I told you about King Enki,” he said as she 
followed him to the center of the muddy pool. 

Bronte and Oralie had given Sophie a lengthy lesson that morning, 
once shed showered and changed, going over all kinds of tedious 
protocols. 

When to bow. 

Where to look—and where to not look. 

Proper responses to various phrases the king might say. 

The importance of using titles—and having good posture. 

But above all, they'd emphasized two things. 

Authority and confidence. 

She needed to display an abundance of both if she wanted the king 
to take her seriously. 

And Sophie had been feeling pretty daunted by all of that back 
when she had freshly styled hair and a ton of glittering diamonds on 
her tunic. 

She wasn’t sure how to pull it off as Lady Mud Monster. 

But... she’d find a way. 

“Are you ready?” Bronte asked. 

Sophie tried to mean it when she nodded. But she had to add, “PI 
try not to mess anything up.” 

“A worthy goal,” Bronte told her. “But I think you should aim 
higher. I meant what I said earlier. I have no doubt that you'll be an 
incredible leader if you stop second-guessing yourself and commit.” 

Sophie looked away, not sure what to do with the compliment 
besides mumble a quick “thanks.” 

He nodded and stepped into position. But before the mud dragged 
him under, he cleared his throat and added, “For the record, Miss 
Foster, now that it’s just you and me—or I suppose I should say you, 


me, and your bodyguards—lI... may not be your biological father, nor 


have I ever wanted to involve myself in that kind of experiment. But... 
if you were my daughter, I’d be very proud.” 

His head disappeared into the sludge as he finished the last word, 
leaving Sophie staring at the mucky air bubbles he’d left behind, 
wondering if she’d imagined what he’d said—and trying to figure out 
what to do with that information if she hadn’t. 

The shock stayed with her as she stumbled to the center and 
pointed her toes, her mind barely registering the slight tug on her 
ankles as the muck dragged her down, down, down, much farther than 
she’d been expecting. 

And yet, she felt nothing. 

Thought nothing. 

Just held her breath and sank through the darkness, waiting for 
solid ground to steady her again. 

And when she found it, along with fresh air and just enough soft, 
flickering light to see, she... 

Didn’t know how to describe what was happening. 

There was too much shouting, and laughing. 

But mostly too much splattering. 

So. 

Much. 

Splattering. 

Tiny particles of brown were flying everywhere—kind of like a dust 
storm, but wetter and stickier and everything was somehow falling up, 
not down. 

And the longer Sophie stood there, the lighter and softer and 
steadier she felt, until the air cleared, and her eyes focused, and... she 
didn’t know where to look, or what to think, or how, or why, or... 

Clean. 


It seemed like a good word to start with. 


Because she was. 

Her skin was smooth. Her hair was bouncy and shiny. And her 
clothes were completely spotless. 

There was absolutely zero trace of any mud, grime, or grossness. 

And Dex, Stina, Wylie, and Biana looked just as immaculate—as did 
Grady and Bronte. 

Which brought Sophie’s mind back to the how—and she must’ve 
said it out loud, because Nubiti popped out of the sandy floor, pointed 
to one of the prism-shaped black stones set into the room’s cavelike 
ceiling, and told her, “Magsidian.” 

“Magsidian,’ Sophie repeated, feeling goose bumps prickle her 
arms. 

Nubiti nodded. “These particular shards are cut to draw the earth to 
them. It’s how we clean up our visitors—and how we reinforce the 
cavern after someone’s arrival.” 

Sophie squinted harder at the curved ceiling, and sure enough, it did 
seem to have a fresh layer of packed earth coating it. “That’s...” 

She knew she probably should say “amazing”—but now that she 
knew what magsidian was made of, she found herself saying “weird.” 

And what she really wanted to say was... “kinda scary.” 

“So where are we?” she asked, studying the rest of the bubble- 
shaped room, which didn’t have much to see, honestly. The floor was 
made of packed, shimmering sand, and the ceiling was made of 
smooth, dark mud, and the walls were carved from a gray, marbled 
stone that had been polished to a perfect gleam. Every few feet there 
were arched nooks carved into the rock—lower than Sophie was used 
to, thanks to the dwarves’ shorter stature—where delicate glass jars 
flickered with tongues of pale orange fire, providing just enough light 
to reveal two hallways ahead. 


One was narrow, but bright enough to tell that it curved to the left. 


The other was a wide, black void of nothingness. 

“We call this our Visitor Center,” Nubiti explained. “Those with 
permission to enter the city go that way”—she pointed to the path that 
Sophie very much hoped they were taking—“and those here for King 
Enki go this way.” 

“I thought we were starting with a tour of the city,” Grady cut in 
when Nubiti turned to lead them toward the darker path. 

“King Enki told me this morning that I must bring you to see him 
first,” Nubiti explained—and Sophie definitely didn’t miss the look 
that passed between Bronte and Grady. 

Dex must’ve caught it too, because he asked, “Is that a bad thing?” 

“No,” Bronte said in a tone that wasn’t convincing. “But it’s rare for 
the king to change plans.” 

“It is,” Nubiti agreed, not bothering to expand on that statement as 
she gestured for them to follow her into the shadows. 

Grady sighed and reached for Sophie’s hand—which didn’t feel that 
strange until Bronte grabbed her other hand. 

“It’s best to keep contact,” Bronte explained. “The King’s Path is... 
unsettling.” 

“More unsettling than sinking through a gross bog?” Stina asked, 
reaching for Biana, who was already clinging to Dex. 


Wylie completed their chain as Grady told them, “Unfortunately, 
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yes. 
Dex sighed. “Why?” 


A curl of white in the shadows caught Sophie’s eye, and it took her a 
second to realize it was Nubiti’s smile as the tiny dwarf told them, “We 
had to make sure the path to our king is a journey no intruder wants to 
make.” 

“What about guests?” Sophie asked. 


Nubiti’s smile faded. “To King Enki you are one and the same.” 


TWENTY-FOUR 


OKAY, SO BACK TO THAT lovely ‘unsettling’ description you gave us,” 
Biana said to Bronte as their group stared at the dark path ahead, none 
of them seeming eager to make the first step. “What exactly does that 
mean we're in for? Steep drops? Eerie noises? Creepy-crawly things?” 

“Really hope it’s not that last one,” Wylie mumbled. 

Sophie definitely agreed. 

“If it helps,” Nubiti called from somewhere in the shadows—and 
the whole disembodied-voice thing did not make her next words very 
reassuring— “everything you’re about to experience will live entirely in 
your minds. None of it will be real.” 

“None of what?” Dex asked. 

“It’s different for everyone,” Grady told him, tightening his grip on 
Sophie’s hand. “I don’t fully understand the phenomenon, but 
something about the sensory deprivation makes us see things, and 
hear things, and sometimes even feel things that aren’t actually there.” 

“And I’m assuming it won't be, like, pretty flowers and flying 
alicorns and rainbow glitter showers?” Biana asked. 

“It is for some,” Bronte admitted. “And those kinds of 
hallucinations pose their own challenges. But the majority of us will 
find that the total absence of any light leaves us facing our worst 
nightmares.” 

“Wonderful,” Dex muttered. 

“Wait—total absence of light?” Wylie clarified. 


Sophie frowned when Bronte nodded. 


“I thought there was always some light,” she argued, “and that we 
just had to find a way to make our mind concentrate on it in order to 
see it.” 

That was what she’d been taught during her skill lessons, when she 
was trying to improve her darkness vision. 

“Not on the King’s Path,” Grady corrected. “Once we move far 
enough away from this room, there won't be any light until we reach 
the Grand Hall.” 

“How is that possible?” Wylie wondered. 

Sophie could’ve guessed Nubiti’s answer. 

“Magsidian. The stones set along the King’s Path have been cut to 
absorb every particle of light that comes near them, which makes 
those in my species lose their bearings unless they've been given 
something specific to guide them. But you elves have a much stronger 
reaction. The effect won’t set in immediately, and when it does, I'll be 
here to keep you moving. But you must all count on becoming very 
disoriented. And those of you who’ve journeyed down the King’s Path 
before should know that our security has changed in recent months. 
The magsidian has been altered, and that, in turn, has altered the 
Path’s effect. There’s no consensus on whether the experience is better 
or worse, but all agree that it’s wholly different, and many have 
struggled because they thought they knew what to expect. So try to go 
in with the mind-set that what you’re about to endure will be unlike 
anything you've survived before.” 

Sophie wasn’t a fan of the word “endure” in all of that. 

Or “survived.” 

But she tried to be a good leader and focus on what was most 
important. 

“Does that mean the King’s Path is where the dwarves who joined 


the Neverseen sabotaged the magsidian before they left?” she asked. 


“Its one of several locations,” Nubiti agreed, sounding far more 
casual than Sophie would’ve expected, considering the fact that they 
were discussing a security breach on the path to her king. 

“Where were the other places?” Stina wanted to know. 

“TIl show you during the tour,” Nubiti promised. “Right now, I need 
you to start moving. You'll still have a few minutes before the 
disorientation hits if you need to ask any final questions. But keeping 
King Enki waiting would be a very unwise way to begin this visit.” 

“It would,” Bronte agreed. “Particularly given the change of plans.” 

Sophie had a feeling the quick squeeze he gave her hand had 
nothing to do with reassurance and everything to do with the fact that 
she was supposed to take the lead. 

So she allowed herself one long breath to gather her courage. 

Then she dragged everyone onto the dark, unsettling path. 

They'd only taken three steps before Sophie’s lumenite circlet 
winked out—along with Dex’s, Wylie’s, Stina’s, and Biana’s—and 
Sophie hadn’t realized how much the white light had been helping 
until it was gone. 

“Within the next minute, you will no longer be able to see,” Nubiti 
warned, sounding suddenly closer, “and when that happens, I need you 
to know three things. First: The Path is flat and true, so there’s no 
need to seek out walls for balance. You can trust your feet not to fail 
you—even those of you who sometimes consider yourselves to be 
clumsy. Second: My voice is your guide, and you will be able to follow 
the sound regardless of how deeply you lose yourself. And third: The 
longer you linger, the worse the effect gets. So if you can hold on to 
one truth, it’s that you must keep going, no matter what.” 

“This is sounding better and better,” Stina grumbled. 

“If you don’t like it,” Nubiti told her, “I suggest you move faster.” 

Sophie picked up the pace for all of them. 


“How much longer do we have before the hallucinations start?” Dex 
asked. 

“It varies from person to person,” Bronte told him. “I’ve seen some 
lose themselves almost instantly, and others make it through a 
significant portion of the journey.” 

“The average is about ten minutes from the moment you hit the 
darkness,” Grady added, “which for us should be right... about... now.” 

Sophie didn’t need the verbal cue—she knew the second the light 
abandoned them. 

The shadows shifted, turning blacker—thicker. 

Erasing everything. 

Up. Down. Left. Right. These no longer held any meaning. 

She couldn’t even feel the breath in her chest or the ground beneath 
her feet. 

Ten minutes until the madness, she thought, determined to last longer. 
She counted off the seconds, hoping the focused task would keep her 
head clear. 

How many seconds were in fifteen minutes? 

Or twenty? 

Working the math made her lose count, and she started over, 
making it to eighty-one before the darkness changed again, slamming 
against her with an eerie sort of chill that sank past clothes and skin 
and bone. 

Into the heart of every cell. 

Freezing solid. 

But her body didn’t shiver. 

It sweated. 

And the trickle down her back felt like icy fingers—tugging at her 
hair, her skin, her clothes— 


No! Stop! Focus! 


No one was touching her. 

No one else was even there with her, except Nubiti and Bronte and 
Dex and... 

There were more. 

Why couldn’t she remember them? 

And what if there was someone else—someone she didn’t know? 

Nubiti had never said they'd be alone as they journeyed down this 
path. 

And dwarves could pop out of the ground anytime, anywhere, their 
clawed hands thrashing through the sand, teeth glinting— 

“What was that?” 

Sophie didn’t recognize the voice who asked. 

She also couldn’t see what they meant. 

It was too dark. Too cold. Too empty. Too— 

“Wait, what was that?” 

This time the voice was hers—though it sounded shriller. 

Shakier. 

Broken up by heavy breaths. 

But that was because she’d caught something this time. 

A flicker of movement. 

A darker shade of black. 

Someone was there. 

What was that? What was that? What was that? 

So many flashes all around her, burning her eyes, making them tear 
up. But she must’ve made it past the darkness, because she could see 
again. 

The hallway stretched endlessly in front of her. 

And it was empty. 

No one. 


No one. 


No one. 

Her hands felt strange now. 

Hadn’t she been holding on to something? 

And wasn’t she supposed to be with...? 

She couldn’t remember their names. 

Sophie. 

No—that wasn’t it. 

She needed several beats to realize that was her name. And she tried 
to tell the voice it wasn’t being helpful, but it just kept repeating her 
name over and over—the sound echoing down the dark, empty hallway 
in front of her. 

Urging her on. 

Slowly she followed. 

Counting her steps. Her breaths. The stones beneath her feet. 

Anything. 

Everything. 

Millions of things. 

Billions. 

How long had she been there if she’d counted that high? 

How many lifetimes had passed? 

No—that couldn’t be right. 

She shook her head, trying to clear it and... 

Her ears felt strange. 

Longer. 

Sharper. 

Ancient. 

“No!” she screamed, reaching for her face, but she couldn’t feel it, 
couldn’t find it. 

“Yes, Sophie,” a voice said behind her. “We’ve come that far. And 


this was always where we were heading.” 


She spun around and... 

There. 

There in the center of the hall. 

A tall figure in a hooded black cloak with white eyes glowing across 
the sleeves. 

The sight of it made Sophie want to kick and punch and vomit all 
over the floor—but she couldn’t feel her body enough to do any of 
those things. 

“Isn't it time to stop fighting?” the figure asked, raising its arms— 
but not to strike. 

To embrace. 

“This was always the endgame,” it told her, no longer in a single 
voice. 

A voice with four layers. 

Gethen. 

Vespera. 

Lady Gisela. 

The fourth she couldn’t—wouldn’t—let herself recognize. 

But that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. 

And it was the only tone she could hear when the figure told her, 
“This is our legacy.” 

“NEVER!” 

She screamed the word so loud that her throat tore, pain arcing 
through her as she turned to run and run and run—but there were 
cloaked figures everywhere. 

Hundreds of them. 

Thousands. 

A lifetime of enemies. 

Closing in. 


Welcoming her home. 


“Sophie. Sophie. Sophie.” 

NEVER! NEVER! NEVER! 

“Never is a very long time—but not long enough,” all the figures 
told her, and it was in that same voice again. 

The one she hated but didn’t hate. 

“Go away go away go away,” she begged, curling in on herself as the 
figures closed in—black fabric all around, flowing and fluttering and 
flapping. 

“This is my legacy,” they told her. “Our legacy. Your legacy.” 

No. No. No. No. No. No. No. 

Panic and fury flooded her mind—thicker and blacker than the 
darkness. 

Like poison. 

Like a weapon. 

“I can stop you,” Sophie told them. 

“We'd like to see you try!” they challenged. 

And she would show them. 

She’d show everyone. 

“Sophie!” 

The voice was new and not new. 

Familiar but strange. 

And much, much too far away. 

But it called for her anyway, repeating her name over and over and 
over. 

Growing more desperate. 

“Don’t listen!” her enemies shouted. “Listen to us! We’re your 
endgame! And you will never be able to stop us!” 

“YOU’RE WRONG!” Sophie screamed. “I’M THE MOONLARK!” 
She dived into her consciousness, letting the poisonous darkness 


boil and bubble and burn around her. 


But it wouldn’t be enough. 

She needed to be so much stronger. 

So she reached deeper. 

Sank farther. 

Past the walls around her heart. 

To the reserves within. 

Emotions so pure, so potent that there was no longer good or bad. 

Only unending power. 

Sophie. Sophie. Sophie. 

No—she wasn’t Sophie anymore. 

She was hate. 

And love. 

And victory. 

And defeat. 

And she was finishing this—once and for all. 

Red rimmed the edges of her consciousness, and the darkness rose 
higher and higher, pressing against her mind, clawing out like a 
monster and— 

“SOPHIE, STOP IT!” 

The voice felt like a slap. 

Or maybe she really had been slapped. 

Her cheek stung and her breath was heaving and... 

“Wait—where am I?” Sophie asked, feeling like she’d been dropped 
into a strange new body, and only parts of it were working. 

She couldn’t see. 

And her ears were ringing. 

And her legs were so, so shaky. 

And her head... 


Her head was much too heavy. 


She let it fall forward, and then every part of her followed—falling, 
falling, falling—until something squeezed her arms and dragged her 
back upright. 

“We’re still on the King’s Path,” the voice told her, “so I need you to 
get it together.” 

The sharpness of the tone gave Sophie the piece her brain had been 
missing. 

Stina. 

She was talking to Stina. 

And this... 

This was reality. 

Everything else... 

“What’s happening?” Sophie asked, shoving the lingering wisps of 
her nightmare to the back of her mind and trying to spot something— 
anything—to give her brain some focus. 

But there was only the thick, endless black, and the more she stared 
into it, the more it stared back. 

Looming over her. 

Ready to devour. 

“None of that!” Stina snapped as something squeezed Sophie’s arms 
again. 

Hands, she realized. 

Hands that were shaking her. 

“Stop it!” she whined. 

“Then stay awake!” Stina ordered. “I don’t think I can stop you from 
inflicting again.” 

“Inflicting?” The word was a kick to the heart. “Did I—” 

“Almost,” Stina corrected. “The pain knocked me out of the weird 
dream I'd been having. Something about unicorns and kelpies... and... I 


don’t really know. They were chasing me, and... it doesn’t matter.” 


There was a rustling sound like Stina was shaking her head. “Then I 
realized what was happening, and somehow I got my legs moving, 
following the feeling until I found you and tried to snap you out of it. I 
pulled your gloves off, but you still had those gadget things on, and I 
didn’t know how to work them. So I tried smacking you—” 

“I knew it,” Sophie murmured, reaching up to feel her cheek— 
marveling that her arm and hand were willing to do that. It still felt 
like she was inhabiting someone else’s body—a puppet with ten 
million strings, and she didn’t know how to use any of them. “But... 
you stopped me in time?” 

“I think so. I can’t see anything, but I don’t feel anyone in pain or 
anything.” 

Sophie sank with a sigh, and Stina had to steady her again. 

“Seriously, Sophie, I’m having a hard enough time—” 

“You two shouldn’t be conscious,” another voice interrupted from 
somewhere beside them, and Sophie wondered if her heart was going 
to be permanently stuck in her throat from the shock of it. 

But the jolt brought a new level of clarity to her brain. 

“Nubiti?” she whispered. 

“Who else?” the voice—Nubiti—asked. 

And she was close enough now that Sophie could feel Nubiti’s 
breath on her cheeks as if her dwarven bodyguard was leaning in, 
studying her through the nothingness. 

“You should’ve heard me guiding you,” she told Sophie quietly. “But 
you didn’t. No matter what I tried.” 

Stina snorted. “Big surprise, something about Sophie doesn’t go the 
way it’s supposed to.” 

“T guess I should’ve expected her reaction might be atypical,” Nubiti 


conceded. “But that doesn’t explain why you’re functioning so clearly.” 


Nubiti’s voice shifted, like she was moving to examine Stina. “How are 
you awake?” 

“No idea,” Stina admitted. “I’m guessing it’s an Empath thing. I felt 
Sophie’s emotions spiking out everywhere, and they dragged me back 
—and be glad they did, because you'd be writhing in pain on the floor 
right now if I hadn’t. We all would. I’m sure your king would love that. 
And, wait a minute, why is it so much easier to think all of a sudden? I 
had to fight so hard at first.” 

“So did I,” Sophie added, and the thought felt like stretching her 
mind, waking up muscles she hadn’t been using. 

“Tm wearing a piece of magsidian that keeps my head clear so I can 
guide you down the Path,” Nubiti explained. “You must be benefitting 
from the proximity to it.” 

“So wait... is everyone else still hallucinating right now?” Sophie 
asked, whipping around when Nubiti told her, “Yes.” 

She had to find them—help them. 

But it was too dark. 

And her body was so tired. 

And she didn’t know how to pull all the strings and make 
everything work yet. 

“They’re fine,” Nubiti assured her. “It’s all in their minds.” 

“That doesn’t make it any less traumatic,” Sophie snapped back, 
squeezing her eyes, trying to block any flashbacks of her creepy 
visions. 

She'd have to face them someday—analyze what the hallucinations 
said about her deepest fears. 

But she’d had more than enough of them for the moment. 

“This is a horrible thing to do to people!” she told Nubiti. “How can 
you just stand by, letting them suffer?” 


“Because this is how we protect our king! My people are small. And 
few. Who would ever fear us if we didn’t give them a reason to?” 

“Im pretty sure all you'd have to do is show them that trick you 
guys do with the stomping-and-opening-up-huge-cracks-in-the- 
ground thing,” Sophie reminded her. 

“That is no trick,” Nubiti huffed, “and it takes far more energy than 
you think. This is better. And safer. No enemy poses any real danger if 
they cannot even find King Enki, and if they’re too frightened and 
weary to resist capture. Besides—the only weapon we're using is 
darkness. How is that cruel?” 

Sophie wished she had a good answer, because Nubiti’s points were 
valid. 

But the Path was still so incredibly awful. 

Nubiti let out a sigh. “Every moment we stand here arguing is 
another moment the rest of your group must endure their delusions. So 
why don’t you take my hands and let me lead us out of the maze?” 

“So the King’s Path is also a maze?” Stina asked. 

“Of course. Between the darkness and the endless twisting 
corridors, no one can get through unless we want them to. No one,” she 
emphasized. “That’s the point. To keep our Grand Hall as a safe haven. 
I know you doubt our security—” 

“Don’t you?” Sophie interrupted. “Isn’t that why you told us about 
the magsidian?” 

“I worry about certain places,” Nubiti admitted. “But not about the 
King’s Path. That’s why I planned your visit to start with the tour of 
the city, so you would feel the difference. The Path is our masterpiece. 
Even you, with all your moonlark gifts, couldn’t begin to brave it.” 

“Stina kinda did,” Sophie noted. 

“Not really,” Stina admitted. “I mean, I did way better than you. You 


were a disaster. But... if your inflicting hadn’t snapped me out of it, rd 


still be thinking I was being chased by kelpies and unicorns. There 
might’ve been a talking murcat, too, and maybe a flock of boobries? I 
don’t know—it was super weird and really overwhelming.” 

“Exactly,” Nubiti said. “And we need to keep moving. I’m sure King 
Enki is growing frustrated with our tardiness—and you must not tell 
him about your strange reactions to the darkness. He will consider it 
an insult.” 

“How is it an insult?” Stina wondered. 

“Because he says it is,” Nubiti said, as if that was all that mattered. 

And Sophie was ready to argue, but... maybe that’s how it worked 
for kings. 

They weren’t just above the law. 

They made the law. 

“Time to hurry,” Nubiti said, hooking an arm around Sophie’s and 
dragging her forward as Stina flailed to keep her grip on Sophie’s other 
arm. 

“What about the rest of our group?” Sophie asked, wishing she 
could spot some trace of them in the darkness. 

But no. 

Nubiti’s pendant might’ve cleared her head, but it didn’t lighten the 
endless, overwhelming black. 

“They will follow my voice,” Nubiti assured her, calling out, “THIS 
WAY!” and Sophie thought she might've heard the sound of feet 
shuffling after them. 

The steps were listless. 

Loping. 

Like zombies hunting flesh. 

She shook her head to fight the fresh wave of panic. “This is a bad 


place to have a vivid imagination.” 


“Yes” was all Nubiti told her, then shouted, “KEEP UP!” and 
increased their pace even more. 

Sophie counted their steps, glad her mind could stay focused on the 
numbers. 

One hundred. 

Two hundred. 

Three. 

Four. 

Five. 

On the five hundred and twenty-third step, there was light. 

Blissful, glorious light. 

Only a glimmer—and yet it burned and burned and burned. 

Searing across Sophie’s corneas. 

Scorching into her brain. 

And she didn’t care one bit, because her thoughts were clear and her 
body was hers and she could see the rest of her group around her, 
stretching and blinking out of their dazes. 

She wanted to run around hugging all of them—but that probably 
would’ve been a bad idea. Because as she settled back into reality, she 
took a longer look at her surroundings and realized they'd stopped in 
front of a very large, very fancy, very intimidating door made from 
thousands of pieces of every possible kind of metal intricately welded 
together. 

The kind of door that surely led to the Grand Hall of a dwarven 
king. 

Still, she couldn’t listen to Nubiti’s final instructions, needing to use 
those brief moments to make eye contact with everyone to ensure that 
they were okay. 

They definitely looked weary, and haunted. But they gave her small 


smiles—and she gave them the same so they'd know not to worry 


about her, either. 

And then there was an earth-shaking clang and a cringeworthy 
scraping, and Nubiti was guiding them into another dim, round room 
—enormous this time. And far more elegant. 

The packed white sand making up the floor shimmered like a 
moonlit shoreline, and the earthy ceiling was flecked with silvery 
minerals like stars. A chandelier formed from interlocking rings of 
dangling, flame-filled glass jars cast a flickering orangey glow over 
everything. And the marbled walls had gorgeous swirled carvings 
inlaid with gold and silver and copper and lumenite and other metals 
that shone green and black and purple. Gemstones were set into the 
marble around the swirls: emeralds and rubies and topazes and 
sapphires and onyxes—though Sophie had a feeling some of the black 
stones were magsidian. 

And in the center of it all, seated on a glittering black throne, was a 
small bald creature wearing white furry pants and a crown carved from 
a single piece of curved opalescent shell. 

King Enki. 

He snorted at their arrival. And his gritty voice sounded particularly 


gruff when he told them, “I don’t like to be kept waiting.” 


TWENTY-FIVE 


I'VE NEVER SEEN A DWARF without fur,” Stina whispered—though the 
words still felt way too loud in the echoey room. “It’s... odd.” 

It totally was. 

But that didn’t stop Sophie from elbowing Stina in the ribs—and 
wishing she could do the same to Dex for letting one muffled snicker 
slip. 

Clearly she should’ve warned the rest of her teammates about King 
Enki’s unusual appearance ahead of time, so they would’ve been 
prepared for the surprise. 

She’d have to add that to the list of ways she wasn’t exactly killing it 
as team leader. 

King Enki might look a lot like a plucked chicken with mottled 
peach, brown, and black skin. But to the dwarves, the fur-waxing was a 
statement of their king’s power and strength. 

Sophie wasn’t sure why a fur-free king communicated either of 
those things—but it didn’t matter. 

She and her friends didn’t have to understand it. 

They just needed to show their respect—especially since they'd 
already arrived late, and had forgotten to bow when they entered, 
which Sophie only realized after someone cleared their throat beside 
her. 

Then she turned and saw that Grady had dropped to one knee and 
Bronte stood stooped at the waist—each position reflecting their titles 


of Emissary and Councillor. 


As Regents, Sophie and her friends were supposed to drop to both 
knees—which they immediately scrambled to do. 

Dex, Stina, Wylie, and Biana were also supposed to lower their 
heads. 

But Sophie had to keep her head held high to show her authority. 
Which made it a lot harder to not flinch when the king’s gaze focused 
on her. 

“My guards tell me you experienced some challenges on the Path 
here, Miss Foster,” he called out, making Sophie wince. And even 
though there was quite a bit of distance between them, Sophie could 
hear his claws tapping the armrests on his throne. 

Tickety tap. Tickety tap. Tickety tap. 

She wished she could turn to Nubiti for guidance, since she hadn’t 
forgotten her bodyguard’s warning about how King Enki would 
consider her struggles along the Path to be insulting. But she forced 
herself to remember what Bronte and Oralie had taught her. 

“It’s Lady Foster,” she corrected, trying to channel Keefe’s smooth 
confidence as she held the king’s stare. “Leader of Team Valiant. And 
yes, your security definitely did pose a challenge. Clearly it’s been 
brilliantly designed.” 

Authority and deference. 

That’s what Bronte and Oralie had emphasized. 

She needed to speak with conviction. 

Demand recognition. 

But also defer to the king’s authority—and give praise any chance 
she found. 

From the corner of her eye, she could see both Bronte and Nubiti 
nod their approval. 


But her relief was short-lived. 


“If you find our security so impressive,” King Enki said with a lot 
more tickety-tapping, “I wonder why you've demanded this meeting to 
inspect it.” 

“You know very well why we’re here,” Bronte cut in, straightening 
from his bow. 

“Do I?” 

Tickety tap. Tickety tap. Tickety tap. 

“Yes,” Bronte insisted. 

King Enki inclined his head, making the light glint off of the 
smooth opalescent circle of his crown—which probably would’ve been 
an impressive accessory if Sophie weren’t so familiar with the creepy 
giant sand crab creature the shell came from. She could remember too 
many spindly, flailing legs to ever find it pretty. 

“I thought I understood the purpose of this meeting,” King Enki 
said, and Sophie blinked back to attention, “right up until yesterday, 
when I found myself playing host to someone from the Black Swan.” 

“The Black Swan?” Grady repeated, as Sophie blurted out, 
“Yesterday?” and Biana and Dex both asked Bronte, “Did you know 
about that?” 

“We... were unaware of that meeting,” Bronte told King Enki after a 
beat of silence. 

“Clearly.” Tickety tap. Tickety tap. Tickety tap. “Which seems 
particularly strange to me, since I was told that many of you kneeling 
in front of me are members of the order.” 

“We are,” Sophie agreed, hoping it was okay to shift back to 
standing. Her knees were starting to feel bruised—the sandy floor was 
much more solid than it looked. 

She didn’t know how the rest of her teammates were managing to 


stay so still. 


“Well, then surely you can understand why I find it both obnoxious 
and suspicious that these meetings weren't combined,” King Enki 
informed her. 

Tickety tap. Tickety tap. Tickety tap. 

“Either you’re wasting my time,” he added, “or the Council’s been 
overstating their supposedly improved relationship with the Black 
Swan.” 

“If we were, do you think Miss Foster would be with us?” Bronte 
countered. “And as a Regent, no less? Leader of a vital new 
arrangement in our nobility?” 

“Thats what I’m trying to determine.” King Enki reached out his 
palm and curled his fingers—a gesture that Sophie had been told 
meant that she was supposed to approach the throne. 

She didn’t dare glance at any of her friends, knowing the worry in 
their eyes would shred her already frazzled confidence. And the 
twenty-seven steps she took to cross the room felt like twenty-seven 
miles. She had to lock her arms at her sides to be sure she didn’t fidget 
as King Enki leaned closer, sniffing the air between them. 

“So much fear,” he murmured. 

“Can you blame me?” she asked, hoping the question would earn 
her points, both as honesty and a subtle compliment. 

“No, I suppose I can’t.” 

Tickety tap. Tickety tap. Tickety tap. 

“So... the moonlark now has a crown,” he said, leaning back against 
his throne again. “And she’s distanced herself from her creators.” 

“I haven’t—” Sophie stopped herself, realizing that arguing with 
King Enki would only make things worse. 

Instead, she straightened up, smoothing her golden cape and 
straightening the jeweled hem of her tunic before she told him, “PH 


always be their moonlark.” 


“And what exactly does that mean?” he asked. 

“Honestly? I have no idea,” Sophie admitted, holding her breath 
through the silence that followed the confession. 

And she cringed at the sharp sound King Enki finally made—until 
she realized it was a single barked laugh. 

“I think I could enjoy your company, Lady Foster,” he told her, 
looking even more surprised by the sentiment than she was. “If only 
you weren't here to criticize my city.” 

Sweat streamed down Sophie’s back, and she sucked in a steadying 
breath. “I—” 

“No need to deny it,” King Enki interrupted. “And it may be unfair 
to hold it against you. It’s not your fault your Council has chosen to 
use you this way—sending you to face me, hoping I'll be less inclined 
to offense if the criticisms come from a pretty young child.” His gaze 
shifted to someone over Sophie’s shoulder as he called out, “At least 
the Black Swan had the courage to face me leader-to-leader when they 
gave their unnecessary warnings!” 

“Sophie is a leader,” Bronte called back. 

“Yes, and what an impressive team you've made her a leader of,” 
King Enki scoffed. “Three children, and one who could hardly be 
called an adult. All still too afraid—or ignorant—to realize they could 
be standing.” 

“We’re not afraid!” Biana shouted back, and Sophie tried not to 
flinch—or panic that the outburst would land Biana in a dwarven 
prison. “And we're not ignorant, either,” Biana added. “We're just... 
really bad at bowing, apparently.” 

King Enki’s lips twitched with what was either a smile or a sneer. 

“Such boldness,” he said, turning back to Sophie. 

Tickety tap. Tickety tap. Tickety tap. 


“We may be young,” Sophie said quietly—but not timidly. “But 
we've lived through more than you would expect. And we’re not here 
to criticize. We’re trying to help. The Neverseen—” 

“Yes, one of your creators already gave me the whole story 
yesterday,” King Enki interrupted. “I’ve heard alH about 
how my people will be the next targets of these villains that you keep 
failing to defeat. Just as I’ve heard allIIIIIIIIIIIIIIM of your worries about 
Shades and shadowflux and magsidian.” 

His gaze shifted to Nubiti on the last word, and Sophie wondered if 
that meant he’d realized that Nubiti had found a loophole to defy him. 

Tickety tap. Tickety tap. Tickety tap. 

Sophie’s eyes followed the sound, and she realized his entire throne 
was a single carved block of magsidian. 

“Impressive, isn’t it?” King Enki asked, trailing his fingers across 
the stone. “This is the largest piece we’ve ever found. The ultimate seat 
of power.” 

“It’s beautiful,” Sophie murmured. 

And it was. 

The style of the throne was rougher than other ornate chairs usually 
used by kings and leaders—but there was something so elegant about 
its raw simplicity. It looked as if the dwarves had tried to cut the 
minimum number of facets into the magsidian—as if they wanted 
people to know that it was all their king needed. 

Which made Sophie wonder what those cuts and carvings caused 
the throne to draw. 

Justice? 

Truth? 

She didn’t ask. 

Instead, she shared what Stina and Wylie had taught her right 
before they'd left for Loamnore, when she'd finally had them give her 


an update on their conversation with Lady Zillah. 

“Did you know that some believe shadowflux was the first element, 
existing long before anything else?” she asked. 

“I suppose that theory makes sense. Darkness is the natural state of 
things. We have to work to add light.” 

Tickety tap. Tickety tap. Tickety tap. 

“You don’t like hearing that, do you?” he asked. “Given your 
species’ obsession with anything that glows.” 

Sophie shrugged, hoping the gesture wasn’t too casual. “Personally, 
I’ve always been a fan of both. I think light and darkness each have 
their place, and the trick is to keep the right balance.” 

He tilted his head. 

Tickety tap. Tickety tap. Tickety tap. 

“Was there a point to that piece of trivia you just shared?” he asked. 

“Tm getting there,” Sophie promised, daring a glance behind her. 

The lighting was too dim for her to read Stina’s and Wylie’s 
expressions. But they weren’t waving their arms trying to get her to 
stop, either. 

So she told King Enki, “Some people also believe that since 
shadowflux was first, its influence can be felt in everything. Which 
would make it the most powerful of all the elements—and a power that 
strong can never truly be contained, even when we think it has been.” 

She gestured toward his magsidian throne. 

“What are you implying?” King Enki asked. 

“I don’t know,” Sophie admitted. “Everything about shadowflux 
feels so abstract to me. All I know for certain is that it’s brutal. And 
unlike anything I’ve experienced. And it changes everything it 
touches.” 


Tickety tap. Tickety tap. Tickety tap. 


“The Black Swan essentially told me the same thing yesterday. But 
I'm still failing to see what the information has to do with my people. I 
do not fear a few rebel elves—or a few traitors from my own kind. Our 
security is stronger than it’s ever been.” 

“I hope you’re right,” Sophie told him. “But isn’t it safer to double- 
check?” 

“The Black Swan did check. I allowed them to search for an entire 
hour.” 

“Okay... then triple-checking won’t hurt either, will it?” Sophie 
pressed. “I wish Mr. Forkle—” 

“It wasn’t him,” King Enki interrupted again, leaning closer to sniff 
the air between them. “You really didn’t know about yesterday’s 
meeting, did you?” 

Sophie shook her head. “Who did you meet with?” 

Tickety tap. Tickety tap. Tickety tap. 

She thought he wasn’t going to answer. But eventually he said, “The 
rocky one.” 

“Granite?” she clarified. 

King Enki nodded. “He’s often our point of contact. But go on. You 
were saying something you wished about the Black Swan.” 

She had been, but she’d lost her train of thought, trying to figure out 
why Tiergan wouldve gone to Loamnore without telling her—or 
Wylie. 

“Right,” she said, trying to focus. “I was just going to say that... I 
wish the Black Swan had let us know that they'd be meeting with you. 
They're good at keeping secrets—which you probably know after so 
many years of working with them.” 

King Enki had often sided with the Black Swan over the Council. 

“And I’m sorry if you feel like we’re wasting your time, or doubting 


your power or your security,’ Sophie added. “I hope Loamnore isn’t a 


target—and if it is, I hope the Neverseen end up writhing and sobbing 
in the King’s Path from their hallucinations. Feel free to leave them in 
there if that happens.” 

That earned her a twitchy partial smile from the king. 

“But Ive watched the Neverseen win over and over and over,” she 
added quietly. “And they generally strike the places we feel the safest. 
You were there when Lumenaria fell—and you've helped us rebuild 
our other fallen cities. Would you have ever imagined that kind of 
destruction would happen?” 

Tickety tap. Tickety tap. Tickety tap. 

“Fine,” he told her after what might’ve been an eternity. “Make your 
unnecessary searches. Nubiti will take you around, answer any 
questions you have. But I want a report before you leave. And if you 
find nothing, this is the last I want to hear of this,” he added, shifting 
his focus to Bronte. 

“Thank you,” Sophie told him, wishing her legs weren’t so shaky as 
she dipped a full curtsy. 

And she could tell that Grady wanted to hug her when she stumbled 
back to her group—and she wanted to bury herself in his arms—but 
they both had to settle for a pat on the shoulder and a “good job.” 

“That sounded fun,” Dex mumbled. 

“Not now,” Nubiti told him. “He can still change his mind, and I 
want to show you where the other security adjustments occurred.” 

“Wait!” Biana said as Nubiti stomped her foot and revealed a new 
tunnel for them to take. “Aren’t we going to search in here?” 

“In the Grand Hall?” Nubiti shook her head. “That would be 
unnecessary.” 

“But we're here,” Biana argued. “And it was a pretty horrible 


journey. And we know the security has been altered—” 


“It hasn’t actually,” Nubiti interrupted. “There’s nothing to alter in 
this room. The Grand Hall is defended by the King’s Path and the royal 
brigade—our strongest warriors, who remain ready to strike whenever 
necessary.” She pointed to the ground, and Sophie tried not to imagine 
an army of dwarves bursting out of the sand—it was a bit too close to 
her hallucinations. 

“T still think we should look around before we go,” Biana insisted. 

“I agree,’ Dex jumped in. “Just in case there’s something we're 
missing—especially since I’m pretty sure none of us want to have to 
come back here ever again.” 

Everyone seemed to turn a shade of green. 

“I don’t see how a quick look could hurt,” Grady told Nubiti. 
“Especially since King Enki said we could search anywhere.” 

Nubiti heaved out a sigh. “Do what you must. But be quick. And 
quiet. And do not go near the throne. I’ll explain to King Enki what’s 
happening so he does not call for his guards—and if he tells us to 
leave, we will leave, understood?” 

“TIl go with you,” Bronte offered. “I need to have a few words with 
the king anyway.” 

Nubiti didn’t look thrilled with that information, but she motioned 
for Bronte to join her as she made her way over to the throne. 

“Let’s split up,” Sophie told her friends. “Dex, you and Biana start 
over there’—she pointed to the farthest part of the room—“and, Stina, 
you stay with Grady and start here, in the doorway. Wylie and I will 
take the middle.” 

Shockingly no one argued—or made any jokes about Lady Fos-Boss 
—as they set to work searching the walls and floor. 

If only Sophie had any idea what they should be looking for. 

“Did you know Tiergan met with King Enki yesterday?” she 
whispered to Wylie. 


“No—and you can bet I'll be calling him on it,” Wylie assured her. 
He glanced over his shoulder to where Bronte and King Enki had 
moved to a spot of shadowy quiet for some sort of intense whispered 
conversation. “I thought we were about to get kicked out of here.” 

“So did I,” Sophie admitted, tracing her hand along one of the swirly 
gold carvings, which curled around a glittering black stone. “Is this 
magsidian?” 

“No,” Nubiti said behind her, making her jump. “That is onyx, for 
decoration. The only magsidian in this room is the throne.” 

“You're sure?” Sophie craned her neck to better see the abundance 
of black stones inlaid into the walls. 

“All onyx,” Nubiti insisted. “Magsidian would hinder the pull of the 
throne.” 

“Still seems smart to make sure,” Wylie decided. “I mean, we’re 
here, right?” 

He snapped his fingers and a tiny sphere of pale white light hovered 
over his palm. 


1? 


“Your light tricks have no place in our world!” King Enki shouted 
over to him. 

“This will only take a second,” Wylie called back before turning to 
Nubiti. “Onyx will shimmer when the light hits it. Magsidian will do... 
who knows?” 

Nubiti sighed. “You’re wasting your time.” 

“Maybe,” Wylie agreed. “I guess we'll find out.” 

And for all of her stubbornness, Nubiti looked mildly curious as 
Wylie flicked his wrist and sent the glowing white sphere to the base 
of the wall, guiding it in wide, slow circles around the room and 
climbing higher with each rotation. 

Sophie was pretty sure everyone was watching the way he lingered 


at each black stone, waiting for the telltale onyx shimmer. And with 


each confirmation, Nubiti grew smugger and smugger. 

“T told you, there’s no magsi—” 

Her word was drowned out by a crackling buzz as the white sphere 
disappeared with a shower of sparks into the stone that Wylie had 
been testing. 

“Uh, what was—” 

It was all Sophie managed to say before the light blasted back out 
like a bolt of white lightning, aimed at a stone directly across the 
room, which absorbed the light the same way—crackling and sparking 
before the light blasted toward a third stone that ricocheted it toward 
the ceiling, aimed right for— 

“TAKE COVER!” Nubiti screamed, dragging Sophie and Wylie to 
the floor as the bolt hit the chandelier and made every jar of flame 
explode. 


TWENTY-SIX 


How DO WE STOP THIS?” 
That was the first question everyone shouted as the shower of 


flames and jagged glass turned into full-fledged blazes—tearing across 
the Grand Hall’s floor, fueled by the spilled chandelier oil. 

And there seemed to be no answer—except to evacuate immediately 
—until the fires drew close to King Enki’s throne and... 

The flames vanished. 

Sophie had never seen anything like it. 

One second there was choking smoke and searing heat and her 
brain was screaming, NOT AGAIN! NOT AGAIN! NOT AGAIN! 

And then... 

Nothing. 

Not a spark. 

Or a wisp of smoke. 

Or even a scorch mark to prove the flames had ever been there to 
begin with. 

King Enki seemed just as stunned as they were by the development. 
He even burned his hand on the magsidian while he inspected his 
throne—which also miraculously turned out to be the largest injury 
anybody suffered that day. 

Everything else was just cuts and scrapes from the broken glass and 
tiny blisters from the splattered oil. 

And other than the shattered chandelier, the Grand Hall showed 
little sign of actual damage—though Sophie wondered if they'd find 


more once the room had better lighting again. 

King Enki was understandably reluctant to bring in any more jars of 
flickering orange flames until he had a better understanding of what 
had actually happened to the chandelier. So the only illumination came 
from Sophie’s and her team’s glowing circlets. 

Nubiti even had to borrow Sophie’s crown when she crawled up the 
wall to inspect the stones that Wylie had accidentally triggered. And 
she was able to confirm that the stones definitely were hidden pieces of 
magsidian—cut with a pattern of facets she’d never seen before. 

But there was no way to tell how long the magsidian had been there. 

The stones could’ve been part of some elaborate sabotage planned 
by the dwarves who'd defected to the Neverseen. 

Or, as King Enki immediately reminded them, the stones could just 
as easily have been a long-forgotten defense from the days of an 
ancient king. 

Or anything in between. 

All they knew for certain at the moment was: The stones weren’t 
going anywhere. 

Nubiti tried to pry them out—first with her claws, and then with a 
special tool—and nothing would loosen them. So she’d had to settle for 
covering the stones with a cementlike paste to keep any light away. 

Which brought Sophie’s group to the much trickier part of the 
conversation: the part where King Enki took back his offer to let them 
search other places in Loamnore, convinced their strange elf-y tricks 
would trigger more unexpected disasters. 

Nothing would change his mind. 

They tried promising not to use their abilities—or their skills. Not 
that King Enki understood the difference. 

Tried pointing out that if they didn’t find the problem first—and 


the Neverseen were behind it—they’d now seen exactly how easily their 


enemies could cause serious damage to Loamnore. 

But the best they managed was persuading King Enki to let Nubiti 
conduct her own investigation without them—which wasn’t a horrible 
compromise. But it meant Nubiti would need to take at least a few 
days away from her duties as Sophie’s bodyguard. 

Probably longer. 

“Take as long as you need,” Sophie told her as Nubiti handed back 
her circlet. “This is so much more important.” She debated a second 
before she added under her breath, “I don’t think those stones are from 
the past.” 

Nubiti looked somehow smaller as she whispered, “I... don’t either. I 
did not want to argue with my king. But... the facets carved into the 
magsidian were so sharp and precise that they had to be cut with 
modern tools.” 

Sophie’s insides tangled up tighter than her old human earbuds. 
“Keep me posted?” she asked. “And let me know if there’s any way we 
can help?” 

Nubiti nodded, grabbing Sophie’s arm before Sophie turned to 
rejoin her friends. “You know what I can’t stop wondering?” Nubiti 
asked, stepping closer so only Sophie would hear. “We saw how those 
stones react to light—but how will they respond to shadows?” 

“ve been wondering the same thing,” Sophie admitted. And 
Nubiti’s raw honesty made Sophie lean in to share her own equally 
bone-chilling question. “But you know what really scares me?” she 
whispered directly into Nubiti’s ear. “If the security on the King’s Path 
relies on darkness to keep King Enki safe from intruders, what 
happens if the intruders have a Shade?” 
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“Three bodyguards is fine,” Sophie told Sandor as he paced back and 


forth across Havenfield’s living room. 


“Right now it’s only two,” he reminded her. “I’m still figuring out 
other arrangements for Linh.” 

“Then two is fine,” Sophie insisted, glad to know that Linh still had 
Bo protecting her. “Honestly, sometimes one feels like too many.” 

Shed hoped Sandor would smile at the tease. But there was no 
lightening the goblin warrior’s scowl—not after Sophie’s group had 
used a special magsidian pendant to leap back to where he'd been 
standing guard in the oasis and told him about the horrifying 
hallucinations and the almost-inferno and how Nubiti had stayed 
behind to conduct the search that they were no longer allowed to do. 

Then they'd leaped back to Havenfield, and Bronte and Grady had 
gotten on their Imparters while Sandor had stalked off to get Flori, and 
within about five minutes the downstairs main room had become very 
full. 

Everyone who'd gone to Loamnore was still there. 

Plus Edaline, Sandor, and Flori. 

And the entire rest of the Council. 

And Elwin—who was hard at work treating all their cuts and burns 
with various ointments and poultices. 

The only person noticeably missing was Mr. Forkle. 

Given the Black Swan’s secret meeting with King Enki the day 
before, Bronte and Grady had decided not to include him—or any 
members of the Collective—in their current conversation, which had 
started out as a long, brutal accounting of everything that had 
happened in Loamnore, followed by lots of panicked speculation, and 
had now somehow dissolved into another round of “How do we protect 
Sophie?” 

But for once Sophie wasn’t bothered by their overprotection. 


In a way, she was going to need it. 


The whole journey back to Havenfield, her mind kept replaying the 
question they'd shouted as the fire had erupted around them. 

How do we stop this? 

Seemed like a fitting way to sum up their current Neverseen 
situation. 

And sadly, she had no idea. 

But Sophie did know that if it hadn’t been for Stina’s well-timed slap 
on the King’s Path, Sophie would’ve sabotaged their mission in 
Loamnore, which would’ve meant they’d never have discovered those 
magsidian pieces—not to mention the fact that she would’ve caused 
everyone excruciating pain while they were already struggling with 
horrific hallucinations. 

If she'd needed proof that her inflicting was a problem—that was it. 

Especially since Bronte hadn’t come close to raging out on 
everybody. 

She wasn’t just malfunctioning. 

She was becoming a liability. 

And given what they were up against, they needed all the power 
they could get. 

A knock at the front door interrupted her thoughts, and Sophie gave 
herself a quick eyelash tug as Grady asked, “Who could that be?” 

Sophie already knew. 

She’d hailed the wheezy, wrinkled figure who shuffled into the 
room, looking particularly uncomfortable—but whether his discomfort 
was from the bloating caused by the ruckleberries, or from the glares 
everyone was giving him, was anybody’s guess. 

“I thought we'd agreed to keep the Black Swan out of this 
conversation,” Bronte grumbled, scanning each face like he was 


searching for a culprit. 


“We did,” Sophie said, proud of how steadily she stood. “I invited 
him for a different reason.” 
Her eyes locked with Mr. Forkle’s as she added, “I’m ready to let 


you reset my abilities.” 


TWENTY-SEVEN 


SOPHIE HAD PLANNED AHEAD FOR all of the What?, Why?, and How? 
questions she knew she'd be getting after she dropped the “ability 
resetting” bombshell on everybody—but she wasn’t prepared for how 
quickly the conversation shifted to a simple, “Okay.” 

“Okay,” she said, echoing everyone as she studied the abundance of 
faces staring back at her. Twenty-two, to be exact, between friends, 
family, bodyguards, and Councillors—which made their speedy, 
unanimous agreement all the more unprecedented. “Does that mean 
you're not going to try to talk me out of this?” 

“We can if itll work,” Grady offered, earning himself an elbow to 
the ribs from Edaline. 

“What your consistently overprotective father meant to say,” 
Edaline corrected, “is that you’ve obviously put a lot of thought into 
this decision—and it’s also something you’ve experienced before, and 
that means you understand better than any of us exactly how 
dangerous and painful it’s going to be. And if you've decided that it’s 
worth the risk, you must have good reasons. So... we trust your 
judgment.” 

“Even if we're not happy about it,” Grady added under his breath 
—and Sandor, Dex, Biana, and Wylie snorted their agreement. 

“Well...” Sophie said, still struggling to process this unexpected 
cooperation. “Thanks.” 

And amazingly enough, that seemed to settle it. 


No arguing. 


No drama. 

It was almost too easy—which made Sophie worry that there was 
some sort of trick or loophole she was missing. 

“Are you doing this now?” Edaline asked Mr. Forkle, sounding 
much calmer than Sophie would’ve expected—though Edaline did also 
seem to be wringing her hands pretty tightly. 

“Yes, if Miss Foster is truly ready,” he agreed. And there was a 
challenge in the way he raised his eyebrows at Sophie—as if he was 
reminding her that her stubborn demand for information had been the 
reason they hadn’t reset her abilities already, and that technically 
nothing on that front had changed. 

“I need to fix myself,” she told him, holding his stare. “That’s my 
number one priority. So yeah—I’m ready. We'll figure the rest out 
later.” 

She added an eyebrow raise of her own with the final words—her 
way of challenging him back. Letting him know, We’re not done here— 
but this is more important. 

Then she made her way over to his side, hoping no one noticed the 
way her knees shook with every step. “Do we need to head to the 
Healing Center, or...?” 

“Your room here should work fine,” Mr. Forkle told her. “It’s 
probably best for you to be somewhere you're relaxed and comfortable. 
Pll hail Livvy and have her bring over the supplies.” 

“That better not mean you’re thinking of doing this without me,” 
Elwin warned, stepping in front of Mr. Forkle—which would’ve been a 
lot more intimidating if Elwin’s tunic wasn’t covered in pink fluffy 
dinosaurs. 

“Quite the contrary,” Mr. Forkle assured him, taking out his 
Imparter and tapping the silver screen. “Td been planning on having 


you around as backup—” 


“Backup,” Elwin scoffed, raking his fingers through his messy hair. 

“I assure you, that’s not an insult,” Mr. Forkle promised. “Livvy’s 
been researching and perfecting the treatment we're about to use for 
the last several months, so naturally she'll take the lead. But she’ll need 
you at her side the whole way through. Thats why I’m glad you’re 
already here and on board with the ability reset. Saves me both an 
errand and a lengthy discussion. And if...” His voice trailed off as he 
turned back to the larger group. “Actually, that reminds me. Did I hear 
correctly that all of you chose to exclude me from whatever meeting I’m 
interrupting?” 

Councillor Emery crossed his arms. “We chose to keep any members 
of the Black Swan out of the discussion.” 

Mr. Forkle’s frown deepened. “I thought we were past these kinds 
of squabbles.” 

“Squabbles?” Bronte repeated. “Is that your way of trying to 
trivialize our concerns? As if we couldn’t possibly have a valid 
complaint against your order?” 

“No, its my way of reminding you that you can come to me, or 
anyone else in the Collective, and raise your complaints anytime, and 
well do our best to address them—the way responsible adults do when 
they want to resolve an issue,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “Holding secret 
meetings is childish.” 

“Funny you should say that,” Bronte noted, “considering we’re 
gathered here to discuss the problems caused by Granite’s secret 
meeting with King Enki yesterday.” 

Mr. Forkle straightened. 

“Ah, so you thought we weren’t aware of your subterfuge?” 
Councillor Emery asked. 

“There was no subterfuge,” Mr. Forkle insisted. “We've made it 


abundantly clear that our current focus is on the dwarves, and that 


we'd be arranging a meeting with King Enki as soon as possible.” 

“And yet you didn’t bother to tell us that you had a meeting actually 
scheduled,” Bronte argued, “which nearly derailed our visit. King Enki 
accused us of wasting his time and of misrepresenting our working 
relationship with the Black Swan, since you clearly weren’t keeping us 
informed. He seemed ready to cast us out of Loamnore, and the only 
reason he didn’t was because Miss Foster managed to calm him 
down.” 

For what it was worth, Mr. Forkle did look sufficiently chagrined. 
“Well. I suppose it might’ve been wise if we'd better coordinated our 
investigations.” 

“Yes, it would,” Councillor Emery agreed. “And it should be noted 
that we’ve made every effort to be forthright—” 

“Every effort,” Mr. Forkle interrupted. “Strange. I don’t remember 
you informing us ahead of time that you’d be appointing several of our 
members as Regents—including Miss Foster.” 

“You didn’t know about that?” Sophie asked, not sure what to feel 
when he shook his head. 

She’d assumed the Black Swan was fully aware that the Council was 
offering her the title, since the Council appointed her right after she’d 
met with Mr. Forkle in his office—and her first assignment overlapped 
with things that the two of them had discussed. Plus, Tiergan was with 
them in the Seat of Eminence when they'd agreed to become Team 
Valiant. 

But... now that she thought about it, no one had actually said the 
Black Swan knew she was becoming a Regent. And Tiergan had been 
confused about why he and Wylie had received a vague summons to be 
there. 

All of which begged a different question—one Sophie probably 
should’ve thought to ask when Mr. Forkle admitted a few days earlier 


that the Black Swan had never anticipated her appointment to the 
nobility. 

“Do you not want us to be Regents?” she asked. 

Mr. Forkle dragged a hand down his face. “I have no problem with 
any of you having the title, nor with you allying yourself with the 
Council. But... it does complicate things. Particularly since delegating 
assignments to you and your friends has never been easy for those of 
us in the Collective—and I realize that may be hard to believe given 
the way we've been dragging you into our plans from your earliest days 
in the Lost Cities. But... the fact that you were always frustrated by 
how few and far between our notes were should prove how methodical 
we try to be—how thoroughly we explore all of the options before we 
choose to involve you. And the Council isn’t nearly so meticulous— 
which isn’t meant to be a criticism,” he added when several 
Councillors made derisive noises. “It’s simply a different method of 
operating. The twelve of you—as well as your many predecessors— 
have been handing off assignments to Regents and Emissaries for 
millennia. It’s second nature to you. And I understand why—it’s the 
only way a world as complex as ours can properly function. But the 
Black Swan has had to operate in the shadows for most of our 
existence, and our goal has always been to involve as few as possible to 
avoid detection—plus, we’re well aware of the danger involved with 
our assignments and prefer to keep the risks to ourselves. So when I 
told you about meeting with King Enki, Miss Foster, it was with the 
assumption that the meeting would be arranged the way we always 
arrange anything we’re involving you in—with someone in our order 
handling all the preliminary investigations and addressing as many 
potential pitfalls as possible before we ever brought you and your 
friends to Loamnore. And while I knew the Council worked at a 


different pace, it didn’t occur to me that they might arrange a meeting 


with King Enki this fast, since your appointment—and the existence of 
your team—has yet to be announced.” 

“The public’s lack of knowledge of Team Valiant is no reason for us 
to hold off utilizing the arrangement,” Councillor Emery informed 
him. “Particularly with a sensitive meeting like this, which would’ve 
been kept classified anyway. But... I can see how you might’ve thought 
otherwise. Especially since I’m now realizing that we didn’t mention 
the date or time of our meeting with King Enki to you. I suppose we 
assumed Miss Foster would pass that information along.” 

Which... Sophie probably would have, if she hadn’t been fighting 
with Mr. Forkle about her biological parents... 

Yet another way her selfish focus was coming back to haunt her. 

“In the interests of improving our communication,” Councillor 
Emery added, “you should know that we’re planning to announce the 
Regent appointments next week. We're still figuring out the exact 
date, time, and place. If you’d like an update once we’ve decided—” 

“I would,” Mr. Forkle told him. “And... for what it’s worth, I do 
apologize for not informing you about Granite’s meeting with King 
Enki—and I’m glad to hear that Miss Foster was able to salvage the 
situation.” He turned to Sophie, and she was a little surprised by the 
level of pride radiating from his expression—like a dad whose kid had 
just hit a game-winning home run. “Does this mean you'll be willing to 
share what you learned while you were in Loamnore?” 

“If you'll be willing to share what Granite learned with us,” Bronte 
countered. 

“But not right now,” Sophie cut in when everyone nodded. 

Mr. Forkle sighed. “Yes, I suppose I’ve sidetracked us from the 
reason you called me here, haven’t I? All right then—why don’t you go 


get settled into bed while I hail Livvy and let her know what’s going 


on. I’d also still like to have Mr. Vacker and Mr. Sencen here—so long 
as that won’t make you uncomfortable.” 

Sophie’s mouth turned drier than the desert they’d hiked through 
earlier. 

But she croaked out, “Of course it won’t!”—even though she was 
pretty sure that seeing Fitz wasn’t going to go well. 

Then again... he couldn’t stay mad at her when she was about to 
come super close to dying again, could he? 

Maybe she'd finally found a perk to her allergy! 

“T can hail my brother if you want,” Biana offered. 

“And I can hail Keefe,” Dex added. 

“Excellent,” Mr. Forkle told them, clapping his hands as he turned 
to the Council. “I’m assuming you’re planning to stay for this?” 

“You are?” Sophie blurted out when Councillor Emery agreed. 

She hadn’t realized she’d be almost dying in front of such a huge 
audience. 

“We want to make sure you’re okay,” Oralie told her, sounding so 
genuine that it melted a bit of Sophie’s panic. 

Or it did until Bronte added, “And let’s be honest, we’re all curious 
to see how this works—myself in particular, given that the ability 
being focused on is one that Miss Foster and I share.” 

“If you'd rather have privacy, Sophie,” Edaline jumped in, sending 
an angry-mama-bear glare at Bronte, “I’m sure the Councillors will 
understand.” 

“No, it’s fine,” Sophie decided. 

Given the lengthy discussion that Mr. Forkle and the Council had 
just had about working together, it didn’t seem like a good idea to shut 
the Councillors out. 

And who knew? Maybe they’d appreciate her a little more after they 


saw for themselves the kinds of things she put herself through in order 


to be useful. 

“Just keep in mind,” Dex warned the Council, “that if this goes 
anything like the time I accidentally gave her limbium, there’s going to 
be a lot of Sophie-vomit. So if that’s going to trigger a hurlfest for you 
guys, this could get really messy really fast.” 

“Actually, I think I have an elixir that will help with that,” Elwin 
told him. “I'll grab some when I go back for Bullhorn.” 

“You're bringing your banshee here?” Grady asked. 

Elwin nodded. “The last time I worked on Sophie’s allergy, he was 
the only way I knew if something was or wasn’t helping.” 

Right. 

Because banshees could tell when someone was either close to 
dying—or really, really, really close to dying. 

“Gotta say, it’s not sounding like a whole lot of fun to be the 
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moonlark right now,” Stina mumbled. “And its not feeling very 
awesome, either.” 

She fanned the air in front of her face the way Keefe always did. 

“Wait. You can feel my emotions right now?” Sophie asked. 
“Without physical contact?” 

“Some of them, yeah.” Stina wrapped her arms around her stomach. 
“And it’s a pretty miserable experience, so I think it might be proof 
that hanging out with you is ruining my life.” 

She said the last part in a friendly, teasing tone that Sophie never 
would’ve expected to hear coming from Stina. 

And Sophie had zero words for a response. 

“Most likely you're benefitting from the residual boost that comes 
from being around an Enhancer,” Mr. Forkle explained. “It’s a subtle 
effect—nothing like grabbing hold of Sophie’s hands. But it can still 


cause small improvements to the abilities of everyone around her.” 


“Huh,” Stina said—which summed up Sophie’s thought on the 
subject as well. 

She remembered Mr. Forkle mentioning something about that 
when he first triggered her enhancing, but then she’d been so busy 
getting used to the gloves that shed kind of forgotten about it— 
especially since none of her friends had noticed a difference. 

She wondered why Stina had... 

“Come on,” Edaline said, crossing the room and draping an arm 
around Sophie’s shoulders. “Let’s get you settled into bed.” 

Sophie nodded, letting Edaline lead her up the stairs. But halfway to 
her room she changed her mind. 

“I think we should do this under Calla’s Panakes tree,” Sophie 
decided. “I feel much calmer out there. And it’s probably not a bad 
idea to be so close to all of those healing flowers.” 

Plus, Calla had been a part of Project Moonlark—and even though 
Sophie knew Calla’s consciousness was technically gone, the thought of 
being surrounded by the Panakes’ whispery songs while the limbium 
burned through her system made the whole process sound a little less 
awful. 

“T think that’s a great idea,” Edaline said, snapping her fingers a few 
times. “I just sent blankets and pillows out there—I’ll get you set up. 
Why don’t you go change into fresh clothes while I do? Pick 
something extra soft and cozy for when you're...” 

She looked away, and Sophie pulled her into a hug. 

“I’m going to be okay,” Sophie promised. 

“I know.” Edaline squeezed Sophie tighter. “But I’m still going to 
worry. It’s my job as a mom—and I’m very good at it.” 

“You're good at all of the mom things,” Sophie assured her, and 
Edaline found a way to hug her even harder. 


They stood like that for a while, neither wanting to let go. 


“All right, Pve smothered you enough,” Edaline eventually said, 
swiping at her eyes as she stepped back. “You go get changed. I'll set 
you up the most comfortable pillow-bed ever.” 

Sophie grabbed Edaline’s hand as she turned to walk away. “I really 
am going to be okay, Mom.” 

“You are,” Edaline agreed. And it actually did sound like she 
believed it. “You’re my brave, brilliant, beautiful fighter.” 

Now Sophie had to look away and wipe at her eyes. “I love you.” 

Edaline leaned in and kissed her cheek. “I love you, too. So go get 
dressed. The sooner we do this, the sooner you'll be able to get some 
rest. You’ve had a long day.” 

She had. 

And Sophie didn’t say it, but she had a sour, sinking feeling that she 
still had a very long night ahead of her. 
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Sophie took Edaline’s advice and wore her softest pair of leggings. But 
for a shirt, she went with the pink Happy Shadow Thoughts tunic that 
Linh had made for her when Sophie was recovering from the 
Neverseen’s attack in the Healing Center. 

Sophie hadn’t touched the shirt since Tam was taken, because it 
brought up too many conflicting feelings. 

But... it felt like a good time to remind herself why she was doing 
this. 

If her inflicting could work the way it was supposed to, maybe the 
Neverseen wouldn't be able to hurt her again. 

And maybe she'd be strong enough to get Tam safely away from 
their enemy. 

Assuming he even wanted her to— 

No. 


Sophie shut down the unfair worry. 


She wasn’t going to doubt Tam like that. 

She was going to focus on happy shadow thoughts. 

And on fixing herself. 

The Councillors and Mr. Forkle were grilling Wylie about what 
happened with the orb of light hed made in Loamnore when Sophie 
made her way back downstairs—and part of her wanted to stay and 
listen. But she knew she didn’t have the mental energy for that kind of 
conversation. Shed have to trust them to update her on anything 
they'd pieced together once she'd recovered from the ability resetting. 
For the moment, she needed to clear her head. 

Edaline wasn’t waiting for her at Calla’s Panakes tree when Sophie 
made her way over. But Stina was. 

“That’s an interesting outfit you have on there, Foster,” she called 
over her shoulder, adding another blanket to the pillow-mountain she 
was constructing. 

“No, it’s an awesome outfit,” Biana corrected, appearing out of thin 
air beside Sophie and nearly making Sophie pee her pants. 

Vanishers. 

Biana tossed another pillow onto the pile. “I really need to get one 
of those tunics, for when...” 

She didn’t finish the sentence—and Sophie wondered if that meant 
Biana shared some of her worries about Tam. 

“Where’s Edaline?” Sophie asked instead, scanning the nearby 
pastures and hoping Wynn and Luna weren’t anywhere near the 
gorgodon’s enclosure. 

“She’s working with Dex to figure out how to keep Bullhorn 
confined to this area,” Biana told her as she scooped up another pillow. 

“Wow, this is turning into a huge fiasco, huh?” Sophie mumbled— 


then blocked Biana from adding the pillow to the pile. 


If they made her bed-mountain any taller, she was going to need 
crampons and rope to climb in. 

“Well... I mean... it’s kind of a big deal,” Biana reminded her. “You 
sure you re up for it after the day you've been having? First the King’s 
Path. Then the exploding chandelier. Now this.” 

“Don’t forget the mud,” Stina added. “And the sandblasted hike.” 

Sophie shrugged. “There’s never a good time to almost die.” 

“Okay, someone needs to get that embroidered on a tunic for our 
Mysterious Lady F immediately!” Keefe called out behind her, and 
when Sophie spun around, she found him striding up the path along 
with Ro. 

His eyes darted to the sparkly silver letters shimmering across her 
tunic, and she could tell he wanted to make some sort of snarky 
comment. 

But he held off, as if he didn’t feel right making any Tam-Slams at 
the moment. 

Instead, he turned to Biana and said, “Did I hear something about 
an exploding chandelier—because that’s a story I need to hear.” 

“Uh, yeah!” Ro added. 

Biana gave a brief retelling, and Keefe smirked at Sophie. “That 
sounds like our Lovely Lady F—can’t take her anywhere without her 
trying to blow something up.” 

“Uh, excuse me, the explosion was Wylie’s doing, not mine,” Sophie 
argued. “And Biana was the one who suggested we search the Grand 
Hall.” 

“And it’s a good thing I did!” Biana noted. 

“It was,” Sophie agreed. “We’ll have to check in with Nubiti 
tomorrow and see if she found anything else.” 

“No, well have to check in with Nubiti tomorrow,” Biana corrected, 


gesturing to herself and Stina. “You will be getting lots of rest.” 


Sophie rolled her eyes. “I'll be fine. I’ve done this before, 
remember?” 

“Uh, yeah, and as someone who was there the last time you did this 
and saw you rocking the whole sweaty, slightly green look, I’m pretty 
sure you're gonna need to chill for a bit, there, Ms. Go-Getter,” Keefe 
cut in. “Especially since theyre probably not going to let you take any 
painkillers for the first twenty-four hours.” 

“I forgot about that,” Sophie admitted, becoming very interested in 
kicking a couple of fallen Panakes blossoms. “Why does almost dying 
have to be the worst?” 

“Pretty sure the answer’s in the name,” Biana said gently. 

“So let’s rename it!” Keefe suggested, making his way over to Sophie 
and draping his arm across her shoulders. “From now on, any time 
there’s a disaster, we'll say, ‘Wow, we almost Fostered it?” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. 

“Im serious,” Keefe insisted. “We'll make it your big claim to 
fame!” 

“So, when you challenged King Dimitar to a sparring match and he 
sliced a huge gash under your ribs...,” Sophie challenged. 


1? 


“I totally Fostered it!” Keefe finished without missing a beat. “And 
when you projectile vomit all over the Councillors today, you’ll be 
Fostering it hardcore—” 

“And some of us are super looking forward to that, by the way!” Ro 
cut in. “I’m just wishing I’d thought to bring snacks.” 

“I can’t believe you’re joking about this,” a familiar accented voice 
snapped behind them, and Keefe dropped his arm and backed away as 
Sophie slowly turned around, and... 

There was Fitz. 

Or rather, there were Fitz’s shoes—right next to Grizel’s big goblin 


feet—because that was all that Sophie had the courage to actually look 


at for the moment. 

A painful stretch of silence followed. 

Then Fitz’s feet moved closer, and Sophie noticed that Grizel’s feet 
stayed where they were and all the other feet around her quietly 
shuffled away, leaving her feet and Fitz’s feet alone. 

She held her breath, trying to brace for whatever Fitz was going to 
say. 

But he didn’t say anything. 

He just wrapped his arms around her—gently at first. 

Then hugging her so much harder. 

Like he was afraid to let her go—and maybe he was. Because his 
voice filled Sophie’s head, his consciousness slipping past all of her 
barriers so he could tell her, I know you're trying to stop yourself from 
worrying too much—but I can’t laugh about this, Sophie. This is serious. 

I know, she told him, digging her head deeper into the nook between 
his shoulder and neck and realizing how much she’d missed him—and 
how lucky she was that he still wanted to hold her like this after all the 
time she’d spent neglecting him. But it'll be fine. Mr. Forkle said that he 
and Livvy have been researching the treatment for a while. And they're going 
to give me way less limbium than they gave me the last time. 

I still wish you didn’t have to do this, he told her. 

Me too. But... I can’t keep pretending everything’s fine when one of my 
abilities is broken. 

It’s not BROKEN, he argued. Mr. Forkle told me he’s just trying to make 
it fancier, the way they designed it to be or whatever. 

That’s part of it—but... I almost took out everybody in Loamnore today 
because the dwarves’ defenses made me get all rage-y. And think of how 
many other times I’ve messed everything up with my inflicting. Like that day 


at Grizel’s training camp—if I hadn’t— 


DON’T, Fitz interrupted. Don’t you dare blame yourself for that—you 
know how strong Umber was. She would’ve taken out Sandor and Grizel if 
you hadn't, and probably hurt them a whole lot worse in the process. 

Maybe, Sophie conceded. But... I still have to do this. The Neverseen 
won't ever expect the ability to change like this—and we can’t pass up a 
chance to catch them off guard. 

His chest heaved with a sigh. I know. That’s why I’m here. Whatever 
you need—whatever it takes, I’m getting you through this, okay? 

She nodded against him, and he shifted slightly so he could pull her 
even closer, one hand tangling in her hair, the other reaching up to 
stroke her cheek. 

“Okay, has everyone reached their Fitzphie overload point?” Ro 
asked. “Because I sure have. Besides, the doctor-lady’s here, so aren’t 
we supposed to get to the vomiting part now?” 

“Livvy’s here?” Sophie asked, pulling back from Fitz to check. 

And sure enough, there was the Black Swan’s physician, no longer 
bothering to wear her mask or use her code name. 

“Hmm,” Livvy said, tossing her braided hair and grinning at Sophie 
and Fitz. “Looks like a few things have changed since the last time I 
saw you two, and I gotta say, you sure make a good-looking couple.” 

“We do,” Fitz agreed, and Sophie was so relieved that he still 
thought of them as a couple that it took her brain a second to register 
that he’d also called her pretty—and she probably would’ve melted into 
a puddle of mush right then if Fitz hadn’t put his arms around her 
again. 

The gesture felt protective this time, and his voice was all sharp 
edges as he told Livvy, “If you let anything happen to her—” 

“Got it,” Livvy interrupted, tossing her braids again, and Sophie 
noticed that they glinted with tiny yellow jewels, which matched the 
sunny glitter Livvy had brushed across her dark skin. “And you can 


ease up on the worry there, Pretty Boy. I’m not going to let anything 
bad happen to your sweet girl.” 

“Uh, you’re still going to give her something she’s deathly allergic 
to, right?” Fitz asked. 

Livvy’s smile faded. “Okay, I guess what I should say is that I’m only 
going to let some temporary bad stuff happen to your sweet girl—and 
then I’m going to fix it all and make her a thousand times better. So 
you don’t have to worry, even though I get that you're all going to. And 
while were being honest here, Pll tell you what I just told the 
worrying-adult brigade inside: Moments of this definitely aren’t going 
to be pretty. So if you don’t want to see that, you might want to 
skedaddle.” 

“Im staying,” Fitz and Keefe said, pretty much simultaneously, 
followed by Biana a half second later. 

“What about you?” Livvy asked Stina. “You’re new.” 

“I am,” Stina agreed. And there wasn’t a drop of snottiness in her 
voice when she said, “And I’m staying right here.” 

Things seemed to speed up after that as the rest of Sophie’s 
audience made their way over and Livvy moved everyone into position. 
Sophie climbed onto her pillow-and-blanket mountain and tried to 
focus on the whispering melodies coming from Calla’s tree as Livvy 
put Fitz on Sophie’s left and Keefe on her right, so each boy would be 
able to hold one of her hands during the reset—Keefe to monitor her 
emotions, and Fitz to keep track of her consciousness. Then Grady, 
Edaline, and Mr. Forkle were lined up right behind them, along with 
Sandor and Flori, and Flori added her own soft humming to the 
Panakes’ melodies as everyone else formed a half-moon curve around 
the tree—except for Elwin. 

Elwin set Bullhorn on the pillow next to Sophie and moved to 


Livvy’s side—and Sophie tried to concentrate on all of the serious 


medical stuff they then went over with her. But she didn’t want to see 
the needle. 

She knew it was there. 

She'd caught a quick glance of the glass syringe filled with a thick 
blue liquid when Livvy handed it to Elwin. 

And she knew it was the treatment that would save her life in the 
end. 

But that didn’t stop her mind from thinking, Needle needle needle. 

She tried to distract herself by staring into Bullhorn’s beady purple 
eyes, silently begging him not to freak everyone out as much as he had 
the last time. 

“Tm going to be fine,” she whispered to him. 

Bullhorn snorted. 

And her brain thought, Needle. Needle. Needle. 

“You will be fine,” Livvy assured her. “Regardless of what you 
choose, okay?” 

Sophie nodded—and then her brain caught up to what Livvy had 
just said. “What do you mean ‘regardless of what I choose’?” 

“I mean you still have one more decision to make before we get 
started.” She sat next to Sophie on the pillow-mountain and held out 
her hands, which were both curled into fists. “The thing is, as I was 
putting together this fix, I realized there were two ways to do it. We 
can go small”—she opened her left fist, revealing a tiny milky-white 
pill—“or we can go big”—she opened her right fist, revealing a larger 
pill that was shimmering emerald green. “Either one will trigger a 
reaction that will reset your inflicting.” 

“So what’s the difference?” Sophie asked as Sandor and Grady 
already started calling for her to pick the white pill. 

“The difference is, the white pill has a quarter of an ounce of 


limbium in it,” Livvy explained, “plus some other stuff to target the 


inflicting parts of your brain. And the green pill has half an ounce of 
limbium, the same stuff to target the inflicting parts of your brain, plus 
some stuff that’ll target one other place.” 

“Where?” Grady demanded before Sophie could ask. 

Livvy chewed her lip. “Her heart.” 

Sophie reached for her chest, pressing her fingers against her ribs. 
“My heart.” 

Livvy nodded. “The power for most abilities comes from our brain— 
but everything I’ve read on inflicting says it works a little differently. 
Your brain switches the ability on, but the real power comes from 
here”—she pounded the fist holding the green pill against her chest 
—“because inflicting’s all about channeling your emotions out into the 
world. And the emotions here”—she pounded her chest again—“are so 
much purer. So if we really want to see how strong your power can be, 
we should reset both places—head and heart. But we also absolutely 
don’t have to. I want to be super clear about that. Everything we’re 
trying to fix will be covered by this.” She held up the white pill. “This 
will make it so your brain reins in your emotions the way we designed 
it to, and let you channel them in a much more targeted way. This is 
absolutely a solution.” 

“But the green pill’s better,” Sophie pressed. 

““Better’ might not be the right word,” Livvy told her, “because it 
does up the risks as well—and probably your recovery time too, since 
it’s going to stop your heart for a few seconds, and that'll take a toll.” 

Now there were a lot more people calling for her to take the white 
pill. 

Including Fitz. 

And it did look so much simpler. 

Small. Bland. Boring. 


The green was so much more vibrant. 


The color of life. 

But also the color the elves wore to their funerals. 

“You think I should take the green pill, don’t you?” Sophie asked 
Liwvy. 

“T think it’s your decision,” Livvy corrected. 

“But you made the green pill,” Sophie reminded her. “You could’ve 
stopped at the white, but you knew you could probably do better so 
you kept going, right?” 

Livvy sighed. “I’m a scientist, Sophie. I like pushing limits and 
solving puzzles. And your genetics are basically a playground for me. 
The last reset we did on you was completely mental, so part of me 
wants to know what'll happen if we stray into uncharted territory and 
tweak a few other things with your heart. That’s why I made the green 
pill. And I’ve done everything in my power to make sure it’s still safe 
for you. But ‘safe’ in this kind of situation leaves room for a lot of pain 
—and the potential for side effects. So the white pill really might be 
your better option. It’s up to you and how hard you want to fight 
through.” 

Livvy held out both pills again as Elwin handed Sophie a bottle of 
Youth. 

And it sounded like pretty much everybody wanted her to take the 
white pill. 

She didn’t hear a single call for green. 

But there were definitely a few voices missing from the shouting. 

Friends who were letting her decide. 

But would probably take the bigger risk. 

And the songs whispering through the air turned to melodies of 
boldness and bravery. Of tiny roots finding the strength to crack 
through solid stone. 


“Just take the white pill, Sophie,” Fitz pleaded. “You’ve risked 
enough.” 

She had. 

Over and over and over. 

And she was tired of it. 

But the fight wasn’t finished yet. 

And what was the point of fighting if she wasn’t going to put her 
whole heart into it? 

“That’s our girl,” Keefe said quietly as Sophie snatched the green 
pill and gulped it down before she could change her mind. “Knew she 


was going to Foster it.” 


TWENTY-EIGHT 


FIRST THE WORLD TURNED ITCHY. 

Every nerve raw and tingling as a million buzzing things sprang to 
life under Sophie’s skin, and she wanted to thrash and claw and scrape 
until they could scurry free and skulk away. 

But she was pinned. 

Trapped. 

And then came the pain. 

Time stopped as lightning flashed through her veins, and her blood 
caught fire, and a million needles and nails and spikes drilled into her 
brain. 

And her heart... 

Something was squeezing. 

Crushing. 

Closing off everything. 

She couldn’t breathe. 

Couldn’t think. 

Couldn’t function. 

Everything was stopping, stopping, stopping as her insides twisted 
and writhed. 

Resisting. 

Rejecting. 

Her body wanted to heave—wanted to purge—but something cold 
coursed through her, numbing and soothing and sweetening the sour 


enough to quell the urge. 


She wished it could ease the other pain, which was swelling with 
every strangled breath, hammering with every stalled heartbeat, 
tearing with every prickle and squeeze. 

But the agony raged on—harder and harder and harder until 
something tore open inside her. 

A new wound she knew would never heal. 

And the darkness she'd been carrying—hiding—crawled inside. 

Nestled deep. 

Made itself at home. 

It wasn’t a monster anymore. 

It was part of her. 

And with that thought a scream ripped out of her—guttural and 
primal. 

Drowning out the other noises—other voices. 

Distant sounds on the edge of everything that were too far away to 
actually be something. 

People calling her name. 

Offering promises and pleas. 

None of them mattered. 

Nothing could reach her. 

Even the lulling melodies that slipped under her skin. 

Her brain was too busy telling her, Retreat, retreat, retreat. 

And her heart... 

That still wasn’t working. 

And then, something soft and feathery slipped through. 

A cool green breeze. 

Floating and fluttering through her mind. 

Swirling around her heart. 

Keeping everything steady, steady, steady. 

Despite the pain. 


And the panic. 

And the punishment her body was enduring. 

Even the darkness turned sleepy. 

Tucking itself away. 

Hiding for later. 

And Sophie kept drifting, drifting, drifting—letting the verdant 
wisps of energy hold her solidly in place, even though everything was 
fading, fading, fading. 

Slipping so very far away. 

Too far, maybe? 

She— 

Brutal, stabbing agony knocked her back to reality, and she felt 
herself cry out again as the world grew louder and louder. 

Colder and crueler. 

But there was also warmth. 

And strength. 

And air. 

Blissful, beautiful air. 

And with each glorious breath, time ticked slowly back to life. 

Steady as a pulse. 

Following a powerful new rhythm. 

The voices were closer now—some shouts, some whispers. All 
saying the same thing. 

Sleep now, Sophie. 

Don't fight. 

Give in. Give in. Give in. 

Sweetness coated her tongue as another green breeze drifted in, and 
she let her consciousness follow it to a sweet, soft, soothing oblivion. 


Awareness returned in stages. 


Pain first. 

Then nightmares. 

And finally, a hazy fragmented reality where Sophie couldn’t fully 
tell how much her blurry eyes were seeing and how much was still in 
her head. 

“Where am I?” she asked, the words sticky and garbled and so much 
more exhausting than they should’ve been. 

“In your room.” 

A smudgy form leaned over her, and it took Sophie’s brain a second 
to morph the colors into the shape that matched the voice. “Mom?” 

“Yes,” Edaline whispered, leaning in to kiss Sophie’s cheek. 

Sophie blinked hard, willing her vision back into focus as Edaline 
pulled away, so she could study Edaline’s expression. 

“Wow, was it that bad?” Sophie asked, hating how swollen and 
shadowed and red Edaline’s eyes looked. 

“Im sure it was far worse for you than it’s been for us.” Edaline 
swiped at the sweaty hair on Sophie’s forehead, but it seemed to be 
plastered there. “How much do you remember?” 

“I dont know,” Sophie admitted. “It’s sort of surreal as it’s 
happening, so it’s hard for me to connect it to anything physical, if 
that makes sense. Plus, my head’s still really foggy.” 

Edaline nodded. “That’s probably from the sedative.” 

“Sedative?” Sophie wanted to jolt out of bed in protest, but it felt like 
she had a woolly mammoth standing on her chest—and like maybe 
that mammoth had trampled her before it settled down, because she 
ached in every bone and muscle and nerve. “Last time I couldn’t take 
sedativ—” 

“Last time was different,” Edaline interrupted. And there was a 


noticeable crack in her voice as she added, “Or so I hear, since I wasn’t 


there. But last time they didn’t have to do chest compressions until 
your heart started beating again.” 

“Chest compressions?” Sophie knew she needed to stop repeating 
things, but.. chest compressions didn’t sync with her scattered 
memories. 

They did match the pain in her ribs, though. 

“I don’t remember that,” Sophie admitted. 

“Well... I guess that’s good.” 

Something in Edaline’s tone made Sophie wonder if Edaline wished 
she could’ve forgotten that particular moment too. 

But Sophie had other questions—better questions. Most important: 
“Did it work?” 

Edaline sighed. “They think so. But we won’t know for sure until 
you inflict—and you need to get your strength back before we can try 
that. Which might be a slow process. Not as slow as it was with the 
echoes, I promise. It’s just that Elwin and Livvy don’t think we should 
give you any elixirs right now. That’s why you’re not on any pain 
medicine.” 

“Then why did they give me a sedative?” Sophie wondered. 

“They only gave you a fraction of a dose to keep your pulse steady 
while the last of the limbium worked its way out of your system,” 
Edaline explained. “They were afraid your pulse might stop again, 
otherwise. But if they needed proof that your body can’t handle 
anything extra right now, the fact that you ended up knocked out for 
three days seems pretty telling.” 

“Three days?” Sophie wanted to throw off her covers and leap out of 
bed—but the woolly mammoth weighing her down was having none of 
it. “How could I lose that much time?” 


“Its called almost dying,” Edaline said gently. 


“Actually, it’s called ‘Fostering’ now,” Keefe corrected—and it took 
Sophie a second to find him smirking at her from her desk, where his 
notebooks and art supplies were scattered all around Iggy’s cage. 

Keefe’s hair looked as rumpled as his clothes, and Sophie wondered 
how many hours he’d been there. 

Or how many days. 

“I swear I haven’t been, like, creepily watching you sleep or 
anything,” he promised, probably misunderstanding her mood shift. 
“Elwin and Livvy had to rework some of the treatments they’re 
planning for you, and they didn’t want to leave you alone—but they 
also didn’t want to set up an alchemy lab in here. So everyone started 
fighting over who would keep an eye on you—because everyone wanted 
to, not because they didn’t,” he clarified. “And Fitz definitely did, in 
case you were wondering, or worrying, or... he’s been here a lot, okay? 
The only reason he’s gone right now is because he’d promised my dad 
that they'd work through more memories, and you know how my dad 
is—he gets his way no matter what. And Dex, Biana, Stina, and Wylie 
have been around a bunch too, but they had some Go Team Awesome! 
stuff that the Council needed them to do with Grady today. And Flori 
and Sandor are reorganizing the security now that Nubiti’s gone. And 
Edaline’s here now, but she also has all the animals to care for. 
Meanwhile, I basically have nothing to do, thanks to Tammy Boy’s 
warning—not that I wouldn’t be here even if I did have stuff... I just... 
we figured you wouldn’t want someone sitting here when they could 
be off investigating things—and I can draw anywhere so... it seemed 
like the most logical solution, you know?” 

“Smooooo00000000th, Hunkyhair,” Ro told him. “Really, really 
smoooooooooth.” 

It sounded like Ro was inside of Sophie’s closet, but Sophie wasn’t 


propped up enough to be able to tell for certain—and if she was right, 


Sophie could only imagine what kinds of chaos the ogre princess 
might cause in there. 

She sorta hoped it included shredding some of her ridiculously frilly 
gowns. 

“So you’ve been here for three days?” Sophie asked, glancing from 
Keefe to Edaline, both of whom nodded—though Keefe looked way 
more fidgety about it. 

“We left once,” Ro admitted, “but only because I made Hunkyhair 
shower and change—and you're welcome, by the way. I swear the 
stench radiating off of him was making the flowers in your carpet 
wither.” 

“It was not!” Keefe argued. And Sophie had never seen him turn 
quite so red. “It also wasn’t my fault,” he mumbled. “Elwin and Livvy 
made it super hot in here because it was supposed to be good for your 
healing or whatever. So of course I got all gross and sweaty.” 

“We all did,” Edaline added, trying and failing to wipe away the hair 
shellacked to Sophie’s forehead again—which made Sophie realize she 
probably didn’t want to know what she looked like in that moment. 

Or what she smelled like... 

“That doesn’t change the fact that no one could go near Hunkyhair 
without coughing!” Ro called from the closet. 

Keefe gritted his teeth, and Sophie had to laugh—and then whimper 
as the pain punished her for daring to use her chest muscles. 

“Tm fine,” she promised, but Edaline was already on her feet 
heading for the door. 

“I need to let Elwin and Livvy know you're awake so they can check 
on you,” Edaline called over her shoulder. “Try not to move too much 
in the meantime, okay?” 


Sophie nodded. 


But she still had to try to sit up—and then regretted it when prickles 
shot up her arms and down her legs. 

Keefe snorted as he rushed over to help. “You listen almost as well 
as I do, you know that, Foster? Here.” 

He lifted her gently by the shoulders and eased her into a sitting 
position, propping her back and arms with extra pillows. “Better?” 

She nodded, needing a second to catch her breath. “Definitely 
wouldn’t mind if Elwin and Livvy let me take some pain medicine.” 

“Yeah. Me neither.” He shook his arms as he backed away, and she 
realized his empathy was making him suffer through everything she 
was feeling—and she’d just made it worse for him by being stubborn. 

She cleared her throat, planning to say, Sorry. But at the last second 
she changed to “Thank you.” 

“For what?” Keefe asked. 

“For helping me sit up. And for staying here for so many days. And... 
for whatever you did to get me through the reset.” Her memories were 
a scrambled mess, but she definitely remembered one thing. “You sent 
me a green breeze, didn’t you?” 

Keefe’s gaze shifted to his hands, which were fidgeting with the 
loosened laces of his jerkin. “I mean, I can’t always see the color of the 
emotions—and honestly, sometimes I’m not even sure what emotions I 
send. My ability gets a little abstract when you’re enhancing me, so I 
don’t always know what I’m doing. But I do know I wanted you to feel 
like whatever was happening was a fresh start, so it wouldn’t be as 
scary for you, since your fear was spiking even worse than your pain.” 

“A fresh start,” Sophie repeated, feeling her lips curl into a smile. “I 
guess that’s a better way of looking at it than fixing my broken ability 
so I won't be useless or ruin anything else.” 

Keefe whistled. “It’s kind of ridiculous how hard you are on 


yourself.” 


Sophie shrugged—then wished she hadn’t when they both winced 
from the tearing sensation that zinged through her shoulder muscles. 
“I have to be hard on myself,” she told him. “I have lots of people 
counting on me.” 

“You do. And I get it. But just... don’t forget what I said before. The 
only thing you have to be is Sophie Foster. That’s more than enough.” 

“Awwwwwww-—good one, Hunkyhair!” Ro called, ruining the 
moment—not that it was a moment or anything like that. “Way to 
recover!” 

Sophie cleared her throat, trying to move past the cloud of 
awkwardness now hanging over them. “So... Dex, Biana, Stina, and 
Wylie are working on Team Valiant stuff with Grady? Did they say 
what they were doing?” 

“Not really. Pm not on the team, so... I don’t get to know the 
secrets.” 

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaand, the awkwardness got a whole lot worse. 

“Pretty sure it had to do with the dwarves, though,” Keefe added 
quietly. “And Dex told me to tell you they'll stop by tomorrow morning 
to see if you're awake, so I’m sure they'll update you on everything 
then. After all, you’re their Fearless Lady Fos-Boss.” 

Sophie sighed. “More like the Failing Lady Fos-Boss. No, really,” 
she added when he opened his mouth to argue. “I totally forgot to 
check in with Wylie and Stina after they did... something I might not 
be allowed to talk about. And I forgot to give Dex and Biana anything 
important to do while Stina and Wylie were working on that. And I 
almost inflicted on all of them in Loamnore—and then had to have my 
abilities reset and ended up unconscious for three days. And who 
knows how much longer I'll be stuck in bed.” 

“See, but I seem to remember Bronte—Bronte! The-Dude-Who’s- 


Tried-to-Have-Y ou-Exiled-Almost-as-Many-Times-as-Dame-Alina- 


Has-Tried-to-Have-Me-Expelled, so you know he’s not just being nice 
—saying that you were the reason King Enki didn’t throw you guys out 
of Loamnore. And by the way, King Enki was mad because the Council 
and the Black Swan totally botched things with the scheduling. Your 
mistakes were nothing on that—and you're new at this. Plus... I mean... 
being a leader actually seems pretty hard.” 

“It is,” Sophie admitted, staring at her hands—and realizing she 
wasn't wearing gloves. She also noticed a new bruise, the same size as 
the star-shaped scar it was next to, which she’d gotten the last time her 
abilities were reset. “Is that where they injected the allergy remedy?” 

Keefe shook his head. “The main shot went into your leg. But then 
when Elwin had to start doing chest compressions, Livvy dug out a 
much smaller syringe with green liquid in it and stabbed that into your 
hand. Does it hurt?” 

“Everything hurts.” Sophie slid her hand under her blankets so she 
wouldn’t keep staring at the spot that was surely going to be a new 
scar. 

They needed a subject change—fast. 

“So Fitz is at the Shores of Solace right now?” she asked. 

“He is—and he’s not happy about it. He didn’t want to leave you. I 
heard him yelling at my dad before he left, saying the whole thing is a 
waste of time. But my dad still got his way—he always does. Someday I 
need to figure out how he pulls that off.” 

“I take it that means they haven’t found anything useful?” Sophie 
asked. 

“Thats what Pm assuming. And I’m not surprised. I’m sure my 
dad’s being super stubborn, and controlling, and hiding a ton of stuff, 
and basically sabotaging the process.” Keefe plopped back onto the 
desk chair and propped his feet on her desk. “Plus... don’t get me 


wrong. You know Fitzy’s my Best Dude—” 


“Best Dude?” Sophie interrupted. “Is that seriously what you're 
calling him now?” 

Keefe nodded. “Until I convince him that we should call ourselves 
the Keefitzinator. Anyway, m not saying our Fitzy's not a super- 
powerful Telepath. He’s just... better with the basic stuff when he’s 
working alone, you know? And finding shattered memories seems like 
it might be a bit too fancy for him. Especially since my dad’s good at 
dodging Telepaths.” 

Sophie chewed her lip. “If you want me—” 

“Nah,” Keefe cut her off, before she'd had a chance to make her 
offer. 

“Why not?” she asked. 

“Uh, for one thing, have you seen you?” he asked. “Hate to break it 
to you, Miss F, but you need some major bed rest.” 

“I meant after I’m better,” Sophie mumbled, tugging at the parts of 
her hair that weren’t plastered to her forehead and trying to hide 
behind the greasy strands. 

“Oh, I know—but once you're better, you'll have way more 
important stuff to do than digging through my dad’s creepy 
memories,” Keefe insisted. “Besides, it’s not like we even know for 
sure that we’re going to find anything.” 

“Right, but—” 

“Seriously, Foster. It’s not worth it.” 

He wouldn't look at her as he said it. And Sophie had a feeling there 
was a bigger reason he was letting her off the hook. 

And in case she was right, she decided not to keep pushing. 

But they were running out of subject changes. 

All she had left was, “Any luck with your memories?” 

“I wish.” He snatched the gold notebook off of her desk and tucked 


it into his cape pocket before picking up the silver one and slowly 


flipping through. “I’ve logged a bunch more stuff. But nothing useful. 
And Dex told me yesterday that he still hasn’t gotten any hits from the 
London cameras, so... I don’t know. Maybe the drawing I gave him 
wasn’t good enough for the facial recognition.” 

“Or the guy might've moved,” Sophie hated to tell him. “Humans do 
that way more than elves do.” 

“I know. I thought of that. But... London’s the only lead I have, so...” 
He slumped lower in his chair. 

“Well... it hasn’t been that long since Dex set up the cameras,” 
Sophie said, trying to be positive. “And the guy could’ve been on 
vacation. Or battling the flu and not leaving the house or something. 
Just because we haven’t found him yet doesn’t mean we won't.” 

Keefe looked about as convinced by those suggestions as she was. 

She wished she could think of some brilliant solution, but... the man 
Keefe remembered could literally be anywhere on the planet, and they 
only had cameras searching one city. 

If only they could tap into, like... a human spy satellite or something. 
Then they could at least cover a lot more ground. But she doubted 
Dex’s Technopath skills stretched all the way to outer space—and even 
if they did, there would still be lots of places the satellite didn’t cover 
because human tech wasn’t that powerful. And the elves didn’t... 

“Wait,” Sophie said, wincing as she straightened up. “Is Mr. Forkle 
still here?” 

“He might be,” Keefe said. “Why?” 

“Go check,” Sophie told him, wishing she’d thought of this sooner. 
“Tf he is, tell him I need to talk to him right now.” 

“About what?” Mr. Forkle asked from the doorway, and Sophie 
jumped—then winced. 

“Whatever it is, it can wait,” Livvy cut in, shoving Mr. Forkle aside 


to make her way over to Sophie, with Elwin right at her heels. 


Edaline was with them too, and she held Sophie’s hand the whole 
time that Elwin and Livvy did their exam—which was mostly Livvy 
asking, “Does this hurt?” before poking Sophie somewhere, while 
Elwin flashed various orbs of colored light around Sophie’s body and 
studied her through his funny spectacles. 

The answer, unfortunately, was always, “Ow, yes.” 

And the final verdict seemed to be that everything was on the right 
track—but Sophie still had a long way to go. They also didn’t think 
she’d be up for taking any elixirs for at least another day. 

Including pain medicine. 

“Why is it so much worse this time?” Sophie asked, sucking air 
through her teeth as Livvy made her lie back flat again and her 
muscles punished her for the movement. “I mean, I know you messed 
with my heart a little, but last time you gave me double the amount of 
limbium so...” 

“The heart is much more sensitive than people realize,” Livvy said 
gently. “And so much more vulnerable. It can’t defend itself the way 
the mind can—and I don’t mean physically,” she added when she 
noticed Sophie’s frown. “From a physical standpoint, they’re both vital 
organs, and any sort of serious strike or blow would be Game Over. 
But from an emotional standpoint, the brain can think through feelings 
and talk us into or out of them.” 

“Tell me about it,” Ro muttered from Sophie’s closet. 

“See?” Livvy said. “The ogre princess knows what I’m talking about. 
It’s a defense mechanism that the heart simply doesn’t have. The heart 
feels what it feels, whether we want it to or not. So messing with it the 
way I did takes a much bigger toll, even on a physical level. This isn’t a 
perfect metaphor, but... try to think of it as I poked a hornet’s nest. 
And you got stung. And I’m really sorry.” 


“Me too,” Elwin said. 


Edaline squeezed Sophie’s hand. 

“The good news,” Mr. Forkle told her, “is you made the right 
decision with the pill you selected. I can already feel your heart and 
mind communicating in ways they never have before.” 

Sophie’s eyes widened. “Are you reading my thoughts right now?” 

“Not in the way you’re assuming,” Mr. Forkle assured her. “I realize 
you haven’t given me permission. So you’re going to have to tell me 
what it is you needed to discuss—unless you want me to find the 
answer myself.” 

“No, it’s fine,” Sophie said, glancing at Livvy and Elwin and 
deciding it wouldn’t matter if they heard. “I need you to do me a 
favor.” 

Mr. Forkle sighed. “If this has to do with—” 

“It doesn’t,” Sophie interrupted. “I’m not focusing on that right now 
—though the fact that I trusted you with my life again when you still 
won't trust me with that information—” 

“What information?” Livvy interrupted. 

“It doesn’t matter,” Mr. Forkle insisted. 

Sophie decided it did. So she told Livvy and Elwin, “He won’t tell me 
who my biological parents are. Even though I deserve to know.” 

“You definitely deserve to know that,” Elwin agreed, narrowing his 
eyes at Mr. Forkle. 

“Some secrets must be kept, even from those deserving,” Mr. Forkle 
countered. 

Livvy groaned. 

“Tm not saying that to pressure anyone into telling me right now,” 
Sophie emphasized, turning back to Mr. Forkle. “But I need something 
else—and since I just took a huge risk for you, and you still won’t give 


me the other information I really need, I don’t think you should be 


allowed to say no to this. Especially since it’s a very reasonable 
request.” 

Mr. Forkle pursed his lips, looking both wary and amused by her 
assertiveness. “That’s quite the sales pitch, Miss Foster. But you 
realize you're going to have to actually tell me what you want before I 
can decide if lll be able to help you, right?” 

Sophie glanced at Keefe and said, “Show him the drawing.” 

Keefe’s eyebrows shot up, but he didn’t argue or question her. And 
as he flipped to the right page in the silver notebook, Sophie explained 
about Keefe’s shattered memory and their plan to find the guy using 
the CCTV cameras. 

“So this is why you and Mr. Dizznee went to London?” Mr. Forkle 
asked, taking the notebook from Keefe to study the man’s face more 
closely. When she nodded, he asked, “Why do you need my help?” 

“Well... so far, none of the London cameras have found the guy. And 
I'm starting to worry that it might be because he doesn’t live in 
London anymore. It’s been a few years and humans move around.” 

“They do indeed,” Mr. Forkle agreed, turning to study the drawing 
from a different angle. 

She waited to speak again until he met her eyes, hoping her stare 
made it clear that what she was about to demand wasn’t optional. 
“That’s why I want you to take Dex to Watchward Heath.” 

“What’s Watchward Heath?” Keefe asked. 

“Forkle’s secret office,” Sophie told him. “Or one of them, at least. 
He brought me there a few days ago and showed me how it gives him 
access to thousands and thousands of camera feeds—and that’s exactly 
what we need. So now Mr. Forkle’s going to take Dex there, and let 
Dex do his Technopath thing. And if our guy is anywhere on this 


planet—we'll find him.” 
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IF I AGREE TO WHAT you’re asking,” Mr. Forkle said, glancing slowly 
between Sophie and Keefe, “and let’s be clear that what I mean by that 
is, if I allow Mr. Dizznee to do his “Technopath thing,’ as you put it, to 
the cameras feeding into my private office, I expect to be fully kept in 
the loop on this project’s progress from this point forward—and I 
don’t mean simply with this particular memory. I mean with all of the 
memories you decide to investigate in the future.” 

He held Keefe’s stare as he slowly flipped to the next page of the 
silver notebook, as if he was testing to see if Keefe would try to stop 
him. 

“Flip all you want—I have nothing to hide,” Keefe said, leaning 
back in his chair. “But I should warn you, that also means there’s 
nothing else interesting in there. Mommy Dearest did a good job of 
making sure I wouldn’t recover these memories. Why do you think 
Foster’s pushing you so hard for this one?” 

“What about the memories in those?” Mr. Forkle asked, pointing to 
the green and brown notebooks still sitting on Sophie’s desk. 

Keefe scooped them up and held them out. “I mean... if you’re 
looking for a particularly inspired visual re-creation of the Great 
Gulon Incident, then you’re about to be super excited. Otherwise, not 
so much. Oh, and if you flip the pages at just the right speed, you can 
watch the moment the gas erupts.” 

Mr. Forkle’s lips twitched with a smile as he took the notebooks. 
“And here I thought you had nothing to do with that event.” 


Keefe smirked. “Not saying I did.” 

Sophie didn’t bother asking. She’d been trying to get someone to 
tell her what happened during the Great Gulon Incident for years and 
had never gotten a straight answer. 

And now definitely wasn’t the time to sidetrack the conversation. 

Especially when Mr. Forkle pointed to Keefe’s chest and asked, 
“What about the notebook tucked away in your cape pocket? Are you 
going to show me the memories in there, or do you have something to 
hide after all?” 

Keefe straightened up, placing his hand over the pocket, like he was 
afraid Mr. Forkle was going to try to snatch the gold notebook away. 
“How did you know?” 

“I have very sharp eyes. Far sharper than you and your friends 
realize.” He handed Keefe back the silver, brown, and green notebooks 
without paging through them. “Truthfully, Mr. Sencen, I neither want 
nor need to see your full recorded life history. I just need to trust that 
you ll come to me when and if you recover something pertinent. Given 
what happened with the Council and the meeting with King Enki, I’m 
realizing it’s time for all of us to aim for a higher level of 
transparency.” 

“Said the guy who still won’t tell me who my biological parents are,” 
Sophie felt the need to point out. 

“Ohhhhhh, she has you there!” Livvy added. 

“She does indeed,” Mr. Forkle said through a very long sigh. “But it 
sadly doesn’t change where we stand on that particular issue. 
Sometimes a mystery must remain unsolved.” His eyes locked with 
Sophie’s. “And someday you'll understand why I had to protect this 
secret. In the meantime, I’m willing to grant your request. Pll bring 


Mr. Dizznee to Watchward Heath at his earliest convenience and let 


him program the cameras to search for the man in Mr. Sencen’s 
drawing.” 

“And you promise you'll let us know the second you find him?” 
Sophie countered. “No holding back information while you conduct 
your own investigations?” 

“Well, I suspect that Mr. Dizznee will program the feeds to notify 
him of any matches long before anything alerts me, so this is likely a 
moot point. But you have my word that if the cameras locate this 
mystery man and I’m the first to acquire that information, I’ll pass it 
along to you and Mr. Sencen immediately—but note my use of the 
word ‘if,’ Miss Foster. I fear you’re feeling a bit too confident in this 
plan’s success and forgetting that there’s no guarantee that we'll be 
able to find this man. Watchward Heath is an unprecedented 
monitoring system—but it’s not without its gaps. The man may also 
have altered his appearance in some significant way since Mr. Sencen 
saw him in this memory—a change of hairstyle. Adding a beard or 
mustache. Gaining or losing weight. Even the simple inevitabilities of 
human aging, like wrinkles and hair loss, could be significant enough 
to make the cameras disregard him as a viable match.” 

The words might as well have been a giant pair of scissors, snipping 
the threads of excitement that had been stitching Sophie’s newfound 
hope together. 

She'd been living with the elves for long enough that she’d forgotten 
how much more humans change than the elves. Everyone in the Lost 
Cities stayed mostly static once they reached adulthood. An elf looked 
the same at thirty as they did at one hundred thirty and three hundred 
thirty and one thousand thirty and on and on and on. The only notable 
difference would be the points of their ears or how they chose to cut or 
style their hair. 

Maybe that was even why the London cameras hadn’t found the guy. 


“Don’t look so disheartened,” Mr. Forkle told her. “I should be able 
to help Mr. Dizznee create some basic algorithms that will allow the 
cameras to predict the most likely appearance alterations and search 


for those as well. There will still be a margin for error, of course, but 
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“You would do that?” Sophie interrupted. 

“Of course! That shouldn’t come as a surprise to you, Miss Foster,” 
he chided. “I fear you’ve lost sight of who I am. Allowed the fact that 
I’m unable to share information about your genetic parents to feel like 
an enormous chasm between us. When the reality is so much simpler. 
We're still on the same side. We still share the same goals. Still crave 
the same answers. So how about we endeavor to focus on those 
similarities from this point forward?” 

He extended his hand for a handshake, and, after a quick glance at 
Keefe, Sophie reached out and took it. 

“Excellent,” Mr. Forkle said. “I'll explain all of this to Mr. Dizznee 
as soon as he returns from Loamnore this evening, so he can make any 
necessary preparations before I bring him to my office.” 

“Why is he in Loamnore?” Sophie asked. 

Mr. Forkle released her hand. “That’s classified information.” 

“Right. And I’m the leader of Team Valiant,” Sophie reminded him. 

“You are. But no one else in this room has the necessary clearance. 
And it’s best if you don’t use your telepathy right now.” 

“It’s best if you don’t do anything right now,” Elwin added, before 
Sophie could suggest asking everyone to clear the room, “except drink 
a bottle of Youth, have some broth, and try to sleep. Give us at least the 
rest of today to get you a little stronger before you start diving into all 
the stressful conversations. Save the updates and worrying for 


tomorrow.” 


“Elwin’s right,” Livvy agreed, handing Sophie a bottle of Youth as 
Edaline conjured up a bowl of pale, purple-toned broth for her to eat. 
“I know you're itching to get back to work—and I get it. Believe me. 
But right now, your focus needs to be on your recovery or you’re going 
to slow the process down. And the good news is, your friends are 
brilliant and talented and every bit as determined as you are, so it’s not 
like you have to worry that nothing’s getting done. They’re out there 
right now kicking butt and taking names. And you have to be here. So 
make it worth it. Get as much rest as you can.” 

Sophie sighed and forced herself to take a bite of broth, which was 
somehow both a little sweet and a little salty. “What is this?” 

“Panakes blossoms steeped with a few herbs Flori recommended,” 
Edaline explained. “She thinks it'll speed your healing.” 

Sophie finished the whole bowl, and it eased some of the aching in 
her limbs, which made her want out of that bed even more. 

“Try to sleep,” Elwin told her, pulling her blankets back into place 
when she tossed them aside. 
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“But I’ve been sleeping for three days!” she reminded him. 

“That wasn’t restful sleep,” Elwin insisted. 

“It must've been, because I’m not tired,” Sophie argued. 

“T can fix that,” Flori offered from the doorway. She padded over to 
the bed, singing a lullaby about windswept branches dancing in 
perfect harmony to the rhythm of the breeze, and the flowers on 
Sophie’s canopy filled the air with their sweet, soothing perfume. 

“That’s not fair,” Sophie grumbled through a yawn. 

“Yeah, wow,” Keefe said, rubbing his eyes as he stumbled to his 
feet. “If I don’t go now, I’m going to be drooling on your desk—unless 
you need me to stay.” 

Sophie couldn’t tell if he was asking her or her physicians. Either 


way, she told him, “Go home, Keefe. You’ve been stuck here long 


enough.” 

He shook his head, studying her with sleepy eyes. “I’m never stuck 
with you, Foster. Someday I’m going to make you see that.” 

“Sounds like I'd better get Hunkyhair home,” Ro said, striding out 
of Sophie’s closet in a silky pink gown that somehow looked both right 
and wrong with her armor strapped on top of it. “I was bored,” Ro 
added when she noticed the way everyone was staring, like that 
explained her new fashion choices. “Pll bring the dress back 
tomorrow.” 

“Keep it,” Sophie told her. “You... look really good.” 

Ro glanced down, sliding her hands across the shimmering skirt, 
then rolled her eyes and muttered something about sparkles going to 


her head. 
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“You look better,” Biana told Sophie the next morning, glancing at 
Stina. “Doesn’t she look better?” 

“Does she?” Stina asked, with her trademark brutal honesty. “I 
mean, she’s not so greasy anymore, but she’s still awfully pale.” 

“It’s fine,” Sophie told Biana, before she could argue. Edaline had 
brought a mirror over when Sophie insisted on doing the sponge bath 
herself, so she was very familiar with her pasty skin and shadowed eyes 
and overall grayish pallor. 

She definitely still had some major recovering to do. 

The good news was, Elwin and Livvy had finally decided Sophie 
could have some pain medicine, so she could actually move without 
constantly wanting to say “ow.” 

Keefe had also been sweet enough to stay at the Shores of Solace 
that morning so she’d be able to have all the “classified” conversations 


with her team. 


And Mr. Forkle had kept his promise and taken Dex to Watchward 
Heath. They were supposed to be there all day, since it was a lot of 
camera feeds for Dex to tweak. But it was progress, and Sophie could 
at least feel like she’d played some small part in making it happen. 

The news from Loamnore was less encouraging. 

Nubiti had found ten more magsidian stones hidden in the same 
corridors where the deserters had sabotaged other things before 
fleeing the city. And while none of the stones had exactly the same 
facets, they were all a similar size and shape, and their cuts followed a 
similar pattern—close enough to be clear that the same person or 
group had made all ten of the new stones, as well as the three they'd 
found in the Grand Hall. 

And the stones were all hidden in places where magsidian wasn’t 
supposed to be. 

And all were impossible to remove. 

And no one seemed convinced that the putty Nubiti had covered 
them with would solve the problem. 

Wylie was still in the dwarven city, working with Nubiti to see if 
there was a way to determine how the stones responded to light 
without starting another fire. 

“That’s not the information we need, though,” Sophie realized after 
Biana finished her update. “The Neverseen aren’t going to attack with 
light. They’re going to attack with shadows.” 

“You say that like it’s a fact,” Stina noted. “But we don’t actually 
know if that’s true. The way those stones in the Grand Hall reacted to 
light couldn’t have been an accident. Someone planned that—lined 
them up so the beams would ricochet perfectly. So light has to be 
important too.” 

“I know,” Sophie told her. “But no one’s ever said that magsidian 


can’t be cut to serve multiple purposes. I think we need to get a Shade 


down there and see what they can figure out.” 

Stina sighed. “I was afraid you were going to say that—so I’m 
calling ‘not it’ for being the one to convince Lady Zillah to go down 
there. She’s... intense.” 

“Tm pretty sure it needs to be the Council who talks to her,” Sophie 
realized, “since they'll need to work out the visit with King Enki. But 
someone needs to tell the Council—and make them understand that 
even if King Enki doesn’t want to cooperate, we need to know what a 
Shade can do in Loamnore, both with these stones and on the King’s 
Path.” 

“TIl talk to my Councillor contacts,” Biana promised. 

“And Pll hail Oralie and Bronte a little later,” Sophie decided. “Is 
there anything else I need to know?” 

Stina and Biana shared a look. 

“More bad news?” Sophie guessed, sitting up a little taller to 
prepare for it. “Nothing with Linh, right?” 

“No,” Biana promised, glancing at Stina again. “It’s just... Stina and 
I finally had a chance to meet with Lady Cadence.” 

Sophie stopped breathing. “You asked her?” 

Biana nodded, eyes shifting to her feet. 

Stina stood taller. “She definitely isn’t your biological mother.” 

“She isn’t,” Sophie repeated with the last of the air in her lungs— 
still not quite ready to breathe again. 

She isn’t. 

She isn’t. 

She isn’t. 

“That’s good news, right?” Stina asked. “You didn’t want her to be 
your biological mom, did you?” 

“No,” Sophie said, forcing herself to suck in some air—and 


triggering a whole lot of coughing—which unfortunately made her 


very aware of all the places she was still very sore from almost dying, 
even with the pain medicine. So there were several seconds filled with 
a lot of cough—“ow!”—cough—“ow!” before Sophie managed to grit 
out, “I’m definitely glad I’m not genetically related to her. But... do I 
want to know what she said after you asked her? Probably not, huh?” 

“It wasn’t that bad,” Biana promised—and the “that” told Sophie 
everything she needed to know. 

She held up her hands before Biana could continue. “Never mind. 
Whenever Foxfire’s back in session, I’m going to have to train with her 
every week, and I’m pretty sure the only way I’m going to be able to do 
that without dumping curdleroots on her head is if I don’t let you 
finish that sentence.” 

“It wasn’t that bad,” Biana assured her again. “But... yeah, you’re 
probably right.” 

“She did say one interesting thing, though,” Stina noted. “She said 
the Black Swan is too smart to have your biological parents’ abilities 
match yours. Itd be too much of a giveaway—especially since your 
abilities are so rare. That kinda makes sense, don’t you think? Like 
how Bronte isn’t your biological father even though he’s the only 
Inflictor? So I guess when we figure out more names, we should try to 
pick people who don’t have your abilities.” 

“Great, so basically it could be anybody,” Sophie grumbled. 

“Not true,” Biana argued. “You have a lot of abilities. And it rules 
out all of those.” 

“Yeah, but there are still way more abilities I don’t have than 
abilities I do,” Sophie countered, reaching up to rub her temples. “But 
its fine,” she said, trying to convince herself as much as them. “It 
doesn’t matter right now. We’re pausing the biological parent search.” 


“We are?” Stina asked. 


Sophie nodded, feeling ten pounds lighter for having decided it. 
“It’s just not the right time. There are too many huge things going on, 
and I can’t keep letting it be a distraction. We can always pick the 
search back up once things calm down.” 

“T guess that’s true,” Biana murmured. “But... what about the whole 
unmatchable thing?” 

Sophie sighed. “I’m just... going to have to deal with it. Fortunately, 
most people don’t know about that yet, and it won't really be 
noticeable until our grade level starts picking up their match lists, 
which is still a little ways off. Hopefully I'll have it figured out before 
then. But... even if not, that doesn’t change the fact that right now, we 
have to focus on the dwarves, and Keefe’s missing memory, and 
whatever else the Neverseen are planning. And I need to get out of this 
stupid bed.” 

She tried to kick off her covers and regretted it when her legs 
proved to be extra achy. 

“Want us to get Elwin or Livvy or Edaline?” Biana offered. 

“No, it’s fine,” Sophie said, hating the next words she had to say. “I 
think... I just need to rest for a bit.” 

“I think that’s a good idea,” Stina agreed. “Seriously, Sophie. 
There’s nothing wrong with taking the time you need to get better.” 

“Stina’s right,” Biana added, looking less uncomfortable with those 
words than she used to. “That’s why you have us. Is there anything else 
you need us to be working on?” 

“I can’t think of anything,” Sophie admitted, even if it felt like there 
should be dozens and dozens of things. 

Did they really have so few projects and leads? 

She tried to tell herself it didn’t matter—that they were definitely on 
the right track with the magsidian stones they'd discovered, and that 


was going to give them a real advantage. But she still wished she could 


come up with something better to say than, “Just make sure you talk to 
the Council about getting Lady Zillah to Loamnore. And maybe check 
on Linh at Choralmere?” 

“On it,” both girls promised, and Sophie had to marvel for a second 
at how well they were all working together—even if bossing them 
around still felt really strange. 

Stina leaped away after that to hail one of her assigned Councillors. 
But Biana lingered, and Sophie suspected Biana had a bigger reason 
than just helping her adjust her pillow and blankets. 

“You're sure you don’t want me to keep working on the Biological 
Parent thing?” Biana eventually asked, tipping her hand. “I swear I can 
do it without it being a distraction! I mean, I’ve managed to test 
Bronte and Lady Cadence and keep up with all my other 
responsibilities.” 

She had—which proved Biana was definitely better at multitasking 
than Sophie was. 

But that didn’t change Sophie’s mind. 

“Im sure,” she told Biana. “Things are getting way too real right 
now. It’s starting to feel like it always feels right before something 
really big and horrible happens. And if I’m right, I don’t want to have 
to wonder if we would’ve been better prepared if I hadn’t wasted time 
on selfish, unimportant stuff.” 

“This isn’t unimportant,” Biana argued. 

“No. But it’s not urgent, either,” Sophie had to remind her. “It can 
wait.” 

“I guess,” Biana said, and the way she was chewing her lip made 
Sophie pretty sure that Biana was asking herself the same question she 
was. 

Would Fitz wait? 
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HEY—YOU’RE UP!” FITZ CALLED across the pastures as he made his 
way over, and Sophie mentally thanked the universe that she’d decided 
to brush her hair and change out of her pajamas before she’d headed 
outside for a little fresh air and some baby alicorn snuggles. 

It wasn’t her first time out of bed since having her abilities reset— 
she’d managed that the day before. But she’d only been downstairs for 
a minute when her head got a little too spinny and her legs got a little 
too wobbly and Sandor had insisted on carrying her back up to her 
room. 

So making it all the way outside to a nice shady spot under Calla’s 
Panakes tree felt like a huge victory. 

If only it hadn’t taken her six days to get to that point. 

And if only she hadn’t been sitting on the grass with her forehead 
pressed against her knees, trying to fight off a dizzy spell when Fitz 
found her. 

The worry crease between his eyebrows looked especially deep. 

“I'm up!” she emphasized, offering him her best seriously-I’m-fine 
smile and wishing the flutter in her heart felt a little more like 
excitement and a little less like nerves. 

After all, her boyfriend was here to visit her. 

And he was very, very cute. 

Fitz’s fitted gray tunic made his shoulders look especially broad, 
and his dark hair was just the right mix of styled and tousled. And 


when his gorgeous teal eyes met hers and he flashed his movie-star- 
worthy grin, her brain definitely turned to melty mush. 

Which was probably why she couldn’t think of something better to 
say than, “I... didn’t realize you were coming over.” 

“I know, I wanted it to be a surprise.” He sat across from her in the 
grass, studying her for several endless seconds before his smile faded. 
“You still look really out of it.” 

Sophie let her hair fall forward, giving her a curtain of blond to hide 
behind. “Yeah, that’s what Vertina told me too.” 

“Vertina?” 

“She’s this kinda annoying ‘girl’ programmed into Jolie’s old 
spectral mirror. And she usually tries to get me to do more with my 
hair, or put on makeup, or wear fancier clothes or whatever. But today 
she was like, “Wow, you look awful—why aren’t you in bed?’” 

“Well, Pm kinda with her on the ‘why aren’t you in bed’ thing,” Fitz 
admitted. “But.” He reached up to tuck her hair behind her ear. “I also 
think you look really beautiful.” 

And with that, he scored all the boyfriend points ever. 

But Sophie still didn’t know what to do with the compliment— 
except maybe get choked up. And she really didn’t want to do that 
again. 

So she leaned back against the tree trunk, giving herself a little 
breathing room as she responded to the first part of what he’d said. “I 
couldn’t lie around anymore. I had to move.” 

“Yeah, I remember having that same feeling when we were on bed 
rest in the Healing Center.” He scooted closer to her side, and Sophie 
couldn’t help noticing that his recovering leg still moved more stiffly 
than the other. “I just don’t want you overdoing it and setting yourself 


back, either,” he added quietly. 


“Im trying not to,” she promised. “Honestly, the sunshine is 
helping a lot. And it’s nice to have some distractions.” 

She tilted her chin toward the pasture to their left, where Luna was 
galloping by with a stalk of swizzlespice sticking out of her mouth and 
Wynn was racing to catch up with her, probably trying to steal it. 

“They are pretty cute,” Fitz noted. “Though, if you’re looking for 
cute distractions, I’m more than happy to offer my snuggle services.” 

He flashed a teasing smile as he stretched out his arm and patted 
her shoulder, inviting her to lean against him. 

They both pretended not to notice how long it took her to accept 
the invitation. 

It wasn’t because she didn’t want to. 

The boyfriend thing was still just so... new. 

And she couldn't help running through a Humiliation-Risk mental 
checklist, trying to figure out if he’d be able to tell that she’d only had 
sponge baths for the last few days, or feel the nervous sweat pooling in 
the small of her back. 

“Relax, Sophie,” Fitz whispered. “I just thought it might help you to 
lean your head down a bit.” 

It did help. 

And it definitely was distracting to feel his arm around her and hear 
the thump thump thump of his heartbeat against her ear. 

But she couldn’t relax. 

“Have Livvy or Elwin said how much longer they think it’s going to 
take before you’re back to one hundred percent?” he asked as his 
fingers played casually with a strand of her hair. 

“Not really,” Sophie admitted. “But Im guessing at least another 
week, since they’re still trying to limit how much medicine I take. 
They also think it’s going to set me back when I first test my 


inflicting.” 


His arm tightened around her. “When will you be doing that?” 

“I don’t know. Once Elwin and Livvy say I’m ready, I guess—though 
if they keep babying me, I might lose my temper and then there’s 
nothing anyone can do to stop me.” 

She tried adding an evil laugh to the end of that statement, but the 
joke felt super forced. And she found herself once again missing the 
days when spending time with Fitz didn’t feel so painfully awkward. 

Sure, he’d always made her nervous—but most of those worries had 
been connected to the fact that she was super afraid he'd figure out 
that she liked him and not feel the same way. 

She didn’t have to worry about that anymore. 

After all, hed come by to see her. 

They were snuggling. 

And yet. 

And yet... 

She couldn’t quiet the voice in the back of her mind that kept 
reminding her how important matchmaking was to Fitz. 

And how soon he’d be able to start picking up his lists. 

And how right now, there was no way her name would be on them. 

She also didn’t know how long it would take her to fix the situation 
or how Fitz really felt in the meantime. 

Which probably meant they needed to have a long conversation— 
put all those fears and doubts “out there” and see where they stood. 

That would be the mature, responsible way to handle the situation. 

But... Sophie couldn’t seem to make her mouth form those words. 

Or any words. 

So she just sat there, and the silence stretched between them, 
making Fitz feel farther and farther away even though they’d 


technically never been so close. 


Fitz finally ended her misery by clearing his throat and murmuring, 
“So... I brought you a present. Well, two presents, actually.” 

“You did?” 

Sophie turned her head enough to be able to see his face, and there 
was his perfect smile again, along with a teasing glint in his eye. 

“Don’t sound so surprised,” he told her. “I used to bring you 
presents all the time!” 

He had. 

It'd been one of her favorite things. 

Not for the gifts themselves, which were usually just silly trinkets. 
But for the fact that it proved he’d been thinking about her. 

It was always so easy for Sophie to convince herself that a guy like 
Fitz Vacker would never be interested in someone as weird as she was. 
But every time he brought her some sweet, thoughtful gift that proved 
how well he knew her, she’d think... maybe he could. 

“Anyway,” he said, and she realized she was probably supposed to 
respond to his other statement. “Sorry I’ve dropped the ball on the gift 
giving lately.” 

“You don’t have to apologize—” 

“I do, though,” he insisted, gently helping her sit up so they could 
face each other. “I totally meant to bring you something yesterday, 
after the Council’s Regent Announcement. But my mom planned this 
whole dinner for Biana, and Keefe’s dad nagged me to come over and 
work through more memories, and then I was worried it’d be too late 
and you'd be sleeping, and—” 

“It’s fine,” Sophie assured him. “It wasn’t a big deal.” 

Or, that’s what she'd been telling herself, since she'd had to miss 
the big announcement. 

She’d tried to go—that was why she’d dragged herself downstairs. 
But much as she hated to admit it, Sandor had been right to haul her 


back to bed. There was definitely no way she could’ve stood in a fancy 
gown with a crown on her head and listened to the Council answer 
everyone's questions about the arrangement. 

She would’ve passed out for sure. 

So instead, she’d been the mysteriously absent team leader. 

The one everyone was probably wondering about. Whispering about 

“Here,” Fitz said, distracting her with a tiny silver box tied with 
silky teal ribbon. “That’s what I meant to bring by yesterday.” 

Sophie hoped he didn’t notice the way her hands shook when she 
untied the bow and pulled open the lid to find... 

“You have a charm bracelet, don’t you?” Fitz asked as Sophie picked 
up the intricate silver charm—a howling dire wolf, just like her Regent 
patch. 

“I do.” She didn’t wear it very often because Grady and Edaline had 
bought it after she was kidnapped, when they thought they d be 
extending their annual commemorative charm tradition to another lost 
daughter. 

But that didn’t make it any less thoughtful and amazing of a gift. 

It was perfect. 

Just like Fitz... 

“T love it,” she told him, tucking the tiny wolf safely back into its 
box and wishing she could think of something more meaningful to add 
than, “Thank you so much.” 

But she wasn’t perfect—especially when it came to romantic 
gestures. 

Fortunately, Fitz didn’t seem to notice. 

“Don’t thank me yet! You still have one more gift—and this one’s 
special. So special it comes with a speech.” He held her gently by her 


shoulders, waiting for her to meet his eyes. “I know this boyfriend- 


girlfriend thing is hard for you. Don’t shake your head—we both know 
it is. And that’s okay. I get it. And I’m sure you remember me telling 
you that we'd go at your pace. I asked you to trust me. And then... I 
don’t know, somehow things got a whole lot more complicated, and I 
felt like I didn’t know what to do anymore. And I know that’s probably 
made it even harder for you to trust me, so I want you to know that 
nothing’s changed for me, okay? Nothing. Still no pressure. Still no 
time limit. Still your pace. And I’ve been trying to figure out how to 
prove that, and... this is the best I could come up with....” 

He let go of her shoulders and reached into his cape pocket, 
retrieving something as wide as a book but much thinner, covered in 
shiny teal paper. 

And when Sophie unwrapped it... 

“Oh wow,” she breathed, needing a few seconds to even process 
what she was seeing. 

It was a picture of her and Fitz, sitting under Calla’s Panakes tree, 
just like they were right then. Only the scene was darker. And he was 
sitting even closer, with his hand cradling her cheek and... 

“This is a memory,” she realized. 

His memory. 

Of the night he’d just been talking about—when he’d promised he’d 
wait for her to be ready for all the relationship stuff. 

He’d even captured the tears that had slipped down her cheeks 
while they'd been talking—and Sophie could feel new ones burning 
her eyes. 

“How did you...?” she asked, still trying to understand what she was 
seeing. 

The gift looked more like a painting—but Fitz didn’t paint, did he? 

And the style looked familiar... 


“Keefe helped me,” Fitz admitted, before Sophie’s brain could get 
there. “I started out projecting the memory—but... it didn’t look quite 
right, because I don’t have a photographic memory like some people. 
So there were details missing, and parts that were a little blurry. So I 
paid Keefe to paint over it and add in all the stuff my mind didn’t get 
right.” 

“Wait—you paid Keefe?” Sophie asked, not sure why that was the 
part her mind had fixated on. 

Fitz nodded. “Otherwise it’s his gift—and it’s not. This is from me. 
Just like I’m the one who wrote the words on the back.” 

Sophie hadn’t thought to flip it over. But she did, and there, in Fitz’s 
neat handwriting, was his simple plea: 

Trust me. 

“I do,” she promised, feeling her tears spill over onto her cheeks. “I 
just—” 

“I know,” he interrupted, taking her hand and tangling her gloved 
fingers with his. “I get it. The unmatchable thing—it threw us both 
off. And I really wish I'd handled it better. I should’ve done everything 
I could to make it clear that it doesn’t change anything for me. I’m still 
here, still waiting on you to set the pace. And I know it’s all going to 
work out, Sophie. We’re going to work out. Just trust me, okay? Talk to 
me. Lean on me. Don’t hide or run away, or give up or... whoa.” 

“Whoa?” Sophie repeated, not sure what to make of the way Fitz 
was Staring at their hands. 

“You have gloves on,” he said. 

“T do...,” Sophie agreed. “Is that a problem?” 

“What about your fingernail gadgets?” he asked, ignoring the 
question. “Are those on?” 

Sophie nodded. “I always keep them turned on. It just makes more 


sense that way. Why?” 


Fitz finally looked up at her, and his eyes were wide—and a little 
glazed—as he murmured, “It looks like your inflicting wasn’t the only 
ability affected by the reset. Right now, even with all of that to block it, 


I can feel you enhancing me.” 
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FITZ WAS RIGHT. 

Sophie’s enhancing was definitely stronger. 

In fact, it took four layers of gloves and her fingernail gadgets to 
block the ability’s effect on him. 

And when she tried holding his hand without any barriers between 
them, it felt like lightning striking each of their palms. Fitz had to let 
go after a few seconds, so they weren’t able to see exactly what the 
added boost allowed him to do with his telepathy. But Fitz did say it 
gave his mind a level of clarity he’d never experienced before. 

The strangest part, though, was what they discovered throughout 
the course of the day, after testing the ability on anyone else they could 
gather: Everyone had a different threshold—and there didn’t seem to 
be any logic to it. 

Edaline, Elwin, Livvy, Biana, Dex, and Wylie all felt her enhancing 
fade as soon as Sophie added a second pair of gloves. 

But Stina needed a third pair—and could feel a noticeable boost 
even without any physical contact. 

Keefe needed six layers of gloves—and even then, he could still feel 
a tiny hum across his senses. But Sophie couldn’t squeeze a seventh 
glove on over the others to see if it would help. 

She expected Keefe to be very smug about how strong that meant 
his empathy was—or at least make an abundance of jokes about the 


thrill of holding his hand. But Keefe actually seemed... a little shaken. 


Not as shaken as Grady—though that wasn’t totally a surprise to 
Sophie. 

The one and only time that she’d ever enhanced Grady, he'd told her 
afterward, “Never let me do that again.” 

But Sophie hated the distance it suddenly put between them. 

Grady didn’t want to risk exposure to the power, so he held back 
from hugging Sophie or reaching for her hand—or even standing too 
close. And the thought of that being her “new normal” made Sophie ill 
enough to reach out to Mr. Forkle and demand that he come to 
Havenfield immediately. 

“I don’t understand,” she said, after they'd discovered that Mr. 
Forkle needed her to wear four layers of gloves to fully block her 
enhancing, and experienced the same jolt that Fitz had when he made 
direct contact with her fingertips. “Why wasn’t it like this yesterday?” 

“Because your abilities, like your body, are still recovering from the 
reset,” Mr. Forkle explained. “As you grow stronger, so will they.” 

Sophie stared at her fingers, which looked like big marshmallows 
under all the layers of fabric. “So... this is how it’s going to be now? l'm 
stuck with puffy fingers and people afraid to touch me?” 

“No,” he assured her. “You’ve simply entered another period of 
adjustment. Try not to panic, Miss Foster. There’s always a solution. 
And while it may be hard to see it at the moment, this is good news. 
You’ve now become far, far more powerful than your enemies.” 

“No, anyone who touches me is more powerful,” Sophie corrected, 
“so really, Pm actually way more vulnerable.” 

Her imagination happily painted her a new nightmare. 

A moonlark in a cage. 

Forced to empower anyone who shoved their hand through the bars. 

And the truly terrifying part was how easily her captors shifted in 


her mind, from the Neverseen to the Council—even to the Black Swan. 


After all: Who wouldn’t want to exploit a resource like that? 

“We wouldn't,” Mr. Forkle assured her, and she wasn’t sure if he’d 
read her mind or if he’d simply noticed the way her eyes had narrowed 
with suspicion. “We would never use you against your will, Miss 
Foster. You always have a choice.” 

“How?” She held up her marshmallow hands. “This ability is 
automatic.” 

“T actually wonder if that’s true anymore,” he murmured, scratching 
his chin. “With a power this strong—and a brilliant mind like yours—I 
wouldn't be surprised if there’s some sort of internal trigger you’ve yet 
to discover, one that allows you to rein in the ability through 
concentration or sheer willpower.” 

Sophie blinked. “If that did exist... how would I find it?” 

“That would be up to you to determine,” he told her. “Journeys of 
self-discovery must be embarked upon alone.” 

“Great,” Sophie grumbled, making no effort to hide her eye roll. 
“You realize that’s not actually an answer, right?” 

“It is—it’s just not the answer you seek,” Mr. Forkle countered. 
“You want a ready solution, and I cannot give that to you. But I can 
assure you that if you become more mindful as you use this ability— 
more aware of the tiny shifts and connections occurring within you as 
it works—you'll likely discover whole new worlds of strength and 
control. Remember, this ability wasn’t one we chose for you—it was 
one your genetics naturally dictated. Which likely means your genetics 
have given you the means to manage it on your own.” 

Sophie sighed. “That’s still not helpful.” 

“It will be,” he insisted. “You just need to give yourself a chance to 
process.” 

“Yeah, well, in the meantime, I’m stuck with eight zillion pairs of 


gloves and trying not to let my enemies get anywhere near me. Might 


as well lock me in my room.” 

“Tm on board with that plan,” Sandor jumped in. “P1 happily stand 
guard at the door.” 

Mr. Forkle smiled. “That won’t be necessary. Miss Foster simply 
needs to remember to rely on her friends.” 

He called Dex over and had Dex hold one of Sophie’s fingernail 
gadgets in one hand while letting her fully enhance him. 

“Oh wow,” Dex breathed, his knees buckling the second her 
fingertips touched his skin—and miraculously, no one made any jokes 
about Sophie knocking a boy off his feet as Stina and Biana lunged to 
hold Dex steady. No one mentioned how many additional times Dex 
whispered, “Wow,” before he pulled his hand free and sank to the 
grass, staring at the sky. 

“Think you can make some adjustments to Tinker’s design?” Mr. 
Forkle asked him after several seconds. “Create a more powerful shield 
for Miss Foster’s ability until she learns how to manage it with her 
mind?” 

“I think so, yeah,” Dex mumbled, followed by a bunch of techy 
words that sounded like gibberish. 

“TIl take him inside,” Biana volunteered, hooking Dex’s arm around 
her shoulders and hauling him to his shaky feet. “He’s going to need a 
notebook to write this all down and make some sketches.” 

“See?” Mr. Forkle said, turning back to Sophie. “Your teammates 
are already working on a technical solution. And while they do that, I 
want you to get some rest—and spend the whole day in bed tomorrow 
if you can. Try to clear your mind of all other worries and start that 
mental journey.” 

“How?” Sophie asked. 

Mr. Forkle smiled. “That’s up to you. But the first step is sleep.” 
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As it turned out, mental journeys were every bit as pointless and 
annoying as Sophie expected—and also, surprisingly exhausting. 

Her mind didn’t want to “clear.” 

Focusing on her breathing just ended up making her spend hours 
counting. 

And when she tried to listen to her body, all it told her was that she 
was restless. And hungry. And really hated wearing so many pairs of 
gloves. 

So Sophie literally tackled Dex with a hug the next day, when he 
showed up with Lovise and Mr. Forkle to deliver her newly designed 
fingernail gadgets. 

The gadgets were clear this time and had to be worn on every finger 
—and the sequence of taps to activate and deactivate them was much 
more complicated. But once the gadgets were in place and active, they 
seemed to do their job perfectly, blocking her enhancing both for Dex 
and Mr. Forkle. 

“You should probably test them on Keefe,” Dex suggested, “since he 
was even more sensitive to your ability than we were. And Id still 
recommend wearing double gloves—and keeping a couple of extra 
pairs in your pockets.” 

Mr. Forkle clicked his tongue. “Have you so little faith in your 
talent, Mr. Dizznee?” 

“No. I just also know technology isn’t perfect. It breaks. Or other 
stuff interacts with it. So it’s good to have a backup plan.” 

Sophie nodded, pulling Dex into another hug, relieved that it still 
didn’t feel a tiny bit weird between them. 

“Thank you,” she told him. “You saved me from being Lady 
Marshmallow Hands.” 

Dex grinned, flashing his dimples. “See, now I kinda want to take 


back the gadgets.” 


“Don’t even think about it,” Sophie warned. 

“Oh, Pm thinking about it, Lady Marshmallow Hands,” Dex 
countered. 

Mr. Forkle cleared his throat. “In all seriousness, Miss Foster, I still 
hope you'll keep searching within yourself, because I feel quite 
strongly that you have more to discover. In fact, m regretting that I 
never made self-reflection and meditation into a habit for you when 
you were younger. I should’ve considered that the uniqueness of your 
abilities would require a measure of deep introspection, since only you 
can truly understand the workings of your mind.” 

Sophie wanted to roll her eyes and tell him how pointless everything 
she’d tried the day before had been. But it was easier to just say, “PIH 
do my best,” and change the subject. 

“What are you working on today?” she asked Dex. 

“I asked Forkle to take me back to Watchward Heath, because I had 
a few thoughts about the cameras while you were enhancing me. The 
tweaks I made to the feed already are solid—but they’re slow because 
there are so many different cameras. And I think I came up with a way 
to make it all work much faster. See? It’s a good thing you had your 
abilities reset. I know you've been lying here regretting it.” 

She had, actually—though she hadn’t even admitted that to herself. 

She’d just lost so many days. 

And now her enhancing was so much more complicated. 

And she still couldn’t even use her inflicting—still didn’t even know 
if it worked any better than it had before. 

“It was the right call, Sophie,” Dex assured her. “Just give yourself 
time to adjust.” 

“Mr. Dizznee is very wise,” Mr. Forkle told her. “And I’ve been 


meaning to add one more thing. I think it’s quite telling that both Mr. 


Sencen and Mr. Vacker were so much more sensitive to your 
enhancing.” 

“Fitz needed the same number of gloves as you,” Sophie reminded 
him. 

“Yes, but my telepathy is far more honed than his, so for him to be 
at my same level is fascinating. And I realize you’ve always had strong 
connections with both boys in different ways. But I wonder if having 
them assist during the reset amplified those bonds. I think it might be 
worth exploring. ld recommend working with both of them in tandem 
to see what you discover. Perhaps complete a few trust exercises.” 

Dex snorted. “You want Sophie, Fitz, and Keefe to do trust exercises 
together.” 

“T think it would be very enlightening,” Mr. Forkle agreed. 

“Oh, it'll definitely be that,” Dex said with a particularly huge grin. 
“Can I, uh, be there when you do?” he asked Sophie. 

“No, it'll work best if it’s just the three of them,” Mr. Forkle 
informed him. “Try it today, if you’re up for it,” he advised Sophie. 
“And if you’re not, then I hope you'll work on more self-reflection.” 

Sophie couldn’t decide which sounded more miserable. 

But. 

She already knew self-reflection was a total fail. 

So even though she could definitely recognize the potential for 
disaster with Mr. Forkle’s suggestion, she hailed Keefe and Fitz after 
Mr. Forkle and Dex left and invited them over to work together. And 
both boys reluctantly agreed to meet her in the Havenfield pastures in 
a few hours. 

They started small—the three of them sitting in the shade of Calla’s 
Panakes tree, testing Sophie’s new enhancing-blocking gadgets to 
make sure Dex’s design worked on both of them. And it did—though 
Keefe said he could still feel that same tiny bit of extra clarity he'd 


started picking up just by being around Sophie. But they decided that 
must be an Empath thing, since Stina had been feeling a similar boost 
for a while. 

And then... it was time to pick a trust exercise. 

“We could play something like Two Truths and a Lie?” Sophie 
suggested—and then immediately un-suggested it once she saw how 
excited Ro was by that idea. 

But every other trust exercise shed done with Fitz would be so 
much worse with Keefe as part of it. 

So. 

Much. 

Worse. 

In fact, Sophie was starting to think the best idea would be to feign 
exhaustion, flee to her bedroom, and hide under her covers until the 
boys and their bodyguards left. 

But then Keefe stood, pacing past Sophie a few times before he 
asked, “This is about inflicting, right?” 

“What do you mean?” Sophie asked. 

“I mean, that’s why you went through all of this, isn’t it? And that 
ability comes from both the head and the heart, doesn’t it?” 

Sophie nodded. 

“All right, then forget trust exercises!” Keefe decided. “Fitzy can 
cover the head stuff, IIl cover the heart stuff, you'll do your 
Ragemonster thing and you'll start getting a feel for your shiny, 
improved ability.” 

“I don’t know what any of that means,” Fitz said, glancing at 
Sophie, and Sophie was right there with him. 

Keefe dragged a hand down his face. “I’m saying we focus on letting 


Foster practice inflicting. You and I will be here to make sure she 


doesn’t lose control of anything. But that’s what’s most important, 
right?” 

“But Elwin and Livvy think it’s going to set back her recovery,” Fitz 
reminded him. 

“Right... but... if it’s going to do that anyway, then why not test it 
out, let it set her back, and then she can focus on recovering?” Keefe 
countered. 

“T don’t think it works that way,” Fitz insisted. 

“And I don’t know how to just... inflict,” Sophie added. “I have to be 
angry and afraid—” 

“So well make you angry and afraid,” Keefe interrupted. “I mean, I 
feel like if there’s one thing Fitzy and I both excel at, it’s making you 
angry.” 

“I can help with afraid!” Ro volunteered. 

“No, you can’t!” Sandor warned. 

“Actually, this might be a good idea,” Grizel told him, stopping 
Sandor from drawing his sword. 

“You can’t be serious,” Sandor snapped back. 

“Why not?” Grizel asked. “We'll all be here to keep her safe.” 

“How can it be safe if there are no physicians to monitor her?” 
Sandor countered. “And why don’t we see what her parents have to 
say?” 

Round and round they went, and Sophie honestly didn’t know which 
side she was on—but then it didn’t matter because someone was 
clearing their throat behind them and they turned to find Mr. Forkle 
standing on the path, watching them. And he seemed... 

Nervous. 

It almost looked like he wanted to raise a crystal and leap away 


before any of them could ask why he was there. 


And maybe that was because he knew Keefe would ask, “You found 
him, didn’t you? The guy in my drawing?” 

“We did,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “Mr. Dizznee’s latest adjustments gave 
us the speed we needed to also search the archive, starting with the 
year we estimated you first saw the man, since we knew his appearance 
would match most completely at that point.” 

“You have an archive?” Sophie had to ask. 

“A very thorough one,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “And... that’s where we 
found him. The video didn’t give us his location, but it did give us a 
name that Mr. Dizznee and I were able to search for in several human 
databases.” 

“You have access to human databases?” Sophie blurted out, even 
though she probably shouldn’t have been so surprised—and she 
definitely should stop interrupting Mr. Forkle because Keefe looked 
ready to combust with impatience. 

“We do,” Mr. Forkle agreed, “and... I gave you my word that I’d let 
you know anything we found immediately. So... even though this goes 
against my better judgment... your mystery man’s name was Ethan 
Benedict Wright II.” 

“Ethan Benedict Wright II,” Fitz and Keefe both repeated. 

But Sophie was stuck on a different word—one she almost didn’t 
want to point out, since Keefe clearly hadn’t noticed that Mr. Forkle 
had used it, and she hated to snuff out the triumph and enthusiasm she 
could see in Keefe’s eyes. 

Still, she forced herself to ask, “Was?” 

And her heart thudded into her stomach when Mr. Forkle winced. 

“What do you mean ‘was’?” Keefe asked her. 

“Thats what I’m asking him,” Sophie said gently. “Mr. Forkle said 
his name ‘was.’ Not is. Did he legally change it?” she asked Mr. Forkle, 
trying to give Keefe what little hope she could. 


Mr. Forkle sighed. “No. I said was because I found this.” He reached 
into his cape and pulled out what looked like a crinkled printout of a 
newspaper clipping. 


And at the top, in big black letters, was the word “Obituaries.” 
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HE’S DEAD.” 
Sophie couldn’t tell who said it. 


There was too much roaring in her ears, between the cold ocean 
wind, her frantic pulse, and the ragged breaths she forced herself to 
take in. 

But she knew exactly what Keefe was going to say next. 

He looked like he couldn’t decide if he was going to run off and pick 
a fight with the gorgodon or hurl all over his shoes as he told them, 
“My mom had something to do with this.” 

Not a question. 

A fact. 

“You don’t know that,” Sophie argued, snatching the obituary away 
from Mr. Forkle before Keefe could get his hands on it. 

It took her overloaded brain three tries before any of the tiny black- 
and-white words sank in. 

“Okay,” she said, wishing the three short paragraphs gave a little 
more information. “It says here that Ethan Benedict Wright II, and”— 
her stomach turned—“his ten-year-old daughter, Eleanor Olivia 
Wright, were struck by a bus outside of the British Library and killed 
instantly.” She told herself not to picture it. But shed seen enough 
photos of London’s famous red double-decker buses to paint a pretty 
gruesome mental picture. “That’s... horrible,” she whispered, clearing 


the thickness from her throat. “But it was an accident, Keefe. Either the 


bus driver got distracted, or Ethan and Eleanor forgot to look both 
ways before they crossed the street, or maybe—” 

“Or maybe my mom had something to do with it!” Keefe finished 
for her, turning away and tearing his hands through his hair. “Come 
on, Foster. You don’t think my mom could make it look like an 
accident? It wouldn’t be hard. One quick mental shove with telekinesis 
or a blast of wind from a Guster and...” 

Sophie squeezed her eyes tight, trying to block the fresh round of 
nightmare images. 

“Accidents happen all the time in the Forbidden Cities,” she 
insisted. “Humans rely on tons of super-dangerous things, and they 
just kind of go through life assuming nothing bad will happen to them 
—until it does.” 

“It’s true,” Fitz agreed. “I was stunned by that the first few times I 
visited. I couldn’t believe they weren’t all in a constant state of panic.” 

Keefe sighed. “So you guys really think it’s a coincidence that the 
same human guy who got a letter from my mom—a letter she had me 
illegally bring to the Forbidden Cities and then went to pretty drastic 
lengths to erase all my memories of—just happened to die that same 
year? I bet you anything, if I had a way of knowing exactly what day my 
mom gave me that letter, we'd see that this ‘accident’ happened right 
around the same time.” 

Sophie sighed. “Okay, but why would your mom kill him and his 
daughter? Fintan made it sound like she was trying to recruit the guy 
—er, Mr. Wright,” she corrected, realizing she should probably start 
using his name and trying to be a little more respectful of the dead. 

“And Fintan also said the recruiting didn’t work out,” Keefe noted. 
“And the guy—Mr. Wright—would’ve known stuff about what my 


mom was planning, so she would’ve had to get rid of him to protect 


her secrets. And the daughter either got in the way, or my mom 
figured it was just easier to take out the whole family. Who knows?” 

“But why risk her sanity on two murders when she could have had 
their minds wiped instead?” Sophie countered. “We already know she 
basically had a Washer on standby.” 

“Yeah, but—” 

“If I might intercede,” Mr. Forkle said, before Keefe could make his 
next argument. “I figured this is how the conversation would go, once 
I gave you that obituary. And it’s the kind of debate that never actually 
leads anywhere because there is far too much speculation and far too 
little fact. It’s also exactly the kind of all-consuming distraction that 
none of us needs when there are so many urgent matters that require 
our attention. So with that in mind, I did a bit of research before I 
came here, to see if I could fill in some of the unknowns and ease some 
of the worries.” 

“I thought you said you came here immediately,” Fitz reminded 
him. 

“I did come here immediately from Watchward Heath,” Mr. Forkle 
insisted, “but I also completed some research before I left. And you 
should be thankful that I did—and even more thankful that I’m willing 
to share what I discovered, because I don’t have to. This was never part 
of our arrangement. And my instincts are even cautioning me against 
sharing, claiming that none of you are ready for this sort of revelation. 
So I need your word that you'll stay calm and rational and avoid any 
reckless behavior, no matter how shocked and appalled you are.” 

“Shocked and appalled?” Ro repeated, making her way over to Keefe’s 
side. “Wow, way to hype it, Forkle.” 

“I need everyone to be properly prepared,” Mr. Forkle explained. 
“And that includes you bodyguards. You should be ready to prevent 


your charges from making hasty decisions.” 


“We always are,” Sandor assured him. 

“Just tell us!” Keefe demanded. 

Mr. Forkle shook his head. “Not without your word—and you have 
to mean it. I need to know that level heads will prevail.” 

“Level heads,” Keefe muttered under his breath. “Fine. Whatever.” 

“There is no ‘whatever,” Mr. Forkle informed him. “And there’s no 
way around this. I’ll say no more unless I have your word.” 

Keefe rolled his eyes. “Fine. You have my word. Ugh, it’s not like 
this is the first time I’ve found out creepy news about Mommy 
Dearest.” 

“It isn’t,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “And that’s why I need to hear you 
specifically say that you won't be reckless.” 

For a second, Sophie wondered if Keefe was going to tackle Mr. 
Forkle. 

But he must’ve realized Mr. Forkle was serious because he gritted 
his teeth and said, “Fine—I won't be reckless.” 

Sophie and Fitz offered the same oath with a whole lot less venom— 
but that didn’t stop Sandor and Grizel from moving to their sides. 
Sandor even hooked an arm around Sophie’s shoulder to prevent her 
from leaping or teleporting without him. 

“Very well, then,” Mr. Forkle said, looking more wary than satisfied. 
“I suppose youre sufficiently prepared.” 

He turned to pace, and with each plodding step Sophie could almost 
feel Keefe’s patience evaporating. 

But somehow Keefe kept his jaw locked and waited. 

And waited a little longer. 

Until Mr. Forkle finally said, “I knew you were going to fear that 
your mother—or any member of the Neverseen—was involved in these 
deaths. So I had Mr. Dizznee set up a very specific set of search criteria 


for the archive. We checked all the footage from the week before the 


accident as well as the footage from the week after the accident, 
searching for black-cloaked figures as well as Fintan’s, Brant’s, 
Gethen’s, Lady Gisela’s, and Alvar’s faces.” 


Fitz sucked in a very sharp breath at the last name. “Did my brother 
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“No,” Mr. Forkle promised. “Though I suppose it’s possible he used 
his ability as a Vanisher to hide from my cameras. But I have no record 
of him being in London during that time period.” 

“What about me?” Keefe asked. “Did you check to see if I was 
there?” 

“I did,” Mr. Forkle admitted, taking several agonizingly slow steps 
before he added, “and I found no trace of you in any of the footage.” 

Keefe blew out a huge breath, bending over and resting his hands 
on his knees. 

But his relief only lasted a second before he demanded, “So who was 
there? Obviously you found someone.” 

“I did.” Mr. Forkle glanced at the sky, and Sophie wondered if this 
was one of those moments where he was wishing he had his brother 
there to help him figure out the right decision. 

But it was just him. 

And he reached into his cape and withdrew a rolled piece of paper. 

Keefe held out his hand expectantly, but Mr. Forkle gave the paper 
to Sophie, and she angled herself away from Keefe as she smoothed out 
the page. 

“I feel that panic, Foster,” Keefe told her as she studied the image 
that Mr. Forkle had given her. 

A still from a video camera—a little too dark in certain places and 
too bright in others. 

But there was no mistaking the fact that she was staring at Big Ben 


—London’s most notable landmark. 


And standing in front of it—in a black cloak with the hood flipped 
back, like the wind had just knocked it out of place—was Lady Gisela. 


Keefe’s mother. 


THIRTY-THREE 


DON’T MAKE ME RIP THAT paper out of your hands, Foster,” Keefe 
told her, and Sophie blinked, wondering how long she’d been staring 
at the horrifying photograph. “I'll do it,” Keefe warned. “I won’t like it, 
but I'll do it.” 

“You'll try,” Sandor corrected. “And you won’t like what happens— 
but TIl enjoy it immensely.” 

“Hmm, that’s a tricky dilemma,” Ro noted. “It would be fun to watch 
my boy get goblin-clobbered. But I’m supposed to protect him—and if I 
do, then I get to clobber a goblin, so... decisions, decisions.” She held 
her hands out on each side of her, dipping them up and down like a 
shifting scale. 

“No one’s clobbering anyone,” Sophie told them, taking a cautious 
step toward Keefe, trying to figure out the best way to guide him 
through this latest nightmare. 

He’d had his world ripped out from under him so many times 
already... 

But maybe that would make this easier. 

“You know what I’m going to show you,” she said carefully. “You 
guessed it from the beginning.” 

Keefe swallowed hard. “My mom?” 

Sophie nodded. 

His knees wobbled hard, and Sophie rushed to steady him—until 


she realized... 


“It’s fine,” Fitz said when she glanced over her shoulder, hoping he 
couldn’t tell that she’d momentarily forgotten he was there. 

Keefe’s going to need you right now, he transmitted. 

He’s going to need both of us, Sophie corrected. 

Maybe, he conceded. But you're better at this part. 

Sophie wasn’t so sure about that—but she closed the distance 
between her and Keefe, keeping the photo pressed against her chest as 
she wrapped an arm around Keefe’s shoulders. 

“Show me,” he told her—the words more of a plea than a command. 

Sophie pulled him as close as she could and held up the photo. 

Keefe sank to the grass, no longer able to stay standing, and Sophie 
sank down next to him, keeping the photo where he could see it. 

And he stared. 

And stared. 

And stared. 

Ro peeked over Keefe’s shoulder. “Wow. Leave it to Mommy 
Dearest to make Lord Jerkypants seem like the good parent.” 

“She really did kill the guy,” Keefe whispered. “And his daughter— 
what was she, ten?” 

“Yeah,” Sophie murmured, glad the obituary hadn’t included a 
photo. 

“I mean... I knew it,” Keefe said, mostly to himself. “But that’s 
different than knowing it, you know?” 

Sophie bit her lip, trying to decide if what she wanted to say would 
make things better or worse. 

Focusing on truth and facts seemed like it had to be the best way to 
go, though, so she reminded him, “Technically we still don’t know that 
she killed them. I know coincidences are hard to believe, but they do 


happen. It is possible that she went and visited the guy, and then a few 


hours later he got hit by a bus—or that he got hit by the bus before 
their meeting and she was trying to figure out what happened.” 

“That photo is from after the accident,” Mr. Forkle chimed in. “It 
has a time stamp.” 

Sophie’s eyes took a second to find the string of tiny white numbers 
hidden in the corner, and if she was reading the time stamp correctly, 
then Lady Gisela had been standing in front of Big Ben at 8:14 p.m. 

The obituary said the accident happened at 7:09 p.m. 

“Does anyone know how close Big Ben is to the British Library?” 
Sophie asked, realizing how silly the question was as soon as she’d said 
it. 

She was talking to elves, goblins, and an ogre. 

And yet, Mr. Forkle told her, “I looked it up on the map before I left 
my office. It takes an average of fifty minutes to walk from one to the 
other—and significantly less time if one takes something they call ‘the 
Tube.” 

“That’s their underground train system,” Sophie said, because that 
was so much easier to think about than the fact that Lady Gisela 
definitely would’ve had enough time to kill Ethan Benedict Wright II 
and Eleanor Olivia Wright, and then walk—or ride the Tube—over to 
Big Ben for a little sightseeing before she left. 

“See?” Keefe asked, obviously picking up on her mood shift. “She 
killed them.” 

It was looking more and more that way. 

But... 

“We still haven’t technically proven anything,” she had to point out. 
“If this was a human murder trial and the only evidence the 
prosecution had was this photograph, there’d be plenty of reasonable 


doubt. It shows your mom nowhere near the scene of the accident— 


and I’m guessing she’s not in the accident footage, either, otherwise 
Mr. Forkle would’ve brought that.” 

She glanced at Mr. Forkle to verify. 

“Actually, there is no footage of the accident,” he informed them. 

“None?” Fitz asked. 

Mr. Forkle shook his head. “As I said, the system at Watchward 
Heath is unprecedented. But it’s not without its gaps.” 

“Well... that’s... convenient,” Fitz said slowly. “So the accident just 
happened to take place in one of the rare gaps in the Black Swan’s 
surveillance? Nobody else thinks that’s odd?” 

“Oh, I think it’s very odd,” Mr. Forkle told him. 

“And I think it proves my mom did it,” Keefe added with a hollow 
sort of authority. “Come on, Foster, even you have to admit that’s one 
too many coincidences.” 

Sophie sighed. “I just... I wish I understood why she would do 
something like that.” 

“Because she’s a creepy psychopath!” Keefe crumpled the photo and 
flung it as far as he could—which wasn’t all that far thanks to the 
wind. 

“Keefe,” Sophie called as he stood and stalked to the fence of the 
nearest pasture. But he ignored her, leaning against the rails with his 
back to everyone. 

“Give him a minute,” Mr. Forkle told Fitz when he moved to follow. 

Sophie sighed again and used her telekinesis to retrieve the 
crumpled photo, laying it flat on the grass to try to smooth out the 
wrinkles. 

“What do you think she’s looking at?” Fitz asked as he squatted 
beside her. 

“I don’t know—does it matter?” Sophie wondered. “She’s on a busy 


city street. She’s probably trying to avoid a car or a pedestrian or 


something.” 

“But she’s not moving,” Fitz said. “See? Her feet are planted. And 
her head is turned to her right, her eyes focused on something taller 
than she is.” 

He traced Lady Gisela’s invisible eyeline across the photo, following 
it up and off the paper, to some point beyond the frame. 

“Well... maybe there’s another building over there?” Sophie guessed. 
“Or a billboard?” 

“What do you think she’s looking at?” Mr. Forkle asked when Fitz 
frowned. 

“I don’t know,” he admitted, squinting at the photo and tilting his 
head. “I guess it’s not important.” 

“I wouldn’t say that,” Mr. Forkle corrected. “Do you know that for 
the entire five minutes and forty-three seconds of footage that I have 
of Lady Gisela standing there, she doesn’t look away from that spot 
once? Even when the wind blew back her hood—which is the moment 
I captured for this still shot—her eyes remain trained on that single 
point.” 

“Do you know what she’s looking at?” Sophie asked him. 

“I have my theories” was all Mr. Forkle said. “But they're just 
theories. I checked the feed from every nearby camera and couldn’t get 
a view of that portion of the street to confirm.” 

“Well that’s... also convenient,” Fitz said, reaching up to run a hand 
through his hair. “It’s like she knows where your cameras are.” 

“That does appear to be the case,” Mr. Forkle said, staring up at the 
sky. “And it’s not altogether surprising, considering how rarely I’ve 
ever captured footage of any members of the Neverseen. I’d just been 
hoping that was because they stayed mostly underground or in their 


hideouts. But it seems they might know exactly how to evade 


detection. Which is particularly unsettling when you consider how 
many cameras I’ve hidden.” 

“They're always ahead of us,” Sophie muttered, giving in to an 
eyelash tug. 

“I wouldn’t say always,” Mr. Forkle said. “They—” 

“What happened after five minutes and forty-three seconds?” Keefe 
interrupted, calling the words over his shoulder without turning 
around. 

“Tm sorry?” Mr. Forkle called back. 

“You said you only had five minutes and forty-three seconds of 
footage of her,” Keefe clarified, still without looking at anyone. “I’m 
guessing it starts when she shows up. But what happens at the end?” 

“She’s simply gone,” Mr. Forkle told him. 

“So she light leaped?” Fitz asked. 

“That’s what I’m assuming,” Mr. Forkle said. “But I have no record 
of her raising a crystal, so if she did leap away, she must’ve used one of 
the Neverseen’s hidden paths—which, incidentally, is also what I 
believe she’s looking at, tucked into that small portion of the street 
that’s shielded from all of my cameras.” 

“You mean like the crystal that Dex and I found on one of the 
lanterns in Paris?” Sophie asked. When he nodded, she had to admit, 
“Tve never really understood why that was there. Why go to so much 
trouble to hide a crystal in a Forbidden City when you could just use a 
home crystal or a pathfinder to leap away?” 

“Because those can be lost or damaged,” Mr. Forkle reminded her, 
“and the Lost Cities can only be reached through designated paths. 
That’s one of the many ways we keep ourselves hidden from humans— 
and why our registry pendants all have a crystal in the pendant. It’s a 
fail-safe, in case something unexpected were to separate us from all 


other paths. But for the Neverseen—and, admittedly, for the Black 


Swan as well—we have moments when our pendants must be removed 
in order to avoid the Council’s tracking. And we take that risk most 
often when visiting the Forbidden Cities. So both of our groups have 
made the effort to hide a few emergency paths, to ensure we never find 
ourselves without a means to get home.” 

“So... you're saying you think one of the Neverseen’s secret leaping 
crystals is hidden in London near that giant clock thing?” Keefe asked. 
“On a part of the street where they know the Black Swan can’t see 
them?” 

“That would be my guess,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “And I know what 
you're going to say—” 

“I say we go find it,” Keefe interrupted. 

Mr. Forkle sighed. “Yes, that’s what I knew you were going to say. 
And I think you’re misunderstanding what the crystal is—the hidden 
paths are not meant to go somewhere secret or significant, because 
they’re left unguarded. All of the crystals the Collective has hidden 
leap to the most innocuous locations we could think of—places where 
we could blend in should we arrive unexpectedly, but that also have 
zero connection to our order in case our enemies find them.” 

“Okay, but just because you guys are smart enough to think of that 
doesn’t mean the Neverseen are,” Keefe argued. “And even if you’re 
right, isn’t it worth it to double-check?” 

“Of course,” Mr. Forkle agreed. “I plan to head there in the wee 
hours of the morning, once the streets are empty. And no—you’re not 
invited to come with me. For lots of reasons, but the biggest one being 
that where you go, so do an ogre and multiple goblins and many of 
your friends, all of whom create far too much spectacle for such a 
simple task—even at that early of an hour.” 

“Uh, the ogre and goblins don’t have to come with us,” Keefe 


reminded him. 


“Yes, we do!” Sandor stalked over to Sophie and grabbed her arm 
again to keep her at his side. 

“You think Foster can’t take you down right now if she wants to?” 
Keefe asked with a sharp, bitter laugh. 

A very un-Keefe laugh. 

Mr. Forkle must’ve noticed too, because he told him, “This is why I 
made you promise to stay calm and rational and avoid any reckless 
behavior.” 

“Yeah, well, then you proved my mom’s a murderer, so excuse me 
for freaking out a little,” Keefe snapped, tearing a hand though his 
hair. 

Mr. Forkle narrowed his eyes. “Would it help if I promise to report 
back on everything I find?” 

“No, because I don’t want to know what you find. I want to know 
what I find. I’ve been to London. I’ve walked some of those streets— 
and who knows? Maybe I’ve even used that path my mom used to 
leave. I can’t remember it because SHE ERASED MY MEMORIES SO I 
WOULDN'T REALIZE SHE WAS KILLING PEOPLE!” 

He paused to catch his breath. 

Mr. Forkle shook his head. “If Big Ben held any significance to you, 
the photo alone would've triggered the memory.” 

“That’s not true and you know it! Memories aren't only triggered by 
sights. Sound plays a role too. Smell. Taste. Touch. Even emotions. So 
we all know my best shot at recovering the memories is to walk those 
streets again. And I need to get them back.” His voice broke, and he 
looked away, tearing at his hair some more. “The guy’s dead, Forkle. 
And his daughter. She killed them. And I might know why. I 
might've...” 

He didn’t finish the sentence, but Sophie could see the worry in his 


eyes. 


The voiceless fear that he was partly to blame, because he’d 
delivered that letter. 

Or maybe that he’d played an even larger role and had yet to fit 
those pieces together. 

“I don’t care about safe or smart right now,” Keefe added quietly. “I 
care about finding the truth. Just let me walk those streets. That’s all 
I’m asking.” 

Mr. Forkle dragged a hand down his face. “Fine. Give me a few days 
to properly prepare and I'll get you to London, and—” 

“I see zero advantage to waiting,” Keefe interrupted. 

“And what about spontaneity?” Sophie added, realizing how close 


Keefe was to unraveling. “It worked great when Dex and I went, and 
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“That was a very different situation,” Mr. Forkle cut in. “You were 
going somewhere totally random and leaving in a matter of minutes— 
not heading to a location with a proven connection to the Neverseen 
and planning to spend untold minutes wandering around. Also, I feel 
the need to point out that just because a somewhat reckless decision 
worked out once doesn’t mean you can use that as a standard of 
measure for all similar situations.” 

Keefe’s hands curled into fists. But it was the worry and panic 
dulling his ice blue eyes—mixed with something so much darker—that 
had Sophie transmitting, I can sneak us to London tonight—but you need 
to stop fighting, otherwise Ro will be watching you too closely. 

She opened her mind to his thoughts so he could ask, Youre serious? 

Amazingly, she was. 

She believed in the power of spontaneity. 

Mostly, though, she’d seen Keefe like this before—dangling by such 
a very, very thin thread. There was too high of a risk that it would snap 


and he’d run off without her. 


Can you slip away from Ro? she asked. 

Can YOU slip away from Sandor? he countered. 

I think so. Meet at the swings at your house at midnight? 

That’s too late, Keefe argued. We don’t know what Forkle means by “wee 
hours of the morning,” and we need to be out of there before he shows up. 

Okay, how about eleven o’clock? 

He chewed his lip and glanced at Fitz, who could clearly tell they 
were communicating telepathically. 

Which meant Mr. Forkle could surely tell as well. 

And the bodyguards. 

“Thank you,” Sophie said out loud, trying to cover. She sent Keefe a 
quick Go with me on this, before she turned to Mr. Forkle and said, “He 
said he’ll wait two days and then he’s going there on his own. Seems 
like a pretty fair compromise to me.” 

Mr. Forkle’s forehead puckered, and Sophie couldn’t tell if it was 
with suspicion or displeasure at being bossed around. All he said was, 
“TIl make the arrangements.” 

Sophie nodded, careful not to look at Keefe as she transmitted, So 
we re on for eleven? 

Youre sure youre up for teleporting after the ability-resetting thing? he 
thought back. 

I'm fine. Just play it cool until eleven o’clock—but not so cool that Ro gets 
suspicious. 

His mental voice sounded slightly wobbly as he told her, Thank you. 

Yeah, well, remember that feeling of gratitude when you have to deal with 
however Ro punishes you. I’m pretty sure flesh-eating bacteria will be 
involved. 

Probably, he agreed. But it’s worth it. 

He thanked her again. And right as she was about to sever the 


connection between them, he added, Oh, and Foster? Make sure you 


bring Fitz. 


THIRTY-FOUR 


YOU GOT AWAY FROM RO?” Sophie whispered, the words barely 
louder than the soft sigh of the waves lapping against the moonlit 
shore. 

“Kinda,” Keefe whispered back from somewhere in the darkness. 
She couldn’t see him, but she could hear his footsteps on the patio, 
padding closer—which actually felt kind of ominous given the strange, 
shifting shadows cast by the swings. “I... might’ve laced her dinner 
with some of the amoebas she’s been breeding to punish my dad when 
he’s being particularly fun, and she hasn’t been able to leave my 
bathroom ever since. I also barricaded my room juuuuuuuuust in 
case.” 

Sophie’s jaw fell open, and it took her a minute to get her mouth 
working again. “Um, you realize she’s going to kill you tomorrow, 
right? Like... you legitimately need to fear for your life.” 

“Oh, I know. I mean, I have a plan to make it up to her. But I also 
have an escape route ready to go.” A hint of shine nearby caught her 
attention, and she realized he’d flashed a smile—something she hadn't 
expected to see after watching him spin so close to a breakdown 
earlier. 

It felt like proof that she was doing the right thing—even if there 
was also a very good chance that it was a phenomenally bad idea to 
sneak away without their bodyguards like this. 

Were being spontaneous, she told herself. 

It worked before with Dex. 


Spontaneous. Spontaneous. Spontaneous. 

“What about you? How'd you get away from Sandor?” Keefe asked. 

“Honestly? I have no idea,” she admitted. “I set up my bed outside 
again—” 

“You’ve been sleeping outside?” Keefe interrupted. “That wasn’t 
just something you did for the reset?” 

Sophie shook her head—then realized he probably couldn’t see that. 
“I know it’s ridiculous because my room is huge, but... it keeps feeling 
like the walls are closing in. And I figured tonight itd also be way 
easier to sneak away if I was already outside. So I left the Cliffside gate 
unlocked, put a robe on over my clothes, and waited for Sandor to go 
check in with Flori. And then I threw off my robe, slipped on my 
boots, and ran for it—but I swear, Sandor must’ve guessed what I was 
planning because he caught up to me so fast. I totally thought it was 
over. But I channeled everything I could into sprinting and... I don’t 
know. One second the cliffs seemed really far away and Sandor was 
right behind me, and the next I was at the cliffs edge and Sandor was 
too far back to do anything except shout a bunch of threats as I 
jumped.” 

“Maybe the ability reset amped up some of your skills, too?” Keefe 
suggested. “And your channeling is stronger now?” 

“Maybe,” Sophie agreed, not sure if she liked that idea. 

Obviously, the stronger she was the better, but... 

She was starting to feel like she was losing control of her own body, 
between the new enhancing gadgets and the extra layers of gloves— 
and pockets full of even more backup gloves—and the fact that she 
still had no idea how her inflicting worked. 

“Don’t worry about Sandor,” Keefe told her, probably 
misunderstanding her mood shift. “Unlike my bodyguard, he’s not one 


for revenge. You just have a lot of lectures in your future.” 


“Probably,” Sophie said, trying not to think about the last thing 
Sandor had shouted before she’d cracked the sky and slipped into the 
void. 

If something happens to you or your friends, you're going to have to live 
with it! 

“Anyway, she said, choking down the bile on her tongue, “we 
should head out.” 

They’d be fine. 

This was just a quick trip. 

They were being spontaneous. 

Spontaneous. Spontaneous. Spontaneous. 

“I’m sure Sandor’s guessed where I’m going and woken Grady and 
Edaline by now,” she added, squinting at the dark silhouette of the 
Shores of Solace, half expecting lights to flare and shouting to erupt 
any second. 

“What about Fitz?” Keefe asked, and Sophie could've smacked 
herself. 

Had she seriously forgotten about her boyfriend again? 

“Tm here,” Fitz’s accented voice whispered from somewhere over by 
the sand, and Sophie was glad the darkness hid her embarrassment 
from him. “Sorry to be a little late.” 

“Problems getting past Grizel?” Keefe asked. 

“Nah, she was easy. I made it sound like I was sneaking off to talk to 
Sophie about something, and she agreed that we could use a little 
snuggle time.” 

No one seemed to know what to say to that. 

Fitz cleared his throat. “Biana’s the one who slowed me down. She 
cornered me with a billion questions, and I honestly wouldn’t be 
surprised if she’s about to appear with a “TA-DA! I followed you?” 

She didn’t. 


“Well, that’s good,” Fitz said. “Does that mean we’re ready?” 

“I think so.” Sophie took a deep breath to steady her nerves. “Will 
you do the levitating, Fitz?” 

She wasn’t sure how long her energy was going to hold, so she 
needed to conserve it. Plus, after the weirdness with her channeling, 
there was a chance she’d blast them all the way up to the Point of 
Purity or something. 

“Of course,” he told her. “Happy to be needed.” 

There was no chiding subtext to his tone—but Sophie still felt her 
cheeks burn when she thought about how little shed relied on Fitz 
lately. 

“Thank you,” she whispered as she took his hand, holding her 
breath for the first few seconds, wondering if Dex’s gadgets—and the 
three pairs of gloves she was wearing—would do their job. 

They did for Fitz. 

Not so much for Keefe—though he assured her the effect wasn’t a 
problem. 

“Do you think Mr. Forkle’s right?” she asked as Fitz floated the 
three of them off the ground, fast enough to make her stomach lurch. 
“Did that green breeze you sent me during the reset change our 
connection, and that’s why you’re so sensitive to my enhancing now?” 

“T guess it’s possible,” Keefe admitted. 

“What green breeze?” Fitz asked. 

“Just an Empath trick,” Keefe told him. “Nothing special.” 

Sophie was pretty sure it had been special—but she stopped herself 
from saying that. Because Fitz had helped her that day too. And even 
though she couldn’t remember anything specific about it, she knew 
he’d done everything he could to guide her through. 

“I do think Forkle’s right about you being able to control the ability, 


though,” Keefe added quietly. “I mean, I’m sure all of his ‘journeys of 


self-discovery stuff made you want to throw things at his head—” 

“Yep,” Sophie agreed. 

“But, I don’t think you have to be all deep and fancy-pants about it. I 
bet if you just treat it like solving one more Foster Mystery, you’ll 
figure it out.” 

“Okay, but how?” Sophie countered. 

“I think it’s mostly about finding the source,” Fitz told her. 
“Following the power in your fingertips to the reserves it’s coming 
from and building some sort of... inner barrier that you can raise and 
lower whenever you want. Setting boundaries for yourself, if that 
makes sense.” 

“It does and it doesn’t,” Sophie hedged. 

Several long seconds passed before Keefe told her, “See, I think it’s 
simpler than that. I think the boundaries are already there and you just 
need to start bossing your abilities around. Think of it like... leading 
Team Awesome!” 

“Team Valiant,” Sophie corrected. 

“Nope, I’m now officially naming your abilities Team Awesome,” 
Keefe decided. “And it’s time for you to show them you're their Lady 
Fos-Boss.” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “You can’t boss an ability around.” 

“Oh, I think you can, I think you can.” 

“I have no idea what that means,” Sophie told him. 

“Neither do I,” Fitz agreed. “But more important, I’m pretty sure 
we're high enough now, and it’s not exactly easy keeping us steady 
with all of this wind, so... think we can get to the teleporting part of 
this journey?” 

Sophie stared at the glints of moonlight reflecting off the ocean far 


below, realizing this was one of those turning-point moments—the 


kind that could all too easily end up being something they’d look back 
on and think, That’s where it all went wrong. 

“Before we do this,” she said, clearing the catch out of her throat, “I 
need you to promise me, Keefe, that you’ll remember why we're there. 
I’m bringing you to London to see if it triggers your memories—not to 
go Neverseen hunting. So if we find a crystal to a hidden path, we’re 
not using it.” 

“But—” 

“We're not using it,” Sophie repeated. “We’re being spontaneous— 
not insane. Promise me you understand that.” 

It got really, really quiet. 

“In case it matters,” Fitz murmured, “I understand. And I promise.” 

More silence. 

“I mean it, Keefe,” Sophie told him. “Tonight is about investigating 
only—not taking dangerous risks. If you won’t promise that—and mean 
it—then I’m having Fitz set us back down.” 

Keefe sighed. “Fine, I promise.” 

“And mean it,” Sophie emphasized. “Convince me that I can trust 
you.” 

“You can trust me, Foster,” Keefe assured her, tightening his grip 
on her hand. “I know I’ve made huge mistakes in the past, but I’m 
trying to learn from them—and the last thing I ever want to do is let 
you down. Okay?” 

Nothing about what they were doing felt okay anymore. 

But... she believed him. 

And they’d come this far. 

Please don’t let this be a mistake, Sophie thought, sending the plea to 
every star twinkling around them before she told Fitz, “Drop us!” and 


they plummeted into the void. 


The time on Big Ben said 11:11 p.m., which probably meant that 
London was somehow on the same time zone as the Lost Cities— 
something Sophie would have to put more thought into later. 

At the moment, her focus was on staying out of sight. 

London was busier than she’d been expecting at such a late hour—a 
steady stream of cars and buses on the roads, pedestrians wandering 
every shadowed sidewalk—and while Sophie had managed to swipe 
Grady’s obscurer before she left, their little group still felt very 
exposed. 

It didn’t help that their clothes stood out a lot more than Sophie had 
wanted. She’d tried her best—her magenta jacket and white ruffled 
tunic didn’t look that different from the coats and shirts that some of 
the humans were wearing, and she’d layered different socks over her 
leggings to try to make the layered gloves on her hands seem like a 
fashion statement. But she’d decided to wear her cape, thinking its 
warmth might come in handy given London’s reputation for cold, 
foggy weather. And Fitz and Keefe looked like boy princes in their 
capes and embroidered jerkins. 

“We have to stay together,” Sophie reminded Keefe, pulling him 
back to her side when he tried to head toward what might’ve been 
Westminster Abbey—she wasn’t sure. She was still getting her 
bearings, trying to match the famous landmarks in front of her—each 
lit with a warm, golden light against the night sky—with the pictures 
she’d seen in human books and the photo they'd seen of Keefe’s mom. 

“Then come with me,” Keefe told her. “The point is for me to 
wander around, right?” 

“It is—but I didn’t know it was going to be so crowded, so we need 
to figure out a strategy,” Sophie warned. “It’s not going to be easy 
moving as a group of three without bumping into anybody—and don’t 


step into the street unless I tell you it’s safe,” she added, jerking him to 


a stop as he moved toward the crosswalk. “There are all sorts of rules 
about when it is and isn’t your turn, and if you don’t follow them...” 

She didn’t say any more, certain he remembered Ethan and 
Eleanor’s obituary. 

“Fine, but can we please get moving?” Keefe asked, and the frantic 
edge to his voice made him sound a lot more like he had earlier. He 
trailed his hand along the iron fence and narrowed his eyes, like he 
was trying to concentrate on the feel of the metal. Or maybe he was 
taking in all of the nearby sounds. “Nothing’s familiar here. I need to 
find something familiar.” 

“You're going the wrong way,” Fitz told him, pulling something 
crumpled out of his pocket. 

It took Sophie a second to realize he’d brought the photograph of 
Lady Gisela—and it was hard not to hug him for thinking of that. 

He pointed to the parliament building. “This is what your mom was 
standing in front of. It’s just hard to tell which part of the building 
specifically, since it all kind of looks the same—and the clock is so 
huge that you can see it from lots of angles. Hmm.” 

He held up the photo and waved it around, like he was trying to 
piece it into a puzzle. 

“Okay, but none of this is triggering any memories. Even the smell 
isn't familiar.” Keefe sucked in a deep breath through his nose, 
coughing in the process. 

“Yeah, the air here’s really thick,” Fitz said, crinkling his nose, 
“between the fog and the pollution and that weird damp smell. Are we 
near a river?” 

“The Thames,” Sophie agreed, pointing to the lights on the bridge 
ahead, which happened to be the same direction that Keefe’s mom had 


been looking in the picture. “That might be a good way to go,” she told 


Keefe, “since you can see a lot from the river, like the London Eye and 
the Tower Bridge and the Tower of London and—” 

“A river doesn’t sound familiar,” Keefe interrupted. “What about 
the library? Which way do we go to find that?” 

“J... don’t know,” Sophie admitted. “I’ve never been there before—or 
seen pictures.” 

And she hadn't bothered to look it up before they'd left, because she 
hadn’t planned on walking that far. 

Fifty minutes. 

At night. 

Just the three of them. 

That would be a little too much spontaneity. 

And they couldn’t take the Tube. Not dressed the way they were— 
and not without knowing what stop they'd need to take. Plus, they 
didn’t have any money to buy tickets, or a handy Technopath to help 
them make a birth fund withdrawal. 

More important, though... 

What happened if she brought Keefe to the scene of the accident 
and something about it felt familiar? 

That was a kind of truth that there would be no going back from. 

She hadn’t considered that when she’d offered to bring Keefe to 
London—hadn’t realized this little visit could make everything So. 
Much. Worse for him. 

“Think we can ask someone for directions?” Keefe wondered. 

Sophie shook her head a little too vigorously. “We can’t let anyone 
see us.” 

“Why not?” Keefe argued. “You bought gelato in Florence! And you 
bought those super-dry biscuits with Dex!” 

“I know, but...” She tried to think of a good excuse, and the best she 


could come up with was “We’re already taking enough risks. No 


bodyguards. Elvin clothes. Zero preparation. Dark streets with too 
many shadows—and we know the Neverseen come here. I don’t think 
we should add anything else to the mix.” 

“Fine,” Keefe said, running a hand down his face. “We'll just... start 
walking and hope we see a sign or something.” 

“I think we should start by figuring out what your mom was looking 
at,” Fitz told him, locking his knees so Keefe couldn't drag their group 
forward. “Once we start wandering, we might never find our way back 
here.” 

“I agree,” Sophie said, jumping on any excuse to keep Keefe away 
from the library. “We need to know if there’s a hidden path.” 

“Why?” Keefe demanded. “You already said we’re not going to 
follow it. And Forkle’s going to look for it later. And let’s not forget 
that there’s a chance Sandor’s let him know we snuck off—and if he 
has, I’m sure Forkle will guess we came here. So we want to get as far 
from this place as possible, so he can’t haul us back home before we’re 
ready.” 

“But what if it’s not a hidden path?” Fitz countered, dragging Keefe 
and Sophie down the sidewalk. “Knowing might be important. Come 
on—it’ll only take a few minutes to find it.” 

But it took them ten minutes just to find the exact spot where Lady 
Gisela had been standing. 

Then the real work began. 

And with each passing minute, Keefe got antsier and antsier. 

“It’s hard to tell,” Fitz said, squinting in the same direction that 
Lady Gisela was looking in the photograph. “I think it might have 
something to do with that sign for the Underground, but... I don’t 
know.” 

“Maybe,” Sophie agreed. “They could probably hide something 
pretty easily in all of that wrought iron. Though... would the beam of 


light really be able to reach her all the way over here? Seems like the 
crystal would have to be closer, wouldn’t it?” 

“Probably true,” Fitz admitted, “unless the crystal’s up high and 
angled to hit a pretty strong beam of sunlight.” 

“I guess,” Sophie said. “But this is London. It doesn’t get that many 
bright sunny days, so it seems like they'd have a lot of times when their 
path wasn’t usable.” 

Keefe paced around the limited space covered by their obscurer. 
“Why are we still here? None of this is familiar.” 

“That’s good, though, isn’t it?” Sophie asked, keeping her voice 
extra chipper. “If you've never been here, then—” 

“Then I still have no idea where I actually went,” Keefe cut in, “or 
what I did. I thought that’s why we came here—you said this was 
about triggering my memories.” 

“I know. Just... give us a few more minutes,” Sophie pleaded. It was 
now 11:39. If she could stall the wandering a little bit longer—like, 
maybe until 11:45—they’d definitely have no time to get anywhere near 
the library, because she was planning to use midnight as the “we need 
to get home and face the consequences of our actions” handy cutoff, 
but Keefe would still get fifteen solid minutes of exploring time. “I 
promise, we ll—” 

“Wait,” Fitz interrupted, placing a hand on Sophie’s shoulder. “Did 
something just sparkle in that metal piece under the light bulb of the 
streetlamp?” 

Sophie followed the angle of his stare, which did look similar to the 
angle that Lady Gisela’s head had been tilted in the photograph. 

And there did seem to be something glittering where he was 
pointing—but it was hard to tell with it being so dark. 

“I guess itd make sense to build the path into a streetlamp,” she 


realized. “That way it’s still usable on a rainy day. Maybe that’s why 


they chose the lantern in Paris, too.” 

“Oh, that’s true,” Fitz said. “I didn’t think of that. Pm going to 
levitate up there and check.” 

Sophie tightened her grip on his hand. “You can’t. We only have one 
obscurer—and people would definitely notice a cute guy in a cape 
flying up to the top of the streetlamp.” 

“So what you're saying is... you think I’m cute,” Fitz noted with a 
erin. 

Keefe groaned. “If you guys go Fitzphie on me right now, I swear, 
ll drag us all into the river.” 

“Or how about I levitate us up to the top of the streetlamp and we 
check for a hidden crystal?” Fitz countered. 

“There’s no need,” a familiar voice informed them—a voice that 
made Sophie want to scream or hide or find something really sharp to 
fling. 

But she did none of those things. 

Neither did Keefe or Fitz. 

They simply stared in fascinated horror at the black-cloaked figure 
striding through the middle of the street, making all the cars honk and 
swerve around them. 

“Congratulations!” Lady Gisela shouted, tossing back her hood. A 
net of beaded silver covered her immaculate blond updo—probably 
some gadget meant to block abilities—and her ice blue eyes studied 
her son with the strangest mix of delight and disdain as she added, 


1? 


“You found what you were looking for 


THIRTY-FIVE 


A THOUSAND THOUGHTS SCREAMED THROUGH SOPHIE'S head. 

Strategies. 

Problems. 

Solutions. 

But one word clawed its way to the front of the chaos. 

Inflict. 

This was why she'd reset her abilities. 

The thing Lady Gisela wasn’t prepared for. 

Their chance for escape—for victory! 

Inflict. Inflict. Inflict. 

But when Sophie dived into her rage and terror, the darkness didn’t 
boil over. 

It stayed deep in her mind, stewing and brewing—waiting for... 
something. 

A spark to the kindling. 

A burst of energy. 

A command Sophie didn’t know—and couldn’t figure out. 

She wanted to wail and thrash and squeeze her brain until it 
surrendered—but she didn’t have time for any of those things. 

“Looks like the moonlark’s learned some restraint,” Lady Gisela 
said as she strode up onto the sidewalk, only steps away from them. 

Her face looked extra pale in the glow of the streetlight, turning 
downright ghostly when her cheeks pulled into a warped smile. After 


Fintan’s betrayal, Lady Gisela had been covered in curved scars—but 


those were gone now, replaced by skin stretched too tightly across her 
bones. 

“How can you see us?” Sophie wondered as she backed up, 
positioning herself between Fitz and Keefe. 

The pedestrians around them still didn’t seem to be able to tell they 
were there—and no one seemed to see Keefe’s mom anymore either. 
Several people were shouting to each other, wondering where the 
“freaky lady” had gone. Others were scurrying into the night, trusting 
their instincts over their eyes. 

Sophie wished she could tell them all to run faster. 

But they wouldn’t hear her. 

“Obscurers can easily be detected—and controlled,” Lady Gisela 
explained to her. “And put the weapon away, Keefe,” she ordered. 

Sophie’s heart stopped when she turned and spotted the goblin 
throwing star clutched in Keefe’s right hand—and the hateful 
determination in his eyes. 

His mom wagged a finger at him, like he was a naughty toddler. 
“None of that. We’re going to have a quick chat—and we're going to 
keep it free of flying weapons, since those could hit any of these nice, 
innocent people trying to be brave and stick to their paths. You 
wouldn’t want to harm anyone else, would you?” 

“What do you mean ‘else’?” Keefe spat through gritted teeth, rising 
so easily to her bait. 

His mom smiled wider. “You know very well who I mean. Why 
would we be here otherwise?” 

The blow was aimed perfectly, and Keefe stumbled back, his body 
shaking, shaking, shaking. 

Sophie tried to reach for him, but he pulled too far away. 

“You can drop the knife, Fitz,” Lady Gisela added, and Sophie spun 
around, gaping at the finger-length dagger she hadn’t noticed in Fitz’s 


hand. 

Apparently, she'd been the only one too naive to bring any weapons. 

If something happens to you or your friends, Sandor had warned her, 
you re going to have to live with it! 

But her abilities were supposed to protect her. 

And this was supposed to be a quick visit. 

A spontaneous visit. 

“How did you know we were here?” she whispered, even though she 
could probably guess Lady Gisela’s answer. 

“Unlike the Black Swan, we monitor our paths closely,” Lady Gisela 
told her. “This one in particular, since I knew my son’s journey would 
soon lead you here. It actually took you longer than I expected for you 
to put everything together. It’s been somewhat disappointing—though 
I suppose you've been busy playing mascot to the Council. Look at you, 
wearing their shiny Regent pin on your cape, even as you rebel. Such 
mixed signals. Such bravado. And I mean it, Fitz—dagger down.” 

“Or what?” Fitz countered, raising the blade and squinting one eye 
—lining up his aim. “You keep giving orders, but all I see is a Polyglot 
in an ugly cloak who knows how to manipulate her son’s emotions. 
Without one of Ruy’s force fields to shield you, I don’t see why I can’t 
end you right here, right now.” 

Lady Gisela inclined her head. “You know, I believe you really 
would do it. Such a dark side you’ve turned out to have. Particularly 
ironic given how much you condemn your brother—and yet I see more 
violence in your eyes than I’ve ever seen in his.” 

Fitz gripped his dagger harder. “I have no problem ending the 
enemy. My conscience will be clear.” 

“Will it?” Lady Gisela asked, raising one eyebrow when Fitz 
nodded. “You know, I almost want to let you do it. It’s always 


fascinating to witness the folly of arrogance. But I’m not done with our 


Shade yet. So allow me to show you why you won’t be hurling any 
weapons at me—and neither will my son. This is why you’re going to 
cooperate for the rest of this conversation.” 

She backed up a step, giving her widest smile yet as she 
commanded, “Show yourself.” 

And the shadows in front of her thinned and faded—as if someone 
was peeling back a series of dark veils one by one, revealing a second 
black-cloaked figure with outstretched arms, standing as a living 
shield in front of Lady Gisela. 

And Sophie knew—knew—who the figure had to be. 

She clutched her stomach, trying to hold herself together as Lady 
Gisela pulled back the figure’s hood, revealing a familiar face half 
hidden by dark, silver-tipped bangs. 

And there was genuine fear in his silver-flecked eyes as Sophie 


whispered, “Tam?” 


THIRTY-SIX 


LAUGHTER DRAGGED SOPHIE OUT OF her shocked daze. 

Joyless, hysterical laughter that went on and on—until Keefe was 
clutching his sides and wiping tears from his cheeks. 

“Enough with the theatrics,” Lady Gisela told him. 

Keefe snorted. “You’re complaining about my theatrics? Isn’t this 
the epic showdown you’ve been planning where you order Tammy Boy 
to kill me? Thanks for the warning about that, by the way,” he told 
Tam. “As you can see, it worked super well.” 

Lady Gisela’s eyes narrowed, studying Tam like she was seeing him 
for the first time—and making it glaringly clear that she’d had no idea 
he’d passed along any messages. 

Which made the threat against Keefe all the more horrifying. 

Sophie stepped in front of him. 

“Oh, relax,” Lady Gisela told her. “Like I said, I’m only here for a 
quick chat.” 

“Aw, but the setting is so perfect!” Keefe argued. “The misty air. 
The shadowy street. The strange human sounds—are those sirens? 
Seems like an awesome moment to murder your only son, don’t you 
think?” 

Lady Gisela sighed. “Must everything be a joke to you?” 

Keefe considered that for a second before he said, “I wanna say yes 
—but you know what I don’t find funny? I’m really not a fan of you 


thinking you can scare me.” 


“I do scare you, Keefe. I terrify you. And only part of that is because 
of what you think you know about me.” She took a step closer. “We 
both know that what really frightens you is how very alike we are.” 

“We're nothing alike,” Keefe snarled, holding up the throwing star 
again. 

“Go ahead,” Lady Gisela told him. “I guarantee the only person 
you ll hit is Tam.” 

“Wow, look at you—cowering behind your little Shade,” Keefe 
snapped back. 

“If you realized how powerful Tam is, you’d be cowering too,” Lady 
Gisela insisted. “But that’s not what I came here to tell you. It’s time to 
focus, Keefe. Time to listen. Time to stop fighting who you are and 
what you're meant to do. I’ve tried to be patient. Tried to push you and 
test you and prepare you any way I could. But you're still not ready, 
and we're drawing very close to the day when you have to step up and 
accept your legacy.” 

Keefe cracked up again. “Yeah, I’ll get right on that.” 

“I hope you do,” Lady Gisela told him. “Because you don’t actually 
get a choice in the matter. Either you embrace the change or it will 
destroy you.” 

“What does that mean?” Sophie demanded. 

Lady Gisela smiled. “You'll see.” 

Sophie glanced at Tam—and the horror in his eyes told her how 
seriously she needed to take these threats. 

Ominous music filled the air, as if Sophie’s life had turned into the 
climax of a scary movie—and it wasn’t until the first BONG! that 
Sophie realized the sounds were coming from Big Ben. 

Chiming midnight. 

Telling them it was time to go. 

BONG! 


BONG! 

BONG! 

“Why don’t you run?” Fitz shouted to Tam over the next BONG! 
“She’s just a Polyglot—you’re way stronger than she is. And we can 
keep Linh safe.” 

“There you go with your arrogance again!” Lady Gisela shouted 
back. 

BONG! 

“I swear, Tam’s the only smart one in your entire group,” she added. 
“The only one who knows exactly what will happen to everyone he 
cares about if he defies me.” BONG! “The only one who doesn’t lie to 
himself about his vulnerabilities.” BONG! “But just in case he has a 
moment of foolishness—show them, Tam.” 

Another BONG! crashed through the air as Tam raised his hands— 
and Sophie braced for an attack, wishing they had Maruca there to 
shield them. 

But no shadows shifted, and no darkness poured out of his skin. 

Instead, the sleeves of his cloak slipped down to his elbows, 
revealing an almost blinding glow. 

BONG! 

Sophie’s eyes burned as they tried to focus on Tam’s wrists, but all 
she could tell was that the light had a strange sort of solid quality, 
wrapping around like bracelets. 

Or bonds. 

BONG! 

And there was such shame in his stare. 

But also such strength. 

And such pride. 

And Sophie knew that regardless of what the light was, or how the 


Neverseen were trying to control him, Tam was still resisting them any 


way he could. 

So when his shadow darted toward hers during the final BONG! and 
filled her mind with a single word, she knew he meant it—knew it was 
the last warning she’d get before things turned really, really ugly. 

GO! he told her. 

And Sophie would have enough time to grab Fitz’s and Keefe’s 
hands and levitate them high enough to teleport away. 

But she was done running. 

And with that surge of absolute confidence, something clicked into 
place inside her. 

All the dark rage and terror that had been boiling away in her mind 
turned red-hot and ready to burst. 

And she wanted to unleash it all. 

Wanted to let everything boil and burn. 

But something green lingered in the corners of her mind, cooling 
her thoughts enough to remind her that the real secret to her power 
was staying in control. 

So in one smooth motion she tugged her gloves free and tapped her 
fingers, reaching for the two people in her life who always kept her 
anchored. And she clung to them with all the strength she had, feeling 
heat and lightning shock through their palms as her feet lifted off the 
ground and her rage found a new kind of clarity. 

A new level of focus. 

A single target. 

She had to make it count, so she reached into her heart, gathering 
all the emotions pooled there too, a swell of purple and blue that mixed 
with the red—hot and cold, fire and ice, rage and love, and fear and 
courage blasting out of her mind exactly where she wanted it. 

She couldn’t stop the frenzy once it started. 


Had to let every drop of it pour out of her. 


And when the fever faded and her feet drifted back to solid ground, 
she pulled her hands free and studied what she’d done. 

Lady Gisela lay in a heap, limbs twitching, eyes rolled back into her 
head—in agony, but still alive. 

And Keefe’s eyes were on Sophie—not his mom. Pure worry was 
etched between his eyebrows as he asked, “Are you okay?” 

“I am,” she promised, amazed at how steady she was on her feet. 

How clear her head felt. 

How much energy thrummed through her body, despite how much 
she’d just blasted away. 

Fitz cleared his throat. “So... that was new. Is that how you inflict 
now?” 

“T think it might be.” But they needed to focus on more important 
things. “Someone grab her,” she ordered. “I’m not sure how long the 
frenzy will last, and we need to get her somewhere we can properly 
restrain her.” 

Tam was the closest, and his eyes looked dazed as he squatted down 
and heaved Keefe’s mom over his shoulder. 

“T told you to run,” he mumbled. 

“I know, but isn’t this better?” Sophie asked. “Now we can rip that 
gadget off her head and probe her mind for all her secrets.” She turned 
to Keefe. “Anything we want to know. Your missing memories. Your 
legacy. We can find it all.” 

Keefe blinked. “It’s... almost over.” 

“It’s not, though,” Tam warned as he stumbled to his feet, his knees 
nearly buckling under Lady Gisela’s deadweight. “There’s so much 
more you don’t know. Keefe’s legacy is only one tiny piece.” 

“We'll figure out the rest,” Sophie promised. 

Tam looked so heartbroken when he shook his head. “You won't. 


That’s why I have to do this.” 


His meaning clicked a second too late. 

Just enough time for Sophie to shout, “DON’T!” and Tam to meet 
Keefe’s eyes and tell him, “Stay away from me!” 

Then darkness poured out of his hands despite the glowing bonds 
around his wrists, and the thick, inky black puddled on the ground. 

“Stay away from me,” Tam repeated as he stepped into the darkness, 


disappearing with Lady Gisela into the shadows. 


THIRTY-SEVEN 


THEY’RE GONE.” 
Sophie, Fitz, and Keefe all said the words at the same time—but 


their tones were completely different. 

Sophie sounded shocked. 

Fitz sounded furious. 

And Keefe sounded... 

.. broken. 

He started shaking right after, and Sophie and Fitz shared a look 
that seemed to say, It’s going to take both of us to get him through this, 
without either of them needing to actually transmit the words. 

So they pooled their consciousnesses together and wrapped the 
warmth around their shivering, crumbling friend before they leaped 
the three of them back to the safety of the Lost Cities. 

A large crowd was waiting for them in the Havenfield pastures, 
despite the late hour, since Sandor had indeed woken Grady and 
Edaline with news of Sophie’s reckless behavior—and word must have 
spread rather quickly from there, because they now found themselves 
facing Flori. And Alden. And Della. And Grizel. And Biana. And 
Woltzer. And Lord Cassius. And Mr. Forkle. And Tiergan. And all 
twelve Councillors. And the rest of Team Valiant. And Lovise. And 
Elwin. And Livvy. 

Even Marella and Maruca had turned up, since Marella had a way of 


finding out about everything. 


The only people missing were Ro—who was still surviving the war 
between her stomach and the amoebas—and Bo and Linh, which was a 
huge relief, since Sophie had no idea how to tell Linh about Tam’s 
betrayal, or whether they should even be calling it that. 

Keefe, unsurprisingly, wasn’t nearly as conflicted. 

Once his shock wore off, there was a lot of yelling. 

And kicking the ground. 

And finding stuff to fling as hard as he could. 

There was even one brief moment where Sophie was pretty sure 
he’d been crying. 

That was when she led him over to Calla’s Panakes tree and made 
him sit on her pile of pillows, wrapping him in one of the blankets to 
try to calm his shivers. 

Soft melodies whispered through the leaves, and Sophie hummed 
along to help him find the rhythm. 

“I know you can’t understand the lyrics,” she said quietly, “but it’s a 
really peaceful song about shifting seasons and the forest growing 
stronger each day. Will you close your eyes and try to listen?” 

He sighed. “It was almost over, Foster. We had her.” 

“I know.” She hugged him as hard as she could—not caring who 
was watching. Surely no one would fault her for being a good friend 
after what Keefe had just gone through. 

“We had her,” Keefe said again. “And Tam would’ve been free if 
he’d just come with us.” 

Maybe not. 

Sophie stopped herself from voicing the words. 

Just like she stopped herself from reminding Keefe that when he’d 
been with the Neverseen, there’d been a moment when he’d chosen to 


help Alvar escape instead of fleeing with her and her friends. 


They'd have that conversation later. Once Keefe had calmed down. 
And once she’d had more time to process what had happened—because 
even if Tam did have a good reason for what he’d done, it could still 
end up being the kind of mistake they'd all pay the price for. 
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“Just try to rest for right now,” she told Keefe, calling Wynn and 
Luna over to snuggle with him. “I have to go answer more questions.” 

Keefe nodded blankly. “We had her, Foster.” 

“We did,” she agreed. “And we'll get her again—for good this time.” 

She repeated the vow in her mind as she stood to head back to the 
group. 

And maybe Keefe thought she couldn’t still hear him as she walked 
away. 

Or maybe it was too big of a worry to keep to himself. 

But as he reached for a blanket, she heard him mumble, “We’d 
better do it fast. Otherwise I’m going to have to face my legacy.” 
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Poor Fitz looked pretty shaken by whatever bombardment of questions 
he’d endured while Sophie was getting Keefe settled. 

And Sophie didn’t blame anyone for being upset—or for demanding 
answers. 

She also felt seriously horrible for how much they'd worried 
everybody. 

But when it came time to discuss proper punishment, she had a few 
things to say first. 

“I know what I did was dangerous—” 

“What we did,” Fitz corrected, reaching for her hand—which was 
buried under several layers of gloves again. 

“It was my idea,” Sophie argued. 

“Doesn't matter,” Fitz insisted. “I chose to go with you—and Pd do 


— 
it again. 


“So would I,” Sophie admitted, tangling their fingers together as she 
turned back to face the others. “That’s what I was going to say. I know 
this was dangerous. And I know you’re all stressed out and mad at me 
because of it—especially you, Sandor. And I get why. Just like I also 
realize how lucky I am that all three of us made it back unharmed. 
But... I don’t regret going. And if I had to do it all over again, Id still 
sneak away.” 

“Even though you didn’t accomplish anything you set out to do by 
going?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

“We accomplished some of it,” Sophie argued. 

“Yeah, we found their hidden path,” Fitz added. 

And if Lady Gisela was to be believed, they'd also gotten an answer 
to whether or not Keefe was involved in what happened with the 
accident—though Sophie was still holding out hope that his mom had 
been playing one of her mind games in that moment. 

“We also learned that Lady Gisela’s planning something for Keefe 
soon,” Sophie added. “And that Tam’s warning about what she wants 
him to do is probably true. And we saw those weird glowing bracelet 
things they’re using to keep Tam in line—” 

“Yeah, about those,” Elwin interrupted, “when you get a minute, I’d 
love to see a projection of what they looked like.” 

“So would I,” Wylie agreed. “I don’t understand how light would 
control a Shade.” 

“T have a few theories,” Elwin said, mostly to himself. 

“Do any of those theories involve quintessence?” Mr. Forkle asked 
him, and Sophie’s insides tangled tighter at the word. 

“All of them, actually,” Elwin admitted, which did not help Sophie’s 
knotted-up feeling. 

“Then it sounds like you and I need to have a longer conversation,” 


Mr. Forkle said, rubbing one of his temples. “I'll project some images 


of the bonds for you—I’ve already seen Miss Foster’s and Mr. Vacker’s 
memories of them.” 

“You have?” Sophie and Fitz asked in unison. 

“Yes. When you run off in the middle of the night, sending everyone 
you care about into a panic—and then turn up with stories of 
accidental showdowns against our enemies—you lose the right to 
insist I follow the rules of telepathy. Though, for the record, I only 
searched your London memories.” 

Sophie’s eyes narrowed. “Pretty sure you wouldn't be okay with that 
logic if we tried to use it on you,” she snapped back—but now wasn’t 
the time for a huge fight. “Next time try asking. And... at least we 
learned something useful, right?” 

“The showdown wasn’t an accident, either,” Fitz corrected. “Lady 
Gisela said the Neverseen have been watching that path, waiting for us 
to show up. She just didn’t count on Sophie’s inflicting being so 
strong.” 

“Which is the most important thing that happened tonight,” Sophie 
jumped in. “We proved that I can handle problems by myself.” 

“Sounds like you handle them best when you're with Mr. Sencen 
and Mr. Vacker,” Bronte noted. 

“They did help,” Sophie agreed. “So they should probably be a part 
of Team Valiant—but we can argue about that later. Right now, my 
point is’—she turned to Mr. Forkle—“you guys did your job. Now that 
my abilities are working right, I can tell, Pm... pretty powerful. And I 
have a bunch of crazy-powerful friends—and I can enhance them to 
make them even more awesome if I need to. So now... I think you guys 
need to realize that sometimes you're going to have to trust that we'll be 
okay without you—and yes, I am including you in this, Sandor. I’m 
honored that you’re willing to risk your life to protect me—and most 


of the time I’m happy to have you at my side—” 


“Happy?” Dex repeated. “I dunno—I’ve heard an awful lot of 
bodyguard grumbling.” 

“So have I,” Biana agreed. 

“As have I,” Sandor emphasized. 

“You're right,” Sophie admitted, meeting Sandor’s eyes. “And I 
shouldn’t have done that. I wouldn't be alive right now if it wasn’t for 
you—and I’m not saying I don’t want your help anymore. I’m just 
saying... sometimes Im going to need you to trust me to do things on 
my own—and while I know that’s not going to be easy for you, at least 
tonight proves that I can protect myself.” 

Sandor gripped his sword, and Sophie braced for his usual 
determined declaration of “I go where you go.” 

Instead, Mr. Forkle jumped in. “We know, Miss Foster.” 

“You do?” Fitz asked, pointing to the rest of the bodyguards in their 
group, who were all grinding their teeth. “Do they know? ’Cause it 
doesn’t really look like it.” 

“Theyre not happy,” Mr. Forkle admitted, “which proves how 
fortunate we are to have their protection. Not only do they defend their 
charges faithfully, but they've even allowed themselves to care—which 
is truly remarkable when you think about it. But there’s a reason I 
didn’t leap to London and drag you all home by your ears—and I 
assure you, it’s not because I didn’t consider it, or because your 
families and bodyguards didn’t want me to. In fact, there were times 
tonight when I suspected Sandor was considering taking my head off.” 

“I was,” Sandor told him, his squeaky voice deeper than usual. 

Deadly serious. 

Mr. Forkle grinned. “Again, such astounding loyalty. And yet, 
despite that pressure, I chose to leave the three of you alone to fend for 
yourselves—and it was also not because I enjoy allowing you to risk 


your lives more than anyone else standing before you. Nor did I expect 


an uneventful evening. And still, I left you alone because I fear that as 
these challenges continue to escalate, our enemies are going to target 
each of you individually. And the better prepared you are for those 
moments, the more likely you'll be to survive them.” 

Dex cleared his throat. “Well, I feel all warm and fuzzy now.” 

“You're not meant to,” Mr. Forkle informed him. “You're meant to 
take this very, very seriously. The stakes have never been higher—and I 
fear we're still far from the pinnacle. So if you want us to trust you, you 
must prove yourselves capable and ready. Which means, Miss Foster, 
that the next time you decide on a bodyguard-free mission, you'll 
discuss that plan before you put it into effect.” 

“I can do that,” Sophie agreed, “as long as it doesn’t turn into hours 
and hours of debating.” 
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“It won't,” Mr. Forkle assured her. “If you can articulate valid 
reasons that the task will have a better chance for success with a 
smaller group—and outline a brief plan of action—your parents and 
bodyguards have assured me that they'll agree. You'll also run into no 
problems from anyone in the Black Swan—or the Council.” 

“Really?” Sophie asked, studying the twelve intimidating faces she’d 
been doing her best to ignore up until that point. 

“Trust is a powerful thing, is it not?” Councillor Emery asked. 

“But it must not be abused,” Tiergan added. 

“It won't be,” Sophie promised everyone. 

“I hope not,” Mr. Forkle told them, “because I’ve also convinced 
your parents and bodyguards not to punish you for running off the way 
you did tonight.” 

“T tried to tell Mom and Dad not to listen, but they’re being boring,” 
Biana told Fitz, “so hopefully theyll remember this the next time I 


cause a bunch of drama.” 


“Or you could choose to not cause any drama,” Alden suggested, 
looking a little more tired than Sophie was used to. 

But it was the middle of the night. 

“It should be noted,” Lord Cassius said, “that my son’s bodyguard 
was not here to concede to this agreement—and considering the state 
I last saw her in, and her general temperament, it might be best for 
Keefe to not come home tonight. Not until I’ve had a chance to discuss 
all of this with the ogre princess.” 

Sophie couldn’t imagine a single scenario where that conversation 
would end well. But when she glanced over to where she’d left Keefe, 
he was nestled into the pillows, sound asleep. So it didn’t seem weird 
at all to say “he can stay here”—until Stina, Dex, Biana, and Grady all 
stared at her like she’d offered to cuddle with the gorgodon. 

“I meant he can stay there,” she explained—then quickly added, 
“and I'll obviously stay in my room tonight. I just—” 

“That makes sense,” Fitz jumped in. “If he actually fell asleep, we 
shouldn’t wake him up.” 

And he sounded like he meant it—which made Sophie want to 
throw her arms around him and tell him he was the best, most 
understanding boyfriend ever. 

But that also would’ve earned her weird stares. 

So she kept her mouth shut, grateful when Edaline broke the silence 
by yawning and suggesting they all call it a night. 

No one argued. Even when Sophie told her teammates she’d check 
in with them the next day—and told Mr. Forkle and Elwin she wanted 
to know what they had discussed about Tam’s glowing bonds. 

“Thank you,” she told Fitz when he pulled her in for a goodbye hug 
before he leaped away. 


“For what?” he asked. 


“For trusting me,” she whispered. And when he gave her one of his 
perfect smiles, she really, really, really wanted to kiss him. 

But it had been a very long day. 

And the timing still felt wrong—especially after everything that 
happened in London. 

So she just hugged him again and told him, “Good night.” 


“I get why you've been sleeping out here,” Keefe called without 
turning to look at Sophie as she made her way over to check on him 
the next day. “I seriously can’t remember the last time I slept for so 
long.” 

It was already a little past noon. 

But no one had wanted to wake him up earlier. 

Even Grady had begrudgingly admitted that after the emotional 
turmoil of the day before, Keefe probably needed all the rest he could 
get. 

“I think it must be Calla’s songs,” Sophie told him, trying not to 
grin when she noticed Keefe’s hair, which looked like it had been 
chewed on by baby alicorns. “But Wynn and Luna help too.” 

“They do.” He patted one of the pillows piled next to him, and 
Sophie took him up on the invitation, fidgeting a little when he turned 
to study her. “So.” 

“So,” she repeated, not sure what else to say to that. 

“Im guessing you didn’t sleep much, since you let me steal your 
spot, huh?” he asked. 

“Actually, I did. Really,” she added when he raised one eyebrow. 
“Silveny helped me fall asleep, which was nice, since she hasn’t done 
that in a while.” 

“Aww. Is Mama Glitter Butt overwhelmed by the twins? I can see 


why. I woke up about an hour ago, and I’ve been watching them wreak 


havoc all over the pastures. That teleporting thing they do is crazy.” 

Sophie frowned. “Teleporting thing?” 

“I think that’s what it is. That thing where they slip in and out of 
sight?” 

Sophie shook her head. “I have no idea what you're talking about.” 

“Really?” He craned his neck, trying to find Wynn and Luna—but 
they didn’t seem to be anywhere nearby. “They only do it when they’re 
running really fast. At first I thought they were vanishing or 
something, but then Luna ended up ducking in and out of the 
pterodactyl’s enclosure, and you guys keep that locked, right? So I 
don’t see how she could do that unless she’s slipping in and out of the 
void.” 

Sophie’s frown deepened. 

Keefe’s theory would solve the mystery of how Wynn and Luna kept 
sneaking into the gorgodon enclosure. 

“But... you have to free-fall to teleport,” she said, not sure if she was 
arguing with him or herself. 

“That’s what I thought too,” Keefe admitted. “But you know what it 
kind of reminded me of? Remember that time at Everglen, not long 
after you and Dex were rescued? We were playing base quest and you 
did that Amazing Flying Foster routine, and we all wondered when 
you'd learned how to blink? Wasn’t that before you figured out that 
you could teleport?” 

“It was,” Sophie said as her mind slowly dredged up the memory. 
She hadn’t thought about that moment in months and months and 
months. “I actually realized later that some of the things I’d felt when 
that happened were things that reminded me of teleporting.” 

“See?” Keefe said. “Maybe it’s something all baby alicorns do when 


they’re learning how to master their power.” 


“Uh, except I wasn’t a baby alicorn—and Id be very careful with the 
next joke you make, Smirking Boy,” Sophie warned, “because if it has 
the words ‘horse girl’ in it, I’m not giving you your present.” 

“You got me a present?” Keefe asked, his eyebrows rising when she 
patted the satchel slung across her shoulders. 

“I did. Had to make a very special trip to go get it for you too—and 
enlist a little help to make it happen. So what were you going to say?” 

“I... I don’t know.” He reached up to run a hand through his hair and 
seemed to realize for the first time that his current hairstyle could 
serve well as a nest for small animals—and his cheeks turned very, very 
red. He cleared his throat. “Does that mean I get my present?” 

“I suppose,” Sophie said, tempted to tease him more first, since he 
was so clearly thrown off his game. But she flipped open the satchel 
and pulled out the crinkly yellow-and-brown package, setting it 
proudly in his lap. 

“You... got me E.L. Fudges?” Keefe asked, doing an adorable double 
take between her and the cookies. 

Sophie nodded proudly. “Well, technically my sister stole them from 
my parents’ pantry so I wouldn’t have to deal with converting lusters 
to dollars and finding a grocery store and whatnot. It was hard enough 
convincing Grady and Edaline to let me teleport to see Amy without all 
of that. So a couple of cookies are missing, but Amy said they opened 
the package last night and they’re still fresh. Besides, we all know what 
you really care about is—” 
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“The fact that theyre shaped like tiny elves!” Keefe said, clapping 
his hands before he pointed to the label. “Hang on—they call them 
‘elfwiches’?” 
“They do, Keefe. They do. And that’s not even the best part.” 
“AHHHHHH LOOK AT THEIR LITTLE FACES!” Keefe shouted 


as he peeled back the plastic cover. “THIS IS THE GREATEST 


THING I HAVE EVER SEEN—EVER!” 

“Greater than when you discovered Fitz slept with Mr. Snuggles?” 
Sophie had to ask. 

“Um. Yeah. They have names, Foster. NAMES!” He held up one of 
the cookies and pointed to the name tag the little elf was holding. 
“This one’s Ernie! AHHH AND THIS ONE IS FAST EDDIE!” he said, 
snatching a different cookie. “And this one is Buckets! And Elwood! I 
don’t know who named these guys, but whoever they are, they're a 
genius, I tell you—a GENIUS. Also, I think Elwood kind of looks like 
me, doesn’t he?” 

He held the cookie up to his face and raised his other hand in a 
wave, just like Elwood’s pose, and Sophie couldn’t hold back her 
giggle. 

“He has your smirk,” she agreed. 

“Yup, he’s a good-looking elf-y cookie. And wait—there’s writing 
on the back.” He flipped the cookie over. “What does ‘from the Hollow 
Tree’ mean?” 

“That’s where the Keebler elves make their cookies.” 

Keefe snorted. “Of course they do—why didn’t I think of that? 
Humans are my favorite. Though, this one says ‘uncommonly good,’ 
and this one says ‘uncommonly made’—so it sorta seems like the dude 
deciding this stuff was running out of words, doesn’t it? But whatever, 
he gave us Fast Eddie, so I’ll forgive him. And wait, why does this one 
say ‘dunk head first’?” 

“The cookies taste best dunked in milk, so they’re saying to dunk 
the head first before you eat it.” 

He blinked, turning the cookie back over to stare at the little elf. 
“Woooooooow, that got DARK. Poor Buckets. I didn’t really think 
about how weird it was going to be, eating food with a little face on it 


staring at me—especially a little elf-y face. Look at his little ears! And 


his little hat! Humans are cruel. But here we go.... Sorry, Buckets, dude 
—know your sacrifice was for a noble cause.” He raised the cookie to 
his mouth and flipped it at the last second, biting off the feet instead of 
the head. “I don’t know why that seemed less brutal, since he totally 
has no legs now. But it made sense in the moment—and more 
important... eh.” 

“Eh?” Sophie asked. 

“I mean—don’t get me wrong. It’s way better than those biscuit 
things you brought me last time. But it’s still kinda dry and boring.” 

Sophie had to agree. And yet she still helped herself to a cookie, 
each bite tasting like childhood. 

“Thank you, by the way,” he said, tucking the extra cookies he’d 
pulled out carefully back into the container. “This was really amazing, 
Foster. No, I mean it—don’t try to shrug it off. This... is the nicest 
thing anyone’s ever done for me—by a lot.” 

“Well... I think that’s mostly because your parents have set the bar 
really low.” 

“They have,” Keefe agreed, and as his smile faded, Sophie wished 
she could take the words back. 

But she’d gotten the E.L. Fudges for him because she knew he was 
going to need them. 

“I'm done freaking out,” he told her, clearly picking up on her 
worries. “I mean... the next time I see Bangs Boy, I’m going to kick him 
somewhere extra sensitive. But until then... there’s nothing I can do, 
right? My mom’s still out there, still planning my great ‘legacy — 
which apparently includes murdering a guy and his ten-year-old 
daughter—” 

“You don’t know that,” Sophie interrupted. “That easily could’ve 


been another one of your mom’s lies. And I thought of something we 


can do that might help us get a little closer to the truth—or find some 
other clues about what she’s planning.” 

“Hmm. That sounds like good news—until your emotions hit me and 
it’s a whole lot of DOOM and WORRY, so I’m guessing I’m not going 
to like this new tactic?” 

“Tm sure it won't be your favorite, but... I also think it'll be worth 
it.” She finished the last of her cookie, trying to get rid of the sour 
taste on her tongue. But nothing could block the fresh surge of bile 
that came with having to tell Keefe, “Fitz hasn’t gotten anywhere with 
his search of your dad’s memories. And I’m starting to think you’re 
right. That kind of search might be a little more than his telepathy can 
handle. So...” 

“You want to make it a job for Fitzphie?” Keefe guessed—which 
she probably should’ve expected, since the whole Cognate thing 
usually made them stronger together. 

But... 

“Actually, I think your dad has gotten too good at pushing Fitz 
around,” she told him. “And the best way to find what we need is for 
me to take him on, one-on-one.” 

Keefe closed his eyes, looking about as green as the tree on the E.L. 
Fudge package. 

“I can handle him,” she promised. 

“I know,” he mumbled. “And I’m sure you're probably right. I just... 
ugh, I have a feeling this is exactly what he wanted.” 

“T thought of that,” Sophie agreed. 

She hadn’t forgotten Lord Cassius saying, “The ideal candidate 
would’ve been young Miss Foster,” the day he’d first told them he was 
having Fitz help with the project. 


But it made her lips curl with a smile. 


And Keefe’s lips cracked with the tiniest hint of a smirk when she 
told him, “So maybe it’s time your dad learns that he should watch 


what he wishes for.” 


THIRTY-EIGHT 


LORD CASSIUS’S OFFICE WAS EVERY bit as immaculate and elegant as 
Sophie had come to expect from the rooms in the Shores of Solace, 
with its wide ocean-view windows and beach-toned decor. The 
massive silver desk didn’t have a single fingerprint dulling its shine. 
And the mother-of-pearl bookshelves were filled with books of the 
exact same height and width, with the same seafoam blue spines, as if 
he’d had them all rebound to match—or bought hundreds of the same 
volume purely for the aesthetic. The stiff white armchairs filling the 
center of the room looked as if they'd never once been sat in, and the 
marble floor was so heavily polished, it felt slippery under Sophie’s 
shoes. 

But one corner was different. Nestled near a small, flickering 
fireplace was a dark blue recliner that was so worn and well loved, it 
almost looked lumpy. And that was where Lord Cassius sat waiting, 
next to a small table strewn with scrolls and notebooks and a window 
with a perfect view of a hidden cove filled with dark rocks and beach 
grass and a stretch of smooth white sand. 

“You seem surprised,” he noted as Sophie and Keefe made their way 
over. 

Sandor had chosen to stand guard outside of the office, mostly 
because they were fully expecting Ro to exact some sort of epic 
revenge and he wanted to ensure that Sophie wasn’t caught in the 


cross fire. 


Sophie shrugged. “I guess I assumed your office would be more of a 
personal shrine.” 

She’d heard plenty of stories about the life-size statue he had of 
himself, along with entire rooms displaying his accomplishments. 

“At Candleshade, it is,” Lord Cassius told her, his gaze turning 
somewhat distant as he added, “but not this office. This place is not 
meant to be seen by anyone other than me.” 

“Well then, lucky us,” Keefe said, dragging one of the never-used 
armchairs closer to his father with a cringeworthy 
SCREEEEEEEAAAAAAAAAAAAAACH. “Have a seat, Foster—you’ll 
probably be here awhile.” 

Lord Cassius sighed. “Fitz has had no problem remaining 
standing.” 

“Yeah, well, Fitzy’s been coming here hoping you'll feed him some 
tiny crumb of information about his brother—which I’m assuming you 
haven’t done yet, because it keeps him from doing all the things you 
don’t want him doing, like getting himself a stupid chair.” He made a 
point of moving a second armchair over with an even louder 
SCREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEAAAAAAAAAAAAAACH and plopped 
down onto it, propping his feet on his dad’s cluttered table. “But we 
don’t need anything, sooooooooo... we'll do what we want.” 

“If that’s true,” Lord Cassius said quietly, “I wonder why you’re 
bothering with this at all.” 

Keefe shrugged. “Just trying to settle a bet. Lotsa people wagering 
on how fast Foster’ll put poor Fitzy’s skills to shame.” 

“We both know that isn’t true.” Lord Cassius’s eyes focused on his 
hands, and he studied his fingernails as he asked, “What did your 
mother say to you yesterday—specifically? I heard the summary, but 
not her actual words.” 


“Why do you care?” Keefe countered. 


“Because your mother is a master of saying one thing and meaning 
another, and you were always too afraid of her to properly learn how to 
speak her language.” 

Keefe snorted. “I wasn’t afraid of her. I mean, I probably should’ve 
been, since she was sneaking around murdering people, but—” 

“You were terrified,” Lord Cassius insisted. “Because she gave you 
just enough love to show you how wonderful it could be if she truly 
cared for you—and then casually withheld the rest, leaving you 
wondering where you went wrong, and trying to figure out how to fix 
it, and being constantly afraid that you'd lose what little you had.” 

A beat of painful silence passed as Keefe shifted uncomfortably in 
his chair. “You sound like you know that feeling well.” 

It was Lord Cassius’s turn to shrug. “Like father, like son.” 

Sophie could picture it all so clearly—the miserable dynamic that 
Keefe grew up with in his parents’ cold, ostentatious tower. And all 
she wanted to do was squeeze into his chair so she could wrap her 
arms around him and prove that someone cared. 

But she’d made Keefe two promises before he brought her there. 

One: She’d do her best to avoid the memories she knew he probably 
wouldn’t want her to see. 

And two: No matter what she saw, she would never pity him. 

What she was feeling in that moment definitely wasn’t pity—but 
Keefe probably wouldn't see it that way. 

“Okay,” she said, taking a seat in the chair that Keefe had dragged 
over for her—and loving the way Lord Cassius’s jaw tightened when 
she curled her knees up and rested her feet on the clean white fabric. 
“Tm pretty sure the one thing we all agree on is that none of us want 
this to take any longer than it needs to. And you already know how this 
works, since you've been doing it with Fitz, so you don’t need me to 


explain anything to you, right?” 


“Does that mean there won’t be any fancy moonlark tricks to wow 
me with the wonders of your telepathy?” Lord Cassius asked. 

Sophie matched his smug smile. “I don’t need tricks to wow you. 
That'll happen naturally, when I crash through every wall you put up 
and find all the things you think you can hide from me.” 

Keefe whistled. “Okay, Pm not sure where all of this Foster 
confidence is coming from, but I’m here for it!” 

Sophie’s cheeks warmed a little—but not that much. 

Because she was feeling confident. 

Maybe her head was still thrumming from the unbridled force of her 
inflicting. 

Or maybe it was because she'd been a Telepath since she was five 
years old. 

Either way, she knew beyond any doubt that her mind was powerful. 

And Lord Cassius, for all of his bravado, was very, very weak. 

She double-checked her fingernail gadgets—and her four layers of 
gloves—before reaching for Lord Cassius’s temples, since he was an 
Empath and his sensitivity to her enhancing would probably be 
stronger. 

“The memories I want you to ignore are tinted purple,” he told her. 

Sophie shook her head. “That’s not how this works. You don’t get to 
decide what stays secret.” 

With that, she pressed her gloved fingers against his skin—relieved 
when no warmth from her enhancing sparked between them—and 
shoved her consciousness into his mind, without bothering to ask for 
permission. 

His mental barriers shredded like paper, and she crashed into the 
center of his thoughts, where everything was... 

Quiet. 

And tidy. 


And still. 

Usually minds were a rush of color and motion and sound and 
energy—like being surrounded by thousands of flickering holograms, 
each broadcasting its own vibrant soundtrack. 

But Lord Cassius’s head was like stepping into a vast, pristine 
library—run by the kind of overzealous librarian who yelled at people 
for moving the books and took great pleasure in shushing anyone who 
made the slightest noise. 

A lifetime’s worth of memories loomed around Sophie in ten 
precariously arranged stacks. Houses of cards tinted red, blue, green, 
orange, gold, silver, pink, white, black, and purple—as if Lord Cassius 
had been categorizing each of his thoughts and experiences before 
meticulously tucking them away. 

Sophie wasn’t sure what the other colors meant—but she knew he 
wanted her to stay away from purple, so... 

Youre so much like my son, Lord Cassius thought as Sophie focused 
on the shaky tower of violet-stained memories, wondering what would 
happen if she slammed her consciousness against it. 

Would it all come toppling down? 

As soon as you know something’s forbidden, he told her, it’s all you want. 
I often wonder if that’s part of the appeal for— 

Sophie didn’t bother listening to the end of that sentence, too lost in 
the purple-tinted memory she’d focused on. The scene was slightly 
faded and blurred, since Lord Cassius didn’t have a photographic 
memory, but Sophie could still easily tell that she was watching a 
much younger version of him retrieve books from his locker in the 
Level One atrium at Foxfire. 

He looked so uncannily like his son at that age that Sophie would’ve 
thought she was watching Keefe—if she hadn’t known that Keefe had 
skipped that particular grade level. 


Then again, Lord Cassius also lacked Keefe’s easy swagger. 

In fact, when she looked closer, she realized that his movements 
were rushed and tense, and the expression on his face was... nervous? 

“Scared” actually might’ve been a better word for it. 

She learned why a few breaths later, when a group of much taller, 
much more confident Level Threes sidled over to him, knocking his 
books out of his hands and messing up his hair. 

Lord Cassius said nothing. 

Did nothing. 

But internally he swore that things would change. 

Someday he would be better than everyone else—and then he would 
show them all. 

The memory ended there—but something about the abruptness of it 
felt intentional. As if Lord Cassius had snipped off the rest, either to 
sort it somewhere else or to keep that part hidden. 

So... Pm assuming you said the thing about the purple memories to distract 
me from the real stuff you don’t want me to see? Sophie guessed. 

Or I don’t like anyone witnessing my moments of weakness, Lord Cassius 
countered—which might’ve been a believable explanation, if he hadn’t 
had the answer ready to go. 

Your mind games aren’t going to work on me, she told him. And I don’t 
really get why you're bothering to play them. Searching your memories was 
YOUR idea—YOU wanted to find out if there was something that Lady 
Gisela hid from you. 

Yes, I’m aware. But that doesn’t mean I’m willing to allow anyone to 
invade my privacy—and surely you've realized that something my wife stole 
wouldn’t be tinted purple, or red or blue or green or any other color, since 
that means I’m aware of it. 


Actually, that was a valid point. 


This part of his mind was so organized—so controlled—that 
anything missing or out of place would’ve been glaringly obvious. 

She needed to find the rest. 

The parts he couldn’t shape into the precarious narrative he wanted 
to display to the world. 

The parts he’d tried to bury. 

That won't help either, he warned, but Sophie was already poking and 
prodding at the corners and shadows—the cramped little nooks and 
the cold, empty stretches and... 

There. 

A tiny crack. 

A flaw in his well-honed mental armor. 

All she had to do was slip through and... 

.. down, down, down she went—careening through a dark, lonely 
void. 

Hurtling toward a sea of nightmares. 

But then her fall seemed to slow, and the air thickened around her, 
nudging her back up, until she could see a fuzzy gray path. 

Everything about it called to her. 

Welcoming her. 

Guiding her. 

As if Lord Cassius was providing her with an escape, to spare her 
from the shadows. 

But it was another trick. 

Another defense. 

And Sophie wasn’t afraid of the dark. 

So she pushed back against the barrier and plunged straight into the 
mire. Sinking past glimmers of doubt and fear. Fighting her way 
through flurries of despair and hopelessness. Until she burst through 


to the other side, landing in an explosion of light and color and sound. 


The real Lord Cassius. 

Not the rigid construct he liked to present. 

This won't help you, he insisted as she focused on the vibrant 
memories piled haphazardly all around her, like someone had tossed 
them away. I may not like this part of myself. But I’m still aware of its 
presence. 

Why don’t you like this part of yourself? Sophie asked, trying to process 
what she was seeing. 

Most of the memories were brief flashes—snippets and scraps 
trimmed away from longer moments. 

And many of them featured Keefe. 

His smiles and laughter. 

His pranks and jokes and art. 

The same things Lord Cassius was always trying to force Keefe to 
change about himself. 

And for a second Sophie was furious. 

How dare he mentally edit his son? 

Who was he to deny reality? 

But then... she noticed the warmth. 

It wasn’t strong. 

And it wasn’t comforting. 

But it was there—wrapped around each edited moment. 

And she knew: You love your son. 

Of course I do. 

The words were a weary sigh, and Sophie’s anger surged back. 

WHY WOULD YOU BURY THAT? 

Far, far away she felt Keefe give her shoulder a gentle, reassuring 
squeeze—which only added to her rage. 


He deserved so much better. 


You have no idea what he deserves, Lord Cassius argued, and Sophie 
wasn’t sure if shed transmitted the thought or if hed read the 
emotions coursing through her. Everything I withhold is for his own good. 
Love... convolutes things. If your creators had made you an Empath, perhaps 
you would understand that—though it’s strange. Your mind focuses on 
feelings far more than any Telepath I’ve ever encountered. The way you 
homed in on that emotion just now—it was almost a fusion of our abilities. I 
can’t tell if that was taught to you or if it’s somehow inherent or... 

His thoughts cycled through possibilities, and for a second Sophie 
was right there with him, wondering if Mr. Forkle had trained her 
mind to work differently than others’, or if it was because she 
manifested so young—and grew up around humans—or if it was the 
result of some small tweak to her genetics. 

And then she realized... 

Youre not going to distract me, she told him. What do you mean by 
“love convolutes things”? 

A dark rumble shook everything around her. I mean exactly that. And 
if you don’t believe me—ask the question everyone’s been whispering since 
Gisela was outed. 

It took Sophie several seconds to puzzle out what question he 
meant. 

You mean, “How did you not know she was part of the Neverseen?” 

Exactly. How could an Empath—two Empaths, counting my son—not 
realize they had a traitor among them? We should’ve sensed every lie—every 
trick. But we missed them all. And while I want to believe you'll find some 
stockpile of damaged memories that I can point to and blame for the way she 
misled me, I fear the reality is simply that while it may be nearly impossible 
for someone to lie to an Empath, it’s far, far too easy for us to lie to ourselves. 
Our emotions are stronger. Purer. So much more overwhelming. And we 


cannot feel our own tells. 


Your tells? Sophie repeated. 

Another dark rumble. I’m surprised my son’s never mentioned it. 
Actually, no, I’m not surprised at all. I’m sure this is the last piece of 
knowledge he wants you to have. 

What does that mean? 

It means my son has plenty to hide. And all Empaths have a tell when we 
try to lie. It’s instinctive. Unavoidable. Part of who we are. In fact, I strongly 
suspect it’s why your creators didn’t choose empathy as one of your abilities. 
What’s the point of giving their moonlark an impenetrable mind if her heart 
will give her away every time? 

I still have no idea what you’re talking about, Sophie told him. 

Yes, I’m sure you don’t. And for a second he hesitated—debating 
whether he should share. 

You realize I could pluck the secret from your mind with a single thought, 
right? Sophie reminded him. 

I suppose that’s a valid point. And it’s not like this is a secret. It’s just not 
particularly well known, either. Empaths have a physical reaction when we 
lie. You have to be reading our pulse to feel it, but it’s always there. Our 
hearts skip three beats. One from guilt. One from fear. And one like a held 
breath, waiting to see if someone will catch us. It’s completely involuntary— 
we can’t even feel it in ourselves. Which makes it so very easy for our hearts 
to lead us astray. How else do you think I ended up married to a murderer? 

The last word was a jolt, dragging Sophie’s focus away from all of 
that strange new information. 

And she found herself asking, You REALLY loved her? 

She honestly couldn’t imagine Lord Cassius loving anyone except 
himself. 

You know almost nothing about me, he told her. Or what I’m capable of 


feeling. 


True, Sophie conceded. But you know what I’m realizing? I’ve been in 
your head for all of this time, and I haven’t seen a single memory with her in 
it. Even down here, in the stuff you’re trying to hide. 

Surely you've heard of coping mechanisms. Surely you can understand 
why I’ve spent the last several months painstakingly carving her out of my 
consciousness. I had to sort through my memories anyway, trying to find any 
gaps or inconsistencies on my own. And after I finished examining a 
moment, I’d sever any pieces with her and cast them away—the closest I can 
come to erasing her from my life. 

Okay, but where are those pieces now? 

It doesn’t matter. I’ve already checked them. 

That doesn’t mean they won’t trigger what you’re looking for. 

Once again, he hesitated. 

And she had to remind him again that she would find everything on 
her own—and who knew what else she’d discover along the way? 

It’s a waste of time, he insisted. 

But his mind still shifted and rattled, as if he were pulling open 
some sort of inner mental barrier, revealing a new light up ahead—a 
dim, icy glow that definitely wasn’t inviting. 

Sophie followed it anyway, into a chilly nook tucked into the 
darkest part of his consciousness where thousands of memories 
flickered in the shadows. 

Thousands of glimpses of Lady Gisela. 

Smiles. 

Scowls. 

Glares. 

Laughter. 

Though something about her always looked a little... calculating. 


Especially when she gazed at her son. 


You see that too, Lord Cassius noted, and Sophie realized she’d 
transmitted that observation. 

It just seemed so... obvious. 

Hindsight brings a strange sort of clarity, doesn’t it? Lord Cassius asked 
her. It’s so easy to hate yourself for missing something so glaring. But every 
moment has shades of meaning, and how we interpret it comes down to the 
knowledge we have in that instance. Like now, for example—you sit there 
stewing in your disgust for me, convinced I’m cruel and callous because that 
is the information you have. Just as I saw a wife and mother who was as 
determined as I was to help her son find success and reach his maximum 
potential—which, I suppose, IS still who she was. She just had a very 
different vision for his future, apparently. 

Sour dread mixed with Sophie’s other emotions, and she couldn't 
tell if it came from her or Lord Cassius. 

And I’m assuming you have no idea what she means when she talks about 
Keefe’s legacy? she asked. 

I don’t—and I wish I did. 

She could tell he meant it. Which was why she decided to answer 
when he asked again for the specific words Lady Gisela said to Keefe 
in London—and she didn’t just tell him. She filled his mind with her 
memory of the conversation, letting him watch the scene play out for 
himself. 

And when they got to the part where Lady Gisela told Keefe to 
“embrace the change or it will destroy you,” something shifted in his 
mind again. 

A soft quiver that grew stronger and stronger. 

A mental earthquake that drove a deep rift through his 
consciousness. 

And three new memories emerged, each one crackly and scratched, 


like watching a projection of a ruined piece of film—the same way 


Keefe’s recovered memory had looked. The sound faded in and out, 
and the scenes sometimes played too fast or slow or dropped away 
altogether. But Sophie soaked up every detail she could pull from the 
damage. 

In the first memory Lord Cassius found his wife nearly convulsing 
on their bed—with five empty vials strewn across the floor. Her mouth 
had a strange glow as she murmured to herself, “Embrace the change,” 
over and over, and Lord Cassius scooped her into his arms and 
sprinted for Candleshade’s vortinator to get her to a physician. The 
scene faded out after that, and faded back in when he was standing 
under the Leapmaster, with Lady Gisela begging him to take her back 
—to let her rest—swearing it was nothing he needed to concern 
himself with. She told him it was a treatment that took a few minutes 
for her body to accept. And he’d felt how strongly she meant the words 
—how desperate she was to be alone—so he’d brought her back to bed. 

The second scene was much harder to watch. 

There were five vials again, this time flickering and glowing on the 
bedside table. And Lord Cassius sat next to his wife on the edge of 
their bed as she tried to convince him to drink them. 

The memory distorted most of their conversation, but Lord Cassius 
didn’t seem to find anything familiar about what she was suggesting, 
so his other memory must’ve already been taken. And the soundtrack 
sharpened again as Lady Gisela promised, “This treatment will make 
you powerful in ways you can’t even imagine. You just have to embrace 
the change.” 

She’d whispered something else Sophie couldn’t hear, but whatever 
it was, it convinced Lord Cassius to gulp down each of the vials. 

And then there was pain. 

Burning and freezing and stabbing and tearing and crushing and 


twisting and writhing. 


Unending. 

Unsurvivable. 

Except somehow, he did. 

Somehow, when he stopped fighting it, he became the pain. 

And then everything faded into a black, dreamless oblivion. 

The third memory was the shortest. 

Lady Gisela leaned in and licked a silver panel on a glittering crystal 
wall, and a small compartment popped open, with two tiny bottles 
inside. The glass was blacker than anything Sophie had ever seen—as 
if the bottles had been carved out of the void—and Lady Gisela seemed 
to be giving Lord Cassius a long list of vital instructions. 

The memory only preserved three scattered pieces of what she said. 

“When the timing is right.” 

“Embrace the change.” 


And “the beginning of our legacy.” 


THIRTY-NINE 


S$000000000... I'M ASSUMING THE crazy emotional spike I just felt 
means you guys had a breakthrough,” Keefe said as Sophie’s mind 
snapped back to the present. “And I’m also assuming it wasn’t good 
news, seeing as how Foster’s now as white as the armchairs, and 
Daddio reminds me of the way Ro looked after she ate those amoebas. 
In fact, we might wanna give him some room, so we're not in a splash 
zone if he goes projectile, like she did.” 

“If you think we’re ready to joke about that,” Ro called from the 
doorway, “you are sorely, sorely mistaken, Hunkyhair. But you can 
relax, Blondie,” she added as Sophie jumped to her feet. “I don’t hold 
you responsible for the Keefster’s extremely poor life choices. Why do 
you think your bodyguard let me in?” 

Sandor tilted his head in and nodded as Ro sauntered closer, tossing 
her pigtails—which were now a bright fire-engine red—as she leaned 
over Keefe’s armchair and pinched Keefe’s chin with her red-clawed 
fingers, smushing his lips into a fish face. “You can relax too, my 
foolish, foolish boy—for now. Because when I pay you back? You’ll 
never see it coming. Count on that.” 

“T will,” Keefe assured her, his voice distorted by the fish face. 

“Good.” Ro held him like that a second longer, squeezing his face 
even tighter before she dropped her hand and turned to Sophie. “So, 
what’s this I hear about a breakthrough?” 

“And don’t try to sugarcoat it, Foster,” Keefe added, rubbing his 


jaw, which now showed tiny dents from Ro’s claws. “I agreed to this 


because I trusted you to tell me everything.” 

Sophie reached for her eyelashes. “I know, but—” 

“We both know my imagination is probably fifty times worse than 
the reality,” Keefe cut in. 

Which was probably true. But she still had to warn him, “This is a 
lot to handle.” 

“Yeah, well... what else is new?” He forced a rather sad smile. “I’m 
serious, Foster. I don’t care if it’s a lot. I just want the truth.” 

Sophie studied him for a long second before nodding. “It'll be easier 
if I show you what we saw.” 

“Are you going to show him our entire conversation?” Lord Cassius 
jumped in. 

The warning in his eyes tempted Sophie to say yes. But... Keefe 
didn’t need his father’s warped views on love distracting him from 
these new revelations. 

Lord Cassius deserved to sweat a little, though, so she kept her 
answer vague. “I’m going to show Keefe everything that I think is 
important.” 

“Works for me,” Keefe told her, leaning back in his armchair. “Hit 
me with all the creepy family stuff you want—it’s not like itll be a 
surprise.” 

Sophie hated how true that was as she reached for his forehead, 
making sure she had permission to open her thoughts to his before she 
pressed her gloved fingers against his temples. 

I can handle this, Foster, he promised when his mental voice flooded 
her mind. 

You have to, she told him. The trust here works both ways. You’re 
trusting me not to coddle you, and I’m trusting you to lean on your friends 
and let us help you through this. 

His mind got a whole lot quieter when he asked, So it’s that bad, huh? 


Sophie was about to say yes—but then she took a look at the 
thoughts flashing all around her. And Keefe was right: His 
imagination was worse than the reality. His head was a horror show of 
theories that felt very Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, with Keefe turning into 
some sort of evil, murderous monster at Lady Gisela’s beck and call. 

Your mom told us she didn’t mess with your DNA, Sophie reminded 
him. 

Uh, yeah, and my mom lies, Keefe countered. 

I know, but... you're past manifesting age, right? And you still only have 
one ability. 

Right, but I’m also supposed to “embrace the change” —remember? 

Sophie felt herself flinch at the words and sucked in a deep breath, 
needing that extra second to work up the courage to tell him, Those 
were the words that triggered the broken pieces we found of your dad’s erased 
memories. You're SURE you want to see them? 

A tiny voice in the back of his mind said, No. But the rest of him 
told her, Bring it on, Foster. 

When she still hesitated, he added, It’s not like I can hide from this. 

He couldn't. 

No matter how much she wished she could protect him. 

Okay, here goes, she warned, filling his head with the memories one 
by one, sharing them in the same order she’d seen them with Lord 
Cassius. 

She offered no commentary, letting Keefe process everything 
himself. And he replayed each of the memories three times before his 
brain could form any coherent words—most of which were things he’d 
probably get in trouble for saying. 

Please tell me it wasn’t a mistake to show you that, Sophie begged when 
his brain started its fourth memory replay. 


It wasn’t, he assured her. I’m fine. 


No, youre not. Sophie dropped one of her hands from his temples 
and reached for him, tangling their fingers together. 

He didn’t argue. Just clung to her as tightly as he could as they 
watched a fifth replay together. 

Three things, Sophie told him as Keefe’s Dr. Jekyll theories reared 
back with a vengeance. First: Your mom talks about this being THEIR 
legacy—not yours. So it might not have anything to do with you—and I know 
you're going to argue with me on that, but you have to admit it’s at least 
possible. Second: Whatever this was... your parents are fine. I mean, they’re 
pretty awful people—but they were that way before any of this. So it’s not 
like this changed them in any way that’s noticeable. And third—and most 
important: This isn’t triggering any new memories for you, right? 

She checked his nearby thoughts for any flashes of pain or glimpses 
of glowing vials. 

No, he admitted, but that might just mean my mom did a better job of 
burying it. 

I don’t know, Sophie argued. I don’t think you can bury something THIS 
traumatic—especially when you're being given such a clear, direct trigger. 
You should’ve felt how fast it worked on your dad—and all it took for him 
was me sharing the memory from London of your mom telling you to 
“embrace the change.” As soon as he heard those words, it set off this, like, 
mental earthquake, and his consciousness actually cracked as these memories 
came crashing through. So... if there was something in your past like this, I 
feel like you'd have gotten back at least the damaged pieces of it by now. And 
you haven't. 

The more she thought about it, the easier it was to breathe. 

But Keefe didn’t seem nearly as convinced. 

His palm felt shaky in hers, and his thoughts were darting in so 


many directions, she couldn’t keep up with them—except one. 


One part of his mind stayed fixated on those eerie black bottles in 
the final memory. 

There were only two of them, she pointed out, adding that to her list of 
reassurances. 

Yeah, but— 

“Are you ever going to bring me back into this conversation?” Lord 
Cassius interrupted. “Given that these are my memories, it seems like I 
should be a part of the discussion.” 

“I dunno—do you have anything useful to add?” Keefe asked as 
Sophie severed their mental connection and blinked her eyes back into 
focus on the present. “I mean, if you have any idea what that 
‘treatment’ was—or what was in any of those vials—feel free to share,” 
Keefe told his dad. “Otherwise, not sure what we need you for.” 

“Uh... that doesn’t sound good,” Ro noted. “Can someone maybe 
clue the bodyguards in?” 

“Oh sure,” Keefe told her. “Basically, it looks like Mommy Dearest 
definitely did experiment on me.” 

“No—she experimented on me!” Lord Cassius shouted, jumping to 
his feet and stalking toward his son. “You don’t get to make this all 
about you.” 

“Yeah, well, you don’t get to make this all about you, either!” Keefe 
snapped back. “Because I have a pretty strong hunch this all happened 
around the time Mom got pregnant with me, right?” 

Lord Cassius reluctantly nodded. 

“You're sure?” Sophie had to ask. Both of Keefe’s parents looked 
exactly the same in the memories as they did now—and it wasn’t like 
there’d been a calendar in the background. 

“I’m sure,” Lord Cassius agreed quietly. “The room in the first two 
memories is a room we only shared for a brief time. Once Gisela 


discovered she was pregnant, we separated ourselves.” 


The set of his jaw made it clear there'd be no further discussion on 
that topic—and Sophie was definitely good with that. 

Keefe ran a hand down his face. “I’m guessing you don’t know 
where the room in the third memory was?” 

Lord Cassius shook his head. “Only that it was somewhere in 
Candleshade.” 

“Great,” Keefe muttered. 

“If you need me to go back there and smash more things, I’m happy 
to,” Ro generously offered. 

“Smashing would be bad,” Keefe said. “We don’t want to break 
those vials.” 

“You think they’re still there?” Sophie asked. 

“I don’t know. It’s possible. My mom said, ‘When the timing is 
right’—and I haven’t fulfilled my legacy or whatever yet.” 

“But it wasn’t about your legacy,” Lord Cassius reminded him. “She 
said ‘our’—hers and mine.” 

Ro groaned. “Now you have a separate legacy? Is anyone else getting 
really sick of that word? Because I swear, every time I hear it, I wanna 
stab something.” 

“Right there with you,” Sandor agreed quietly. 

“Oh, I’m there too,” Keefe agreed as well, tearing his hands through 
his hair. “The good news is—I’m pretty sure all the legacies are the 
same. Think about it—she talked about their legacy right around the 
time they made me, so...” 

“Wait,” Sophie said, leaning forward in her armchair. “You're 
saying you think those treatments were, like...” She wasn’t even sure 
how to word it—and she really hoped she was wrong when she 
finished with, “An elvin fertility thing?” 

“No, I think they were a mess-with-our-future-baby kind of thing,” 


Keefe corrected. 


But Lord Cassius shook his head. “Actually, I think Sophie might be 
onto something. Your mother was very concerned about getting 
pregnant. She went to a number of physicians beforehand, and I never 
understood why, because it seemed to happen quite quickly and easily 
—but maybe this is why. Maybe it seemed fast to me because she 
erased these memories.” 

“FYI, I really don’t want to hear about Lord Hunkyhair’s creation,” 
Ro whined. 

“That makes two of us,” Sandor added. 

And Sophie waited for Keefe to agree. 

But he just leaned his head back against his armchair, staring at the 
ceiling. 

“Sounds like I need to talk to some physicians,” Lord Cassius 
decided. “See if any of them have heard of this kind of treatment.” 

“You should start with Elwin,” Sophie told him. “Those vials almost 
seemed like they were filled with light—which doesn’t really make 
sense since you can’t drink light, but...” 

Her voice trailed off as a sickening new thought occurred to her. 

“I guess they could’ve been quintessence,” she whispered, deciding 
to throw the theory out there. 

The conversation couldn’t necessarily get any weirder. 

“I mean.. the vials looked a little different than the vials of 
quintessence I’ve seen before,” she added quietly. “But... there were 
five of them. And there are five unmapped stars. And each vial was 
different. And the pain they caused...” 

Lord Cassius wrapped his arms around himself. “I'll hail Elwin and 
find out where he is.” 

“And you'll tell us what he says,” Keefe said as he stood, making it 
clear it wasn’t a request. “Feels like this is a good time for us to stop 


keeping secrets from each other, doesn’t it?” 


Sophie frowned when Lord Cassius agreed. 

“You don’t want to be there when he talks to Elwin?” she 
whispered. 

Keefe shook his head. “I’m going to Candleshade to see if I can find 
that compartment.” 

“Oh.” Sophie stood up to join him, trying to be supportive—and 
telling herself to be glad that his plan was something safe. But she still 
had to remind him, “It’s just... Candleshade is huge—and there was 
nothing recognizable about that wall in the memory, was there?” 

“Not the wall,” Keefe told her. “But there was... a feeling. You 
probably didn’t notice it, since you’re not an Empath. But every time I 
replay that memory, I get this, like, prickly sense right here’—he 
brushed his hands down his arms—“and I think it’s triggered by 
whatever is in those vials. So if I search for that feeling at 
Candleshade, I should be able to follow it to that compartment.” 

“Assuming the vials are still there,” Lord Cassius noted. 

Keefe shrugged. “It’s worth checking, right?” 

“Um, just so I’m clear,” Ro jumped in as Keefe dug an old home 
crystal out from one of his cape pockets, “your plan is to go room by 
room in a two-hundred-story tower, searching for some random elf-y 
feeling that might not even be there anymore because the thing 
causing it might be long gone?” 

“It’s either that or go with my dad and listen to him and Elwin chat 
about fertility stuff,” Keefe reminded her. 

Ro groaned again. “Fine. But I’m adding this to the list of things Pl 
be paying you back for.” 

“You do that,” Keefe told her—and that seemed to settle it. 

Sandor sighed as Sophie reached for Keefe’s hand, and grumbled 


something about needing patience as he joined the light leaping chain. 


And she honestly wasn’t any happier about the project ahead of 
them. 

But Keefe shouldn’t be alone after everything they'd discovered. 
There was too big of a risk that hed change his mind and run off 
somewhere much more dangerous. 

And he’d endured an awful lot of boring, tedious things for her. 

“Remind me to hail Dex, Biana, Stina, and Wylie a little later,” she 
told Sandor, realizing she’d promised her teammates she’d be checking 
in on them that day. 

“If you have other things to do—” Keefe tried to tell her. 

But Sophie shook her head, channeling Sandor when she told him, 
“I go where you go.” 


Candleshade was somehow even bigger than Sophie remembered. 

The glittering crystal skyscraper basically blotted out the sun. 

And boy, was it depressing. 

Keefe’s house had always felt cold and unwelcoming—but now the 
once shimmering rooms were coated in dust and grime and were in 
total chaos from all the hasty previous searches. There was also quite a 
lot of smashed stuff that seemed to say, Ro was here. 

If Keefe was bothered by the mess, he did a good job hiding it. But 
it probably helped that his search required his full concentration. 

Room by room he'd close his eyes, feeling for whatever he’d picked 
up on in that memory, before he shook his head and moved on. 

And Sophie tried not to sigh, or shuffle her feet—or do the math on 
how endless the search was going to be. 

Ro was doing plenty of that for everyone. 

But by the time they reached the fifth floor, Sophie had to at least 
voice a new theory she couldn’t get out of her head. “So... if Pm right,” 


she said quietly, wishing her voice didn’t sound quite so echoey, “and 


those vials your parents took had some form of quintessence in them, 
that probably means the dark vials are—” 

“Shadowflux?” Keefe finished for her. “Way ahead of you there, 
Foster. Why do you think I’m bothering with this? If it’s shadowflux, 
we're finally on our way to figuring out how she’s planning to have 
Bangs Boy off me.” 

“We are?” Sophie asked, not really seeing the connection. 

If Lady Gisela already had bottles of shadowflux, what did she need 
Tam for? 

And if she’d already drunk the bottles and needed more, couldn’t 
Umber have provided that a long time ago? 

“Yeah, okay,” Keefe said, “Pm picking up on your skepticism loud 
and clear, Foster. And I do realize that even if we find the black 
bottles, they're going to raise a whole lot more questions than they 
answer. But at least it'd be progress, you know? An actual clue that ties 
right into Tammy Boy’s Shade stuff?” 

“True,” Sophie agreed, trying to stay positive. 

But after five more floors, positivity was feeling impossible. 

They'd been there for at least an hour—and they still had one 
hundred and ninety floors to go. 

“If we don’t speed this process up, Pm going to start stabbing 
things,” Ro warned when they made it to floor thirteen, and Sophie 
had to bite her tongue to stop herself from agreeing. 

Sandor had no such qualms—and had apparently been working on 
the math in his head—and spelled out exactly how many hours they 
had ahead of them if they continued at their current pace. 

“No way!” Ro informed them. “I seriously will murder someone long 
before that. You mean to tell me our pretty little Blondie doesn’t have 


some sort of elf-y ability to make this go faster?” 


Sophie stopped walking. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that. We 
should use my enhancing!” 

“You sure you're up for that?” Keefe asked as Sophie peeled off her 
gloves. “You’ve kinda done a lot with your abilities the last few days, 
and you're still recovering from the reset.” 

“Enhancing doesn’t do anything to me,” she promised, tapping her 
fingers to turn off Dex’s gadgets. “It’s automatic, remember? Besides, 
it can’t be more exhausting than spending ten million hours searching 
this place room by room. I bet you'll be able to search two or three 
floors at a time if I enhance you.” 

“Please let that be true!” Ro begged when Sophie held out her hand. 
“Please please please please please.” 

Sophie mentally made the same pleas as Keefe reached for her. 

And as soon as her fingertips brushed his skin, the jolt nearly 
knocked them both over. 

Ro and Sandor managed to steady them—but Keefe couldn’t stop 
shaking. 

“You okay?” Sophie asked when he closed his eyes. 

“Yeah, Pm just... wow,” he breathed. “I don’t even know how to 
describe this. I swear I can sense the entire tower.” 

“Tve never loved anyone as much as I love you right now, Blondie,” 
Ro told Sophie, leaning down and giving Sophie a big ogre smack on 
the cheek. “It almost makes up for the fact that you didn’t think of this 
the moment we got here. Almost.” 

Keefe shushed Ro, tightening his grip on Sophie’s hand. “I think... 
there’s something on the hundred-and-thirty-seventh floor.” 

“The hundred-and-thirty-seventh floor?” Ro repeated. “Um, your girlie 
here just saved your life. I'm betting by about floor twenty-five, I 


would’ve flung you out the window.” 


Keefe ignored her, clinging to Sophie as they stumbled over to the 
vortinator. 

Sophie braced for an epic wave of nausea from blasting up so many 
floors at once. But either she was getting used to the spinning or Keefe 
was sharing some of his steadiness. Whatever the reason, she made it 
to the hundred-and-thirty-seventh floor with a clear head and a steady 
stomach. 

Keefe stumbled toward the nearest room, which seemed to be one of 
Candleshade’s many guest rooms—one that must’ve been spared 
during the previous searches because it was still clean and organized 
and nothing was smashed. 

“Which way is the compartment?” Sophie asked, studying the 
nearest wall, searching for some sort of seam in the crystal. 

“That way,” Keefe said, pointing to the left. “There’s something 
over there.” 

“You're sure?” Sophie asked, frowning when he nodded. 

He was pointing to a window, and the compartment had very clearly 
been in a wall! But maybe— 

“STOP!” Sandor shouted, jumping in front of Sophie and drawing 
his sword as he sniffed the air. 

“What the—” Keefe started to ask, but Ro drew two daggers and 
shouted, “SHOW YOURSELF ORI WILL USE THESE!” 

“I don’t understand,” Sophie mumbled. “Who are you—” 

“YOU HAVE THREE SECONDS!” Sandor bellowed over her. 
“ONE...” 

“TWO...” Ro joined in, aiming one of her daggers toward the glass. 
“I MAY NOT BE ABLE TO SEE YOU—BUT TRUST ME, I KNOW 
EXACTLY WHERE TO THROW THIS.” 

“THR—” 


“ALL RIGHT!” a new voice shouted—and Sophie recognized it even 
before a pale, cowering figure blinked into sight next to the window. 


Together, she and Keefe both whispered, “Alvar?” 


FORTY 


ALVAR WAS HARD TO LOOK at. 

Not because he kept flickering in and out of sight—though he did, 
as if he were still hoping to vanish his way out of his current 
predicament. 

And it wasn’t because of the deep scars marring his formerly 
handsome face—though they were definitely cringeworthy. And there 
were more peeking out under his loose, rumpled clothes. 

But no—what made it difficult for Sophie to meet Alvar’s gaze was 
his expression: his wide, terrified eyes, paired with shadowed, hollow 
cheekbones and a trembling chin. 

He looked exactly like the frightened, remorseful guy he’d been the 
whole time he’d had amnesia. 

“You can drop the act,” Sophie told Alvar as he pulled his bony 
knees tighter against his chest. “I’m not falling for it again.” 

“There’s no act,” Alvar said quietly, earning snorts from everyone. “I 
mean it. I made my choices, and I stand by them—I’m not going to 
pretend otherwise. But don’t treat me like I’m still with the Neverseen. 
I'm not.” 

“Tm assuming that was their decision?” Keefe asked. “Let me guess 
—they weren’t impressed with all of the time you spent setting up the 
world’s dumbest scheme to open a gate?” 

Alvar’s jaw locked, and for a second his old arrogance had him 
sitting up taller. 


But a coughing fit forced him to curl back in on himself. 


“No,” he rasped when the hacking had mostly eased. “Actually, they 
blamed me for how close I came to not opening the gate. And for how 
long I hesitated. And for what happened to Umber and Ruy.” 

“Ruy?” Sophie repeated. “So... Linh was right? Tam ruined his 
ability?” 

“I don’t know about ruined,” Alvar corrected, his body flickering 
harder as he tried to stretch his legs. “But he was on bed rest when I 
saw him. And Gethen seemed worried.” 

“How long ago was that?” Sandor demanded, slashing his sword to 
make Alvar tuck his feet in again. 

Alvar turned toward the window and ran a shaky hand through his 
dark, greasy hair. And when the light caught his face, Sophie realized 
how sunken his eyes were and how sweaty his pale skin had gotten. 

“I don’t know,” he mumbled. “It’s hard to keep track of time here. I 
only leave the tower when I have to find food, so the days all blur 
together. But... it’s been a while. I chased them down as soon as I made 
it out of Everglen—and Vespera turned me away the second she saw 
me. Like I said, the Neverseen are blaming me for what happened, 
since I was the one who pushed them to expose my family’s legacy.” 

“Oh good—there’s that word again,” Ro grumbled with a huge eye 
roll. 

Sophie ignored her, forcing herself to meet Alvar’s weary stare 
when he turned back to face her. “Was that really all there was to it?” 
she asked. “Luzia’s hive and the experiments going on there—that’s 
what you meant when you talked about the Vacker legacy?” 

Alvar shrugged and then winced from the motion, which triggered 
another raspy cough. “That’s as far as I got with my investigation. But 
do you really think that’s the only thing my family’s hiding? With all of 


their power, and all of their noble positions, and all of that history?” 


“Why do you care?” Keefe wondered. “It’s not like what they did has 
anything to do with your life. And you got to reap the benefits of being 
a Vacker.” 

“No, I got to grow up drowning in unrealistic expectations only to 
have all of that vanish when my parents had another son—as if that 
was some confirmation that I couldn’t and wouldn’t ever measure up,” 
Alvar snapped back. 

“Wooo00000000000000w, so this was all just about your brother 
being cooler and prettier than you?” Ro asked. “The whole ‘They don’t 
appreciate me, so I'll take them all down!’ story?” She whistled. “Now 
that’s pathetic.” 

“It was more than that,” Alvar spat before lapsing into another 
round of coughing, and Sophie couldn’t decide if he was actually sick 
or if he was faking it so they'd underestimate him. 

“I don’t care about the rest of the Vackers,” Keefe told him, “or 
what creepy things you think they did or didn’t do—you had parents 
who loved you! I’m pretty sure they still love you, even after all of the 
horrible things you’ve done. And you threw that away to join a group 
that can’t even make up their mind about who’s in charge, or what they 
want, or why they’re trying to destroy the world—a group that left you 
behind when they fled Everglen, and left Umber for dead, and—” 

“You want to talk about being left for dead?” Alvar lunged forward, but 
Sandor and Ro shifted their blades to block him. “I was left floating in 
a pod of orange goo while my brother and sister stood by watching! 
The same brother who'd threatened to carve me up with a knife earlier 
that night! The brother who stopped pressing buttons to try to save me 
as the pod filled up—did he tell you that? He let the tank fill, waiting 
for me to drown. He didn’t know I was holding my breath and keeping 
my body temperature in check—and if he had, I guarantee he would’ve 


found a way to finish me. But he gets to carry on as the golden child, 


and I get this.” He gestured to himself—how sickly and scrawny and 
awful he looked. “He gets to hide behind the Black Swan and their 
moonlark and pretend that makes us any different—” 

“You ARE different!” Sophie shouted. “Fitz only did those things to 
stop you from hurting anyone else!” 

“Keep telling yourself that,” Alvar said, coughing so hard he had to 
lean against the window. “But I'll tell you this: If anyone’s going to add 
to the infamous Vacker legacy, it’ll be Fitz. Just wait and see.” 

“Well, fun as this is,” Ro said, breaking the seething silence that 
followed, “we should get this charming prisoner to the Black Swan or 
the Council or whoever we want to hand him over to.” 

Alvar barked a wheezy laugh. “You’re not handing me over to 
anyone.” 

Ro showed him all of her pointed teeth. “Wanna bet, Whiny Boy? 
That’s what I’m calling you from now on, by the way, because that’s all 
Ive heard you do. Wah wah wah, nobody appreciates me—” 

“They don’t!” Alvar interrupted. “And it’s always a mistake. You’re 
making it right now. You should be cutting a deal with me.” His eyes 
locked with Keefe as he added, “I know things.” 

Keefe applauded slowly. “Wow, that was the most desperate bluff 
I’ve ever seen.” 

“Was it?” Alvar asked. “Then how come I know why you’re here? I 
also know what was in those little black bottles you’re never going to 
find because they’ve been gone for years.” 

“How did—” Sophie started to ask. 

“I heard you,” Alvar told her. 

“From the hundred-and-thirty-seventh floor,” Keefe noted, raising 
one eyebrow. “That’s the story you're sticking with? Need I remind you 
that I lived here—that I know how soundproof this place is? And don’t 
try to pretend you were following us—I felt you up here. And if you’d 


somehow headed to this floor before us, we would’ve heard you use the 
vortinator.” 

Alvar coughed again. “The fact that you can’t figure out how I did it 
only proves my value.” 

“See, and I’m pretty sure what it really proves is that when it comes 
to disappointing family members, I'll always win,” Keefe muttered, 
stalking closer—and for a second Sophie wondered if he was going to 
punch Alvar. Instead, he leaned as close as he dared and asked, “What 
deal did you make with my dad?” 

“What?” Sophie asked, but Keefe kept his focus on Alvar. 

“My dad hailed you to warn you that we were coming here, didn’t 
he?” Keefe asked. “He knows this is where you’ve been hiding—that’s 
why he offered to give Fitzy information about where to find you.” 

Sophie sucked in a breath, feeling equal parts stunned at how fast 
Keefe had put all of that together and ashamed of herself for missing it 
completely. 

“So again,” Keefe said quietly—ominously. “What deal did you 
make with my father?” 

Alvar, to his credit, held Keefe’s stare. “Like I said. I know things. 
And you're not the only one with questions about your past. I offered 
to answer one for your father when he found me hiding out here, and 
he agreed to let me stay. And now here you are—desperately searching 
for two long-gone black bottles. And here I am, the only one who can 
tell you about them. I even know a little about your legacy. And Pm 
willing to share. But it'll cost you my freedom—and if you think you 
can pluck the information from my head, Sophie, remember, I grew up 
with a Telepath for a father. I know how to keep a secret. That’s why I 
have nine fake stories tangled up with the truth, and you'll waste 


months trying to figure out which one’s real. Or you can pretend you 


never saw me, and Pll tell you what I know as I leap away. Your 
choice.” 

“No deal,” Keefe decided immediately. “If we let you go, the next 
person you hurt is on us—” 

“Look at me!” Alvar interrupted before lapsing into another 
coughing fit. “Do I look capable of hurting anyone? I can barely stand 
up!” He pulled back his wrinkled sleeves, showing them how his arms 
were nothing more than skin stretched over bone. Same with his legs 
when he hitched his pants up to his calves. “I may have escaped that 
pod—but whatever was in that orange solution still killed me. It’s just 
a slow, painful death—I’m sure my brother would approve.” 

“That doesn’t mean you won’t try to take someone with you when 
you go,” Keefe argued. “Like, hey, maybe Fitz, since it sounds like you 
have a few issues with your brother.” 

Alvar laughed darkly. “Believe me, I’ve thought about it. And if 
there'd been any way...” He shook his head. “The truth is, if I went 
after Fitz, hed kill me. And the one thing I have left is getting to 
choose how and where I die. And... I just want to be somewhere quiet.” 

“Prisons are quiet,” Sandor noted. 

Alvar laughed again, the sound morphing into yet another coughing 
fit. “I’m not going back to that miserable prison. And I’m not going 
through more Tribunals, or letting the Council parade me around like 
their little trophy.” 

“You deserve worse than that,” Sophie told him. 

“THIS IS WORSE!” Alvar shouted. “Don’t you get that? You’ve 
already beaten me! All I’m asking for now is a chance to die on my own 
terms, and I’m willing to tell you what you want in order to get it— 
how can you pass that up?” 


“Easily,” Keefe told him. “Knowing you, you'll just feed us a lie—” 


“And here I thought Empaths had a handy way of making sure that 
didn’t happen,” Alvar interrupted, sweeping his hair out of his eyes. 
“PII let you hold my hand as I share what I know, so you can feel 
whether or not I’m lying. And when you see that I’m telling you the 
truth, you let me go, and I step into a beam of light and find 
somewhere else to hide for however long I have left.” 

“Are you even strong enough to light leap?” Sophie had to ask. 

Alvar coughed. “Thats my problem, not yours—and a risk Pm 
willing to take.” 

“How do you know I won’t hold on to you even if you are telling the 
truth?” Keefe countered. “Pretty sure you’re not strong enough to pull 
your hand free.” 

“Also a risk Pm willing to take,” Alvar said quietly. “Because your 
mom planned everything so carefully—but I knew the moment I met 
you, you'll never be who she wants you to be. Remember that, okay? 
Consider it my parting gift, since I always liked you more than I liked 
my actual little brother.” 

Keefe turned away, and Sophie wished she had her gloves on so she 
could reach for his hand, knowing how hard those words must’ve hit 
him. 

There'd been a time when Keefe had thought of Alvar like a brother 
too. 

Looked up to him—wanted to be him. 

And now... 

“No matter what happens next, you can still be you,” Alvar 
promised Keefe. “But you’re probably going to have to fight a lot 
harder.” 

“What does that mean?” Sophie demanded. 

Alvar shook his head. “That’s all you get for free. If you want the 


rest, you have to let me go.” 


He crossed his arms, pressing his chapped lips together. And Keefe 
opened his mouth, clearly ready to tell Alvar where he could shove his 
bargain—but Sophie stepped in front of Keefe so he could see the look 
in her eyes as she told him, “I think you should take the deal.” 

Keefe blinked. 

“I know,” she mumbled, hardly believing the words herself. But that 
didn’t stop her from repeating, “You should take the deal. Think about 
it—what do we gain by turning him over?” 

“Uh, we make sure he can’t cause any more trouble?” Keefe 
reminded her. 

“I know, but... look at him,” she argued. “Does he really look like a 
threat? And this might be our last chance to learn something about 
what your mom is planning before she makes her next move.” 

“But—” 

“T let Brant go,” Sophie reminded him. “He had information about 
the ambush on Mount Everest, and I let him go to get it—and I don’t 
regret it, even with all the horrible things he did afterward. Sometimes, 
when there’s no great option, you make the deal that gets you what you 
need to know right then—and if we decide to hunt Alvar down after 
that, I’m sure we can find him again.” 

Keefe chewed his lower lip so hard, his teeth left little dents. 
“Okay... but... if Fitz finds out—” 

“I know,” Sophie interrupted. 

There was a decent chance Fitz would hate her for this forever—and 
if he did, she would have to deal with that. 

But knowing that didn’t change anything. “It’s still the right 
decision,” she promised. “Even with the fallout.” 

“I agree with Blondie,” Ro chimed in. 

Sandor let out a squeaky sigh. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but... 


so do I. Alvar won’t get far in his condition. And I can’t see him doing 


a whole lot of damage.” 

“He hasn’t done anything this whole time he’s been hiding here, 
right?” Sophie reminded Keefe. 

Alvar flashed a tired smile. “Sounds like the majority has spoken. So 
are we ready to do this?” 

Keefe stole another glance at Sophie. 

“I’m sure,” she told him, before he could ask. 


ç 


“Okay,” Keefe said, dragging a hand through his hair. “I... guess we 


are.” 

“One more thing,” Ro told Alvar as he slowly struggled to his feet. 
“If you do anything—and I mean anything—that makes my boy or our 
pretty Blondie feel guilty for agreeing to this, I will find you and take 
great delight in making your final days as agonizing as possible.” 

“I believe you,” Alvar told her, coughing as he pulled a crystal from 
his crumpled tunic—a crystal that looked like itd been torn randomly 
out of a Leapmaster. 

Keefe grabbed Alvar’s arm before he could hold the crystal up to the 
light. “Secrets first—then you can make your little escape path.” 

“You really think I can run away?” Alvar coughed again, nearly 
toppling over in the process. 

“Just tell us what you know,” Keefe demanded, tightening his grip 
on Alvar’s wrist. 

Alvar cleared his throat, needing several gasping breaths before he 
said, “Your mom was very specific about the child she wanted. She 
wanted a son—and she wanted him to have a very unique ability. But 
she abhorred the idea of experimenting on her own kid, like the Black 
Swan was doing in Project Moonlark. So she did something to herself 
—and your dad—before she got pregnant. She never said what—but I 
know it involved the elements somehow.” 


“How do you know that?” Sophie demanded. 


Alvar shrugged. “I’m a Vanisher. I know how to sneak around and 
eavesdrop—and I figured it might be good for me to have a little dirt 
on Lady Gisela if I needed it. Clearly I was right.” 

“And that’s it?” Keefe asked, laughing when Alvar nodded. “That’s 
the big mystery behind my legacy? That Mommy Dearest put herself 
through this super-painful thing and it failed completely?” 

“How do you know it failed?” Alvar asked him. 

“Uh, because Pm an Empath,” Keefe reminded him. “Nothing 
unique about that!” 

“And you’re sure that’s your only ability?” Alvar countered. “Your 
mother’s a Polyglot, so her genetics are primed for manifesting twice.” 
“Except she didn’t,” Keefe argued. “My mom only has one ability.” 

“Does she? Or is that just what she wants everyone to think?” Alvar 
let that settle in before he added, “And how do you know she isn’t 
waiting for you to manifest again?” 

“If she is, she can keep right on waiting,” Keefe told him. “I’m past 
manifesting age.” 

“Unless she’s going to try to trigger it,” Sophie murmured. 

Embrace the change. 

“My thought exactly,” Alvar agreed. “For the record, I have no idea 
what the ability is supposed to be. But I know she called it ‘game- 
changing.’ And another time, I heard her say it was the foundation of 
her entire plan. Sounds like quite a legacy, doesn’t it?” 

“Watch it, Whiny Boy,” Ro warned, pointing her dagger at his smug 
grin. “I can make it so you have to crawl into your little light beam.” 

Alvar’s smile faded. “That’s all I know,” he told Keefe. “And you 
haven’t accused me of lying, so clearly you believe me. Which means 
this is the part where you let me go.” 

“I... don’t know what to do with that information,” Keefe mumbled 


as he released his hold on Alvar’s wrist. 


“Im sure you'll figure it out soon enough,” Alvar told him as he 
hobbled into the light, adding, “Remember what I said,” as he 
disappeared in a shower of sparkle. 

“It’s ridiculous, right?” Keefe asked Sophie in the silence that 
followed. “I’m not...” 

There were a million ways to end that sentence. 

But Sophie was pretty sure he’d planned to say, I’m not you. 

And he wasn’t—he wasn’t part of some huge genetic project. 

But maybe he didn’t have to be. 

“Tm not manifesting another ability,” Keefe said—almost like it was 
a decision he had control over. “I don’t care what she tries—it’s not 
going to work.” 

Sophie had to stop herself from reminding him that shadowflux 
changed everything it touched—because shed had a much more 
terrifying thought that she wasn’t quite ready to share: 

Lady Gisela... was messing with things she didn’t understand. 

And Tam did understand them. 

And Tam knew what she wanted him to do to Keefe. 


And he was certain it would kill him. 


FORTY-ONE 


OKAY,” KEEFE SAID, CLAPPING HIS hands. “So... that happened.” 

“Keefe—” 

“I’m fine, Foster,” he interrupted in a squeaky voice that sounded 
anything but fine. “Seriously! Why wouldn’t I be? I mean... sure, we just 
let a traitor go free in order to learn about how my mom did some 
freaky fertility thing to herself and my dad, so they'd have a kid with 
some weird mystery ability. But... you know what that means?” 

“That you and our pretty blond moonlark probably understand each 
other better than anybody?” Ro suggested, batting her eyes when he 
turned to scowl at her. “What? I’m just saying! That’s an awfully 
unique thing to have in common!” 

“It is,” Sophie had to agree. 

Keefe shook his head. “Nah—it’s two totally different things. Foster 
was, like... planned and researched and tested and hidden away and 
monitored and guided and protected. I mean, say what you want about 
the elves who signed up to be your secret genetic parents,” he told 
Sophie, “but as far as the Black Swan goes, they tried really hard to do 
right by you. Meanwhile, my mom was apparently like, “Eh, let’s drink 
this stuff that'll almost kill us and see what happens to our baby!’ And 
then it didn’t work, so she was like... ‘I know! Let’s make a Shade do 
some stupid trick when my son’s already way past manifesting age and 
see if that fixes it!’ And then her Shade died, so she was like, ‘No 
worries, I’ll kidnap this surly guy with ugly bangs and make him take 


over!’ So... clearly her planning skills need a little help—but I guess we 


already knew that because of how many times the Neverseen’s plans 
have just been, like, bizarre.” 

“Keefe,” Sophie tried again. 

But he kept right on going, turning to pace the empty bedroom as 
he told her, “The more you think about it, the more it all makes zero 
sense, doesn’t it? Like.. I know we’ve joked about me being your 
nemesis before, but—” 

“You're not my nemesis,” Sophie assured him. 

“Tm not,” he agreed. “I’m older than you, for one thing. But... either 
way... it’s looking like... I don’t know... but you know what I do know? 
As I was trying to say before I was so rudely interrupted by my 
bodyguard—this means I now have a totally epic new way to 
disappoint Mommy Dearest! And—” 

“Keefe!” Sophie jumped in front of him and grabbed his shoulders— 
both of them jolting from her enhancing. “Sorry,” she said, dropping 
her arms. “I forgot I don’t have my gloves on. And will you please take 
a deep breath and hear me out for a second?” She waited for him to 
nod before she told him, “Okay, first: I definitely agree that your 
mom’s plan sounds pretty ridiculous—but that might be because we 
don’t have all of the information. Or it might be because the pieces 
we've gotten came from damaged memories and Alvar. Or it might 
really be that crazy. Either way—you can’t let that make you take this 
any less seriously—” 

“Oh, I’m taking it seriously,” Keefe assured her. “And I guarantee, 
Foster—there’s no way I’m letting my mom trigger that ability.” 

“Good—because that’s my second thing,” Sophie told him. 
“Remember how you’re supposed to be staying far away from the 
Neverseen—and anything that might possibly be connected to them? 
I’ve been letting that slide these last few days so we could make some 


progress on your missing memories—and we've ended up having a big 


showdown with your mom and a run-in with Alvar, so we’re pretty 
lucky that something horrible didn’t happen. And now we have a much 
clearer sense of the dangerous weirdness your mom is planning, so...” 

Keefe backed up a step, shaking his head. “Uh-uh, Foster. You’re 
not making me sit all of this out.” 

“No, that’s my job,” Ro corrected. “Remember that bet you lost?” 

“Yeah, but—” 

“There’s no ‘but’! Ro interrupted. “And if you even think about 
rebelling, keep in mind that I still owe you some major payback for 
that amoeba stunt, so do you really want to find out what'll happen if 
we add ‘violated the sacred terms of our bet’ to the punishment I’m 
planning? You know how creative I can be, Hunkyhair. You know I'll 
make sure you re never quite the same.” 

Keefe sighed and sank onto the bed, propping his elbows on his 
knees and resting his head in his hands. “So... what? I’m just supposed 
to go back to drawing in my little notebooks while you guys deal with 
all of this?” 

“Deal with it how?” Sophie asked, plopping down on the bed beside 
him. “You’re making it sound like we have an actual plan—and you 
know that’s not how this works! We’re going to be stuck trying to 
puzzle out all of these random pieces of information for who knows 
how long. You won't be missing out on anything, except watching me 
fail epically at being Team Valiant’s leader and Fitz’s girlfriend.” 

“You're not failing at either of those things,” Keefe assured her 
quietly. 

“Oh, I definitely am,” Sophie mumbled, kicking her heels against 
the bed. “I still haven’t checked in with my teammates today, even 
though I told them I would. And I just let Alvar escape—and you know 


how much Fitz is going to love hearing that.” 


She stared at the verdigris bands on her thumbs, tracing her finger 
over the engraved initials—SEF and FAV. They'd been a gift from Fitz 
—a symbol of their Cognate connection. And she rarely got to see 
them now that she was always wearing gloves—which felt like a 
metaphor somehow. She just couldn’t quite figure out the significance. 

Keefe sighed. “Well... at least those are two easy problems to fix. 
We're done here, and it’s still early enough for you to hail your 
teammates as soon as you get home, right?” 

Sophie glanced out the window, noting that the sun was still a few 
hours from setting. 

But she was sure itd be dark by the time she was done talking to 
Fitz. 

“Let me handle Fitzy,” Keefe told her, obviously feeling her mood 
shift. 

And Sophie started to shake her head, but he reached up, gently 
grabbing her chin. 

“I know what you're going to say,” he told her, ignoring the loud 
sighing sounds that Ro was making. “And letting Alvar go wasn’t all 
your idea. Plus, I’m the one who benefitted from it.” 

“But—” 

“Let me handle Fitzy,” Keefe repeated. “He’s my best friend, and Pm 
an Empath. I know how to get through to him better than anyone.” 

Keefe did seem to have a way of helping Fitz keep control of his 
temper. But... 

“TIl only agree to this if you promise me one thing,” Sophie said as 
he dropped his hand from her chin. “You have to tell Fitz that I was a 
part of what happened with his brother. No taking all the blame on 
yourself. I’m serious,” she added when Keefe started to argue. 


“Promise me that, or I’m going with you when you talk to him.” 


Keefe nodded slowly. “All right, Foster, I promise I won’t cover for 
you.” 

“Do you also promise you'll go back to focusing on your memories?” 
she pressed, and Keefe flopped back on the bed. “And that you’ll do 
everything you can to stay far away from the Neverseen?” 

He clearly wasn’t happy about it. But he told her, “Yeah. PII keep 
hiding from my legacy.” 

And they both tried to believe that his mom would let it be that 
easy. 


e e ° 


Sophie wasn’t sure how much Keefe wanted her to share about their 
recent discoveries when she group-hailed Stina, Dex, Wylie, and Biana. 
But she decided her teammates needed to know at least some of the 
details so they would understand what they were up against. 

She left out all the stuff about weird fertility treatments and focused 
on the fact that Keefe’s mom would probably be having Tam try to use 
shadowflux to trigger some sort of extra ability in Keefe. 

And she reminded them that Tam thought the process would be 
fatal. 

“Should we have Maruca stay with Keefe?” Stina asked. “That way 
she can put a force field around him if his mom shows up at his house 
or something?” 

“Tam can break through force fields,” Sophie reminded her, 
wishing that Shades weren’t quite so powerful. Because Keefe probably 
was going to need extra protection. And Sophie had no idea what 
would actually be able to stop Tam. 

“Have you told any of this to Linh?” Wylie asked, and Sophie fought 
back a tinge of guilt as she shook her head. 

“TIl tell her,” he offered. 


“And PII reach back out to Lady Zillah,” Stina added, “and see if she 
has any ideas on how shadowflux would trigger an ability—or how to 
stop it, or... I don’t know. Seems worth checking.” 

“It is,” Sophie agreed, wishing she’d thought of the idea herself. 

The best shed come up with was to mention to Dex, “I don’t 
suppose you can build a gadget—” 

“That'll block shadowflux?” Dex finished for her. “I doubt it, since I 
don’t really understand how that stuff works. But I’ll still do some 
brainstorming.” 

“If you need me to enhance you again, let me know,” she offered— 
and almost ended the conversation there. 

But... 

Biana deserved to know about Alvar. 

The news did not go over well—especially the part about how Alvar 
was very likely dying. 

And when Sophie asked, “Are you mad at me for letting him go?” 
there was an endless stretch of silence. 

But Biana did sound like she meant it when she eventually told 
Sophie, “No.” 

That was all. 

Just that one word. 

But it was enough to give Sophie a trickle of hope that maybe 
Keefe’s conversation with Fitz wasn’t going as badly as she feared. 

Part of her wanted to sit there, staring at her Imparter long after her 
teammates had clicked away, waiting to see if Keefe or Fitz would hail 
her. But she was getting better about remembering to focus on the 
bigger, less personal problems. 

Sandor was updating Flori on everything, so Flori could pass a 


message on to Mr. Forkle. But the Council should probably know as 


well—and not just the bullet points, like Sophie had given her 
teammates. 

The Council should have the whole story. 

And since the idea of discussing fertility treatments with Bronte 
sounded about as fun as having her head chewed on by a T. rex, Sophie 
told her Imparter to show her Councillor Oralie. 

The pretty blond Councillor’s expression was impossible to read as 
Sophie filled her in on everything. The only noticeable reaction was a 
slight flinch when Sophie described how painful Lady Gisela’s 
“treatment” had been. 

“Thank you for telling me,” Oralie said when Sophie finished. “I'll 
admit, I’m not entirely sure what to do with that information.” 

“Neither am I,” Sophie said. “But I still thought you should know.” 

“We should,” Oralie agreed. “And actually... it’s helped me make up 
my mind about something I’ve been debating. Mr. Forkle told me that 
the strength of your enhancing has increased significantly since your 
abilities were reset, and that he’s now hoping you'll be able to find the 
means within yourself to switch the power on and off in order to 
prevent anyone from taking advantage. I’m assuming you’ve not had 
much luck with that endeavor?” 

“I haven't,” Sophie agreed. “It turns out I’m not good at journeys of 
self-discovery.” 

“Few of us are,” Oralie assured her. “And honestly, I think a 
‘journey is the wrong way of looking at it. I think it’s more about 
being aware of yourself and being mindful of your power and focusing 
on becoming fully aware of how everything within you is working in 
each moment.” 

“Okay,” Sophie said, biting her tongue to stop herself from pointing 
out how that sounded even more vague and confusing than Mr. 


Forkle’s suggestions. 


Oralie laughed. “I realize that probably seems very abstract. Which 
is why I’d love to walk you through an exercise that might be helpful. 
Its something used in empathy training, but since my ability is also 
connected to touch, I think it could easily apply to enhancing.” 

“Im game,” Sophie told her, happy for any help she could get. “Did 
you want to try it now, or...?” 

“I suppose it would be wise to avoid delay,” Oralie agreed, 
“especially since the challenges we’re facing do seem to be gathering 
momentum. Can you come to my office?” 

“Oh, you want to do it in person?” Sophie asked. 

“The exercise works best if we can be in physical contact,” Oralie 
explained. “But I’m just now realizing that it’s late and you’ve had a 
trying day, so if you're tired, we can choose another time.” 

It was late. 

And Sophie was tired. 

And part of her still wanted to sit around waiting to see if she’d hear 
from Fitz or Keefe. 

But her mind reminded her of the ominous words Oralie had just 
used. 

Gathering momentum. Gathering momentum. Gathering momentum. 

“Just let me tell my parents where I’m going,” Sophie decided. 


Oralie nodded. “I'll be waiting.” 


FORTY-TWO 


So... HOW DO WE DO this?” Sophie asked, ordering herself to relax as 
she surveyed the diamond-shaped sitting room that Oralie had led her 
to. But her heart still insisted on beating much faster and louder than 
it should—which was ridiculous. 

Oralie was a nice Councillor. 

A trustworthy Councillor. 

A Councillor who'd always been on Sophie’s side and had helped 
her numerous times. 

She was Sophie’s assigned point of contact for Team Valiant. 

She’d even given Sophie a makeover! 

And Sophie had been in that same sitting room once before, and 
nothing scary had happened—and surely nothing scary could happen 
in a room that was so sparkly and pretty and... pink. 

Pink armchairs. 

Pink jeweled ottomans. 

Pink chandeliers. 

Pink stones set into the glittering walls in intricate floral patterns. 

It was basically Biana’s dream space. 

And Ro’s worst nightmare. 

But the Council had a strict “no bodyguards in the Councillors’ 
offices” policy, so the ogre princess would never have to endure the 
sparkly pink overload. 

Even Sandor had been forced to take up a post outside of the 


massive crystal castle—which meant that it was just Sophie and Oralie 


standing alone among all of that rose-colored shimmer. And it felt... 

.. awkward. 

And overwhelming. 

And intimidating. 

It didn’t help that Sophie had forgotten to curtsy when Oralie first 
opened the door. Or that Sophie hadn't thought to change before 
heading over, so she was still wearing a simple white tunic and gray 
leggings. Meanwhile, Oralie’s perfect blond ringlets were crowned 
with her pink-tourmaline circlet, and her pink gown was made from 
different lengths of tulle, as if the skirt had been sewn together from 
oversize, pearl-lined rose petals. 

“Its probably best if we sit,” Oralie suggested, and Sophie 
obediently sank onto one of the throne-size armchairs. 

As soon as she was settled, another chair floated off of the floor and 
drifted much closer before lowering gently back down. 

“Does my telekinesis surprise you?” Oralie asked as she took the 
seat that was now right across from Sophie, sitting with the kind of 
regal posture that made Sophie feel like a gorgodon. 

Sophie sat up straighter, folding her gloved hands and resting them 
neatly in her lap. “I know it shouldn’t. I just don’t see people use it 
very often.” 

She often forgot about it herself—which was silly, since it would 
make a ton of stuff so much easier. 

Oralie smoothed the sleeves of her gown. “TIl confess, I find myself 
wondering more and more what price we pay for emphasizing ability 
over skill. How much stronger would our world be if we embraced the 
powers that unite us instead of narrowing our focus to that which sets 
us apart?” 

“J... don’t know,” Sophie mumbled when she realized that Oralie 


was waiting for an answer. 


“Sorry, Oralie told her, “I’ve gotten off topic, haven’t I? I brought 
you here to walk you through a countdown exercise.” 

“Countdown?” Sophie repeated as her brain started picturing a 
whole lot of things that went boom! 

“It’s painless, I promise,” Oralie assured her. “Think of it as a way 
of guiding your mind to a different sort of awareness—one without 
pressure or judgment. A method of acknowledging what you’re 
experiencing and allowing yourself to feel it. These types of exercises 
are essential in empathy training, since Empaths must learn to 
separate our own emotions from those we're reading—and not judge, 
condemn, or interfere with either feeling. But as I said earlier, I think, 
with a few tweaks, this kind of exercise could also be very useful for 
helping you isolate how each of your abilities functions and learn to 
better control them—especially your enhancing, since that’s another 
touch-based power. Did you know Empaths have to train ourselves not 
to automatically read the emotions of everyone our hands come in 
contact with?” 

Sophie shook her head. “I always thought it was like my telepathy, 
and you had to concentrate in order to take a reading—at least around 
elves.” 

Human thoughts broadcast straight into her brain like radio 
transmissions unless she shielded her mind, and Keefe had made it 
sound like human emotions were equally bombarding. 

“We have to concentrate if we want to translate what we’re feeling,” 
Oralie corrected, “but the basic act of sensing emotions is somewhat 
second nature, and it takes practice and training to teach ourselves to 
leave the feelings where they are and not pick them up.” 

“Pick them up?” Sophie echoed. 

“That’s part of the visualization technique we use. It’s like”—she 


reached for her forehead, running her fingers across several of the pink 


tourmalines—“I’m touching this circlet right now—but that doesn’t 
mean I have to do this.” She lifted the circlet off of her head and set it 
on a jewel-inlaid table beside her. 

“And picking up an emotion is different than translating it?” Sophie 
asked. 

“It is. We can feel without understanding. But it’s far better to leave 
the feelings where they are—particularly if they’re intense or negative. 
Empaths need to set limits to save ourselves from the emotional 
overload we'd suffer if we had to feel all things from all people at all 
times—but I’ve sidetracked us again, haven’t I?” she asked, her cheeks 
flushing even pinker than her gown. “Sorry, I just want you to see that 
there is a method to all of this—and proven success—since as we work 
through this there may be moments when you’ll wonder what the point 
of it all is.” 

“It’s fine,” Sophie assured her. “I trust you.” 

Oralie’s lips pulled into a smile, and her blush shifted to more of a 
rosy glow as she murmured, “I’m glad to hear it.” 

“And wait—does that mean Keefe might be able to stop himself 
from picking up my emotions through the air?” Sophie wondered. 

“That I don’t know,” Oralie admitted. “Especially given what we 
now know about the rather unique origins of Keefe’s abilities. My gut 
tells me there is a way for him to take control—but that may be 
because I prefer to believe that nothing is beyond our grasp. Which is 
why I’m excited to try this exercise on you. It’s honestly always 
bothered me that enhancing is viewed as such an unruly, automatic 
thing. I’d love to disprove that notion.” 

“So would I,” Sophie admitted, holding up her hands and wiggling 
her fingers, which looked especially marshmallowy thanks to all the 


layers of gloves. 


“You should take those off before we begin,” Oralie told her. “And 
remove the gadgets that Dex designed for you as well. You can set 
them here so they’re not in contact with you at all—just in case they 
have any latent effect.” 

She flicked her wrist, making the jewel-inlaid table float to a spot 
right beside Sophie, and as Sophie piled her gloves and fingernail 
gadgets there, she noticed that Oralie hadn’t bothered to put her 
circlet back on. 

“I want you to feel comfortable as we work through this,” Oralie 
explained before Sophie could ask about it, “and I thought it might 
help if I didn’t look so much like a Councillor.” 

“But you are a Councillor,” Sophie felt the need to remind her. 

“Tam,” Oralie conceded. “But for this moment, just think of me asa 
Mentor. And try to see this as nothing more than another one of your 
many Foxfire ability sessions.” 

“I guess I can do that,” Sophie agreed, deciding not to point out 
how often her ability sessions were stressful disasters—particularly the 
one that was also mentored by a Councillor. 

“Try to relax,” Oralie said, holding out her hands. 

Sophie leaned forward to take them—then pulled her arms back 
before their fingers connected. “My enhancing’s extra strong with 
Empaths,” she warned, “so I don’t know if that'll be too distracting.” 

Oralie frowned. “Only with Empaths?” 

“Also with Telepaths,” Sophie corrected. “Any idea why?” 

“Not necessarily...” Which wasn’t really an answer, but Sophie 
decided not to point that out either. “I’m sure I can handle your 
enhancing—but maybe it’s better if we hold each other’s wrists. That 
way our palms and fingertips don’t directly connect, since that’s where 


both of our abilities are the most sensitive.” 


Oralie stretched her arms out a little farther, and Sophie held her 
breath as she grabbed onto Oralie’s wrists at the same time that Oralie 
grabbed onto hers—and both of them jolted from the shock of sparks 
that zinged up their arms. 

“Sorry,” Sophie mumbled, trying to pull her hands free. 

Oralie tightened her grip. “It’s fine, Sophie. Actually... I think this 
might be helpful. It’s a whole other world of clarity.” She tilted her 
head, studying Sophie like she was seeing her for the first time. “You 
are so brave. So determined. I can feel that now more than ever. But I 
feel your nerves—and while I understand them, I want you to 
acknowledge your nervousness, and then let it go. As I said, this is 
simply an exercise. Try not to overthink it.” 

“Tl try.” Sophie took a slow, deep breath. Then another. And 
another. “I should warn you: I’m not very good at clearing my head.” 

Oralie smiled. “I know the feeling. But the good news is, the point 
of this exercise is to become more aware—not less. And I'll be guiding 
you to the proper kind of focus. Are you ready to begin?” 

“I guess,” Sophie hedged, taking another deep breath before closing 
her eyes. “What do I do?” 

Oralie cleared her throat. “I'm going to walk you through a 
countdown of sorts, that focuses on each of your abilities—starting 
with your telepathy, then your inflicting, then your teleporting, then 
your talent as a Polyglot, and finally your enhancing. So to begin, I 
want you to think about how it feels to be a Telepath—and I don’t 
mean to use the ability now. That would make it too difficult for you to 
focus. Fortunately, you have a photographic memory, so you should be 
able to recall the experience vividly. So remember the last time you 
opened your mind to someone else and searched their thoughts. And 
as you visualize that, I want you to give me five words—five sensations 


—that define the way your telepathy works. What is it like to open 


your mind to someone else’s consciousness? And not what you hear or 
see or learn. How does that feel?” 

“Um...” 

Sophie had a hunch she was going to be very bad at this, but she 
squeezed her eyes tighter and tried to do as Oralie instructed. 

Technically, the last mind she’d searched was Lord Cassius’s—and 
she did not feel like reliving that wonderful experience. So she pictured 
the mental conversation shed had with Keefe afterward, which still 
hadn’t been pleasant, since she’d had to show Keefe those horrible 
memories. But... there was always something so natural about using 
her telepathy with Keefe. She barely had to try to let her consciousness 
reach for him and... 

“I guess there’s usually a stretching sensation,” Sophie said quietly, 
“as I reach for the other person’s thoughts. Is that the kind of feeling 
you re looking for?” 

“It’s a wonderful start,” Oralie assured her. “But I think for the 
purposes of this exercise, it might be better to focus on a more 
emotional sensation, rather than such a physical one.” 

“Okay, but... I don’t know what that would be,” Sophie mumbled. 

“All right. Well. Pm not a Telepath, but would you say that you’re 
forming connections when you use the ability?” 

Sophie nodded. 

“Perfect. So let’s make the first word ‘unifying.’ Does that help you 
see what kind of sensations we’re looking for?” 

“Maybe?” Sophie said. 

Oralie smiled. “You'll get it, I promise. Just try to really visualize 
the experience.” 

Sophie sighed. “Well... telepathy usually makes me a little tired by 
the end.” 


“Okay—and why does it make you tired?” Oralie asked. 


“Uh... I guess it’s that the whole process is kind of draining? Like, I 
can feel my mental power pouring out of me the longer I stay 
connected.” 

“Good,” Oralie told her. “So ‘unifying, ‘draining —what else? We 
need three more.” 

Ugh, she might as well have asked for a million. 

And they still had to do this with four more abilities? 

“Really think,” Oralie told her. “Embrace your memories of the 
experience without trying to edit them into the answers you think I 
want to hear.” 

Sophie blew out a breath. “Um, okay, well... this is going to sound 
like Pm contradicting myself, but... using my telepathy also feels a 
little energizing.” 

“Good! Not a contradiction at all. An experience is never one thing. 
Exercise is both invigorating and exhausting, isn’t it?” 

“True,” Sophie admitted. 

“Okay, ‘unifying, ‘draining, ‘energizing —what else captures the 
feel of being a Telepath?” 

“Well, it’s kind of... inspiring,” Sophie said, feeling her cheeks burn 
with the confession. “People have so much more going on in their 
heads than we realize.” 

“I’m certain they do. Same thing can be said for emotions, by the 
way—but that’s beside the point. Excellent! ‘Unifying, ‘draining,’ 
‘energizing,’ ‘inspiring’—you just need one more.” 

An answer floated through Sophie’s mind, but it didn’t feel like the 
right word. 

“Just say it,” Oralie told her, gently squeezing Sophie’s wrists. “I can 
tell you’ve thought of something.” 


“T did, but ‘frightening’ sounds so negative.” 


“There’s no negative or positive here. Only the truth of your 
experience. And isn’t it frightening to wander through someone’s 
mind?” Oralie pressed. 

“Tt... can be.” 

Something about admitting that out loud and recognizing the 
sensations made Sophie’s heart feel a tiny bit lighter, and her head 
hummed with a rush of new energy that made her mind feel stronger 
and sharper. 

“See?” Oralie asked. “Theres power that comes with 
acknowledging the truth of what we experience, without measuring it 
as good or bad, positive or negative. It simply is what it is. And for you, 
telepathy is unifying, draining, energizing, inspiring, and frightening.” 

“Yeah, I guess it is.” Sophie sat up taller, feeling much less 
intimidated when she said, “Okay, what’s next?” 

But then she remembered it was her inflicting. 

“I know this isn’t your favorite ability,” Oralie told her. “And I 
debated about whether I should make it fourth in the countdown, or 
third. But given your newfound control, and the untold depths of this 
power, I think it’s best to give it that added bit of discovery. So relax, 
take a deep breath, and give me four words that sum up the feeling of 
inflicting—and again, don’t try to censor them or shape them. Be 
honest about the experience.” 

Sophie chewed her lip, replaying that overwhelming moment next 
to Big Ben. 

And she realized shed already found her first word. 
““Overwhelming.’” 

She added “empowering” right after, which felt a little strange to 
admit, given that it was such a dark ability, but... it was empowering to 
know that she could face her enemies and not have to hide or cower 


anymore. 


“What else?” Oralie asked, and it took Sophie a lot more emotional 
digging to realize her inflicting was both unsettling and refreshing—but 
it was. Owning the dark feelings inside herself would never be a 
comfortable process—but purging them all felt like a reset. 

And when she repeated all four terms out loud—“overwhelming, 
empowering, unsettling, refreshing”—she felt her heart lighten again, 
along with another hum of energy that flooded both her mind and her 
chest. 

Another burst of strength, right at the core of the ability. 

The same thing happened after she decided that teleporting was 
liberating, surprising, and alarming. 

And again when she realized being a Polyglot felt both humbling and 
uplifting. 

“Down to enhancing,” Oralie said softly, “and while I’m sure there 
are many words to describe the experience, I want you to choose the 
one that feels the most defining to you—and remember, it should be 
about your experience with the ability, not how it affects anyone else.” 

A word popped immediately into Sophie’s mind, but— 

“No,” Oralie said before Sophie could even finish the thought, and 
she gave Sophie’s wrists another gentle squeeze. “Don’t edit yourself. 
What word did you just think of?” 

Sophie shook her head. “It wasn’t the right word.” 

“How do you know?” Oralie countered. “Tell me and we'll see what 
happens.” 

Sophie sighed. “I thought of ‘frustrating, because I can’t control it 
—but that’s why we’re doing this, so...” 

“We are. But you’re on the right track. How does the ability make 
you feel? How do you feel about the gloves and the fingernail gadgets 
and the fact that someone could use the ability against you?” 


“I... hate it,” Sophie whispered. “It’s so restricting.” 


As soon as the word left her lips, she felt her heart shift—and not 
just lighten. It was more like... 

Like it settled into a slightly new position. 

The right position. 

Uncovering a small, delicate thread underneath. 

A raw nerve. 

Another rush of energy hummed around it, and Sophie let it soak in, 
feeling the nerve twist and tighten until it felt like... 

A string on a violin—and when she let her will slide across it, she 
felt the tiniest tug in her chest, zinging down her arms, all the way to 
her fingertips, where... 

.. her enhancing flickered off. 

“Whoa,” Sophie breathed, blinking her eyes to focus on Oralie, who 
was flashing the brightest, loveliest smile Sophie had ever seen. “I 
can’t believe that worked. How did that work?” 

“Honestly, it’s a little abstract even for me,” Oralie admitted. “But I 
think it comes down to the raw honesty of the exercise. You separated 
yourself from all of the preconceived notions of what you wanted your 
abilities to be, or what you thought they should be, and found the pure, 
simple truth—that for every advantage they bring, they also carry a 
complication. And you can own the challenge of that without being 
daunted by it because the responsibility of each ability is something 
you were made to carry, made to control, made to overpower.” 

“I guess that sorta makes sense,” Sophie murmured, dropping one 
of Oralie’s wrists so she could rub her chest. “Unless I just turned off 
my enhancing for good.” 

Oralie shook her head. “Try turning it back on—without fear or 
doubt. Turn it back on because you want it to be on.” 

Sophie wasn’t sure what that meant, but she closed her eyes and felt 


for that same fragile nerve, thinking of all the good things her 


enhancing brought, and when her heart stepped up a beat, she let that 
rhythm slide down that new nerve ending and... 

Another soft tug had her fingertips buzzing with enough energy to 
make Oralie’s wrist flinch in her grasp. 

“Sorry, should I let go?” she asked, but Oralie tightened her hold. 

“No,” she murmured, “it’s fascinating to feel the emotional shifts 
you're experiencing. Such confidence and wonder and confusion and 
pride. I strongly suspect that the more you focus on whatever you’re 
doing to affect the power, the more you'll notice subtleties that will 
allow you to even decide how much you want to enhance someone, so 
that it’s no longer an all-or-nothing ability.” 

“Really?” Sophie asked, rubbing her chest again. 

“Is that where the control pulls from?” Oralie asked, pointing to 
Sophie’s hand, where her fingers massaged a spot close to the center of 
her ribs, just to the right of her heart. 

“I think so.” Sophie switched her enhancing off again to test it. 
“Yeah, that’s where I feel the tug.” 

Oralie smiled. “I knew enhancing had to rely on the same inner 
strength as empathy! It explains so much!” 

“It does?” Sophie asked. 

“Well... it at least explains why your enhancing is so much stronger 
on Empaths.” 

“True,” Sophie agreed. “Though my enhancing’s also stronger on 
Telepaths—but that might be because of what Lord Cassius said. He 
said the way I use my telepathy reminds him of an Empath,” she 
explained when she saw Oralie’s confusion. “I pick up on emotions 
with my thoughts, I guess, without having to be in the emotional 
center. Have you ever heard of anyone doing that?” 

“No,” Oralie admitted, turning her head to study Sophie. “But given 


your unique history, I can’t say I’m surprised.” 


“Yeah, neither am I,” Sophie admitted. “Though it makes me 
wonder...” 

“Wonder what?” Oralie pressed when Sophie didn’t finish. 

Sophie shook her head. “I’m not supposed to be thinking about that 
right now.” 

“Well, I don’t know what you mean—but it’s clearly upsetting you.” 
She ran her thumb across Sophie’s wrist to remind her she could feel 
everything Sophie was feeling right now. “It might help to at least talk 
about it.” 

Sophie sighed, reaching up to tug out an itchy eyelash. “I was just 
thinking about something that Lady Cadence told Biana and Stina. She 
said she thinks the Black Swan wouldn’t have given me the same 
abilities as my biological parents because that would make it too easy 
for people to figure out who they were. And if she’s right... their 
genetics would probably still affect me in certain ways, you know? And 
so many things about me are similar to Empaths, so... maybe that’s 
what one of my parents is.” 

Oralie went silent. 

“Don’t worry—I’m not going to get all distracted by this like I was 
before,” Sophie promised. “I told Stina and Biana and Keefe to stop 
coming up with theories and questioning people about whether or not 
they're my biological parents until everything settles down with the 
dwarves.” 

Oralie frowned. “Wait... does that mean... you thought Lady Cadence 
was your mother?” 

Sophie’s cheeks burned as she nodded. “It’s not like I wanted to be 
related to her or anything. But... she’s a Polyglot, so it seemed worth 
looking into—but Biana and Stina were pretty convinced that she was 
telling the truth when she said she’s not. And if she’s also right about 
her theory, then the abilities don’t really tell me anything anyway— 


unless I’m right that the abilities would still affect me in certain ways. 
It kinda makes sense, doesn’t it? Especially if it’s an Empath?” 

“No,” Oralie told her—so firmly and immediately that Sophie 
should’ve been disappointed. 

But. 

But. 

She'd... also felt a tiny shift in Oralie’s pulse. 

Three skipped beats. 

And Sophie’s own heart tripped over itself when she remembered 
what that meant. 

“So... Sophie said slowly, wanting to make sure she hadn't 
imagined the tell, “you don’t think one of my biological parents could 
be an Empath?” 

“I honestly haven’t given it a lot of thought,” Oralie told her, pulling 
her wrist free. 

But before she did, Sophie felt it again. 

Three skipped beats. 

And Oralie could’ve been lying for any number of reasons. 

But... Sophie couldn’t stop her brain from reminding her that Oralie 
was an Empath. 

A blond Empath. 

Who'd always supported the Black Swan. 

And the fact that she was a Councillor would definitely explain why 
her identity had to be kept secret. 

And the more those thoughts swirled around in Sophie’s head, the 
more solid they started to feel. 

The more settled. 

Final. 

Real. 


So before she could think it through or change her mind, Sophie 
lunged forward, grabbing Oralie’s wrist as she blurted out, “You’re my 
mother... aren’t you?” 

And when Oralie said, “No!” there were three more skipped 


heartbeats. 


FORTY-THREE 


YOU ARE,” SOPHIE BREATHED, STILL not letting go of Oralie’s wrist. 
“You're... my biological mother.” 

Oralie met her gaze, and Sophie searched Oralie’s face—her 
features—for some similarity. 

Some final confirmation. 

But it turned out that Sophie didn’t need it. 

Because this time Oralie told her, “Yes.” 

And there were no missed heartbeats. 

Just a pulse that was hammering as loud and fast and erratically as 
Sophie’s. 

And for a long breath, they just stared at each other. 

And stared. 

And stared. 

Until Oralie said, “Sophie, I...” 

And Sophie waited for her to finish that sentence. 

And waited. 

And waited. 

And waited. 

But all she got at the end was Oralie telling her, “I... can’t do this.” 

“I don’t care!” Sophie shouted, tightening her grip on Oralie’s arm. 

Oralie could drag her across the floor if she wanted to—but she 
didn’t get to run away from this conversation. 


Not after... 


Sophie’s mind played through every smile that Oralie had given her 
over the years. 

Every kind word she'd ever said. 

They used to mean so much. 

But now they would never be enough. 

There were too many lies. 

Mountains of them—piling up in Sophie’s head. 

Smothering her. 

Crushing her. 

“I know you're angry,” Oralie murmured—and Sophie had to laugh. 

“Did you figure that out on your own?” she asked. “Or because 
you re an Empath?” 

Empath. Empath. Empath. 

Her biological mom was an Empath. 

Her biological mom was Oralie. 

COUNCILLOR Oralie. 

And with that word came another avalanche of realizations. 

Accusations. 

“You let the Council threaten to exile me!” Sophie snapped. “And 
you let them force Dex’s ability restrictor onto my head! And you let 
them banish me! And—” 

“Im one vote, Sophie,” Oralie interrupted. “One. Vote. Out of 
twelve. I did as much as I could—but I could only do so much.” 

“Right,” Sophie said quietly. “You had to make sure no one would 
ever find out the truth—because if they did...” 

Her voice abandoned her as the full reality of her situation clicked 
in. 

No one could ever know. 

It was the same realization she'd had when she'd thought her father 


was Councillor Bronte—only so much worse. 


Because Oralie was beloved by the people. 

Vital to the Black Swan. 

Essential to the Council. 

She was the only one who could keep everyone honest. 

Even though she'd lied and lied and lied. 

And if Sophie told anyone the truth... If Oralie was kicked off of the 


Council... 


The loss. 

The chaos. 

It couldn’t happen. 

Even if it meant... 

Oralie sighed. 

And the soft sound felt worse than a slap. 


“This must be so tiring for you,” Sophie told her. “Having to 


actually face your daughter and admit how much you've ruined her 
life.” 


“Ruined?” Oralie repeated. 

Her tone was flat. 

Emotionless. 

And it wasn’t fair. 

She didn’t get to be calm about this. 


“I’m unmatchable!” Sophie shouted, needing something to throw or 


kick or... 


The jeweled table. 


Her free arm flipped it over, sending everything on it clattering 


across the floor. 


Her gloves. 
Dex’s gadgets. 


Oralie’s circlet. 


It landed at Sophie’s feet, and she wanted to step on it with her full 
weight, jump up and down until the metal was a bent tangle and the 
jewels were a smattering of glitter. 

But then Oralie told her, “Go ahead.” 

And the rage shifted. 

“You don’t get to tell me what to do!” Sophie said, kicking the 
circlet across the room so she wouldn’t be tempted anymore. “You 
don’t get to pretend like you care—” 
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“I do care!” Oralie insisted. 

Sophie laughed. “You let me be part of an experiment! Left me with 
humans for twelve years! Ignored me as much as you could once Fitz 
brought me here—” 

“Tve never ignored you!” Oralie argued. 

“Really?” Sophie countered. “Then where were you when Grady and 
Edaline freaked out and canceled my adoption?” 

Oralie flinched. “Alden and Della—” 

“Alden and Della stepped in and offered to raise your daughter,” 
Sophie jumped in. “And you were just going to let them.” 

“Sophie, I couldn’t—” 

“No, I get it,” Sophie told her. “You couldn’t let anyone know. Just 
like you can’t let anyone know now, even though I'll be stuck being 
unmatchable—” 

“Sophie—” 

“Just like you couldn’t stand up for Prentice!” Sophie added—and 
somehow Oralie managed to turn even paler. 

A ghost of her pretty pink self. 

“I didn’t know Prentice was hiding you,” she whispered. “When I 
found out... ’ve never been so ill.” 

“But you knew he was part of the Black Swan,” Sophie argued. “And 


I'm assuming you knew they were the good guys, since you 


volunteered your future child for Project Moonlark.” 

“You don’t think the Black Swan could ever have a traitor?” Oralie 
asked her. “Back then, everything was murky. There was no clear line 
between the Black Swan and the Neverseen as far as anyone could tell. 
Some people didn’t even believe there were two groups. And I'd been 
given zero information—” 

“You must’ve been told something if you were willing to give them 
your DNA!” Sophie pressed. 

“Yes, I was told that I could help them create something—” 

“Something,” Sophie interrupted. 

“A wake-up call,” Oralie clarified. “A force for change and good, 
who would make our world pay attention in a way that no one else ever 
could. Make people see things for what they are, not what we thought 
they were.” 

“And you thought, ‘Sounds like a perfect job for my child.” 

“No,” Oralie said, turning toward one of the windows and staring 
out at the stars. “I thought it sounded like the only way I'd ever be able 
to have a child.” 

She left the words there, waiting to see what Sophie would do with 
them. 

But Sophie couldn’t bring herself to care. “So I get to be 
unmatchable now—and Prentice had to spend years in Exile with a 
broken mind—because you wanted to have it all.” 

Oralie shook her head. “Prentice spent years in Exile because of a 
dozen different misunderstandings. And you...” 

Once again, Sophie waited for Oralie to finish that sentence. 

And waited. 

And waited. 

And waited. 

Until she finally had to ask, “That’s it?” 


“I... don’t know what else you want me to say,” Oralie admitted. 

Sophie wanted to tell her, How about “I’m sorry”? Or how about ‘TI fix 
this”? Or how about “I love—” 

But she shut down those thoughts. 

If Oralie couldn’t think to say them on her own, then they weren’t 
worth hearing from her anyway. 

So all that was really left for Sophie to say was, “It’s late. Grady and 
Edaline are probably starting to worry.” 

Oralie nodded, still staring at the stars. “Theyre good parents, 
Sophie. Far better than I ever could’ve been.” 

“They are,” Sophie agreed. “But you don’t get to take credit for 
them.” 

“Don’t I?” Oralie hesitated a beat before she reminded Sophie, 
“Alden and Della tried to adopt you after Fitz brought you here. And I 
convinced Bronte to push the rest of the Council to deny their request 
and assign you to Grady and Edaline. I didn’t know they'd 
momentarily lose their way, but... I knew you needed each other.” 

“We do,” Sophie told her. “But that still has nothing to do with 
you.” 

“No, I suppose not,” Oralie murmured. 

Seconds ticked by, until Sophie finally let go of Oralie’s wrist. 

Her fingers had long since gone numb. And there was nothing else 
she needed to ask—no more lies or excuses she wanted to hear. 

She stood and stumbled toward the door to find Sandor. 

Oralie stayed where she was. 

But she did call one question out to Sophie before she left. 

Oralie could’ve said anything to her daughter in that moment. And 
all she wanted to know was, “Are you going to tell anybody?” 

“Maybe,” Sophie told her, because she wanted to leave Oralie 


worrying and hurt. 


But Oralie was an Empath. 


Surely she heard the lie in the word. 


FORTY-FOUR 


SANDOR TOOK ONE LOOK AT Sophie’s expression as she emerged 
from Oralie’s crystal castle and asked, “Is there anything I need to 
know?” 

And he was wise enough to let it go when Sophie told him, “It’s just 
been... a very long day,” as she dug out her home crystal. 

It had been a long day. 

In fact, Sophie couldn’t believe that only that morning, she’d leaped 
to her sister's house to pick up Keefe’s E.L. Fudges before heading 
with him to the Shores of Solace to search Lord Cassius’s memories. 

She wanted to flop into bed and sleep for a week. 

Maybe a month. 

Possibly a year. 

But the pastures weren’t empty when Sophie and Sandor leaped 
back to Havenfield, and Sophie had to swallow back a sigh—which 
probably made her a horrible person, given that the tall, handsome 
figure pacing back and forth along the moonlit path was her boyfriend. 

But there was only one reason Fitz would be there waiting for her 
that late. 

And she really wasn’t sure she had the energy for that conversation. 

She also didn’t seem to have much of a choice. 

“I can insist that you need your rest,” Sandor leaned in and 
whispered, and Sophie couldn’t decide if the unsolicited offer proved 
that her bodyguard was far more astute than she’d realized, or if her 


lack of enthusiasm was that obvious. 


In case it was the latter, she straightened up and forced her lips into 
what she hoped was a convincing smile as she told him, “Thanks, but 
I've got this. Maybe you and Grizel can give us a little space, though?” 

“Only a little,” Sandor emphasized before making his way over to 
where Fitz’s bodyguard had just stepped out of the shadows. 

He offered Grizel his arm, and Grizel took one quick glance at her 
charge before she hooked her elbow around his with a wide smile. And 
as the two goblins wandered arm in arm toward one of the nearby 
pastures, Sophie couldn’t help envying their ease. 

They made the idea of a “happy couple” seem so much simpler than 
it was turning out to be. 

Sophie hoped she’d have the same thing someday. 

But for the moment, the best she could do was keep her smile in 
place as she made her way over to where Fitz stood waiting for her. 

“Sorry—have you been here long?” she asked. “I was...” 

She tried to think of something to say that might save her from 
having to use the name she definitely wasn’t ready to use yet. 

Before she could, Fitz told her, “Grady told me you went to meet 
with Councillor Oralie. What did she say?” 

“Say?” Sophie repeated, realizing how many different ways there 
were to answer that question. 

“About Alvar,” he clarified, and both words dripped with so much 
venom, Sophie was surprised the grass didn’t wither around them. 

“Oh...” She stalled, trying to remember Oralie’s exact words. “She 
said... she wasn’t sure what to do with that information.” 

Fitz huffed out a bitter laugh, turning away and tearing a hand 
through his hair. “Am I seriously the only one who realizes how 
dangerous he is?” 


“Was,” Sophie corrected gently. “You should’ve seen him, Fitz—” 


“Yeah, I should’ve,” Fitz jumped in, without a drop of sadness or 
sympathy over his brother’s sickly condition. “But you and Keefe 
apparently decided not to include me after you took over the project 
that I was working on.” 

Sophie closed her eyes, taking a second to remind herself that Fitz 
had every right to be upset. 

But for some reason that felt hard to believe at the moment. 

“You know what?” she said, wrapping her arms around herself. 
“Can we not do this right now? It’s late. It’s been a superlong day. 
You're clearly upset—” 

“OF COURSE lM UPSET—YOU LET ALVAR GO!” Fitz shouted 
over her, and somewhere from the shadows Sandor cleared his throat. 

Sophie shook her head in that general direction, trying to tell 
Sandor, I’m fine—please don’t interfere. And thankfully, no bodyguards 
came charging over. 

“Okaaaaay,” Sophie said, giving up on the whole wait-for-tomorrow 
plan. She motioned for Fitz to follow her over to Calla’s Panakes tree, 
hoping the soft melodies would clear both of their heads. “I’m 
assuming Keefe told you why we chose to make a deal with your 
brother.” 

“He did. And it might've made sense if you weren’t a Telepath—and 
yeah, I know, Alvar claimed he’s so great at hiding stuff. But come on, 
Sophie. That’s a load of garbage—and I would’ve told you that if Td 
been there! And hey, we could’ve taken him on as Cognates! You really 
think we couldn’t have found that secret and dragged Alvar back to 
prison?” 

“I don’t know,” Sophie admitted, reaching up to rub her temples. 
“The thing is, Fitz, it’s not like I planned any of this. It all just sort of 
happened. I didn’t know we'd end up at Candleshade, and I definitely 
didn’t know your brother would be hiding out there, and... I just tried 


to make the best decision I could in the moment—and if you’d seen 
how awful Alvar looked...” 

“I still would’ve dragged him to prison!” Fitz insisted, tearing his 
hands through his hair again as he stalked a few steps away from her. 
“And the thing is, Sophie—okay, fine, maybe you didn’t know how it 
was all going to go today. But you knew you were going there to search 
Lord Cassius’s memories. And you knew Ild been working on that 
already, and—” 

“Exactly,” Sophie cut in. “He’d already figured out how to hide 
things from you.” 

Fitz huffed out another bitter laugh. “Wow. So that’s what you 
think, huh? I’m such a pathetically weak Telepath, even Keefe’s jerk of 
a dad can shut me down?” 

“Of course not!” Sophie promised, moving closer. “I never said that, 
Fitz. I just.. I know that Keefe’s dad is good at getting around 
Telepaths. And you hadn’t found anything yet, so—” 

“So you thought the moonlark needed to swoop in and take over? 
The leader of Team Valiant? Lady Sophie Foster?” 

“Wow,” Sophie said, kind of wanting to smack him for that bratty 
sarcasm. 

But she took a deep breath and reminded herself where it was 
coming from. 

“Tm sorry,” she said, reaching for his hand. “If I could go back and 
do it all over again...” 

She was supposed to finish that sentence with, “I’d bring you with 
me.” 

But... she wasn’t sure if that was actually true. 

And she didn’t want to lie. 

So she just left the blank there for Fitz to fill in, holding her breath, 
hoping hoping hoping it would be enough. 


His fingers twined with hers, and she felt her shoulders relax. 

“T just... want us to be on the same page again,” he said quietly. 

“Me too,” Sophie told him, meaning it. “I don’t know why this is so 
hard, but—” 

“Wait, where are your gloves?” Fitz asked, lifting her hand up to 
study it. 

“Oh. I guess I left them in Eternalia,” she realized, still avoiding the 
name she didn’t want to think about. 

Her gloves were scattered across that shimmering floor, along with 
her fingernail gadgets. So it was apparently a good thing shed left her 
enhancing switched off. 

“Am I crazy, or are Dex’s gadgets gone too?” he asked, squinting at 
her nails. 

“They... are,” Sophie said. “I... can control my enhancing now.” 

“Seriously?” He tightened his hold on her like he needed to test it. 

“That’s amazing! How are you doing it?” 
“It’s... hard to explain. There was this... exercise, and...” Against her 
will, her mind flashed to the look on Oralie’s face the moment they'd 
both realized it had been a success. She’d looked so genuinely happy 
and proud and— 

“Hey, are you okay?” Fitz asked, stepping closer and pivoting with 
Sophie as she tried to turn away. 

“Tm fine!” she said with a notable squeak to her voice, blinking 
hard—but not hard enough to catch all of her tears. 

“No, you’re not fine,” Fitz said, wrapping his arms around her and 
pulling her against him. “What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing. It’s just been a really long day.” 

“It has,” he agreed, trailing a hand gently down her back. “But I 
wish you’d tell me what happened. It feels like it’s more than just the 
stuff Keefe told me.” 


“Tm fine,” Sophie insisted, paired with a very “not fine” sniffle. 

“Did something happen with Councillor Oralie?” Fitz guessed—and 
Sophie couldn’t help flinching. “I take it that’s a yes?” 

“No, it’s...” Once again, Sophie didn’t know how to finish that 
sentence. 

And this time, Fitz didn’t fill in the blanks for her. 

“What?” he asked, leaning back to study her face. “I know there’s 
something, Sophie. Why won’t you tell me? You can tell me anything.” 

She shook her head. “Not this.” 

“Why not?” 

Fitz blew out a breath when she stayed silent, and Sophie realized 
she was going to have to give him something. 
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“The thing is...,” she said, backing up a step to clear her head. 

It was too hard to think with his arms around her. 

“The thing is,” she repeated, “I really can’t tell you this. I can’t tell 
anyone. You’d understand why if you knew, but...” 

Fitz snorted. “You know who you sound like, right? Isn’t that the 
kind of junk Forkle keeps telling you when you ask about your 
biological parents?” 

Sophie flinched again. 

And it gave her away. 

“Wait,” Fitz said, his eyes widening as he studied her. “Is that what 
this is about?” 

Sophie shook her head hard, trying to stop him from following that 
train of thought any farther. 

But Fitz had already decided. “You found out who your parents are 
—that’s why you're so upset! And I get it, Sophie.” He took her hands 
again, gently tugging her closer. “That must be so impossible to 
process. I get why you’re not ready to talk about it yet—so don’t worry, 


I’m not going to pressure you. And I won’t ask who they are.” 


“Good,” Sophie told him, surprised by the snap in her tone. 

But Fitz... 

Fitz was smiling. 

Not a huge dopey grin or anything, but... 

He looked so relieved. 

And as much as she hated it, she needed him to understand... 

“I can’t tell you who they are, Fitz,” she said, pulling her hands 
away. “Not now—not ever. Though, for the record, I only figured out 
one. They each don’t know who the other is, remember?” 

Fitz’s eyebrows scrunched together. “Does that mean you talked to 
one?” 

Before she could find a way to dodge that question, he jumped to 
the conclusion she'd really been hoping he wouldn't. 

“Wait. Is it Councillor Oralie?” 

Sophie shook her head once again, hating the lie—but she had to 
stop this. 

“T told you I can’t tell you anything—and I thought you just said you 
weren't going to ask.” 

The snap was back in her voice—even sharper this time—and Fitz 
definitely noticed. 

His jaw even locked for a second, and his face was all harsh shadows 
and angles. 

But he took a steadying breath of his own before he said, “You're 
right. Sorry. You'll tell me when you're ready.” 

Sophie had to laugh at that. 

Ugly, snorty giggles. 

Because he Just. Wasn’t. Listening. 

“No, I won't, Fitz. I told you—I can’t tell anyone. Why do you think 
I’m so upset? I can’t tell anyone—and I’m going to have to live with 


what that means.” 


Fitz blinked as he processed that, not seeming to notice the tears 
gathering in her eyes. 

It felt like he was staring right through her as he decided, “It’s 
definitely Councillor Oralie.” 

And Sophie didn’t know if she wanted to scream or sob or shake 
him really, really, really hard until he finally heard what she was trying 
to tell him. 

But she was too tired for any of that. 

Fresh tears streaked down her face as she begged, “Please stop 
guessing, Fitz. Please. This is going to be awful enough. Just please. 
Please let it go. Please.” 

“Okay,” he promised, closing the distance between them and 
pulling her into a hug. “I'll leave it alone.” 

“Thank you,” Sophie whispered, sinking into the hug. 

And for that one quiet second, everything was good. 

Or as good as it could be. 

And then Fitz asked, “But... what about the match?” 

And Sophie leaned back, meeting his eyes, trying to find the will to 
say the words he surely already knew were coming. 

But after the day she'd had, she didn’t have anything left. 

Fitz nodded slowly, his face shifting back into lines and shadows. 
“So... that’s the plan, then? You’re just going to keep this all a big 
secret and live with the consequences—and you didn’t think you 
should at least discuss that with me first?” 

“Discuss it with you?” Sophie repeated. 

“Um, yeah—you’re not the only one this affects!” 

And there it was. 

The truth they’d been dancing around, finally forcing them to face 
1t. 


“You... don’t want me to be unmatchable,” Sophie mumbled. 


“Of course I don’t! No one wants that, Sophie—no matter what 
they're telling you. And you don’t want it either—you know you don't.” 

“I don’t,” Sophie agreed. “But I don’t have a choice.” 

“Really? Because it seems pretty simple to me. You’re fifty percent 
of the way there to fixing everything.” 

The sound she made was somewhere between a sigh and a weary 
laugh. “No, Pm not, Fitz. How many times do I have to say this? I. 
Can't. Tell. Anyone.” 

“So... what you’re really saying is... protecting that secret is more 
important than your future?” 

“Sort of?” Sophie said, wanting to feel angry but instead feeling 
very, very sad. 

She wished she didn’t have to explain the next part, but she forced 
out the words. “I can still have a future, Fitz. Itll be a little more 
complicated, but... what else is new?” 

She knew she was mostly trying to convince herself in that moment. 

But she really, really, really needed Fitz to agree with her. 

Instead, he said, “I... don’t think you’ve thought this through. But of 
course you haven't. It’s late. You’ve had a long day with lots of huge 
stuff. So... can we just agree to not make any decisions right now?” 

“We?” Sophie repeated. 

“Uh, yeah. Like I said—this affects both of us, doesn’t it? Shouldn’t 
we decide it together?” 

He actually said the words quite sweetly. 

Gently. 

Maybe even a little tenderly. 

But they were still all wrong. 

“No, Fitz—it’s my life. I’m the one who makes this decision.” 

Fitz straightened up. “Just like that.” 

She nodded. 


“And you're not going to put any more thought into it,” he pressed. 
“You’ve just made up your mind, and that’s it—everything’s settled?” 

Sophie nodded again. “If you understood why—” 

“WELL, I DON’T!” Fitz interrupted. “Because you won't tell me! 
And apparently I’m not even supposed to be guessing—and I’m just 
supposed to be super okay with this too! Like it isn’t going to also ruin 
everything for me.” 

And that was it. 

Right there. 

That was the cold, hard reality they'd both been trying to pretend 
away. 

There was something eerily calming about having it “out there.” 

Like some giant toxic cloud had been lifted off of them, clearing 
Sophie’s head enough for her to say, “So... I guess that leaves us 
nowhere, doesn’t it?” 

And for one second, she held her breath, hoping she was wrong. 

But Fitz sighed and said, “I think it does.” 

And his eyes were heartbreakingly sad as he held his home crystal 
up to the moonlight and slowly glittered away. 


FORTY-FIVE 


SOPHIE?” EDALINE ASKED, SLOWLY sitting down beside her on the 
cold, damp grass. “What’s wrong?” 

Sophie wanted so badly to assure her that everything was fine. 

But she didn’t know how to be brave at the moment. 

She’d sunk to her knees after Fitz had left and had been there ever 
since, watching the fluttering Panakes blossoms fall all around her, 
wondering how long she'd have to sit there until she was completely 
buried by flowers. 

As far as life goals went, complete petal submersion seemed like her 
best option—and it was definitely better than admitting to herself that 
some small part of her had stayed, hoping that Fitz would come back. 

She wouldn’t have needed some big, dramatic apology—though she 
wouldn’t have minded a little begging. 

But she would’ve been good with a simple We’ve both had tough days 
—can we start over tomorrow? 

Instead... they really were broken up—which felt so strange, since 
they'd barely been together. 

She'd still been getting used to thinking of him as her boyfriend. 

They hadn’t even kissed! 

And now... 

Now there would be so many ugly, painful, awkward, messy 
moments and conversations ahead. 

She might even lose a few friends. 


And she just couldn’t deal with any of it. 


“You don’t have to tell me what happened,” Edaline promised as she 
wrapped an arm around Sophie’s shoulders. “But I would love it if 
you'd be willing to answer one question for me, okay? Just so I have 
some idea of which direction to focus my worrying.” 

Sophie’s stomach twisted at the last word, and she realized how 
knotted up her insides were. It felt like everything was one big tangle 
and she’d never unravel it all. 

She didn’t want Edaline feeling the same. 

So she forced herself to nod, and Edaline pulled her a little bit closer 
and whispered, “Did something happen with Fitz? Or Councillor 
Oralie?” 

The correct answer was both. 

And Sophie’s lips started to form the word, but... 

She couldn’t give Edaline the truth. 

And she wondered if maybe that was the real reason that Mr. Forkle 
hadn’t wanted her to look into her biological parents. 

He’d known the burden that would come with it. 

The role she’d have to play. 

The lies she’d have to tell, over and over. 

And she hated that in a strange way, her breakup was a good thing. 

It meant she could tell Edaline, “Fitz,” and have a perfect excuse for 
the tears that streamed down her cheeks. 

One ugly truth to cover everything she was hiding. 

“Oh, sweetheart, I’m so sorry,” Edaline said, shifting to pull Sophie 
into a full hug. 

And as Sophie sobbed against Edaline’s shoulder, some tiny piece of 
her crumpled heart smoothed itself out again. 

Because as much as she hated The Liar Who Didn’t Deserve to Be 
Mentioned, she also knew—with absolute certainty—that she didn’t 


need her. 


That mother had given her life. 

This mother gave her love. 

So did her father. 

And her human parents had once done the same. 

And that was all that mattered. 

She was officially done with her biological parents. 

In fact, she hoped she never found out who her father was. 

“Do you want to sleep out here again?” Edaline asked, snapping her 
fingers to conjure up a giant pile of pillows and blankets when Sophie 
nodded. In record time, Edaline had set up a huge bed for Sophie to 
crawl into, and even conjured up Ella while Sophie settled under the 
covers. 

“Will you stay with me?” Sophie whispered as Edaline kissed her 
good night. And she didn’t care if the request sounded silly or childish. 

She wanted her mom. 

And Edaline didn’t hesitate to lie down beside her, pulling an extra 
blanket over them both. 

Wynn and Luna snuggled in around their feet, and Calla’s songs 
filled the air with melodies about seeds taking root and growing 
stronger every day, and Silveny flooded Sophie’s mind with images of 
the two of them soaring higher and higher and higher—leaving 
everything behind. 

And even though tears still stung Sophie’s eyes and she was pretty 
sure the knots inside her would never fully unravel, when Edaline 
whispered, “Everything’s going to be okay,” Sophie believed her. 

And Sophie whispered, “I love you, Mom.” 

“T love you, too, Sophie—more than anything.” 


° e ° 


“We need to talk,” Mr. Forkle’s wheezy voice said behind Sophie, and 


she was proud of herself for not jumping. 


She'd had a feeling he’d be stopping by. That was why she’d stayed 
outside in the pastures, choosing to sit near the gorgodon, where she 
knew they wouldn’t have any eavesdroppers. Plus, it gave her a chance 
to see that Keefe had been right: Wynn and Luna were using their 
strange teleporting style to sneak into the vicious beast’s cage—which 
made it a little less terrifying to watch the three creatures “play.” 

But only a little. 

“Do you think Wynn and Luna are drawn to the gorgodon because 
it’s the last of its kind and they sorta know what that feels like?” she 
asked without turning to look at Mr. Forkle. 

“I suppose that’s possible,” he said, and she could hear his footsteps 
bringing him closer and closer. “But you might also be giving two 
stubborn baby alicorns more credit than they deserve. Children don’t 
like when things are forbidden. It tends to make them want it all the 
more.” 

The comment felt like a dig, and Sophie refused to acknowledge it. 

Instead, she decided to take control of the conversation. 

“I know what you’re here to talk about,” she told him. “And Pm 
really not in the mood. So here’s what you need to know: I’m done 
searching for my biological parents. And I’m not going to tell anyone 
what I know, even though it’s already messing up my life. So you can 
skip the lecture or the pep talk or whatever you were planning. You're 
already getting what you want. I'll be the good little moonlark.” 

Mr. Forkle sighed and sat down on the grass beside her—which 
looked like a pretty uncomfortable process given how swollen the 
ruckleberries had made him. “Fair enough,” he said quietly. “And for 
what it’s worth... thank you.” 

Sophie sat up straighter. 

She wasn’t sure if that was the first time he’d used those words with 


her—but either way, it felt... different. 


A real acknowledgment that she was making her own decision— 
even if it still didn’t feel like she had a lot of choice in the matter. 

“I did actually come to give you an update as well,” Mr. Forkle 
added after a few seconds. “Nubiti sent a report from Loamnore—and 
it's good news. She’s figured out how to remove those pieces of 
magsidian. So while it would be unwise to let our guard down, it’s 
looking quite promising that we may have managed to thwart the 
Neverseen’s plan before they could fully put it into effect.” 

Sophie couldn’t return his smile. “It... can’t be that simple.” 

“Its not. Apparently removing the stones is quite a dangerous 
process, so it’s going to take at least a week to get through all of them. 
And given yesterday’s revelations, there’s a strong chance that what 
was being planned in Loamnore has nothing to do with Lady Gisela’s 
plans for Mr. Sencen’s legacy. So there is still plenty of work to be 
done. But it’s positive progress all the same. I’ve already updated the 
Council—I trust you'll see to updating your teammates?” 

Sophie nodded, wondering why the idea of that felt so nauseating. 

Until she realized... 

Checking in with her team meant checking in with Biana. And 
there was a very good chance that Biana knew about the breakup—and 
might’ve already told the rest of the team as well. 

Suddenly it seemed absolutely essential for Sophie to help Grady 
and Edaline feed all of the animals. After all, she needed to show them 
that she was doing fine—keeping busy—not sitting around moping 
over boy problems. 

Cleaning her room felt equally important. 

And she definitely needed to sort through all of her gloves, since 
she’d decided she would still wear a pair every day, until switching her 


enhancing on and off felt like second nature. 


She also decided to polish up all of the Articles of her Regency— 
though that was a mistake and made her think of the day she’d gotten 
them, and how Councillor Not-Her-Mom had brushed her hair and 
gently applied makeup and pretended to be so outraged when Bronte 
discussed the realities of being unmatchable. She’d even sat there so 
calmly while Bronte told Sophie not to try to find her genetic parents 
—and she'd surely been able to feel everything Sophie was feeling. 

But she'd said nothing. 

Done nothing. 

Just lied and lied and lied. 

And Sophie couldn’t help wondering what would happen if she 
requested a new point of contact on the Council. 

Surely she and Councillor Not-Her-Mom weren't going to be able to 
work together. 

She spent the next several hours trying to come up with an 
unsuspicious excuse for reassignment when she realized... 

It was sunset. 

And she’d wasted a whole day because of personal drama. 

And there were too many important things going on for her to let 
that happen. 

So she grabbed her Imparter, giving herself three seconds to panic 
about the awkward conversation ahead. Then she hailed her 
teammates to share Nubiti’s discovery. 

And the strange thing was... 

Nothing felt different. 

Biana was friendly. 

The conversation stayed focused on the dwarves, and removing the 
magsidian stones, and whether or not they should try to get 
permission from King Enki to search Loamnore one more time to 


make sure they hadn’t missed something. They also tried to come up 


with theories about what Lady Gisela might be planning for Keefe— 
but didn’t really get anywhere. And Dex admitted he wasn’t making 
much progress on creating a gadget to keep Keefe protected. 

So there was still lots to keep them busy. 

And Sophie tried to stay focused. 

But a tiny part of her brain kept thinking: Fitz hasn’t told anybody. 

And she tried to tell herself that he surely would soon—tried to 
order her brain not to read anything into it. 

But... 

She still felt the tiniest glint of hope. 

It wasn’t even a full spark—and she did her best to smother it. 

But it was still there. 

A glimmer of possibility. 

A faint whisper that maybe... maybe once pride had faded and 
tempers had cooled... 

Nope, she couldn’t let herself go there. 

Before she went to bed, she even forced herself to pack away all of 
the tiny gifts hed given her—and she also made herself sleep in her 
room. 

She needed to find her new normal—cling to it with all the strength 
she had. 

But Fitz’s face still crept into her dreams. 

And when she made her way down to the pastures the next morning 
and noticed teal ribbons tied around Wynn’s and Luna’s necks, 
Sophie’s heart did about fifty backflips—and then did fifty more when 
she saw the tiny folded notes dangling from each of the bows. 

Her hands shook as she untied them, and she needed a deep breath 
before she read them—and then the world was spinning and her vision 
was dimming and she had to drop to her knees to keep herself from 


passing out. 


Because the notes weren’t in Fitz’s familiar writing. 
One had particularly loopy, pretty letters—so at odds with the 


harsh, threatening words: 


You think you've safe. 
And you think youve thwarted eur plans. 


But you're wrong. 


We can destroy everything you care about. 
We can finish your friend. 


Ov you caw meet us in Loamnere tomovow, 
10 p.m. in the main marketplace. 
Dont be late. 


The second note was somehow even worse. 

It was stamped with the same symbol that Sophie had seen on the 
letter that Keefe had delivered in London: two crescents forming a 
loose circle around a glowing star. 


And across that, in Lady Gisela’s familiar handwriting, it said: 


Bring Keefe 
~XOXO 


FORTY-SIX 


How DID THIS HAPPEN?” 
That was the question that everyone kept asking after Sophie 


handed the Neverseen’s notes over to Sandor and unleashed a 
hurricane of panic and confusion. 

How did this happen? 

How did the Neverseen get past Sandor’s abundant security? 

But what Sophie wanted to know was: What are we going to do about 
it? 

No one had an answer. 

And they needed to find one—fast. 

So she hailed all of her teammates and told them to come to 
Havenfield. Same with Linh, Marella, and Maruca. And Keefe, since it 
sadly didn’t seem like they'd be able to keep him completely out of 
this. 

The only person she didn’t hail was Fitz—but she didn’t need to 
because she told Biana to take care of that. 

That was how she was going to survive this breakup. 

Delegating! 

Avoiding eye contact! 

Hiding! 

All of which were particularly easy to do later that day, given the 
size of the crowd that had crammed into Havenfield’s living room once 
everyone made their way there to argue about their next move: Grady 


and Edaline, Mr. Forkle and Tiergan, Lord Cassius, numerous 


bodyguards, all of Sophie’s friends—and, of course, all twelve 
Councillors. 

And thankfully, The Councillor Who Didn’t Deserve Sophie’s Time 
seemed to be using her own avoidance strategies: keeping her head 
down, hiding her face behind her ringlets, and standing in the center 
of all the other Councillors. 

Sophie pretended not to notice her. 

She also pretended not to notice that Fitz had chosen to stand on 
the opposite side of the room from where she was hiding in the 
shadows of the staircase. 

“Everything okay?” Keefe asked, and Sophie jumped, wondering 
how long he'd been there. 

Surely long enough to read her mood, so she told him, “Um, the 
Neverseen just gave us an ultimatum—and they tied it around Wynn’s 
and Luna’s necks.” 

“Yeah, and their notes didn’t even rhyme!” he added, clicking his 
tongue. “I mean, seriously, how hard is it to shape a threat into a clever 
couplet or two?” 

He elbowed her when she didn’t laugh, and sighed when she glared 
at him. 

“In all seriousness,” he told her, “you don’t have to worry. I’m not 
going to let my mom hurt anyone.” 

“See, and I’m more worried about her hurting you,” Sophie 
countered. 

“Nah. She needs me. Remember: I have a legacy. In fact, I should 
probably give myself a title at this point—but the Legacyanator doesn’t 
have quite the right ring, does it? What about Lord Legacy? I could see 
that embroidered on a tunic.” 

Sophie shook her head. “You’re not going to make me laugh about 
this.” 


“Challenge accepted!” 

Keefe said something else, but it was drowned out by the arguing, 
which seemed to have reached a whole new decibel. Sophie hadn’t 
been paying attention, since it was basically the same conversation 
they'd had before the Celestial Festival—in that exact same room, no 
less—with everyone fighting over who should and shouldn’t go and 
trying to anticipate what the Neverseen were planning. 

They'd had an equally long debate before their venture into 
Nightfall—and before the ogre Peace Summit in Lumenaria. And 
before they’d headed into Ravagog. And before they'd tried to ambush 
the Neverseen on Mount Everest. 

Even the night Sophie had gone to have her abilities healed had 
taken all kinds of discussion. 

That’s what they did. 

Overanalyze. 

Overprepare. 

And it never worked. 

We can’t keep doing this. 

The words started out like static in the back of Sophie’s mind, but 
the more they repeated, the louder and louder they grew until she 
heard them ringing through the room and realized she’d actually said 
them. 

All heads turned her way, and Sophie tilted her chin up, trying to 
look confident as she repeated, “We can’t keep doing this.” 

“Doing what?” Mr. Forkle asked. 

“This.” She waved her arms at everyone. “All of this exhausting 
scheming. It never works. The Neverseen always have some twist 
planned, and then everything falls apart.” 

“That’s how these things go,” Mr. Forkle reminded her gently. “For 


every move, there’s a countermove.” 


“But this isn’t a game!” Sophie snapped. “It’s a battle in a longer 
war.” 

“The same principle applies,” Mr. Forkle noted. 

“Yeah... well... Pm tired of guessing and reacting,” Sophie informed 
him. “There has to be a better way.” 

“Like what?” Councillor Emery wondered. 

Which was a very good question—and Sophie was about to admit 
that she had no idea, when she realized... she might. 

“T think it’s time to take a stand,” she told everyone. “Time to show 
the Neverseen they're not in charge, like they clearly think they are— 
and go to Loamnore on our terms.” 

“And what would those terms be?” Mr. Forkle wanted to know. 

“Well.” Sophie pictured the Neverseen’s notes in her head. “First... 
we position ourselves in the Grand Hall instead of the main 
marketplace, and make the Neverseen come to us. That way, they don’t 
get to rely on whatever trap they've laid—since we all know there has 
to be one—and instead we make them come to the safest, hardest-to- 
reach place in the entire city.” 

“Um... but doesn’t that mean we’d all have to go through the King’s 
Path again?” Biana asked, turning a little pale. 

“Im sure once we tell Nubiti whats going on, she can get us 
enough magsidian to make it so we pass through unaffected,” Sophie 
told her. “Especially since being in the Grand Hall puts us in the best 
position to protect King Enki.” 

“Really?” Marella asked. “Kinda sounds like we’d be leading the 
Neverseen straight to him.” 

“Assuming they even come after us,” Stina added. “Which they 
might not.” 

“They will,” Sophie assured everyone. “I don’t know why, but they 


clearly need us in Loamnore—otherwise they wouldn’t have gone to so 


much trouble to get our attention. And I’m sure they’ve been planning 
this all along, so we have to assume they have a way past all of the 
city’s security—even the King’s Path—and that they picked the main 
marketplace for a reason. So we get there early and set up in the Grand 
Hall instead and make it clear that that’s where we are. If King Enki 
wants to be somewhere safer, that’s his call. But we stand our ground 
and say, ‘You want us? Come and get us.” 

“And then what?” Wylie asked. 

“Then... I don’t know,” Sophie admitted. “Probably a fight of some 
sort.” 

“Oh, is that all?” Grady grumbled, falling silent when Edaline put a 
hand on his shoulder. 

“I know that sounds scary. But I can control my inflicting now,” 
Sophie reminded him. “And they might not have Ruy—and Maruca 
can keep all of us shielded and—” 

Wylie cut her off with a grunting sound. 

Maruca rolled her eyes at him. “Whatever you’re about to say, stop 
it,” she said, tossing her dreads. “This is happening. I’m helping. And 
you need me, bad.” 

“We do,” Sophie agreed. 

“You also need your bodyguards,” Sandor informed her. 

“Probably,” Sophie said, “but goblins aren’t allowed in Loamnore.” 

“Oh, I think I can convince King Enki to make a few exceptions,” 
Councillor Alina chimed in. 

“Better include an ogre, too, then,” Ro added. 

“TIl do my best,” Alina said with the kind of mysterious smile that 
made Sophie wonder if she was planning to use her beguiling on the 
dwarven king. 

“Does that mean you're in favor of this plan?” Councillor Bronte 
asked Alina. 


Alina shrugged, smoothing her hair. “I have to admit, it sounds 
more promising than everything else we’ve been discussing. Sophie’s 
right—we’re never going to be able to anticipate everything the 
Neverseen are planning. So maybe it’s better to just say, “Forget this— 
here’s what we’re doing.’ I’m sure King Enki would certainly appreciate 
the authority it demonstrates, rather than letting him see us 
capitulating to the Neverseen’s demands.” 

Councillor Emery exchanged a look with the other Councillors. “I 
suppose.” 

“T still don’t see why the Neverseen would come to us if they’ve set 
up a big thing in the marketplace,” Stina pressed. 

“Well... we'd have Keefe,” Biana reminded her. 

Keefe clapped his hands. “Oh goody, I get to be the bait! Should we 
make it extra dramatic and have you guys, like, tie me up or 
something?” 

Sophie shook her head. “Nope. Because youre not going to be 
there.” 

“Uh... you saw the note,” Keefe pointed out slowly. “I’m the only one 
invited by name.” 

“Which seems pretty desperate, doesn’t it?” Sophie countered. “And 
if we're taking a stand, we’re taking a stand.” She turned toward the 
group, meeting most of their eyes before she added, “Tam warned us 
what would happen if we let Keefe get near the Neverseen. And I saw 
the way Lady Gisela reacted when she realized he’d done that. We have 
to take that warning seriously. So Keefe’s not going anywhere near the 
dwarven city. And if the Neverseen don’t like it—tough. That’s the 
point of this. Showing them that they’re not calling the shots anymore, 
and proving we're stronger and smarter than they are.” 

“You seriously think it’s a good idea to show up in the wrong place at 


the wrong time—without the person the Neverseen told us to bring— 


and hope they don’t immediately make good on all the threats they 
made in their note?” Fitz asked, and the heavy skepticism in his tone 
hurt more than anything he’d said to Sophie the night before. 

Apparently, she wasn’t just losing her boyfriend. 

She'd lost her friend—and even Fitz’s faith and trust in her. 

Which made her eyes sting and her nose burn, and she told herself, 
Breathe, breathe, breathe, because she was right about this, and if she 
started crying, she'd lose all of her credibility. 

But the tears were still welling up, turning everything blurry, and— 

“Okay,” Keefe said quietly, and Sophie spun toward him. 

“Okay?” she asked. 

He nodded, wrapping his hand around hers, twining her gloved 
fingers with his. 

And Sophie almost started to smile—until Keefe’s back 
straightened and he said, “Wow, I can’t feel your enhancing at all right 
now.” 

The change probably did surprise him—but there was something off 
with his tone. 

That was when Sophie noticed the glare that Fitz had aimed at her 
and Keefe’s hands—and she couldn't believe he’d look at them like... 
like... 

She didn’t know. 

But he was wrong. 

And she didn’t want Keefe to feel awkward. So she pulled her arm 
back and told him, “Yeah... I learned how to control it.” 

Which of course reminded her of the other person in the room she 
was trying so hard to avoid. 

“Well,” Keefe said, frowning a little as her mood plummeted, “I 
knew you could do it.” 

Her cheeks heated. “Thanks.” 


“What do you mean by ‘okay’?” Fitz demanded, not letting them 
change the subject. ““Okay’ what, Keefe?” 

Keefe huffed out a breath. “I was saying okay, I think Foster’s right. 
If I’m there, then my mom’s pulled off at least half of her plan already, 
and I’m not really a fan of making it that easy for her. If she wants to 
force me to face my legacy, she should at least have to come and get 
me, right? Plus... I promised Foster I’d stay away from the Neverseen. 
And I don’t think this note gets to change that.” 

“Seriously?” Fitz’s eyes narrowed when Keefe nodded. “Wow, you 
really hate Tam that much? Because he’s the one who'll pay the price if 
you're not there—you get that, right?” 

“He’s also the one who told Keefe to stay away,” Sophie argued. 
“Twice.” 

“Yeah, well... just because he’s willing to sacrifice himself, it doesn’t 
mean we should let him,” Fitz countered. “Plus, who knows? Maybe 
the way they'll punish Tam is to hurt Linh. Did anyone think about 
that?” 

All eyes turned to the silent Hydrokinetic, and Linh let go of 
Maruca’s and Marella’s hands and drew the moisture in the air toward 
herself, bending it into a small floating sphere. “Water’s felt different 
the last few days,” she murmured, closing her eyes. “Darker, somehow. 
And... I think thats my brother. I think he wants me to see how 
powerful he is, so that I’ll be willing to trust him. And if that’s what he 
wants...” 

No one seemed to know what to say to that. 

Or maybe Sophie did. “He might also be warning you to stay away— 
and even if he’s not... that might be a really smart idea.” 

“She’s right,” Marella told Linh. “If you’re there, the Neverseen can 


use you to control Tam.” 


Linh stared at the swirling orb of water. “But if there’s a fight, 
you're going to need me. You're going to need me,” she emphasized to 
Marella. 

“Actually, I don’t think an underground city is the best place to 
unleash a Pyrokinetic,” Bronte admitted. “Particularly after the fire we 
already started the last time.” 

“Welcome to Team Too-Cool-for-Loamnore!” Keefe told Marella 
and Linh. “Are we all agreed that they need to bring us back 
souvenirs?” 

“Td rather they get back my brother,” Linh said, her voice barely 
louder than a whisper—which definitely brought home the full reality 
of what they were about to be facing. 

“If there’s any way,” Sophie promised. 

Linh nodded. 

Mr. Forkle cleared his throat. “So this is our plan, then? Mr. Sencen, 
Miss Redek, and Miss Linh will remain behind while the rest of us 
head to the Grand Hall?” 

“For the record,” Councillor Emery said before anyone could 
answer, “we”—he gestured to the other Councillors—“feel it’s unwise 
to completely ignore the dwarves’ main marketplace. And given that 
there are so many of us, surely it would be wiser to divide up and send 
some to each location?” 

No one could think of a reason to argue with that. 

“Additionally,” Councillor Emery added, “wed like to make two 
things very clear. First: We want King Enki to see that the Council 
stands with his people. So six of us will be going with you—three to 
each location—while the other six will remain in Eternalia. And 
second: We’d prefer that any members of the Collective sit this one 
out, to add greater import to the presence of the Councillors.” 


Tiergan raised his eyebrows. “If one of you gets hurt or killed—” 


“Then we're not as powerful as we should be,” Bronte cut in. 

Grady started to insist on coming, but Sophie begged him and 
Edaline to stay at Havenfield to protect Silveny, Greyfell, Wynn, and 
Luna. She didn’t care that the alicorns could teleport. She wanted 
someone keeping an eye on them—and if it kept her parents safe, all 
the better. 

Which left them with the question of who would go where—and 
Sophie told everyone, “I'll be in the Grand Hall—and let’s not waste 
too much time arguing about this.” 

Fitz immediately volunteered to be in the main marketplace. 

He tried to cover it—tried to claim it would give the two teams a 
way to communicate telepathically through him and Sophie. And 
everyone seemed to buy that. 

Except Edaline. 

And Keefe. 

“Anything I should know, Foster?” Keefe whispered as he leaned in, 
his eyebrows scrunching together. 

Sophie nodded. “You should know that I’m very grateful you agreed 
to stay out of this so I didn’t need Ro to tie you up somewhere.” 

“Though I’m game for that, if you change your mind!” Ro jumped 
in. 

A tiny smirk curled Keefe’s lips. “Fine. Avoid my question. But 
know I’m onto you, Foster. And also know that my cooperation comes 
with one requirement.” 

“Does it now?” Sophie asked. “And what’s that?” 

He waited for her to meet his eyes. “You have to take Ro with you— 
you guys are going to need her way more than I do. And don’t look at 
me like this is all part of my evil plan to sneak into Loamnore. I’m the 


one who volunteered to stay back, right?” 


“TIl keep an eye on my son,” Lord Cassius offered, making both 
Sophie and Keefe cringe. “And I'll ensure he stays where he should.” 

“How convenient that it means you won't have to risk your life 
either,” Keefe noted. 

Lord Cassius shrugged. “Physical confrontation with your mother is 
something I'd prefer to avoid.” 

Sophie couldn’t necessarily blame him for that. 

And miraculously, it didn’t take that much longer to settle the 
groups. 

Dex, Stina, Fitz, and Biana would go with Councillor Bronte, 
Councillor Darek, and Councillor Zarina to the dwarves main 
marketplace, along with Woltzer, Lovise, and Grizel. 

And Sophie, Maruca, and Wylie would go with Councillor Noland, 
Councillor Liora, and Councillor Oralie to the Grand Hall, along with 
Ro, Sandor, and Flori. They’d have one less person—but they'd also 
have a Psionipath, which Sophie felt a little guilty about, since the 
other team was likely heading straight into a trap. 

Then again, she also wasn’t sure how having Councillors who were 
a Vociferator, a Conjurer, and an Empath was going to do her group a 
whole lot of good—and she really wished she could think of an 
unsuspicious way to trade Councillor Lyingcurls to the other group. 

“All right,” Mr. Forkle said, and then seemed to realize that he 
wasn’t technically a part of the mission—and definitely wasn’t in 
charge—before he turned to Councillor Bronte. 

“Everyone should go change, gather any weapons, and say your 
goodbyes,” Bronte told them, being his usual uplifting self. “We'll 
notify Elwin to make sure he’s on standby at the Healing Center, and 
meet back here in an hour and head to Loamnore. That should allow us 
to be in position about an hour before the Neverseen’s deadline.” 


“And we'll notify King Enki about what’s happening,” Emery added. 


With that, everyone scattered to do as Bronte had suggested. 

And it all felt very real as Sophie changed into one of the outfits that 
Flori had designed for her before their last showdown with their 
enemies, with all the extra pockets to hold goblin throwing stars and 
tiny daggers. 

She also donned her Regent Articles—even the crown. 

It was time to show the Neverseen that she was a leader. 

And the glow from the lumenite would come in handy in the dark. 

Keefe was still waiting for Sophie when she came back downstairs, 
his eyes widening as he studied her outfit. But instead of commenting 
on it, he asked, “So, what’s going on with you and Fitzy?” 

“Seriously?” she asked, wishing she didn’t feel so much heat 
burning her face. “This could—potentially—be the last time you ever 
see me, and that’s what you want your final words to be?” 

“I can think of plenty of things he’d rather say,” Ro offered from 
where she sat perched on the bottom stair. “One thing in particular.” 

Keefe rolled his eyes at both of them and told Sophie, “This will not 
be the last time I see you, Foster. Don’t even say that!” 

“I agree,” Grady said from the doorway, where he stood with 
Edaline before striding closer and dragging Sophie into a strangle-hug. 
“You will come home safely.” 

“TIL do my best,” she told him, wanting to stick with promises she 
could actually keep. 

Edaline joined the embrace, whispering how proud she was, and 
how she knew Sophie could handle anything. 

Then they were gone, and it was just Sophie and Keefe again. Alone 
—well, if they ignored Sandor and Ro. 

And Keefe chose to ask, “Seriously, what’s up with you and Fitzy?” 

And maybe it was because this really could be the last time they 
ever talked to each other—but Sophie didn’t want to lie, or dodge the 


question. 

She just couldn’t seem to make herself say the words either. 

So she grabbed his hand and pressed it to her collarbone—as close 
as she could get to her heart without it getting awkward—and said, 
“You're the Empath. You tell me.” 

Keefe closed his eyes, and his forehead got all crinkly. 

And he whispered, “I’m sorry.” 

She shrugged, unable to talk—but proud of herself for not crying. 

Their eyes met, and she could see the worried questions he wasn’t 
asking. 

But all he said was, “Head in the game, Foster. Don’t you dare let 
this distract you.” 
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“I won't,” she promised, dropping his hand and backing up a step. 

“And when you see Mommy Dearest,” he added, his eyes darkening, 
“tell her next time I’m calling the shots.” 

Sophie nodded. 

But if things went the way she was hoping, there wouldn't be a next 
time. 

“Looks like everyone’s gathering outside,” Ro announced. “So we 
should probably join them—and whoa, the Councillors all have their 
hair pulled back, and they’re wearing these silver suit things that make 
them all look the same. It’s kind of freaking me out.” 

“They do that sometimes,” Sophie told her. “Are their cloak pins 
shaped like glowing golden keys?” 

“Yep—gotta love how you elves always have to be glowy or sparkly— 
even going into battle.” 

The word was an icy splash of reality. 

But Sophie also found it somewhat comforting knowing that the 


Council must have visited the Point of Purity on their way there, to 


remind themselves that there were bigger, brighter forces with so 
much more power than any earthly creature. 

If only they weren’t going somewhere so very dark and far away 
from those Sources. 

Sandor and Ro headed for the door, and Sophie fought the urge to 
turn and hug Keefe goodbye. 

Instead she told him, “Stay safe.” 

“T will if you will,” he bargained. “Oh, and Foster? Fight hard. Don’t 
hold anything back. And I'll see you soon.” 


FORTY-SEVEN 


OKAY, WHOEVER CAME UP WITH the whole ‘let’s make the elves sink 
through a stinky bog in order to get to Loamnore’ idea needs a good, 
hard smack,” Maruca grumbled, shaking her dreadlocks to make sure 
the mud was truly gone—or that’s what Sophie assumed Maruca was 
doing. 

It was hard to tell, since all Sophie could see through the dim, 
flickering light were the faint silhouettes of her group after they'd 
scattered to various positions around the bubble-shaped room. The 
Grand Hall felt so much darker and colder than it had during Sophie’s 
last visit, and she kept trying to let her darkness vision take over—but 
she had way too many worries shattering her focus. So the only other 
distinct shape she could make out was King Enki’s magsidian throne— 
a shimmering shadow in the center. Empty at the moment, since the 
king insisted on pacing the perimeter with two of his guards. 

King Enki had evidently decided that it would be unwise to replace 
the ruined chandelier until all of the strange magsidian stones in the 
walls had been removed. And Nubiti hadn’t had a chance to extract 
them yet—which Sophie was hoping wouldn’t come back to haunt 
them. 

The dwarves who'd defected to the enemy had likely planted those 
stones—and now Sophie was inviting the Neverseen to come to the 
room for a showdown. But by the time she'd realized the oversight, it 
was far too late to change their plans. 


At least they were aware of the vulnerability. 


And they were definitely used to improvising. 

But King Enki had also forbidden Wylie from using his ability in 
case the light triggered another reaction. And Sophie doubted he’d be 
thrilled if Maruca formed any glowing force fields either. So they 
would have to save those tricks for absolute emergencies. 

The only light that King Enki allowed in the Grand Hall came from 
two tiny, flickering sconces on either side of the massive door— 
though he’d permitted the Councillors to keep their glowing cape pins 
and let Sophie and Wylie wear their lumenite circlets. His own crown 
glowed as well, and was by far the brightest point in the room—flaring 
with a silvery gleam that made Sophie’s eyes water every time he 
passed by the position shed chosen, which was an equal distance 
between the throne and the door. 

“I didn’t realize tredgeon shell glowed like that,” Sophie admitted, 
surprised the dwarven king would want something so bright near his 
sensitive eyes. 

“It doesn’t. This is my battle crown,” King Enki told her. And as he 
reached up to run his fingers across the smooth, simple band, Sophie 
realized the light reminded her of the cuffs she’d seen on Tam’s wrists 
in London—though Tam’s had glowed far brighter. 

“Is the crown made of lumenite?” Sophie wondered. 

King Enki snorted. “I would never wear a crown made of something 
so common.” 

Sophie ignored the insult—but might’ve allowed herself half a smile 
when Ro coughed something that sounded like “awfully smug for a 
tiny hairless dude” from wherever the ogre princess had tucked herself 
away in the shadows. 

“What is the crown made of, then?” Sophie asked King Enki. 

He didn’t answer—but Nubiti crawled out of the sandy ground near 


the center of the doorway and told her, “Ethertine. It’s almost as rare 


as magsidian—but far less useful and therefore much less valuable.” 

Which sounded like a strange choice as a material for the king’s 
battle adornment—but... his other crown was made from a giant sand 
crab’s exoskeleton, so clearly the dwarves had very different taste from 
elves. 

“Tve never heard of ethertine,” Councillor Noland said, his voice 
booming even from his post on the opposite side of the room. 

“I have,” The Councillor That Sophie Wished Wasn’t There 
informed them—from a spot much closer to Sophie than Sophie 
wanted. “I believe it’s formed when lightning somehow connects with 
starlight, isn’t it?” 

“Something like that,” King Enki hedged. 

“Ethertine,” Sophie repeated, letting the word roll around in her 
head. “What does it do?” 

“I wonder what makes you all think you have the right to ask me so 
many questions?” King Enki snapped. “Am I not a king? I may not be 
on my throne at the moment, but that does not lessen my authority! 
And is it not enough that I’ve given so many of your kind free rein in 
my city—and provided my guards to protect you? I’ve even allowed you 
to fill my halls with the stench of ogre sweat and goblin breath and 
gnomish feet!” 

“Okay, whoa,” Ro said, stepping into the flickering light near the 
doorway, brandishing two of her daggers. 

The metallic hiss of an unsheathing sword rang through the air on 
the other side of the room, and Sophie followed the sound to a massive 
shape that had to be Sandor. 

“Save your weapons for the enemy,” Nubiti commanded. “In here 
you will only find allies.” 

“Will they now?” King Enki countered, stalking toward Nubiti as 


two more dwarven guards popped out of the ground to flank him. “I 


don’t remember giving you permission to speak for me.” 

Even in the dim light, Sophie could see Nubiti grit her teeth. But 
she dropped obediently into a deep bow and told King Enki, “I’m 
sorry, my king. I did not mean to offend.” 

“I should hope not,” he told her, angling his head to sneer at her 
prostrated posture before turning back to pace. 

Nubiti continued bowing until King Enki had completed five full 
circuits around the room. And she kept her chin tucked when she told 
him, “We may be grateful for their presence before this day is done.” 

“I find that highly unlikely,” King Enki huffed, pausing to survey 
the silhouettes around him—which he could likely see clearly. “But if 
this is what it takes to protect my city... so be it.” 

“It will be over soon enough,” Nubiti told him, slowly rising to her 
furry feet. 

King Enki resumed pacing. “Let’s hope that’s the case.” 

Sophie couldn’t have agreed more. 

She’d lost track of how long they’d been waiting in that shivery, 
shadowy room, but her legs were growing wobbly and her arms were 
feeling twitchy and she was ready for something to happen. 

“Is your king always this cuddly?” Ro asked Nubiti—louder than 
she should have. 

King Enki laughed. “Oh, I assure you, I am far from cuddly.” 

He stomped his foot, and a low rumble reverberated through the 
room, followed by the sound of crumbling earth. 

It was too dark to see the crack heading for Ro until the ground 
beneath her feet had already fallen away—but somehow the ogre 
princess managed to leap to safety, tumbling into the shadows and 
stopping with a painful grunt, followed by a lot of spitting and 


coughing. 


“Anyone else have anything they want to say?” King Enki 
challenged. 

Councillor Liora stepped toward him, and her glowing clasp 
illuminated enough of her face to show the tension in her expression 
as she dipped her head in a bow and told the dwarven king, “Only if 
you'll allow me to fully express our gratitude for your hospitality.” 

King Enki inclined his head for a long second, and Sophie found 
herself holding her breath until he said, “You may.” 

Liora dipped her chin again and launched into a list of such 
exaggeratingly magnanimous praise that Sophie wondered how Liora 
managed to say it all with a straight face. 

“I'm sorry,” Nubiti whispered, suddenly at Sophie’s side. The tiny 
dwarf’s voice was barely audible when she added, “My king is in a very 
strange mood today. I suspect his crown is affecting his temper.” 

“Ethertine can do that?” Sophie asked, careful to keep her voice 
hushed. 

Nubiti nodded. “It’s been known to heighten emotion and dull 
inhibition—at least for those in my species. Something about the way 
the light affects our eyes... It’s why some choose to adorn themselves 
with it in battle—though I’ve never seen my king with that headpiece 
before. He must be very worried for our people.” 

None of that was good news. 

But Sophie tried to set aside the fear and focus on the useful 
information. “So ethertine affects every species differently?” 

“We’re all unique creatures, aren’t we?” Nubiti countered. 

They were. 

And that could mean that Sophie was right about the theory slowly 
pulling together in her brain—but it also sounded so absurd that she 
needed a deep breath before she whispered, “Do you think, on an elf, 


ethertine might work like... mind control?” 


Nubiti dragged her foot slowly through the sand. “Your species is 
very sensitive to light—more sensitive than any other. And your minds 
are known for their power. So... anything is possible.” 

It was... 

“And ethertine is really made of starlight and lightning?” Sophie 
asked. 

“That’s one of the common stories,” Nubiti told her. “But if that 
were true, every thunderstorm with a break in the clouds would create 
more, and ethertine is incredibly rare. So I think it must require a 
specific kind of starlight.” 

“You mean quintessence,” Sophie guessed. 

“That has always been my presumption—more so now that I better 
understand the origin of magsidian.” 

“So... ethertine from quintessence, and magsidian from 
shadowflux,” Sophie said, mostly to herself. 

And if Lady Gisela wanted to control a Shade... 

“Im going to check on the other group,” Nubiti said as Sophie’s 
mind raced through the possibilities. “I'll be moving back and forth 
between you as needed. Hopefully you’re never both in dire straits at 
the same time...” 

“Hopefully they're never in dire straits—period,” Flori corrected 
from somewhere in the nearby shadows. 

“Of course.” But Nubiti’s grim tone made it clear how little hope 
she held for that. “Stomp in your regular pattern if you’re in trouble 
while I’m gone,” she told Sophie. “P1 check back as soon as I can.” 

She dived back into the ground, disappearing without a word. 

And then there was silence. 

Restless, endless silence. 

Stretching so long that Sophie realized they surely had to be past 


the Neverseen’s deadline. 


And still, there was nothing—and Sophie wondered if she should 
reach out to Fitz telepathically, to see if his group had seen or learned 
or discovered anything. 

But the thought of hearing his voice in her head made her chest feel 
much too heavy. 

“Think the Neverseen are playing with us?” Maruca called from the 
darkness after several more painfully long minutes. 

“Oh, Pm sure they are,” Wylie muttered, the glow from his circlet 


swaying slightly, as if he were shaking his head. “I wonder if we should 
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Blaring sirens cut him off—and the high-pitched wails stabbed 
Sophie’s ears like tiny needles. 

“What is that?” Councillor Noland shouted as three of the king’s 
guards locked arms in the dim glow near the door to form a furry 
barricade. 

Sandor and Ro appeared behind them, their blades glinting in the 
flickering light. 

“That is a warning alarm that Nubiti installed at the main entrance 
of the marketplace,” King Enki explained. And he seemed so calm—so 
steady—as he stood before his throne with the glow from his crown 
making the magsidian shimmer all the more. 

He didn’t even flinch as a second siren joined the other, adding 
shrill, screechy sounds to the headache-triggering din. 

“And that’s the alarm Nubiti installed at the market’s back gate,” 
King Enki informed them. 

“Does that mean we're in the wrong place?” Maruca yelled to 
Sophie. 

“Or it means they’re coming for us next,” Wylie reminded her. 

“Take cover!” Sandor ordered—but there was no way that Sophie 


was hiding. 


She pulled two throwing stars from her pockets, aiming them 
toward the door. 

Waiting. Waiting. Waiting. 

But the door stayed safely barricaded. 

Not even a thump on the other side. 

And a third siren blared to life with a series of painful squawks. 

“Additional alarm in the heart of the marketplace,” King Enki told 
them. 

And still nothing happening at the Grand Hall. 

“Shouldn’t we go help them?” Maruca asked, voicing the question 
that Sophie was pretty sure they'd all been thinking. 

And Sophie had no idea—she’d been so certain that the Neverseen 
would come find them that she’d never considered a backup plan. 
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“I think we should go!” Maruca decided, and her silhouette sprinted 
toward the door. 

“Wait!” Sandor commanded, waving his sword to block her as he 
sniffed the air. “Something’s... shifted.” 

“You're feeling that too?” Ro asked, ducking into a crouch and 
pointing her daggers toward the darkness. 

“It’s the shadows,” Flori added—and Sophie followed her voice to a 
spot behind King Enki’s throne. Flori’s huge gray eyes shone in the 
darkness—looking so heartbreakingly sad as she said, “I should’ve 
seen this.” 

Then the alarms went silent. 

And all the shadows shifted—the entire room lightening. 

Brightening. 

Revealing three black-cloaked figures in front of the throne. 

“Finally,” Lady Gisela said, tossing back her hood and offering a 
cold smile as her eyes met Sophie’s. “I wondered how much longer it 


would take you to notice us. Now, where’s my son?” 


FORTY-EIGHT 


YOU GUYS CAN STAY RIGHT there!” Maruca shouted at the Neverseen, 
and Sophie squeezed her eyes shut as a searing white flash shredded 
the darkness. 

She held her breath, counting the next few seconds—waiting, 
waiting, waiting to see if the light would trigger a reaction from the 
magsidian. 

And when she made it to ten with no fiery explosions, she opened 
her eyes, and... 

Safe. 

It was a strange word to think, given their current situation—but it 
mostly summed up what Sophie felt when she saw that Lady Gisela and 
both of the other cloaked figures were now trapped under Maruca’s 
force field. 

She just wished Lady Gisela would’ve looked a little more upset 
about it. 

Instead, Lady Gisela clapped her hands and said, “Well! This is a 
surprise! And once again—bravo for your brilliant recruiting, Sophie. 
You found yourself a Psionipath—those are very hard to come by! I 
would know—I’ve been looking. Maybe someday Pll take this one...” 

Maruca’s smile glinted in the light of her force field as she told Lady 
Gisela, “Try it.” 

But Sophie’s eyes locked with Wylie’s, and she knew he was feeling 
the same sickening dread that she felt. 


Especially when Lady Gisela told Maruca, “Maybe I will,” before she 
turned back to the two cloaked figures trapped under the glowing 
dome with her. “Then again, you might be a little too inexperienced 
for me.” 

“Uh, I caught you, didn’t I?” Maruca argued. 

“Did you? Am I trapped?” Lady Gisela wondered. “Or am I just 
enjoying some rather convenient protection from Sophie’s inflicting?” 

“I don’t like this,” Ro whispered in Sophie’s ear—and Sophie barely 
managed not to squeal, wondering when the ogre princess had snuck 
up beside her. “She’s way too happy to be under that little shield,” Ro 
added. “So I say you tell your girl to drop her force field and let me and 
Sandor take them down. We should have them on the ground in 
seconds—and if things get weird, you do your rage-girl thing. Either 
way, we save all the talky talk for once Lady Creeptastic is locked in a 
cage.” 

It was actually a smart plan. 

But before Sophie could give Maruca the suggestion, Lady Gisela 
called out, “Whatever you and the princess are plotting over there, 
Sophie, I wouldn’t recommend it. Clearly you haven’t noticed how off 
your Psionipath’s aim was.” 

“Psh, my aim was perfect!” Maruca snapped back. 

“It was,” Lady Gisela agreed. “For me. You trapped us in here with 
some very handy hostages. Show them, Tam.” 

Sophie was too stuck on the word “hostages” to feel the full impact 
of the name—until the shadows within the force field shifted, 
revealing the reality of their situation. Then her stomach lurched and 
her heart stopped and her head was pounding, pounding, pounding— 
and Sophie didn’t want to know which one of the black-cloaked figures 


was her friend. 


Because the figure on Lady Gisela’s left had a dagger pressed 
against King Enki’s throat. 

And the figure on Lady Gisela’s right held a dagger to Flori. 

“I think we all understand the situation a little better now, don’t 
we?” Lady Gisela asked as Sophie tried to remind herself, Tam’s being 
controlled. 

It wasn’t him doing this horrible thing. 

It had to be the ethertine. 

He didn’t have a choice—even if another part of her brain was 
screaming, THERE'S ALWAYS A CHOICE! 

“Ah ah ah,” Lady Gisela said as Maruca raised her arms. “No 
unraveling my precious force field—not unless you want the dwarves 
to be without their king, or Sophie to live without her favorite little 
gnome. That’s how hostages work—in case you didn’t realize. Now you 
have to do what I tell you or...” She nodded at the cloaked figures, and 
they pressed their blades even farther into King Enki’s and Flori’s skin. 

Maruca’s hands curled into fists, and her eyes were so wild with 
panic and fury and regret that Sophie stole a second to transmit to her, 
This isn’t your fault. Accidents happen. You were trying to help, and no one 
blames you. Just try to stay calm now, okay? 

She didn’t have time to see if Maruca nodded, because Lady Gisela 
was telling Wylie, “No Flasher tricks either. And don’t look so 
devastated, Sophie—this is honestly a good thing for everybody. I'd 
imagined we'd be stuck fighting a big annoying battle until all of you 
were sufficiently subdued. This was such a time-saver! And if you feel 
that rage of yours brewing, perhaps you should remind yourself that 
right now, no one’s gotten hurt—and you can keep it that way if you 
cooperate.” 

“Cooperate how?” Sophie spat back, meeting Floris eyes and 


mentally promising to get her out of this. 


Lady Gisela clicked her tongue. “That doesn’t sound like the tone of 
someone ready to play nice. So let’s do a quick show-and-tell to make 
sure you fully understand the stakes—especially you three in the silver 
over there!” She waved at the three Councillors before stomping her 
foot in a very specific pattern. 

Five dwarves burst out of the floor near the Grand Hall’s entrance. 
And when they stomped their feet, cracks snaked every direction until 
the room was a maze of deadly pits and ledges. 

“Is that clear enough for you?” Lady Gisela asked, pointing to the 
deep gouge in front of Sophie, which had stopped mere inches from 
her toes. “Are we ready to have a nice, calm conversation about the 
fact that I gave you one very clear, very simple instruction and you 
thought it would be fun to disobey me?” 

“See, but there isn’t much to say,” Sophie told her, feeling her 
confidence return—because this was why she hadn’t let Keefe come 
with them. 

This was what always happened when they faced the Neverseen. 

They'd make a mistake, or a small miscalculation, and the 
Neverseen would seize the advantage. 

But there was nothing to seize. 

Lady Gisela could make all the threats she wanted—cause all the 
theatrics. And Vespera was welcome to show up too. Or Gethen. They 
could have a great big Neverseen reunion. 

And nothing would change the fact that Keefe wasn’t there. 

Sophie mentally repeated the reminder as she tapped her foot, 
trying to be subtle with the motion. 

She had no idea what was happening in the marketplace, or how 
much danger the group over there was in. But surely if Nubiti was 


busy, there were other dwarves she could send as backup. 


Lady Gisela sighed. “I don’t understand why you insist on being so 
afraid of my son’s legacy, Sophie. I’m trying to give him the best life— 
the best world—I can possibly give him. That’s what parents do. We 
reach for the stars for our children.” 

Sophie snorted. “This isn’t about Keefe—this is about you! You’re 
so desperate to be right about whatever creepy thing you're planning 
that you'll do anything to keep it going. No matter how much it hurts 
your son—or how clear he makes it that he wants nothing to do with 
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you. 
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“He doesn’t know what he’s resisting!” Lady Gisela argued. 

“Thats because you keep refusing to tell him!” Sophie snapped 
back. “It’s almost like you know he'll still reject it—and reject you.” 

“What a strange conclusion for the moonlark to come to,” Lady 
Gisela murmured. “You’ve never rejected your creators, have you? And 
they made you their experiment.” 

Sophie had to laugh at that. “You love to get all high and mighty 
about how you’re not like the Black Swan. But at least the Black Swan 
lets me have a choice in what happens to me! Oh, and by the way—that 
treatment you did to yourself and Lord Cassius? That totally counts as 
an ‘experiment.’ And I’m sure whatever you're planning to do next is 
even worse. So you can stop deluding yourself. You’ve been 
experimenting on your son his entire life.” 

Lady Gisela shook her head. “Trust me, there’s no delusion. Project 
Moonlark twisted and tweaked your genetics until you became 
something other. And the Black Swan may be okay with that—but I 
would never do that to my child. All stellarlune does is use the natural 
forces in our world to bring out someone’s full potential!” 

“Stellarlune?” Sophie repeated, trying to stay focused—trying not to 
glance at the blond, ringleted Councillor across the room to see how 


she was reacting to all of this. 


Lady Gisela smiled. “I see what you're doing, Sophie. Stalling. 
Keeping me talking. Hoping Ill say too much, all while waiting for the 
others in the marketplace to come save you. But I assure you, Vespera 
is keeping them very busy. Her plans are always so much more 
convoluted than mine.” 

“Right, because this isn’t convoluted,” Wylie muttered, waving his 
arms around the room. “And I love how you’re totally ignoring the fact 
that your boy’s not here.” 

“He’s not.” Lady Gisela turned to glare at Sophie. “And clearly 
you're very proud of the stand you've taken.” 

“Tam,” Sophie agreed. 

“And yet, for all your bluster, you failed to consider that I might be 
stalling as well. And you forgot the most important truth.” Lady Gisela 
stalked to the edge of the force field before she added, “I know my son 
way better than you do. That’s why I left him his own message.” 

Ro groaned and muttered a string of words that seemed to cover 
every ogre insult ever created. “I'll kill him.” 

“Tm sure you'll try,” Lady Gisela told her, stomping her foot again, 
making two more dwarves crawl out of the floor. 

And with them was a sand-crusted, disheveled blond guy who was 
very clearly not tied up or restrained in any way. 

Keefe coughed a few times and shook the dirt out of his hair before 
he stole a quick glance at Sophie. And his smile looked more sad than 
sheepish as he shrugged and told her, “Couldn’t let you have all the fun 


without me.” 


FORTY-NINE 


YOU PROMISED!” SOPHIE SHOUTED AS Ro screamed, “WE HAD A 
DEAL!” 

“I know.” Keefe shuffled his feet, tapping his toe against the floor as 
the dwarves who'd dragged him there disappeared into the sand. “I’m 
sorry.” 

“That’s it?” Sophie glanced at Ro, wondering which one of them 
looked more eager to launch a dagger at Keefe’s head. 

“That’s all you have to say?” Ro added. 

And Lady Gisela must’ve seen the murder in their eyes because she 
clapped her hands and called out, “All right, everyone—take a deep 
breath! Let’s not forget that there are hostages to consider! So keep 
those weapons tucked away. And I don’t like the way that some of you 
are trying to move right now either—especially you three.” She 
pointed to the Councillors, who'd been silently skirting the perimeter 
of the Grand Hall, moving toward the door. “Wishing you could go 
back to cowering in your crystal castles?” 

“As opposed to cowering behind a force field?” Councillor Noland 
shouted back. 

“Wait—what hostages?” Keefe asked. 

And then his eyes seemed to notice, for the first time, the daggers 
being held at Flori’s and King Enki’s throats—and he stumbled back, 
shaking his head. 

Sophie assumed he was fighting the same mix of frustration and 


horror and disgust that she was. 


But Keefe had focused on the piece she'd missed. “You’re holding 
the DWARVEN KING hostage?” he shouted at his mother. “In the 
middle of HIS CITY? Right by HIS THRONE?” 

Lady Gisela shrugged. “It'll be fine, so long as you cooperate.” 

Keefe whistled. “Yeah, keep telling yourself that. You’re in a way 
bigger mess than we are.” 

Sophie had to agree—but she couldn’t share Keefe’s smugness. 

The Neverseen rarely made mistakes—and when they did, they were 
disasters. 

Vicious, bloodthirsty newborn troll-level disasters. 

And now they had a dwarven king being held at knifepoint. 

And while King Enki was being shockingly quiet and submissive for 
the moment—surely it was only a matter of time before his guards 
came charging in. 

What if they blamed her and her friends, since one of them had 
made the force field that first trapped him? 

Would the Councillors be able to smooth over a situation that 
fraught? 

“Oh, stop with the wide-eyed-glancing-over-your-shoulders-with- 
panic thing,” Lady Gisela told her. “You look as pathetic as your little 
friends cowering behind your goblin—who’s supposed to be protecting 
you, isn’t he?” 

“Don’t worry about me,” Sophie told her, glad to see that Sandor 
had positioned himself between Wylie and Maruca, since she had Ro 
near her. “You’re the one who’s going to be facing down an army of 
angry dwarves. Is all of this really worth it?” She waved her arms 
around the damaged throne room, imagining the depths of King Enki’s 
fury. “Whatever crazy thing you’re planning—” 

“There’s nothing crazy about this!” Lady Gisela corrected. “Though 


those who lead the charge are often seen as such. And I'll endure the 


scorn, and the risk, and the sacrifice, and the work, because I’m 
building something lasting. I’m building a—” 

“If you say ‘legacy’ right now,” Ro interrupted, “I’m seriously going 
to hurl—and it won’t smell good, so others will follow, and it'll be a 
great big barf-fest. And usually I’m all for that! But... you’ve got a knife 
pressed to my sweet little gnome-y friend’s neck, so Pd rather we all 
stay focused, okay? At least till the army of angry dwarves gets here.” 

“Shouldn't be too much longer!” Keefe added. 

Lady Gisela smiled. “Oh, but it will be—because that army is 
currently very, very busy in the main marketplace, thanks to Vespera’s 
intricate little plan. Her style’s a bit much. Though she has a true flair 
for the dramatic—but you know that already, don’t you, Sophie? PI 
admit, I’m a little surprised that you haven’t so much as asked about 
your other friends. You really should be much more worried.” 

“They can handle themselves,” Sophie assured her, choking down a 
tiny stab of guilt. 

Lady Gisela smirked. “You mean like your group? You lasted, what? 
Thirty seconds? Long enough to form one very foolish force field and 
end things before they even began?” Her smile widened when Maruca 
hung her head. “And now here we are, me in complete control and—” 

“I wouldn't exactly call this complete control,” Keefe corrected, 
“since, you know, the second you tell Tammy Boy to lower that force 
field, you’re going to have to face the wrath of Foster’s inflicting— 
which, bad news for you, is even more powerful when I’m here. Why 
do you think I decided to stop by?” 

“That’s why?” Sophie asked, reeling toward him. “Seriously?” 

“Much as I’d love to watch my son try to dig his way out of that,” 
Lady Gisela jumped in, “that’s not why he’s here—nor is it because of 
any threat you think I made in the note I left him. Or whatever mind 


games you think I’ve played. The simple truth is, my son is here 


because deep down he wants to fulfill his legacy. He wants to become 
everything he was made for.” 

“Wow, you know me so well,” Keefe deadpanned. “Please, tell me 
more about my hopes and dreams.” 

“Go ahead, hide behind your sarcasm and your attitude,” Lady 
Gisela told him. “I see the truth in you, Keefe. I always have. You’re an 
artist. A visionary. And you know the future I’ve created for you is your 
chance to be on the right side of history.” 

Keefe blinked for a second, his mouth forming several different 
words before he choked out a laugh. “A visionary. Sure—that’s exactly 
why I’m here.” 

“Then why are you?” Sophie asked again. “Why couldn’t you just 
keep your promise?” 

Keefe sighed and shuffled his feet. “I... kept thinking about what 
you said—about wanting to come to Loamnore on our terms. And I 
realized that in all your talk about taking a stand, you never said 
anything about an exit strategy. So I thought I’d bring you one just in 
case—and... it looks like we’re going to need it. Good thing Linh has 
dwarven bodyguards.” 

The words were still swimming through Sophie’s head when he 
tapped his toe again, and she finally realized what he was doing. 

Dwarven bodyguards. 

A signal. 

And sure enough, the floor rumbled, and two dwarves burst into the 
room—directly under Maruca’s force field—and before Lady Gisela 
could finish shouting, “Stop them!” the new dwarves grabbed their 
king and Flori and dived back into the sand. 

Safe. 

“There go your hostages!” Keefe taunted while Lady Gisela turned 
to the cloaked figure on her left and told him, “NOW.” 


Then everything went dark. 

The force field. 

Sophie’s and Wylie’s circlets. 

The Councillors’ cloak pins. 

The sconces by the door. 

It was disorienting. 

Overwhelming. 

And Sophie wanted to run—wanted to hide—but this was her 
chance. 

Focus, she told herself, opening her mind, searching for Lady 
Gisela’s thoughts. 

If she could find her, she could inflict, and this would all be over. 

But the darkness was so thick, it seeped into her consciousness. 

Making her eyes heavy. 

Her mind foggy. 

“Is that all you’ve got?” a new voice asked—one that felt familiar, 
but Sophie’s cloudy brain couldn’t place it, until a blazing ball of 
orange flared to life, stinging Sophie’s eyes and filling the room with 
heat and light from a flickering fireball hovering over the hands of a 
girl who wasn’t supposed to be there. 

“Did I not mention?” Keefe called from somewhere in the shadows. 
“I brought friends.” 

“And fire beats darkness—every time,” Marella added, her smile 
glinting in the light of her flames. 

“Does it?” Lady Gisela called—and Sophie tried to track the sound 
of the voice, now that her head was clearing. 

But the fire was snuffed out, and the sleepiness settled in and— 

Another new voice shouted, “Stop it, Tam!” 

Sophie was pretty sure every person was thinking the same 


question. 


But the only voice that whispered it out loud was dark and haunted. 

A ghost in the shadows. 

“Linh?” 

The darkness thinned, and a black-cloaked figure melted out of the 
shadows, tossing back his hood as he strode forward, and another 
fireball flashed to life—blue this time, and casting a wide enough glow 
to reveal Linh standing next to Marella, still shaking sand out of her 
hair. 

“How are you here?” he whispered, his silvery eyes turning glassy. 

“Our bodyguards,” she told him, reaching out to gather his tears, 
letting them shine through the air around them. “And Keefe.” 

The room dimmed again. 

Marella swelled her fireball brighter, and Linh grabbed her 
brother’s arm, not letting him disappear. 

“You shouldn’t be here,” he murmured. “I told you not to be here.” 

“I know,” Linh said, adding his fresh tears to the others. 
Surrounding them in their own kind of starlight. “But I am here. 
Because we’re stronger together.” 

“For the record, Hunkyhair,” Ro called from somewhere behind 
Sophie, “that was the answer you should’ve given.” 

“And much as I hate to break up this touching brother-sister 
bonding moment,” Lady Gisela added, her voice echoing around the 
room—everywhere and nowhere—“NEUTRALIZE THE 
HYDROKINETIC!” 

Tam straightened, his body turning soldier-rigid, and his eyes 
clouded as he raised his hands, opening his mouth, but... 

He shook his head and stumbled back—crying out in pain and 
curling his arms around himself and shaking, shaking, shaking. 

Linh scrambled toward him, but Tam raised his hands again, this 


time like stop signs. “Stay back! It’s not safe! I’m not safe!” 


He pulled down his sleeves, revealing the glowing bonds on his 
wrists—which definitely were brighter than King Enki’s crown. 

Sophie could barely look at them. 

And every time she tried, it felt wrong. 

“Think there’s any way a Flasher can break those things?” Sophie 
asked Wylie, who was already making his way closer—with Maruca 
and Sandor right behind him. 

“TIl try my best,” Wylie promised. 

“And it will never work,” an unfamiliar female voice told him. “Only 
the person who sealed the bonds can unseal them.” 

“And I’m guessing that was you?” Keefe called into the darkness. 

“It was,” agreed the voice, which had to belong to the other member 
of the Neverseen—who was clearly the person they needed. 

More fire, Sophie transmitted to Marella, and Marella made her blue 
fireball double in size. 

Heat licked Sophie’s cheeks as she searched the brighter space, 
relieved to finally see all of her friends. 

But there were still too many shadows and cracks and crevices. 

Keep her talking, Sophie transmitted to Keefe as she opened up her 
mind. 

She was finding this girl—now. 

And she was making her set Tam free. 

“That didn’t bother you? Treating someone like that?” Keefe called 
to the girl, obeying Sophie’s request. “Didn’t make you wonder what 
they'd do to you if they were willing to do that to him?” 

“You're wasting your time,” Lady Gisela told him. “Glimmer’s more 
loyal to our cause than anyone I’ve ever met.” 

“Glimmer,” Keefe repeated. “Wooooow. Okay, then. Howd you pick 


that name?” 


“Am I the only one wondering what we’re still doing here?” 
someone whispered in Sophie’s ear—arguably the last voice that 
Sophie wanted to hear. “This is a standoff now,” her biological mother 
informed her, “and our side seems to be out of moves—and King 
Enki’s surely rallying the troops. We need to get out of here.” 

“How?” Sophie whispered back. “Tam can’t leave with those things 
on his wrists, and Linh’s not going to leave her brother, and I’m not 
leaving anyone behind. And even if we had a fix for all of that, how are 
we supposed to get out of the city?” 

Keefe was right—they didn’t have an exit strategy. 

And his hadn’t worked. 

Which was strange. 

He'd dragged even more of their friends into danger—he wouldn't 
have done that unless they were essential to his plan. 

And all Marella had done was make a couple of flames. 

And all Linh had done was say hi to Tam. 

Was that really all that was supposed to happen? 

That was when she noticed the way Keefe kept shuffling his feet as 
he tried to draw out the conversation. 

The very deliberate, repetitive pattern—as if he were calling for 
more dwarves and nothing was happening. 

Which made her wonder how bad it was in the main marketplace. 

What was Vespera doing? 

It had to be something huge for King Enki to wait this long to come 
after the elves who'd pressed a knife to his throat. 

Bile soured Sophie’s tongue, and she wondered if it was a mistake 
that she hadn’t reached out to Fitz—but were they supposed to do that 
if things went bad? 

She closed her eyes, deciding it had to be better to know. 


But as she stretched out her concentration... she heard it. 


A low, audible rumble in the ground. 

“I guess that means it’s time,” Lady Gisela said, her voice echoing 
everywhere as the ground shook beneath their feet. 

“Time to find out what happens when you take a king hostage,” 
Councillor Liora told her. “Don’t expect us to speak in your defense.” 

“Oh, I won't,” Lady Gisela assured her as a dozen dwarves burst out 
of the floor—and a dozen more after that. 

And Sophie shouted to her friends, “Raise your hands!” 

Like humans did when they faced the police, to make it clear they 
posed no threat. 

It’s going to be fine, she told herself. Keefe’s the one who helped rescue 
him. 

Surely this is only between him and the Neverseen. 

But when she glanced toward the dwarven king—who now stood 
blocking the door—his eyes were fixed on her. 

And they were not friendly. 

He held her stare as he raised his leg and slammed his foot down 
hard enough to crack the floor and... 

Then there was chaos. 

And Sophie understood why humans loved to say “it was all a blur,” 
because her brain had no way to process what had happened. 

Screams and gasps and grunts and pain—but only for a few 
heartbeats—and then Sophie realized she was now on the floor, limbs 
bound, something heavy on her back. 

And she wasn’t the only one. 

She couldn’t turn her head much, but she could see Keefe and 
Maruca and Wylie and Sandor and Ro. 

Only Keefe was conscious. 

And Sophie’s mind fixated on the “how’—how the dwarves could 


strike so fast, so true, and take out their group in seconds. 


But when she found her voice, she shoved down those questions, 
focusing on the fact that she needed King Enki to know. “We weren't a 
part of this.” 

She expected him to argue. 

But he told her, “I know.” 

“Then why?” Sophie wondered, still trying to figure out the 
misunderstanding as King Enki crouched in front of her. 

“Your Council and your Black Swan have come to my city many 
times—telling me to trust them and no others. Begging for my help. 
My faith. My fealty. Offering their help in exchange, as if I haven’t 
noticed how many times they’ve failed. As if my people haven’t had to 
help them rebuild, over and over and over, after their defeats. As if I 
didn’t wonder if they ever had a victory. And then they came to me 
again, telling me they were now allies. Stronger. Smarter. And they 
told me the next attack would be in my city. Promised to stop it. Told 
me to trust. But they had no plan. And they sent me children. So I knew 
how it would end. And I made my own alliance. With the ones who 
win.” 

Sophie’s mouth went dry. 

And her heart pounded harder, harder, harder as she strained her 
neck, searching the prone figures around her for any sign of a black 
cloak. 

“Don’t struggle,” King Enki told her as she tried to twist free, 
reaching for the strength in her core. “And don’t dare use any of your 
abilities. Your friends are unconscious now—but I can finish them 
easily, starting with your goblin, ogre, and gnome.” 

Keefe barked a vicious laugh. “You’re seriously allying with the 
people who had a knife to your throat a few minutes ago instead of the 


people who helped you escape?” 


King Enki marched over to where Keefe lay struggling against the 
dwarf holding him. “If you think I couldn’t have knocked the Shade to 
the ground and stabbed him with his own weapon—or simply tunneled 
away—you re a bigger fool than I imagined.” 

“Then why...?” Sophie started to ask. 

But it wasn’t hard to figure out. 

Not with hindsight, at least. 

“You needed to wait for Keefe to arrive,” Sophie said, certain Lady 
Gisela was nearby listening. “So you let King Enki play hostage.” 

“It wasn’t my most clever improvisation—but it got the job done,” 
she agreed. “Though King Enki still owes me one more thing.” 

King Enki sighed. “If you go back on your word—” 
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“I won't,” Lady Gisela assured him. 

“Then so be it,” King Enki said, and Sophie twisted and fought, but 
it didn’t matter. She could only watch as he dragged Keefe over to his 
throne and dropped him onto the seat—then placed his crown over 
Keefe’s head. 

Keefe looked like he was trying to thrash and kick, but his body 
wouldn’t—couldn’t—move. 

“It’s the magsidian,” King Enki told him. “I carved new facets in the 
throne this morning to make it draw body heat. There’s no way you 
can resist the pull. So I'd save your energy. It sounds like you’re going 
to need it.” 

With that he stood tall and turned to Lady Gisela and said, “My debt 
is fulfilled—do your ceremony.” 

“It’s not a ceremony,” Lady Gisela corrected. “It’s a transformation. 


The beginning of a brilliant new legacy. And it starts now.” 
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So... MY LEGACY IS... KING of the dwarves?” Keefe asked, trying for a 
smirk—but it looked too much like a grimace. “Gotta admit, I did not 
see that coming!” 

And somewhere out of Sophie’s line of sight, there was a very loud 
sigh. 

“You really will make a joke out of anything, won't you?” Lady 
Gisela asked from the same direction. 

“Um, you just had King Enki shove me onto his throne and crown 
me—what else am I supposed to think?” Keefe argued. “Where is he, 
by the way? I feel like he owes me a bow—and an ‘As you wish, King 
Keefe!’” 

He tried to crane his neck to search the shadowy Grand Hall, but 
the pull of the altered magsidian throne must’ve been too strong to 
allow him the motion. 

Sophie wasn’t having much better luck with her own ability to 
move. 

The dwarf pinning her to the scratchy, sandy floor was 
hypervigilant—never lightening the pressure on her back and 
shoulders, even when it made Sophie cough. And the ropes binding 
her hands and feet were so tight, even the slightest twitch made them 
slice into her skin. 

Part of her wanted to thrash anyway. 

She could handle the pain. 


But... she was the only one from their group—besides Keefe—who 
was still conscious. And while she was sure that wasn’t an accident, 
she didn’t want to give Keefe’s mom any reason to change her mind. 

So she held still. 

Swallowing her questions. 

Thinking, thinking, thinking. 

Trying to come up with a way out of this. 

“The king left,” Lady Gisela told Keefe. “Said something about not 
wanting to witness the further desecration of a royal relic and dived 
into the floor—and I suppose I can’t blame him. It is a lovely throne. 
But I need the magsidian. And the ethertine in your crown. I had that 
made specially for you, by the way. Just for this. And it wasn’t easy. It 
was even harder convincing King Enki to wear it as his own to keep 
anyone from getting too suspicious. But it was worth it—everything 
came together, despite the few hiccups we had along the way.” 

“Am I supposed to say thank you?” Keefe wondered. 

“Yes, Keefe, you should. And someday, you will. For now, you’re 
welcome to keep hating me.” 

“Didn’t realize I needed your permission for that, but okay. Great!” 

Yet another sigh. “I resigned myself to the role of the ‘bad guy’ long 
ago, Keefe. It’s unfair. And inaccurate. But if that’s how you need to 
see me to process what’s about to happen—so be it.” 

“Uh, it’s not about what I need. Like... are you seeing this situation? 
You attacked all my friends. Left them all unconscious over there—” 

“Not all of them,” Lady Gisela corrected. “Sophie’s still awake—for 
now. In case we need her.” 

Sophie’s heart stalled at the sound of her name. 

And there was no need to stay silent anymore, so she asked, “Need 
me for what?” 
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To ensure my son cooperates. 


There was a dark edge to the words that made it clear she wouldn’t 
be looking to Sophie for pep talks. 

“Now that we understand each other,” Lady Gisela said firmly, “we 
should get started. The deal I made with King Enki only buys me so 
much of his patience.” 

“What'd you have to give him?” Keefe asked. 

“Nothing you need to concern yourself with.” 

“Aw, come on—I’m curious! Like, whats the going price for 
ultimate betrayal these days? And was the ‘ruining your son’s life’ part 
of the fee—or was that just a fun bonus?” 

He nailed the joke almost perfectly—but Sophie still caught the hurt 
laced through it. 

And she wondered how his mother could reject it so easily. 

But Lady Gisela stalked closer—finally stepping into Sophie’s line 

of sight—and Sophie’s hands clenched into fists at the way she loomed 
over her son. “For the last time, I’m not destroying anything. I’m 
allowing you to become something vital. And I need you to accept that, 
because the harder you fight what’s about to happen, the more you'll 
suffer.” 
Sophie wonder if he’d be propping up his feet and slouching across the 
throne if he were capable of moving in that moment. “I’m supposed to 
—how did you put it? ‘Embrace the change’? Yeeeeeeeeaaaaaaaaah. 
Hate to break it to you, but... Pm not feeling very embrace-y. Thanks 
for playing, though!” 

Lady Gisela shook her head, grabbing his chin and pinching it as 
she angled his face toward her. “This isn’t a joke, Keefe. And it’s time 
for you to stop thinking that you have any control over what’s about to 
happen. You don’t. There’s no getting out of this. You can’t stop it. 


And neither can you.” 


She glanced over her shoulder at someone Sophie couldn’t see—but 
Sophie recognized the deep, weary voice all too well as Tam told Lady 
Gisela, “I’ve resisted the bonds before.” 

“Not for this firm of a command—but let’s also not forget that I 
have your sister right there.” She pointed roughly in Sophie’s 
direction. “She’s unconscious right now. But I can wake her up if you 
need motivation. Or maybe it would be better to make sure she never 
wakes up again—and you can drop those hands right now,” she added, 
shaking her head. Her eyes shifted to Sophie as she called out, “Are all 
boys this stubborn and angsty?” 

“Pretty sure they are when you’re holding them prisoner and 
threatening to torture their friends and family,” Sophie snapped back. 

Lady Gisela shook her head again. “Don’t you get it? That’s a gift. 
Freedom isn’t always as wonderful as we want to believe. Choice 
comes with responsibility. With consequences. With guilt. I’m sparing 
all of you from that—yes, even you, Sophie. Why do you think I went to 
such ridiculous lengths to leave you completely powerless? Do you 
realize how challenging that is? You have five abilities! Honestly, if 
you didn’t insist on working with friends, I’d probably never be able to 
thwart you. But all those moving pieces and variables give me room to 
play. It still takes time—this moment right now has been months in the 
making. And you’re lying there hating me. Surely still trying to figure 
out some way to resist me—which doesn’t exist, by the way— 
completely missing the fact that thanks to my hard work, you'll be able 
to go home tonight, comfortable in the knowledge that you truly tried 
your hardest and that it was simply an impossible situation. You’re 
welcome.” 

Keefe barked a bitter laugh. “That’s right, ladies and gentlemen. 
Mommy Dearest wants us to thank her for being so evil!” 


Lady Gisela rolled her eyes. “Never mind. Time to focus.” 


She waved Tam closer, and when he stepped into Sophie’s line of 
sight, it was impossible not to stare at his glowing bonds. 

Sophie knew how it felt to be powerless—but she couldn’t imagine 
how much worse it would be for someone else to have control. 

And not just anyone. 

Lady Gisela. 

Sophie’s insides squirmed just thinking about it. And she wondered 
how much it had cost Tam to give her that warning about Keefe. 

How desperate he’d been to avoid the exact situation they were now 
in. 

I’m sorry, Tam, she transmitted. This isn’t your fault. I hope you know 
that. No one’s going to blame you. 

He angled his face away, but Sophie could still see how hard he was 
blinking. 

And she wanted to say more, but Lady Gisela clapped her hands, 
demanding attention. 

“What’s about to happen couldn’t be simpler. On my command, 
Tam, you'll launch a bolt of shadowflux at the stone in the wall that I 
showed you earlier. You shouldn’t have to do anything else, but since 
this is all untested—and I’m assuming youd prefer my son to survive 
this—” 

“Eh, I don’t know if that’s a safe assumption,” Keefe interrupted. 
“Bangs Boy and I aren't exactly besties. Also, it’s super awesome 
hearing how ‘untested’ this is.” 

Sophie had gotten stuck on that same word. 

“Still trying to convince yourself this isn’t an experiment?” she spat. 

“Assuming you'd prefer my son to survive this,” Lady Gisela 
repeated to Tam, ignoring Sophie and Keefe, “you'll monitor the 
reaction and step in as needed. The command I'll be giving you is to 


rely on your instincts—” 


“And then you'll let me go?” Tam cut in. “That’s what you told me. I 
train with you. I hear you out about all your reasons. I do the thing. 
And then I’m done and my sister is safe and my friends are safe and 
these are gone”—he patted the bonds on his wrists—“and it’s up to me 
if I want to come back.” 

He stole a glance at Sophie after he said it, as if he were worried she 
might hate him for bargaining about this. 

What other choice do you have? she transmitted to reassure him. 

And she held her breath, whooshing it out as a sigh of relief when 
Lady Gisela told him, “Yes, Tam. That’s the deal.” 

“And did you just say ‘do the thing’?” Keefe jumped in. 

“What else am I supposed to call this?” Tam countered. 

Keefe considered that for a second. “Fair enough.” 
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“Yes, well, while Tam is ‘doing the thing,” Lady Gisela said with an 
eye roll, “Glimmer will send a bolt of light at the crown to activate the 
ethertine to balance the reaction.” 

“That’s what the crown’s for?” Sophie asked. 

She hadn’t meant to blurt out the question—and Lady Gisela 
must’ve guessed why she was asking because she told her, “Ethertine 
only affects Shades the way you're thinking.” 

And Sophie’s heart lightened ever so slightly. 

Everything was still terrible. 

This was still happening. 

But at least she wouldn’t have to wonder if that crown would 
somehow affect Keefe’s mind. 

“Back to what I was saying,” Lady Gisela added. “After Glimmer 
adds light to the reaction, it’s a waiting game—don’t ask how long, 
because I don’t know. And Keefe: You already know your job. You 
have to embrace the change. Don’t fight it. Don’t fear it. Even when 


there’s pain. Think of it as being forged by fire.” 


“Who's jealous of my life right now?” Keefe wondered. 

The panic hidden behind the joke nearly broke Sophie’s heart—but 
it also made her realize... 

Even if she couldn’t save Keefe from this— 

Maybe she could get them through. 

So as Lady Gisela showed Tam where to stand, Sophie stretched out 
her consciousness, making sure she had Keefe’s permission to slip into 
his mind. 

I'll be with you the whole time, she promised. I won’t let anything bad 
happen to you. 

Pretty sure you can’t control that but— 

Uh, yes I can. I mean... I can’t stop any pain—I wish I could—but... I’ve 
been in broken minds and lost minds and ogre minds and gnomish minds and 
so many other types of minds—and I’ve done healings and probes and all 
kinds of fancy Telepath things that will sound super boring, so I'll stop there. 
And the one thing I’ve seen over and over is that we all have... an inner sense 
of self. I’m probably not explaining this very well, but just... when I’ve had to 
heal people, THAT’S how I’ve done it. I just find that true piece of 
themselves and bring it back, and that makes them THEM again. So when 
this goes down, I'll be right here with you. And I’m not going to let you lose 
YOU. Trust the Telepath. My other abilities may let me down sometimes, but 
this one always comes through. 

They locked eyes across the room, and Sophie’s heart ached when 
he let his walls come down, showing her all the fear and fury and doubt 
and worry and hate he was feeling in that moment because of what was 
about to happen. 

Trust the Telepath, she repeated. 

I do. And she could feel how strongly he meant those words. I’m... 


really glad I met you, Sophie. 


Me too, she told him, hoping he could feel how much she meant it 
too. 

“Are we ready?” Lady Gisela asked, clapping her hands again and 
snapping Sophie back to the cold, shadowy reality of that dim, 
miserable room. 

But she could also still feel the warm hum of the mental connection 
between Keefe and her. Like their minds were holding hands—which 
might’ve been the goofiest, sappiest thought she’d ever had. But it 
helped her feel a little less devastated, seeing Keefe alone on that cruel 
throne that had been rigged to trap him there like flypaper, crowned 
with a responsibility he should never have to carry. 

She was pinned and tied up and too far away to reach him. 

But they could both still hold on. 

Hold on, she told Keefe, in case he needed the reminder too. I’m here, 
she added as Tam stepped into position. We'll get through this. Like I 
said: Trust the Telepath. 

I do, Keefe promised again. 

And because he was Keefe, his lips pulled into a smirk as he focused 
on the wary Shade standing across from him, and he said, “So here we 
are, Tammy Boy. It’s just you and me in this epic showdown we always 
knew was coming. Bangs Boy versus the Keefster.” 

Tam didn’t smile. 

And his voice was raw—almost ragged—as he told Keefe, “I tried to 
warn you.” 

“I know,” Keefe told him. “And I tried to listen.” 

“I know,” Tam said quietly. “And... here we are.” 

“Tm pretty sure it was inevitable,” Keefe agreed. “So I want you to 
know three things, okay? The truest things you'll ever hear.” He 
waited for Tam to nod before he told him, “Number one: I still don’t 


like you.” Tam’s lips twitched at that, but he stayed silent as Keefe 


added, “Number two: I will always make fun of your bangs.” That 
earned Keefe an actual smile. “And number three: I don’t blame you, 
okay? I get it. You have to do this. And I have to face my legacy. So 
let’s stop being angsty and get it over with.” 

Tam looked away, his eyes finding Sophie’s, and his expression was 
both an apology and a confession. But he didn’t need to give either. 

“Just... do the thing, Tam,” she told him. 

Sometimes the only way out was through—and she would get them 
through this. 

She had to. 

Had to. Had to. Had to. 

Tam nodded and raised his arms—then turned back to Lady Gisela 
and reminded her, “We have a deal.” 

“We do,” she agreed. “But you still have to hold up your end.” 

He nodded again. 

Then he took a very long breath, tugged on his bangs—hard—and 
told Keefe, “I’m so, so sorry,” as threads of shadowflux poured out of 
his hands. 

Tam twisted them into an arrow, checking his aim twice before 
launching it at the magsidian stone high on the wall, triggering a flash 
of eerie black lightning. 

The ricochets happened even faster than they had with Wylie’s ball 
of light—the dark energy turning the air shimmery as it blurred from 
stone to stone, showering Keefe with black sparks that fortunately 
didn’t seem to hurt him. 

Neither did the final swirling beam that blasted into the throne, 
shaking the room—the world—as it sank in. 

For one second nothing happened, and Sophie knew Keefe was 
about to ask if that was it. 


And then the throne... 


“Melted” wasn’t really the right word—but Sophie couldn’t think of 
anything better. She’d never seen anything like the sludgy black syrup 
that somehow dripped up instead of down. 

Keefe unleashed some creative words as it slicked around him, 
coating his legs. 

His torso. 

His chest. 

His body should’ve collapsed to the floor by then, but the liquid 
darkness kept him suspended—spinning him around in slow rotations 
as it coated every inch of him. 

Pooling thicker and thicker, like a goopy cocoon. 
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“Embrace the change,” Lady Gisela said as the inky oil oozed 
toward his face. 

I’m here, Sophie transmitted. And she could tell Keefe wanted to 
scream, but he didn’t want the shiny sludge to pour into his mouth. So 
he clamped his lips tight and squeezed his eyes shut as his handsome 
features disappeared into the goo. 

“Now, Glimmer!” Lady Gisela ordered, and the other black-cloaked 
figure stepped forward, blasting Keefe’s crown with a swirling beam of 
rainbow light. 

The metal melted into a blinding silvery syrup that trailed down 
Keefe’s face in thin streams, coating the darkness in thin threads. 

This looks as weird as I’m assuming it does, right? Keefe thought—and 
Sophie wanted to laugh and cry at the proof that he was still him. 

It definitely does, she admitted. I'll show you my memories later. It 
doesn’t hurt? 

Not yet. It’s just really cold and strangely sticky, and I’m going to shower 
for a year after this, but— 

The thought cut off as the darkness sank in, disappearing under his 
skin, making his limbs thrash and flail, and in his head Sophie could 


see the agony take over. 

His consciousness tried to flee from the pain—and she understood 
why. 

But she stayed with him. 

Hide if you need to, she told him. But I’m here. 

I’m here. I’m here. I'm here. 

And she was. 

Every time he retreated, her thoughts followed, sending him 
warmth and strength and reminders that this would soon be over. 

Soon. Soon. Soon. 

I’m here. I’m here. I'm here. 

And she was there the moment the darkness reached the deepest 
part of his consciousness. The raw, ragged space he'd tried to wall off. 
Embrace the change, Keefe, she told him. I won’t let you lose yourself. 

And she didn’t. 

She clung to the threads of him as the shadows poured in—filling 
every crack and cranny. 

Making everything smooth. 

New. 

And a blinding flash of light sealed it shut. 

Don’t go, Sophie pleaded as Keefe’s consciousness faded—terrified 
she might be losing him after all of that. 

Tired, he told her. 

And she was sure he was. 

But she didn’t want to let go. 

Tired, he repeated. Tired. Tired. Tired. 

And his head turned fuzzy and warm. 

Okay, she told him. Sleep now. I'll still be here. 

Sleep, he repeated. 


And his mind went silent. 


FIFTY-ONE 


How IS HE?” LADY GISELA asked as Sophie blinked back to the 
shadowy present and found Keefe’s mom leaning over her—definitely 
not who she wanted to see. “Don’t try to deny it, Sophie—I knew you’d 
use your telepathy to stay connected to him during the transformation. 
Why do you think I left you conscious?” 

“I thought that was so you could torture me if he wouldn’t 
cooperate,” Sophie snapped back. 

“Well... I didn’t say it was the only reason, did I?” Lady Gisela 
countered, with the kind of smile that made Sophie’s skin feel crawly. 
“My point was: Youre predictable. I knew you’d monitor Keefe’s 
thoughts today. Just like I knew you'd stage a standoff in this room— 
exactly where I needed it. All I have to do is not suggest something to 
you, and I can count on you to plan it for me, since you and I think so 
much alike. So, PII ask you again: How is my son?” 

For a second, Sophie’s brain got stuck on the whole “a creepy 
murderer says we think alike” thing and couldn’t decide if it was 
absurdly hilarious or utterly terrifying. 

But then she realized the much more important detail: She finally 
had a bargaining chip. 

“Untie me and I'll tell you,” Sophie offered. 

Lady Gisela pursed her lips. “Nice try. ’'ve experienced the wonder 
of your inflicting already—not interested in a repeat.” 

Sophie considered that. “What if I promise I won’t inflict? I mean 
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it,” she added when Lady Gisela raised an eyebrow. “Think about it: 


What good is inflicting really going to do for me? Even if I take you 
out, ld still have Glimmer to deal with, wouldn’t I? And how many 
dwarves are here—besides the one I’m really getting sick of, who’s 
pinning me right now? I’m guessing at least a couple—and more can 
pop out of the ground anytime. Not to mention I’m stuck in the middle 
of a city run by a king who’s already betrayed me, so...” 

Her stomach twisted as she realized how horrifyingly true all of that 
was. 

That had to win for The Worst Mess She’d Ever Been In, didn’t it? 

But she’d worry about that later. 

This was definitely a moment for one problem at a time. 

And right then, she wanted that stupid dwarf off of her back—and 
she wanted to move her arms and legs and get up from that scratchy 
ground to check on Keefe up close. 

And Lady Gisela looked like she still wasn’t ready to agree to that, 
so Sophie added, “Need I remind you that all of my friends are 
currently tied up and unconscious, and there’s no way I’m leaving 


them behind? And Keefe can’t even survive a light leap right now, and 
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“He can’t?” Lady Gisela interrupted. 

Sophie shook her head. “You just filled his body with an insane 
amount of freaky darkness and weird light—do you really think his 
body can break down and not fade away?” 

“Probably not...” Lady Gisela murmured. And as the blood drained 
from her face, Sophie realized she’d just found her first real advantage. 

Lady Gisela had a flaw in her exit strategy. 

A pretty massive one. 

It also confirmed that Lady Gisela had been planning on taking 
Keefe with her when she left—and there was no way Sophie was letting 


that happen. 


All the more reason she needed to get back on her feet. 

“So, see?” she said. “You don’t have to worry about my inflicting. 
And if you untie me and get this dwarf off of my back, Pll tell you what 
I saw in Keefe’s head during your creepy experiment.” 

“It wasn’t an experiment!” Lady Gisela corrected. “It was a 
transformation.” 

“Yeah, well, I almost lost him during that transformation—several 
times. And when the shadowflux sank in...” 

“Yes?” Lady Gisela prompted when Sophie didn’t finish. 

Sophie shook her head again. “Untie me and I'll tell you. Otherwise 
forget it.” 

Lady Gisela huffed out a breath. 

She glanced toward where the throne used to be, and Sophie 
followed her gaze, feeling her heart sink when she saw Keefe’s 
crumpled position on the floor. 

His mom had left him there—limbs bent and twisted. Skin pale and 
sweaty. 

And his eyes... 

“What’s wrong?” Lady Gisela asked. 

But Sophie couldn’t answer. Her brain was too busy replaying the 
last things Keefe had said to her before his mind went quiet. 

Tired. 

Sleep. 

But he definitely wasn’t asleep. 

His eyes were wide open, staring unblinkingly at nothing. 

And even in the dim light, Sophie could see that he was breathing 
much too fast for someone sleeping. 

“What’s wrong?” Lady Gisela demanded. 

“I don’t know,” Sophie admitted, because this wasn’t just a 


bargaining chip anymore. “You have to get him to a physician—and 


you're going to need my help, since I’m the only one who can teleport.” 
Lady Gisela barked a sharp laugh. “Do I really look that foolish?” 
“Do you actually want me to answer that?” Sophie snapped back. 
“Do you think I like this idea either? Do you think I want to leave my 
friends tied up and unconscious?” 


Lady Gisela set her jaw. “I can’t let you teleport away with my son 
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“Look at your son!” Sophie interrupted. “Does he look okay to you?” 
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“He doesn’t,” a new voice agreed when Lady Gisela stayed silent. 

It took Sophie a second to realize it had to be Glimmer. And Sophie 
had no idea how to feel about that. Especially when Glimmer added, “I 
think you should listen to her.” 

“So do I,” Tam agreed, and Sophie wanted to smack herself for 
forgetting about him. 

She wasn’t completely alone in this nightmare after all. 

Tam proved how true that was when he told her, “Don’t worry, I can 
keep everyone here safe until they wake up. You just focus on getting 
Keefe to Elwin.” 

“TII need to get to the surface to teleport,” Sophie realized. And 
without Nubiti, she had no idea how to get through the King’s Path. 

“You should use the path we took,” Glimmer told her, sounding 
surprisingly genuine. “King Enki showed it to us—it’s a straight shot 
once you go down one level. I’m sure the dwarf holding you will take 
you down.” 
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“No, he won't,” Lady Gisela informed them. And there was a 
strange tone in her voice. 

Bitterness maybe? 

Frustration? 


“Why not?” Glimmer asked, beating Sophie to the question. 


Lady Gisela dragged a hand down her face. “Because it’s not part of 
our bargain.” 

“Your bargain,” Sophie repeated, realizing there was only one 
person Lady Gisela would be talking about. “You agreed to let King 
Enki keep the prisoners if he helped you trap Keefe on his throne.” 

“That was part of the deal, yes,” Lady Gisela admitted. “And he was 
particularly clear about wanting to make sure you were among them. 
So there’s no way that dwarf is letting me undo your bonds.” 

“There definitely isn’t,” the cruel little creature agreed, shoving 
Sophie’s shoulders harder into the sand. 

“But if you explained to King Enki that I’m the only one who can 
take Keefe...” Sophie stopped herself there, not sure she could bring 
herself to argue that Lady Gisela should bargain for Sophie’s freedom 
and leave the rest of her friends captive. 

And it wasn’t just her friends. 

There were three unconscious Councillors tied up on the floor near 
her—and there might be three more on the floor of the main 
marketplace. 

And more of her friends. Who she still hadn’t checked on—hadn’t 
really even thought of. 

And now she was thinking of abandoning them? 

But what else was she supposed to do—unless they could help? 

She could reach out to Fitz telepathically, explain what was 
happening, and... 

What? 

Expect them to come charging in to save the day? 

It was a lovely, lovely thought. 

But not particularly realistic. 

If her friends were in a position to help, they would’ve already been 


there. 


Plus, if she and her group had been overpowered so easily, the odds 
Were... 

“That wasn’t our deal!” Tam snapped, saving Sophie from finishing 
that devastating thought. 

“Oh, relax,” Lady Gisela told him. “I made an exception for your 
sister. You and she will be free to go with me and—” 

“That wasn’t our deal!” Tam insisted again. “You said my friends 
would be safe.” 

“Yes, well, technically they are. As far as I know, King Enki has no 
intention of killing them—well, maybe the Councillors, but...” She 
shrugged. “You can’t save everyone, Tam.” 

“Maybe not,” he admitted as the room slowly darkened. “But that 
doesn’t mean you stop trying.” 

The dwarf pinning Sophie shifted his weight, bracing for the new 
threat—and Sophie wondered if that meant Tam was already free of 
his bonds. 

But she should’ve known that Lady Gisela would never give up 
control until she absolutely had to. 

“This is not a moment to mess with me,” Lady Gisela warned, 
stalking closer to where Tam must’ve been standing. “I’m trying to 
figure out a way to help my son—I don’t have time for another one of 
your temper tantrums. So let me be very clear. If you make one more 
move against me—One. More. Move—I'll cancel our deal and keep you 
as my handy little Shade pet as long as I want.” 

Silence followed—the kind that grew heavier and heavier, until it 
felt like the whole room was being smothered. 

Then someone asked, “Shade pet?” 

But it wasn’t Tam. 


Glimmer. 


She was also the one to ask, “You'd seriously go back on your 
word?” 

“Of course she would,” Tam cut in. “That’s what I keep telling you.” 

“I know. But... I want to hear it from her,” Glimmer said—and the 
dwarf pinning Sophie shifted his weight again. 

Sophie took her chance to slide forward and twist—only gaining a 
couple of inches. But it was enough to give her a clear view of where 
Tam stood with his hands fisted at his sides. The light of his bonds 
flickered from his shaking, as if Tam was using every drop of his 
restraint to stop himself from lashing out at Lady Gisela—who stood a 
few feet away with her hands on her hips. 

Glimmer stood between them, still hiding behind her cloak and 
hood as she folded her arms and said to Lady Gisela, “You haven’t 
answered my question. Would you seriously go back on your word?” 

Sophie tried to guess how Lady Gisela would answer—but it wasn’t 
an easy question. 

A “no” canceled her threat. 

But a “yes” would make Tam even angrier. 

“The thing about being the leader of a movement,” Lady Gisela 
eventually told Glimmer, “is that you have to be willing to do anything 
to further the cause. Alliances. Bargains. These things only work as 
long as they're useful. Once theyre not... you make the necessary 
adjustments.” 

Another weighty silence followed. 

And this time Tam was the one to break it. 

“See what I mean now?” he asked Glimmer. 

Glimmer nodded. “Yeah, I think I do...” 

Lady Gisela blew out a breath, shaking her head. “I'll deal with you 


two later.” 


And that seemed to be the end of it as Lady Gisela turned away to 
pace. 

Until Glimmer called after her, “The thing is... I don’t think you 
will.” 

Lady Gisela spun back, but Glimmer had already grabbed both of 
Tam’s wrists, and her palms flared with a golden light so bright, 
Sophie had to squeeze her eyes as tight as she could. 

It took several blinks for her vision to focus—and then... 

There was Tam. 

Teeth clenched. 

Arms raised. 

Wrists bare. 

His bonds lay broken at his feet—and the dwarf pinning Sophie 
lunged for him. 

Glimmer whipped an orb of glaring blue light toward the dwarf, and 
the beast burrowed into the ground to shield his eyes. 

And Lady Gisela was fumbling in her pockets, likely searching for a 
weapon—but a bolt of shadows crashed into her chest, sending her 
tumbling head over feet, again and again, until she slammed face-first 
against the wall. 

“That one was for you, Keefe,” Tam said, turning to where Keefe 
still lay crumpled on the floor. “And this one’s for me.” 

Everything went black. 

And then there was only sound. 

Crunching and cracking. 

Snarls and skittering and rustling. 

Grunts and huffs and footsteps. 

And Sophie could only lie there, thrashing against her bonds and 


worrying every nearby noise was a dwarf, come to drag her away. 
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“Here,” Glimmer said, making Sophie shriek as she flashed a silver 
orb and appeared beside her, holding a dagger. 

She reached for Sophie’s bonds, and Sophie had to remind herself, 
This is the girl who set Tam free, so she wouldn’t panic. 

But... it was also the girl who'd turned Tam into Lady Gisela’s little 
Shade pet in the first place. 

And the dagger Glimmer was using was probably the same one 
she’d used to threaten Flori... 

So Sophie felt a lot better once the bonds were gone and the knife 
was safely tucked away. 

“Thank you,” she murmured, wishing she could throw back 
Glimmer’s hood and see who she was dealing with. For all she knew, 
this could be another trick—another trap. Someone pretending to be 
loyal and helpful and setting them up for a future betrayal. But her 
options were limited. The only choice right now was to take the risk 
and hope it wouldn’t blow up in their faces, because what mattered 
most was, “I need to get Keefe out of here.” 

Glimmer nodded. “Tam’s making sure no dwarves carry him away. 
And I can help you get closer. But without a dwarfs help, Pm not sure 
how to get you to the path we used.” 

“Well... I guess Pll have to take him through the King’s Path,” 
Sophie decided. “And run really, really fast.” 

And find her way through the maze without anyone to guide her... 

And fight through the nightmares and hallucinations without losing 
herself... 

“T guess that’s the only option,” Glimmer agreed, sounding even less 
optimistic than Sophie was trying to be. 

Glimmer snapped her fingers, and her silver orb drifted to Sophie, 
hovering over her shoulder like her own personal moon. 


“Follow my light, and it will guide you through the safest path.” 


“You're not coming with me?” Sophie asked her. 

Glimmer shook her head. “TIl stay here and guard your friends until 
they’re conscious.” 

Sophie flinched, wishing she hadn’t forgotten how many other 
people needed her. 

And she didn’t love the idea of leaving everyone’s safety in the hands 
of a stranger wearing a Neverseen cloak. 

But Sophie was in one problem at a time mode, and Keefe was her 
current project. 

So she followed Glimmer’s light across the cracked floor, barely 
missing several dwarves who tried to tackle her along the way. And 
when she made it to Tam, he’d already hefted Keefe over his shoulder. 

“We'll do the teary friend-reunion thing later,” he told her as he 
transferred Keefe to her arms—and it took Sophie a few tries to find 
the best position to hold him and channel extra strength to her 
muscles. 

“Going to try for the King’s Path?” Tam asked. 

“Unless you have a better idea,” Sophie said, holding out one last 
hope. 

But Tam shook his head. “I wish I did. Especially since I’m pretty 
sure King Enki’s waiting on the other side of the door. I keep hearing 
thumping—don’t you?” 

She hadn’t noticed it before, with all the other chaos, but now that 
he’d mentioned it... 

There was a noticeable THUMP! 

“Great,” Sophie mumbled. “Well... I'll try levitating over them.” 

“That could work,” Tam agreed, neither of them wanting to admit 
how impossible the plan was. “And if he catches you, we can try 
trading you for Lady Gisela. Maybe he’d go along, since it sounded like 


she’d made him other promises.” 


“So Keefe’s mom is still...2” she started to ask, not sure how to word 
it. 

“She’s alive,” Tam told her. “For now.” 

And there was really nothing else to say to that. 

THUMP! 

“Okay,” Sophie said, “time to take on an army of angry dwarves! 
This day just keeps getting better and better.” 

“Glimmer’s going to blast them with light when you open the door. 
It should blind them for a few seconds. And yes, you can trust her,” he 
added before she could ask. 

Sophie nodded, glad he was willing to acknowledge how shaky their 
alliance felt. “I’m guessing you know more about her? Like... why she 
was with the Neverseen?” 

And why Lady Gisela had said that Glimmer was more loyal to their 
cause than anyone she’d ever met... 

“I do,” Tam agreed. “I'll tell you more later. For now, Pll try to keep 
all the dwarves away from you as you head to the door.” 

“Thank you.” Sophie glanced at the pale, unconscious guy in her 
arms, reminding herself why they were sticking with this disastrous 
plan. 

Keefe’s eyes were still open, staring at nothing. 

His chest was still rising and falling too fast. 

THUMP! 

“Okay, here goes!” she said, and took off for the door, trying to pace 
herself, knowing she had a long journey ahead. 

And the first challenge turned out to be the door itself. 

It was huge. And heavy. And she didn’t see a handle anywhere. And... 

She was so focused on the door that she didn’t see the dwarf 
crawling toward her until they had already lunged—and with Keefe’s 


extra weight, dodging was impossible. 


The impact sent them tumbling, tumbling, tumbling—a tangle of 
legs and arms and fur—and Sophie tried to fight back, but she couldn’t 
let go of Keefe, and then she was pinned and— 

“It’s okay, Sophie!” the dwarf shouted. “It’s me. Nubiti!” 

“Nubiti,” Sophie repeated, needing another second for the panic 
and adrenaline screaming though her head to quiet. 

Nubiti. Nubiti. Nubiti. 

Except... 
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“Tm on your side!” Nubiti promised when she felt Sophie tense. “I 
know what King Enki did to you—if he even deserves the title of king 
—and I’ve been trying to—TAKE COVER!” 

She grabbed Sophie’s shoulders, barely managing to roll their 
tangled group away before something black whisked over their heads 
and exploded in a shower of shadowy smoke. 

“SHE’S ON OUR SIDE!” Sophie called out to Tam. “IT’S OKAY. 
HOLD FIRE!” 

“Wait—he’s on your side?” Nubiti asked when she realized who 
Sophie was shouting to. 

“He is. And so is the Flasher in the Neverseen cloak. Or, she says 
she is, and... Pm trying to trust her. She’s the one who broke Tam’s 
bonds so he could take on Lady Gisela.” 

Nubiti sighed as she stood. “It appears we’ve both been misreading 
the situation.” 

THUMP! 

Sophie tensed again—and Tam and Glimmer went back to their 
positions. 

Nubiti shook her head. “That’s not what you think it is. This is the 
problem with battle—you lose proper communication and...” 


Her gaze focused on Keefe, and her voice trailed off. 


“I need to get him to Elwin,” Sophie said, not bothering to get into 
the whole messy story because she’d realized something way more 
important. “You can take me to the better path! Glimmer said they 
used one that goes straight from here to the surface, but that I'd need a 
dwarf to take me down a level to use it. And since all the dwarves here 
were trying to kill us, I didn’t think it was an option, but now you're 
here! Please tell me you know what I’m talking about.” 

“I do,” Nubiti said, leaning closer to Keefe and waving a hand in 
front of his open eyes. 

He didn’t blink. 

“I can take you to that path,” Nubiti said slowly. “And I can distract 
the guards who patrol it as much as I can. But you will need to run very 
fast—and you'll be carrying—” 

“I can do it,” Sophie promised, refusing to share Nubiti’s worries. 

She’d just been given a much better chance of getting Keefe to 
Elwin, and she wasn’t going to waste it because of doubt. 

“PIL run faster than I’ve ever run before,” she added, saying the 
words out loud to make them real. “I’m getting Keefe to the Healing 
Center.” 

THUMP! 

“Ah yes,” Nubiti said, “I should let them in before you go—let them 
know this area’s been secured.” 

“Them?” Sophie asked, struggling to heft Keefe back into her arms 
and shift his weight to maximize running speed. 

And she assumed Nubiti was going to tell her about a loyal band of 
dwarves she’d been fighting with. 

But when Nubiti cranked open the door, it was one of those movie 
moments, where all of the heroes find their way back to each other and 
they can’t decide if they want to laugh or cry or make the biggest 


group hug ever. 


Because there, standing in the doorway, looking like they'd 
definitely been fighting some epic battles—but winning them—were 
Councillor Bronte, and Councillor Darek, and Councillor Zarina, and 
Woltzer, and Lovise, and Grizel. 

And Dex. 

And Biana. 

And Stina. 

And Fitz. 

Fitz. 

His eyes only held hers for a second—but it was enough for Sophie 
to see that he was alive, so she’d happily take it. 

And she tried to figure out the right thing to say to all of her friends 
—some sort of celebration and apology for forgetting to check in on 
them. 

But then she realized... 

None of them were smiling. 

None of them were really even looking at her—their focus instead 
on the pale, unconscious, blank-stared boy in her arms. 

And the devastation in their expressions was both a gut punch and a 
jolt of energy. Because it reminded Sophie of where she needed to be 
focusing. 

She'd save the hugs and stories for later. 

Right now... 

“Sorry, I have to go,” she mumbled. “Things... haven’t gone very well 
—though there has been one really good thing. But I’ll let Tam tell you 
about it.” 

“Tam?” Biana asked, her eyes scanning the room—and getting 
caught on all the unconscious forms spread across the floor. 

“Tam will explain that, too,” Sophie promised. “And tell you who 


Glimmer is. I have to go. I’m sorry.” 


She avoided all of their stares as Nubiti crouched to dig a hole in the 
sandy floor. 

But right before Nubiti dragged her in, Fitz’s accented voice filled 
Sophie’s head. 

You don’t have to be sorry, he transmitted. You’re doing the right thing. 
Take care of him, and we’ll take care of whatever else we have to deal with 
here. 

Thank you, Sophie transmitted back as the sand swallowed her 
whole, scraping and scratching and scuffing her skin raw while her 
lungs burned and burned, desperate for a fresh breath. 

But she barely noticed the discomfort, because Fitz sent her one 
more transmission. 

I’m glad you’re okay. And... I’ve really missed you. All of this is so much 
harder without you. 

I feel the same way, Sophie agreed. 

She wanted to say more, but the sand spat her back out, and she 
gulped down the fresh air, coughing bits of sand out of her lungs. 

“Honestly, I think I'd rather sink though mud,” she told Nubiti, 
shaking her feet, trying to get the sand off her boots—and then she 
lowered her voice to a whisper as she studied the long, empty hall 
stretching in either direction. “Is this the path?” 

Nubiti nodded, pointing to the left. “That will take you to the 
surface. I’ll go the other way and see if I can draw the guards to me.” 

“Okay, then,” Sophie said, not wanting to waste any time or 
strength on lingering or worrying. 

It was time to just... begin. 

She took one second to stare into Keefe’s unblinking eyes and 
transmitted, Stay with me. I’m getting you to Elwin. 

“Run fast, Sophie,” Nubiti whispered as Sophie hefted Keefe over 
her shoulder and took off down the hall, starting with a jog, giving her 


legs a moment to find their stride before she pushed them to go faster. 
Faster. 
Faster. 
Faster. 
She didn’t think about what might be behind her, or how much 
farther she had ahead. She just centered her mind on one foot in front 


of the other. 


Her muscles throbbed, and her chest heaved, and the hall echoed 
with scurries and hisses and screams—but she tuned it all out. 

Stay with me, Keefe. 

Stay with me. 

Stay with me. 

Almost there. 

And they were. 

The path curved enough to show her the exit—still forever away. 
But she could make it. 

Go. 

Faster. 

Stay with me, Keefe. 

We've got this. 

But some of King Enki’s guards had clearly been waiting for her— 
jumping out of the shadows. 

Stomping their furry feet. 

And the ground rumbled hard, nearly knocking Sophie over as 
cracks shredded the path ahead, trying to force her to turn around. 

But she’d come too far. 

Too far. 


Faster. 

Faster. 

Faster. 

She’d jump the cracks if she had to. 

Or levitate. 

Or... 

She didn’t finish the thought, because her instincts took over. 

Focusing on the friction of her feet. 

The rush of her sprint. 

The thrill of the speed. 

It felt like flying. 

No. 

It felt like falling. 

And with that thought, warm, tingly energy burst out of her mind, 
unraveling a tiny thread in the space in front of her, a gap just wide 
enough for her to charge through, and... 

She didn’t know how to describe it. 

Somehow she just sort of... skipped. 

One second the cracks were there. 

The next, they were already behind her. 

And when she pushed more energy out of her mind... 

She skipped again. 

And again. 

Farther leaps each time. 

The energy replenishing itself by the power of her sprint. 

And she realized she was no longer in Loamnore. 

She’d made it to the desert, kicking up clouds of sand as she ran. 

Which meant it was time to levitate, but... 


Maybe she didn’t need to. 


A fresh rush of warm energy flooded her brain. Fueled by the 
triumph of freedom and escape. And she shoved it out of her mind, 
telling Keefe, Stay with me, stay with me, stay with me, as a crack split the 


space in front of her and she charged into the void. 


FIFTY-TWO 


THE GOOD NEWS IS, HE’S alive,” Elwin said, snapping his fingers to 
form an orb of purple light around Keefe’s torso. “And his vitals are 
strong.” 

That was good news. 

And Sophie was grateful for every heartbeat and every rise and fall 
of Keefe’s chest—even if both were definitely a little too fast at the 
moment. 

She was also extremely happy that Bullhorn was paying them zero 
attention. Hed barely lifted his little banshee head when Sophie had 
stumbled into the Healing Center and handed Keefe over to Elwin. 

But. 

“What’s the bad news?” she asked, wrapping her arms around her 
knees and curling into a Sophie-ball. 

Elwin had made her lie down on the cot next to Keefe’s when he saw 
how wobbly she was from her crazy run. And of course he’d also 
insisted on checking her for injuries. 

But she was fine. 

Nothing to worry about. 

Except the fact that Keefe was still staring blankly at nothing. And 
when she'd tried listening to his thoughts, his mind was gray and 
silent. 

“The bad news,” Elwin said, running a hand down his face before 
adjusting his iridescent spectacles, “is that I have no idea what’s going 


on. I’ve never heard of the treatments you described. I mean... 


obviously Lady Gisela’s been playing with the elements, trying to 
affect abilities. And I’m assuming the reason she used magsidian and 
ethertine instead of pure shadowflux and quintessence is because the 
elements would’ve been more... I guess ‘organic’ is the word I’m 
looking for, since they’d fused with the earth when the stones were 
formed. And I think that was probably a smart call, by the way. I think 
that’s why I’m not seeing any echoes.” 

“None?” Sophie asked, sitting up. 

Recovering from her own echoes had been one of the hardest things 
she’d ever done. So if Keefe wouldn’t have to endure that... 

“See?” Elwin said. “More good news.” 

“It is.” And she tried to smile. 

But she still noticed the way Elwin’s frown deepened every time he 
flashed another orb of light and squinted through his spectacles. 

First blue. 

Then red. 

Orange. 

Yellow. 

Green. 

And Keefe just kept right on staring at nothing. 

“Is he in a coma?” she had to ask. 

Elwin shook his head. “I think it’s more that his consciousness is 
tucked away right now, because the rest of him is in so much flux.” 

“Flux?” Sophie repeated, hating that word. 

“Well... judging by all the shifts Pm seeing in his cells, I’m pretty 
sure he’s going through a kind of... transformation.” 

“Great,” Sophie mumbled, hating that word so much more. 

And she couldn’t stop her brain from flashing to the nightmares 
shed seen in Keefe’s head—the scenes that had reminded her too 
much of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. 


“Easy now, Miss Dramatic. For the record—I see these same kinds 
of shifts whenever anyone manifests. So my guess is, Keefe’s getting a 
brand-new ability.” 

That... sounded less scary—and matched the things Alvar had told 
them. 

But... 

“What ability?” she wondered. 

“I guess we'll find out when he wakes up.” 

Sophie sighed, telling herself not to cry—but her tear ducts 
wouldn’t obey. “I hate that his mom gets to change him like this.” 

Elwin sat beside her on the cot, offering her a soft handkerchief. 
“Okay, I’m usually not the one who has to say all the smart, pep-talky 
things. So bear with me on this, okay? The thing you have to 
remember is... everything changes us. Every day we live. Every person 
we meet. Every experience, good or bad. That’s what makes us who we 
are. What shapes our thoughts—our decisions. And the changes 
always work on two levels: what happened and how we respond. So, yes, 
this... is going to change Keefe—just like it’s going to change you and 
me and everyone else who cares about our favorite Lord Hunkyhair. 
But... that’s just what happened. We all still get to decide how we'll 
respond. And if I know Keefe, he’ll find a way to become even more 
awesome. Trust me, Sophie. Nothing will ever stop Keefe Sencen from 
being Keefe Sencen. Think of how many things have already tried.” 

And that... was probably the best point he’d made. 

Keefe had survived huge betrayals and years of mind games and 
abuse. 

And he'd still sounded like him before his mind went quiet. 

Just tired. 

Which made her wonder. “Do you think we should give him a 


sedative?” 


Elwin clutched his chest, then spun her toward him and flashed an 
orb of orange light around her head. “Okay, who are you, and what did 
you do with the sedative-hating Sophie Foster?” 

“I wasn’t saying for me,” Sophie reminded him. “I just know Keefe 
really wanted to sleep when it was all over. And that doesn’t look like 
sleep.” 

“It is and it isn’t. Its a kind of restful wakefulness—and yes, I 
realize those seem like opposite things. But that’s the only way I can 
think to describe it. And since I know so little about what’s happening 
to him, Pm a little reluctant to mess with it. I think it’s better to keep a 
very close eye on him and let this run its course.” 

“Wait—you’re not giving him any medicine?” Sophie asked. “Not 
even a painkiller?” 

“Tm not sensing any pain. And like I said, I don’t want to interfere.” 

Sophie slumped out of his grasp, curling into a ball again. “So... I 
brought him here for nothing.” 

Elwin snorted. “Gee, thanks.” 

“Sorry. It’s just... I left everybody in Loamnore because I thought I 
was helping Keefe—” 

“You did help Keefe.” 

“Yeah, but... not enough to make up for leaving my friends to face 
an army of angry dwarves without me—not that I was much help, 
honestly. Or any help.” She shook her head, resisting the urge to punch 
her pillow—that was never as satisfying as she wanted it to be. “I don’t 
get it. Sometimes I’m so powerful—like in London, when I inflicted. 


Or when I was running here, and I figured out this new way to teleport 
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“You did?” Elwin interrupted. 
She shrugged. “I think that’s what happened. I’ll have to test it later 


—but, so... How come I can do that—and then other times be basically 


useless? My plans fail—or are ‘predictable, apparently. Or I get 


overpowered by dwarves. Or I get sidetracked by the wrong things, or 
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“Okay, ’'m sensing that you could keep this Sophie-bashing going 
for quite a while, so I think it’s best to stop you right there. And first: I 
have to say, I love that in the same conversation, you can tell me you 
figured out a new way to teleport without really even trying and then beat 
yourself up for not being powerful enough. Sounds like someone’s 
expectations for themselves might be a little too high.” 

“But... Pm the moonlark!” 

“You know what, Sophie? I’m going to tell you something I don’t 
think people tell you enough, even if it means I’m going to have to be 
smart and pep-talky again. You are the moonlark. But you’re also 
Sophie Foster. A real person with real flaws and real limitations—and 
that’s not a bad thing! Honestly, if you got everything right all the 
time, youd probably be kind of annoying.” He grinned when her 
eyebrows shot up. “You know it’s true. No one likes a show-off. And 
you know what else you'd be if you did everything perfectly all the 
time? Boring. And you know that’s true too. Just look at the friends 
you've chosen. Are any of them perfect?” 

She wanted to say that Fitz seemed pretty close sometimes. 

But she wasn’t sure if they were still friends. 

That moment when she was leaving... the things he’d said... 

She wasn’t sure that was really enough to fix them. 

And she couldn’t decide how she felt about that. 

She also didn’t understand why things between them always had to 
be so fragile. 

And she definitely couldn’t believe she was obsessing about this 
when Fitz was probably still down in Loamnore fighting traitor 


dwarves. 


She really didn’t have the energy for an endless conversation with 
all of the gruesome play-by-play. But she had to know one thing. 

Are you safe? 

She transmitted the words over and over, wondering if they'd even 
reach him. She didn’t want to distract him if he was still in the midst 
of everything. 

But Fitz heard her. 

And he must’ve been just as worn out as she was because he 
transmitted back, Everyone safe. Please don’t worry. We'll talk soon. 

“Well,” Elwin said, standing and stretching, “I should hail your 
parents and let them know you’re here—and safe. Should I tell them 
you'll be staying here tonight?” 

“Is that okay?” Sophie asked. 

She knew she was definitely avoiding reality, and all the “what 
happened” conversations, followed by everyone asking her, “What 
now?” 

But she’d also promised Keefe she’d be there for him through this. 
And she wasn’t done yet. 

So once she’d assured her parents that she was fine and safe and 
sorry for not coming home and would tell them everything later—and 
of course that she loved them—she opened a tiny channel between her 
mind and Keefe’s. 

I’m here, she told him. 

He didn’t respond. 

But she didn’t need him to. 

She just wanted him to know she was there. 

So she told him about her new teleporting. 

And her conversation with Elwin. 

And how she was so scared for him—but also so proud of him—and 


that it didn’t matter if some things about him changed. 


He'd always be her friend. 

Always be Keefe Sencen. 

And when she couldn’t stay awake anymore, she let her eyes flutter 
closed. And in that last flicker of her vision, she saw Keefe’s eyes close 
too. 
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Keefe slept through the next day—and Sophie chose to stay in the 
Healing Center with him. 

And everyone else in the Lost Cities woke up to a forever-changed 
world. 

It definitely wasn’t every day that a dwarven king faced a 
multispeciesial Tribunal in Eternalia, where all twelve Councillors—as 
well as the leaders of the four intelligent species that had been affected 
by his crimes—unanimously voted that he be exiled for high treason 
and sentenced to the somnatorium. 

And since Nubiti had been the one to capture and overthrow King 
Enki, by dwarven law, she had inherited the dwarven crown. 

Queen Nubiti. 

The title had a nice ring to it—though Sophie wasn’t sure she 
wanted to picture her former bodyguard shaved bald. 

And Queen Nubiti’s first task would be to hunt down any dwarves 
who'd supported King Enki’s rebellion and see that they were properly 
punished for their treachery. Odds were, any remaining traitors had 
already fled to the Neverseen. But when Edaline came to check on 
Sophie after the Tribunal, she said that Nubiti had given an inspiring 
speech, vowing to prove that Loamnore was a haven for justice and an 
eager ally of all the other worlds. 

And Sophie was sure that Nubiti would do everything in her power 


to keep that promise. 


But it would be a long time before Sophie would ever want to go 
back to Loamnore. 

And yet, the Black Swan and the Council apparently followed the 
Tribunal with a rousing speech of their own, standing united before 
the crowd and claiming the events in Loamnore as a victory—which 
might have made Sophie throw her bottle of Youth across the Healing 
Center when Grady first told her. 

Victory? 

Didn’t they care about what had happened to Keefe? 

Or the fact that all of the Neverseen had gotten away again—except 
Glimmer, who didn’t count because she’d chosen to defect? 

And how about the fact that—in Sophie’s group, at least—the 
Councillors had done basically nothing, and the Collective hadn’t even 
been there? 

But then Edaline had gently reminded Sophie that her group had 
gotten Tam back, and that everyone who'd gone on the mission had 
also come home alive. 

And Sophie had begrudgingly admitted that those things did count 
for something. 

Plus, when Dex, Stina, and Biana stopped by to share their account 
of what had happened in the main marketplace, it did sound like a 
pretty clear win for their group—though it helped that Gethen and 
Vespera had left almost immediately. 

Stina and Dex were convinced their success was because of their 
“mad fighting skills and super-awesome gadgets.” 

But Biana had a different, much more interesting theory. 

Biana thought Vespera wanted her plan to fail—at least a little. 

After all, Lady Gisela had forced Vespera into their alliance, and 
Vespera had made it clear that they had opposite visions. So maybe 


Vespera had decided that the perfect moment to take control was 


when Lady Gisela was distracted by all of her grand schemes for her 
son’s legacy. It would explain why Vespera and Gethen had shown up, 
triggered every single alarm, said a bunch of half-truths to get 
everyone riled up, and then fled, leaving the dwarves to fight for them 
—which definitely didn’t have the spectacle and flair of Vespera’s 
usual schemes. And it would give Biana’s group time to finish up their 
fight and head over as backup against Lady Gisela. 

And if Biana was right—Vespera had almost gotten what she 
wanted. 

Tam had knocked Lady Gisela out—and bound her with shadowflux 
bonds. 

But somehow, Lady Gisela had still gotten away. 

Tam felt responsible, because he’d only bound her hands, thinking 
he was making her feel what shed done to him, and he hadn't 
considered that leaving her feet unbound would give her a chance to 
walk away if she regained consciousness. 

But Sophie couldn’t help wondering if Glimmer had something to 
do with it—and Sophie wasn’t the only one who thought that. 

In fact, after talking to all of her friends, it sounded like they wanted 
to know a lot more about the mysterious Flasher before they'd be 
willing to trust her—and Glimmer was being awfully secretive. 


1? 


“She won’t even take off her cloak!” Linh vented to Sophie the next 
morning, when she’d stopped by the Healing Center to check in. “She 
left the Neverseen two days ago, and she won’t even lower the hood. Pm 
ready to blast it off of her with a tidal wave.” 

Sophie smiled, watching Linh stomp back and forth. “Remind me 
never to get on your bad side.” 

But she definitely understood why Linh was being so protective. 

She’d just gotten her brother back. 


And Glimmer wouldn’t even give them her real name. 


Plus... Sophie had realized something else—something she decided 
not to point out until shed had time to ask Glimmer a few more 
questions. 

But... Glimmer didn’t have bonds on her wrists forcing her to do 
anything. 

And yet, she hadn’t hesitated at all before blasting the ethertine 
crown on Keefe’s head. 

“I don’t trust her,” Linh mumbled, gathering the water in the air 
and shaping it into a bird, making it fly around the room. “And Tam 
thinks we should invite her to live with us.” 

Sophie sat up straighter. “You’re not going to let her, right?” 

Linh’s waterbird swooped to Linh’s shoulder. 

“I told him if he tries it, I'll have a rain cloud follow her everywhere. 
Which isn’t that scary of a threat, but... I didn’t know how angry to 
make Tam. He’s... hard to read right now.” She sent the waterbird 
flying again. 

“He’s been through a lot,” Sophie told her, which Linh already knew 
—but Sophie couldn’t think of anything else to say. “How’s he doing?” 
she added quietly. “Honestly?” 

Linh sighed. “He’s... different.” 

The word made both of them turn toward Keefe, who still hadn’t 
woken up—or stirred even slightly. 

“How’s he doing?” Linh asked softly. 

Sophie sighed. “Elwin says all his vital signs are normal and we just 
have to be patient. And when I checked his dreams, it was something 
about an army of elf-shaped cookies—don’t ask,” she added when 
Linh’s eyebrows rose. 

“Well... that sounds like a very Keefe dream,” Linh decided. 

“It does,” Sophie agreed. “But... I wish he’d wake up.” 


He hadn’t woken up the next day either—the third day—even after 
Sophie decided to transmit the plea over and over. 

Wake up! Wake up! Wake up! 

Keefe! Keefe! Keefe! 

When that didn’t work, she tried bribes. 

Then threats. 

Ro had even stopped by and screamed right in his face. 

“He’s just trying to get out of his punishment,” the ogre princess 
decided, “because he knows I owe him for the amoebas and breaking 
our bet.” 

She started listing off possibilities—loudly. 

Trying to scare Keefe awake. 

“For the record, I vote for anything that includes a shaved head,” 
Fitz said from the doorway. 

And Sophie made a sound that was somewhere between a gasp and 
a squeak. 

But she couldn’t help it. 

This was the first time she’d seen him since Loamnore. 

He’d checked in telepathically a few times—but only quick 
questions and single-sentence answers. 

And now, there he was. 

Looking gorgeous and perfect and... nervous. 

And she looked like someone who'd run straight from Loamnore to 
the Healing Center and hadn’t left for three days, relying on hasty 
sponge baths and borrowing Elwin’s colorful pajamas. 

Of course the jammies she had on at the moment were covered in 
tiny aardwolves. 

“Is this a bad time?” Fitz asked when Sophie didn’t say anything, 
and his eyes darted to Ro. 


“Let me guess,” Ro grumbled. “You two want to be alone?” 


“We won't be alone,” Sophie reminded her, pointing to Keefe. 

Plus, Sandor was with Elwin in the other room. 

“YOU HEAR THAT, HUNKYHAIR?” Ro shouted. “YOU’RE 
GOING TO BE FITZPHIE’S ONLY CHAPERONE. DON’T YOU 
THINK YOU SHOULD WAKE UP FOR THAT?” 

Sadly, still no reaction from Keefe. 

But Sophie and Fitz were definitely cringing. 

Ro tilted her head to study them, and her lips stretched into a smile. 
“All right, guess Pll leave you two alone to talk. Have fun!” 

Then she was gone, and all that was missing was a background 
soundtrack of crickets chirping. 

“Sorry I haven’t come by before,” Fitz eventually said, tearing a 
hand through his hair. “I’ve been trying to find Alvar.” 

Sophie slumped back against her pillow. “If you came here to—” 

“I didn’t!” Fitz interrupted, holding out his hands. “Sorry, didn’t 
mean to make it sound like that. I just meant... I thought Alvar might 
know a bit more about this transformation or whatever—something 
that might help us know if Keefe should be awake by now or not.” 

“It feels like he should be, doesn’t it?” Sophie asked quietly. 

Fitz nodded. “But... Pm pretty sure I was unconscious for longer 
than that after I was exposed to shadowflux.” 

“You were,” Sophie agreed. “But... Elwin was also sedating you.” 

“Yeah. True.” He tore his hand through his hair again. 

And the silence swelled again. Until Sophie said, “I’m guessing you 
couldn’t find Alvar.” 

He shook his head, and she waited for him to point out that if she 
hadn’t let Alvar go, they wouldn’t have to find him. 

But he just said, “Not yet. But I’ll keep looking. I promise. I mean... I 


know Keefe’s going to be okay. I know he’s going to wake up and have 


some really cool new ability and drive us all crazy with it. But... the 
waiting’s hard.” 

“It is,” Sophie agreed, tugging on her eyelashes. 

She'd started wishing on them every time one slipped free. 

Please wake up, Keefe. 

Please, please, please. 

“It helps to keep busy, though,” Fitz added quietly. “That’s why I’m 
here. I know you haven’t wanted to leave Keefe alone. But... I’m 
guessing you're dying to go home and take a shower, change your 
clothes—” 

“You trying to tell me I smell bad?” Sophie interrupted, smiling 
when Fitz’s eyes widened. “I’m kidding. I know that’s not what you 
meant.” 

“I know,” Fitz said, staring at his feet. “I just... wasn’t sure if you’d 
ever tease me again.” 

Sophie sucked in a breath. 

Fitz paced to the other side of the room, dragging a hand down his 
face so hard, it made his features get all stretched. 

“The thing is, Sophie—I know this isn’t the right time or place to do 
this—and I know I’m the one who messed everything up. But... I just... 
I need you to know that I miss you, okay? I miss my girlfriend. So if 
there’s anything I can do to fix it... let me know. Even if all you want to 
be is friends, ld take that. I just... I miss you. And I wanted you to 
know that. And now I can’t stop rambling, and it’s making this really 
awkward.” 

It was. 

But it also made it sweet. 

And when their eyes met, Sophie felt the familiar flutter in her 
chest. 

But. 


“I miss you, too, Fitz. You have no idea. And I will do anything for 
us to be friends again. But... just friends. For now, at least. There’s 
just... too much going on. And it was so much harder than I thought it 
would be, and I don’t know if that means I’m not ready or... I just know 
I can’t handle a boyfriend right now. But I'd really love my friend back. 
Can we do that?” 

Fitz closed the distance between them, grabbing her hand and 
giving it a soft squeeze. 

A friendly squeeze. 

“Yeah, we can do that.” 

Sophie squeezed his hand back. “Thank you.” 

They stood like that for a few seconds, and the really amazing 
thing? 

It wasn’t awkward. 

Not even a little bit. 

Even when Fitz met her eyes and said, “Well then, as your friend— 
and Keefe’s best friend, by the way—how about you take me up on my 
offer? Even if you only go for a few hours to shower and change—” 

“Back to the shower hints again,” Sophie interrupted. “You really 
must think I smell bad.” 

“No. I think you just need a break,” Fitz corrected. “That’s all.” 

A break. 

Maybe he was right. 

“Okay,” she decided, stretching her legs as she slowly crawled out of 
her bed. “I'll be back in a few hours.” 

Fitz plopped down on one of the empty cots. “And I'll be here. 
Probably throwing Prattles at his head, but hey... might wake him up.” 

Sophie laughed, loving how easily they were already starting to joke 
with each other again. 


“Thank you,” Sophie told him. 


Fitz flashed one of his perfect smiles. “Anytime, Sophie. Anytime.” 


FIFTY-THREE 


EDALINE TOLD ME I’D FIND you out here,” a familiar voice said behind 
Sophie, and Sophie curled her knees into her chest, too tired to sprint 
for the cliffs and teleport away. 

She was also too tired to realize for several more seconds that she 
didn’t actually need the cliffs to teleport anymore. 

And she was definitely too tired to tell Silveny about how she could 
teleport like Wynn and Luna now, and find out if there was anything 
she needed to know about that. 

That had been her plan when she'd headed outside and settled 
under the swaying branches of Calla’s Panakes—she was going to have 
a nice long chat with the exuberant mama alicorn and take her mind 
off of everything. 

But the thought of hearing Silveny chant, Keefe! Keefe! Keefe! had 
made Sophie’s stomach fill with bubbling lava. 

So she’d just sat there, watching the petals fall and trying to pick 
out the words to some of the drifting melodies—but there was too 
much noise in her brain. 

Too many unanswered questions. 

Too many worries. 

Too many truths she wished she could unlearn. 

And the noise only got louder when the person behind her said, “We 
really need to talk, Sophie.” 

Clearly, ignoring the person wasn’t going to make her go away. 


Refusing to use her name hadn’t been working very well either. 


So Sophie took a long, steadying breath and gave her eyelashes a 
soothing tug before she forced herself to face her biological mother. 

Of course Oralie looked as pretty and perfect as ever, from her 
fluttering pink gown to the shiny pink gloss painted across her lips. 
She must be so disappointed every time she saw her daughter’s boring 
tunics and lack of makeup—which actually made Sophie feel a little 
better about the whole mess. 

Until she let herself wonder if Keefe had felt the same way every 
time he’d defied his parents—and if that same thrill had played a role 
in why he’d gone to Loamnore after he’d promised to stay away. 

The line between defiant and destructive was a razor’s edge. 

“What do you want?” Sophie asked, needing to get this conversation 
over with. 

Oralie lowered herself to the grass and fanned out her gown like a 
Disney Princess. “I can see why you like spending time out here. It 
really is remarkable.” 

“What do you want?” Sophie repeated. 

Oralie sighed, her gaze turning distant as she reached out her hand, 
catching one of the falling blossoms. “I want so many things, Sophie. 
That’s always been my problem.” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I’m really not up for the whole ‘here’s 
my sad backstory’ conversation—” 

“I know,” Oralie told her, blinking back to the present. “That’s not 
what this is. I’m here because I need you to help me.” 

Sophie shook her head. “That’s a super-bad idea. I’m sure someone 
on Team Valiant—” 

“It’s about Keefe’s legacy,” Oralie interrupted. 

Sophie froze—wondering if shed ever be able to hear that word 
without wanting to vomit. 

She doubted it. 


But her jaw also tightened. “If this is some ploy—” 

“It’s not,” Oralie assured her. “I... think I know how to find out more 
about what Lady Gisela’s planning for him—and what she did to him.” 

“You think,” Sophie emphasized. “Yeah... forget it—I’m done with 
theories and guessing.” 

Oralie grabbed Sophie’s arm to stop her when she tried to stand. “So 
am I. Don’t forget—I was in Loamnore too.” 

“Yeah, doing nothing,” Sophie muttered. 

Oralie flinched. “You're right. I didn’t do enough. None of us on the 
Council did—and not just that day. All the days before. King Enki’s 
treason didn’t happen overnight. And if we don’t change the way we 
do things, it could happen again. We have to start facing our world’s 
darker truths instead of washing them away. That’s why I’m here.” She 
stared at the sky for a second before focusing on Sophie. “In 
Loamnore, Lady Gisela said ‘stellarlune,’ and I can’t get the sound of it 
out of my brain. It feels familiar but unfamiliar, like it should connect 
to something—but that something isn’t there anymore.” 

Sophie groaned, dropping back to the grass hard enough to send 
Panakes petals scattering. “Please tell me you don’t think Lady Gisela 
messed with your memories.” 

Oralie shook her head, making her circlet shimmer in the sunlight. 
“She didn’t. I did. Or... they did—whoever they are.” 

“T have no idea what that means,” Sophie told her. 

“Don’t you?” Oralie stretched out her arm and snapped her fingers, 
making a tiny glass sphere the size of a marble appear in the center of 
her palm. 

A cache. 

Sophie’s heart changed rhythm. “You're saying stellarlune is a 


Forgotten Secret.” 


“It’s part of one, at least. This one.” She raised the cache to Sophie’s 
eye level—and when the light hit the glass, it caught the tiny blue 
crystal set into the middle. 

The only inner crystal. 

“You only have one Forgotten Secret?” Sophie had to ask. 

Kenric’s cache had glittered with seven. 

“Empaths shatter more easily, so the Council has to be very 
selective with how often they involve me in their more fraught 
situations. And the only challenge that theyve ever decided was 
desperate enough to need my help was this one.” She tilted her hand, 
letting the cache roll slowly around her palm. “And... it had something 
to do with stellarlune. So I’m willing to help you access the memory— 
but only if you promise we'll face this truth together.” 

Sophie plucked the cache from Oralie’s palm, watching the light 
shift in the tiny inner crystal, which was more of a pale blue than a 
deep blue. “If this is your idea of mother-daughter bonding...” 

“No—this is about trust. If I show you what’s in this cache, I’ll be 
violating some of the most fundamental vows I’ve made as a 
Councillor. And you’re the only person I’m willing to take that risk 
for.” 

Sophie snorted. “Right, because my very existence violates a ton 
more vows you made.” 

Oralie sighed, but admitted, “That too.” 

There was no warmth in her voice—no regret in her eyes. 

But... maybe Sophie didn’t need there to be. 

She didn’t need another mother. 

She needed answers. 

That’s what Oralie was offering her. 

One, at least. 


One truth that had been erased. 


And Sophie wanted it. 

Needed it. 

And Keefe might never wake up without it. 

But her conscience still forced her to say, “I thought the Forgotten 
Secrets were things that could damage your sanity if you remembered 
them.” 

“They are. That’s another risk I’m willing to take. The question is, 
are you?” She let the question dangle for a second before she added, 
“It’s going to get ugly, Sophie. And I can’t guarantee your safety—or 
mine. All I can offer is truth—and I’m ready to get started. If you’re 
ready to trust me.” 

She held out her hand, asking for her cache. 

And Sophie hesitated only a second before placing it gently in 
Oralie’s palm, pressing her hand over it to seal their bargain. 

She didn’t need to weigh her options or think through consequences 
or doubt herself or stress or panic. 

She could do all of that later, as she fought her way through. 

Right now, only one thing mattered. 

“Tm ready,” Sophie told Oralie, doing her best to channel Keefe’s 


confidence as she added, “Bring it on.” 
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Hi there, Keeper fans! Consider this your friendly reminder: If you snuck 
back here to spend a little time with our favorite silver-banged Shade 
before reading Legacy—STOP! TURN BACK! SPOILERS AHEAD! Even 
the next paragraph is iffy, so I'd recommend fleeing now. 

*pauses for one more SPOILER ALERT* 

Okay! The scenes you're about to read take place simultaneously with 
what’s going on throughout the course of Legacy, to give you some 
glimpses into Tam’s side of the story. There are several references to 
moments you've already seen through Sophie’s eyes, but now you'll get 
to see Tam’s reactions and hopefully get some deeper insights into what 
our sweet, angsty boy is going through. 


Happy reading! 


First Day 


Don’t talk to anybody. 
Don’t listen to anybody. 
Don’t make friends. 
Don’t let them break you. 


They were the words that Tam had repeated to himself every morning 
before he headed off with Linh to Exillium. 

The rules he forced himself to follow. 

The only way to survive. 

And they were going to get him through this. 

Hopefully he’d learn something useful too. 

Tam studied his tiny, stuffy room, smirking at the ridiculous 
touches someone had added—as if they thought he’d look at the 
embroidered pillows and the jeweled moon jars and think, Oh, I guess 
I’m not a prisoner, because they gave me a mirrored tray with... 

Is that a sparkly cat statue? 

He rolled his eyes and tried to decide if it would be better to gather 
up all of that junk and shove it under the bed to show them exactly 
what he thought of it, or to leave it where it was. 

What he really wanted to do was shred the pillows, fling the moon 
jars against the walls, and smash that stupid, shiny cat. 

But this was a long game. 

Best to start slow. Test the water. 

“How did you sleep?” Lady Gisela asked behind him, and Tam 
kicked himself for flinching—but he hadn’t heard the door open. 


“Awesome, he told her. “Nothing says ‘sweet dreams’ like a 
concussion. You should try it sometime. ld be happy to knock you 
out.” 

Lady Gisela sighed. “This will go much easier for you if you 
cooperate.” 

“Pretty sure it will go easier for you,” Tam countered, spinning 
around to face her. 

Her hair was pulled back into this supertight bun that looked like it 
had to be giving her a headache, and the skin on her face had this 
weird, stretched look to it. It almost looked like it hurt when she 
moved her mouth. 

Tam really hoped it did. 

“I know how to deal with stubborn, snarky boys,” Lady Gisela told 
him. 

“T can tell. Thanks for the cat statue!” 

Her eyes narrowed, and Tam realized he should probably ease off a 
bit. It was only day one. He needed to figure out the boundaries before 
he started slamming against them. 

“Tm not the enemy, Tam,” she told him, and it was really, really hard 
not to laugh—until she added, “But I can be if you insist on being 
difficult. You’re here for a reason, and I will make sure you fulfill it.” 

“Great. Looking forward to it.” 

“You should be. Now come on. Gethen’s waiting.” 

Tam’s stomach dropped. “Gethen?” 

“Our Telepath.” Lady Gisela’s smile stretched wider. “He’s very 
much looking forward to spending the day with you.” 

“Pm sure he is,” Tam mumbled as he followed her down a dim, 
narrow hallway, trying to keep his back straight, head held high. 

But a whole day with a Telepath... 


Tam wouldn't be able to hide much. 


And this prisoner-of-the-Neverseen thing just got a whole lot more 


complicated. 


After the Warning 


“So settle a bet for me,” one of Them said, dropping into the chair 
across from Tam in the hideout’s small study. 

Tam gripped his book so hard, the spine crackled. 

Her face was hidden by the cowl of her cloak. But he recognized her 
voice. 

It was the one who'd put the bonds on his wrists. 

The one who'd told him, It'll be easier this way, I promise, as she’d 
turned him into Lady Gisela’s little Shade pet. 

The Flasher who called herself “Glimmer.” 

Apparently she thought he didn’t care about what she’d done to 
him, because she pointed to his forehead and asked, “So, the fact that 
you never wear your hood—is that a protest? Or because you want 
everyone to see your awesome bangs?” 

Tam went back to reading. 

“You don’t talk much, do you?” When he still didn’t respond, she 
sighed—then leaned closer and whispered, “Gethen’s mad at you.” 

Tam gripped the book again. 

Of course Gethen was mad at him. 

He couldn’t hide his whole conversation with Sophie—he’d known 
that the second he’d let her into his mind. 

But hopefully he’d hidden the part that mattered. 

And hopefully Sophie believed him. 

“Be careful, Tam,” Glimmer told him as she stood. “I don’t think 
you realize what you're doing.” 

No. He knew exactly what he was doing. 


Don’t let them break you. 


After Linh 


“I seriously don’t know how you can make any sense out of that 
journal,” Glimmer said, taking the seat across from Tam and plopping 
a book about light theory down on the study’s table. “Shades are 
weird.” 

She sat at his table a lot, either ignoring him or trying to trick him 
into talking to her. 

So Tam tried to tell himself it was nothing unusual. 

Nothing to worry about. 

No one knew anything. 

He’d shrouded his conversation with Linh in hundreds of layers of 
shadows. There was no way Gethen could’ve found the memory. 

And yet, Glimmer leaned close and said, “I know something’s 
wrong.” 

Tam kept his eyes on Umber’s precise writing. 

“I heard you crying last night,” Glimmer added, her voice softening 
in a way that reminded him of his sister. 

And it made him break his rule and talk. 

“What do you want?” he asked, keeping his voice low—sharp. 

“T just... don’t understand why you have to be so stubborn,” she said 
to him. “You don’t have to be all alone here. You could have friends.” 

Don’t make friends. 

Not that he needed the reminder. He snorted and held his arms up, 
showing her the bonds she’d put there. “You think we can be friends.” 

Her head angled down, making her cloak fall even farther forward. 


“I think there’s a lot you don’t understand,” she murmured. 


“And I think there’s a lot you don’t understand,” Tam countered. 
His voice low. Ominous. “Whatever reasons you have for being here 
are wrong. And whatever you think you know about these people is 
wrong too. They only care about themselves, and when the time comes, 
they will betray you.” He pointed to his bonds again and told her, “Just 
like they made you trap me.” 

Silence stretched between them. 


Then Glimmer grabbed her book and stalked away. 


After London 


“What happened?” Glimmer demanded, shoving her way into Tam’s 
room and closing the door behind her, pressing her back against it like 
she was trying to keep everyone out. “Where did you go? Why is Lady 
Gisela unconscious?” 

Tam curled up tighter on his bed. 

He couldn’t talk. 

Couldn’t think. 

Couldn’t stop shaking, shaking, shaking. 

Glimmer crouched beside him, and her hood shifted in the process, 
giving Tam a glimpse of her long black hair. 

Not that it mattered. 

Nothing mattered. 

Not after what he'd just done. 

“What happened?” Glimmer asked again. “You can tell me.” 

Don’t talk to anybody. 

“You can trust me,” she added. 

Don’t listen to anybody. 

“Tm your friend,” she promised. 

Don’t make friends. 

And it hit Tam then, the absolute absurdity of his situation. 

Friend. 

She was the reason he'd just had to help Lady Gisela escape! 

Laughter burst out of him at the reminder—cold, erratic sputters. 

And when the frenzy passed, he told her, “You’re not my friend.” 

The room dimmed with the words. 


“I could be,” Glimmer said quietly. “I keep trying.” 


“WHY?” Tam demanded. 

Glimmer shrugged, picking up the tiny cat statue from his bedside 
table and trailing her finger along its curved tail. “It gets lonely here.” 

“THEN GET OUT OF HERE!” he shouted. “Seriously, Glimmer. 
See these people for who they really are.” 

“I do!” she insisted, reaching up to adjust her hood. Covering the 
few strands of her hair that had broken free. 

Tam shook his head. “Then at least... just get out of my room.” 


Glimmer took the cat statue with her. 


Last Night 


“So... this is it,” Glimmer said, leaning against the side of Tam’s 
doorway. “One more thing and... then you're out of here.” 

Tam let out a dark laugh. “One more thing.” 

“What else am I supposed to call it?” Glimmer countered. 

Which was true. 

There were no words for the horror Lady Gisela was going to force 
him to do. 

Or try to force him. 

Please don’t let Keefe be there. 

Please, just ONCE, let Keefe do what someone tells him to do. 

Another dark, bitter laugh slipped through his lips as he considered 
the chances of that. 

And please don’t let Linh be there. 

Don’t let her see me like this. 

“Wow, you really are always gloomy, aren’t you?” Glimmer asked, 
crossing her arms. “I thought you'd at least be relieved that it’s almost 
over.” 

Tam shook his head, trying to decide if Glimmer could really be that 
naive, or if she was following some script Lady Gisela gave her to keep 
him hopeful and compliant. 

“You really think she’s going to let me go after I ‘do the thing’ or 
whatever you want to call it.” 

Glimmer nodded without the slightest hesitation. “You guys have a 
deal. Once you hold up your end, she'll hold up hers.” 

“Wow, you really believe that, don’t you?” Tam wondered. 


“Of course. It’s only fair.” 


“Fair,” Tam repeated, wondering why he was still talking. It didn’t 
matter. 

Don’t make friends. 

But he had to know. “Okay, tell me this, then,” he said slowly, 
stalking closer. “If I’m right—if Lady Gisela goes back on her word— 
would you do anything about it?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean”—he held up his wrists, showing her his bonds—“you’re the 
one with the power to set me free. And you think our deal is fair. So if I 
hold up my end—and Lady Gisela doesn’t hold up hers—would you 
step in and let me go?” 

Glimmer backed up a step. “I... I don’t know.” 

Tam snorted. “That’s what I thought.” 

“Hey—you’re asking me if I’d betray—” 

“Someone who would’ve just betrayed me,” Tam finished for her. 
“Tm asking if you'd betray a traitor to do the right thing.” 

“I... [don’t know,” Glimmer repeated. 

“Well,” Tam said slowly, pulling his sleeves back down to cover his 
bonds. “Maybe you should figure that out.” 

He flipped his hood up over his head, covering his face. 

Time to go. 


Don’t let them break you. 
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For Alex 


You named this book—and taught me the magical ways of 
colorful Post-it plotting—so it seems only fair to give you the 
dedication too 


Dear amazing Keeper readers, 


I know you’re probably thinking, Okay, what exactly is this book that I’m 
about to read? And the answer is: something extra special, designed to be 
read between Legacy (Book 8) and the currently still untitled Book 9 (hence 
why we’re calling this “8.5”). So that means I need to start things off with a 
great big SPOILER ALERT. 


IF YOU HAVEN’T READ THE OTHER EIGHT KEEPER BOOKS 
—AND DON’T WANT TO HAVE ANY SECRETS SPOILED FOR 
YOU—STEP AWAY UNTIL YOU’RE CAUGHT UP! 


(Hint: that means you’ll want to have read Keeper of the Lost Cities, Exile, 
Everblaze, Neverseen, Lodestar, Nightfall, Flashback, and Legacy—in that 
order—before reading this!) 


The reason there are spoilers is because the first half of this book is a 
special kind of series guide, filled with details about your favorite Keeper 
characters and the world of the Lost Cities—plus new tidbits and 
information you won’t find anywhere else! You’ll also discover fun 
bonuses, like the gorgeous map of the Lost Cities, Keeper-themed quizzes 
and recipes, an Iggy coloring page, and tons of seriously amazing art— 
some of which comes with Keefe commentary! 


And after all of that awesomeness, you’ll find a 236-page exclusive Keeper 
novella, continuing the main story of the series from the end of Legacy— 
but I’ll explain more about that when you get there. 


For now, settle in for a super-fun look behind the scenes of the Keeper 
books—and remember to keep an eye out for those exclusive secrets! 


HAPPY READING! 


XO 


The Registry 





AUTHOR’S NOTE 


ONE OF THE FIRST THINGS Sophie’s given after Fitz brings her to the Lost 
Cities is a registry pendant—a simple choker-style necklace containing a 
special crystal that allows the Council to monitor her whereabouts. I wrote 
that detail into the series because it felt logical that a world in which anyone 
can travel all over the planet on a beam of light (and where light leaping can 
go tragically wrong) would have safety precautions in place to allow 
someone to be found in an emergency. 

But the Council uses the pendants for more than simply tracking a 
person’s location. In fact, the registry keeps files on everyone in the Lost 
Cities, monitoring all kinds of different things. (That’s why members of the 
Black Swan and the Neverseen sometimes alter their feeds to hide what 
they’re up to.) 

So, I thought it might be fun to give you guys a peek at your favorite 
characters’ registry files. I have a feeling you’ll be surprised by some of the 
details you discover in them! And remember—these are the Council’s 
official records, so there may be times when you know things that they 
haven’t figured out yet. Don’t let that confuse you—just enjoy being 
smarter than the leaders of the elvin world. © 

(*whispers* You might also notice that certain files have been edited, 
both by the registry and by a certain powerful Technopath—and some files 
can’t be accessed at all.... The elves have tricky security!) 


VAIL 


WARNING: 


You are accessing CLASSIFIED 


Registry files. Unauthorized viewing is 
punishable by Tribunal. 








REGISTRY FILE FOR 


Sophie Elizabeth Foster 


KNOWN ABILITIES: Telepath, Polyglot, Inflictor, Teleporter, Enhancer 
RESIDENCE: Havenfield 

IMMEDIATE FAMILY: Unknown 

ADOPTED BY: Grady and Edaline Ruewen 

MATCH STATUS: Unmatchable 

EDUCATION: Current Foxfire prodigy 

NEXUS: No longer required 

PATHFINDER: Not assigned. Restricted to Leapmasters and home crystals. 
SPYBALL APPROVAL: None 

MEMBER OF THE NOBILITY: Yes 

TITLE: Lady 

NOBLE ASSIGNMENT: Regent; leader of Team Valiant; point of contact for the alicorns 


SIGNIFICANT CONNECTIONS: Cognate to Fitz Vacker; fealty-sworn member of the Black 
Swan; human family under the protection of the Council; former Wayward at Exillium 


ASSIGNED BODYGUARD(S): Sandor (goblin); Flori (gnome); Bo (ogre—temporarily 
reassigned); Tarina (troll—indefinitely on leave); Nubiti (dwarf—indefinitely on leave) 


A CHILD OF UNTRADITIONAL ORIGINS: 

In what was hopefully a first (and last) for our world, Sophie was born and 
raised by two humans (formerly known as Will and Emma Foster, relocated 
once as Connor and Kate Freeman, and again as 
in an area of the Forbidden Cities that the humans call San Diego, 
California. She had one human sibling (Amy Foster, relocated once as 
Natalie Freeman, and again as | [REDACTED FOR SECURITY] | who was briefly 
a resident of the Lost Cities and was allowed to retain her memories of that 
time. But there is no genetic connection between Sophie and her human 
sister, or between Sophie and her human parents. Sophie’s embryo was 
created from the genetic materials of two unknown elves and implanted into 
her human mother by a member of the Black Swan who goes by the false 
name Mr. Forkle. He posed as both a human fertility doctor and a neighbor 
in order to monitor Sophie’s development, as well as her safety. He is also 
presumed to be responsible for triggering her telepathy at the age of five 
human years, as well as planting classified information into her memory, 


and revealing her location to Alden Vacker when she was twelve human 
years old. The possibility of Sophie’s existence was first discovered by 
Quinlin Sonden and Alden Vacker after the term “Project Moonlark” and a 
strand of unregistered elvin DNA were recovered during a memory break 
performed on Prentice Endal—though the Council believed the evidence to 
be an elaborate hoax. Alden spent years secretly searching the Forbidden 
Cities for the girl (often with the help of his sons, Alvar Vacker and Fitz 
Vacker) before finally receiving a human newspaper article that led him to 
Sophie. Fitz Vacker brought her to the Lost Cities and explained the truth 
about who and what she was, and also revealed that she would need to leave 
her human life behind. She was given access to a birth fund, a registry 
pendant, a nexus, and an Imparter—plus numerous other basic necessities. 
Later she was given a home crystal to Havenfield. Sophie’s residency was 
provisional at first, but she has since been granted full citizenship and 
continues to attend Foxfire Academy. 


UNEXPECTED EYE COLOR: 

Sophie has brown eyes (with small flecks of gold in them) instead of a 
shade of blue, like the rest of our species. No one, including her creators, 
seems to be 100 percent clear as to why—though most suspect the 
condition is related to certain modifications made to her genetics during the 
Black Swan’s experiments, many of which were based on alicorn DNA. 


A STRANGE HABIT: 

In what appears to be a nervous tic of sorts, Sophie is often seen tugging on 
her eyelashes. She’s been quick to assure everyone that it doesn’t hurt, but 
she does often appear to be trying to break herself of the habit. So far, she’s 
had little success. And it’s hard to blame Sophie for that, given the 
numerous stressful things she’s been through—and continues to endure. 


AN UNUSUAL REQUEST: 

Originally the Council ordered that Sophie’s human identity be 
“terminated” and that her human family be made to believe that their eldest 
daughter had passed away. But Sophie was concerned about the emotional 
toll her family would pay while grieving for their lost child, and she 
convinced Alden Vacker that her human identity should instead be “erased,” 
with the humans relocated to someplace their memories wouldn’t be 
triggered. Alden and Della Vacker oversaw the relocation, moving both 


parents, their daughter, and their pet (a large gray cat evidently named 
Marty) to a location with no ties to their previous lives. And Della was 
careful to ensure that their new lifestyle was what humans would classify as 
“very comfortable.” Sophie had also specifically requested that her family’s 
new home have a yard large enough for a dog, so Della gifted the family 
with a beagle puppy. Our records indicate that the dog has been named 
Watson. 


POSSESSION OF HUMAN ITEMS: 

Sophie brought one small purple backpack with her when she left the 
Forbidden Cities, and it was filled mostly with human clothing. The only 
other items were a scrapbook of family photos, a gadget called an iPod 
(which Dex Dizznee has made numerous adjustments to), and a bright blue 
elephant stuffed animal that she has named Ella and apparently cannot sleep 
without. All other items from Sophie’s human home were packed up and 
meticulously recorded before being stored in 
in Mysterium, which Sophie has visited once with Councillor 
Terik in order to retrieve a childhood journal she’d left behind and realized 
was important. (Councillor Terik asked her why and was not given an 
answer.) 


UNKNOWN POTENTIAL: 

Sophie’s unconventional upbringing—as well as numerous other suspicious 
circumstances—led the Council to order Councillor Terik to descry Sophie 
during her first year in the Lost Cities. Alden Vacker brought Sophie to 
Councillor Terik’s private office in Eternalia, and she cooperated fully with 
the descrying. But the reading results were inconclusive. Councillor Terik 
reported afterward that he could definitely sense something strong when it 
came to Sophie’s potential, but what that actually means remains unclear. 


A COMPLICATED ADOPTION PROCESS: 

Upon the discovery of Sophie’s existence, Alden and Della Vacker applied 
to be her guardians—but their application was rejected because Alden’s 
search for Sophie had not been authorized by the Council. Sophie was 
instead placed at Havenfield with Grady and Edaline Ruewen, and adoption 
proceedings were initiated shortly thereafter. But several months later, the 
Ruewens canceled the adoption, citing emotional distress due to their 
ongoing grief over losing their daughter (Jolie Ruewen) sixteen years 


earlier. Alden and Della Vacker then renewed their application for 
guardianship, and the Council was willing to grant permission. But Sophie’s 
kidnapping—and brief presumed death—ended the proceedings once again. 
After her rescue and recovery, both the Ruewens and Vackers applied for 
adoption. The Council opted to leave the decision to Sophie, who chose to 
permanently return to Havenfield with the Ruewens. 


THE CONSTANT SHADOW OF GRIEF: 
Finalizing her adoption was surely a relief for Sophie—but it was still only 
a “step” toward truly feeling like a family. A period of adjustment is 
expected in these situations, so it wasn’t surprising that Sophie initially 
struggled to use terms like “Mom” and “Dad.” But for the Ruewen-Foster 
family (assuming that’s what they call themselves), there was the added 
complication of the loss of Jolie. Reports indicate that Sophie initially 
worried that Grady and Edaline wished she were more like their lost 
daughter, and she tried to avoid the subject as much as possible. She 
evidently also tried to avoid Jolie’s old bedroom, out of fear that she might 
not be allowed in there. But all of that changed when Sophie discovered 
that Jolie had been involved with the Black Swan. 


A MIRROR THAT’S PERHAPS TOO HONEST: 
Spectral mirrors are one of Lady Iskra’s numerous inventions—and while 
they were quite popular when they first went on sale, many soon found their 
mirrors’ style and fashion “advice” to be obnoxious (and at times even 
insulting). The gadgets have since become nearly obsolete, but it appears 
that Jolie Ruewen kept one in her bedroom at Havenfield, and had even 
befriended Vertina (the tiny “girl” programmed to appear in the corner of 
the mirror). So when Sophie was looking to learn more about Grady and 
Edaline’s deceased daughter, she opted to move Vertina’s mirror to her 
bedroom—a decision she likely regrets at times, given Sophie’s general 
lack of interest in clothes and makeup. But reports indicate that Vertina has 
proven to be quite useful at times, even helping Sophie locate Jolie’s secret 
diary, which led Sophie to identify Jolie’s killer. 


A MYSTERIOUS MIND: 

Sophie has a powerful photographic memory, but it had two blank spots 
when she arrived in the Lost Cities—both connected to traumas in her 
childhood that led to her waking up in human hospitals (one when she was 


five human years old, and the other when she was nine human years old). 
Our investigation shows that both memories were erased by the Black Swan 
“for her protection” and have since been returned. Her mind also appears to 
be filled with numerous bits of information about the Lost Cities—much of 
which is highly classified (like the location of the unmapped stars)—which 
were planted as part of her “preparation” for her role as the moonlark. She 
also struggles to read words written in the primary runic alphabet because 
her mind has been trained to instinctively recognize them as the Black 
Swan’s cipher runes. 


THE BLACK SWAN’S MOONLARK: 

Details on the so-called “Project Moonlark” are still vague at best. But the 
secret—and highly illegal—genetic experiment was carried out by the 
Black Swan and resulted in the creation of Sophie, who was designed with 
specific abilities in an attempt to make her a valuable asset against a rival 
band of rebels now known as the Neverseen. She was also raised with no 
awareness of who she was or where she belonged in order to give her a 
unique perspective on the Lost Cities. And she was hidden among humans, 
both to keep her safe until her abilities manifested, and also to provide her 
with a different level of insight into the human species—perhaps to 
someday help determine how to resolve the problems arising from 
humankind’s destructive behavior. Many suspect that some larger purpose 
for the moonlark still has yet to be revealed. Only time will tell—assuming 
Sophie continues to survive the numerous attempts on her life. 


A GIRL OF MANY TALENTS: 

Sophie is the only elf to manifest five special abilities—and it’s unclear 
whether she will continue to manifest any others. She’s the youngest elf on 
record to manifest, becoming a Telepath when she was only five human 
years old. The ability was triggered by the mysterious Mr. Forkle, who also 
triggered her inflicting and Polyglot abilities after rescuing Sophie and Dex 
Dizznee from their kidnappers. (He let Sophie and Dex make their own way 
back to the Lost Cities in order to keep his identity hidden, and presumably 
triggered the new abilities to help her through that challenge.) Mr. Forkle 
additionally triggered Sophie’s enhancing after she chose to accept the 
talent. But Sophie’s teleporting triggered on its own, possibly from the 
adrenaline of nearly plummeting to her death. 


GREAT POWER, STRUGGLE, AND RESPONSIBILITY: 

Sophie’s telepathy was a burden for her as a child, often exposing her to 
harsh or hurtful things and causing headaches because she did not know 
how to shield her mind from the constant bombardment of human thoughts. 
She also had to hide the ability, because humans would have either doubted 
her or studied her—or both. And when she moved to the Lost Cities, her 
problems amplified. Sophie has faced suspicion, judgment, and gossip 
because of her past, and because of the strength and abundance of her 
abilities—all of which became worse after Sophie made several missteps in 
regards to the rules of telepathy, including attempting to cheat on her Level 
Two alchemy midterm and illegally invading King Dimitar’s mind. Her 
telekinesis also proved somewhat unwieldy when tested by Councillor 
Bronte during her Foxfire qualification exam—and there was a very 
suspicious incident involving Fitz Vacker during Foxfire’s Ultimate 
Splotching Championship. After Sophie nearly faded away, her abilities 
also began to malfunction, requiring a dangerous “reset” performed by the 
Black Swan. She needed a second “reset” later, for further refinement to her 
inflicting. And initially, her teleporting required her to jump from 
dangerously high places in the hope that the momentum would help her slip 
into the void before the fall killed her. Despite those challenges, Sophie’s 
abilities and skills are, in short, incredible—even with her lack of proper 
training and practice. Her unique telepathy allows her to transmit 
astoundingly long distances, track the thoughts of others to their precise 
locations, communicate with animals, and heal broken minds. She can also 
slip past anyone’s mental blocking, while her own mental shields remain 
nearly impenetrable. (Reports indicate that only Fitz Vacker, Mr. Forkle, 
and the alicorns have ever been able to bypass her guard.) As if all of that 
weren’t impressive enough, she has now become Cognates with Fitz 
Vacker, and when the two of them work together, they’re able to accomplish 
numerous feats that many would consider to be impossible. Her inflicting 
has been somewhat less reliable—though the recent reset has given her 
significantly better control. She’s also proven that negative and positive 
emotions can be inflicted—something previously unknown to her inflicting 
Mentor (Councillor Bronte). And while her linguistics Mentor (Lady 
Cadence) finds Sophie’s mimicking to be seriously lacking, she has noted 
that Sophie’s grasp of languages and pronunciation is flawless. Enhancing 
is Sophie’s newest ability, and another talent that she has recently learned to 


master. Thanks to the guidance of Councillor Oralie, Sophie no longer 
requires gloves—or the special gadgets the Black Swan’s mysterious 
Technopath designed for her—in order to “switch off” the ability. And 
Sophie’s teleporting, which already allows her to go nearly everywhere she 
desires without needing a leaping crystal, recently became much stronger. 
Reports indicate that she can now reach the void by simply running, without 
needing a falling sensation first. 


AN UNEVEN PRODIGY PERFORMANCE: 

Despite being an “advanced student” in human schools (Sophie’s human 
education records indicate that she was considered “years ahead” of her 
other classmates), Sophie has struggled with many of her sessions at 
Foxfire. Particularly challenging subjects include PE, elementalism, and 
alchemy—the last being a session she didn’t technically pass. (Her 
Mentor’s notes list numerous fires and explosions.) In fact, Sophie was only 
able to advance to Level Three because the Council agreed to replace 
alchemy with an inflicting session mentored by Councillor Bronte. A 
linguistics session was also added to her Level Three schedule in light of 
Sophie manifesting as a Polyglot, and Lady Cadence was brought back to 
the Lost Cities (somewhat unwillingly) to be Sophie’s Mentor. Both new 
ability sessions required giving Sophie access to the Silver Tower— 
something that has never been granted to a Level Three before. And Sophie 
does excel at her telepathy session (mentored by Sir Tiergan and now 
including Fitz Vacker) and her elvin history and Universe sessions, where 
her photographic memory works in her favor. She’s also done fairly well at 
making friends and generally adapting to her new environment—though she 
has ended up in detention a significant number of times. It should be noted 
that Sophie’s numerous near-death experiences, as well as certain incidents 
involving the Council, have often hindered her attendance at Foxfire and 
forced her to miss key exams. 


ACCIDENT-PRONE: 

While living with humans, Sophie was hospitalized at least twice—once 
when she was five human years old, after she fell and hit her head (which 
was also when Mr. Forkle triggered her telepathy), and once when she was 
nine human years old, after a severe allergic reaction to something the 
doctors could never identify. (The substance was later identified as 
limbium, which was given to her by the Black Swan.) And since arriving in 


the Lost Cities, Sophie has set a record for injuries, many of which were 
nearly fatal—though most can’t be considered her fault, since they were the 
direct result of attacks by the Neverseen. See Sophie’s medical record for 
more specifics. 


A GIFT WITH ALICORNS: 

Sophie’s unique telepathy allowed her to track the thoughts of what turned 
out to be an incredibly rare female alicorn—the only creature capable of 
resetting the Timeline to Extinction—and bring her safely to Havenfield. 
And since Sophie could communicate with the creature (the alicorn even 
informed Sophie that her name is Silveny), the Council opted to leave her in 
Sophie’s care, which allowed Sophie to discover Silveny’s ability to 
teleport. Unfortunately, Sophie also followed the Black Swan’s instructions 
and took Silveny to one of the Black Swan’s hideouts, where the Neverseen 
managed to track them down and stage an ambush. Silveny’s wing was 
broken during the attack, but Sophie used her teleporting to get herself, 
Keefe Sencen, and Silveny safely back to Havenfield. And Silveny’s injury 
did heal completely, much to everyone’s relief. Afterward, Sophie 
convinced Silveny to move to the Sanctuary, both for Silveny’s protection 
and to unite her with the male of her species (Greyfell). And Sophie 
discovered soon after that she was able to remain in contact with Silveny 
telepathically, despite the distance between them—which turned out to be a 
very good thing. The Neverseen tried numerous times to steal both alicorns 
from the Sanctuary, and when Sophie learned that Silveny was pregnant 
(which would surely make the Neverseen even more desperate to capture 
her), she convinced the Council that it would be safer to set the alicorns free 
so that no one would know where they were. She promised to maintain 
regular contact with Silveny and Greyfell and provide detailed reports on 
their safety and wellness—though Silveny made that promise difficult for 
Sophie to keep. She started ignoring Sophie when she reached out to her 
telepathically and refused to come to Havenfield for any medical checkups, 
all of which turned out to be some sort of protective instinct related to the 
fact that Silveny was pregnant with twins. But she did call on Sophie for 
help when she went into labor early. And Sophie relied on Vika and Stina 
Heks—as well as the trolls—to save both babies (a male named Wynn and a 
female named Luna) and ensure that Silveny survived the delivery. The 


alicorn family currently lives at Havenfield but is free to go whenever and 
wherever they want. Sophie remains their point of contact. 


A MAGNET FOR TROUBLE: 

Since Sophie’s arrival in the Lost Cities, she has had numerous— 
occasionally heated—interactions with the Council. She was tested by a 
committee of three (Councillor Oralie, Councillor Bronte, and Councillor 
Kenric) and granted provisional attendance to Foxfire—which she nearly 
lost due to poor performance in several of her sessions. But as of now, she 
maintains her standing at our prestigious academy. She has also faced 
Tribunals for accidentally bottling quintessence—and bringing the 
dangerous substance to school—as well as for illegally leaping to the 
human world to bottle a sample of their firestorm in order to prove the 
flames were Everblaze (a charge she was sentenced to “time already 
served” in light of her kidnapping). Several members of the Council also 
suspect that she has possession of an unregistered Spyball, but no proof has 
been found to support these theories. After her abilities were reset, Sophie 
requested permission from the Council to attempt a “healing” on Alden 
Vacker’s shattered mind, which turned out to be wonderfully successful. As 
a result, she was ordered to perform a healing on a former Councillor 
(Fintan Pyren) in the hope that she would be able to retrieve the secrets he’d 
protected during his memory break. Unfortunately, that healing resulted in 
Councillor Kenric’s death and Fintan’s escape, along with an inferno of 
Everblaze that destroyed half of Eternalia. And while Sophie was at 
Kenric’s planting, she attempted to read King Dimitar’s mind (she evidently 
considered him to be suspicious) and was nearly dragged away to an ogre 
work camp for violating the elvin-ogre treaty. But final punishment was left 
up to the Council, and the Councillors voted to constrain her abilities with a 
prototype “ability restrictor” designed by Dex Dizznee instead. The gadget 
appeared to cause Sophie some discomfort, but it also succeeded in limiting 
her power. And Sophie cooperated with the punishment—until she “lost” 
the ability restrictor through suspicious circumstances, right before illegally 
teleporting to the human world. She—and all of her friends—fled the Lost 
Cities not long after, hiding with the Black Swan until they were captured 
while attempting to liberate Prentice Endal from Exile. During the 
confrontation, Sophie revealed her possession of Councillor Kenric’s cache 
and bartered a deal for her and her friends’ freedom by agreeing to formal 


banishment and attendance at Exillium. Her group’s role in finding a cure 
for the gnomish plague restored their citizenship and admission to Foxfire. 
Sophie also convinced the Council to free Prentice from Exile and 
performed a healing on Prentice’s mind—but she was unable to recover any 
of his memories. She was also selected to participate in the ogre treaty 
renegotiations at Lumenaria, and her warnings during the Neverseen’s 
attack on the castle saved numerous lives, including the Councillors’. 
Despite that, her relationship with the Council has remained tenuous. 
Sophie often questions their authority and refuses to play by their rules— 
particularly after her human parents were captured by Vespera. Miss 
Foster’s desperate rescue led to the discovery of one of the Lost Cities’ 
more dangerous secrets, and she continues to advocate for that information 
to be made public, despite the chaos that would likely ensue. She and her 
friends have also become the “faces” of the revolution, both for saving 
Atlantis from flooding, and because they were broadcast standing up to the 
Neverseen during the troll attack that occurred at the most recent Celestial 
Festival. In light of Sophie’s growing support, the Council elected to begin 
working with her and appointed Sophie and several of her friends as 
Regents in the nobility, forming Team Valiant, which Sophie was assigned 
to lead. The team was sent to Loamnore to negotiate with King Enki, to 
mixed results—though King Enki has since been outed as a traitor, so it’s 
possible the lack of success was not Team Valiant’s fault. As of this writing, 
the Council remains committed to the project, but only time will tell if it 
will find true success, or whether Sophie will fall back into her ways of 
disobedience and rebellion and finally end up exiled. 


DECEASED BUT NOT DEAD: 

Sophie was kidnapped by the Neverseen, along with her best friend (Dex 
Dizznee). But their disappearance at first seemed to be a tragic accident. 
Evidence at their last known location, as well as the recovery of their 
registry pendants from the bottom of the ocean, led the Council to believe 
that both Sophie and Dex had been washed away by a tidal wave. With no 
evidence to suggest any alternative, both Sophie and Dex were declared 
“deceased.” Plantings were held, and their Wanderlings remain in the 
Wanderling Woods to this day, since it would be wrong to destroy innocent 
trees simply because they were planted prematurely. 


AN ABUNDANCE OF BODYGUARDS: 


After Sophie escaped from her kidnappers and returned to the Lost Cities, 
the Council reached out to Queen Hylda and requested that she supply 
Sophie with a goblin for protection. Queen Hylda complied, assigning one 
of her best warriors (Sandor) to serve as Sophie’s bodyguard—and he takes 
his job very seriously. Sandor’s motto appears to be “I go where you go,” 
and he does his best to never leave Sophie’s side. He’s also reportedly 
hidden trackers in her clothes in case she’s ever abducted again—or tries to 
sneak away. And while Sophie doesn’t always appreciate being shadowed 
by an overprotective, seven-foot-tall goblin (particularly since so many of 
her “investigations” into the Neverseen require a hefty amount of risk), she 
and Sandor have still managed to form a unique friendship. In fact, when 
Sandor considered resigning after what he viewed as “failing Sophie” 
during one of the Neverseen’s recent brutal attacks, Sophie begged him to 
stay and even agreed to adding additional bodyguards to her detail to make 
Sandor feel more confident about her level of protection. Sandor in turn 
surprised everyone by opting for a multispeciesial approach, which is how 
Sophie ended up with an ogre bodyguard (Botros), a gnomish bodyguard 
(Flori), a dwarven bodyguard (Nubiti), and a trollish bodyguard (Tarina). 
(Because of certain dramatics in the trollish and dwarven worlds—as well 
as one of Sophie’s friends needing a bodyguard—her detail is currently 
reduced to only Sandor and Flori.) It was quite the spectacle when her full 
group of protectors was gathered, and almost inspiring in a way. Proof that 
our world could be so much stronger if all the intelligent species truly found 
a way to work together. 


NEXUS AND REGISTRY PENDANT EVENTS: 

Sophie was given Fitz Vacker’s old nexus when she was first brought to the 
Lost Cities, and she kept it as her primary nexus until it was stolen during 
her kidnapping—which was also when her first registry pendant was 
removed by the Neverseen (in a somewhat successful attempt to “fake” her 
death). Upon her escape and recovery, Sophie was given an updated registry 
pendant with heightened security measures to prevent tampering or removal 
—though Alden Vacker managed to cut it off before Sophie fled the Lost 
Cities to join the Black Swan. She was issued a third pendant when the 
Council lifted her banishment, and that one seems to have lasted (but 
sometimes the feed appears to get interrupted). Della Vacker also gave 
Sophie a new nexus after her kidnapping, which Sophie was ordered to 


wear despite how strong her concentration had gotten, as a precaution after 
Sophie nearly faded away. Additional leaping problems resulted in Sophie 
being given a second nexus to wear on her other wrist, but neither turned 
out to be necessary once her abilities were reset. Alden Vacker removed 
both before Sophie joined the Black Swan, to prevent anyone from tracking 
her location. 


UNMATCHABLE: 

If school gossip is to be believed, then Sophie has “liked” or dated (or may 
currently be dating) a number of different prodigies—but none of that has 
been confirmed. What has been confirmed is that Sophie has attempted to 
register for the match (according to a report from the Matchmaking Office), 
and the system has denied her request. Without record of her genetic 
lineage, she cannot be safely matched, as there is far too great of a risk that 
she could be paired with a biological relative. And a second investigation 
into her genetic parents’ identities (in addition to one performed when 
Sophie first arrived in the Lost Cities) has been recently completed by the 
Council—and turned up nothing. So unless Sophie’s biological parents 
come forward—or she discovers their identities on her own—her status will 
remain unmatchable. 


THE “FOSTER OBLIVION”: 

Admittedly, there is little actual fact to report on this subject—but given 
how often the term is used (particularly by Keefe Sencen’s ogre 
bodyguard), it seemed necessary to include a brief mention. Theories 
suggest that what the phrase means to imply is a certain lack of 
understanding on Sophie’s part when it comes to the feelings of others— 
and her own feelings as well. Which does make one wonder why the Black 
Swan didn’t also make her an Empath. Little is known on that subject 
either. 


FINAL NOTE: 

Tampering has occurred in the past—and possibly still occurs—to Sophie’s 
pendant feed, both for her protection and to hide certain activities she’s 
participated in. For that, and numerous other reasons, the Council remains 
divided on whether Sophie is trustworthy. 


MEDICAL RECORD FOR 
Sophie Elizabeth Foster 


INCIDENT: Emergency House Call to Everglen 


DETAILS: 
Rushed over to check on someone that Alden found 
hidden in the Forbidden Cities—and Pll admit: Part 
of me wondered if this was going to be some sort of 
prank. But... I just met a girl with brown eyes and 
elvin DNA. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Poor kid. I can’t imagine leaving my whole life 
behind like that! She seemed pretty tough, though. 
And she was surprisingly healthy, given all the 
chemicals she’s grown up with—but she needs a 
major detox. 


TREATMENT: 
Gave her what I’d brought and made a list of elixirs 
to get from Slurps and Burps. Also told her to drink 
two bottles of Youth every day. 


NOTES: 
I need to check on her in a couple weeks, and she did 
not look happy about that. I can’t blame her, given 


what I know about human medicine. But hopefully I 
can prove it’s different around here. 


INCIDENT: First Healing Center Visit 


DETAILS: 

Sounds like Sophie’s first attempt at alchemy was an 
adventure. (Really wish I could’ve seen the 
explosion!) 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
A pretty nasty acid burn on her wrist. 


TREATMENT: 

Tried my favorite balm, and it worked perfectly. Also 
checked Sophie’s detox progress, and her cells are 
looking much happier. 





NOTES: 

Starting to think Pll be seeing a lot of this kid, which 
will be tough since Sophie’s still afraid of me. It’s a 
good thing Keefe was there to distract her this time. 


INCIDENT: Second Healing Center Visit 


DETAILS: 

Things got strange during the Ultimate Splotching 
Championship, and Sophie (and Fitz) ended up 
launching backward across the room and slamming 
into the wall. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 

Nothing major—which is surprising, considering 
Sophie was unconscious when they brought her in. 
I’m sure she’ll be sore tomorrow. 


TREATMENT: 
Cool compresses and a painkiller—and taking it easy 
for the rest of the day. 


NOTES: 

I don’t think Sophie has any idea how powerful she 
is. It sounded like she did a brain push today—and if 
Pm right, I’m betting that’s only the beginning of 
what she can do. 


INCIDENT: Emergency Call to Moonglade 


DETAILS: 
Pd just settled into bed when Sophie hailed me. 
Somehow she hurt herself bottling starlight for her 
Universe assignment. (Always an adventure with this 
girl!) 

SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 

Major burns with blackish, purplish blisters. Looked 
Super painful. Glad she set aside her fears and hailed 
me. 


TREATMENT: 
I started with my strongest burn salve mixed with 
painkiller and a Youth soak. But her skin still looked 
raw, so I ran home for something a little more 
extreme. (I figured Sophie wouldn’t want to know 
that her hands were covered in yeti pee, so I left out 
that detail—but I did warn her to wash her hands 
thoroughly.) 


NOTES: 
I also wrapped up the starlight to make sure she 
couldn’t hurt herself again. Weird thing was, it felt 
cold—not hot. And I’ve never seen light like that 
before—or heard of ===" 


UPDATE: 

Sophie stopped by early (I think she didn’t want her 
friends to see her in the Healing Center again), and 
her hands looked perfect! But I still gave her one 
more elixir, just to be safe. 


ADDITIONAL NOTES: 

In the category of Proof That Things Keep Getting 
Weirder Around Here, a couple of Councillors 
showed up and asked me a billion questions—and 
made me black out the star’s name from this record. 
Pretty sure I know what that means.... 


INCIDENT: Third Healing Center Visit 


DETAILS: 
Sophie was unconscious and covered in blotches 
when Fitz brought her to me. Dex said it was an 
allergy, probably caused by the limbium in the 
Nogginease he gave her. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Difficulty breathing. Hives. Swelling. 
Projectilevomiting. 


TREATMENT: 
Never treated an allergy before, so I threw together 
an elixir to address the symptoms I could see. 
Thankfully, it worked, and I cleaned Sophie up and 
brought her home to rest. Also gave her a vial of the 
elixir to wear in case anything like this ever happens 
again. 


NOTES: 
Not gonna lie—this was close. Bullhorn screamed his 
head off when Fitz brought her in, and curled up 
against her chest the whole time I was making the 
medicine. 





INCIDENT: Emergency House Call to Haventield 


DETAILS: 
Sophie snuck away to the Forbidden Cities to bottle a 
sample of their fires. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Minor burns (well... minor for Sophie). Her lungs 
also showed signs of smoke inhalation. 


TREATMENT: 
Only needed my regular salve this time. Elixirs and 
Youth took care of her lungs. 


NOTES: 
Not sure what’s going to happen to Sophie after this, 
but if there’s a Tribunal, you can bet I’ll be offering 
to testify. I know what she did was illegal—but it was 
also incredibly brave. Looks like she was right, too, 
and the fires were Everblaze. 


FILE CLOSED. 


PATIENT... DECEASED. 


I can’t believe Sophie’s gone. I keep checking my 
Imparter, hoping someone will tell me it’s all a 
mistake. But... I saw her waterlogged registry 
pendant. 


And I just got back from her planting. 


There’s no elixir or balm to fix this. Nothing I can do 
—except remember how brave and smart and 
incredible she was, and make sure everyone else 
remembers too. 


Grow strong, new little Wanderling. You hold some 
very precious DNA. 





FILE REOPENED. 


INCIDENT: Emergency Call to Lumenaria 


DETAILS: 


Got a panicked hail from Fitz that sounded like a 
cruel joke, but I leaped to Lumenaria with a few 
supplies—AND THERE WERE SOPHIE AND 
DEX!!! I will definitely be celebrating later—but 
first, I have to get them through this.... 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Severe fading—but I’m not losing this girl again! 





TREATMENT: 
Gave Sophie a sedative so we could leap her safely to 
Everglen. 


NOTES: 
Now the real work begins. 


INCIDENT: Recovery at Everglen 


DETAILS: 
Still dealing with Sophie’s fading, plus leftover issues 
from her kidnapping. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Too many to list them all (and it makes me sick to 
think about what those monsters did to her...). 


TREATMENT: 
I gave Sophie an aggressive combination of elixirs— 
plus a special limbium-free Fade Fuel. And there 
were definitely days when I didn’t think she was 
going to make it, but... SOPHIE PULLED 
THROUGH!!! She woke up a few hours ago, and I’m 
not gonna lie—TI totally teared up! She’s still weak, 
but she’s safe—and it’s so good to hear her voice 
again! 


NOTES: 
This girl is a fighter—and thank goodness for that. 
But I’m having some adjustments made to her nexus, 
since she clearly needs more practice with light 
leaping! 


INCIDENT: Checkup House Call to Haventield 


DETAILS: 
Apparently Sophie leaped home from the Forbidden 
Cities with her consciousness wrapped around an 
alicorn (of course she did), and Grady wanted to 
make sure she’s okay. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Sophie claimed she was fine—and her tests seemed 
normal. But I get the feeling she’s hiding something 
from me. She also clearly hasn’t been sleeping. 


TREATMENT: 
None. I tried to convince her to take a mild sedative 
before bed or drink some slumberberry tea, but she 
refused. 


NOTES: 
I understand her aversion to sedatives after what she 
went through—but she seriously needs some sleep. 
Wish I could think of something to suggest... 


INCIDENT: Emergency House Call to Everglen 


DETAILS: 
Sophie and Alden were sent to =Œ by the Council, 
and things did not go well. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Sophie faded again during the leap home—while 
wearing a nexus (!!!). Thankfully, it wasn’t as severe 
this time—but it still worries me. She also had burns 
on her hands, and a few bruises and scrapes. And she 
admitted that she’s been getting headaches (which 
she should’ve told me about earlier!). But she seemed 
more worried about Alden. 


TREATMENT: 
More of my special limbium-free Fade Fuel. I also 
treated her burns with a bottle of Youth, some balms, 
and a silk wrap. And I recommended weekly 
checkups for all of the other symptoms she’s 
apparently been hiding. We’ ll see if she cooperates. 


NOTES: 
I’m making her wear an extra nexus, since I have no 
idea what’s going on. 


ADDITIONAL NOTES: 


Given where Sophie was, I can’t say I’m surprised 
that the Council made me edit this record. But I’m 
also going to add that they were irresponsible for 
sending an innocent kid (who’s been through enough) 
to a horrible place like that! 


INCIDENT: Emergency House Call to Everglen 


DETAILS: 
Alden’s mind is... I can’t bring myself to write it yet. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Sophie looked like she was about to have an 
emotional meltdown. 


TREATMENT: 
Gave her a mood enhancer—a pretty strong one. 


NOTES: 
I would’ve given her a sedative for later, but she’s 
still very against them. 


INCIDENT: Fourth Healing Center Visit 


DETAILS: 
Sophie came here on her lunch break—and it wasn’t 
even an emergency! 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Sore muscles from alicorn riding, plus exhaustion. 


TREATMENT: 
Gave her some Achey-Break for the pain, and 
decided to check her mind for guilt—which knocked 
her unconscious (should’ve known a Sophie visit 
wouldn’t be easy). Nothing looked wrong in my tests, 
so I gave her a broad-range elixir and made her stay 
with me for the rest of school so I could monitor. 


NOTES: 
I’m feeling a little bad for hanging her picture and 
joking about calling this the “Foster Center.” She is 
holding the record for near-death experiences, but... I 
think she’s really struggling with what happened to 
Alden. (And I can’t blame her for that.) I also think 
she’s more worried about the headaches than she’s 
admitting. I just don’t understand why my tests don’t 
show anything wrong. 


INCIDENT: Fifth Healing Center Visit 


DETAILS: 
Sophie’s inflicting session with Councillor Bronte 
didn’t go as planned (or that’s what Bronte told me to 
write—I get the feeling this was exactly what he 
wanted to happen. And he’s lucky I didn’t punch him 
in the mouth!). 





SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Sophie claimed she felt fine, since Grady gave her an 
elixir the Dizznees made for her. (P 1l have to find out 
what they put in it.) But Master Leto and Sandor 
wanted me to check her. 


TREATMENT: 
Made her drink a bottle of Youth and gave her a 
broad-range elixir. Wish I could do more, but her 
tests still look normal. 


NOTES: 
I wanted her to stay and get some rest for her lunch 
break, but Keefe was there, and we ended up telling 
him about Alden so... that was rough. 


INCIDENT: Emergency House Call to Haventield 


DETAILS: 
Turns out alicorns can teleport—and I would laugh 
about how today’s adventure is something that would 
only happen to Sophie, but Sophie had to light leap 
Silveny home, and... 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
SHE FADED. AGAIN! WITH TWO NEXUSES— 
AND REALLY STRONG CONCENTRATION. 


TREATMENT: 
She took more of my limbium-free Fade Fuel. But I 
still can’t find anything wrong, so I also gave her a 
vial to wear (she’s getting quite the necklace 
collection...) and told her to take a dose every time 
she leaps, no matter what. 





NOTES: 
I DON’T UNDERSTAND WHAT’S GOING ON!! 


INCIDENT: Sixth Healing Center Visit 


DETAILS: 
The Hall of Illumination isn’t exactly a dangerous 
place, but leave it to Sophie to still end up 
unconscious. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Couldn’t find anything physically wrong, but since 
the mirror that knocked Sophie out was the Lodestar, 
I tried flashing light in her eyes, and... now we know 
what the problem is. (Sorta...) She said the light felt 
like it was boring into her brain. 


TREATMENT: 
All I could do was make Sophie stay and guzzle 
different elixirs (plus some Youth) and then flash 
light into her eyes again to see if it worked. Sadly, 
nothing helped—and the headaches eventually got 
too intense for her to keep going. 


NOTES: 
I seriously don’t know what to do—but I will figure 
this out! 


INCIDENT: Emergency House Call to Haventield 


DETAILS: 
The Black Swan convinced Sophie that they could 
“fix” her. So she flew across the ocean with Silveny 
(and Keefe) to have her abilities reset. And after that 
nightmare, a bunch of cloaked enemies attacked. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 

WHERE DO I EVEN START? THE BLACK SWAN 
GAVE HER AN ENTIRE OUNCE OF LIMBIUM 
AND THEN INJECTED HER WITH SOME 
MYSTERIOUS REMEDY SO SHE WOULDN’T 
DIE—AND THEN THE SAME CREEPS WHO 
KIDNAPPED HER NEARLY KILLED HER 
AGAIN!!! 


TREATMENT: 
According to this Mr. Forkle person (who I have 
quite a few things I’d love to say to), I was only 
allowed to clean Sophie’s wounds for the next 
twenty-four hours—no giving her elixirs or serums 
because they could mess with her “reset.” NOT 
EVEN ANY PAINKILLERS. 


UPDATE: 





As soon as that twenty-four hours was up, I gave her 
all the medicine she could safely handle. 


NOTES: 

There’s a bruise on Sophie’s hand from where the 
Black Swan injected their “remedy.” Pretty sure it’s 
going to scar. But... I think the reset did fix the issues 
she’s been dealing with. It also appears she can 
teleport. (Don’t know why I’m even surprised.) 


INCIDENT: Seventh Healing Center Visit 


DETAILS: 
Sophie found what she thought was a tracker tangled 
in Silveny’s tail, and it turned out to be covered in 
aromark, which then got all over Sophie’s (and 
Keefe’s) hands. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
I don’t know much about ogre biochemistry, but 
according to Lady Cadence, aromark = bad and needs 
to be removed. I also found what looked like a burn 
on Sophie’s wrist, but she claimed it’s a bruise and 
looks different because she used a home remedy. 


TREATMENT: 
Piquatine melts off the top layer of skin—which isn’t 
as bad as it sounds, since I numbed Sophie first. But 
it’s a freaky process, even for me. I could’ve sedated 
her, but I know how she feels about sedatives. My 
all-purpose salve fixed up the burn-bruise thing. 


NOTES: 
Made sure to give Sophie a lecture about coming to 
me with injuries instead of using home remedies. 


INCIDENT: Eighth Healing Center Visit 

DETAILS: 

Sir Harding sent her to see me (though I think Sophie 
might’ve been faking to ditch PE and only came 
because Sandor dragged her here—hooray for 
overprotective goblins!). 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 

Checked her burn-bruise thing—which looked good. 
But her cells were exhausted. Apparently she hasn’t 
Slept since Silveny moved to the Sanctuary. 


TREATMENT: 
None. She’s sticking to her “no sedatives” policy. 


NOTES: 

Magnate Leto was there and suggested she try 
reaching Silveny telepathically, even with the 
distance between them. Sophie looked skeptical—but 
Pll bet she pulls it off. 


INCIDENT: Emergency House Call to Haventield 


DETAILS: 
The Black Swan sent Sophie (and Keefe) on a 
leaping adventure—using light from the unmapped 
stars and taking her underground and under the 
ocean! (Seriously, how did they think that was a good 


idea?) Oh, and for added fun, the cloaked villains 
showed up. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Some of the most traumatized cells I’ve ever seen! 
But no other injuries. 


TREATMENT: 
Back to my special Fade Fuel, plus a serum to rebuild 
her cells. 


NOTES: 
Also gave Sophie a poultice, since the serum she has 
to take will make her a little itchy. 


INCIDENT: Emergency Checkup in the Principal’s 
Office 


DETAILS: 
In what might be the worst decision ever, the Council 
forced Sophie to wear the ability restrictor that Dex 
never should have designed. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Fainting, headache, dehydration, nausea—and don’t 
even get me started on the emotional toll that comes 
with having your powers stripped away. 


TREATMENT: 
Couldn’t do much, but I gave her a bottle of Youth 
and some elixirs to drink whenever she feels 
nauseous. She’ll probably need to take regular 
Supplements as well. 


NOTES: 
WHAT SHE REALLY NEEDS IS SOMEONE TO 
TAKE THAT MONSTROSITY OFF OF HER 
HEAD. 


INCIDENT: Emergency House Call to Everglen 

DETAILS: 

The Black Swan tried to ambush the bad guys (who 
seem to be called “the Neverseen” ), but it turned into 
a battle—and this was after Sophie survived a huge 
firefight with Brant (who’s apparently a Pyrokinetic). 
Basically, I can’t keep up with all the weirdness, and 
I don’t know how Sophie’s still alive—but boy, am I 
glad she is. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 

Frostbite, altitude sickness, smoke inhalation, and 
dozens of other issues. Guess it could’ve been worse 
(like Sandor), but... sigh. 


TREATMENT: 
So. Many. Things. (Seriously, my elixir and balm 
supplies are totally depleted.) Also... had to give her 
a big hug. 


NOTES: 

Thank goodness she got rid of that horrible ability 
restrictor. I don’t want to know how—and I have a 
feeling the Council’s going to freak out. But I’m so 
happy it’s gone. 


INCIDENT: Ninth Healing Center Visit 


DETAILS: 
Sophie was expelled from Foxfire (don’t even get me 
started on that), but leave it to her to show up in the 
Healing Center anyway—with a _ plague-infested 
gnome, no less. (And Fitz.) 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
I insisted on doing a full checkup, and I could see 
signs of healed burns and previous light poisoning. 
But it looks like the “Sophie Survival Kit” and the 
list of “Crazy Messes That Sophie Will Find a Way to 
Get Herself Into” are doing their job! 


TREATMENT: 
A LOT more elixirs. 


NOTES: 
Kinda killed me to watch Sophie leave, knowing 
she’s surely going to have more medical 
emergencies. But at least she knows she can come to 
me if she needs to. 


INCIDENT: Emergency House Call to Sterling Gables 


DETAILS: 
Timkin Heks hailed me to help Keefe, who was 
having some sort of emotional meltdown (among 
other things). And I checked on Sophie while I was 
there. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Nothing I could find, except the usual signs that she’s 
been pushing herself too hard and risking her life. 


TREATMENT: 
A bunch more elixirs. And another hug! 


NOTES: 
Sophie asked me to get Keefe an Emotional Support 
Stuffed Animal. Gotta admire how she’s always 
taking care of her friends. Wish I could get her to 
take better care of herself! 


INCIDENT: Emergency House Call to Haventield 


DETAILS: 
I can’t believe I’m writing this, but... there was a 
major ogre attack. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
No physical injuries to Sophie. (She said she wasn’t 
there for the battle.) But she did show borderline 
signs of shock. 


TREATMENT: 
Gave her a couple of calming elixirs. 


NOTES: 
Grady’s bodyguard (Brielle) was killed, and it sounds 
like it would’ve been a lot worse if Verdi hadn’t 
broken out of her enclosure and done some ogre- 
hunting. 


INCIDENT: Tenth Healing Center Visit 


DETAILS: 
Sophie rushed Keefe to see me after he decided to 
challenge King Dimitar to a sparring match and 
become a Mercadir—whatever that means. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Did a quick checkup on Sophie, since she was here. 
And I couldn’t find anything wrong—but she was a 
little pale. 


TREATMENT: 
Made her take one elixir, just in case. 


NOTES: 
Apparently Keefe has the ogre princess for his 
bodyguard now? Also: There was some serious 
tension between Sophie and Keefe. As far as I know, 
they’re just friends—but it almost seemed like... you 
know what? I do not want to get involved in teenage 
drama! 


INCIDENT: Eleventh Healing Center Visit 

DETAILS: 

The Neverseen brutally attacked Sophie (and Fitz). If 
I ever get my hands on them... 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
This is the closest Sophie’s ever come to dying. 
Bullhorn knew it too. And Sophie wouldn’t respond 
to anything I gave her—until Tam called the shadows 
out of her blood. The bulk of the damage is to her 
right shoulder and right hand, but there’s lots to deal 
with. 


TREATMENT: 
I wrapped her arm and hand in a cocoon of bandages 
to immobilize them. But the healing is going slow, 
even with marrow regenerator. 


NOTES: 
She’s not going to be able to move or light leap until 
her bones heal. So it looks like we’ll be having a 
Foxfire slumber party. And of course Sophie doesn’t 
want any sedatives. I also don’t like how certain parts 
of her look fuzzy when I try to examine them. 





UPDATE: 


Sophie woke up thrashing, which set back her 
recovery—and she’s feeling pain in her head and 
hand that isn’t showing up in my tests. Gave her 
some of the extreme marrow regenerator (leftover 
from when Sandor was thrown off Mount Everest) 
plus pain medicine. 


SECOND UPDATE: 
I asked Tam to check for shadows, and his Mentor 
(Lady Zillah) tagged along and gave a long speech 
about shadowflux and echoes. Tam tried to soothe 
them, but it only made things worse. And sadly, 
there’s not much I can do—except give Sophie an 
elixir to keep her dreams lighter while the echoes 
fade. 


THIRD UPDATE: 
It’s been uneventful around here (unless you count 
Keefe’s skill lessons—and Fitz waking up). I’m also 
working with Livvy to change the strategy. The new 
elixirs and balms have some nasty ingredients, but 
we’re onto something. 


FOURTH UPDATE: 
Had to change out the bandages and wow, was there 
a lot of ooze! Also got a better look at Sophie’s hand, 
and it’s definitely swollen. But the bones have set, 


and these new balms and compression wraps might 
mean she can go home by the end of the week! 


FIFTH UPDATE: 
Ro and Keefe insisted on being at the next bandage 
change (or “the Great Fitzphie Ooze Fest”), and it 
was even stinkier than the last one. But Sophie’s hand 
was back to normal size! Time to focus on the nerve 
damage and rebuilding strength. 





SIXTH UPDATE: 
After a special mineral soak and a little more strength 
training, Sophie regained feeling in her hand and 
could FINALLY get out of bed! (!!!) 


SEVENTH UPDATE: 
Fitz went home yesterday, and Sophie’s mood 
seemed a little low. Thankfully, Keefe was there to 
distract her. 


EIGHTH UPDATE: 
Gotta admit, sometimes I thought I’d never get to 
write these words, but: SOPHIE JUST LEFT THE 
HEALING CENTER!!! And of course she’s doing an 
“errand” with Mr. Forkle before going home. Some 
things never change. 





INCIDENT: Follow-Up House Call to Havenfield 


DETAILS: 
Sophie still has a long recovery ahead. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Nothing new, at least! 


TREATMENT: 
Just rest. 


NOTES: 
The Black Swan’s Technopath made a bracelet to 
boost the strength in Sophie’s left arm, so I gave her 
permission to start battle training—but only on that 
side! 


INCIDENT: Twelfth Healing Center Visit 


DETAILS: 
Sophie’s being good and coming in for her checkups. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Found some swelling in Sophie’s knuckles, but 
nothing serious. Lady Zillah also wanted Sophie to 
trigger her echoes—and it wasn’t horrible. But... it 
wasn’t great. 


TREATMENT: 
More medicine. Also hoping Lady Zillah finds a 
solution to this echo thing. 


NOTES: 
Kinda looked like Sophie and Fitz were “together.” 
Huh. My little girl is growing up! 


UPDATE: 
I wasn’t there when it happened, but I just got word 
from Flori that she learned a song that finally made 
Sophie’s echoes fade away. 


INCIDENT: Emergency House Call to Haventield 


DETAILS: 

Sophie agreed to reset her inflicting—which means 
taking limbium and hoping Livvy and I can stop her 
allergy before it kills her. No pressure. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 

Sophie went with the stronger, more dangerous dose 
(Is anyone shocked by this?), so the reaction was 
severe—and her heart stopped. 





TREATMENT: 

Chest compressions, plus the allergy remedy Livvy 
and I designed (and a booster shot Livvy made), 
followed by a tiny dose of sedative. 


NOTES: 
This definitely didn’t go as well as I’d hoped. 


UPDATE: 

Sophie was knocked out for three days. And it’s not 
safe to give her any elixirs or pain medicine for at 
least another day. Flori made her a Panakes blossom 
broth that may help, though. 


SECOND UPDATE: 


She still needs a little more bed rest. But it was safe 
to give her some painkillers. 


THIRD UPDATE: 
Took Sophie five days to get out of bed and six 
before she made it outside. So this definitely took a 
toll. But she’s through the worst of it, and it does 
seem to have worked. 


INCIDENT: Thirteenth Healing Center Visit 


DETAILS: 
Sophie rushed Keefe to me. He’s unconscious, and 
his cells are going through some sort of 
“transformation.” So it looks like his mom got what 
she wanted. 


SYMPTOMS/INJURIES: 
Checked Sophie, too, and she’s exhausted and 
emotionally overwhelmed and banged up from the 
battle. But nothing major. 


TREATMENT: 
Mostly, she just needed a pep talk—which I’m bad 
at. But I did my best. 


NOTES: 
I guess she discovered she can teleport without 
needing to free-fall now. The girl just keeps getting 
more and more amazing. 





VACKER 





REGISTRY FILE FOR 


Fitzroy Avery Vacker 


KNOWN ABILITIES: Telepath 
RESIDENCE: Everglen 


IMMEDIATE FAMILY: Alden Vacker (father), Della Vacker (mother), Alvar Vacker (brother), 
Biana Vacker (sister) 


MATCH STATUS: Registered with zero lists received 

EDUCATION: Current Foxfire prodigy 

NEXUS: No longer required 

PATHFINDER: Not assigned. Restricted to Leapmasters and home crystals. 
SPYBALL APPROVAL: None 

MEMBER OF THE NOBILITY: No 

TITLE: None 

NOBLE ASSIGNMENT: None 


SIGNIFICANT CONNECTIONS: Cognate to Sophie Foster; fealty-sworn member of the Black 
Swan; former Exillium Wayward; part of the Vacker family 


ASSIGNED BODYGUARD(S): Grizel (goblin) 


PREFERRED NAME: 

For reasons not disclosed, Fitzroy is most commonly identified by a 
nickname. In fact, few of his peers even realize his full name is Fitzroy. So 
to avoid confusion, the rest of this file shall refer to him by his more 
recognizable, shortened name: Fitz. 


A LEGENDARY LINEAGE: 

As made obvious by his last name, Fitz is a Vacker—a member of one of 
the most prominent families in the Lost Cities. Which means that he—and 
his siblings—have more relatives holding powerful positions in the nobility 
than any of their peers do. It would be far too tedious to include a full list of 
all the prominent Vackers and their accomplishments, but a few of note are 
as follows: Fallon Vacker, who was one of the three founding members of 
the Council and served for a thousand years as a Councillor; Orem Vacker, 
who is an extremely talented Flasher and puts on the impressive light show 
seen at the Celestial Festival; Luzia Vacker, Orem’s mother, who is also a 
Flasher and created many of the illusions that keep the Lost Cities hidden; 
and, of course, Fitz’s father, Alden, who is a renowned Telepath and an 


Emissary for the Council with the highest level of clearance, and is often 
given their most important assignments. 


THE GOLDEN BOY: 

Fitz manifested as a Telepath when he was thirteen, setting the record for 
“youngest to manifest as a Telepath’—until Sophie Foster revealed that 
she’d manifested when she was five human years old. Some people 
occasionally get confused and think that Fitz was actually “the youngest to 
manifest an ability—period.” But that is simply not accurate. His own sister 
(Biana) manifested younger than that—as have several others. 
Nevertheless, Fitz’s youth, and the strength of his telepathy, earned him the 
title “Alden’s Golden Boy” (which is occasionally used less-than-kindly, 
particularly by Councillor Bronte). Fitz’s academic record at Foxfire is also 
considered exemplary (despite his brief attendance at Exillium—and a 
somewhat suspicious number of absences during his first few years at the 
academy). And when he was descried by Councillor Terik, the reading was 
incredibly promising. Fitz excels in all areas of study, often receiving the 
highest grades out of everyone in his level. And he was the reigning Foxfire 
splotching champion until Sophie beat him with a brain push during her 
first time competing—though many consider that match to have been a tie, 
since both of them were thrown backward against the wall and knocked 
unconscious. 


HIS FATHER’S UNAUTHORIZED QUEST: 

Alden Vacker has long had a reputation for occasionally pursuing 
investigations without the Council’s approval, and the largest proven 
example is the twelve years he spent secretly searching for the source of a 
strand of unregistered DNA. The Council had deemed the DNA to be a 
hoax after it was recovered during a memory break performed on Prentice 
Endal (a convicted rebel). But Alden was convinced the DNA belonged to a 
female child created by the Black Swan (an organization no one believed 
existed at the time) who’d been hidden somewhere among the Forbidden 
Cities. And in order to avoid the Council’s suspicion or interference, Alden 
enlisted the help of both of his sons (who were also better able to approach 
the children that Alden was investigating without frightening them). Alvar 
—the elder of Alden’s sons—was the first to assist with the project, but he 
was replaced by Fitz as soon as Fitz was old enough to take over, 
presumably because Fitz was closer to the girl’s estimated age. Little is 


known about how Alden chose which “leads” to investigate or where he got 
his information from, or how many places his sons visited (though rumor 
has it that Fitz collected small souvenirs from each of the Forbidden 
locations he was sent to). But eventually all the searching paid off, and Fitz 
located Sophie Foster and brought her to the Lost Cities—technically twice. 
The first time was the day he met her—which was not what his father had 
instructed him to do. He was only supposed to observe and report back. But 
Sophie’s eye color confused him, so he approached her to investigate 
further and realized she was definitely the girl he’d been looking for. And 
when she refused to believe what he was telling her, he brought her to the 
Lost Cities as proof—then took her back to her human home and made her 
promise not to tell anyone about anything she’d seen. (He’s very lucky that 
she kept her word.) The next day, after the Council had been properly 
updated, Fitz was sent to retrieve Sophie and bring her to the Lost Cities 
permanently. 


A LOYAL FRIEND: 

There is some debate on this issue, but many consider Fitz to be Sophie 
Foster’s “first friend,” since he was the one to discover her and also helped 
her settle into her new life in the Lost Cities. Despite the difference in their 
grade levels, Fitz also did his best to look out for Sophie when she first 
started attending Foxfire, and their relationship has only grown stronger 
since. Some have tried to claim that Fitz’s friendship was initially only 
motivated by his father’s encouragement. But the connection between 
Sophie and Fitz has stood the tests of both time and trial. Fitz even chose to 
follow Sophie to the Black Swan when she had to flee the Lost Cities after 
“losing” her ability restrictor, and Fitz has fought by her side in numerous 
confrontations with the Neverseen. 


HERO MOMENT: 

As previously mentioned, everyone believed that Sophie Foster and Dex 
Dizznee were drowned by a tidal wave after their registry pendants were 
found at the bottom of the ocean. And Fitz was no exception. He attended 
both of their plantings and was seen grieving intensely at each. But Fitz was 
also the first to suspect that Sophie and Dex were still alive. He’d initially 
thought he was imagining Sophie’s transmissions for help, but as they grew 
stronger and more desperate, he decided to confide in both his sister (Biana 
Vacker) and his best friend (Keefe Sencen), who encouraged him to check 


the place where Sophie’s “voice” was telling him to go. The three of them 
leaped to the Four Seasons Tree in Lumenaria and found Dex stunned by 
multiple melder blasts and Sophie fading away from an unprotected leap— 
but Fitz was able to keep Sophie conscious by communicating with her 
telepathically while Biana and Keefe brought Elwin back to help. Sophie 
and Dex needed time to recover, and it’s likely that neither of them would 
be alive today if Fitz hadn’t acted when he did. 


SHADOWED DAYS: 

Sophie Foster’s kidnapping was a world-changing event for the Lost Cities 
in so many ways. But for Alden Vacker, her rescue proved that he (and the 
Council) had been wrong about the Black Swan. The organization was 
technically composed of rebels—but they were not behaving as enemies, 
like Alden had initially suspected. Which meant that Prentice Endal’s arrest, 
memory break, and subsequent exiling had technically been unjust 
particularly since Prentice had simply been trying to protect Sophie. And 
while the Council maintained (and still maintains) that they based their 
decision on the information they had been given at the time and therefore 
are not to be blamed, as the source of that information, the realization 
proved to be too much for Alden. He tried to fight his emotions—even 
pulled himself back from a smaller breakdown during a Council-assigned 
mission to with Sophie. But after 
watching Prentice’s son (Wylie Endal) performing during the Foxfire 
Opening Ceremonies, the guilt shattered Alden’s mind, leaving him in an 
unstable, unconscious state that is almost worse than death. His wife (Della 
Vacker) tried her best to hold her family together. But all three children 
(Fitz, Alvar, and Biana) were devastated over essentially losing their father. 
And many reports indicate that Fitz’s grief manifested primarily as anger, 
and that most of that anger was directed at Sophie, whom he blamed for 
what happened to his father, since she’d known about Alden’s smaller 
breakdown and hadn’t warned anyone. (It should be noted that Elwin 
Heslege, who’d been assisting the family as a physician, reported seeing 
some improvement in Fitz’s temperament with the use of what he calls an 
“Emotional Support Stuffed Animal.” Elwin gifted Fitz with a sparkly 
stuffed red dragon, which he instructed Fitz to call Mr. Snuggles, and 
recommended that Fitz try hugging Mr. Snuggles whenever he was upset, or 
if he couldn’t sleep. Numerous reports indicate that Fitz still has Mr. 





Snuggles in his possession and finds a great deal of solace and comfort 
from his stuffed dragon.) Even though Alden was technically still alive, a 
planting was held for him in an attempt to provide his family (and our 
world as a whole) with some sort of closure for his loss. His Wanderling 
continues to grow—but it has thankfully turned out to be yet another 
unnecessary tree casting shade in the Wanderling Woods (along with the 
Wanderlings for Sophie Foster and Dex Dizznee). Sophie discovered that 
her unique telepathy allowed her to heal broken minds, and she brought 
Alden back to consciousness. Since his “reawakening,” it’s been as though 
Alden were never gone, which was naturally a huge cause for celebration, 
both for his family and for everyone in the Lost Cities. And reports suggest 
that Fitz apologized to Sophie before she healed his father, because he 
wanted her to know that he valued her friendship even if she couldn’t save 
the day. 


COGNATES—AND POSSIBLY MORE: 

Fitz was already an exceptional Telepath, but his ability improved 
exponentially once he was granted the rare opportunity of sharing a 
telepathy session with Sophie Foster and her Mentor (Sir Tiergan). The 
closer Fitz worked with Sophie, the more Tiergan began to suspect that a 
significant connection existed between his two prodigies, particularly since 
Fitz is one of the only Telepaths who can breach Sophie’s mental blocking. 
It seems the reason that Fitz can do so is because Sophie subconsciously 
chooses to let him into her mind, which then allows Fitz to transmit his 
thoughts, search her memories, and hear what Sophie’s thinking. He’s also 
able to send Sophie bursts of mental energy when her own strength is 
weakening. And together, Sophie and Fitz have been able to accomplish 
impressive feats, like performing a mental healing on the shattered, ancient 
mind of an exiled member of the Neverseen (former Councillor Fintan 
Pyren)—though that healing did lead to an unanticipated inferno of 
Everblaze, which destroyed nearly half of Eternalia and caused the death of 
Councillor Kenric. They’ve also been able to successfully navigate the 
complex mental landscapes of other intelligent species, as when they 
searched King Dimitar’s thoughts during a mission to Ravagog, and read 
the minds of two gnomes. Additionally, with Sophie’s help, Fitz has been 
able to communicate with the alicorns, even over great distances. All of 
which is why Sophie and Fitz officially began training as Cognates during 


their time living with the Black Swan. Once their banishment ended, they 
continued the lessons with Sir Tiergan at Foxfire (though Tiergan had 
technically been working with them the whole time, since recent reports 
indicate that Tiergan is a member of the Black Swan’s Collective, who goes 
by the name Granite). Fitz even gifted Sophie with Cognate rings as a Level 
Three midterms gift. And now that Sophie has manifested as an Enhancer, 
the two of them are able to accomplish truly incredible tasks, like 
recovering fragments of memories that had been shattered and buried in the 
darkest depths of Keefe’s consciousness. Trust has occasionally been noted 
as a barrier for their Cognate connection (particularly for Sophie), but 
they’ve managed to find a way of working through it—though it will be 
interesting to see if the Cognate relationship can survive the matchmaking 
process. Rumors often circulate about Fitz and Sophie, and the terms 
“Fitzphie” and “Sophitz” seem to suggest some sort of romantic pairing. 
One of the matchmakers assigned to Fitz even wondered if certain answers 
in Fitz’s match packet might’ve been an attempt to steer his match lists a 
particular way (though the process is of course designed to ensure a bias 
like that won’t interfere with the matchmakers’ recommendations). 


A BANISHED VACKER—AND THE FIRST WAYWARD: 

As mentioned earlier, Fitz chose to go with Sophie when she fled the Lost 
Cities to join the Black Swan. And his involvement in an attempted prison 
break in Exile led to him (and the rest of his friends, as well as his sister) 
being officially banished, expelled from Foxfire, and assigned to Exillium 
—which was definitely a first for his prestigious family (and quite the 
scandal, until he and his sister were allowed to return home and resume 
their studies at Foxfire, thanks to the role they played in stopping the 
gnomish plague). 


FURTHER VACKER SCANDALS: 

There have been murmurings of a “Vacker legacy” for some time—though 
the term has been used in both positive and negative ways. As such, it’s 
unclear exactly what the label is meant to imply—but it should be noted 
that the legendary family is not without its share of controversy. Rumors 
have circulated for centuries about Fallon Vacker—though it’s difficult to 
locate any specific accusations. And Luzia Vacker worked closely with 
Vespera before Vespera’s scandalous arrest. Luzia also had a secret alliance 
with the empress of the trolls, which recently caused a deadly scandal. 


Evidently Luzia allowed the trolls to hide hives at both of her residences 
(Everglen and Dawnheath), and the trolls used at least one of those hives to 
breed an experimental army. Luzia claimed to have no knowledge of the 
trolls’ experiments, but her son seemed to suspect otherwise. Orem even 
helped the Neverseen expose his mother’s activities by providing the DNA 
they needed to open the hive at Everglen—which unfortunately unleashed a 
band of mutant newborn trolls, who then went tearing through the property 
on a deadly rampage. The Council has yet to punish Luzia for those crimes, 
because her sentence is still being determined—and investigations into 
Orem (and other Vackers potentially involved as well) remain ongoing. And 
then, of course, there’s Alvar Vacker—but he needs his own section. 


A TRAITOR IN THE FAMILY: 

After the Neverseen’s defeat in Ravagog, Fitz’s older brother, Alvar, boldly 
declared himself to be a member of the Neverseen. He was also directly 
involved in the destruction of Lumenaria and the abduction (and torture) of 
Wylie Endal. He’s additionally suspected to have been involved in Sophie 
Foster and Dex Dizznee’s kidnapping, as well as the Everblaze infernos that 
tore through the Forbidden Cities and Eternalia—and he likely fought with 
the Neverseen in their skirmish with the Black Swan on Mount Everest and 
helped with the Neverseen’s attempts to capture the alicorns. But all of 
those accusations unfortunately remain speculation because of severe 
damage that occurred to Alvar’s memories. He was found in a cell in the 
Neverseen’s “Nightfall” hideout, seriously wounded and heavily drugged 
with soporidine (a dangerous sedative the Neverseen developed), as though 
he’d been betrayed by the order and left for dead. Alvar remained 
unconscious for weeks, and when an antidote to the soporidine was finally 
acquired, his mind was completely erased. Despite the amnesia, Alvar was 
brought to Tribunal for his crimes. But the Council found themselves 
uncertain of how to punish someone who no longer remembered what he’d 
done and seemed genuinely remorseful. So, in an effort to be fair (and 
despite very vocal protests from numerous members of the Vacker family— 
including Fitz and Biana), the Council sentenced Alvar to six months of 
house arrest at Everglen. Alvar was moved to a heavily guarded new 
apartment that Alden Vacker had built for his son, and was required to wear 
a gadget called the Warden (designed by Dex Dizznee) to keep track of his 
every move and render him immediately unconscious if he should do 


anything suspicious. The Council used the time to study Alvar’s behavior 
and assess whether he’d truly changed—and all tests seemed to indicate that 
Alvar had legitimately become a different person. Unfortunately, though, 
Alvar’s amnesia turned out to be part of the Neverseen’s plan, and his 
memories were triggered during the most recent Celestial Festival. He did 
appear to hesitate once he remembered the role he was expected to play. But 
in the end, Alvar chose to open the gates of Everglen for the Neverseen and 
helped them unleash the newborn trolls from the illegal hive hidden on the 
property. The Neverseen then lost control of the situation, and one of their 
members—a Shade who called herself Umber—was crushed to death 
before the rest of the Neverseen fled to safety. Alvar tried to escape as well, 
but a series of events (which still remain murky) left him trapped inside one 
of the troll’s birthing pods. Everyone assumed he drowned when liquid 
filled the pod soon after. But it appears that Alvar’s mastery of basic skills 
allowed him to escape once again. He’s only been seen once since and 
apparently was in very poor health. But there’s no telling whether he’ll 
cause any final havoc before he dies—a fact which seems to infuriate Fitz 
more than anyone. He’s made it clear that he’s determined to ensure Alvar 
can never hurt anyone ever again, even if it requires deadly force. In fact, 
during the confrontation on the night of the Celestial Festival, Fitz came 
shockingly close to ending his brother’s life. The moment was broadcast by 
the Neverseen for everyone to witness, and many have mixed feelings about 
Fitz’s behavior. Fitz’s friends talked him out of causing any harm, and it’s 
unclear whether he regrets the decision. The Council may or may not regret 
it as well. 


GOBLIN PROTECTION OF HIS OWN: 

Given how many enemies Fitz is fighting, it’s not surprising that the Black 
Swan decided to arrange a goblin bodyguard for him. He’s now under the 
protection of Grizel, who volunteered for the position. She’s proven herself 
to be a fierce and fearsome warrior, but also appears to be quite high- 
spirited, often turning things into games or bets with interesting 
consequences. Additionally, there seems to be some sort of connection 
between Grizel and Sandor (Sophie’s bodyguard). Neither goblin has been 
willing to update the Council—or their queen—on their relationship status. 
But all evidence suggests they’re currently a couple. 


BRAVE RECOVERIES: 


Fitz has suffered numerous minor injuries over the years, as well as two 
major brushes with death. The first took place while he was living with the 
Black Swan, after he and his friends were caught breaking into Exile. 
During the confrontation with the Council, Councillor Clarette used her 
ability to call forth several arthropleura in an attempt at intimidation. And 
when the situation escalated, Fitz ended up impaled through the chest and 
shoulder by one of the creature’s antennae. Sophie Foster then negotiated a 
deal for his freedom, and Dex Dizznee rushed Fitz to the Black Swan’s 
physician, who was able to heal the wound and draw out the venom. (It 
should be noted that Councillor Clarette was found blameless for her role in 
what happened, as it was simply an unfortunate accident—and the 
arthropleura involved was not harmed.) Fitz’s second and perhaps more 
frightening injury occurred during an ambush with the Neverseen. He was 
with his bodyguard (Grizel) as well as Sophie Foster and her bodyguard 
(Sandor) when several members of the Neverseen appeared out of nowhere 
and attacked. Reports on the incident indicate that Fitz was tortured by the 
Neverseen’s Shade (who called herself Umber) in an attempt to make 
Sophie cooperate. And since Umber used shadowflux for her attacks, Fitz’s 
injuries were complex and long-lasting. He and Sophie (who’d sustained 
similarly frightening injuries) spent several weeks in the Healing Center, 
and both of them needed additional weeks of therapy after they returned 
home. (Grizel and Sandor were also injured during this incident, as was 
Dex Dizznee; his bodyguard, Lovise; and Wylie Endal, who’d arrived after 
Sophie sent out a call for help.) Fitz occasionally walks with a slight limp as 
a result of the attack, but otherwise seems to have fully recovered. 


EXCLUDED FROM THE TEAM: 

In a move that many have found surprising, the Council opted against 
inviting Fitz to be part of Team Valiant—though they have assured Sophie 
that he can be added if she ends up needing his telepathic assistance. The 
Council’s reasoning was that Sophie had grown too reliant on her Cognate 
and might discover new strengths if forced to work more closely with some 
of her other friends—particularly the friends with whom she seemed to 
team up the least often. It’s too early to tell if the Council made the right 
call in this regard, but either way, Fitz was understandably disappointed to 
be passed over for the assignment. 


A HIGHLY ELIGIBLE MATCH: 


Despite all of the above drama, Fitz remains one of the most eligible 
candidates for the match, and will likely cause quite the stir once his name 
begins appearing on match lists. Most assume he’ll be invited to a record 
number of Winnowing Galas. And given his family’s slight fall from favor, 
it would be excellent timing for him to choose a smart match—and very 
unwise for him to consider anyone not specifically matched to him. 


FINAL NOTE: 

This was touched on above—and should be taken somewhat lightly, since 
it’s only connected to extreme circumstances—but Fitz’s default reaction to 
emotionally intense, high-pressure situations tends to be anger (and 
occasionally even violence). He has been known to verbally lash out at 
friends and family, often unfairly blaming them for the causes of his 
frustrations. And his physical altercations with his brother, while justified, 
have grown increasingly brutal. All of which may make him a liability in 
the future, if the situation with the Neverseen continues to escalate. 








VACKER 





REGISTRY FILE FOR 


Biana Amberly Vacker 


KNOWN ABILITIES: Vanisher 
RESIDENCE: Everglen 


IMMEDIATE FAMILY: Father (Alden Vacker), mother (Della Vacker), brother (Alvar Vacker), 
brother (Fitz Vacker) 


MATCH STATUS: Unregistered 

EDUCATION: Current Foxfire prodigy 

NEXUS: No longer required 

PATHFINDER: Not assigned. Restricted to Leapmasters and home crystals. 
SPYBALL APPROVAL: None 

MEMBER OF THE NOBILITY: Yes 

TITLE: Lady 

NOBLE ASSIGNMENT: Regent; member of Team Valiant 


SIGNIFICANT CONNECTIONS: Fealty-sworn member of the Black Swan; former Wayward at 
Exillium 


ASSIGNED BODYGUARD(S): Woltzer (goblin) 


THIRD CHILD: 

Many may consider the following to be a touch scandalous, since it’s 
something that so rarely gets mentioned—but if this file were for someone 
in any other family, it would be a defining entry. Since Biana is a Vacker, 
there are hardly ever whispers of it—and yet, it should be noted that Biana 
Vacker is child number three for her parents, Alden and Della Vacker 
(though the inclusion of this note is in no way meant to cast any judgment). 
Since many in the Lost Cities fear that second children (and beyond) have 
weaker abilities and DNA, it’s generally rare for a family to have more than 
one child—and extremely rare to have more than two. Little is known about 
why Alden and Della chose to have a third child (again, since the subject is 
so rarely discussed). But one might speculate that they were hoping for a 
daughter. Whatever their reasoning, they definitely skirted convention and 
are quite fortunate that their family name protects them—and Biana—from 
facing the scorn they surely would have endured otherwise. 


EXCEEDING EXPECTATIONS: 


Given Biana’s last name, the constant praise that was always showered on 
both of her brothers (though most of the praise was for Fitz), and the fact 
that she’s a third child—it’s safe to say that she’s had a lot to live up to. And 
like a true Vacker, her beauty, accent, and school performance have all been 
exceptional. But the real test came down to Biana’s manifesting. For years, 
gossip circles speculated about what ability the youngest Vacker might 
inherit from her legendary genetics, and whether it could possibly match 
that of her siblings. Biana did an excellent job of pretending not to notice 
the pressure she was facing (though she surely must have). And in the end, 
she outshone what everyone expected, manifesting as a Vanisher at an even 
younger age than Fitz manifested as a Telepath. And even with limited 
training, she’s proven herself to be incredibly adept at her ability, managing 
to vanish completely within hours of manifesting and holding her vanish for 
longer and longer periods of time. Records also suggest that when Biana 
teams up with Sophie Foster and allows Sophie to enhance her, she’s able to 
not only make herself invisible—but make others invisible as well. And 
while some may whisper about the irony of one of the most “watched” 
prodigies in the Lost Cities being able to literally disappear, others suspect 
that Biana may relish the anonymity her ability allows. There have also 
been numerous reports of Biana using her ability to eavesdrop on important 
conversations or sneak into places she otherwise wouldn’t be able to access, 
which has made her a valuable asset to the Black Swan and her friends. 


ALL IN THE FAMILY: 

A primary goal of the matchmaking system is for each new generation to 
have increasingly powerful abilities. And while that isn’t always the case 
(much to the matchmakers’—and the Council’s—consternation), Biana’s 
family is a prime example of success. Like Biana, her mother (Della) is an 
incredibly powerful Vanisher (as is her brother Alvar, and it should also be 
noted that Fitz is a powerful Telepath, much like his father). But Biana 
seems to have also inherited her mother’s unique blend of grace, gumption, 
and ferocity. Reports indicate that Della’s received defensive battle training, 
and has combined the moves she’s learned with her vanishing to make her a 
true force to be reckoned with. And it appears she’s taught Biana (and 
Biana’s friends) how to protect themselves as well, which has allowed 
Biana to hold her own against some truly formidable enemies. 


STRUGGLING SOCIALITE: 


While most Vackers tend to be effortlessly popular by reputation alone, 
Biana has not had the number of friends and acquaintances that one might 
expect. In fact, it would appear that she has developed some trepidation as 
to whether potential new friends are looking simply for access to her 
prominent family, or to find a way to connect with her brothers (particularly 
with Fitz, who has many admirers at Foxfire). This very concern offered an 
initial challenge to the development of Biana’s friendship with Sophie 
Foster when Sophie first moved to the Lost Cities. In fact, numerous reports 
paint Sophie and Biana’s initial relationship as adversarial—and when they 
first began spending more time together, it was apparently at Biana’s 
father’s (Alden’s) urging, which caused a fallout between them when 
Sophie discovered the truth. Ultimately, though, Biana and Sophie have 
grown to genuinely respect and admire each other, and are now well and 
truly friends. Biana has also made amends with others she’s neglected or 
lost touch with over time, including Maruca Chebota and Marella Redek. 


A NATURAL TRENDSETTER: 

It of course helps that Biana’s family name, teal eyes, and incredible beauty 
make her a magnet for attention. But anyone who understands “style” 
knows that none of those things can give someone that additional head- 
turning factor that makes people stop and pay attention. And for Biana 
Vacker, all of that comes together perfectly, making her someone others 
often strive to emulate—whether it be through their clothes, hairstyle, 
makeup, or shoes. (One notable exception is Sophie Foster, whose distaste 
for attention often results in her resisting Biana’s makeover suggestions.) 
And while some may consider such things to be trivial or frivolous, there’s 
something to be said for Biana’s ability to fearlessly face down giant mutant 
beasts or angry ogre kings, or any of the other terrifying situations she’s 
found herself in, and then swipe on some of her favorite lip gloss and put on 
her frilliest, fanciest gown like nothing happened. In a way, it’s kind of 
inspiring—and an excellent reminder that when it comes to emulating 
Biana’s style, the most important element is staying true to who you are. 


AN ILLUSION OF SAFETY: 

Up until recently, the Lost Cities were always seen as a place of comfort 
and peace—a world that didn’t need armies or police like so many of the 
other intelligent species rely on. And yet, Biana’s father (Alden Vacker) 
added a massive glowing fence around the entire perimeter of his property 


(Everglen), with bars designed to absorb light and prevent anyone from 
being able to light leap in. Which surely must have made for an interesting 
upbringing. On the one hand, his children were constantly being assured 
that everything was fine and there was no reason to worry. And yet, every 
time they stepped outside their house, they saw that they were living inside 
a gated fortress. Does that mean Biana and her brothers suspected some of 
the dangers that have now been proven to exist in our world? Could that 
possibly even explain why Biana and Fitz connected so easily to Sophie 
Foster and involved themselves in the conspiracies and chaos surrounding 
her? Or did they simply think their father preferred to control his visitors? 
It’s impossible to tell. But the gates have since been removed because of the 
illegal troll hive found on the property. And given the new instability of our 
world, it’s highly likely that the Vacker family misses them. 


THE BANE OF HER BODYGUARD’S EXISTENCE: 

Like her friends, Biana was assigned a bodyguard when the Black Swan 
increased their security. But while most of the other bodyguard-protectee 
relationships have grown into unique friendships, it’s doubtful that Biana’s 
goblin bodyguard (Woltzer) feels any affection for her, the reason being that 
Biana has a bad habit of using her ability as a Vanisher to ditch poor 
Woltzer whenever she wants to do something he wouldn’t approve of— 
which also gets him in trouble with his supervisor (Sandor). To be fair, this 
has also meant that Woltzer has suffered far fewer injuries than the goblins 
guarding Biana’s friends—but that’s likely not why Biana sneaks away, so 
she probably doesn’t deserve credit for it. 


MARKED BY BATTLE: 

Biana is unfortunately not the only member of the Black Swan—nor the 
only one of her friends—to be seriously wounded during their altercations 
with the Neverseen. But Biana does bear a much larger souvenir of her 
injuries, in the form of noticeable scars on her arms, chest, neck, shoulders, 
and back. The injuries occurred when Biana went after Vespera by herself. 
(Evidently, her ability to vanish allowed her to sneak away during one of 
Vespera’s speeches.) It took her friends a while to catch up to her, and when 
they did, they found Biana unconscious and bleeding in a pile of jagged, 
broken glass. Apparently, Vespera had thrown Biana through one of the 
mirrors she used for her illusions—and records indicate that Vespera may 
have even intended for Biana to be scarred by the process and later bragged 


about that intention to Biana’s friends. Perhaps she thought that a girl 
known for her flawless beauty wouldn’t be able to handle any new 
imperfections—and Biana did, at first, appear to be choosing clothes that 
hid the marks. But with time, she seems to have grown comfortable with 
her new skin, and now proudly wears gowns and tunics that leave her scars 
on display. (It should also be noted that some of Biana’s returned 
confidence may stem from her use of one of Elwin’s Emotional Support 
Stuffed Animals—a stuffed yeti apparently named Lady Sassyfur.) And 
while some may notice Biana’s scars and wonder what could have caused 
the injuries, no one would ever claim that Biana isn’t as stunning as ever. In 
fact, the scars might make Biana even more striking, testifying to a level of 
strength, confidence, and fierceness that few are able to claim. 


A VALIANT REGENT: 

In what may turn out to be Biana’s boldest step out of her brothers’ 
shadows, she was chosen by the Council to be a member of Team Valiant, 
and is now one of the youngest Regents in the nobility. As a result, she can 
proudly claim the title of “Lady.” (Some reports indicate that Biana likes to 
tease her brother Fitz and force him to call her “Lady Biana”—but those 
rumors cannot be confirmed.) 


THE VACKER LEGACY: 

Biana’s brother Alvar’s crimes are unfortunately common knowledge—as is 
his claim that he joined the Neverseen because of “the Vacker legacy.” And 
there are many theories as to what he may have meant by that phrase—as 
well as certain truths that Alvar managed to expose before his most recent 
disappearance (the illegal troll hive hidden at Everglen, for example). But 
like many in our world, Biana doesn’t appear to be convinced that she has 
the full understanding of what exactly the “Vacker legacy” is and seems 
determined to learn—though it’s unclear what risks she’s willing to take in 
order to find the whole truth. 


FINAL NOTE: 
It’s often been said, “Watch out for the Vanishers,” and Biana seems to be 
living proof of the adage. It’s difficult to tell exactly what role she plans to 
play—or if her ever-increasing boldness will lead her to ruin. But Biana’s 
definitely one to watch—assuming we can see her. 


DIZZNEE 






REGISTRY FILE FOR 


Dexter Alvin Dizznee 


KNOWN ABILITIES: Technopath 
RESIDENCE: Rimeshire 


IMMEDIATE FAMILY: Kesler Dizznee (father), Juline Dizznee (mother), Rex Dizznee (brother), 
Lex Dizznee (brother), Bex Dizznee (sister) 


MATCH STATUS: Unregistered 

EDUCATION: Current Foxfire prodigy 

NEXUS: No longer required 

PATHFINDER: Not assigned. Restricted to Leapmasters and home crystals. 
SPYBALL APPROVAL: None 

MEMBER OF THE NOBILITY: Yes 

TITLE: Lord 


NOBLE ASSIGNMENT: Regent; member of Team Valiant; often brought in by the Council to 
consult on specific technology projects 


SIGNIFICANT CONNECTIONS: Fealty-sworn member of the Black Swan; former Wayward at 
Exillium; best friend to Sophie Foster 


ASSIGNED BODYGUARD(S): Lovise (goblin) 


LACKING PRESTIGE AND HEAVY ON THE SCANDAL: 

There are many kinds of prominence in the Lost Cities. But not all of them 
are good. And in Dex’s case, his family is unfortunately renowned for all 
the wrong reasons. His father (Kesler Dizznee) is one of the Talentless— 
though Kesler would likely argue that his incredible aptitude in alchemy 
should count as a special ability (and some might even agree). Sadly for 
him, it does not. And because he is Talentless, Kesler’s marriage to his wife 
(Juline Dizznee) was ruled a “bad match” by the matchmakers, since Juline 
is a Froster and was expected to marry someone else with a special ability. 
Kesler and Juline also chose to have children—something the rare few who 
choose to become bad matches generally avoid. And while Dex was born to 
relatively little additional scandal, everything changed when Juline 
announced a second pregnancy, and then ended up having triplets. Multiple 
births tend to be controversial in our world, even under ideal circumstances, 
since many fear that the children’s genetics—and abilities—will be weaker. 
But a multiple birth from a bad match—with three babies? It was enough to 
send the Dizznee family to the very bottom of the social circles—not that 


Kesler seemed to mind. In fact, he often seeks out ways to rebel against 
societal norms and is constantly challenging people’s expectations and 
forcing them to confront their biases. Dex must have inherited that attitude 
from his father, because he generally avoids anyone considered “popular” 
and finds rather creative ways to stand up to anyone judging him—or his 
family. (His Foxfire records show numerous detentions assigned as a result 
of pranks he played on prodigies bullying him—and it should be noted that 
those prodigies were also punished for instigating the situation. Foxfire 
must discipline misbehavior, but the Mentors and principal always strive to 
be fair.) 


THE UNMISTAKABLE RHYME: 

Dex’s triplet siblings are named Rex, Bex, and Lex Dizznee. Yes, the rhyme 
was intentional. Evidently, it was Kesler’s idea, because he finds it 
“hilarious.” It’s unclear how he convinced his wife to agree, since Juline 
seems to have a more reserved sense of humor—but she does also embrace 
the way her husband likes to challenge convention, so perhaps that was her 
motivation. Dex, meanwhile, appears to be less than thrilled that his name 
matches his brothers’ and sister’s—but he’s quick to defend the decision if 
anyone attempts to mock him for it. Rex, Bex, and Lex clearly enjoy the 
attention. 


THE FAMILY BUSINESS: 

Anyone in the Lost Cities who’s taken elixirs to alter their appearance or 
remedy some ailment (or countless other reasons) likely purchased those 
elixirs from the Dizznees. Just as anyone who’s been to Mysterium has 
likely seen the Dizznees’ store. It’s the only unique building on the isle, 
painted twenty different colors with topsy-turvy architecture and a sign that 
reads SLURPS AND BURPS: YOUR MERRY APOTHECARY. The door also belches 
when people enter or exit. And the inside of the store is a veritable maze of 
shelves filled with colorful vials in all different shapes and sizes, labeled 
with names like Fuzzy Fizz and Hush Slush. It also tends to smell of 
burning hair or dirty feet or some other strange byproduct of Kesler’s 
constant experiments—and all of this “quirkiness” is intentional. Kesler has 
made it abundantly clear that he designed the store specifically to make “the 
stuffy nobles” uncomfortable. He finds it absurd that so many can rely on 
his alchemy creations and still turn up their noses at him for not having a 
special ability—particularly since he’s arguably the best alchemist in all of 


the Lost Cities. He has the perfect blend of creativity, ingenuity, and 
carefully honed skill. And he’s working to pass his methods and experience 
onto his children—or to Dex, at least, who works in the store as often as his 
schedule allows. The triplets are a bit too rambunctious—and loud—for 
regular Slurps and Burps shifts at the moment. And many people are a bit 
terrified of what bizarre elixirs Rex, Bex, and Lex might invent. Dex has 
already become notorious for crafting numerous “prank” elixirs, some of 
which are sold in Slurps and Burps and some of which he makes only for 
himself (or his friends). 


INSTANT BEST FRIENDS: 

To look at Dex now is to see a young elf with a tight circle of powerful 
friends who trust and rely on him every bit as much as he trusts and relies 
on them. But all of that is a relatively new development. A few years ago, 
Dex had zero friends and more than a few enemies. Then Sophie Foster 
walked into Slurps and Burps with her new guardian (Edaline Ruewen) and 
changed everything. Sophie was a girl with an even stranger upbringing 
than Dex had experienced, who saw him without any of the biases or 
prejudices he’d had to deal with from everyone else. A girl who’d also 
never felt like she belonged. A girl who was going to need a friend to help 
her navigate her strange new world—and Dex was more than happy to 
volunteer for the job. (Many also suspect that Sophie’s striking looks played 
a role in Dex’s motivation, but that cannot be confirmed.) Dex helped 
Sophie navigate her first day at Foxfire, and they’ve been best friends ever 
since—and through Sophie, Dex has come to befriend numerous others. 
Admittedly, he did resist certain friendships at first (particularly when it 
came to Fitz and Biana Vacker), but he has since set whatever hard feelings 
he had toward the Vackers aside. Fitz and Biana have reportedly apologized 
for ignoring Dex before Sophie introduced them, and Dex has apologized 
for the time one of his gadgets accidentally almost killed Fitz. 


COUSINS—BUT NOT: 

Dex’s mom, Juline, is Edaline Ruewen’s sister. And Edaline is now Sophie 
Foster’s adoptive mother. So technically, on paper, Sophie and Dex are 
cousins. But there’s no biological relation between them. Well... there’s 
presumably no biological relation between them. Given the mystery 
surrounding Sophie’s genetic parentage, Sophie could technically be related 
to anybody. Still, it seems doubtful that the Black Swan would let her spend 


so much time with anyone connected to Project Moonlark, since it would 
arouse too much suspicion. So it seems safe to assume that Sophie and Dex 
are cousins by law only. 


EXPLOSIVE TUTORING LESSONS: 
Sophie’s struggles with alchemy have become somewhat legendary, and 
Dex bravely accepted the job of “Personal Alchemy Tutor.” But even with 
his careful guidance, fires, explosions, and other disasters were common 
elements of every tutoring session, which is why Dex opted to have them 
practice in a cave at the base of the cliffs near Sophie’s house, where there 
was little kindling and plenty of nearby water. It’s suspected that those 
lessons could’ve been the reason the Neverseen staged Sophie’s abduction 
in that same cave—not that Dex should feel responsible for the unfortunate 
events that followed. The cave was nothing more than a secluded spot 
where Sophie could reliably be found, and the Neverseen simply took 
advantage of the situation. 


SHARED NIGHTMARES: 

Dex went to Havenfield to check on Sophie after she left Foxfire in tears, 
and when he found her in their cave, he accidentally interrupted her 
kidnapping. The Neverseen opted to abduct Dex as well, presumably to 
prevent him from telling anyone what was happening, and the details are a 
bit vague after that. Dex doesn’t like to discuss what he endured while he 
was held captive (though his medical records indicate that he has a scar on 
his side from a serious burn). And since his registry pendant was found at 
the bottom of the ocean (along with Sophie’s), he—like Sophie—was 
declared deceased, given a planting, and now has a Wanderling. But also 
like Sophie, he was able to return to the Lost Cities and make a full 
recovery. And Sophie and Dex have grown even closer after their escape, 
understanding each other in ways no one else can. 


SPREADING COLORFUL CHEER: 

In what is surely one of the more unusual uses for his alchemy abilities, 
Dex has developed a habit of changing the fur color of Sophie’s pet imp. He 
started doing this to cheer Sophie up after a hard day, and it has since turned 
into a regular occurrence. In fact, it’s possible the tiny creature may never 
be his natural fur color again. And while it feels strange including a section 
on multicolored imp fur in a registry file, the habit does also speak to Dex’s 


character. He’s creative, caring, and clever, and always looking for new 
ways to make people smile. 


A È LA AND [$ ARTA 
[ARF YOU GUYS KIDDING MF??? THIS HAS SOOOOOO BEEN REDACTED. AND AS 
SOON AS T CAN FIGURE OUT HOW TO EDIT THE SUBHEADINGS ON THESE. FILES. 


HAT’S GETTING REDACTED TOO! BE GLAD PM NOT PULLING A KEEFE AND 





A SECRET TALENT: 

Manifesting a special ability is generally a cause for triumph and 
celebration. But for Dex, it happened very quietly. In fact, reports suggest 
he may not have even noticed when he manifested, since he’d always been 
“good with gadgets.” And once he realized he was a Technopath, he chose 
not to report it, because he’d apparently been hoping to manifest a different 
ability (it’s unclear which one) and wanted to remain in his ability detecting 
session at Foxfire in the hope of triggering something else. Sophie’s 
bodyguard (Sandor) eventually informed the Council of Dex’s ability, 
because he felt the Council should be using their Technopaths to prepare 
their world for an attack from the ogres. And Dex discovered his secret was 
“out” when Foxfire’s principal at the time (Dame Alina) announced that 
he’d manifested during the morning orientation. At first Dex blamed Sophie 
and Keefe for the betrayal, but Dame Alina set the record straight for him. 
Sandor also confessed and apologized—and Dex has now grown to 
appreciate his talent. Particularly since the Council has turned to him 
numerous times for assistance with different assignments. His parents were 
also incredibly proud—and likely a little relieved, given Kesler’s Talentless 
status. And Dex’s ability has proven to be an invaluable resource to the 
Black Swan. 


EAGER TO IMPRESS: 

Given his upbringing—and the scorn that still surrounds his family—it’s 
not surprising that Dex has jumped at any opportunities that the Council has 
come to him with, even if the gadgets he was asked to design had dangerous 
consequences. One prime example of this was the ability restrictor that Dex 
created for the Council without realizing they intended to use it on Sophie. 
He seemed absolutely devastated when he saw how his invention affected 
his best friend, and even tried to refuse the Council’s orders to make a few 


adjustments. Sophie convinced him to cooperate to prevent the Council 
from carrying out their threats to exile him. And not long after, the ability 
restrictor was mysteriously “lost.” Since then, Dex has been a bit more 
careful with what he invents—though he’s still had numerous gadgets 
malfunction. One such miscalculation even led to Fitz being seriously 
injured during a standoff with the Council in Exile. But even with all of 
those setbacks, Dex has still proven to be one of the most creative, original, 
powerful Technopaths in the Lost Cities, and has created numerous gadgets 
that have saved his friends, uncovered vital answers, and helped them stand 
strong against their enemies. 


WEAPONS DESIGNER: 

As already mentioned above, Dex has been creating defensive gadgets since 
manifesting his ability (to varying degrees of success). But in recent months 
it appears he’s begun training with the Black Swan’s Technopath with the 
specific goal of designing weapons. And while many—including the 
Council—fear a battle is coming, which would therefore make such 
measures both wise and necessary, it’s also terrifying to imagine what Dex 
might be building, or who might get caught in the cross fire. 


A TRIUMPHANT LORD: 

In what was surely a proud moment for both Dex and his family, Dex was 
selected to be a member of Team Valiant. He is now officially a Regent for 
the Council and bears the title of Lord. And while some might argue that no 
one should ever have to prove themselves—particularly because of 
something they can’t control, like their father’s Talentless status—Dex’s 
appointment to the nobility (at such a young age, no less) surely sends a 
message of hope to other children facing scorn and judgment. Things really 
do get better. 


FINAL NOTE: 

Dex’s technopathy skills extend far beyond gadget creation, and likely also 
include the ability to tamper with registry feeds and hack into registry files. 
ral ni reason, it might be wise to 





SENCEN 





REGISTRY FILE FOR 


Keefe 


[PM NOT YOUR LEGACY-BOY] 


Sencen 


NOTE: Despite numerous attempts—and lots of enhancements to registry 
security—the information in this file remains hopelessly altered, presumably 
by Keefe Sencen, who was likely given access by Dex Dizznee. Until we can 
figure out how they did it, we can’t seem to fix it. 


[THAT’S WHAT YOU GET FOR KEEPING YOUR SECRET LITTLE NOTES ON ME!! BE 
LAD WE RE NOT MESSING WITH ALL OF YOUR FILES. I WANTED TO! BUT [@QWji5 
IR WOULDN'T LET ME!] 


[DUDE—DID KAAN 158 533) by. Cee ad) JUST REDACT ONE OF MY REDACTIONS?] 


[HUH. I GUESS SO. WELL THEN!] 


KNOWN ABILITIES: Empath [DON’T BELIEVE ANYTHING ELSE MY MOM TELLS YOU] 
RESIDENCE: The Shores of Solace and Candleshade [ANYONE WANNA TRADE LIVES WITH 
ME?] 

IMMEDIATE FAMILY: Lord Cassius Sencen (father); Lady Gisela Sencen (mother) [AKA: 
WORST. PARENTS. EVER!] 

MATCH STATUS: Unregistered [TRY NOT TO BE TOO HEARTBROKEN, PEOPLE] 


[THOUGH I GOTTA SAY: I DON’T REALLY GET WHY EVERYONE PAYS SO MUCH 
ATTENTION TO THIS. ] 


EDUCATION: Current Foxfire prodigy [AND PROUD DETENTION RECORD-HOLDER] 
NEXUS: No longer required [BECAUSE PM COOL LIKE THAT] 


PATHFINDER: Not assigned. Restricted to Leapmasters and home crystals. [HA, THAT’S WHAT 
YOU THINK!] 


SPYBALL APPROVAL: None [BUT I HAVE FRIENDS WITH CONNECTIONS, THAT’S ALL 
PM SAYING....] 

MEMBER OF THE NOBILITY: No [THANK GOODNESS] 

TITLE: None [UM, HELLO, WHAT ABOUT LORD HUNKYHAIR? THAT’S A THING!] 
NOBLE ASSIGNMENT: None [MASTER MISCHIEF-MAKER] 


SIGNIFICANT CONNECTIONS: Fealty-sworn member of the Black Swan; former Wayward at 
Exillium; son to one of the leaders of the Neverseen [SWORN PROTECTOR OF THE 
MYSTERIOUS MISS F] 

ASSIGNED BODYGUARD(S): Ro (ogre) [AND SHE KNOWS, LIKE, 500,000 WAYS TO KILL 
YOU! SO IT’S REALLY NOT A GOOD IDEA TO MESS WITH US!] 


UNNATURAL EXPECTATIONS: 


[WAIT—IT WON’T LET ME REDACT THESE LITTLE SUBHEADING THINGS? THAT’S 
SUPER ANNOYING!] 


[FINE, PLL JUST GIVE YOU MY SUMMARY. ] 


[SO, WHOEVER WROTE THIS WAS ALL BLAH-BLAH-BLAH-STELLARLUNE- 
SOMETHING-SOMETHING-LEGACY. BUT SERIOUSLY, NO ONE WANTS TO READ 
ABOUT THE CREEPY STUFF MY MOM DID BEFORE SHE GOT PREGNANT WITH ME! 
(AND WE’RE ALL SUPER SICK OF HEARING ABOUT MY “LEGACY,” AMIRITE?) SO, 
LET’S JUST LEAVE IT AT THIS: MY MOM IS EVIL. SHE THINKS SHE’S WAY SMARTER 
THAN SHE IS. AND NOTHING SHE DID IS GOING TO AFFECT MY GENERAL 
AWESOMENESS, OKAY? ] 


A PHOTOGRAPHIC MEMORY: 
[WOW, HOW DID YOU COME UP WITH SUCH A CLEVER TITLE?!] 


[AND YEAH, I HAVE A PHOTOGRAPHIC MEMORY. NOT SURE WHY ANYONE CARES. 
BUT IT DOES COME IN HANDY DURING MIDTERMS AND FINALS. ] 


AHEAD OF THE GAME: 


[BASICALLY: PM A GENIUS. I SKIPPED LEVEL ONE AT FOXFIRE. YES, YOU SHOULD 
BE IMPRESSED. ] 


UNREASONABLY HIGH STANDARDS: 


[GOTTA ADMIT, I WAS TEMPTED TO LEAVE THIS ONE ALONE, SINCE WHOEVER 
WROTE IT ACTUALLY GOT THINGS PRETTY MUCH RIGHT. I GUESS EVEN THE 
COUNCIL KNOWS MY DAD’S A JERK WHO FREAKS OUT ALL THE TIME BECAUSE PM 
NOT A LITTLE MINI-HIM. WHO KNEW?] 


A POWERFUL EMPATH: 
[UGH, THAT’S THE BEST YOU COULD DO FOR THIS SUBHEADING???] 


[HOW ABOUT “LORD OF THE FEELS”? OR “TRUST THE EMPATH”! OR “HE KNOWS 
WHAT YOU’RE FEELING—AND YOU SHOULD BE ASHAMED OF YOURSELF”? ] 


[000! PVE GOT IT! “HE KNOWS FOSTER BETTER THAN YOU DO! BETTER THAN SHE 
EVEN KNOWS HERSELF!” ] 


[THOUGH... KEEPING IT REAL? THE FOSTER OBLIVION CAN BE KINDA NOT COOL 
SOMETIMES. ] 


THE HEART OF THE MATTER: 


[I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU GUYS NAMED A SECTION OF MY FILE AFTER MY FATHER’S 
SUPER-BORING BOOK—AND THEN RAMBLED ON FOR TWO PAGES ABOUT HIS 


[YOU DON’T NEED TWO PAGES ON IT. YOU DON’T EVEN NEED TWO SENTENCES. 
HERE’S ALLLLLL YOU NEED TO KNOW—BESIDES THE FACT THAT HE’S TOTALLY 
NOT THE FIRST PERSON TO COME UP WITH THIS (JUST THE ONE WHO LOVES TO 
TAKE CREDIT): OUR HEADS AND OUR HEARTS SOMETIMES FEEL DIFFERENT 
EMOTIONS, AND WHAT’S IN OUR HEARTS IS PROBABLY STRONGER. ] 


[THAT’S IT!] 


[WELL... OKAY... I GUESS HE ALSO GOES ON A BIT ABOUT HOW EMPATHS 
PROBABLY ONLY READ THE EMOTIONS FROM THE HEAD. ] 


[AND THERE’S SOMETHING ABOUT HEART EMOTIONS BEING PURER BECAUSE NO 
ONE CAN CONTROL THEM. ] 


[BUT THAT’S IT.] 


[AND DON’T TELL LORD BORINGPANTS I READ HIS DUMB BOOK! I MOSTLY 
SKIMMED. ] 


PRANKSTER AND TROUBLEMAKER: 


[100 PERCENT ACCURATE. ALSO, I’M LEAVING YOUR LITTLE ATTACHED DETENTION 
RECORD BECAUSE IT’S THE GREATEST THING I’VE EVER SEEN IN MY LIFE!!!!] 


THE GREAT GULON INCIDENT: 
[JUST GONNA LEAVE THIS ONE WITH: REDACTED] 


[NOT THAT I HAD ANYTHING TO DO WITH THIS!] 


THE VACKER CONNECTION: 


[UH, FITZY’S MY BEST FRIEND—NOT A “CONNECTION.” AND ALDEN AND DELLA 
ARE WAY NICER TO ME THAN MY OWN PARENTS ARE. BIANA’S SUPER AWESOME 
TOO. ALVAR... NOT SO MUCH. I PROBABLY SHOULD’VE SEEN THAT ONE COMING. 
BUT WHATEVER, MY POINT IS: I DIDN’T TRY TO MAKE FRIENDS WITH THE VACKERS 


—NO MATTER WHAT WEIRD STUFF WAS IN ONE OF MY ERASED MEMORIES. SO 
DON’T GO THINKING THERE’S MORE TO IT THAN THAT.] 


[AND HOW DO YOU GUYS EVEN KNOW ABOUT THAT MEMORY? THAT KINDA MAKES 
ME WANT TO RIP THIS REGISTRY PENDANT OFF MY NECK AND THROW IT FAR, FAR 
AWAY! ] 


INSTANT RIVALRY: 

[YOU THINK BANGS BOY AND ME ARE “RIVALS”? HATE TO BREAK IT TO YOU, BUT 
NOPE! I MEAN, YEAH, HE’S SUPER ANNOYING WITH ALL THE “LOOK AT ME, PM A 
MOODY SHADE” NONSENSE—AND HIS HAIR IS TOTALLY RIDICULOUS. BUT THERE’S 
NO RIVALRY. JUST DON’T EXPECT US TO BE BESTIES, AND WE’LL BE GOOD. ] 


UNWITTING ERRAND BOY: 

[OKAY, THAT SUBHEADING MAKES ME WANT TO PUNCH WHOEVER WROTE IT IN 
THE MOUTH. BUT... I GUESS IT’S ALSO KIND OF TRUE. MY MOM DID HAVE ME DO 
STUFF AND THEN ERASE MY MEMORIES SO I WOULDN’T KNOW ABOUT IT. MOM OF 
THE YEAR, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN. TRY NOT TO BE JEALOUS. ] 


[AND I’M WORKING ON GETTING THOSE MEMORIES BACK, BY THE WAY. PVE BEEN 
FILLING JOURNALS WITH DRAWINGS AND EVERYTHING. IT’S JUST TAKING A WHILE 
BECAUSE l’ VE BEEN A LITTLE BUSY ALMOST DYING AND STUFF. ] 


TEAM FOSTER-KEEFE: 
[WOO-HOO, TEAM FOSTER-KEEFE IS OFFICIALLY A THING!] 


[BUT THE REST OF THE STUFF IN THIS SECTION IS SOOOOOOOOOO000000000000 
GETTING REDACTED. SERIOUSLY—BOUNDARIES, PEOPLE! FOSTER’S AMAZING— 
AND OBVIOUSLY WORKING WITH ME MAKES HER EVEN MORE AMAZING. BUT YOU 
GUYS NEED TO STOP WITH ALL OF YOUR WEIRDO SPECULATING. ] 


ONE PART OF A TRIANGLE: 
[OKAY, THAT’S IT. PM DEEEEEEEEEEFINITELY DITCHING THIS PENDANT THING. 


[ACTUALLY, YOU KNOW WHAT? IT’S NONE OF YOUR BUSINESS, BUT I’M GOING TO 
ADD ONE THING: FOSTER GETS TO DO WHATEVER SHE WANTS, OKAY? SHE CAN 
LIKE WHOEVER SHE WANTS. OR BE CONFUSED ABOUT WHAT SHE’S FEELING. SHE 
CAN EVEN BE OBLIVIOUS—IT’S HER LIFE. HER CHOICE. AND EVERYONE NEEDS TO 
STAY OUT OF IT.] 


[EVEN ME. ] 


[ESPECIALLY ME. I WOULD NEVER WANT TO...] 


[NEVER MIND. MY POINT IS, LET THE POOR GIRL FIGURE THIS OUT ON HER OWN. 
AND SERIOUSLY, STAY OUT OF OUR LIVES!!!!] 


ULTIMATE BETRAYALS: 


[OH GOODY—ANOTHER SECTION ON MOMMY DEAREST. WE GET IT. SHE’S CREEPY. I 
DIDN’T FIGURE IT OUT FAST ENOUGH, AND SHE USED ME FOR A WHILE. BUT THAT’S 
ALL DONE NOW, AND IT’S ONLY A MATTER OF TIME BEFORE I TAKE HER DOWN. 
LET’S MOVE ON, SHALL WE?] 


A FOOLISHLY DANGEROUS PLAN: 


[I SHOULD PROBABLY BE OFFENDED BY THAT TITLE. BUT... RUNNING OFF TO JOIN 
THE NEVERSEEN DEFINITELY WASN’T MY SMARTEST MOVE. I THOUGHT I COULD 
TAKE THEM DOWN FROM THE INSIDE. AND YEAH, IT PRETTY MUCH BACKFIRED. ] 


[I DID LEARN SOME STUFF, THOUGH!] 


[SORT OF...] 


[I’M STILL PIECING IT ALL TOGETHER. I MEAN, I WOULDN’T DO IT AGAIN OR 
RECOMMEND IT TO ANYONE ELSE OR ANYTHING (HEAR THAT, BANGS BOY???), BUT 
IT WASN’T A TOTAL WASTE. ] 


[OKAY, MAYBE IT WAS. ] 


A WAY WITH ALICORNS: 
[IT’S TRUE. GLITTER BUTT LOVES ME. ] 


[SAY IT WITH ME: KEEFE! KEEFE! KEEFE!] 


EMOTIONAL SUPPORT STUFFED ANIMAL: 


[YOU GUYS MADE AN OFFICIAL RECORD ABOUT MRS. STINKBOTTOM???? I CAN’T 
DECIDE IF THAT’S AWESOME, OR REALLY, REALLY SAD....] 


[SAD FOR YOU GUYS—NOT ME. SLEEPING WITH A STUFFED ANIMAL IS THE BEST. 
YOU SHOULD TRY IT SOMETIME! ] 


[ALSO: DOES THIS MEAN FITZY HAS A SECTION ON HIS SPARKLY RED DRAGON 


A MERCADIR—WITH THE SCARS TO PROVE IT: 


[EESH—THANK GOODNESS I CAN REDACT THIS. I REALLY DON’T NEED ANYONE 
REMINDING FOSTER HOW MAD SHE WAS AT ME. THE POINT IS: I BEAT THE OGRE 
KING IN A SPARRING MATCH. I DOUBT EVEN GIGANTOR COULD DO THAT! ] 


FINAL NOTE: 
[WHY IS THERE NOT A SECTION ON MY AMAZING HAIR????] 


[HERE, LET ME FIX THAT FOR YOU!] 


(IT’S) DIFFICULT TO DESCRIBE THE ABSOLUTE PERFECTION OF KEEFE’S 
TRADEMARK HAIRSTYLE. COUNTLESS OTHERS HAVE TRIED TO EMULATE IT, BUT 
THEY’ VE ALL FAILED. THERE CAN ONLY BE ONE LORD HUNKYHAIR. IT’S A 
RESPONSIBILITY THAT MUST BE TAKEN SERIOUSLY! ] 


[HUNKYHAIR -> OUT] 


[AND NOW, THE ULTIMATE PROOF OF MY 
AWESOMENESS! ] 


[I BET NO ONE ELSE HAS A DETENTION RECORD THIS MASSIVE!] 


[I WANTED TO CHECK OTHER FILES TO PROVE IT, BUT KWin) WON'T 
LET ME. HE'S PROBABLY JUST MAD THAT MY RECORD IS COOLER THAN HIS! 


Foxfire Academy 
Disciplinary Record 


PRODIGY: 
Keefe Sencen 


PARENTS: 
Lord Cassius Sencen (father) 
Lady Gisela Sencen (mother) 


SEND CORRESPONDENCE TO: 
Candleshade 


LEVEL ONE 


VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’ S 
COMMENTS 
Keefe skipped Level 
One. 





LEVEL TWO 
VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’ S 
COMMENTS 
DITCHING ELVIN | 1 out of 10 Warning issued. I let Keefe off with a 
HISTORY warning because he’s 


never caused 
problems before. (He 
also did 
extraordinarily well 
on his midterms.) He’s 
a year younger than 
his peers, so 
occasional moments 


According to a 
report from the 
gnomes, Keefe was 
found hiding near 
the Leapmaster 


during the morning 
session. 


According to a 
report from the 
gnomes, Keefe was 
found napping near 
the main 
amphitheater during 
afternoon session. 


2 out of 10 


Note sent home. 


of immaturity are 
natural—but I gave 
him a lecture on 
setting a positive 
example and he 
looked inspired when 
he returned to his 
session. 


—Dame Alina 


VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


DITCHING THE 
~ UNIVERSE — 


Clearly the warning I 
gave Keefe yesterday 
wasn’t enough, so I 
sent a note to 
Candleshade to 
apprise his parents of 
the situation. Lord 
Cassius assured me 
he’d correct the 
problem. 





—Dame Alina 


VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


DISRUPTING 
STUDY HALL 


According to a report 
from Sir Bubu, Fitz 
Vacker began 
emitting gaseous 
noises and had to race 
to the bathroom. 
Keefe then took credit 
for slipping Gurgle 
Gut into Fitz’s lunch. 
Fitz didn’t seem 
upset. He claimed it 
was a prank (instead 
of a case of bullying). 
But the other 
prodigies were 
thoroughly distracted. 


4 out of 10 


One detention 
assigned. 


Perhaps allowing 
Keefe to skip Level 
One was a mistake— 
though his Mentors 
claim he continues to 
excel in their 
sessions. Still, that 
doesn’t excuse 
disrespectful 
behavior! I reminded 
Keefe that he could 
end up expelled if he 
continues down this 
path—and asked 
Elwin to make 
tomorrow’s detention 
particularly 
unpleasant to serve as 
a wake-up call. Elwin 
said he’ll have the 
prodigies refill vials 
of pooka pus, which 





VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE 


DISRUPTING 
DETENTION, 


According to a report 
from Elwin, today’s 
punishment resulted 
in what Keefe has 
termed, “The Great 
Pus-plosion!” It’s 
unclear how the vat 
of pooka pus erupted, 
but Keefe was 
definitely involved. 


8 out of 10 


Three additional 
detentions 


assigned. 


Note sent home. 


should make Keefe 
regret his recent life 
choices. 


—Dame Alina 


PRINCIPAL’S 

COMMENTS 
In hindsight, giving 
Keefe access to an 
abundant supply of 
pooka pus was a 
terrible idea! The 
cleanup took hours! 
(And my gown is 
ruined!) I spoke with 
Elwin, since three 
additional detentions 
doesn’t seem like 
enough—and I 
disagree with his 
assessment that I 
should “find my sense 
of humor.” I sent a 
strongly worded letter 
to Keefe’s parents. 
And I’m making sure 
the next three 
detention Mentors 
choose punishments 
that don’t involve 
odorous substances! 


—Dame Alina 


VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


DISRUPTING 
DETENTION, 


According to a report 
from Sir Bubu, Keefe 
interrupted the day’s 
punishment (which 
involved a recitation 
of one of the more 
tedious Dwarven 
poems) by 
improvising a 
recitation of his own: 


4 out of 10 


A week of 
additional 


detentions assigned. 


Note sent home. 


I fear these antics are 
making detention 
seem “fun”—both to 
Keefe and to other 
prodigies. All 
afternoon, I’ve been 
hearing “The Saga of 
Sir Bubu” repeated 
through the halls— 
and while certain 
lines were admittedly 
amusing, this needs to 
stop! I let Keefe 


a poem he called know I’m 

“The Saga of Sir contemplating 

Bubu.” expulsion. And I’m 
meeting with a group 
of Mentors later to 
discuss new 
punishment 
strategies. Also sent 
an incredibly stern 
warning to Keefe’s 
parents, reminding 
them that having their 
son attend Foxfire is a 
privilege! 


—Dame Alina 





VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 
DITCHING THE | 3 out of 10 A week of detention | There haven’t been 
~ UNIVERSE _ assigned. any incidents for 
several weeks, so I’d 
According to a Note sent home. thought my efforts 
report from the had finally succeeded. 
gnomes, Keefe was But judging by the 
found tucked into a amount of Prattles 
nook behind the littering the floor of 
gremlin statue in the Keefe’s hiding place, I 
Level One Atrium suspect he goes there 
during his session. often. (Likely taking 


advantage of the fact 
that Sir Jarvin rarely 
pays attention to 
anything except the 
stars. I really should 
replace him as a 
Mentor. But he gives 
the loveliest 
compliments on my 
hair....) Clearly I need 
to send a stronger 
message. So Keefe 
gets to sit through 
another week of 
detention—and I 
made much clearer 
threats to him, as well 
as in the letter I sent 
home to his parents. 


—Dame Alina 


VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE 


THE GREAT 
GULON INCIDENT 


Dozens of reports 
have been gathered 
on this incident. But 
it’s still unclear 
exactly what 
happened.... 





11 out of 10 


NONE. 


(For now!) 


PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


I know Keefe was 
behind this, no matter 
how many times he 
claims he had nothing 
to do with it! There 
has to be evidence 
somewhere 
(something like this 
would’ve taken weeks 
of planning!), and 
when I find it, he’s off 
to Exillium! But 
first... Ineed to get 
this smell out of my 
hair... 


—Dame Alina 


VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


DITCHING 
PHYSICAL 
EDUCATION 


According to a report 
from Sir Bubu, Keefe 
was found hiding in 
one of the detention 


rooms during session. 


6 out of 10 


One month of 
detention assigned. 


Note sent home. 


I still haven’t 
connected Keefe to 
the gulon incident (I 
refuse to call it 
“oreat”)—but if he 
likes the detention 
room so much, he can 
spend an entire month 
there! I also informed 
him and his parents 
that unless they can 
outline specific steps 
to correct this 
situation, I’m starting 
expulsion 
proceedings! 


—Dame Alina 


Update: Lady Gisela 
had quite a few 
unpleasant things to 
say about my note 
(and my leadership 
skills in general). It 
also appears that Lord 
Cassius could cause 
me a tremendous 
amount of headaches 


if I proceed with the 
expulsion. In light of 
that, I’ve decided to 
see if the problem can 
be remedied a 
different way. Pll now 
be personally 
overseeing Keefe’s 
detentions, which will 
be held one-on-one in 
my office, and I have 
a strategy to hopefully 
get through to him. 
(Though I’ve also 
reduced the 
punishment to only 
two weeks—I have 
my limits!) 


—Dame Alina 








VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’ S 
COMMENTS 
STORMING OUT |5 out of 10 One additional I’m not sure what 
OF DETENTION detention assigned. | brought on today’s 
tantrum. I was 
For the official explaining to Keefe 
report: Keefe threw why he should thank 
down his polishing his parents for the fact 
cloth halfway that he’s still at 
through his Foxfire and he turned 
punishment and and stalked away. I 
stomped out of the followed him—and 
room. stayed by his side for 
his afternoon session 
and Study Hall 
(which he didn’t 


appreciate). I also let 
him know that he now 
had an additional 
detention to serve— 
and I actually saw his 
smirk fade! Hopefully 
he’s realizing that he’s 
only hurting himself 
with all of this 
misbehavior. 


—Dame Alina 


VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


DISRESPECT FOR | 8 out of 10 One detention Keefe has been so 
~~ ACADEMY assigned. cooperative lately that 
PROPERTY. I foolishly let down 
BREAKING AND my guard. I have no 
ENTERING. idea how he got into 


my office (the locks 
are being changed as 
I write this!)}—and I 
don’t want to know 
what he smeared on 
my mirrors. But the 
gnomes were kind 
enough to handle the 
cleanup—and I 
would’ve given Keefe 
a harsher punishment 
if the school year 
wasn’t Over. 
(FINALLY!) 
Hopefully he will 
return to Foxfire 
ready to take his 
education seriously. 


For the official report: 
Somehow Keefe got 
into the principal’s 
office and ruined all 
of the polishing he 
did during detention. 


—Dame Alina 
LEVEL THREE 
VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’ S 
COMMENTS 
DITCHING ELVIN |3 out of 10 Warning issued. It’s the first day of 
~ HISTORY sessions and Keefe is 


already causing 


According to a trouble—and he can 


report from the argue that his 

gnomes, Keefe was photographic memory 

found hiding in the should exempt him 

Level Four wing from “boring lectures 

during afternoon that repeat what’s in 

session. the textbook” all he 
wants! Elvin History 
is a vital session, and I 
would’ve given him a 
week of detention if I 
could, but none of the 
Mentors are prepared 
to be supervising 
punishments yet. So, I 


let Keefe off with a 
warning (reminding 
him about 
expulsion! ). I’m sure 
he’ll give everyone 
plenty of reasons to 
assign detention soon. 
This is going to bea 
very long year.... 


—Dame Alina 





VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 
DISRESPECT FOR | 5 out of 10 One week of Apparently Lady 
~~ ACADEMY detention assigned. | Galvin asked Keefe to 
PROPERTY impress her, and this 
is what happened. 
According to a report Clearly this is not 
from Lady Galvin, what she meant. 
Keefe took it upon Though, I suppose it 
himself to turn his is rather impressive— 
alchemy table into not that I would give 
solid silver. Keefe the satisfaction 
of knowing that! 
—Dame Alina 


VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


DITCHING 3 out of 10 One week of It’s highly likely that 
PHYSICAL detention assigned. | Keefe has used this 
EDUCATION hiding place before, 
since his absence 


According to a report could easily be 
from the gnomes, overlooked in the 


Keefe was found chaos of the group 
hiding in his PE session. Clearly 


locker during session. procedures need to be 
implemented to 


ensure this behavior is 





prevented. 
—Dame Alina 
VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’ S 
COMMENTS 
DISRUPTION OF |7 out of 10 One week of I can’t decide which 
~ FOXFIRE detention assigned | was worse: having to 


TRADITIONS deal with Lord and 


Reports are vague, 
since supervision is 
always light while the 
Mentors are 
delivering grades. But 
the Level Three 
midterms party got 
completely out of 
hand—and all stories 
contain the name 
“Keefe Sencen.” 


VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE 


DISRUPTION OF 
-ORIENTATION 


According to a report 
from Lady Galvin, 
Keefe was seen 


shaking Scritchy- 
Scratch onto Fitz 
Vacker’s cape, causing 
Fitz to do “a funny 
wiggle dance” in the 
middle of the morning 


3 out of 10 


(to be served after 


the midterm break). 


Face-to-face 
discussion with 
both parents. 


One detention 
assigned. 


Lady Sencen, or 
hearing Keefe say, 
“What happens at the 
Level Three midterms 
party stays at the 
Level Three midterms 
party!” over and over. 
Actually, no... the 
Sencens are worse. In 
fact, I think they’re 
the reason Keefe is 
causing me so many 
headaches. I suspect 
he’s trying to frustrate 
them. But if Pm right, 
I’m not sure what to 
do. For now, I’m 
going home, eating a 
giant slice of 
mallowmelt, and 
using the midterm 
break to research 
alternate careers. 


—Dame Alina 


PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


I’m starting to think 
the trick to getting 
Keefe to behave is to 
minimize my 
reactions. So I’m 
going to hold off on 
sending any letters 
home and keep my 
punishments lighter 
(and ask his Mentors 
to do the same). 
We’ll see if that takes 
some of the “fun” out 





announcements. 
of this for him. 

—Dame Alina 

VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 

COMMENTS 

DITCHING 1 out of 10 One detention I think my plan 

MULTISPECIESIAL assigned. might be working! I 

STUDIES haven’t gotten any 


According to a report from disciplinary reports 


Sir Leander, Keefe was on Keefe for months 
caught sneaking back into (aside from this 
session. (Sir Leander never one)! Though, 

saw him leave—and has sadly, I do think part 
no idea where Keefe was of that is also 

or how long he was gone because Keefe has 
for.) found a particularly 


well-hidden 
ditching spot. Still, 
we’re almost to 
finals! 


—Dame Alina 





LEVEL FOUR 
VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’ S 
COMMENTS 
DITCHING THE |1 out of 10 One detention I still can’t figure out 
~ UNIVERSE assigned. where Keefe goes 
when he ditches (and 
According to a this time I had the 
report from Lady gnomes do a full 
Belva, Keefe was search of the campus.) 
discovered missing But I’m sticking with 
halfway through her my plan of minimally 
lecture. reacting to these 


infractions in the hope 
that this will finally be 
the year that Keefe 
doesn’t pull off any 
dramatic pranks! 


—Dame Alina 





VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 
DISRESPECT FOR | 7 out of 10 Till the end of I knew this had to be 
~~ ACADEMY midterms. Keefe! I just didn’t 
PROPERTY. ALSO have proof, until he 
BREAKING AND bragged to Fitz 
ENTERING. Vacker within earshot 
of Lady Galvin. And I 
For the official report: know I’ve been trying 
past the new locks on —but I had to change 
my office door and my locks (again!) and 


desk. measures. Plus, I have 


too much to deal with 
now that Sophie 
Foster is a prodigy. 
(The amount of 
questions I’m getting 
about her is 
ridiculous.) 


—Dame Alina 





VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


One detention 
assigned. 


DITCHING THE |1 out of 10 
~ UNIVERSE ~ 


According to a 
report from Lady 
Belva, Keefe was 
discovered missing 
during the middle of 
her lecture. And 
when she went 
searching, she found 
him in the Mentors’ 
private cafeteria, 
eating an entire 
platter of 
butterblasts. 


I’m starting to think I 
should ask the 
Council to let me 
replace Keefe’s 
Universe session next 
year, since it’s far too 
easy for him to sneak 
away from a session 
taught in the dark. I 
doubt they’d approve 
my request. But it’s 
nice to imagine. 


—Dame Alina 





VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


DITCHING 5 out of 10 None. 
SESSIONS AND 
OTHER 
DISRUPTIVE 


BEHAVIOR 


I’m not going to 
bother documenting 
all of the reports I’ve 
gotten about Keefe’s 
recent behavior (or 
any of the other 
prodigies currently 
acting up.) Nor am I 
allowing any 
punishment to be 
assigned. The 
plantings for Sophie 
Foster and Dex 
Dizznee were only a 
few days ago and 
everyone needs more 
time to process their 
shock and grief— 


particularly Keefe, 
who seemed 
inconsolable when I 
saw him in the 
Wanderling Woods. 


—Dame Alina 





LEVEL FIVE 
VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 
DITCHING THE |2 out of 10 One detention First day of sessions 
~ UNIVERSE _ assigned. and Keefe’s ditching 
again. I definitely 
According to a should’ve tried to get 
report from the him assigned to a 
gnomes, Keefe was different session. But 
found in the the Council’s been 
Mentors’ private busy since Sophie 
cafeteria again, Foster and Dex 
covered in Dizznee returned. I 
butterblast crumbs. still can’t believe 


anyone would capture 
children—and I don’t 
want to think about 
what Sophie and Dex 
endured. Our world is 
changing.... 


—Dame Alina 





VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 
DISRUPTING 1 out of 10 One detention Honestly, this seems a 
STUDY HALL detention assigned. | somewhat minor 
offense, considering 
According to a report the theatrics Keefe 
from Sir Rosings, usually pulls. But I 
Keefe was talking to respect Sir Rosings’s 
Sophie Foster during decision. 
detention—and made —Dame Alina 
a “sassy” reply when 
Sir Rosings called 


them out. When 
Keefe continued to 
talk, Sir Rosings gave 
them both detention. 
(Keefe apparently 
looked excited by the 


prospect. Sophie less 
SO.) 


Update: Keefe’s 
detention (and 
Sophie’s as well) was 
postponed a day after 
he injured his hand in 
Elementalism while 
trying to bottle a 
tornado. (Sophie 
apparently had some 
trouble in her 
inflicting session as 
well.) 


VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


DISRUPTING 2 out of 10 One additional I’m not a fan of Lady 
DETENTION. detention assigned. | Cadence’s attitude 
toward her position as 


According to a report a Foxfire Mentor. But 
from Lady Cadence, she’s volunteered to 
Keefe and Sophie supervise the majority 
Foster were of the year’s 
repeatedly caught detentions. And given 
talking during the punishments she’s 
detention and earned planning (I hear 


extra punishment. today’s involved 
curdleroots!), I think 


she may be able to 
curtail Keefe’s 





behavior. 
—Dame Alina 
VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’ S 
COMMENTS 
DISRUPTING 2 out of 10 One additional I suppose I should be 
STUDY HALL detention assigned. | concerned about how 
many detentions 
According to a report Keefe has accrued in 
from Sir Rosings, his first week of 
Keefe was talking to sessions. But... I 
Sophie Foster and can’t bring myself to 
Dex Dizznee—and care. I think l 
when Sir Rosings something is going on 
warned them to stop, with Alden Vacker. 
Keefe threatened to His children have 


fill Sir Rosings’s desk been absent all week 


with sparkly poop. and there was some 


Punishment was sort of commotion at 
assigned to all three the Opening 
prodigies. Ceremonies. But 


every time I’ve asked 
the Council for 
information, they’ve 
denied my request. 


—Dame Alina 





VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 
DISRESPECT FOR | 10 out of 10 A month of Thankfully, Kesler 
THE PRINCIPAL — detention assigned. | Dizznee was able to 
give me an antidote 
For the official before orientation, so 
report: Keefe took it no one saw my altered 
upon himself to slip appearance. Keefe 
Sea See into my tea claims he turned my 
and turn my eyes eyes “Vacker Teal” to 
teal. help me celebrate 


Alden’s remarkable 
recovery—and while I 
am exceedingly 
grateful that Sophie 
Foster was able to heal 
him, such a tribute 
would be seen as 
highly inappropriate, 
given my history with 
Alden. I also can’t 
allow Keefe to think 
it’s okay to slip elixirs 


into my 
food/beverages. 
—Dame Alina 
VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’ S 
COMMENTS 
DISRUPTING 8 out of 10 One additional I’m sure Keefe was 
DETENTION AND week of detention | placing his effluxers 
DISRESPECT FOR assigned. in places where other 
ACADEMY prodigies would set 
PROPERTY them off (or maybe I 
was his target—I 
According to a report wouldn’t be 
from Lady Cadence, surprised). So I’m 


both Keefe and glad Lady Cadence 


Sophie Foster were stopped this. But I 


caught placing can’t say I’m thrilled 
effluxers wherever that she convinced the 
they wanted, rather Council to add 

than following her effluxers to the 
explicit instructions. campus in the first 


place. I find it hard to 
believe we need 
protection from 
ogres! 


—Dame Alina 





VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 
DISRUPTING 8 out of 10 Full Disciplinary | I’m not sure what 
DETENTION AND Report given. I’m supposed to do 
DISRESPECTING A with this “Full 
MENTOR Disciplinary Report” 
Lady Cadence gave 
According to a report me. I think she’s 
from Lady Cadence, hoping PI start 
Keefe and Sophie Foster expulsion 
were acting completely proceedings. But 
inappropriately during Sophie is far too 
detention, and their vital to the Council, 
behavior led to her given her ability to 
getting sprayed in the heal minds—and I’m 
face with musk-tang. not in the mood to 
deal with Lord and 


Lady Sencen. So I’m 
just going to leave 
them to their current 
punishment. 


—Dame Alina 


Update: I can’t 
believe I’m writing 
these words, but... 
I’ve been elected to 
the Council! I NO 
LONGER HAVE TO 
DEAL WITH 
UNRULY 
PRODIGIES. The 
new principal will be 
Magnate Leto (the 
former Beacon of 
the Silver Tower). 





—Councillor Alina 


VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE 


ORGANIZING A 
~ PROTEST ~ 


According to reports 
from numerous 
Mentors, Keefe has 
been coordinating a 
walk-out to protest the 
Council’s decision to 
make Sophie Foster 
wear the ability 
restrictor designed by 
Dex Dizznee. 


1 out of 10 


None. 


PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


For the record, I 
share Mr. Sencen’s 
issues with the 
Council’s treatment 
of Miss Foster and 
see no reason why 
Foxfire prodigies 
shouldn’t hold a 
protest. If the 
Councillors think Pll 
use this position to 
promote their agenda, 
they’re going to 
regret appointing me 
as principal. 


—Magnate Leto 


Update: Mr. Sencen 
has been absent from 
Foxfire (along with 
Miss Foster, Mr. 
Dizznee, Mr. Vacker, 
and Miss Vacker), 
and the Council has 
asked me to notify 
them immediately if 
he returns. No 
explanation was 
given as to why 
(though rumors 
abound that these 
kids have run off to 
join the Black Swan). 


—Magnate Leto 





Second Update: 
According to a letter 
from the Council, Mr. 
Sencen had been 
officially banished 
from the Lost Cities 
and expelled from 
Foxfire (along with 
Miss Foster, Mr. 
Dizznee, Mr. Vacker, 
and Miss Vacker). 
Apparently these kids 
will be attending 


Exillium from now 
on. 


—Magnate Leto 





VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


Third Update: The 
Council has notified me 
that Mr. Sencen’s 
banishment has been lifted 
and he’ll be returning to 
Foxfire (along with Miss 
Foster, Mr. Dizznee, Mr. 
Vacker, and Miss Vacker). 
Hopefully that’s the end of 
this nonsense. 


—Magnate Leto 


Fourth Update: Mr. 
Sencen has been absent 
from Foxfire again—and 
if rumors are to be 
believed, he’s joined the 
Neverseen. But surely 
there’s been a 
misunderstanding... 


—Magnate Leto 


VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 





DESTRUCTION OF | 20 out of 10 None. Mr. Sencen remains 
-ACADEMY absent, making 
PROPERTY punishment difficult 

to issue. And this 
According to a report does appear to 
from Miss Foster, Mr. confirm his 
Sencen set off a device involvement with the 
in my office, shattering Neverseen. But I 
the majority of the suspect there’s more 
windows in the glass to the story. 
pyramid. —Magnate Leto 





Update: The glass 
pyramid has been 
rebuilt. Foxfire is 
also teaming up with 
Exillium for skill 
lessons. And Mr. 


Sencen has yet to 
return to campus. 
The Council is 
pressuring me to 
expel him, but I see 
no reason, 
(particularly since 
everyone should be 
focusing on the 
upcoming Peace 
Summit in 
Lumenaria). 


—Magnate Leto 





VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


Second Update: 
Foxfire’s midterm 
break was extended 
after the tragedy in 
Lumenaria, and... Pm 
grateful to have the 
time to adjust. There’s 
so much to do... and 
PII be so much more 
limited now.... But 
Pll find a way to 
manage. In the 
meantime, it should 
be noted that when the 
academy resumes 
sessions, Mr. Sencen 
will be returning, and 
no disciplinary action 
will be taken against 
him. 

—Magnate Leto 


Third Update: 
Sessions still haven’t 
resumed. But Miss 
Foster brought Mr. 
Sencen to see Elwin 
for treatment after Mr. 
Sencen received 
several serious 
wounds during a 
sparring match with 
King Dimitar. 


Apparently, one result 
of the match is that 
Keefe will now have 
Princess Romhilda 
serving as his 
bodyguard, which will 
likely cause tension 
on campus. 
Preparations will need 
to be made. 


—Magnate Leto 





VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


ASSAULT ON 10 out of 10 Apology required. | Technically, Mr. 
~ ANOTHER ~ Sencen wasn’t 
PRODIGY involved in this 
incident. But since his 
According to bodyguard was, it’s 
numerous reports, going in his file. And 
Ro stomped on for the record, I 
Shayda Adel’s foot completely 
to punish Shayda for understand Ro’s 
attempting to trip behavior. But I can’t 
her. condone harming 


another prodigy. I’ve 
ordered Ro to 
apologize during 
orientation. 


—Magnate Leto 





LEVEL SIX 


VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE 


PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


Update: In an effort to 
contain the story of 
the Neverseen’s recent 
brutal attack on Mr. 
Vacker and Miss 
Foster, I’ve asked Mr. 
Sencen to spread the 
rumor that Miss 
Foster and Mr. Vacker 
are away ona 
mysterious 
assignment. Elwin 
also reports having to 





repeatedly chase Mr. 
Sencen away from the 
Healing Center. 


—Magnate Leto 


Second Update: At 
Ms. Ruewen’s 
request, I’ve given 
Mr. Sencen 
permission to visit 
Miss Foster in the 
Healing Center. 
(Apparently Miss 
Foster’s morale needs 
a boost.) Keefe may 
have untraditional 
methods, but he does 
ease Miss Foster’s 
worries and generally 
improves her mood. 


—Magnate Leto 


VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 
COMMENTS 


Third Update: 
According to a report 
from Elwin, Mr. 
Sencen was involved 
in the recent 
destruction in the 
Healing Center—but 
apparently it 
happened during a 
skill lesson that went 
awry. For that reason, 
I’m simply noting the 
incident here, rather 
than creating a 
disciplinary report. It 
should also be noted 
that Mr. Sencen 
brought Miss Foster 
to the Mentors’ 
private cafeteria for 
butterblasts. 





—Magnate Leto 





VIOLATION SERIOUSNESS SENTENCE PRINCIPAL’S 


TS 


DISRUPTING 
LUNCHTIME 


According to a report 
from Lady Galvin, a 
number of prodigies 
began emitting 
unpleasant gaseous 
noises midway 
through the lunch 
break and had to race 
to various bathrooms. 
No proof has been 
recovered, but the 
general consensus is 
that Mr. Sencen 
slipped Gurgle Gut 
into their lunches. 


5 out of 10 


One 


week of detention 
assigned. 


As far as I can 
surmise, every 
prodigy affected by 
Mr. Sencen’s prank 
had recently been 
gossiping about (or 
hassling) Mr. and 
Miss Vacker about 
their eldest brother— 
which is why ’m 
limiting his detention 
to a week. I cannot 
allow such behavior 
to go unpunished. But 
I refuse to deny the 
motivation. 


—Magnate Leto 


Update: Foxfire has 
been placed on an 
extended hiatus after 
the traumatic events 
during the Celestial 


Festival. Sessions will 
resume as soon as the 
Council determines 

that it is safe to do so. 





—Magnate Leto 





REGISTRY FILE FOR 


Tam Dai Song 


KNOWN ABILITIES: Shade 

RESIDENCE: Unclear. Possibly Solreef. Family home is Choralmere. 
IMMEDIATE FAMILY: Quan Song (father), Mai Song (mother), Linh Song (twin sister) 
MATCH STATUS: Unregistered 

EDUCATION: Current Foxfire prodigy 

NEXUS: No longer required 

PATHFINDER: Not assigned. Restricted to Leapmasters and home crystals. 
SPYBALL APPROVAL: None 

MEMBER OF THE NOBILITY: No 

TITLE: None 

NOBLE ASSIGNMENT: None 


SIGNIFICANT CONNECTIONS: Fealty-sworn member of the Black Swan; former Exillium 
Wayward; former captive of the Neverseen 


ASSIGNED BODYGUARD(S): Elidyr (dwarf) and Opher (dwarf) 


AN ALTERED FAMILY NAME: 

Technically, the Song family’s last name should be Tong, since that was 
their original surname. But Tam’s great-great-great-great-great-great-great- 
great-great-grandmother started calling herself Lady Song and registered 
her daughter with Song as her surname. Apparently the choice had to do 
with Lady Song’s notoriety as a composer—and since music has remained a 
dominant profession in the family (Tam’s mother and grandmother are both 
particularly well known for their compositions), the name Song has 
continued to be passed down. 


SIBLING CONFUSION: 

Tam was registered at birth as a twin (to his sister, Linh). But his father 
(Quan Song) later claimed that his children were actually a year apart in 
age. Tam and Linh refuted that statement—and since Quan had no proof to 
back up his claims, our records remain with Tam and Linh listed as twins. 


FEARED POWERLESS—THEN TOO POWERFUL: 
Most likely, the reason Tam’s father tried to convince everyone that his 
children weren’t twins was because Tam and Linh were facing judgment, 


gossip, and low expectations (since many in our world fear that children 
from multiple births will end up Talentless). Yet, ironically (and 
surprisingly), the Song twins actually manifested early. It’s hard to pin 
down their exact ages because of their father’s dispute over their inception 
dates, but it’s quite likely that they were some of the earliest to manifest in 
our world’s history. Both Tam and Linh already had special abilities before 
taking their Foxfire entrance exams. But instead of being celebrated for that 
remarkable accomplishment, their abilities caused a different kind of fear— 
particularly in the case of Tam. He manifested as a Shade, and Shades 
commonly gamer suspicion and mistrust. Once Linh’s intense hydrokinesis 
caused her to become the Girl of Many Floods, many began to wish that the 
Song twins had been Talentless after all. 


ON THEIR OWN: 

When the Council banished Linh Song for causing so much destruction— 
and her parents did nothing to intervene—Tam opted to leave the Lost 
Cities with his sister, even though he wasn’t included in her sentence (and 
despite scoring incredibly high on the entrance exams to Foxfire). Many 
saw Tam’s decision as an act of rebellion (which, of course, it was). But it 
should also be noted that what he did was a tremendous display of self- 
sacrifice, loyalty, and love. Few siblings would likely do the same— 
particularly given the struggles that followed. Both Tam and Linh attended 
Exillium, where they were assigned to the Ambi Hemisphere and trained 
under the purple Coach (now known to be Coach Rohana)—and the 
program was a far cry from the healthy learning environment it has become 
today. It was a place of harsh rules and harsher punishments, where each 
Wayward’s identity was stripped away by strange uniforms and policies that 
forbid any kind of communication. And when Tam and Linh weren’t 
enduring their Exillium lessons, they were finding places to hide out in the 
Neutral Territories, since they had no actual home. Little is known about 
their lives during that time, but finding basic necessities like food, clothing, 
and shelter must’ve been a challenge. Thankfully, at some point, they set up 
a small camp near the gnomes’ Wildwood Colony, which gave Tam and 
Linh access to abundant resources and a measure of safety—until the 
gnomish plague forced the Wildwood colonists to flee, leaving Tam and 
Linh to fend for themselves once again. 


FAMILY STRAIN: 


Given the challenges cited above, it’s no surprise that Tam appears to have a 
poor relationship with his parents—especially his father. Numerous reports 
indicate that he blames them for refusing to move Linh to a residence 
farther from water while she adjusted to her ability, and for not appealing 
the Council’s decision to banish her. One note even suggests that Tam 
suspected his parents wanted Linh to be banished because they were 
embarrassed by the negative attention she was bringing to their family. Plus, 
it would’ve allowed them the opportunity to pass their son off as an only 
child and no longer have to deal with the twin-related scorn. But there’s no 
way to determine if those theories are true. What is clear is that even now, 
both Tam and Linh keep minimal contact with their parents—and the 
encounters they have look far from idyllic. 


A SILVER STATEMENT: 

Tam wears his hair cut with long, jagged bangs partially covering his eyes 
—and the tips of his bangs gleam with silver. Apparently he melted down 
the chain from his registry pendant and dipped his hair in the molten metal 
as an act of defiance and protest against the way that he and his sister had 
been treated. In fact, certain reports even indicate that he threw the registry 
crystal in his father’s face right before leaving the Lost Cities. 


AN UNIMPRESSIVE WAYWARD: 

Notes from the faculty at Exillium make it clear that Tam had a reputation 
for being a defiant troublemaker, both with the Coaches and the other 
Waywards. (One report even brands Tam as the worst Wayward at the 
school—though that report did seem biased against Tam because he was a 
Shade.) And Tam definitely did not excel in his skill lessons in the program, 
often receiving mediocre marks at best. But it’s difficult to determine how 
much his performance and attitude were influenced by the harsh 
atmosphere at Exillium during the majority of his attendance. As touched 
on above, the school was severely neglected by the Council, lacking the 
basic funds and supplies it needed to safely operate—which caused the 
Coaches to enforce a number of overly strict rules in an attempt to maintain 
some semblance of control. After Sophie Foster participated in the program, 
she convinced Councillor Oralie to give Exillium the aid it needed—and the 
situation has vastly improved. But Tam and Linh returned to the Lost Cities 
not long after, so there’s no way to know if Tam’s performance would’ve 
progressed. 


RELUCTANT CHANGES: 

Tam and Linh agreed to help Sophie and her friends when they snuck into 
the ogres’ capital (Ravagog). And that mission led to the discovery of vital 
information on how to cure the gnomish plague. But in order to escape the 
ogres’ city, Linh was forced to flood (and destroy) more than half of 
Ravagog. So she—and her brother—seemed surprised when their efforts 
were viewed by the Council as a victory. And both twins were genuinely 
stunned (and a touch reluctant) when they were welcomed back into the 
Lost Cities and offered admission into Foxfire. They made it clear that 
should they return, they had no desire to live with their parents again, so 
special arrangements were made. And with that, Tam and Linh’s 
banishment ended. The Black Swan also offered to let them join the order— 
and Linh seemed eager to swear fealty. But Tam had a number of 
reservations and only joined the Black Swan when he apparently grew tired 
of his sister “nagging” him about it. 


STILL SOMEWHAT ADRIFT: 

Since leaving their makeshift camp near the Wildwood Colony, Tam and 
Linh have floated from home to home. They stayed in an empty dwarven 
house for a period. Then in one of the Black Swan’s hideouts—until that 
location was compromised. And now it appears they’re staying with Sir 
Tiergan in Solreef (since Wylie has moved to 
to be with his father during Prentice’s recovery). But it’s unclear 
if Solreef is a permanent arrangement, or whether they’ll be moving again. 
What is clear is that Tam continues to refuse his parents’ invitations to 
return to Choralmere (and while Linh recently dwelled there, the move was 
not meant to be permanent). The rift between the Song twins and their 
parents obviously needs more time (and perhaps more effort on Quan and 
Mai’s part) in order to heal. 


A TEST OF TRUST: 

Tam refuses to trust anyone until he’s taken a reading of their shadowvapor 
and measured their potential for darkness against their illumination. It’s 
unclear how often his readings lead him to reject someone as an associate, 
but reports do indicate that he tested Sophie Foster, as well as the rest of her 
friends—and the Black Swan—before working with them. In his defense, 
the process is both quick and painless, and does seem to shed at least some 
light on a person’s character. 


FRENEMIES: 

While the above term may seem too gimmicky for a subheading in an 
official file, it’s truly the best word to describe the strange relationship 
dynamic between Tam and Keefe Sencen. The two boys are decidedly not 
friends—in fact, reports suggest they disliked each other almost 
immediately (and the nicknames they use for each other range from the 
clever and witty to downright mean-spirited). Some suspect it’s because 
Tam violated Keefe’s privacy and read Keefe’s shadowvapor without his 
permission when they first met, while others would argue it’s because Keefe 
refused to have his shadowvapor read as though he had something to hide. 
Others still might suggest it’s actually because the two have quite a bit in 
common—but prefer to think of themselves as uniquely alone in their 
challenges and principles. Whatever the cause, it’s doubtful that Tam and 
Keefe will ever truly be friends. But it’s important to note that they have 
never appeared to truly be enemies, either—a fact that became increasingly 
vital when Tam was taken by the Neverseen and Keefe’s mom (Lady 
Gisela) forced him to use his ability on her son. Had there been true ill will 
between the boys, Tam wouldn’t have attempted to warn Keefe about what 
his mom was planning—and Keefe would’ve tried to harm Tam in their 
final showdown. 


THE TRUE POWER OF DARKNESS: 

Tam’s skill as a Shade has always been impressive—particularly 
considering the fact that he’s had so little formal training. For instance, on 
the mission to Ravagog, he was able to hide his friends in shadow and help 
them move through the city undetected. He also lifted the veils of 
shadowvapor in Prentice Endal’s mind, bringing back what little remained 
of Prentice’s shattered consciousness in order for Sophie to perform a 
mental healing. But a truly astounding aspect of Tam’s talent was 
discovered after the Neverseen’s Shade (who called herself Umber) 
attacked Sophie and Fitz with shadowflux. Few Shades can detect the rare 
sixth element, much less control it. And only the best can store it within 
themselves to draw upon later. (Evidently, shadowflux does not like to obey 
and chooses to embrace only the most powerful Shades.) But Tam was able 
to feel the darkness that lingered in Fitz’s and Sophie’s wounds and 
command it—which was enough to convince Lady Zillah (his Shade 
Mentor) that he should be training with shadowflux—and after some 
debate, Tam agreed to the lessons. Lady Zillah can’t actually command 


shadowflux, but she knew enough to guide Tam through special exercises at 
Foxfire—often at night. And the progress Tam made during those lessons 
proved vital in the showdown he and his friends had with the Neverseen at 
Everglen. Not only was Tam able to break through the Neverseen’s force 
fields and leave them defenseless against the newborn trolls, but one of 
Tam’s attacks also seemed to damage the ability of the Neverseen’s 
Psionipath, forcing them to flee. Unfortunately, that display of power also 
showed Lady Gisela that Tam could command shadowflux—and since the 
Neverseen’s Shade was killed in that battle, Lady Gisela set her sights on 
Tam. 


HOSTAGE: 

Lady Gisela lured Tam, Sophie, and Keefe to the hive where the alicorn 
babies were finishing the final stages of their development and threatened to 
harm the babies—and Tam’s sister—if Tam didn’t agree to leave with her 
and serve the Neverseen. Sophie and Keefe begged Tam not to agree, but 
Tam apparently didn’t see any alternative. He left with Lady Gisela and 
found himself bound to obey her commands by strange bonds made of light, 
which had been sealed around his wrists by the Neverseen’s Flasher (who 
calls herself Glimmer). And he soon discovered that Lady Gisela went to all 
that effort because she needed him to play a key role in what she was 
planning for her son’s legacy. Tam tried to warn Keefe away, but Keefe still 
showed up in Loamnore exactly the way his mother had arranged, and Tam 
was forced to dissolve the dwarven King’s magsidian throne and send the 
shadowflux into Keefe’s system. It seems Lady Gisela was hoping the sixth 
element would trigger some sort of transformation in her son, but it’s too 
early to tell if that’s what will happen. As of this writing, Keefe remains 
unconscious from the incident. And Lady Gisela escaped without 
explaining further. 


FINAL NOTE: 

The investigation into the events in Loamnore is still ongoing, but for now, 
it appears the Council won’t be holding a Tribunal for Tam or issuing any 
punishment. Whether that will change once they learn more about what 
Tam did during his time with the Neverseen—or what may happen to Keefe 
—remains unclear. 





SONG 





REGISTRY FILE FOR 


Linh Hai Song 


KNOWN ABILITIES: Hydrokinetic 

RESIDENCE: Unclear. Possibly Solreef. Family home is Choralmere. 
IMMEDIATE FAMILY: Quan Song (father), Mai Song (mother), Tam Song (twin brother) 
MATCH STATUS: Unregistered 

EDUCATION: Current Foxfire prodigy 

NEXUS: No longer required 

PATHFINDER: Not assigned. Restricted to Leapmasters and home crystals. 
SPYBALL APPROVAL: None 

MEMBER OF THE NOBILITY: No 

TITLE: None 

NOBLE ASSIGNMENT: None 


SIGNIFICANT CONNECTIONS: Fealty-sworn member of the Black Swan; former Exillium 
Wayward 


ASSIGNED BODYGUARD(S): Urre (dwarf) and Timur (dwarf) 


THE GIRL OF MANY FLOODS: 
Elemental abilities are known for being overwhelming—and for Linh, the 
combination of manifesting so young, becoming a Hydrokinetic, and living 
in a house near the ocean proved to be an impossible combination. The 
water constantly called to her, and its draw became so strong that Linh was 
unable to resist, often with destructive consequences. Her first few floods 
were smaller, like [UmexeyWu Ce mest py nannaa and Liou ON] 
XN exe mmeawaregs. But the problem escalated in [imeleWuren 
Xen 0 ee weege. Then her parents made the unfortunate mistake 
of bringing her to Atlantis. Linh’s flood nearly destroyed the underwater 
city, and the Councillors felt they had to intervene. After a rushed Tribunal, 
a unanimous Council voted to banish Linh in order to “preserve the safety 
of the Lost Cities.” And despite Linh’s young age, Linh’s parents (Quan and 
Mai Song) chose not to fight the decision—much to the fury of Linh’s twin 
brother (Tam), who was convinced the Council would’ve given a different 
ruling if his parents had sworn to make changes (like moving Linh 
somewhere with less water exposure and hiring her a full-time ability tutor) 
to keep Linh’s hydrokinesis under better control. 









A BOND UNLIKE ANY OTHER: 

Linh was banished alone, and given her age and skill set at the time, it 
seems unlikely that she would’ve been able to survive for long. Fortunately 
for Linh, her twin brother (Tam) chose to go with her—despite her adamant 
protests that he shouldn’t give up his life. Reports indicate that Tam insisted 
they would be better off together—and that he would rather be with her 
than without her. Which is a true testimony to the connection between these 
two siblings. For all the judgment that gets cast on twins, it’s strange that no 
one seems to value the bond that children from multiple births have with 
each other. Tam and Linh are not the only example, but they are an 
excellent testimony of love, respect, and compassion that truly cannot be 
compared. 


A SILVER REMINDER: 

In a similar vein to her brother, Linh’s long jet-black hair is tipped with 
silver—and it seems safe to assume that the metal was applied the same 
way (by melting down the chain of her registry pendant and dipping the 
ends of her hair into the molten silver). But in Linh’s case, the style was not 
meant to be a protest. Instead, Linh has explained that her “look” was 
intended as a reminder to herself of what can happen when she loses control 
of her hydrokinesis, and likely motivates her to hone her power. 


NEW FRIENDS: 

After Linh’s banishment, it appears that Tam had no intention of trusting 
anyone ever again. But Linh refused to let her time in Exillium cause her to 
give up on the idea of friends. And when a new group of Waywards arrived 
rather suddenly—and one of them accidentally set their rope on fire during 
the dividing—Linh bravely used her ability to help douse the flames, even 
though it meant defying the coaches’ orders. She stepped back after that, 
observing as much as she could about these newcomers—and trying to 
convince her brother that making contact would be worth the risk—before 
finally reaching out to the one she’d helped that first day. The girl turned 
out to be Sophie Foster, who agreed to sneak away with Tam and Linh to 
learn more about them. And whether it was the fact that Sophie clearly 
didn’t judge Tam and Linh for being twins, or the strange color of her eyes 
(which surely proved that Sophie understood how it felt to be different), or 
the stories she told about trying to stop both the plague and an ongoing 
rebellion—or the fact that Tam’s reading of her shadowvapor showed no 


immediate warning of danger—whatever it was, Tam and Linh opted to 
trust her. Soon after, Sophie introduced them to the rest of her group— 
which turned out to be a monumentally important shift for all of them. Tam 
and Linh found a new sort of family, as well as the means to return to the 
Lost Cities. The Black Swan acquired two vital allies. And all of them 
became true friends. 


A MASTER OF HER ABILITY: 

Watching Linh’s hydrokinesis now makes it hard to believe that she ever 
struggled with control. Her aptitude with the ability is nothing short of 
amazing—particularly since she’s mostly self-trained. She’s learned to 
resist the water’s call unless it’s truly necessary for her to answer it. And 
she’s able to perform all manner of impressive feats—everything from 
entertaining tricks (like gathering small amounts of water into creative 
shapes) to lifting flowing rivers and bending them into an arch to allow 
someone to cross safely under. Technically, Linh has caused one additional 
flood since her banishment—but it most definitely was not a case of her 
losing control. She flooded Ravagog because it was the only way to get 
herself and her friends safely out of the ogre capital. Even the Council 
recognized the distinction, and instead of facing another Tribunal, both Tam 
and Linh were welcomed home to the Lost Cities—and granted admission 
to Foxfire. Linh now trains with a Hydrokinetic Mentor, and has even 
returned to Atlantis and managed to resist the pull of all that water. Control 
will never be easy for her—such is the challenge with elemental power. But 
Linh has reached a level of mastery that allows her to make it look easy. 


CAREGIVER—AND MORE: 

When Wylie Endal was captured by the Neverseen—and then managed to 
escape—he returned to the Black Swan badly burned from what surely 
must’ve been a lengthy interrogation. Many might not have been able to 
face Wylie’s gruesome injuries, but Linh bravely stepped in to help, 
wrapping his scorched body in a cool water cocoon to draw out any 
remaining heat from his wounds. And when she’d done all she could for 
Wylie physically, she tended to his emotional recovery, visiting often and 
cheering him up with water tricks. (Apparently, he’s quite a fan of the water 
animals that Linh can make drift through the air.) And through of all those 
visits, Linh and Wylie became close friends—though some occasionally 
wonder if there might be more between them than friendship. That’s pure 


speculation, of course—and given the age gap between them (which is 
significant, since Linh has yet to register for the match), it also seems 
somewhat unlikely. All that’s known at this time is that Linh and Wylie do 
appear to spend a meaningful amount of time together. 


A QUESTIONABLE CHOICE IN PET: 
Much like Sophie, Linh appears to have a penchant for weirdly-cute-but- 
unusually-challenging pets. In Linh’s case, she chose to adopt a murcat— 
despite Tam’s protests, and the fact that murcats are known for having large 
venomous fangs. Records indicate that the murcat is named Princess 
Purryfins, and it’s highly possible the name was chosen specifically to 
annoy her brother. 


THE GIRL WHO SAVED ATLANTIS: 

While the above title has never officially been assigned to Linh, it’s 
definitely deserved. A few short years after losing control and flooding 
Atlantis (and ending up banished), Linh found the strength and confidence 
to stop the Neverseen from destroying the city. Yes, she did need Sophie to 
enhance her (which, it should be noted, was something that Linh had 
resisted before, out of fear that she might be overwhelmed by the craving). 
And Sophie, in turn, needed Keefe Sencen to help her focus. But even with 
Sophie and Keefe’s assistance, no one can deny that Linh was the true hero 
of that moment. Not only did she gather enough water to plug the tear that 
had been slashed into the city’s force field—but she also somehow managed 
to hold back the force of the ocean until the Council could send Psionipaths 
to make a permanent repair. Had Linh not been there, the city surely 
would’ve been lost—as would thousands of lives. 


SEPARATED—BUT STILL CONNECTED: 

After everything Tam and Linh have fought through in order to stay 
together, it was particularly devastating when the twins recently found 
themselves ripped apart by the Neverseen. Lady Gisela forced Tam to 
surrender himself as a hostage in order to protect his sister and the baby 
alicorns. She also made it painfully clear that if anyone attempted to come 
after Tam, there would be severe consequences. And while many had 
doubts as to whether Tam would be able to remain loyal to the Black Swan 
—and to his principles—in that situation, Linh never doubted her brother 
for a second. She talked her friends out of planning a risky rescue, assuring 


them that Tam could handle himself. And when she thought she’d found a 
way to help him and used her ability to contact him (with Sophie’s help), 
she wasn’t discouraged by the harsh things Tam said to convince her to 
abandon her plan. She trusted him so completely that she even followed his 
order and returned to Choralmere, despite her strained relationship with her 
parents. And when she snuck into Loamnore to help him escape, the sound 
of her voice helped Tam resist the bonds on his wrists that had been 
controlling him. 


FINAL NOTE: 

Linh’s control of her ability remains remarkable—and yet it also seems 
clear that we still haven’t seen the full extent of her power. Whether that 
power will lead to salvation (as it did in Atlantis) or widespread destruction 
(like Ravagog) is yet to be determined. But it’s highly likely that it could be 
both. 





REGISTRY FILE FOR 


Wylie Zoran Endal 


KNOWN ABILITIES: Flasher 





Re also indicate he’s staying with his father at 
URITY] $) 

IMMEDIATE FAMILY: Prentice Endal (father), Cyrah Endal (mother) 

ADOPTED BY: Sir Tiergan Alenefar 

MATCH STATUS: Registered with one list received 

EDUCATION: Foxfire graduate (both basic and elite levels) 

NEXUS: No longer required 

PATHFINDER: Assigned 

SPYBALL APPROVAL: Granted 

MEMBER OF THE NOBILITY: Yes 

TITLE: Lord 

NOBLE ASSIGNMENT: Regent; member of Team Valiant 

SIGNIFICANT CONNECTIONS: Works with the Black Swan (unclear whether he’s sworn fealty) 
ASSIGNED BODYGUARD(S): None 


A REBEL IN THE FAMILY: 

When Wylie was seven years old, his father (Prentice Endal) was 
discovered to be a Keeper for the Black Swan—a rebel organization that, at 
the time, was believed to have dangerous intentions. With only that limited 
knowledge to guide their investigation—and Prentice refusing to answer 
questions after his arrest—the Council had no choice but to order a memory 
break to discover what Prentice was hiding (before locking him away in 
Exile). The unsettling task was assigned to Quinlin Sonden and Alden 
Vacker—and only two pieces of information (a strand of unregistered DNA 
and the term “Project Moonlark”) were recovered before Prentice’s mind 
shattered. Given the strength of Prentice’s blocking—and how faithfully he 
protected the Black Swan—the Council suspected that the information was 
actually a “hoax” perpetrated by Prentice in a desperate, final attempt to 
distract the Council and their Emissaries from what the rebels were actually 
working on. Of course, now it’s well known that both Project Moonlark and 
the child (Sophie Foster) were real, and that the Black Swan—while 
working outside the law—was actually intent on helping the Council and 


stopping the true threat to the Lost Cities (a second rebel group now known 
as the Neverseen). And such hindsight sadly does suggest that what 
happened to Prentice was somewhat unjust. (Alden Vacker took the 
revelation particularly hard.) The Council is naturally remorseful for any 
pain and suffering that Prentice (and his family) experienced—as well as 
for the years that Prentice lost to madness in Exile. But it also must be 
noted that much of what occurred could’ve been avoided if Prentice had 
been honest with the Council. Our world is in a state of flux, and the Black 
Swan is presently considered to be a valuable ally. But the path of rebellion 
is always fraught with misunderstanding and calamity. The Council’s hope 
is that everyone—themselves included—has learned from what happened to 
Prentice that the best course for real change is open communication, 
cooperation, and coordination. 


FURTHER FAMILY TRAGEDY: 

With Prentice in Exile—and their family facing intense judgment and 
scandal—Wylie’s mom (Cyrah Endal) did her best to bury her grief and 
step into her role as the sole caretaker of her son. She began designing and 
selling hair accessories in Mysterium, and life for the Endals appeared to be 
finding some sort of new normal. Until disaster struck again. Something 
went wrong while Cyrah was light leaping, and she arrived home 
dangerously faded. Wylie called for help as soon as he found her, but by the 
time Elwin Heslege arrived, it was far too late to save her (and had likely 
been too late even before then). Cyrah had lost too much of herself to be 
able to recover, and Wylie could do nothing except watch as his mother 
faded away. A planting was held shortly after, and Cyrah’s Wanderling (a 
bright red tree with tiny purple flowers) grows strong and proud in the 
Wanderling Woods, honoring her life and commemorating the loss. 


A NEW HOME: 

Wylie was barely eight years old when his mother died, essentially leaving 
him an orphan—far too young to live without a guardian. And with death so 
rare in our world, the Council was at a bit of a loss on how to best proceed. 
There was talk of Wylie living with Prentice’s cousin (Lesedi Chebota), 
since he was close with his second cousin (Maruca Chebota). But Lesedi 
was still struggling with her grief over what happened to Prentice. Grady 
and Edaline Ruewen were also suggested, but they were still mourning the 
loss of their daughter, Jolie (who’d died a few years earlier). Thankfully, 


Prentice’s close friend (Sir Tiergan Alenefar) offered to let Wylie live at his 
estate (Solreef). The offer was somewhat unexpected, given Tiergan’s 
relationship with the Council at the time. He’d been Prentice’s best friend 
and resigned from the nobility (quite angrily) to protest Prentice’s memory 
break and exile. (As an aside: It’s interesting to consider that Tiergan is now 
known to be Granite, a member of the Black Swan’s Collective. Definitely 
casts new light on his anger over the injustice.) But even with that noted 
tension, the Council agreed that Tiergan was the best choice for Wylie as a 
guardian. Adoption proceedings began soon after. And while little has been 
recorded about Wylie’s life at Solreef (Tiergan was particularly protective 
of their privacy), the fact that Wylie has continued to thrive and excel over 
the years, despite all the tragedies he’s suffered, more than proves that 
Prentice provided him with a loving home and supplied the care and 
support he needed. 


HOPE, FURY, AND HEALING: 

Reports indicate that before Prentice’s memory break, he’d somehow 
assured his family that if something bad happened to him, it might not be 
permanent. And Wylie (and his mom) interpreted that promise to mean that 
whomever Prentice was protecting would be his salvation. Thus, when 
Sophie arrived in the Lost Cities, Wylie’s hope soared—and then turned to 
anger and resentment when she made no effort to help his father. He 
confronted Sophie at Alden’s planting—and while the interaction appeared 
to be quite hostile, it seems whatever he said helped Sophie to realize that 
she might have been designed by the Black Swan to be able to heal broken 
minds. Her abilities first needed to be reset (thanks to damage caused by her 
own near-fading). But when Sophie tested the healing process on Alden, it 
was found to be a tremendous success. Wylie naturally assumed that his 
father would be next, but sadly, that was not the case. With Prentice locked 
away in Exile, Sophie was unable to reach him without the Council’s 
permission. And the Council opted to focus on healing former Councillor 
Fintan Pyren. His case was simpler than Prentice’s, since he would be 
healed strictly to recover what he’d hidden during his memory break, and 
no one would have to answer the question of “What do we do with him 
now?” And when Fintan’s healing led to disaster (including the fire that 
destroyed half of Eternalia and killed Councillor Kenric), the Council 
seemed reluctant to allow any further healings. The Black Swan took 


matters into their own hands—and while their attempted prison break into 
Exile was a failure, Sophie did manage to barter a deal with the Council for 
Prentice’s release. He was then handed over to the Black Swan, and 
everyone (including Wylie) assumed he’d be healed soon after. But when 
Sophie tried (with Fitz Vacker’s help), Prentice was found to be 
unresponsive. All hope seemed to be lost—until Tam Song tried lifting the 
veils of shadowvapor in Prentice’s mind and Prentice showed hints of 
improvement. The Black Swan discovered soon after that Prentice had been 
drugged with the Neverseen’s dangerous sedative (soporidine), presumably 
by dwarves working with the Neverseen. But they still chose to have Sophie 
attempt the healing again—though it was an incredibly delicate process. 
Prentice would be waking up to devastating news about his wife (as well as 
the knowledge that he’d missed most of his son’s childhood), and Sophie 
had to ensure that those revelations wouldn’t shatter his mind all over again. 
But somehow, she managed to make it work, and Prentice has not only 
returned to consciousness, but also seems mostly like his old self. The main 
difference—aside from natural signs of trauma and grief from his 
experiences—is that Sophie was unable to recover any of his damaged 
memories. Perhaps with time, a way will be found to recover something 
useful, but for the moment, Prentice seems grateful to be alive and free and 
focusing on the future instead of the past. 


THE NEVERSEEN’S NEXT TARGET: 

Despite his father’s affiliation with the Black Swan, Wylie has kept mostly 
separate from their activities (except those related to Prentice’s healing). So 
it came as a shock to everyone when the Neverseen abducted him from his 
room at the Silver Tower at Foxfire and brought him to one of their 
hideouts, where he was interrogated for an unknown number of hours 
before managing to escape. And while his physical injuries were healed, the 
greater challenge has been the mental toll. It’s honestly quite incredible— 
given the number of traumas Wylie has endured—that he’s managed to hold 
himself together so well. He’s gained some solace from his recent 
companionship with Linh Song. But what truly appears to be driving him is 
focusing on figuring out why the Neverseen came after him and what 
actually happened to his mom. 


DEADLY STARSTONES: 


Our investigation into this topic is incomplete and ongoing—and it’s highly 
possible that certain information is still being held back by either Wylie or 
the Black Swan (or both). But reports indicate that the Neverseen did not 
question Wylie about his father while they held him captive (as might be 
expected). Instead, their interrogation focused on his mother. Cyrah’s death 
has long been viewed as simply a tragic light leaping accident, but the 
Neverseen’s questions suggested something much darker. Wylie evidently 
begged Sophie Foster to look into it for him, and from what little she’s 
gleaned, it appears that Cyrah might have been murdered by the Neverseen. 
Cyrah was a talented Flasher—much like her son—and that apparently 
made her a target for Lady Gisela, who tried to trick her into using her 
ability to manufacture a series of special blue-flashing starstones. The 
starstones were supposedly for the Black Swan (but were really meant to 
provide transport to certain of the Neverseen’s most secret facilities), and 
Cyrah knew enough about her husband’s order to spot the lie. She tried to 
resist—until Lady Gisela threatened Wylie’s safety. Gisela also promised to 
kill the Black Swan’s moonlark if Cyrah didn’t cooperate—and while Cyrah 
had no personal attachment to Sophie, she knew the moonlark was the only 
hope for healing her husband’s shattered mind. So Cyrah did her best to 
cooperate. But Fintan decided she should be terminated when the project 
was completed, because she knew too much. It then appears that Fintan 
enlisted Gethen (another known member of the Neverseen) to use his ability 
as a Telepath to break Cyrah’s concentration before she leaped home, 
causing her to fade away. But much of that story was provided by Lady 
Gisela, who could easily be fabricating certain details to cover her own 
involvement. Without proof, it’s hard to say for certain. What is known is 
that one of the starstones Cyrah made is still missing, and given the drastic 
measures they took to interrogate Wylie, the Neverseen seem desperate to 
find it. 


PROTECTING WHAT LITTLE FAMILY HE HAS LEFT: 

Wylie’s second cousin (Maruca) recently manifested as a Psionipath—an 
ability that could prove to be invaluable to Sophie and her friends. The 
Neverseen’s strategies tend to rely heavily on their Psionipath (Ruy Ignis), 
so having a Psionipath helping the Black Swan would be a game changer 
(particularly since Ruy’s power seems to have been affected by one of Tam 
Song’s shadowflux attacks). But Wylie begged Sophie not to let Maruca 


swear fealty to the order. Sophie definitely understood why he might not 
want Maruca to put her life in danger after losing so many members of his 
family—but she also knew the decision was up to Maruca. And Maruca is 
every bit as strong-willed as Wylie. She refused to sit by when she could be 
helping save lives—and Wylie has begrudgingly respected her decision. 


A VALIANT FIGHTER: 

Since his abduction, Wylie has begun working much more closely with the 
Black Swan. It’s unclear whether or not he’s sworn fealty, but he’s 
definitely been involved in many of their recent activities, including coming 
to Sophie and Fitz’s aid during a brutal ambush arranged by the Neverseen. 
Those who witnessed the battle testified to the incredible power Wylie 
displayed, both as a Flasher and a fighter, which is one of the reasons the 
Council offered to appoint him as a Regent to serve as a member of Team 
Valiant. Wylie accepted the appointment readily, and didn’t even protest 
when he wasn’t selected as leader, despite the fact that he’s the eldest 
member of the team and the only one to complete his elite Foxfire training. 


FINAL NOTE: 

The greatest measure of Wylie’s character may be his relationship with 
Sophie Foster—the girl who was inadvertently the cause of so many of the 
tragedies in his life. There have clearly been times when he’s blamed her— 
even resented her. But over time, he’s come to accept that she’s not 
responsible for what happened. More than that, it appears he’s even come to 
understand why his father sacrificed so much to protect Sophie, and seems 
to be determined to stand by her side. Whether he’ll ever consider her 
accomplishments to be “worth it” will likely depend on what she achieves. 
But he seems ready and willing to follow her lead. 


HEKS 






REGISTRY FILE FOR 


Stina Destry Heks 


KNOWN ABILITIES: Empath 

RESIDENCE: Sterling Gables 

IMMEDIATE FAMILY: Timkin Heks (father), Vika Heks (mother) 
MATCH STATUS: Unregistered 

EDUCATION: Current Foxfire prodigy 

NEXUS: No longer required 

PATHFINDER: Not assigned. Restricted to Leapmasters and home crystals. 
SPYBALL APPROVAL: Granted 

MEMBER OF THE NOBILITY: Yes 

TITLE: Lady 

NOBLE ASSIGNMENT: Regent; member of Team Valiant 


SIGNIFICANT CONNECTIONS: Works with the Black Swan (but hasnt sworn fealty); trained 
caretaker at the Heks unicorn preserve 


ASSIGNED BODYGUARD(S): None 


A CHALLENGING FAMILY: 

The Hekses are known for many things in the Lost Cities—but one that’s 
rarely discussed (and yet seems to be incredibly defining) is this: They can 
be difficult. It’s unclear whether there’s something fundamentally unlikable 
about their personalities, or whether they’re simply misunderstood. Either 
way, they’re a family with few friends, and many who—while not willing 
to classify themselves as enemies—would prefer to have as little to do with 
the Hekses as possible. And yet, the Hekses remain part of our world—a 
valuable part, even. Just oftentimes a less enjoyable part. And Stina seems 
to be a particularly strong example of her family’s take-me-or-leave-me 
attitude, regularly causing drama with other prodigies at Foxfire— 
especially Dex Dizznee and Sophie Foster. 


A GIFT WITH EQUINES: 

Before the Heks women got involved, unicorns were dangerously close to 
becoming extinct as a result of their isolating behavior and sporadic 
breeding (and of course the threat humans posed to the species). The 
caretakers at the Sanctuary tried everything they could think of to 


repopulate the species, but the numbers continued declining—until Pelipa 
Heks (Stina’s great-great-great-great-great-great grandmother) paid a visit 
to the Sanctuary and discovered that her ability as an Empath provided her 
with a unique understanding of the unicorns’ needs. She petitioned the 
Council to move one male and one female unicorn to her property to test 
some of her theories, and months later—after the unicorn couple delivered 
their first foal—several more unicorns were assigned to her care. Thus 
began the Heks family’s most vital contribution to the Lost Cities: unicorn 
caretaking—a task that Stina and her mother (Vika Heks) are heavily 
involved in. Stina’s been working at Sterling Gables since she was old 
enough to walk the pastures, and now that she’s manifested as an Empath, 
her training has reached a whole new level—which proved to be valuable 
when the female alicorn’s pregnancy turned out to be twins. Vika and Stina 
may have been bitter that Silveny hadn’t been entrusted to their care 
(particularly since Silla Heks—Stina’s grandmother—had been the one to 
rehabilitate Greyfell before he was placed at the Sanctuary). But they 
readily put their frustrations aside and stepped in when Sophie teleported to 
their property begging for help because Silveny had gone into early labor. 
With Vika and Stina’s guidance—as well as some special aid from the trolls 
—both Silveny and her babies (Wynn and Luna) are currently healthy and 
thriving. 


THE SCANDAL THAT WASN’T: 

Stina’s father (Timkin Heks) is one of the Talentless. Her mother (Vika) is 
an Empath. As such, their marriage should’ve been ruled a bad match. Yet 
mysteriously, it wasn’t. Timkin’s name is clearly included on Vika’s first 
match list—toward the top, it should be noted. Conspiracy theories abound 
about how that could be possible (mostly in whispers, since no one wants to 
face the wrath of the Hekses), and the most common story is that records 
were altered at the Matchmaking Office by Timkin’s sister’s husband, who 
works there. But no proof has ever been found of any such tampering. In a 
more recent investigation, one report did suggest that the real reason Timkin 
was able to return to Foxfire, complete the final few weeks of the basic 
levels, and graduate with his class (despite having been expelled and sent to 
Exillium for faking his “special ability”) was because he [svi 
RIA na Naaa. And if that’s true, then perhaps [ia Newup ye) 
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There is, however, no way to confirm. As such, Vika and 


Timkin’s marriage remains an officially approved match, and the family is 
spared from any scandal. 


DISCIPLINE PROBLEM: 

As already mentioned, Stina has a propensity for causing drama with 
numerous other prodigies at Foxfire, and since the school doesn’t tolerate 
bullying, she a lengthy disciplinary record. She’s been assigned the second 
highest number of detentions—though the gap between her list and Keefe 
Sencen’s list is quite large. But she—unlike Keefe—doesn’t seem to enjoy 
her punishments. In fact, she’s tried having her mom speak to the principal 
several times, to see if anything could be done to lighten her sentence. But 
Foxfire takes bullying very seriously, and as of this writing, she’s never 
been able to get out of any of her detentions. 


HER FATHER’S FEALTY: 

For years Timkin has tried to convince the Council to appoint him to the 
nobility (despite his Talentless status). And for years he’s been denied. 
Perhaps that’s why he opted to swear fealty to the Black Swan when they 
were still an illegal rebellion. It’s hard to tell, given what little is known 
about his involvement in the order. Records suggest that while his 
involvement with the order tends to be more “hands-off,” he may have 
occasionally used the name “Coiffe” and relied on a disguise of full-body, 
curly white fur (caused by an elixir that may have been created by Kesler 
Dizznee) to protect his identity. And he’s apparently assisted Sophie and her 
friends during their banishment from the Lost Cities, despite the fact that he 
disagrees with the Black Swan’s decision to utilize children in their 
rebellion. In fact, it seems he’s done what he could to keep Stina away from 
anything he’s been working on. But Stina’s ended up involved anyway. 


A NOBLE LADY: 

Stina was chosen by the Council to be a member of Team Valiant—a move 
that came as a surprise to many (particularly given Stina’s strained 
relationship with Sophie and her friends). And while Stina seemed less than 
thrilled about who she’d be working with (and the feeling was clearly 
mutual), she also eagerly accepted the title—which was surely a huge cause 
for celebration for her family. Particularly for her father, who’s tried many 
times to be appointed to the nobility and always been held back by his 
Talentless status. 


FINAL NOTE: 

Stina will likely never win any popularity contests. But she’s a powerful 
Empath and a fearless personality, and when she puts her differences aside, 
she can be a valuable ally. The test will be whether she can handle the 
hardships that come with her new role, or whether she’ll crack the first time 
she’s truly put under pressure. 





REGISTRY FILE FOR 


Marella Adene Redek 


KNOWN ABILITIES: Pyrokinetic 

RESIDENCE: Fluttermont 

IMMEDIATE FAMILY: Durand Redek (father), Caprise Redek (mother) 
MATCH STATUS: Registered with zero lists received 

EDUCATION: Current Foxfire prodigy 

NEXUS: No longer required 

PATHFINDER: Not assigned. Restricted to Leapmasters and home crystals. 
SPYBALL APPROVAL: None 

MEMBER OF THE NOBILITY: No 

TITLE: None 

NOBLE ASSIGNMENT: None 


SIGNIFICANT CONNECTIONS: Fealty-sworn member of the Black Swan; training in 
pyrokinesis with former Councillor Fintan Pyren 


ASSIGNED BODYGUARD(S): None 


AN EXTREMELY DANGEROUS, ILLEGAL ABILITY: 

Marella’s special ability is a somewhat recent development (or the 
Council’s knowledge of it is, at least), but it’s such a tremendously rare, 
incredibly complicated issue that her file must begin here. Reports indicate 
that several months ago Marella arranged for a meeting with Mr. Forkle (the 
same member of the Black Swan who triggered Sophie Foster’s abilities) 
and convinced him to try triggering hers, since she still hadn’t manifested. 
Evidently, she’d been hoping to become an Empath, because reading 
emotions could prove helpful with her mother’s (Caprise Redek’s) 
condition. But manifesting isn’t a process where anyone gets to pick or 
choose what happens. And unfortunately for Marella, not long after Mr. 
Forkle filled her mind with energy, she felt feverish and later woke up 
surrounded by flames after manifesting as a Pyrokinetic—the only illegal 
ability in the Lost Cities. The rare elemental talent causes an insatiable 
craving for flame, which has resulted in numerous tragedies—the most 
notorious of which was Fintan Pyren’s failed lesson on Everblaze several 
millennia ago. All five of the Pyrokinetics that Fintan had been training 
were killed in that inferno, and the Council was left with no choice but to 


ban the ability. Their new law forced any already registered Pyrokinetics to 
be reclassified as Talentless (including Fintan, who had to resign from the 
Council) and be put under supervision in order to ensure that they weren’t 
sparking any flames. Efforts were also made to prevent others from 
manifesting the ability. (For instance, anyone directly related to any of the 
registered Pyrokinetics was labeled as a bad match to halt the spread of 
their genetics, and the ability detecting session at Foxfire now specifically 
forbids any exercises that might make a prodigy detect heat.) Aside from 
one exception (the now infamous case of Brant 
SZA), no other Pyrokinetics have manifested since the ban. Until 
now. 


EXPOSED: 

Given the complications that come with being a Pyrokinetic, it’s not 
necessarily surprising that Marella opted to hide her ability from the 
Council. But she did reveal her pyrokinesis to a select few. Both of her 
parents seemed to be aware (and most likely helped cover up several 
accidental fires that happened after she first manifested). And Mr. Forkle 
was evidently informed and did his best to train her (even though he doesn’t 
share her ability). Marella was also brought in to assist on a few important 
missions for the Black Swan—which of course means that Sophie Foster 
and her friends were aware that Marella was a Pyrokinetic (and possibly 
some of their families were aware too). But everyone “in the know” kept 
the information secret—and likely would still be doing so, if the Neverseen 
hadn’t exposed Marella during the last Celestial Festival. The battle with 
the mutant trolls at Everglen was broadcast for our whole world to witness, 
which meant that everyone watched Marella call down flames and use them 
to defend herself and her friends. And while the crowd’s initial reaction was 
shock (the collective gasp was loud enough to make many ears ring), the 
discovery wasn’t met with the level of fear and mistrust that most would’ve 
expected. Perhaps it was because Marella maintained excellent control. Or 
perhaps it was watching her bravely stand and fight in the face of such 
horrors. But after the broadcast, the Council wasn’t met with outcry calling 
for Marella’s banishment or exile. And the Councillors have since surprised 
everyone further. 


TRAINING PERMITTED—WITH A TRAITOR: 


In a decision that surely no one could have predicted, the Council did not 
ban Marella from using her pyrokinesis. In fact, they’ve even gone so far as 
to allow her to take pyrokinesis lessons with Fintan—on a provisional basis. 
The situation is far from ideal, but given the rarity of the power, there 
simply aren’t many options for Mentors. And the Council seems to have 
decided—possibly because of what happened with Brant—that forcing 
Marella to suppress the ability could end up causing larger problems in the 
long run. A Pyrokinetic’s craving for flame seems to be too strong to ignore 
—especially without training. So the Council appears to be seeing if there’s 
a middle ground that allows the ability to be used within specific limits. 
Only time will tell if there is. Until then, Marella’s lessons take place at the 
special prison where Fintan is being held for his crimes, and are, of course, 
closely monitored to ensure that Fintan cannot use the situation as an 
opportunity to escape or harm anyone. Linh Song also attends most of these 
lessons, using her hydrokinesis to extinguish any flames. And rumor has it 
that Marella and Linh do additional training together on their own. There 
are certain similarities between their abilities, given that they’re both 
controlling an element, and it appears they may be attempting to combine 
their powers. It’s difficult to imagine how that might work, but if the events 
over the last several years have taught us anything, it’s to expect the 
unexpected—particularly when it comes to any of our powerful youth. 


A TRAGIC FAMILY ACCIDENT: 

As already briefly noted, Marella’s mother (Caprise) suffered a traumatic 
brain injury when Marella was three years of age. For reasons still unknown 
(though some have claimed that fizzleberry wine might have been 
involved), Caprise fell off a balcony at their home and hit her head. Elwin 
did all he could to help, but some injuries cannot be completely healed, and 
Caprise was forever changed by the experience. Her symptoms seem to 
primarily affect her moods, and certain elixirs do help her manage them. 
But she’s known to have good days and bad days. And Marella seems to 
shoulder a heavy amount of the responsibility in caring for her, oftentimes 
running late for things or looking slightly disheveled. (And of course, there 
was Marella’s hope of becoming an Empath to better assist, which was 
already mentioned.) Naturally, Caprise’s situation has lowered the family’s 
social standing. Most are sympathetic to the Redeks’ plight, but still aren’t 


sure how to help or what to do, since these kinds of challenges are so rare in 
the Lost Cities. 


A BIT OF A LONER: 

It’s hard to tell how much Marella’s family challenges have affected her 
social decisions, but despite her large personality, Marella has opted to 
isolate herself—particularly from the other prodigies at school. In fact, until 
Sophie Foster started attending Foxfire, Marella often ate lunch by herself. 
She used to claim it was because she found everyone annoying, but it’s also 
possible that she has a harder time “fitting in” given how different her 
homelife is. Even after Sophie and Marella became friends, they weren’t as 
close as Sophie was with some of her other friends, and rumors claim that 
Marella has at times felt neglected by Sophie’s group, particularly when 
they started spending an increasing amount of time working with the Black 
Swan. Sophie was likely trying to spare Marella from the dangers that come 
with the Black Swan’s assignments (much like she tried to do with 
everyone she cares about)—and some reports do indicate that Marella is far 
less eager to risk her life than some of her friends appear to be. But that 
doesn’t mean that Marella wouldn’t have preferred to be included. The 
number of dangerous missions she’s agreed to help with—and the fact that 
she recently swore fealty to the order—definitely proves that she’s both 
willing and able when asked and needed. 





THE “GO-TO” FOR GOSSIP: 

Despite her sometimes antisocial ways, Marella has a gift for always 
knowing about everything, and anyone looking to catch up on the latest 
gossip (or wanting to find out about a past scandal) tends to go to her. There 
are often gaps in her knowledge, but what she does know generally seems 
to be accurate—sometimes so much so that people are left wondering where 
she got her information. And the truth is, no one knows—except Marella. 


A NOTORIOUS FLIRT: 

In what also seems to be a strange contrast to her loner ways, Marella 
definitely has a reputation for flirting. And teasing. And generally being 
very open about who does and doesn’t catch her interest—as well as who 
she thinks her friends should or shouldn’t be interested in. Which may seem 
like a strange note to be including in this file. But given the particular 
complications of Marella’s ability, she’s likely going to have a very 


challenging matchmaking process—possibly even more challenging than 
Sophie’s. In light of that, her flirting seems suddenly significant. 


A SECRET STUFFED ANIMAL: 

Elwin’s records indicate that Marella is yet another of his patients to receive 
one of his Emotional Support Stuffed Animals (as is her mother, actually)— 
though Marella seems to be more secretive about her stuffed animal buddy 
and hasn’t mentioned its existence to her friends. Still, in the interest of 
thoroughness, it must be noted that Marella is the proud owner of a sparkly 
blue-green stuffed kelpie, which Elwin named Sir Splashyhugs. It’s even 
possible that Sir Splashyhugs was the first Emotional Support Stuffed 
Animal, since he was gifted to Marella when she was three and struggling 
to adjust to what happened with her mom. 


FINAL NOTE: 

It’s unclear whether Marella realizes how much pressure is resting on her 
shoulders. But she has unwittingly found herself in a pivotal role in our 
world. If she’s able to maintain control of her ability, she may be 
responsible for lifting the ban on pyrokinesis and righting what an 
increasing number are beginning to see as an injustice. And if she 
surrenders to her flames, she could end up the most destructive Pyrokinetic 
yet, given the access she has to the Council and the Black Swan, and the 
friends who’ve chosen to put their faith in her. 





REGISTRY FILE FOR 


Grady Howell Ruewen 


KNOWN ABILITIES: Mesmer 
RESIDENCE: Havenfield 


IMMEDIATE FAMILY: Edaline Ruewen (wife), Jolie Ruewen (daughter, deceased), Sophie Foster 
(daughter, adopted) 


MATCH STATUS: Match approved (one match list received; married the #7 recommendation) 
EDUCATION: Foxfire graduate (both basic and elite levels) 
NEXUS: No longer required 


PATHFINDER: Assigned (to the Lost Cities and the Forbidden Cities; crystals to Loamnore and 
Ravagog also issued) 

SPYBALL APPROVAL: Yes 
MEMBER OF THE NOBILITY: Yes 
TITLE: Lord 

NOBLE ASSIGNMENT: Emissary 
SIGNIFICANT CONNECTIONS; 4 


Swan; former caretaker of Brant ict Sere = SRC 
Sanctuary 


ASSIGNED BODYGUARD(S): Brielle (goblin, deceased) 





er; known supporter of the Black 
; animal rehabilitator for the 


DRASTIC CHANGES: 

In a single day, Grady Ruewen went from being one of the Lost Cities’ 
most prestigious and powerful Emissaries to a virtual recluse and outspoken 
opponent of the Council—though that day did involve a tragic fire that 
killed his only daughter (Jolie). The grief nearly shattered Grady (and his 
wife, Edaline)—and sadly, no one knew how to help them. Loss is 
(thankfully) uncommon in our world, so few could understand what Grady 
and Edaline were feeling. Instead, everyone watched in sorrow (and a bit of 
confusion) as the Ruewens retreated from the rest of society after Jolie’s 
planting. Grady resigned from his position as an Emissary, and Edaline took 
a (still technically ongoing) leave of absence from the assignment she’d 
been given by the Council. They chose to spend their days tracking down 
protected species hiding in the Forbidden Cities, bringing them to the 
pastures at Havenfield, and helping the creatures prepare for life in the 
Sanctuary. Neither of the Ruewens left their home to visit anywhere in the 
Lost Cities unless they absolutely had to (which was extremely rare), and 


gossip grew more abundant and critical by the year. But just when it seemed 
like Grady and Edaline would soon be nothing more than a “cautionary 
tale” (before falling into complete obscurity), everything changed for them 
once again. A young girl (Sophie Foster) had been found hidden among 
humans and needed a home in the Lost Cities, and the Council wanted 
Grady and Edaline to be her guardians. To nearly everyone’s shock, the 
Ruewens agreed—and apparently even needed little convincing. Reports 
indicate that when Alden Vacker hailed Grady to explain the situation, there 
was a brief pause, an exchanged look, and then a simple, “We’ll try our 
best.” It wasn’t an easy adjustment for them—or for Sophie—and at one 
point the situation nearly dissolved. But over time, Sophie proved to be 
exactly what Grady and Edaline needed to finally work through their grief. 
And now that Grady has resumed his work as an Emissary, the Council is 


hoping that he’ll be able to retum to 


ECURITY] f 








REGISTRY FILE FOR 


Edaline Kelia Ruewen 


KNOWN ABILITIES: Conjurer 

RESIDENCE: Havenfield 

IMMEDIATE FAMILY: Grady Ruewen (husband), Jolie Ruewen (daughter, deceased), Sophie 
Foster (daughter, adopted) 

MATCH STATUS: Match approved (one match list received; married the #3 recommendation) 
EDUCATION: Foxfire graduate (both basic and elite levels) 

NEXUS: No longer required 

PATHFINDER: Assigned (to the Lost Cities) 

SPYBALL APPROVAL: No 

MEMBER OF THE NOBILITY: Yes 

TITLE: Lady 

NOBLE ASSIGNMENT: None at present: 


SIGNIFICANT CONNECTIONS: A 

Swan; former caretaker of Brant ILAST 1 NAME 2 REDACTED] 
Sanctuary 

ASSIGNED BODYGUARD(S): Cadoc (goblin) 





er;known supporter of the Black 
; animal rehabilitator for the 


SO MUCH MORE THAN A CARETAKER: 

Edaline may appear to be timid and soft-spoken. Or at times even weary 
and worried. And her delicate beauty and gentle smile often add to the 
impression that she’s someone fragile who must be handled with care. She’s 
also had many dark days as a result of losing her daughter (Jolie). But the 
fact that she was able to hold herself together in spite of her grief speaks 
volumes on the strength of her character. It also tends to shock and amaze 
people to learn that Edaline regularly wrestles dinosaurs and wrangles 
saber-toothed tigers and rides woolly mammoths. And before Edaline 
stepped back from the nobility (after Jolie’s death), she’d been assigned to 
one of the Council’s most fraught situations: [TYE way ee a. 
The Black Swan has also trusted her with numerous dangerous 
responsibilities—the most hazardous of which is, of course, serving as 
guardian to their moonlark (Sophie Foster). In fact, recently recovered 
reports suggest that the Black Swan manipulated the Council’s decision in 
regard to Sophie’s living arrangements in order to ensure that she ended up 
at Havenfield with Grady and Edaline—a powerful Mesmer and Conjurer 


who could provide a higher level of protection for Sophie against her 
enemies. And while the Ruewens needed time to adjust to their new roles, 
they’ve now stepped up fully to the task—and just in time, since the 
Council suspects that soon [ETOYS E TS eteo ena. 








REGISTRY FILE FOR 


Alden Dedrick Vacker 


KNOWN ABILITIES: Telepath 
RESIDENCE: Everglen 


IMMEDIATE FAMILY: Della Vacker (wife), Alvar Vacker (son), Fitz Vacker (son), Biana Vacker 
(daughter) 


MATCH STATUS: Match approved (three match lists received; married the #201 recommendation) 
EDUCATION: Foxfire graduate (both basic and elite levels) 
NEXUS: No longer required 


PATHFINDER: Assigned (to the Lost Cities and the Forbidden Cities; crystals to Gildingham, 
Loamnore, Marintrylla, and Ravagog also issued) 


SPYBALL APPROVAL: Denied 
MEMBER OF THE NOBILITY: Yes 
TITLE: Lord 

NOBLE ASSIGNMENT: Emissary 


SIGNIFICANT CONNECTIONS: Member of the Vacker family; briefly engaged to Councillor 
Alina (the #104 recommendation on his match lists); father to a member of the Neverseen; works 
closely with the Black Swan 


ASSIGNED BODYGUARD(S): None 


THE PATH OF REBELLION: 

As a Vacker—and an immensely talented Telepath—no one was surprised 
when Alden was appointed as an Emissary soon after graduating Foxfire. 
And his diligence, resourcefulness, and dedication to his investigations 
inspired the Council to assign him to increasingly complicated and secretive 
tasks, eventually asking him to look into the growing whispers of rebellion 
in the Lost Cities. But Alden took the threat far more seriously than the 
Council expected. They’d assumed his investigation would prove that the 
alleged Black Swan group lived only in misunderstanding and rumor. 
Instead, Alden brought them Prentice Endal and proof in the form of 
that Prentice belonged to the rebels. The 
memory break the Council ordered also seemed to produce further evidence 
—but the Council refused to believe that anyone could illegally produce a 
genetically altered child without their knowledge, much less hide her away 
in the Forbidden Cities. They felt the whole thing had to be a hoax to 
distract them or potentially embarrass them and decided that Prentice’s 


exile had already stirred up enough scandal. Alden was ordered to drop the 
matter and found himself facing the same predicament the rebels had faced: 
Follow orders and allow the situation to escalate—potentially to disaster. Or 
defy the Council. Alden chose rebellion, conducting his search for the 
mysterious girl in secret (even involving his children in his work). And 
while he did turn out to be right and discovered Sophie Foster—who’s 
turned out to be a vital asset to our world (as has the Black Swan, it should 
be noted)—several on the Council have long suspected that Alden 
conducted other unsanctioned investigations, some of which may be 


ongoing even now and have to do with [Riyo 18 re): a.) OL eae mae. 








REGISTRY FILE FOR 


Della Adara Vacker 


KNOWN ABILITIES: Vanisher 
RESIDENCE: Everglen 


IMMEDIATE FAMILY: Alden Vacker (husband), Alvar Vacker (son), Fitz Vacker (son), Biana 
Vacker (daughter) 


MATCH STATUS: Match approved (one match list received; married the #1 recommendation) 
EDUCATION: Foxfire graduate (both basic and elite levels) 

NEXUS: No longer required 

PATHFINDER: Assigned (to the Lost Cities and the Forbidden Cities) 

SPYBALL APPROVAL: Yes 

MEMBER OF THE NOBILITY: Yes 

TITLE: Lady 

NOBLE ASSIGNMENT: Emissary 


SIGNIFICANT CONNECTIONS: Member of the Vacker family (by marriage, not genetics); 
fealty-sworn member of the Black Swan; mother to a member of the Neverseen 


ASSIGNED BODYGUARD(S): None 


WATCH OUT FOR VANISHERS: 

After marrying the Lost Cities’ most eligible Vacker (and with a hint of 
scandal, no less, given what happened with Dame Alina at their wedding), 
Della could have easily settled into a life focused on societal assignments 
rather than noble ones. But she opted to strive for an appointment as an 
Emissary, and when the title was granted, she pushed the Council to truly 
put her to use. She was a Vanisher, after all. She could investigate anything 
they wanted. And the Council opted to take her up on it, having her look 
into ond EET But 
Della’s success in those matters led the Council to eventually issue a much 
trickier assignment. Reports indicate that they ordered Della to find out 
what her husband was working on—and when she initially resisted, she was 
reminded of the oaths she swore. Additional records do suggest that Della 
provided the Council with information on Alden’s work—though none of 
them mention anything about his search for Sophie Foster. Whether that 
was an intentional omission or proof that Alden kept his secrets safe is 
impossible to tell. It’s also interesting to wonder if Alden and Della might 





have noticed the fact that their son (Alvar) had been recruited by the 
Neverseen if they hadn’t been so distracted by hiding things from each 
other. There’s no way to know. But it should be noted that Della did inform 


the Council that ESRI SSS 





Inaccessible Files 


Kesler Ardal Dizznee 


[FILE INACCESSIBLE] 
See database for: 
TALENTLESS 
BAD MATCH 


Juline Kalea Dizznee 


[FILE INACCESSIBLE] 
See database for: 
BAD MATCH 


Lady Gisela Minette Sencen 


[FILE INACCESSIBLE] 
See database for: 
MEMBERS OF THE NEVERSEEN 


Alvar Soren Vacker 


[FILE INACCESSIBLE] 
See database for: 
CONVICTED CRIMINALS 
MEMBERS OF THE NEVERSEEN 


Lady Vespera Neci Folend 


[FILE INACCESSIBLE] 
See database for: 
CONVICTED CRIMINALS 
MEMBERS OF THE NEVERSEEN 


Gethen Inar Ondsinn 


[FILE INACCESSIBLE] 
See database for: 
CONVICTED CRIMINALS 


MEMBERS OF THE NEVERSEEN 


Ruy Tonio Ignis 
[FILE INACCESSIBLE] 
See database for: 
BANISHED MEMBERS OF THE NEVERSEEN 


Mr. Errol Loki Forkle 


[FILE INACCESSIBLE] 
See database for: 
MEMBERS OF THE BLACK SWAN 
ALIASES 


Sir Tiergan Andrin Alenefar 


[FILE INACCESSIBLE] 
See database for: 
MEMBERS OF THE BLACK SWAN 


Councillor Kenric Elgar Fathdon 


[FILE INACCESSIBLE] 
See database for: 
MEMBERS OF THE COUNCIL 
DECEASED 


Jolie Lucine Ruewen 


[FILE INACCESSIBLE] 
See database for: 
DECEASED 


Brant Alger [ORNS 


[FILE INACCESSIBLE] 
See database for: 
MEMBERS OF THE NEVERSEEN DECEASED 


A QUICK NOTE 


FOR YEARS I’VE HAD READERS asking me how to pronounce the different 
names, so I decided to include my pronunciations on the following pages. 
That way everyone would have them—but I also want to remind you that 
this is simply how I say the names. One of the truly special things about 
reading is that you get to imagine things the way you want—so if you’ve 
been pronouncing any of the names differently, you’re welcome to keep 
doing so! I would never want to take that away from you! 


VAIL 


Main Registry List 


Find more character information at keeperofthelostcities.com. 


The Babblos Family 


FERNAN BABBLOS: (FER-nan BAB-los) 
JENSI BABBLOS: (JEN-see BAB-los) 


The Chebota Family 


LESEDI CHEBOTA: (le-SED-ee chee-BOT-uh) 
MARUCA CHEBOTA: (mah-ROO-kah chee-BOT-uh) 


The Dizznee Family 
BEX DIZZNEE: (BECKS DIZ-nee) 
Dex DIZZNEE: (DECKS DIZ-nee) 

JULINE DIZZNEE: (joo-LEEN DIZ-nee) 

KESLER DIZZNEE: (KESS-lur DIZ-nee) 
LEX DIZZNEE: (LECKS DIZ-nee) 
REX DIZZNEE: (RECKS DIZ-nee) 


The Endal Family 


CYRAH ENDAL: (SEE-ruh END-all) 
PRENTICE ENDAL: (PREN-tiss END-all) 
WYLIE ENDAL: (WHY-lee END-all) 


The Heks Family 


OLLIE HEKS: (AH-lee HECKS) 
PELIPA HEKS: (PELL-ip-uh HECKS) 
SILLA HEKS: (SILL-uh HECKS) 
STINA HEKs: (STEE-nuh HECKS) 
TIMKIN HEKS: (TIM-kin HECKS) 
VIKA HEKs: (VEE-kuh HECKS) 


The Redek Family 


CAPRISE REDEK: (ca-PREES RED-eck) 
DURAND REDEK: (DUR-and RED-eck) 
MARELLA REDEK: (mah-RELL-uh RED-eck) 


The Ruewen Family 


SOPHIE FOSTER: (SO-fee FOS-tur) 
EDALINE RUEWEN: (ED-uh-leen REW-in) 
GRADY RUEWEN: (GRAY-dee REW-in) 
JOLIE RUEWEN: (JO-lee REW-in) 
VERTINA: (ver-TEE-nuh) 


The Sencen Family 


CASSIUS SENCEN: (CASS-ee-us SENSE-in) 
GISELA SENCEN: (jih-SELL-uh SENSE-in) 
KEEFE SENCEN: (KEEF SENSE-in) 


The Sonden Family 


Livvy SONDEN: (LIV-ee SOHN-den) 
QUINLIN SONDEN: (KWIN-lin SOHN-den) 


The Song Family 
LINH SONG: (LIN SONG) 
MAI SonG: (MY SONG) 

QUAN SONG: (KWAHN SONG) 
TAM SONG: (IAM SONG) 


The Vacker Family 


ALDEN VACKER: (AL-din VACK-er) 
ALVAR VACKER: (AL-var VACK-er) 
BENESH VACKER: (BEN-esh VACK-er) 
BIANA VACKER: (bee-AH-nuh VACK-er) 
DELLA VACKER: (DELL-uh VACK-er) 
FALLON VACKER: (FAL-on VACK-er) 
FITZ VACKER: (FITS VACK-er) 
HARLIN VACKER: (HAR-lin VACK-er) 
LUZIA VACKER: (loo-ZEE-uh VACK-er) 
NORENE VACKER: (nor-EEN VACK-er) 
OREM VACKER: (OR-um VACK-er) 


The Council 


COUNCILLOR ALINA: (uh-LEE-nuh) 
COUNCILLOR BRONTE: (BRON-tay) 
COUNCILLOR CLARETTE: (clare-ET) 
COUNCILLOR DAREK: (DARE-eck) 
COUNCILLOR EMERY: (EM-er-ee) 
COUNCILLOR KENRIC: (KEN-rick) 
COUNCILLOR Liora: (lee-OR-uh) 
COUNCILLOR NOLAND: (NO-land) 
COUNCILLOR ORALIE: (OR-uh-lee) 
COUNCILLOR RAMIRA: (Rah-MEER-uh) 
COUNCILLOR TERIK: (TARE-ick) 
COUNCILLOR VELIA: (VEH-lee-uh) 
COUNCILLOR ZARINA: (zare-EE-nuh) 





Foxfire Staff/Faculty 


LADY ALEXINE: (AL-ex-een) 
LADY ANWEN: (AHN-when) 
SIR ASTIN: (AS-tin) 
SIR BECKETT: (BECK-et) 
LADY BELVA: (BELL-vuh) 

SIR BUBU: (BOO-boo) 
MASTER (LADY) CADENCE TALLE: (KAY-dince TALL-ee) 
SIR CATON: (CAY-ton) 

SIR CONLEY: (CON-lee) 

LaDy Dara: (DARE-uh) 
LADY DELMIRA: (del-MEER-uh) 
SIR DONWELL: (DON-well) 
ELWIN HESLEGE: (EL-win HESS-leej) 
LADY EVERA: (EV-er-uh) 

SIR FAXON: (FACKS-on) 

LADY GALVIN: (GAL-vin) 

SIR HARDING: (HAR-ding) 
LADY Iskra: ([SK-ruh) 

SIR JARVIN: (JAR-vin) 

SIR LEANDER: (LEE-ann-der) 
MAGNATE LETO KERLOF: (LET-oh KUR-loff) 
Lapy Nissa: (NISS-uh) 

SIR ROSINGS: (ROSE-ings) 

LADY SANJA: (SAHN-juh) 

SIR TIERGAN ALENEFAR: (TEER-gen al-EN-fahr) 
LADY VEDA: (VAY-duh) 

LADY ZILLAH: (ZILL-uh) 


Exillium Coaches 
CoacH Bora: (BORE-uh) 


COACH ROHANA: (ro-HAH-nuh) 
COACH WILDA: (WILL-duh) 


Foxfire Prodigies 
Aupric: (AH-drick) 
DEDRA: (DEE-druh) 
DEMPSEY PEMBERLEY: (DEMP-see PEM-ber-lee) 
HUXLEY: (HUCKS-lee) 
SHAYDA ADEL: (SHAY-duh uh-DELL) 
TRELLA: (TRELL-uh) 
VALIN: (VAY-lin) 


Matchmakers 


BRISA: (BREE-suh) 
CERI: (SARE-ee) 
Just: (JOO-jee) 


Members of the Neverseen 


BRANT: (BRANT) 

FINTAN PYREN: (FIN-tan PYE-ren) 
GETHEN ONDSINN: (GETH-en OND-sin) 
Ruy IGNIs: (ROO-ee IG-niss) 
VESPERA FOLEND: (VESS-per-uh FOE-lend) 


Other 


JUREK: (JUR-eck) 
DAMEL Karuta: (duh-MELL ka-FOO-tuh) 


The World of the Lost Cities 





AUTHOR’S NOTE 


IN CASE YOU SOMEHOW MISSED the gorgeous map of the Lost Cities—or even 
if you did see it—go take a look at all of that amazingness! 


It’s okay. Pll wait. 
*waits* 

*waits more* 
Everyone back now? 
Good! 


Now that you’ve studied the map, I’m guessing you have QUESTIONS. 
Like, What are Solreef and Splendor Plains and Fluttermont? Or Why do 
Ravagog and Marintrylla and Loamnore and Gildingham have alternate 
names? And those questions are all answered in the next few pages. But 
before we get to that, I wanted to cover the bigger question you may be 
having, which is: If the Lost Cities are on Earth, why does this map look 
different from other maps I’ve seen? 

The simple answer is: Maps are a reflection of the cultures that create 
them. So a map drawn by the elves wouldn’t look like a map drawn by 
humans (even though they’re technically representing the same planet). 
And after lots of discussion (seriously, you have no idea how many emails 
my editor and I sent back and forth on this), we settled on a style that’s not 
built around latitude and longitude (since maps that do so were primarily 
designed for sea travel). Instead, we went with a more “overhead” approach 
(which would make more sense for a culture that relies on light leaping). 
That’s why Antarctica looks like a large island (near Australia), instead of 
Sliced up and running along the bottom like you’re probably used to seeing. 
Most of the locations are also in places that might make you think, Wait—I 
don’t remember an island there!—which is the point! The Lost Cities have 
been carefully hidden from humans. In fact, the elves won’t be too happy 
with me for showing you where to find everything. 


Well... Pm not showing you everything. The world of the Lost Cities is 

so intricate that there was no way to include every place I’ve mentioned in 
the series without the map turning into a cluttered mess. So we tried to pick 
the places we thought you’d be most interested in. Turn the page to learn 
more about them! 
(And if you want one more behind-the-scenes tidbit, we chose to have the 
artist paint the map blue and gold instead of blue and green—like Earth is 
normally painted—because the elves see land as “wherever sunlight 
reaches.”) 


VAIL 


PS: The map was drawn by Francesca Baerald, who somehow took the 
disastrous sketch I sent her and turned it into all of that stunning beauty. She 
seriously deserves a round of applause! 


MAPPED LOCATIONS 


(FOLLOWING THE ORDER ON THE MAP, CLOCKWISE FROM THE UPPER RIGHT 
CORNER) 





Splendor Plains: Elwin’s residence is just as bright and bold as his 
fashion sense, and every pane of his windowed walls is set with a different 
color of glass. But the architecture is also surprisingly sleek and modern, 
with a flat roof and lots of sharp angles. And while the decor is somewhat 
sparse, there are plenty of “Elwin” touches—like the room holding his 
stuffed animal collection and the tunnels visible under the glass floor, which 
allow his pet banshee (Bullhorn) to scurry wherever his little heart desires. 
The house is bordered by forest on one side and ocean on the other, 
providing Foxfire’s resident physician with a variety of peaceful views to 
enjoy after stressful days in the Healing Center (most of which involve 
complicated injuries suffered by Sophie Foster). 
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Wanderling Woods: As the Lost Cities’ only graveyard, the 
Wanderling Woods is a place of peaceful silence, filled with carefully 
arranged, incredibly special trees. Wanderlings are planted with the DNA of 
someone deceased in order to grow with hints of their physical attributes. 
As a result, no two Wanderlings are alike, and each is labeled with a sign to 
indicate the life being memorialized—though there are three Wanderlings 
that were planted prematurely: Sophie Foster’s, Dex Dizznee’s, and Alden 
Vacker’s. Only elves may enter the Wanderling Woods (unless special 
permission is granted by the Council), and a golden sign arches over the 


entrance reminding visitors that “those who wander are not lost.” And while 
some might comment on how few trees grow in the woods—and claim it as 
proof that death is rare in the Lost Cities—those mourning loved ones 
would likely argue that there are still far too many Wanderlings. 
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Candleshade: This towering skyscraper of a residence is one of the 
tallest structures in the Lost Cities, with at least two hundred stories. Owned 
by Lord Cassius Sencen—but unoccupied since the family fell into scandal 
(after Lady Gisela Sencen was discovered to be a leader of the Neverseen) 
—Candleshade is equal parts impressive, intimidating, and devastating. A 
hundred stories up, the main building splits into a series of narrow towers, 
each crowned with a curved golden roof that looks like a flame. Decor 
varies from floor to floor—some rather simple, some quite ostentatious. 
(One room even includes a life-size statue of Lord Cassius.) And while 
numerous searches have been made of the property since Lady Gisela’s ties 
to the Neverseen came to light, little has been found. But given the 
enormity of the property, many suspect that Candleshade still hides vital 
secrets. 





Everglen: Alden and Della Vacker’s castle-style manor is every bit as 
luxurious and opulent as someone would expect from such an illustrious 
family. It’s also surrounded by parklike grounds and overlooks a glittering 
lake. The estate was originally owned by Luzia Vacker, but she passed the 
property to Alden when he was appointed as an Emissary for the Council. 
Everything about Everglen’s design is meant to testify to the prestige of the 
Vackers, from the fountains that spout arcs of colored water throughout the 
halls, to the tinkling chandeliers and jeweled mosaics on many of the doors. 
The property used to be protected by an enormous glowing gate with metal 


bars that absorbed light (to prevent anyone from leaping inside without 
permission). But after the recent scandal involving an illegal troll hive 
discovered on the property, the Council ordered the gates to be removed. 
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Mysterium: As one of the “working class” cities in the elvin world, 
Mysterium was designed for function and practicality (as opposed to the 
glitz and glamour of many “noble” cities). The narrow streets are lined with 
food stalls and vendor carts and plain, identical buildings—with one notable 
exception: Slurps and Burps (the Dizznee family’s tremendously popular 
apothecary), which adds a bold splash of color and a topsy-turvy style of 
architecture, along with a door that belches when anyone enters or exits. 





Havenfield: The Ruewen family’s estate is a mix of chaos and 
elegance, between the shimmering glass-and-gold house overlooking the 
ocean and the vast expanses of fenced-in pastures. As one of the 
rehabilitation centers for the Sanctuary, Havenfield is home to an ever- 
changing assortment of strange and wonderful creatures—everything from 
dinosaurs, to verminions, to the precious alicorn family (as well as the lone 
mutant gorgodon freed from the Neverseen’s facility). The property is also 
home to the only known Panakes tree (along with a large number of gnomes 
who reside in a special grove in order to gather the Panakes’s healing 
blossoms). Havenfield is bordered by steep cliffs, which have been blocked 
by a massive gate ever since the Neverseen abducted Sophie Foster and 
Dex Dizznee from the dark caves below. Given the near-constant danger 
Sophie lives with, there are numerous other highly classified security 
elements to the property. 





Gildingham (OR DORARSPADERA IN GOBLINESE): The goblins’ gleaming 
capital city is made of intricate golden buildings that surround a golden 
lake, so it’s highly possible that Gildingham is the source of human myths 
about “El Dorado.” And while most of Gildingham’s architecture has a 
fragile feel (lots of arches, pillars, windows, and balconies), the queen’s 
palace is a sturdy golden step pyramid. One of the city’s most notable 
features is the Hall of Heroes—a massive memorial of twisted golden 
columns and gilded statues of the many goblins lost in battle. And Queen 
Hylda enters and exits the city using the Imperial Pathways, where her royal 
carriage is pulled by Twinkle (a massive titanoboa—which is far less 
fearsome than it first appears). Elves aren’t unwelcome in the goblin 
capital, but they need special permission from the queen to visit. 





Fluttermont: The Redek family’s sprawling estate has a series of 
domed buildings draped with bougainvillea that surround a square 
reflecting pool mirroring the sky. The house is peaceful and immaculate, 
but visitors tend to catch themselves wondering which of Fluttermont’s 
numerous balconies was the one Caprise Redek fell from—a fall that 
caused the injuries she still battles. A huge stone firepit was recently added 
to the property, surrounded by golden beanbag chairs made of flareadon fur, 
in order to provide a safe space for Marella Redek to practice her 
pyrokinesis. The family limits visits to Caprise’s “good days.” 


=, 
Weeriiduulooaa 
(Marintrylla) 





Marintrylla (OR WEERIIDUULOOAA IN TROLLISH): Little is known about 
Marintrylla, since the elves are rarely invited to visit. But the city serves as 
the trollish capital and includes Empress Pernille’s palace. Marintrylla is 
housed on a secret island and consists of an intricate network of caves and 
bridges—and it should be noted that the city likely doesn’t include one of 
the trolls’ special hives. Those appear to be hidden among elvin locations, 
thanks to Luzia Vacker (who secretly served as an ally to one of the trollish 
empresses), in order to keep the trolls’ unborn babies safe from ogres. 





Shores of Solace: Lord Cassius Sencen’s beachfront mansion was 
originally a property that he kept private and used as a place to escape to 
whenever he wanted space from his family. But since his wife’s 
involvement with the Neverseen was discovered, the Shores of Solace has 
become his primary residence (though he does still retain a somewhat secret 
apartment in Atlantis). The estate is a tranquil single-level beach home with 
mother-of-pearl walls and vine-draped arches, sunny patios, and stately 
rooms decorated in soothing tones of gray and blue. Keefe Sencen lives 
there for the moment—but not by choice—and he spends the majority of 
his time on a patio lined with cushioned swings, watching waves crash onto 
a black sand cove. 


i 


Alluveterre 


Se me 







Alluveterre: Once a hideout for the Black Swan (and now abandoned, 
because the Neverseen have a crystal that could give them access), 
Alluveterre is an enormous underground cavern that contains a lush forest, 
as well as a subterranean river. Two of the largest trees have been crowned 
with clever tree houses connected by an arched bridge, and winding 
wooden staircases wrap around the trunks to provide access. During 


Sophie’s time residing in Alluveterre, she and her friends were separated 
into groups (Sophie, Biana, and Della in one treehouse, and Keefe, Dex, 
and Fitz in the other) and when Tam and Linh lived there, they each 
claimed a treehouse for themselves. The hideout was given to the Black 
Swan by the dwarven king—which is why the name comes from the 
dwarven language (meaning “the sands of dawn”)—and the dwarves view 
Alluveterre as a testimony of our planet’s power to re-create itself, since the 
land above lies desolate from human pollution and destruction, while 
below, a crack filtered the light in and allowed nature to thrive in peace. 
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Sanctuary: This special animal preserve was created because humans 
were hunting certain animals to extinction (particularly those believed to be 
“magical” or “mythical”), and the elves believe that every species exists for 
a reason and that the planet’s delicate balance would be forever altered if 
one disappeared. The dwarves helped hollow out the Himalayas, and the 
gnomes helped build a thriving ecosystem inside, and any creatures now 
under the elves’ protection are caught, rehabilitated (primarily to help them 
adjust to their vegetarian diet), and eventually moved into the Sanctuary. 
The lush interior includes every possible climate, comfort, and care the 
creatures might need, as well as a rainbow-shifting sky to provide the 
illusion of freedom. The Sanctuary is definitely not a zoo full of cages. It’s 
a haven where all creatures can thrive without danger—or it’s supposed to 
be. While the rare alicorns were housed inside, the Neverseen made 
numerous attempts to break into the Sanctuary, and Sophie Foster had to 
convince the Council that it would be safer to set the alicorns free. 
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Solreef: Given Sir Tiergan’s intense desire for privacy—particularly 
after what happened with Prentice Endal—few have visited his personal 


residence. Solreef is situated on a small island and protected by an intense 
level of security. The house itself is somewhat fortresslike, with extra high 
walls—and the only entrance is situated at the top of a long stone staircase. 
Inside, though, Tiergan has striven to make his home a warm, welcoming 
environment for his adopted son (Wylie Endal) and later for Tam and Linh 
Song, who reside in Wylie’s room (which is more like three rooms) now 
that Wylie lives with his recovering father. 





Eternalia: The glittering elvin capital is hidden in a valley in the 
Himalayas, and it’s truly a sight to behold—and likely the source of human 
legends about Shangri-la. Eternalia is divided by a wide river lined with 
Pures (towering palmlike trees that filter the air), and one half of the city 
holds the twelve identical crystal castles that serve as offices (and 
residences) for the Councillors. The other half is a sparkling, jeweled 
metropolis, which includes—among numerous other buildings—Tribunal 
Hall (a tall domed building built from emeralds, which flies a blue flag 
when a Tribunal is in progress), the Council’s Seat of Eminence (a massive 
diamond palace with four towers, which only the nobility may enter), the 
Lost Cities’ primary (and largest) library, and a special memorial fountain 
to the late Councillor Kenric. A large portion of the city was destroyed in 
the same inferno of Everblaze that stole Kenric’s life, but Eternalia was 
quickly rebuilt with the help of the gnomes and dwarves. Buildings that 
survived the fire can be identified by their style (built from solid-color 
bricks of a single gemstone), as can the replacements (with walls that are 
elaborate, multicolored jeweled mosaics). 








Foxfire: The Lost Cities’ most prestigious academy is more like a small 
city than a school. Foxfire’s main building contains six wings and six 


towers (each in the same color as the grade level that attends sessions there) 
and wraps around a five-story glass pyramid (which houses the principal’s 
office at the apex, as well as the cafeteria, the orientation room, and the 
rooms where detention is held). The campus also has the elite towers 
(comprised of the Silver Tower and the Gold Tower, which twist around 
each other), as well as a domed amphitheater and numerous other buildings 
and fields—plus a well-equipped Healing Center, which has been put to use 
quite extensively since Sophie Foster arrived in the Lost Cities. 
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Gateway to Exile: In truth, there are no striking geographic features 
to identify the Gateway to Exile amid the endless scorching desert—but 
given that it’s the first means of access to an underground prison where the 
worst criminals from all the intelligent species are kept, that’s largely the 
point. Those granted permission to enter Exile are provided with 
instructions for how to find the pool of quicksand that will allow them to 
sink to the Entrance to Exile, where dwarves will be waiting to make sure 
they have the required piece of magsidian before allowing them to continue 
down the long, winding flight of stairs to the center of the earth. The final 
step takes place in the Room Where Chances Are Lost, where magsidian is 
used to open the door into Exile, a spiraling prison that winds in on itself, 
filled with horrible sounds and horrible cells—though the worst part is the 
somnatorium (where the “hopeless cases” are permanently sedated). 





Atlantis: This gleaming silver metropolis is hidden under the ocean 
beneath a dome of air—much like the human myths about Atlantis claim. 
The reason those legends are somewhat accurate is because Atlantis was 
designed to be a place where elves and humans united their cultures—and 
for a brief time, that’s exactly what it was. But then the humans planned an 


uprising and forced the elves to disappear (though recent evidence suggests 
there may be more to that story). Since light doesn’t reach Atlantis, visitors 
must begin their journey at a small rocky outcropping in the middle of the 
ocean and create a whirlpool that allows them to slide down the enormous 
swirling maelstrom into the city (landing on a giant sponge, which dries 
them off completely). Leaving is equally complicated and requires being 
encased in a giant bubble and launched out of the city by a geyser. Notable 
features of Atlantis include the glowing balefire spires (which provide soft 
blue-toned light), the starlight effect on the dome (which gives an 
appearance of night), the Unity Fountain (a remnant from the city’s human 
history), specialty shops of all kinds, an intricate system of bridges and 
canals—with fancy eurypterid-pulled carriages floating along the water—as 
well as numerous noble offices including the Registry, the Treasury, the 
Matchmaking Office, the Chief Mentalist, and many others. 
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Lumenaria: The original castle at Lumenaria—which proudly stood in 
the center of its small, rocky island for millennia—was recently destroyed 
in a tragic (and deadly) attack by the Neverseen (who also freed one of the 
prisoners from the dungeon). But the gnomes and dwarves helped the elves 
rebuild, and the new castle (once again built from lumenite) is even more 
magnificent. Access to Lumenaria is currently restricted (until the final 
security measures can be put into place), but someday soon it will again be 
a fortress where all of the intelligent species (gnomes, dwarves, ogres, 
goblins, trolls, and elves) can come together for Peace Summits and treaty 
negotiations. It’s unclear whether the castle’s dungeon was rebuilt, or 
whether any remaining diplomatic prisoners (those with too much value to 
be locked away in Exile) were moved elsewhere. But the main courtyard 
still contains the Four Seasons Tree—a silent testimony to a darker part of 
the Lost Cities’ history. 





Sterling Gables: The Hekses’ private residence is far better known as 
a unicorn preserve than an estate—though its silver-and-crystal mansion has 
a uniquely “homey” feel. The pastures are always filled with unicorns under 
the Hekses’ care, and the outbuildings have an abundance of equine 
supplies. Thanks to the Heks family, the unicorn species is slowly 
repopulating—though there is still a great deal more work ahead. 
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Ravagog (OR SADLITZAGVATKA IN OGREISH): Previously called Serenvale 
(when the land served as the gnomes’ homeland—before the ogres stole it), 
the ogres’ capital city is not considered a welcoming place for other species. 
Ravagog is tucked among dark, jagged mountains and protected by force 
fields and massive gates, and King Dimitar has made it clear that anyone 
who enters the city without his permission will face consequences. Half of 
the city is carved into the side of a mountain (in a network of ledges and 
Staircases built around misty waterfalls), and the other half is underground 
(in a huge swampy cavern). Other notable features include the King’s Path 
and main palace, the Eventide River (which glows green from a special 
enzyme), a recently rebuilt dark metal bridge lined with arched towers, the 
Triad (where King Dimitar holds court), the Armorgate (the ogres’ military 
university), and the Spateswale River (which provides the most direct path 
into Ravagog). Much of Ravagog was damaged or destroyed after King 
Dimitar made the cruel decision to unleash a plague upon the gnomes. 
Sophie Foster and her friends infiltrated the city in order to find the cure 
and were forced to cause a flood in order to escape. The ogres were 
punished for their crime, and the city has been largely rebuilt—as has the 
relationship between the elves and the ogres. 
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Loamnore (OR NYMTYRANYTH IN DWARVEN): The dwarven capital is an 
enormous underground maze of intricately woven tunnels that snake deep 
into the earth and lead to marketplaces, plazas, and even bubble-shapped 
living quarters. Visitors unable to tunnel into the city must wade to the 
middle of a muddy quagmire and sink down through the muck into a cavern 
known as the Visitor Center. Two paths are available from there: one 
narrow but bright enough to see (for those heading toward the main city), 
and the other a wide, black void of nothingness previously called the King’s 
Path. (The name will likely be changed to the Queen’s Path in light of the 
dwarves’ new leader.) The path can be a disturbing journey and should not 
be braved unless a visit to the ruler of the dwarves is both approved and 
absolutely necessary. Parts of Loamnore were recently rebuilt after King 
Enki’s betrayal (and the battle that followed), and residents of the city hope 
that Queen Nubiti’s rule will bring a new era of peace and prosperity. 





Choralmere: Quan and Mai Song’s stunning beachfront estate is 
tucked between a pristine cove and the edge of a rainforest. Choralmere’s 
massive, elegant house has a series of courtyards crowned with golden 
roofs and framed by amber and garnet walls. Golden lanterns light the 
residence, and hundreds of wind chimes create a peaceful ambiance—much 
like the compositions that Mai Song is famous for creating (most of which 
are composed in her studio at the property). Their children (Tam and Linh) 
left Choralmere after Linh was banished—and Tam has long contended that 
Linh would’ve been spared such harsh punishment had Quan and Mai been 
willing to move her farther from water. As a result, even though Tam and 
Linh have returned to the Lost Cities, they choose not to live with their 
parents—though Linh temporarily agreed to stay with them (at Tam/’s 
request) while Tam was trapped with the Neverseen. 





Rimeshire: The Dizznees are known for being quirky and untraditional, 
sO many are surprised by the refined beauty of their family home. 
Rimeshire resembles an ice castle with its blue cut-glass walls and swirling 
towers that look like upside-down icicles. It’s located in the Gloaming 
Valley (near the Alenon River, where the wild kelpies live), surrounded by 
snow-capped mountains and twisted evergreen trees—which makes 
Rimeshire one of the colder places in the Lost Cities. But the temperature is 
still pleasant—and it’s also fitting, given that Juline Dizznee is a Froster. 
Part of her garden even includes a collection of shockingly lifelike ice 
sculptures, which she creates as a compromise with her rambunctious 
triplets, who would prefer to have a pet, but are willing to settle for new ice 
creatures every day (which is much easier for their already overwhelmed 
parents to manage). 








Riverdrift: When King Dimitar refused to let Lady Cadence Talle set 
up a permanent residence in Ravagog, she built Riverdrift as a solution. The 
craft was primarily docked along the Eventide River, but it’s capable of 
journeying across any body of water thanks to the massive paddle wheels 
mounted to the back of the steel barge. Riverdrift is as large as any of the 
other elvin manors but is comprised of a wide variety of structures built 
from different metals, as well as a small glass pyramid and several 
chimneys spewing multicolored mist. The design may not be as 
aesthetically appealing as the Lost Cities’ usual architecture, but it was built 
to be practical rather than beautiful. Riverdrift allowed Lady Cadence to 
spend years researching the ogres, and she still lives there—despite being 
forced to return to the Lost Cities to serve as a Mentor to Sophie—in the 
hope that someday she’ll be allowed to sail back to Ravagog to properly 
continue her research. 


Portraits 





AUTHOR’S NOTE 


WHEN MY PUBLISHER APPROVED My plan for including a series guide in this 
book, my first question was, CAN WE HAVE ILLUSTRATIONS? And I 
happy-danced around my house when the answer was, Absolutely! 

But then I was left with the NEARLY IMPOSSIBLE task of deciding 
which pieces to include. 

(When it comes to Keeper art, imagine me like Silveny: MORE! MORE! 
MORE!) 

In the end, I picked characters, locations, and moments we haven’t 
gotten to see yet—and it all turned out so much more amazing than I ever 
could’ve hoped! 

And so, without further ado, I present a selection of awesome Keeper 
portraits, and they are as follows: 


A PORTRAIT OF SANDOR AND GRIZEL 
(standing outside of Everglen) 


A PORTRAIT OF BO AND RO 
(standing outside of Candleshade) 


A PORTRAIT OF FLORI 
(under Calla’s Panakes tree) 


THE TWELVE ORIGINAL COUNCILLORS 
(seated on their thrones in Tribunal Hall) 


A PORTRAIT OF SOPHIE WITH HER HUMAN FAMILY 
(in San Diego, from before Sophie moved to the Lost Cities) 


A PORTRAIT OF WYLIE WITH HIS PARENTS 
(happy together, before tragedy struck their family) 


A PORTRAIT OF TAM AND LINH WITH THEIR PARENTS 
(standing in front of Choralmere, from before they were banished) 


A PORTRAIT OF ELWIN AND LIVVY 


(with Bullhorn!) 


A PORTRAIT OF THE BLACK SWAN’S COLLECTIVE 
(standing in Alluveterre) 


Art by Laura Hollingsworth 





























Life in the Lost Cities 





AUTHOR’S NOTE 


ONE OF THE MOST FASCINATING (and challenging!) parts of my job for this 
series was creating the world of the Lost Cities. In fact, I spent more than a 
year brainstorming the elves’ history and culture—and then discovered how 
much I still had to figure out once I actually started writing the first draft. 

I knew the elvin world needed to feel familiar in certain ways, since it 
shares our planet. But it also needed to feel wholly different, since it was 
built and inhabited by a totally separate species (a species that cut itself off 
from human contact, no less). Most important, it couldn’t just be a place 
where I threw together a bunch of stuff I loved. I had to follow the logic of 
each decision—even if it meant that certain things weren’t necessarily the 
way I would want them to be if I lived there. 

Which is why the Lost Cities are luminous, and vibrant, and filled with 
places and foods and creatures and gadgets I wish existed—but they also 
aren’t perfect. 

In fact, Pve always thought of the elvin world as a “Crumbling 
Utopia”—a place that seems idyllic at first, but the longer you linger, the 
more you start to see the flaws in the system. 

Those flaws are where the story comes from. After all, if the Lost Cities 
were perfect, they wouldn’t need Sophie Foster! (Or Keefe! Or Fitz! Or 
Biana! Or Dex! Or Tam! Or Linh! Or Wylie! Or! Or! Or! It takes a lot of 
characters to bring about change!) 

So, don’t be surprised if you catch yourself thinking, That’s so cool! 
AND Wait—that doesn’t sound fair! as you read through this section (or the 
series itself). The Lost Cities are amazing in many ways. But not in all 
ways. At least not right now—we’ll see what happens once Sophie and 
crew are done saving the world. © 

(And don’t forget to keep an eye out for new details as you continue 
reading. You also might find that sometimes your favorite characters are the 
ones explaining things, since they do it way better than I can!) 


The Council 


THE LOST CITIES ARE GOVERNED by a Council—and while the Council’s 
authority technically only applies to elves, its role in negotiating and 
enforcing treaties with the other intelligent species causes the elves to see 
the Councillors as rulers over all. Members of the Council accept their 
positions not for privilege or honor or glory, but rather from a sense of 
obligation stemming from the fact that they believe they’re uniquely 
qualified to lead. 

In Ancient times, the Council had three members. But as the population 
of the Lost Cities has grown, so has the number of Councillors. Currently 
the Council is a group of twelve. And given the vital role they play, the 
Councillors have each been assigned a goblin bodyguard for their 
protection. (Other security measures have been recently added and are kept 
highly classified.) 

Each Councillor has the same level of authority—though they choose a 
“spokesperson” from among their ranks (always a Telepath who can 
mentally moderate their discussions before voicing the consensus) in order 
to ensure that the Council publicly presents a united front. And while many 
decisions require a unanimous vote, some only need a majority. In cases 
where dissent exists, the outvoted Councillors are expected to resist further 
argument or disruption (though Councillor Bronte notoriously struggles 
with that edict). 

Elections are infrequent, only occurring when a Councillor either dies or 
chooses to resign—or in rare cases (like what happened with Fintan and the 
ban on pyrokinesis) when a Councillor finds themselves no longer qualified 
for the position. The most common reason for resignation is a desire for a 
family. Councillors aren’t allowed to marry or have children while serving 
(strong family connections could bias their decisions), and some eventually 
grow weary of the restriction. When a new Councillor is elected, the public 
first submits nominations from various members of the nobility who qualify 
for consideration. The remaining Councillors then vote among themselves 


to determine who will join their ranks, using a network of mirrors. When all 
the mirrors are aligned (and the vote is therefore unanimous), a beam of 
light refracts off their castles, bright enough to be seen anywhere in the Lost 
Cities. 

The Councillors wear extravagant gowns and jerkins, highly embellished 
capes, and jewel-encrusted circlets decorated with their choice of gemstone. 
Their circlet jewel also adorns their throne in Tribunal Hall. At times, the 
Councillors need to appear more unified, and in those instances, they’ll 
wear silver cloaks and matching circlets, pull their hair back, and often keep 
their hoods raised, making it difficult to tell them apart. When they make 
their annual visit to the Point of Purity (to remind themselves where true 
power lies), they wear special cloak clasps shaped like glowing golden keys 
(which give them access to the Paragon—their transport for the journey—as 
well as prevent motion sickness and vertigo). 

All current—and previous—Councillors also possess a small crystal 
gadget called a cache, which is designed to store Forgotten Secrets 
(information deemed too disturbing or dangerous for the Councillors to 
keep in their memories). Each cache contains a different number of secrets, 
and only the possessor of the cache is able to access theirs (using a process 
that’s kept highly classified). 

Recent events involving the Neverseen have cast uncertainty on the 
strength of the Council’s power and their right to rule—as well as the 
appropriateness of certain past and present decisions. And while many— 
including certain Councillors—have come to agree that changes must be 
made, it’s vital for the safety and survival of the Lost Cities that the 
Council’s authority remain supreme. Therefore, every effort must be made 
to halt this rebellion before the world dissolves into war and chaos. 


Currently Ruling Councillors 





Despite numerous attempts, Councillor Alina has yet to approve an official portrait. According 
to her, “none have captured my beauty properly.” 


Councillor Alina 


ABILITY: Beguiler 

JEWEL: Peridot 

NOTE: Before being elected, Councillor Alina was the principal of Foxfire. She also dated Alden 
Vacker and rather notoriously tried to break up his wedding after their relationship ended. 


STANCE: Despite seeming supportive when she was Sophie’s principal, Alina has openly sided 
against Sophie numerous times. 





Councillor Bronte 


ABILITY: Inflictor 
JEWEL: Onyx 


NOTE: As one of the only known Inflictors, Councillor Bronte additionally serves as a Mentor to 
Sophie Foster. He’s also the only Ancient member of the Council. 


STANCE: Bronte used to be one of Sophie’s worst adversaries, but he’s slowly become one of her 
most committed supporters. 





Councillor Clarette 


ABILITIES: Polyglot, Flasher 
JEWEL: Turquoise 
NOTE: Councillor Clarette is the most powerful Polyglot in the Lost Cities and can even vaguely 


speak to animals—which often makes people forget that she (like most Polyglots) has a second 
special ability. 


STANCE: Clarette has never voiced support for Sophie and tends to defer to whatever the majority 
of the Council decides. 





Comala Darek 


ABILITY: Phaser 
JEWEL: Ruby 


NOTE: Councillor Darek was found to have the most powerful telekinesis out of everyone on the 
Council. 


STANCE: Darek has never openly sided with Sophie and has likely voted against her. 





Councillor Emery 


ABILITY: Telepath 

JEWEL: Sapphire 

NOTE: Councillor Emery is the spokesperson for the Council. 

STANCE: Emery vacillates between siding with Sophie and siding against her. 





Councillor Liora 


ABILITY: Conjurer 

JEWEL: Pearl 

NOTE: Councillor Liora is the second longest-serving Councillor—second only to Councillor 
Bronte (though she’s still several centuries away from becoming one of the Ancients). 

STANCE: Liora has never spoken in support of Sophie and has likely sided against her. 





Councillor Noland 


ABILITY: Vociferator 
JEWEL: Tanzanite 


NOTE: Councillor Noland often holds back from speaking (unless necessary) because of the power 
carried in his voice. 


STANCE: Noland has never proven to be an ally to Sophie and has surely voted against her. 





Councillor Oralie 


ABILITY: Empath 
JEWEL: Pink tourmaline 


NOTE: Rumors used to connect Councillor Oralie romantically to Councillor Kenric (before he 
died)—but no proof of impropriety has ever been found. 


STANCE: Oralie has always loyally sided with Sophie. 





Councillor Ramira 


ABILITY: Vanisher 
JEWEL: Diamond 


NOTE: Councillor Ramira’s cache contains more Forgotten Secrets than any of the other 
Councillors’. 


STANCE: Ramira has never expressed support for Sophie and likely defers to the majority of the 
Council. 





Councillor Terik 


ABILITY: Descryer 

JEWEL: Emerald 

NOTE: Councillor Terik is the only known Descryer. During the fall of Lumenaria, he lost the lower 
portion of his left leg and now walks with a prosthetic and a cane. 

STANCE: Terik has consistently supported Sophie. 





Councillor Velia 


ABILITY: Guster 

JEWEL: Amethyst 

NOTE: Councillor Velia is an expert on maps. 

STANCE: Velia has yet to show support for Sophie and has surely voted against her. 





Councillor Zarina 


ABILITY: Charger 
JEWEL: Opal 


NOTE: Not long after her election, Councillor Zarina considered resignation. None except her 
fellow Councillors know why. 


STANCE: Zarina has never shown herself an ally to Sophie and has likely voted against her. 





IN MEMORY OF 


Councillor Kenric Elgar Fathdon 


ABILITY: Telepath 
JEWEL: Amber 


NOTE: Councillor Kenric was killed at Oblivimyre during the mental healing of former 
Councillor Fintan, when Fintan used his newly recovered strength to call down Everblaze in 
order to escape before his memories could be recovered. Kenric died a hero, reportedly helping 
spare Sophie Foster, Fitz Vacker, and Councillor Oralie from the inferno, which consumed the 
tower—as well as nearly half of Eternalia—before it was extinguished. A planting was held, 
and Kenric’s Wanderling grows bravely and boldly in the Wanderling Woods. His loss is further 
commemorated with a special memorial fountain in Eternalia. 





BASIC ELVIN CULTURE 


A WORLD OF ILLUMINATION: 

Light is the foundation of the elvin world, shaping every aspect of their 
culture (especially their use of crystal in their architecture, gadgets, and 
fashion), since it’s what keeps the Lost Cities connected and allows them to 
remain hidden. The elves—particularly those who manifest as Shades—also 
utilize the power of darkness. But their true strength comes from light, 
whether it’s the unlimited might of the Prime Sources (sunlight, moonlight, 
and starlight) or the faint glow of bioluminescence in deep, shadowy places. 
Similarly, knowledge—and wisdom—are of vital importance to the elves, 
and the emphasis on study doesn’t end when they finish their schooling. 
Growth and learning are meant to be a focus for the entirety of their lives, 
as is striving to improve. 


A FRAGILE PSYCHE: 

Elves are remarkably intelligent and intensely emotional—two traits that 
give them tremendous power and a higher capacity for understanding. But 
they also face limitations as a result, one of which is their total aversion to 
any kind of violence. If an elf causes someone harm—or even witnesses it 
—the violence can shatter their sanity and leave them either unstable or 
completely unable to function. As a result, the elves have no army or police 
and rely instead on their treaties and their intellect to avoid conflicts before 
those conflicts can escalate. A related limitation is their response to guilt, 
which can similarly lead to mental breakdown. Each elf must do all they 
can to avoid actions that could cause them to feel intensely guilty—and 
must actively fight the feeling if it should arise. Grief can also be incredibly 
debilitating, particularly because loss is rare. 


A SYSTEM WITH CONSEQUENCES: 

Despite the elves’ aversion to violence (and lack of military or police), the 
Lost Cities still have checks and balances in place to maintain proper peace 
and order. Laws exist, both to guide general behavior and to ensure that 


those with certain abilities aren’t abusing their power. And in the rare 
instances when laws are broken, Tribunals are held. The accused is judged 
by the Council and sentenced to a variety of punishments—most of which 
are relatively minor. But larger offenses can lead to memory breaks, 
banishment from the Lost Cities, or being sent to Exile (the elves’ primary 
prison). Certain crimes have also led to imprisonment in the dungeon at 
Lumenaria. And when problems arise between species, Peace Summits are 
held with the leaders of all the worlds, to ensure the treaties remain upheld. 


A GENEROUS DISTRIBUTION OF WEALTH: 

Every elf born in the Lost Cities is given a birth fund of five million lusters 
—more than enough money to comfortably sustain them for the entirety of 
their lives. (For reference: A single luster translates to a million human 
dollars.) They still add to the fund once they begin working, so some 
families do end up having more money than others. But such disparities 
have no effect on status, nor cause any social unrest, since everyone is still 
considered “prosperous.” (And work is done out of want, not need.) The 
birth fund is accessed using a small green gadget called a Treasury Cube, 
which each elf carries with them. Vendors swipe the Treasury Cube with a 
gadget called a Deducter, and the money is subtracted from the 
corresponding account—no coins or paper money is ever needed or 
exchanged. 


A NATURAL PROPENSITY FOR LANGUAGE: 

Elves speak the Enlightened Language instinctively from birth—though to 
human ears it sounds a bit like babbling. And they have two written 
alphabets, both of which are instinctive as well. Their primary alphabet uses 
modern letters, and their runic alphabet is used mostly for decoration 
(though some have also built codes and ciphers around the runic alphabet). 
The elvin mind has a tremendous capacity for language, so many elves also 
learn to speak Dwarven, Trollish, Gnomish, Ogreish, and Goblinese 
(particularly elves who join the nobility). And a small handful learn human 
dialects as well. 


A LIMITLESS LIFE SPAN: 

The elves consider their lives to be “indefinite” because no one in the Lost 
Cities has ever died from old age (at least not that they know of...). They 
aren’t immortal—elves can and have passed away. But those deaths were 


caused by circumstance, not time. The elves also appear somewhat 
“ageless” and do not get gray hair or wrinkles. A thirty-year-old elf looks 
the same as a three-hundred-year-old elf—and a three-thousand-year-old elf 
would only have one small difference: The tops of their ears would be 
pointy. Elvin ears continue to grow slowly along the tops, which is why 
pointed ears are considered a mark of the Ancients. 


AN ABUNDANCE OF TIME: 

Thanks to their incredible longevity, time is a relative construct in the Lost 
Cities—something the elves mark, but rarely focus on. They still break time 
down into seconds, minutes, hours, days, months, and years, but they don’t 
pay much attention to them—particularly when it comes to their own ages. 
The elves technically count age from their inception date (because of the 
way their pregnancies develop), but few even notice the date when it 
passes, and none celebrate the occasion. In fact, most Ancient elves have 
long since lost track of precisely how old they are. 


A UNIQUE SET OF TRADITIONS: 

Despite their relaxed attitude toward time, the elves do have a few 
celebrations—most of which are linked to accomplishment, or significant 
natural events. For instance, whenever there’s a total lunar eclipse, Orem 
Vacker uses his skills as a Flasher to put on a spectacular light show called 
the Celestial Festival. And there are numerous traditions connected to 
Foxfire Academy, including their Opening Ceremonies, midterms, and 
finals celebrations. Winnowing Galas, weddings, and funerals also carry 
their own customs and experiences—and many choose to hold parties for 
no particular reason. 





A RARE GOODBYE: 

Death is incredibly uncommon in the Lost Cities, but it does occasionally 
happen. As such, the elves have developed a ceremony called a “planting” 
to commemorate the loss. Plantings are held in the Wanderling Woods (the 
elves’ only graveyard), and friends and family gather for support. A 
Wanderling seed (wrapped with the deceased’s DNA—usually a single 
strand of their hair) is planted and immediately sprouts, taking on certain 
physical characteristics of the life that’s been lost and allowing the deceased 
to live on in a small way. Each tree is marked with a stone bearing the name 
of whoever has been planted there, and most families choose to visit the 
Wanderlings regularly, to grieve in the trees’ gentle shade. 


A TRULY GLOBAL WORLD: 

The elves rely heavily on light leaping, a process that involves letting the 
light break down their bodies so they can “hitch a ride” and travel great 
distances in a matter of seconds. With practice, each elf’s concentration 
becomes strong enough to hold themselves together during the leap—but 
until then, they wear a nexus as a safety precaution. (If they lose part of 
themselves in a leap, they’ll reform slightly faded. And if they lose too 
much, they’ll fade away completely. It’s also possible to become sick with 
light poisoning.) The Ancients used starstones to create their paths before 
leaping crystals were invented. Now, home crystals and Leapmasters are 
used until an elf can prove that they’re responsible, mature, and trustworthy 
enough to be issued a pathfinder. Even then, certain pathways are restricted, 
and the color of the crystal determines where the light will go. 


A TALENT-BASED SOCIETY: 

All elves share the same language and culture—and pay no heed to physical 
appearance or financial stature. And yet, division still exists in their world, 
between those with special abilities and those without. As a result, the Lost 
Cities can generally be broken down into three primary social groups: the 
nobility, the working class, and the Talentless (though there are some elves 
who fall into none of those categories). The nobility is primarily composed 
of those with the most useful special abilities. The working class is 
primarily composed of those with the more “niche” abilities. And the 
Talentless are those without abilities. Of the three groups, only the 
Talentless face any social scorn or social restrictions, including what jobs 
are available to them and who they’re allowed to marry. 


GUIDE TO LEAPING CRYSTALS 


CLEAR The Lost Cities Everyone 


BLUE The Forbidden Cities Restricted to the Council and 
authorized members of the 
nobility 


YELLOW The Neutral Territories Restricted to the Council and 
authorized members of the 
nobility 


BLACK The Gateway to Exile (and other] Restricted to the Council and 
places, depending on how the authorized members of the 
magsidian is cut) nobility—though the Neverseen 
have been seen using them 
GREEN Ravagog (and other ogre-related| Restricted to the Council and 
locations) authorized members of the 
nobility 





OPALESCENT PINK Unknown locations (These Restricted to members of the 
crystals are said to have added Black Swan 
security measures) 
PURPLE Unknown locations Restricted to members of the 
a Sa a rece 
ORANGE Marintrylla (and other troll- Restricted to the Council and 
related locations) authorized members of the 
nobility 
Gildingham (and other goblin- | Restricted to the Council and 
related locations) authorized members of the 
nobility 
SWIRLED WHITE, Uses the power of the Prime 
SILVER, & GOLD Sources 
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AN UNEXPECTED ELEMENT OF CONTROL: 

Because of their ageless appearance (and indefinite life spans), the elves 
adopted a system of matchmaking in order to ensure that distant relatives 
weren’t unintentionally marrying. And since special abilities play such a 
vital role in elvin society, the matchmakers (whose motto is, “Progress, 
Prosperity, Permanence, and Proliferation”) also strive to create couples 
with the greatest genetic advantage—and the best chance of producing 
talented offspring. Everyone can register for the match once they turn 
fourteen (though they can also choose to wait). And once registered, they’re 
given an extensive packet to fill out in order to determine their wants and 
needs. Packets can be turned in anytime (though many use the final exam 
period at Foxfire as an arbitrary deadline), and the matchmakers take an 
entire year to review the information. Nothing else influences their decision 
(despite the choice some young elves make to wear “crush cuffs”—cloth 
bracelets embroidered with their crush’s name—in the hope of catching 
their matchmaker’s attention). The first match list can be retrieved after the 
year is up (but again, waiting is an option) and contains one hundred of the 
top matches, which are meant to be whittled down using Winnowing Galas. 
If no “match” is found, a second list with another hundred matches can be 
retrieved, as well as a third, fourth, and fifth list. (A minimum of one month 
must pass between each list.) After the fifth, no additional lists are 
provided. Anyone who marries someone not on their lists is branded a “bad 
match” and faces significant social consequences. And if a “good match” 
ends up unsuccessful, the couple may file a “match-fail”—though such an 
event is incredibly rare. Even rarer is someone “unmatchable”—though it 
has happened in a case where vital genetic information was missing from 
the file. And while most comply with the matchmaking system, some elves 
are uncomfortable with the biases it promotes and decline participation. 


A CHOICE OF SURNAME: 

Last names aren’t arbitrarily passed from one generation to the next. Rather, 
each couple decides which surname to adopt, generally opting for the name 
that carries the most prestige. 


A LIMITED AMOUNT OF FAMILY: 


Most elves only have one child, believing their genetics grow weaker with 
each additional birth. And children from multiple births tend to face a 
tremendous amount of scorn, with many expecting the children to be either 
Talentless or otherwise troublesome. 


THE NOBILITY 


RULING THE LOST CITIES IS a daunting responsibility. As a result, the Council 
created the nobility to share parts of their workload—which is why special 
abilities are required for any noble position. Graduation from Foxfire 
Academy is also mandatory, as is making an oath of obedience and loyalty 
to the Council. 

Members of the nobility most commonly bear the title of Lord or Lady 
(though certain appointments come with the titles of Dame, Magnate, or 
Master). And only nobles are able to enter the Seat of Eminence in 
Eternalia. They also wear capes to signify their position, and it’s customary 
for others to bow or curtsy when greeting them—though only some 
members of the nobility insist on such formalities. Many prefer to keep 
social interactions more casual. 

The most commonly held noble positions are Mentors, Regents, and 
Emissaries, each of which comes with different responsibilities: 


èe MENTORS are appointed to help future generations reach their full 
potential. 


è REGENTS are appointed to carry out assignments for the Council. 


è EMISSARIES are appointed to carry out highly classified assignments 
for the Council. 


Nobles can choose to resign from their positions anytime they wish, but 
few ever do. And since completion of the elite levels at Foxfire is a 
requirement for appointment, noble assignments have always been held by 
adults—until recently, that is. 

In a groundbreaking decision (meant to better utilize the talents of the 
Black Swan’s moonlark), Sophie Foster and four of her friends were 
carefully selected and appointed as Regents to form Team Valiant. The 
Councillors even swore a special oath to the team—‘“We will listen. We will 
learn. And we will adapt”—and asked Sophie and her friends to make an 


oath of their own: “I swear to fight with everything in my power to serve 
the Council and keep our world a haven of peace, hope, and illumination.” 

Each member of Team Valiant was assigned two Councillors as their 
“points of contact” for advice and guidance (with Councillor Emery and 
Councillor Terik serving as the “general overseers” of the team). They were 
also each given a mascot (to represent the role they play for their 
teammates) and three Articles of the Regency (a circlet, a cloak clasp, and a 
cloak) in three different colors (gold, silver, and glowing white) to represent 
the Prime Sources (sunlight, moonlight, and starlight). Occasionally the 
Council will dictate which articles Team Valiant should wear. But most of 
the time the decision is up to the team’s leader—so long as all members of 
the team coordinate their accessories (as a sign of unity and solidarity) and 
make sure that each of the articles belongs to a different Source (to properly 
represent all three Sources at once). 


TEAM VALIANT 


Sophie Foster Dire wolf Councillor 
(Leader) Bronte 
Councillor 
Oralie 


Biana Vacker Kelpie Amethyst Councillor 
Darek 
Councillor Liora 


Dex Dizznee Tomple Green Emerald Councillor 
Noland 
Councillor 
Clarette 
Stina Heks Kraken Pink Pink tourmaline Councillor 
Zarina 
Councillor Alina 
Wylie Endal Wyvern Opalescent Councillor 
Ramira 
Councillor Velia 





ABILITIES VERSUS SKILLS 


A WORLD FOCUSED ON ABILITY: 

Manifesting a special ability is a life-changing event for an elf in the Lost 
Cities—as is not manifesting. Until that moment, all elves are equal. 
Afterward, they can be divided into the “talented” and the “Talentless” 
(though few use the term “talented,” preferring instead to identify 
themselves by their abilities). 

No one can control when, where, how, or if manifesting will occur—nor 
can they choose which abilities they’ll get. Foxfire’s ability detecting 
session is designed to trigger abilities—and it definitely has had great 
success throughout the centuries. But there are always a few prodigies who 
never manifest. Similarly, certain Telepaths can fill someone’s mind with 
mental energy, which can cause an ability to activate—but the effectiveness 
of this technique still depends on the person’s genetics. Even following the 
guidance of the matchmakers cannot guarantee that a child will not end up 
Talentless—which turns the process of manifesting into a source of fear, 
stress, consternation, and celebration, depending on how it turns out. 

Manifesting is also intense, confusing, and at times slightly dangerous, 
with elves struggling to understand the changes happening to their minds, 
senses, and bodies—and fighting to control their new ability. The average 
manifesting age is somewhere between twelve and fifteen years old—but 
there have been elves who manifested older or younger. Some elves also 
have more than one ability—though that’s much more uncommon. And 
while any special ability elevates someone’s rank to the talented, not all 
abilities are viewed as equally valuable—and some are even considered to 
be undesirable. (One ability is actually forbidden.) It also doesn’t happen 
often, but new abilities still appear, so the list of recorded abilities is ever 
changing. 

As it stands, the most well-known special abilities are: 


BEGUILER: An elf with the power of persuasion who can manipulate 
others by using the tone of their voice to affect someone’s emotions 
(rather than affecting their actions, like Mesmers). In order to insure 
the ability isn’t abused, Beguilers have restrictions on when and 
how they can use their power. Reported Beguilers: Councillor Alina 


CHARGER: An elf who can sense and manipulate electricity (and 
electron particles), allowing them to create and control everything 
from static to bolts of lightning. Reported Chargers: Councillor 
Zarina 


CONJURER: An elf who can sense the threads connecting everything 
together and use them to pull objects through the void (though the 
ability only works if they already know where the item is). 
Conjurers can also hide things in the void to retrieve later, and help 
others place things there as well. Reported Conjurers: Edaline 
Ruewen, Lady Cadence Talle, Jolie Ruewen, Councillor Liora 


DESCRYER: An elf who can sense the “potential” inside of someone 
—though the person still has to live up to that potential in order for 
the reading to be accurate. Only one Descryer has ever been 
recorded, and he rarely uses the ability because his readings were 
causing contention. Reported Descryers: Councillor Terik 





EMPATH: An elf who can sense the emotions of others through 
physical contact (though the strongest Empaths can sense emotions 
through the air). Translating what they’re sensing can be 
challenging (since strong emotions often feel the same), and 
Empaths are at risk of going numb if they don’t focus on their 
training. They can also sense when someone is lying (but are 
terrible liars themselves). Reported Empaths: Keefe Sencen, Lord 
Cassius Sencen, Councillor Oralie, Stina Heks, Vika Heks, Vespera 
Folend 


ENHANCER: An elf who stores energy in the tips of their fingers, 
which can amplify the strength of someone else’s ability. Enhancing 


happens automatically through touch, so Enhancers often wear 
gloves (or in some cases, special gadgets) to allow themselves some 
control over when and who they help—though it appears that 
special mental exercises may be effective in training the mind to 
switch the ability on and off. Reported Enhancers: Sophie Foster 


FLASHER: An elf who can sense and manipulate light—most often 
by gathering it into glowing orbs or beams of a single color on the 
visible spectrum. Uses for flashing range from entertainment to 
medicine to battle tactics. Reported Flashers: Councillor Clarette, 
Elwin Heslege, Wylie Endal, Cyrah Endal, Orem Vacker, Luzia 
Vacker, Glimmer 


FROSTER: An elf who can sense and gather particles of ice in the air 
and use them to freeze things, create snowfall, or form any shapes 
they desire. They can also cover themselves with ice as a disguise. 
Reported Frosters: Juline Dizznee 


GUSTER: An elf who can sense and manipulate wind, creating 
everything from breezes to storms. The ability is elemental, and the 
wind is always calling—which tends to make Gusters more 
powerful than other elves (and, at times, slightly unstable). 
Reported Gusters: Durand Redek, Councillor Velia, Trix 





HYDROKINETIC: An elf who can sense the presence of water 
(whether it’s the invisible particles in the air, or a nearby lake or 
ocean) and manipulate the water any way they choose (lifting 
rivers, draining pools, making it rain—or drying something off—or 
even bending it into shapes or forming tidal waves). Like other 
elemental abilities, the pull of the water is relentless, so without 
training (and constant vigilance), Hydrokinetics can cause floods. 
Reported Hydrokinetics: Linh Song 


INFLICTOR: An elf who can gather their emotions into tangible 
mental energy and launch the force at others. In the case of negative 
emotions, the ability can cause tremendous pain and even 


incapacitate someone. And in the (rare) instance when positive 
emotions are inflicted, the ability can heal a broken mind. As a 
result, Inflictors are closely monitored by the Council. Reported 
Inflictors: Sophie Foster, Councillor Bronte 


MESMER: An elf who can sense someone’s will and manipulate it, 
putting them into a kind of trance and controlling their actions and 
behavior. Someone being mesmerized remains conscious but can 
rarely resist the Mesmer’s command, which is why those with the 
ability are often mistrusted (and are closely watched by the 
Council). Reported Mesmers: Grady Ruewen 


PHASER: An elf who can sense the bond between their cells and 
temporarily break it down, allowing them to slip through solid 
barriers like walls, doors—anything they want. Some can even 
delay re-forming, allowing them to hide their identity from others. 
Reported Phasers: Fernan Babblos, Lady Alexine, Councillor 
Darek, Blur 


POLYGLOT: An elf who instinctively speaks any and all languages, 
including those of the other intelligent species (and human dialects). 
In rare cases, the ability even allows them to communicate with 
animals. Polyglots’ accents are flawless, and with practice, they’re 
able to perfectly mimic the vocal tones and inflections of others— 
on a level far beyond a convincing impression. Polyglots also often 
(but not always) have more than one special ability. Reported 
Polyglots: Sophie Foster, Lady Cadence Talle, Lady Gisela Sencen, 
Councillor Clarette 


PSIONIPATH: An elf who can sense and manipulate energy, shaping it 
into charged force fields around themselves and others. Psionipaths 
are often unstable—and can seem unstoppable in battle situations 
(though their force fields can be broken down by Flashers and 
Shades). Reported Psionipaths: Ruy Ignis, Maruca Chebota 


PYROKINETIC: An elf who can sense and control the heat in the air 
and use it to spark anything from a tongue of flame to a raging 
inferno. Like with other elemental abilities, a Pyrokinetic’s hunger 
for fire can be insatiable, and that craving eventually led one of 
them to call down Everblaze. When he attempted to teach others, 
the lesson tragically resulted in five deaths (which is what caused 


the Council to ban pyrokinesis). Since the ability is now illegal, 
Pyrokinetics are forced to live as Talentless. Reported Pyrokinetics: 
Fintan Pyren, Brant, Marella Redek 


AL 






SHADE: An elf with the ability to sense and control darkness, either 
by focusing on shadowvapor, or (in the case of the strongest 
Shades) by focusing on shadowflux. Shades can also use their 
shadow to carry their voice into someone’s mind (shadow- 
whispering) and can read a person’s potential for darkness. Given 
the focus on light in the Lost Cities, Shades are often mistrusted and 
ill-spoken-of. Reported Shades: Tam Song, Lady Zillah, Umber 





TECHNOPATH: An elf who can communicate with technology 
through its inherent “language” and can use that knowledge to 
create new inventions or manipulate gadgets to their will. Reported 
Technopaths: Dex Dizznee, Tinker, Lady Iskra 





TELEPATH: An elf who can sense the thoughts of others and shield 
their own mind. Telepaths have a code of rules to follow (to prevent 
them from abusing their power) and are extremely important to the 
Council, serving as Keepers, Washers, and Probes. If they find 
another Telepath they trust, they can even become Cognates (which 
gives the pair a greater level of power). Reported Telepaths: Sophie 
Foster, Fitz Vacker, Alden Vacker, Mr. Forkle/Magnate Leto, Sir 
Tiergan Alenefar, Councillor Emery, Councillor Kenric, Prentice 


Endal, Quinlin Sonden, Gethen Ondsinn, Damel Kafuta, Lady 
Pemberley 


e TELEPORTER: An elf who can use momentum to build a unique type 
of energy that can create a crack in the void for them to slip 
through. Once inside the void, they can travel to any location they 
visualize (so long as it’s not underground). Reported Telepaths: 
Sophie Foster (though alicorns can teleport as well) 





e VANISHER: An elf who can sense the light making contact with their 
skin (or clothing) and allow it to pass through their cells (instead of 
bouncing off), rendering themselves invisible—even when they’re 
moving (though the length and quality of their vanish is dependent 
on their training). Reported Vanishers: Councillor Ramira, Biana 
Vacker, Della Vacker, Alvar Vacker, Wraith 


e VOCIFERATOR: An elf who can manipulate the volume of their voice 
to an extreme degree, making earsplitting screams that force 
everyone to pay attention to them and that can even be 
incapacitating. Reported Vociferators: Councillor Noland 


AN ABUNDANCE OF SKILL: 

The elves are so focused on special abilities that they often overlook (or 
completely forget) that they also possess a number of useful skills. Practice 
is needed to fully utilize each skill—which is sorely lacking in the Lost 
Cities. (Foxfire’s physical education session touches on a few, but the real 
skill training happens at Exillium—which is part of the problem. Until 
recently, Exillium was seen as an unfavorable institution.) Efforts are 
currently being made to place more emphasis on skill training, particularly 
since the Neverseen brought down the castle in Lumenaria with nothing 
more than skill, focus, and patience—and Alvar Vacker used skills to 
survive and escape an otherwise deadly situation. 


Known elvin skills include: 


APPETITE SUPPRESSION: controlling hunger by focusing on 
something else as a distraction. Can even slow digestion and allow 
longer survival without food. 


BLINKING: similar to vanishing—but blinking lasts a maximum of a 
few seconds, and requires far greater concentration and absolute 
stillness. 


BREATH CONTROL: controlling the distance between breaths by 
distracting the mind, slowing the body’s systems, and focusing on 
the air remaining in the lungs. 


CHANNELING: using the mind to send energy where it’s needed— 
whether it be to the legs, arms, core, etc.—to boost speed, strength, 
or concentration. The same energy can also be channeled outward, 
causing the ground to tremble—or much worse. 


DARKNESS VISION: focusing on the small amount of light that exists 
(because there’s almost always some light) and letting the mind 
amplify it to provide illumination. 


LEVITATION: concentrating on the force of gravity and pushing 
against it with the mind to achieve weightlessness. Movement takes 
practice, since there’s no traction. 


BODY TEMPERATURE REGULATION: focusing on whatever small 
amount of heat or cold exists and allowing the mind to amplify the 
sensation, providing cooling or warmth. 


TELEKINESIS: drawing on the energy stored in the core (and 
sometimes in the mind) and thrusting it out through the limbs as 
though it’s an extension of the body, allowing things to be moved 
and lifted without needing physical contact. 





All wish to attend. Only the most 
talented are chosen. 


FOXFIRE ACADEMY 


FOXFIRE IS THE LOST CITIES’ most prestigious academy, as well as the only 
“noble school”—-which means that graduation from Foxfire is one of the 
many qualifications for the nobility. 

The academy is named after the rare bioluminescence found in otherwise 
dark, lonely places—and as such, Foxfire prodigies are expected to be a 
bright, welcome glow in an often-darkened world. 

The campus is similarly a glittering oasis, tucked away in the midst of a 
barren desert and renowned for its unique architecture, including a main 
building that houses six wings and six towers (each built from a different 
color of crystal and gem), a central glass pyramid, and two separate twisted 
towers (one silver and one gold) to house the elite levels, as well as 
numerous fields, paths, gardens, and amphitheaters. And despite recent 
challenges in the Lost Cities, Foxfire remains a safe haven for its prodigies, 
with every possible security measure in place (including an assigned goblin 
regiment). 

Schedules are customized to each prodigy’s needs, and sessions are 
taught by the most illustrious Mentors in the Lost Cities. In fact, teaching at 
Foxfire is a noble profession and comes with the title of “Sir” or “Lady.” 
Sessions are taught one-on-one (with the exception of physical education 
and ability detecting, which are held with the whole school and have 
Mentors assigned to each grade level). Subjects vary level by level (and day 
by day). Prodigies begin each morning with orientation (where attendance 
is taken and any necessary announcements are provided), followed by their 
assigned morning session. They then enjoy socialization during lunch 
(where a veritable feast is available), followed by their assigned afternoon 
session. They finish each day with study hall to give them a chance to work 
through their Mentors’ assignments without needing to carry any work 
home (beyond practice and studying, of course! The point is to inspire 
prodigies, not overwhelm them!). And while it is the goal of everyone at 
Foxfire for the environment to be both educational and enjoyable, rules are 


also in place to keep things safe and organized. The consequence for 
violators is generally lunch detention (with the specific punishment 
determined by whichever Mentor is supervising for the day). But in extreme 
cases, suspension or expulsion will be enforced (though it should be noted 
that such things are incredibly rare). 

At the beginning of every school year, each prodigy receives multiple 
sets of the required uniform for their grade level (either a pleated skirt 
paired with leggings, a shirt, a vest, and a half cape pinned with their 
mascot; or slacks paired with a lace-up jerkin, a long-sleeve undershirt, and 
a half cape pinned with their mascot; all uniforms prominently feature each 
prodigy’s family crest), as well as an Opening Ceremonies costume based 
on their level’s mascot, their sessions schedule, a locker assignment 
(programmed to open with their DNA), and all other necessary supplies. 

Foxfire has six “basic levels,” and prodigies must pass both their 
midterm and final exams in order to progress from one level to the next. 
Those who complete all six levels and manifest a special ability then 
qualify to apply for the two additional “elite levels’—which serve as an 
excellent stepping-stone into the nobility. The elite levels are separated 
from the main campus and held in the elite towers (where the elite prodigies 
also live, in order to remain better focused on their studies). Each grade 
level (basic and elite) has a mascot, a uniform, an associated color, a 
designated section of campus for their lockers and sessions, and key 
attributes that the curriculum is meant to foster. (See the chart below for 
further details.) 





e BASIC LEVELS • 


LEVEL | AVERAGE | MASCOT MAIN UNIFORM QUALITIES 
AGE BUILDING COLOR EMPHASIZED 
LOCATION 


11-12 Gremlin Onyx Wing Black Curious and 
Capable 


Two 12-13 Halcyon Sapphire Bright Blue Calm and 
Wing Steadfast 


Cooperative 
Four 14-15 Dragon Emerald Wing Green Adaptable and 
Cunning 





Five 15-16 Saber-Tooth | Ruby Wing Bold and 
Tiger Calculating 


16-17 Diamond White Earnest and 
Wing Fearless 


e ELITE LEVELS « 


LEVEL | AVERAGE | MASCOT MAIN UNIFORM QUALITIES 


AGE BUILDING (610) HO) :4 EMPHASIZED 
LOCATION 


Flareadon Gold Tower Gold Resolute and 
Enduring 


18-19 Noble and Gentle 





CURRICULUM 
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THE FOXFIRE CURRICULUM IS EXTENSIVE and varied (and has also been 
rigorously tested and refined) in order to provide each prodigy with 
maximum enlightenment. As a result, the list of available sessions is ever 
changing and extremely lengthy. Still, some of the more popular sessions 
(as well as the few that are required) include: 


Ability detecting: A group session where Mentors test each prodigy’s 
senses in a variety of ways in the hope of triggering their special ability. All 
Foxfire prodigies who haven’t manifested are required to take this session 
on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons until they can be placed into their 
proper ability session. (Note: Pyrokinesis is not tested for—and Talentless 
prodigies remain in ability detecting until they complete the basic levels.) 


Agriculture: A gnome-taught session held in the Foxfire gardens designed 
to teach prodigies to properly care for nature and understand the time, love, 
and energy it takes to keep plants healthy and thriving. 


Alchemy: Prodigies learn the power of transmutation and purification 
through hands-on training in specially designed laboratories. Specific skills 
include elixir-making, poultice-crafting, and the careful conversion of 
matter into gold. 


Elementalism: Through careful instruction and hands-on training, 
prodigies learn to harness the power of the elements and properly store and 
contain them. Specific skills taught include how to bottle wind, rain, 
lightning, thunder, fire, and so much more. 


Elvin history: Our past defines who we are today, so all prodigies are 
required to learn the history of the Lost Cities, from Ancient days up to the 
present. Topics include the establishment of the intelligent species’ treaties, 
the human betrayal, the sinking of Atlantis, and the development of the 
matchmaking system, as well as numerous others. 


Linguistics: Prodigies master the languages of all five other intelligent 
species (as well as humans) and learn to mimic accents and pronunciation. 
Please note: This is an elite-level session and is only available to Level 
Eight prodigies (unless special permission is granted by the Council). 


Metaphysics: A truly unique session where prodigies examine the potential 
of our existence, including the true power of mind over matter, the hope of 
endless possibility, and the necessity and challenges created by allowing all 
intelligent creatures to maintain their free will. 


Multispeciesial studies: Prodigies discover the fascinating cultures and 
histories behind the intelligent creatures that share our planet, including 
ogres, gnomes, trolls, dwarves, and goblins. (Note: Discussion of humans is 
excluded from this session.) 


Physical education: All Foxfire prodigies must take physical education on 
Tuesday and Thursday mornings in order to train their minds to enhance 
their physical abilities. Skills such as channeling, telekinesis, levitation, and 
numerous others are practiced through sports, games, and exercise. 


Special ability focus session: Any Foxfire prodigy who has manifested an 
ability is required to train in that ability every Tuesday and Thursday 
afternoon (while the rest of the school takes ability detecting). Possible 
sessions include: telepathy, empathy, vanishing, flashing, gusting, phasing, 
frosting, technopathy, conjuring, inflicting, descrying, mesmerizing, and 
many more. (Please note: Training in pyrokinesis is strictly forbidden.) 


The Universe: Prodigies study the many wonders that lie beyond the 
boundaries of our planet, including the countless stars and galaxies, which 
they learn to map and name. Provides an important perspective, reminding 
us that no matter how powerful we may be, we are still small in the grand 
scheme of things, and must respect the larger natural forces surrounding us. 


FOXFIRE ACADEMY STAFF 
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THE CURRENT PRINCIPAL IS MAGNATE Leto Kerlof (formerly the Beacon of the 
Silver Tower), who was appointed after Dame Alina (the former principal) 
was elected to the Council. 

The Beacon of the Silver Tower is now Master Cadence Talle (formerly 
Lady Cadence). 

For any medical needs that arise, Sir Elwin Heslege keeps an office in 
Foxfire’s Healing Center (though he rarely uses the title “Sir”). 

Mentors vary year by year, depending on their availability (and the needs 
of the prodigies). With such a large prodigy population (and most sessions 
taught one-on-one), the number of Mentors on staff is rather daunting. Still, 
for those who would like a sampling of the faculty, see the featured Mentors 
listed below. 


name: Lady Alexine 
SESSION: Physical Education 
MENTOR TO: Co-Mentor to All Level Two Prodigies 


NAME: Lady Anwen 


SESSION: Multispeciesial Studies 
MENTOR TO: Sophie Foster (Level Two) 


name: Olr Astin 


SESSION: The Universe 
MENTOR TO: Sophie Foster (Level Two) 


vame: Olr Bubu 


SESSION: Multispeciesial Studies 
MENTOR TO: Keefe Sencen (Level Two) 


name: Oir Caton 


SESSION: Physical Education 
MENTOR TO: Co-Mentor to All Level Two Prodigies 


name: SIT Conley 


SESSION: Elementalism 
MENTOR TO: Sophie Foster (Level Two) 


NAME: Lady Dara 


SESSION: Elvin History 
MENTOR TO: Sophie Foster (Level Two) 


same: Lady Delmira 


SESSION: Alchemy 
MENTOR TO: Keefe Sencen (Level Two) 


same: Sir Donwell 


SESSION: Multispeciesial Studies 
MENTOR TO: Biana Vacker (Level Two) 


name: Olr Faxon 


SESSION: Metaphysics 
MENTOR TO: Sophie Foster (Level Two) 


NAME: Lady Galvin 


SESSION: Alchemy 
MENTOR TO: Sophie Foster (Level Two), Keefe Sencen (Level Three) 


name: Olr Jarvin 


SESSION: The Universe 
MENTOR TO: Keefe Sencen (Level Two) 


NAME: Lady Nissa 


SESSION: Tutoring Center 
MENTOR TO: Any Level Two Prodigies Requesting Additional Practice 


name: Olr ‘Tiergan 


SESSION: Telepathy Training 
MENTOR TO: Sophie Foster (Level Two, Level Three, Level Four) and Fitz Vacker (Level Five, Level 
Six) 


same: Barth the Reaper 


SESSION: Agriculture 
MENTOR TO: Sophie Foster (Level Three) 


vame: Sir Beckett 


SESSION: Elvin History 


MENTOR TO: Sophie Foster (Level Three) 


name: Councillor Bronte 


SESSION: Inflicting Training 
MENTOR TO: Sophie Foster (Level Three, Level Four) 


name: Master Cadence 


SESSION: Linguistics 
MENTOR TO: Sophie Foster (Level Three) 


NAME: Lady Evera 


SESSION: Multispeciesial Studies 
MENTOR TO: Sophie Foster (Level Three) 


name: SIT Harding 


SESSION: Physical Education 
MENTOR TO: Co-Mentor to All Level Three Prodigies 


NAME: Lady Iskra 


SESSION: Technopathy Training 
MENTOR TO: Dex Dizznee (Level Three) 


name: SIT Leander 


SESSION: Multispeciesial Studies 
MENTOR TO: Keefe Sencen (Level Three) 


name: SIT Rosings 


SESSION: Elvin History 
MENTOR TO: Stina Heks (Level Three) 


NAME: Lady Veda 


SESSION: Elementalism 
MENTOR TO: Sophie Foster (Level Three) 


NAME: Lady Belva 


SESSION: The Universe 
MENTOR TO: Keefe Sencen (Level Four) 


NAME: Lady Zillah 


SESSION: Shade Training 
MENTOR TO: Tam Song (Level Four) 


name: Li ady S anj d 


SESSION: Elvin History 
MENTOR TO: Keefe Sencen (Level Six) 


A NOT-TO-BE-MISSED 


EXPERIENCE 
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AS ANYONE CAN CLEARLY SEE, attending Foxfire is truly a tremendous 
privilege. And those who call themselves prodigies become immersed in a 
unique environment, rich with exciting traditions, powerful knowledge, and 
lasting friendships. 


Highlights of the school year include: 


The Foxfire Opening Ceremonies: Before the new school year begins, the 
prodigies gather to perform for their families in a musical extravaganza, 
including a light show, costumed dances for each grade level, showers of 
edible confetti, and a very special presentation from the elite towers that 
includes the blooming of the splendors and the flight of the flickerwings. 
The campus is decorated in a variety of bioluminescence for the festivities, 
and the Council attends—and speaks to the audience—wishing the 
prodigies a successful year of study. 


Midterm celebrations: Hard work should be celebrated—even before the 
results are in. As such, prodigies are directed to hang their thinking caps 
from their lockers as soon as they complete their exams. The next day, they 
fill them with gifts and treats for their friends, which they then open while 
their parents meet with their Mentors to receive their grades. The whole 
campus is decorated for the occasion, and treats float through the halls for 
prodigies to catch and enjoy. 


The Ultimate Splotching Championship: Most of the activities in physical 
education are more casually organized, but the Ultimate Splotching 
Championship is an exciting exception. Prodigies battle each other using 
telekinesis, with the losers being eliminated and the winners sparring 
against each other until the Ultimate Champion is found—and rewarded 
with a pardon, which can be used to skip one assigned punishment. 


Final exam celebrations: These festivities are similar to the midterm 
celebrations—though the gifts exchanged tend to be more extravagant. And 
the principal closes out the school year with an inspiring speech, followed 
by another shower of edible confetti and a coordinated cape toss between 
all the prodigies. 





A new beginning for the truly exceptional. 


EXILLIUM 


FOR CENTURIES, EXILLIUM HAS BEEN viewed as a place for the unworthy—a 
school only attended when there were no other options. Waywards were 
sent to Exillium as punishment, after most had been banished from the Lost 
Cities. 

But Exillium was originally created to be a space of alternative learning 
—a haven for those who take in knowledge a little differently, where all can 
grow and thrive. Additionally, Exillium was meant to offer a path toward 
redemption for those who’d made mistakes in their past. 

Somehow those visions were lost over time—but Exillium is working 
hard to bring them back! 

Thanks to the efforts of Sophie Foster—and the assistance of Councillor 
Oralie—Exillium has begun receiving the funds and support needed in 
order to transform the educational experience into what it was always meant 
to be. 

In fact, Exillium recently set up their tents on the Foxfire campus for a 
joint educational venture that benefitted everyone in the Lost Cities! Every 
elf was then able to experience being divided according to their learning 
style before working through some of Exillium’s skill-based curriculum 
with our three talented Coaches. And everyone could clearly see how 
simple and effective the Exillium approach is. 

Still, many in the Lost Cities cling to old misconceptions about Exillium. 
So for clarity, two former Waywards (Tam and Linh Song) have shared their 
experiences. And while Tam doesn’t hold back from revealing Exillium’s 
old, unfortunate ways, Linh points to the school’s bright future—and the 
hope that someday attending Exillium will be a choice many will eagerly 
make. 


BASIC PROGRAM ORGANIZATION 





HEMISPHERE |LEARNINGSTYLE| TENT COLOR COACH 
Left Favoring logic and Red Coach Wilda 
reason 


Right Favoring spontaneity Coach Bora 
and creativity 


Ambi A hybrid of both Coach Rohana 
approaches 





TAM SONG’S EXILLIUM 


EXPERIENCE 


The worst thing about Exillium was that the rules were all designed to strip 
away our identities and leave everyone feeling powerless—and I get that 
the Coaches were super outnumbered and trying to find a way to keep some 
kind of control. But it was brutal not being allowed to talk to anyone—or 
use our names. 


The only “identifying” thing we were able to have was an ability badge 
pinned to our vests—and don’t even get me started on the rest of the 
uniform. I mean, I’m a Shade. Black clothes are my life. But really, guys? 
Tall boots? A studded mask? It’s like they were trying to make us look 
ridiculous. 


Actually, they probably were.... 


The Coaches were also allowed to punish us however they wanted. And 
there was never enough food or medical supplies. Oh, and for added fun, 
we had to prove that we deserved to get one of the beads to find the campus 
every day. So we got to be miserable, and also got to be like, “Please let us 
come back tomorrow so we can be miserable again!” 


Fun times. 


But... all the skill practice has turned out to be pretty useful. Everyone 
definitely needs a lot more of that. And Foxfire can be kind of annoying, 
with everyone walking around like, “We’re so special!” Plus, things really 
did get better at Exillium after Sophie got the Council to cough up some 
actual funding. Sometimes I think about transferring back. 


It was cool seeing all the different Neutral Territories—and I’m pretty 
sure my dad’s brain would implode if I went back. 


But, I go where Linh goes. 


~Tam 


LINH SONG’S EXILLIUM 


EXPERIENCE 


I’m not going to pretend that things weren’t hard at Exillium—but I’m sure 
my brother already had plenty to say about all of that. 


Plus... Pm actually not sure if I would’ve learned how to temper my 
hydrokinesis if I’d been at Foxfire. The Foxfire curriculum is centered on 
abilities, and that’s the last thing I needed. Focusing on skills at Exillium 
trained my brain to ignore the call of water—which is the only reason I 
stopped flooding everything. 


It was also nice getting to learn in a group setting at Exillium—or it was, 
once we were allowed to talk and show our faces and make friends. 
Sometimes working one-on-one with the Foxfire Mentors can be a little 
intimidating—especially if their lecture is boring and there’s no way to hide 
your yawns. 


So I hope everyone is finally realizing that it’s absolutely okay if their 
brain works a little differently. Going to Exillium should never be about 
“failing” or “punishment,” or “not belonging in the Lost Cities.” It should 
be about finding a safe, happy learning environment that works for how 
someone learns. And it looks like that’s what Exillium’s trying to create for 
everyone. 


I hope they pull it off, and that no one ever has to feel scared or 
worthless or cast aside like Tam and I did. 


Oh, and Exillium definitely needs to get new uniforms! 


~Linh 


PROTECTED CREATURES 


THE ELVES BELIEVE THAT EVERY Creature exists for a reason, and to allow any 
species to go extinct would throw off the planet’s delicate balance and cause 
irreparable damage—possibly even a massive catastrophe. As a result, the 
elves have gone to tremendous lengths to preserve each type of animal. 
particularly those linked to human myths and superstitions (since they’re 
the most vulnerable to hunting, capture, and experimentation). 

Many creatures considered by humans to be “extinct” or “endangered” 
are also thriving under elvin protection—and finding a place to safely (and 
secretly) shelter so many animals was quite a challenge. But the elves 
turned to the dwarves and gnomes for assistance, and together, they 
hollowed out the Himalayan mountain range and built the Sanctuary: a 
special wildlife preserve designed for creatures of all shapes, sizes, and 
needs. Every climate and ecosystem is available, as is a limitless supply of 
food and resources—and a vast team of caretakers. All animals are also 
“rehabilitated” before being moved to the Sanctuary, to ensure they’ve 
adjusted to a diet of gnomish vegetables and tamed their hunting instincts. 

Some of the species under elvin protection are: 





ALICORN 

The rarest creature on the planet, with only four in existence (Silveny, 
Greyfell, Wynn, and Luna)—and that number is a recent development. 
Alicorns have shimmering silver fur, feathered wings, brown eyes, a wavy 
silver mane and tail, and a white-and-silver-swirled horn jutting out of their 
foreheads. They’re also telepathic and can teleport. 


ARGENTAVIS 

Enormous silver-blue birds that humans believe are extinct. They eat 
carrion in the wild and are one of the four creatures the Neverseen used to 
create the gorgodon. 


ARTHROPLEURA 


Giant arthropods believed to be extinct, with long, poisonous antennae that 
end in forked points covered in clear slime. Arthropleura have plenty of 
writhing legs, but they travel primarily by coiling themselves into balls and 
rolling—and they hiss when threatened. 


BANSHEE 

Slinky ferretlike creatures with gray fur and beady purple eyes. Banshees 
can tell when someone is dangerously ill and will scream a warning—or 
choose to lie beside them if the person is about to die. As a result, many 
physicians keep banshees as pets (like Bullhorn in the Foxfire Healing 
Center). 


BENNU 

Best known for their orange and blue fire-resistant feathers and small 
watery eyes. Bennus have storklike bodies and pelican-like beaks and often 
build their nests near flareadons—or in areas where lightning strikes are a 
regular occurrence. 


BOOBRIE 

Black parrot-size birds with dark, glittering eyes. Their heads are crowned 
with a yellow feathered mohawk—but a boobrie’s most distinct feature is 
their long, curled eyelashes (or perhaps their earthshaking roar). 





BUGBEAR 
Furry, rat-size creatures with curved brown shells a bit like turtles, which 
they hibernate inside for the majority of the year. 


COCKATRICE 
Small, friendly creatures that make excellent pets, given their lack of claws 
or fangs as well as their calm temperament. Cockatrices’ bodies are similar 
to chickens’, but are covered in scales instead of feathers, with beaked 
noses and stumpy tails. 


DINOSAUR 


Large reptilian creatures that come in a variety of species (T. rexes, 
triceratops, stegosaurs, pterodactyls, raptors—to name a few), with one 
noticeable commonality between them: They’re all covered in bright, fluffy 
feathers. And despite what humans think, dinosaurs are definitely not 
extinct. Most species of dinosaurs easily transition to the Sanctuary, but 
Verdi (a T. rex) might end up a permanent resident at Havenfield. 


DIRE WOLF 

Larger and much fiercer than the more common wolves in the wild, dire 
wolves have elongated fangs, thicker coats, and sharper claws. Humans 
believe they’re extinct, but the Sanctuary houses numerous thriving packs. 
The Council selected the dire wolf as the mascot for Sophie Foster when 
she became the leader of Team Valiant. 


DRAGON 

Unlike the fearsome beasts of human legends, dragons are timid reptilian 
creatures—larger than a dog but smaller than a horse, with scaled green 
skin and spikes running down their backs. They walk on four legs (which is 
the easiest way to differentiate dragons from wyverns) and serve as the 
mascot for Level Four at Foxfire. 


ECKODON 

Elephant-size plesiosaurs with long hooked necks, pointed noses, gills 
lining their cheeks, and scaled skin that comes in a variety of colors (most 
commonly gray-green, purple, and blue). Eckodons live in the water and 
use sound vortexes to travel great distances. Many human legends are based 
on them, particularly the stories of the Loch Ness Monster. 





EURYPTERID 

These eight-foot sea scorpions are another creature that humans believe to 
be extinct. And while eurypterids look deadly (especially with their pincers 
raised), they’re actually quite gentle and friendly. Eurypterids swim along 
the surface of water, which is why they were chosen to pull the carriages in 
Atlantis. 


FLAREADON 

Pterodactyl-like creatures with golden, flame-resistant fur and enormous 
green eyes. Flareadons need fire to survive and generally live near 
volcanoes. The Neverseen used flareadon DNA to make the gorgodon, and 
flareadons are also the mascot for Level Seven at Foxfire. Sophie Foster 
additionally used a flareadon named Gildie to bottle a sample of Everblaze. 


FLICKERWING 

Small insects that look part firefly, part moth, and part butterfly—with a 
slightly venomous bite. Flickerwings are drawn to the splendors (a rare type 
of plant) and are used as part of Foxfire’s Opening Ceremonies. 


GHOUL 

A furless catlike creature with deep-set black eyes and sallow gray skin that 
sags slightly off their bones, giving ghouls an appearance of something 
dead, even though they’re very much alive—which is probably why they’re 
featured in so many human ghost stories. 


GORGODON 

A deadly creature created by the Neverseen to guard their Nightfall facility. 
Gorgodons are part flareadon, part gorgonops, part argentavis, and part 
eurypterid, with a reptilian face, lionlike limbs, sharply angled wings, and 
slitted yellow eyes—as well as venomous fangs, venomous talons, and 
venomous spikes on their curled tails. They can also fly, breathe 
underwater, scale walls, and camouflage themselves—and they’re at home 
on land, in the sea, or in the sky. Their only vulnerability is fire, despite the 
fact that their eggs require Everblaze to hatch. Only one gorgodon remains, 
which some feel means the gorgodon is now the rarest creature on the 
planet (and the new standard for the Timeline to Extinction). But others 
argue that gorgodons aren’t a “naturally” existing species and therefore 
shouldn’t count. 


GORGONOPS 

Humans believe the gorgonops is extinct, but the vicious creatures live on 
in the Sanctuary—though they have to be kept in isolation because of their 
aggressive tendencies (even after rehabilitation). They look like a 
combination of a saber-toothed tiger, a hippo, and a giant rat—with huge 
fangs—and their DNA was used by the Neverseen to create the gorgodon. 


GREMLIN 

Small creatures with black fur, shiny noses, and folded ears like a puppy’s 
who love to dismantle things with their capable hands—particularly 
technology (which makes it extra surprising that the Black Swan’s 
Technopath, Tinker, chooses to keep a gremlin named Sprocket as a pet). 
Gremlins are the mascot for Level One at Foxfire. 





GRIFFIN 

A lionlike beast with wings and a beaked nose—much like the human 
myths surrounding their existence. Given their eagle-sharp eyesight, 
enormous claws, and prominent fangs, griffins are deadly hunters and are 
some of the trickiest creatures to rehabilitate. 


GULON 

Incredibly stinky greenish creatures that are rarely seen aboveground 
(though a number became visible during Foxfire’s infamous Great Gulon 
Incident). Their bodies are similar in size to a large rabbit, but shaped more 
like a rodent—with the exception of their noses, which are elongated like an 
anteater’s. 


HALCYON 
Small birds with feathers in different shades of blue (not to be confused 
with the birds that humans have given the same name). Halcyons are able to 
sense when a storm is coming, and they serve as the mascot for Level Two 
at Foxfire. 


ICHRITE 

A type of tiny, troublesome insect similar in size to a flea, but with silver 
bodies perfect for blending into unicorn fur. Ichrites feed primarily on 
unicorn blood. 


IMP 
Palm-size gray creatures with enormous eyes, furry ears, batlike wings, and 
tiny purple tongues. Imps are equal parts adorable and troublesome—with a 


venomous bite that isn’t deadly (but is painful). They’re also incredibly 
stinky and known for their loud snoring. But under the right circumstances, 


they can make wonderful pets (as in the case of Sophie Foster’s imp, Iggy). 
JACKALOPE 


Rabbitlike creatures with massive antlers jutting out of their heads. Humans 
consider them to be nothing more than a silly folk tale. 


JACULUS 
Black, winged serpents that feed off blood by latching onto an animal and 
injecting them with venom that serves as a powerful anticoagulant. 


KELPIE 
Bluish-green water horses that are slightly sparkly. Kelpies are beautiful 
and elusive and live primarily in the Gloaming Valley where the Alenon 
River connects to the ocean. Kelpies were chosen by the Council as a 
mascot for Biana Vacker when she joined Team Valiant. 


KRAKEN 

Slimy green beasts that look like a strange combination of an octopus, an 
elephant, and a lion, with six fangs and a trunklike, tentacled nose. Krakens 
live so deep under the ocean that the elves don’t need to relocate them—but 
they do still monitor them to ensure they’re safe. The kraken was chosen by 
the Council as a mascot for Stina Heks when she joined Team Valiant. 


LARVAGORN 
Bugs that look like a blend of scorpions and maggots—considered a 
dwarven delicacy (and a favorite food of eckodons). 


MANTICORE 

A powerful beast with red shaggy fur, blue-gray eyes, and multiple rows of 
teeth. Manticores’ tails can sting, much like a scorpion’s, and their venom is 
a powerful sedative. 


MASTODON 

Elephantine creatures believed to be extinct that are similar to woolly 
mammoths—but with shorter, stockier bodies and sharper tusks. Mastodons 
serve as the mascot for Level Three at Foxfire. 


MEGANEURA 


Vulture-size green insects believed to be extinct that look like enormous 
dragonflies, with iridescent wings and eyes like disco balls on the sides of 
their heads. 


MERMAID 

Despite the abundance of human legends, mermaids are neither humanoid 
nor pretty. Instead, they are eel-like creatures with stringy, tentacled “hair” 
growing from their pointed heads. Most live wild in the ocean, and their 
migration is carefully monitored by the elves. But mermaids that are too 
weak to make the joumey are placed in private aquariums—the most 
famous of which is at Everglen. 


MOONLARK 

(Proper name: suldreen) 

A rare species of bird with long legs like a crane, sweeping silver tail 
feathers like a peacock, and a curved neck like a swan. Their heads are 
crested with wispy feathers, and their beaks are rounded bills. Moonlarks 
are best known for laying their eggs in the ocean—so only the strongest 
make it to shore—and leaving the babies to survive on their own (though 
the parents often nest close enough for the hatchlings to hear their songs). 


MURCAT 

Small underwater creatures that look like mini kittens covered in colorful 
scales. Although they have venomous fangs, murcats can be sweet once 
trained—though few choose them as a pet. (Linh Song adopted one 
recently, named Princess Purryfins.) 





MUSKOG 
Froglike creatures that burp stinky gas when frightened—which makes 
muskogs a popular choice for pranksters. 


PANNONIASAUR 
Bluish-gray freshwater mosasaurs that look like a combination of sharks, 
alligators, and eels. Pannoniasaurs have beady eyes and extra-long snouts, 


as well as an abundance of needle-sharp teeth. Lady Cadence sometimes 
uses them to pull her floating houseboat (Riverdrift). 


PEGASUS 
Winged equines that differ from alicorns by their smaller, huskier bodies— 
and their lack of a horn. They’re also more common than unicorns and have 


deep blue spots and midnight blue manes. 
PHOENIX 


Eagle-size reddish birds with flame-resistant feathers, best known for their 
strange way of reproducing (which is likely the source of many human 
myths). Phoenixes are only able to conceive at the end of their lives, and 
they do not lay eggs like other birds. Instead, the baby develops inside the 
mother, who sheds her feathers as the pregnancy progresses. And when the 
last feather falls, she steps into fire, sacrificing herself for the new life that 
rises from her ashes and is cared for by the father, whose sweat provides a 
food source for the first few weeks. 


POOKA 

A small aquatic creature that’s a cross between a toad and a salamander, 
best known for the large pustules that form on its greenish-yellow skin. 
Pooka pus serves a number of medicinal uses. 


SABER-TOOTHED TIGER 

Large red-orange cats with huge fangs and claws, believed to be extinct by 
humans. Saber-toothed tigers are used as the mascot for Level Five at 
Foxfire. 


SANGUILLISK 
Giant insects that look like a combination of a roach and a mosquito. 


SASQUATCH 

Tall, green, shaggy creatures with beady eyes, beaklike noses, and big feet 
(like the human legends). Sasquatches walk bipedally and live in dens in the 
forest. They’re also avid climbers who can travel by treetop. And they’re 
absurdly smelly. 


SELKIE 
Sleek black creatures with whiskered faces and long, coiled bodies, making 
them look part seal, part snake. They routinely shed their skin, which 


liquifies into an oily black puddle swirled with iridescent blue. Many 
selkies live in the Sanctuary, but some live free on Inktide Island. 


SIREN 

Small, water-dwelling creatures that look a little like otters—only much less 
adorable. Their black fur is matted, their gray faces are scaled with long 
whiskers like a catfish, and their oversize mouths are always open, letting 
out shrill, earsplitting whines that some consider to be musical. 


SUNCATCHER 

Majestic yellow birds with long, wispy tail feathers that curl out behind 
them in wide coils. Suncatchers are best known for their tremendous 
wingspan and the sheen on their bodies, which can make them painful to 
look at when they stand in direct sunlight. 


TITANOBOA 

Absolutely enormous snakes that humans think are extinct. Titanoboas live 
so deep underground that they don’t necessarily need protection, but the 
elves still monitor them. The most famous Titanoboa is Twinkle, who pulls 
the goblin queen’s royal carriage through the Imperial Pathways to and 


from Gildingham. 
TOMPLE 


Small, fluffy creatures that look like a cute cross between a kitten and a 
hedgehog—until they turn over and display their six spindly, cockroachlike 
legs. Tomples feed on dust, which makes them useful to keep in labs— 
though many elvin homes have them as well. And the Council chose 
tomples as a mascot for Dex Dizznee when he joined Team Valiant. 


TREDGEON 

Gigantic sand crabs with squirming legs and antennae, iridescent claws, and 
a glowing opalescent shell. Tredgeons tunnel underground like dwarves, 
which is why the dwarves value their carapace above any gem (and even 
use it for their leader’s crown). 


UNICORN 

Rare horned equines with black manes and tails, silvery bodies, and no 
wings. Only one pair of unicorns lives at the Sanctuary. The rest are with 
various members of the Heks family, who’ve mastered unicorn care and 
breeding. Unicorns are the mascot for Level Eight at Foxfire. 


VERMINION 

Rottweiler-size hamsterlike beasts with purple fur, glassy black eyes, 
constantly growing fangs, and pouchy cheeks where they store their 
“food”—including small animals they’ve hunted. 


WOOLLY MAMMOTH 

Large elephantine creatures similar to mastodons, only they’re larger and 
have longer horns. Humans believe them to be extinct, but there is a 
thriving herd at the Sanctuary. 


WYVERN 

Huge winged lizards with a ridge of spikes down their back—similar to a 
dragon. But they only have two legs and two much smaller arms, like a T. 
rex. Wyverns were chosen by the Council as a mascot for Wylie Endal 
when he joined Team Valiant. 


YETI 

Large bipedal creatures with bushy white fur and tiny eyes. Yetis are the 
source of the human myths about the abominable snowman, and they serve 
as the mascot for Level Six at Foxfire. 


ALICORNS AND THE TIMELINE 
TO EXTINCTION 





NO ONE KNEW ALICORNS EXISTED until a male was discovered by accident— 
and the Lost Cities were then faced with a bleak new reality. Unless a mate 
could be found for Greyfell before his life ended, the alicorn would become 
the first creature to go extinct. And for centuries, an extensive search for a 
female alicorn turned up nothing. 

But a chance encounter led Sophie Foster to discover Silveny in the 
Forbidden Cities, and Sophie was able to bring her safely to Havenfield. 
The Council left Silveny in Sophie’s care—but after the Neverseen tried to 
steal the precious creature, Sophie moved Silveny to the Sanctuary to be 
with Greyfell. Not long after, Silveny informed Sophie that she was 
pregnant. And when the Neverseen tried to capture the alicorns again, 
Sophie convinced the Council to set Silveny and Greyfell free so that the 
alicorns could hide from their enemies. 

Sophie stayed in regular contact with Silveny and Greyfell—which was 
how she was able to get Silveny help when she went into early labor. The 
pregnancy turned out to be twins, and only with the help of the trolls—as 
well as Vika and Stina Heks—were both babies delivered safely. Silveny 


survived the birth as well, effectively resetting the Timeline to Extinction. 
But it’s only been a cautious improvement. 

Four alicorns are better than one—but the species remains severely 
vulnerable. 

Still, for now, the elves celebrate babies Wynn and Luna. 


FOOD AND DRINK 


THE ELVES FOLLOW A PLANT-BASED diet, but it isn’t the least bit limiting, 
because the gnomes cultivate an abundance of unique fruits and vegetables 
that are both healthy and delicious (even if the colors and textures may 
appear strange at times). Some gnomish plants taste like meat or various 
other human delicacies. Others are perfect for baking, which is why the 
Lost Cities are famous for their desserts (and their candies! ). 

There’s also a variety of flavored beverages to enjoy in the Lost Cities, 
but the most essential staple is called Youth (and rumored to be the source 
of human myths about a mysterious Fountain of Youth, which grants eternal 
health). Given its unique properties, this cool, slightly sweet water is often 
used medicinally—but that doesn’t mean it’s not also seen as a refreshing 
way to stay hydrated throughout the day. 





Starkflower stew will never taste as good without Calla—but it’s a perfect way to remember her! 





The candy is delicious—but everyone knows the best part about Prattles are the collectible pins 
inside! 





Any flavor anytime—custard bursts are always AMAZING!! 


SOPHIE’S FAVORITE FOODS 





The secret Mentors’ cafeteria at Foxfire always has butterblasts available—it’s not fair that they don’t 
share! 





Mallowmelt is always a good idea—and one gooey slice is never enough! 


POPULAR FOOD AND DRINKS IN 


THE LOST CITIES 


BLITZENBERRY MUFFINS 
Petite cakes that melt like butter when bitten into, filled with tart berries 
that fizz and pop on the tongue. 


BRATTAILS 
Tuber-style plants (shaped a bit like cattails) that are served roasted, and 
taste like the sausages that humans eat. 


BUTTERBLASTS 
Round, golden pastries topped with giant sugar crystals. They’re chewy like 
doughnuts, but taste like hot pancakes filled with a maple-flavored cream. 





CINNACREME 
A hot, thick beverage that tastes like melted snickerdoodles. 


CUSTARD BURSTS 

Square puffs that look like marshmallows but are crunchy on the outside 
and gooey on the inside. They come in tons of flavors, but some of the most 
popular are chocolate, butterscotch, lushberry, chocolate-cherry, and 
caramel. 





DAWNLINGS 


Dark purple fruits grown from special seeds created by Calla. They taste 
warm, sweet, and tingly, like little slices of sunshine. 


FIZZLEBERRY WINE 
A bubbly, sweet beverage mulled from fizzleberries. It isn’t technically 
alcoholic, but its effect is similar, so the elves reserve it for adults. 


FLAVORED AIR 

A truly unique type of candy that turns breathing into a delicious 
experience. Flavored air comes in a wide variety of flavors and keeps the 
air sweet and mouthwatering for several minutes after popping open the 
can. 


FLUFFCREAMS 
A delicious flaky pastry filled with a cloud of honey, cinnamon, and butter. 
Perfect for dessert, a snack, or breakfast—or all of the above! 


INDIGOOBERS 
A messy, blue, bite-size candy cluster filled with sweet fruity juice that 
dribbles everywhere when eaten—which is half the fun of the experience. 


LUSHBERRY JUICE 

By far the most popular beverage in the Lost Cities. Lushberry juice 
manages to be both perfectly sweet and delightfully tart and tastes amazing 
with everything. 





MALLOWMELT 
A gooey cake covered in frosting and butterscotch, that tastes like freshly 
baked chocolate chip cookies soaked in ice cream. 


NOIRSSELS 

These silver-wrapped treats look like hard candies, and their dark color and 
squishy texture is reminiscent of a dead bug. But don’t be fooled—noirssels 
are so Sweet and cinnamon-y and delicious that they can even take away the 
flavor of unpleasant medicines (which Sophie knows very well!). 


PORCAROOT PIE 

This surprisingly healthy pie is often served for breakfast. And while its 
strange purple color may seem unappealing, it tastes like bacon covered in 
gooey melted cheese. 


PRATTLES 

These chewy, peanut-butter-and-caramel-flavored candies are filled with 
cream and taste delicious. But everyone would buy them even if they were 
gross, because every box of Prattles contains an awesome collectible pin 
based on the protected species. Everyone collects and trades Prattles pins. 





PUDDING PUFFS 
Fudgey squares that taste like a mix of warm apple pie and melted vanilla 
ice cream. 


RIPPLEFLUFFS 

Buttery, fudgey desserts that are part cupcake, part brownie, with a candy 
surprise sunken into the center. They can be made in many flavors, but two 
of the most popular are butter toffee and chocolate mint. 


RIPPLENUTS 

These round yellow nuts have shells that turn orange as they roast, and their 
centers melt into a warm goo that tastes like butter, vanilla, and honey— 
with a dash of cinnamon and a hint of caramel. 


STARKFLOWER STEW 

A rich, earthy stew made with a variety of gnomish spices, herbs, and 
vegetables—but the secret ingredient is the starkflower, which adds a dark, 
smoky flavor. Calla invented the recipe and kept it secret for millennia. But 
she decided to share it with Sophie—and even though Sophie’s stew never 
tastes quite the same, she makes it often to remember her friend. 





SUGARKNOTS 
Flaky, croissant-like pastries filled with a rich brown-sugar custard. 


THREADLEENS 
A rare, spicy, tangy fruit that’s eaten by pulling off the juicy pink strings. 


UMBER LEAVES 
Wide black leaves best served dried and cut into strips. Their chickenlike 
flavor makes them both a delicious meal—and an excellent way to train 
animals to become vegetarians. 


GNOMISH PLANTS 


ELVES DO THEIR BEST TO Care for nature—but they cannot cultivate gnomish 
plants on their own. (The Neverseen try, and the result is not delicious, 
according to Keefe Sencen.) So the elves are very grateful that the gnomes 
choose to remain in the Lost Cities (particularly after the hard truths that 
were uncovered during the gnomish plague), and elves would never present 
themselves as authorities on plant life. The subject should always be 
covered by a gnome—even the agriculture session at Foxfire has gnomish 
Mentors. As a result, Flori—one of the gnomes who resides at Havenfield 
(and Sophie Foster’s gnomish bodyguard)—will cover this lesson. 





FLORA 


Only gnomes can understand the language of nature (though the moonlark 
comes close!). Still, it's vital that everyone understand the potential inside 
each growing thing. They can heal or harm or nourish or provide beauty or 
freshen the air or enrich the soil. And sometimes, in the right hands, they 
can become something incredible. —Flori 


Hushspurs 





The songs of these night-blooming plants inspired the precious lyrics that banish darkness and 
silenced Sophie's echoes when nothing else could. 


CALLA'S GREATEST GIFT 





The Panakes tree healed my people from a deadly plague—and we're forever grateful for its 
blossoms. But we'll always miss the Brave One who sacrificed herself to save us. 


ANOTHER PRECIOUS GIFT FROM CALLA 


Created to help the moonlark chase away her nightmares 





Reveriebells 


Dreamlilies 





Chosen for their night whispers 


Sweetshades 





Chosen for their sweet scent 


Aethrials 





Chosen for their soft song 


TREES OF HEALING, CLEANSING, 


AND LOSS 


THE PANAKES 

Also known as the “Brave Ones,” Panakes trees only exist if a gnome shifts 
their form while life remains within their body. That sacrificed life energy 
then pours out through the Panakes’s abundance of blossoms, giving the 
petals a powerful healing quality. Only one Panakes exists—and only 
because of Calla’s incredible sacrifice. It grows in the pastures at 
Havenfield—a vision in pink, blue, and purple, with weeping willow-like 
tendrils and coarsely braided bark. 








THE PURES 

These towering palmlike trees are officially named Purfoliage palmae—but 
everyone in the Lost Cities calls them “the Pures.” And while the Pures 
may be the most common trees in the Lost Cities (every house has at least 
one, and every city has several), their fan-shaped leaves are nothing short of 
incredible. Each frond has a clothlike texture, allowing them to serve as 
filters for pollutants and impurities drifting through the air. As a result, the 
Lost Cities have perfectly fresh, clean air—despite the fact that the elves 
must share their planet with humans (and their abundance of pollution). 


THE FOUR SEASONS TREE 

This unique tree in the main courtyard at Lumenaria may at first appear to 
be nothing more than a marvel of nature—and with its limbs growing in 
four sections (each a manifestation of what the tree would look like during 
summer, winter, spring, and fall), it truly is a sight to behold. But until 


recently, few realized the tree’s tragic history, or mourned for the four brave 
Ancient gnomes who were cruelly infected with the plague and used the last 
of their energy to be reborn as this striking memorial. 


OTHER NOTABLE PLANTS 


SPECKLED SPIDER SNAPPER 

Similar to a Venus flytrap—but with much sharper teeth. And as their name 
suggests, these strange, carnivorous plants feed off spiders. They also 
bloom with bell-shaped flowers that release a particularly fragrant perfume 
—which is why some elves consider them to be a unique gift (albeit slightly 
gruesome). 


SPLENDORS 

A rare species of plant that requires a great deal of specialized care in order 
to survive. Splendors only bloom once every year with purple flowers that 
are both beautiful and pungent. Their scent—and the unearthly glow from 
their freshly bloomed petals—draw the flickerwings, which is why 
splendors are used for Foxfire’s Opening Ceremonies. Every elite prodigy 
must cultivate a splendor throughout the course of Level Seven in order for 


it to bloom before they enter Level Eight. 
STARGLASS FLOWER 


The petals of this shimmery, star-shaped flower drip with a unique nectar 
that’s used to produce somnalene—a special type of eye drop known for its 
“midnighting” effect (which is described as feeling like there’s a twinkling 
universe inside the mind). 


STARKFLOWER 

These unattractive flowers have curled, shriveled black petals with gray 
speckles—and contain shadowvapor inside them. But once that darkness is 
removed, they turn lush, plump, and gleaming white—and even the 
shadowvapor serves a use, providing a smoky flavor to Calla’s legendary 
starkflower stew. 


SUGARBELLES 
Despite their name, the nectar from these pink flowers is anything but 
sweet. But sugarbelles have potent healing qualities that make their awful 


taste well worth utilizing. 


SWIZZLESPICE 

Long blue stalks that taste like sweet cinnamon—swizzlespice can be eaten 
by anyone, but it’s particularly popular with animals. Especially the 
alicorns. 


TANGOURDS 

These melon-size purple fruits grow on thick, thorny vines and are best 
known for their raw, meaty flavor. Most elves consider the taste to be too 
gamey, but animals being rehabilitated for the Sanctuary love them (except 


for the gorgodon, which has not seemed impressed). 
THE WANDERLINGS 


Grown in a special forest that serves as the elves’ only cemetery, 
Wanderling seeds are wrapped with the DNA of someone deceased before 
they’re planted. This allows these incredible trees to take on characteristics 
of the life that was lost, mirroring elements of the person’s appearance and 
personality as they grow. As a result, no two Wanderlings are alike, and the 
life they commemorate gets to carry on in a different form. 


FASHION 





I know Sophie thinks wearing capes is super weird. (I guess humans don’t really wear them?) But 
capes are more than gorgeous accessories that help keep you warm in the Lost Cities—they’re a sign 
of status! (Though they also help keep you warm—unless someone shares their cape with you...) 





Some people wear gloves to keep their hands nice and toasty. Some wear them to make a fashion 
statement. And some wear them to hide a secret enhancing ability. Either way, once you put the 
gloves on, you can’t even feel they’re there—and they can be so pretty! 





I *love* heels! But they may not be for everyone—especially people who have a hard time walking 
without tripping! 


Biana’s Style File 


Personally, I say, “The fancier, the better!” But what’s most important is 
wearing whatever makes you feel fabulous! (Though I still think sparkles 
make everything better!) 





Gowns aren’t worn for everything—but they aren’t just for parties, either. Pretty much anytime you 
want to look important or be taken seriously, bring on the ruffles and frills! (And when you really 
want to impress someone, make sure to add a jeweled circlet or hair comb!) 





Of course these are real jewels! Why wouldn’t they be? 





If sparkles or jewels aren’t your thing, there’s always embroidery to add stylish detail! (Or a fun 
slogan! My next tunic is going to say: “You should stare—I’m letting you see me right now!”) 


Everyone wears tunics here. And why wouldn’t they? Tunics come in every shape and style—every 
fit and fabric—and they always look awesome, whether they’re the whole “look” or something wom 
under a vest or jerkin. 





Pants don’t always have pockets at the ankles—it depends on what kind of shoes they’ Il be paired 
with. (And a lot of the taller boots have pockets at the top. Pockets are important, after all!) 





The best part about wearing capes is the pin (well... unless someone puts a tracker in the pin). 
Most of the time, this is where we wear our family crest—but the Foxfire uniform uses the grade 
level’s mascot. 

And Team Valiant has special pins to represent the Prime Sources (because we’re fancy like that!). 





Okay, this might not look as comfortable as a tunic (and it isn’t!). But some things are so stunning, 
they’re worth that little extra discomfort—and jerkins definitely fall into that category. I mean, look 
at all that incredible detail! 


HOBBIES, SPORTS, AND GAMES 


WHILE THE MAJORITY OF ELVIN culture primarily focuses on education (and 
general world-betterment), life in the Lost Cities of course still includes a 
healthy measure of entertainment—particularly in the form of hobbies, 
sports, and games. 

Elvin hobbies include activities like swimming, hiking, drawing, 
dancing, baking, and animal care—as well as the incredibly popular 
pastime of trading Prattles pins. Thus far, no one has ever managed to 
obtain a complete collection of Prattles pins. In fact, the closest anyone has 
ever come is still lacking three key pins—and the owner of the collection 
(who prefers to remain nameless) has developed a strong dislike of both the 
taste and smell of the candy after opening so many packages. 

Elvin sports are equally varied. Children grow up playing base quest and 
bramble—and elves of every age enjoy the Bramble Championship held 
every three years (though the recent turmoil with the Neverseen led the 
Council to indefinitely postpone the most recently scheduled game). Foxfire 
is also known for its Ultimate Splotching Championship, as well as 
numerous other team-oriented games played during the physical education 
session. 

For a unique glimpse at two of the popular elvin sports, included on the 
next page are the additional rules for both bramble and base quest, created 
by Fitz Vacker for the well-known matches that he and his friends regularly 
hold at Everglen. 


BRAMBLE RULES 


No time-outs. 
Abilities are allowed. 


Tackling is also allowed—but no knocking anyone 
into the lake! 


(That one’s for you, Biana!) 
Covering the ball in anything from Slurps and Burps 
is definitely cheating! 
(Looking at you, Keefe!) 

Pretending to be injured and then tackling someone 
who tries to help you is also cheating. 
(Another one for you, Keefe.) 

Losers owe the winners a dare. 

Winners get to eat all the mallowmelt in the kitchen. 
(And no, Keefe—I’m not scared. Get ready to lose!) 


BASE QUEST RULES 
Both teams’ bases have to be within the main gate. 


The team that chooses their base first has to quest 
first. 


No hiding muskogs in someone’s base! 


(We all know that wasn’t a “random muskog 
encounter,” Keefe!) 


Abilities are allowed. 


(But staying invisible the whole time makes playing 
with you super boring, Alvar!) 


There’s no prize for winning. 
(Because you guys get way too competitive!) 


Prattles Pins 


ONE PIN IS MADE FOR EVERY LIVING CREATURE UNDER ELVIN PROTECTION, SO 
SOME ARE RARER THAN OTHERS. 





Prattles Kraken (AKA Krakie) 
#32 of 709 





Prattles Alicorn 
#2 of 4 





Prattles Sasquatch (AKA The Stink) 
#467 of 982 





Prattles Flareadon 
#55 of 329 





Prattles Moonlark 
#10 out of #91 


GADGETS 


THANKS TO THE HARD WORK and creativity of numerous talented 
Technopaths, the elves have an abundance of gadgets at their disposal to 
facilitate life in the Lost Cities, or to provide a measure of privacy or 
protection. 


Some of the most well-known gadgets are: 


ADDLER 

A necklace-style gadget worn when someone wants to remain private or 
anonymous. Addlers make it impossible for anyone to focus on the wearer’s 
face, effectively keeping them from being recognized or remembered. 


ATMOSPHERIC STABILIZER 
A triangular gadget that allows the user to breathe at extremely high 
altitudes—though only in small, contained spaces. 


COGNATE RING 
Special rings made of ruminel (a rare metal that reacts to mental energy and 
has a magnetic draw) that Cognates wear, both to symbolize their telepathic 


relationship and to keep their hands connected when working telepathically. 
DEDUCTER 


Vendors use these gadgets—which come in several forms (sometimes 
pendants or rings—but most commonly as cuffs worn on the arm)—to 
access their customers’ birth funds and process any payment due. 


DNA SENSOR 

Anything meant to remain “secure” in the Lost Cities can only be accessed 
by providing the necessary DNA (generally through saliva) on these small, 
subtly placed sensors. Some sensors—like those on the lockers at Foxfire— 
even change flavor. 


EFFLUXER 


These silver forklike gadgets are stuck into the ground in order to provide a 
measure of protection from ogres. When triggered, effluxers release a cloud 
of scent that damages ogres’ sinuses (and isn’t particularly pleasant for any 
nearby elves). 


ENHANCING BLOCKER 

These tiny, clever gadgets are technically one of a kind and were designed 
by Tinker in order to give Sophie Foster control over her enhancing ability. 
The small curves of silver fit over her fingernails and create an undetectable 
force field around her hands—kind of like invisible gloves. Tapping the 
fingers five times activates or deactivates the blockers. 


HOME CRYSTAL 

It’s hard to decide if a home crystal is an accessory or a gadget, but 
whichever category someone places them in won’t affect how vital these 
pendants are, providing a safe path home for those without access to 
Leapmasters or pathfinders. 


IMPARTER 

A handheld communication device that allows someone to speak with a 
projection of anyone they “hail” (though there are certain restrictions on 
which elves are “reachable’—the Councillors, for instance, can only be 
hailed with Imparters that have been granted special permission). Imparters 
are thin, palm-size crystal squares with a silver sheen—and users should be 
careful, since it’s now known that Imparters can be tampered with. 


LEAPMASTER 

Since pathfinders are limited to those with the Council’s approval, most 
residences in the Lost Cities are equipped with some form of Leapmaster— 
a ceiling-mounted device comprising numerous dangling crystals, which 
raise or lower on command and create a path to the requested location. 
Leapmasters are often named for the number of locations they include. (For 
instance, the Leapmaster 500 has 500 locations.) 


LUFTERATOR 
A T-shaped mouthpiece that allows the user to safely breathe underwater for 
an unlimited amount of time. 


MELDER 


As one of the rare weapons used in the Lost Cities, melders are meant to 
incapacitate—not cause permanent harm (though repeated blasts, 
particularly at close range, can be highly dangerous). Melders have a sleek 
curved handle that connects to a triangle of silver with a single button in the 
center, and they can cause instant, painful paralysis. 


NEXUS 

These bracelet-style gadgets put a force field around the wearer during light 
leaps as an extra layer of safety. Nexuses cannot be removed unless the 
meter on the underside (which measures the strength of the wearer’s 
concentration) becomes full, proving their mind is now strong enough to 
leap unassisted. Their signal can also be tracked. 


NULL 
A device designed to block the signals from any technology near the wearer 
—but nulls can also be adjusted to block only certain frequencies. 


OBSCURER 
A small black orb that bends light and sound around whoever holds it, 
making them undetectable to anyone outside the obscurer’s range. 


PATHFINDER 

This wand-shaped gadget has a small round crystal at the end, cut with 
facets to create specific paths to important locations within the Lost Cities 
(and, for those with special approval, to locations connected with the other 
species as well). Note: Given the freedom that pathfinders allow, they are 
restricted to those who meet the Council’s approval. 


REGISTRY PENDANT 

All elves in the Lost Cities are assigned one of these choker-style necklaces 
to wear at all times, which allows the registry to track their location (as well 
as numerous other details). The design occasionally varies, but most 
registry pendants consist of a simple band along with an etched silver loop 
with a small clear crystal set in the center. 


RIDDLER 
A pen programmed to only write the words of a riddle—until the person 
using it writes the correct answer. Given their cleverness and small size, 


riddlers are one of the most common midterms or finals gifts for prodigies 
at Foxfire. 


SHADOWPAINTER 
These softly glowing orbs reflect shadows of animals on the walls and are 
often used by parents to soothe children who are afraid of the dark. 


SPECTRAL MIRROR 

These specialty gadgets come in every size, shape, and style and appear to 
be normal mirrors—until someone steps within range. Then a tiny face 
appears in one of the corners and offers fashion and beauty advice with a 
surprisingly lifelike personality. No two spectral personas are the same, but 
they do share one common trait: unflinching honesty—which is likely why 
spectral mirrors fell out of popularity. Most elves weren’t fans of being 
insulted by their mirrors while they tried to get dressed. 


SPYBALL 

These small silver orbs can project someone’s location and activity without 
their knowledge, allowing the user (within certain limits) to view anyone, 
anytime, anywhere. Given the serious privacy violations that could result 
from such a gadget, Spyballs are severely restricted and closely monitored. 


STELLARSCOPE 
A device shaped like a bent, upside-down spyglass, which can be used to 
bottle starlight as well as to simply observe the stars. 


THINKING CAP 

These long, white floppy hats may not be a very fashionable accessory, but 
they’re made from an amalgam of metals and designed to dull telepathic 
abilities (and other abilities as well). Prodigies wear them during the 
Foxfire midterm exams and final exams to preserve the integrity of the tests 
—and then hang them upside down from their lockers afterward to be filled 
with gifts during the corresponding celebrations. 


TRACKER 

Tiny, disk-shaped gadgets most commonly sewn into clothing as an added 
safety precaution. The use of trackers is relatively new to the Lost Cities, 
previously used only on the Councillors (at the insistence of their goblin 


bodyguards). But recent challenges with the Neverseen have caused many 
others to begin utilizing them. 


TREASURY CUBE 
Every elf is assigned one of these small green cubes at birth to allow them 
access to the monies assigned to their birth fund. 


VORTINATOR 

A mechanized staircase that spins at rapid speed to quickly allow access to 
the upper floors of the taller buildings in the Lost Cities. Warning: 
Vortinators can cause dizziness and queasiness the first few times someone 
uses them. 


DEX DIZZNEE’S GREATEST INVENTIONS 





WHO DOESN’T WANT TO BE ABLE TO PUNCH EXTRA HARD—AND PM REALLY 
HOPING THAT SOMEDAY PLL GET TO WATCH SOPHIE USE THE SUCKER PUNCH ON 
LADY GISELA AND VESPERA! 





IT MAY LOOK FUNKY, BUT THE TWIGGLER HACKED THROUGH LUMENARIA’S 
SECURITY AND HELPED SAVE THE GNOMES! 


FIRST: THIS IS A PANIC SWITCH—NOT A BORING COGNATE RING. IT ALSO SAVED 
SOPHIE’S LIFE TWICE. AND IT WORKS SO WELL THAT I'VE BEEN MAKING THEM FOR 
EVERYONE I CARE ABOUT! 






= 


THE EVADER MAKES IT SUPER EASY TO HACK INTO THINGS LIKE THE REGISTRY— 
AND IT LEAVES NO TRACE THAT I WAS THERE! (WELL, UNLESS I CHANGE STUFF...) 
NOW I JUST NEED TO MAKE A FEW TWEAKS SO I CAN BYPASS THE SECURITY ON 
CERTAIN FILES. 


... AND A FEW THAT WEREN’T THE 
BEST IDEA. 


NO ONE THOUGHT THE ABILITY RESTRICTOR WOULD WORK—BUT IT DID. EXCEPT 
THE COUNCIL RUINED IT BY ORDERING SOPHIE TO WEAR IT AND... YEAH. I WISH PD 
NEVER MADE IT. I DESTROYED IT, THOUGH—AND PLL NEVER MAKE ANOTHER! 





I MADE THESE BLOCKER BANDS TO HELP SOPHIE WITH HER ENHANCING—AND 


THEY DEFINITELY DID THEIR JOB. BUT USING CRUSH CUFFS KINDA GOT ME STUCK 
IN THE MOST AWKWARD CONVERSATION EVER.... 





THE WARDEN ALSO WORKED PERFECTLY AND MONITORED ALVAR’S EVERY MOVE. 
BUT I WISH ’D MADE SURE IT WAS RESISTANT TO NULLS... 





FOR THE RECORD, THESE SENSE BLASTERS WERE ACTUALLY WORKING REALLY 
WELL UNTIL COUNCILLOR ZARINA FRIED ONE WITH LIGHTNING. STILL, I 
SHOULD’VE PUT AN OVERRIDE BECAUSE FITZ ALMOST GOT KILLED. 


ALCHEMY AND ELIXIRS 


Alchemy isn’t considered a special ability in the Lost Cities—a fact that 
some disagree with, since certain elves are far more talented at it than 
others (and a few are woefully disastrous, like poor Sophie Foster). 

The study of alchemy has two primary focuses: 


e METAL PURIFICATION AND TRANSMUTATION: Using a variety of 
techniques, alchemists are able to remove impurities from metals, 
and turn one metal into another (ideally into gold). Particularly 
gifted alchemists can even turn nonmetallic substances into metal. 


e° ELIXIR-MAKING: Every elixir is different, and some are much 
simpler to make than others. So elixir mastery varies widely (and 
even experienced alchemists occasionally explode things). But only 
the most talented alchemists are able to invent their own formulas. 


Elves who work in the Treasury regularly use metal purification for their 
jobs. Elvin physicians spend a great deal of time creating (or modifying) 
medicines. And alchemy Mentors of course focus on the subject 
extensively. 

Beyond that, most elves treat alchemy as a hobby—or abandon the 
practice entirely once it’s no longer a school requirement. Still, a handful of 
alchemists focus on gathering alchemy ingredients, or creating (and selling) 
a variety of useful elixirs. 

The most well-known example is Kesler Dizznee’s store in Mysterium 
(Slurps and Burps), which sells both elixirs and alchemy supplies. The store 
is frequented by nearly everyone in the Lost Cities—and for good reason. 
The elixirs available for sale range from essential medicines to pranks and 
everything in between—with new formulas being created all the time. 

Some of the most popular elixirs and ingredients for sale at Slurps and 
Burps are: 


ABRASION PERSUASION 
Quickly seals and heals small scrapes to the skin 





ACHEY-BREAK 
A handy, all-purpose painkiller 


ALKAHEST 
The universal solvent, which can dissolve any material. Must be stored in a bubble of itself. 
(This is the second hardest substance for an alchemist to make.) 


AMARALLITINE 
A highly combustible substance used in numerous elixirs 


BLISTER BLAST 
Shrinks and numbs blisters within minutes—and gets rid of them completely within a few hours 


BROWN-EYE SOLIDARI-TEA 
Temporarily turns eyes brown 
(became quite popular after Sophie Foster’s arrival to the Lost Cities) 


BRUISE CRUISE 
Fades bruises of all shapes, sizes, and colors 


BUFF STUFF 
Temporarily increases muscle mass 


DROOLY DEW 
Temporarily makes the mouth hypersalivate 


FADE FUEL 
Speeds cell regeneration for someone who faded during a light leap 
(The Slurps and Burps version includes limbium) 


FART A LA CARTE 
Temporarily causes an abundance of flatulence 


FLOOF 
Temporarily causes hair or fur to turn fluffy and feathery 





FRECKLE JUICE 
Temporarily gives the appearance of freckled skin 


FRISSYN 
A shimmering silver powder that puts out Everblaze. 
(Frissyn is the hardest substance for an alchemist to make—and a recent addition to Slurps and Burps 
in light of challenges with the Neverseen.) 


FUZZY FIZZ 
Temporarily causes the body to be covered in short, mostly invisible hairs, giving skin a fuzzy feel 





GASHROOMS 
Small, stinky mushrooms used for both metal purification and elixir-making 
(particularly prank elixirs) 


GREENLEAF 
Temporarily turns hair or fur bright green 


GURGLE GUT 
Temporarily causes abundant gaseous eruptions 


HAIROIDS 
Temporarily causes hair to grow much more rapidly than normal 


HUSH SLUSH 
Temporarily eliminates someone’s ability to talk 
(generally lasts eight hours) 


LIMBIUM 
A substance used in elixirs that affects the limbic system 
(must be kept safely away from Sophie Foster) 


LOVELYLOCKS 
Temporarily makes hair extra shiny and smooth 


MERMAID-TIGER DELIGHT 
Temporarily turns hair and fur a combination of purple, teal, and blue, with black stripes running 
through 


NOGGINEASE 
Temporarily clears the mind to allow greater focus during studying 


QUICKSNUFF 
A green powder that easily puts out fires 


REEKROD 
A stinky stalklike plant commonly used for pranks, either by itself or in elixirs 


SCRATCHES ’N SPLITS 
Immediately seals any cuts or scratches to the skin 


SEA SEE 
Temporarily turns eyes teal 


TANNY FANNY 
Temporarily gives pale skin the appearance of a suntan 


WOUND WIPE 
A quick and easy way to clean and treat small injuries 





DEX’S FAIL-PROOF ALCHEMY TIPS! 


(EVEN FOR YOU, SOPHIE!) 
* TRUST THE DIZZNEE METHOD. WE’RE THE BEST! 


* WHAP MEANS “WASH HANDS AND PRESENT.” (DO 
NOT “WHIP” THE ELIXIR INSTEAD! I KNOW YOU KNOW 
THIS, BUT IT SEEMED LIKE A GOOD REMINDER.) 


*# ONLY PRACTICE ALCHEMY IN A FIREPROOF 
LOCATION. (WE, UH, BOTH KNOW WHY THIS ONE’S SO 
IMPORTANT...) 


* ALWAYS POUR IN AMARALLITINE FROM A SAFE 
DISTANCE—AND USE A TIMER TO ENSURE YOU’RE 
ADDING IT AT THE EXACT SECOND THE ELIXIR IS 
READY FOR IT. 


* DON’T GET ANY RUCKLEBERRY JUICE ON YOUR SKIN 
—IT’LL MAKE YOU SMELL LIKE STINKY FEET. AND 
YOUR SKIN WILL GET ALL WEIRD AND WRINKLY LIKE 
FORKLE. 


* YEAH, A LOT OF THE INGREDIENTS FOR ELIXIRS ARE 
SUPER DISGUSTING. IT’S PROBABLY BETTER IF YOU 
DON’T THINK ABOUT IT. (AND PLUG YOUR NOSE!) 


* REMEMBER: LADY GALVIN HATES EVERYBODY—IT’S 
NOT JUST YOU. (ALTHOUGH MAYBE TRY NOT TO 
DESTROY HER CAPE AGAIN?) 


* ALKAHEST IS THE UNIVERSAL SOLVENT AND CAN 
ONLY BE STORED IN A BUBBLE OF ITSELF. (WHATEVER 
YOU DO, DO NOT TOUCH IT.) 


* IF YOU BOTTLE QUINTESSENCE (ACCIDENTALLY OR 
ON PURPOSE), DO NOT BRING THE BOTTLE TO FOXFIRE. 


* IF YOU SUDDENLY REMEMBER ANY COMPLICATED 
FORMULAS, DON’T TRY MAKING THEM. THE BLACK 
SWAN WAY OVERESTIMATED YOUR ALCHEMY SKILLS! 





SLURPS AND BURPS BESTSELLERS 


Burr STUFF 
Lovrry Locks 
GURGLE Gut 

Mermaiw- [IGER De.icut 
FartaLa Carte 
Brown-Evye Somari- LEA 
FLoor 
Husu SLUSH 


NoccGinEasE 








MEDICINE 


I’d forgotten how different elvin medicine is from the other species’ until 
Sophie moved to the Lost Cities and I saw how terrified she was of me! 
(Can’t totally blame her when I think about all the sharp things human 
doctors have to use!) I’ve also treated her bodyguards quite a few times, so 
it’s been an educational experience. And hey, all medicine has value. But 
I’m glad I get to work with elixirs, balms, and poultices (even if those can 
have some pretty nasty ingredients). 


Sadly, I can’t fix everything—but that never stops me from trying. And 
thankfully I’ve been able to keep Sophie safe and healthy. So far... 


—Elwin 





Emotional Support Stuffed Animals 





I’m definitely not the first person to realize the therapeutic power of a good snuggle buddy— 
nor can I take credit for giving out all of these. But I am a big supporter of the “hug a stuffed 
animal” movement. And someday I hope everyone tries sleeping with one! 


—Elwin 


OTHER COMMON REMEDIES AND 


TREATMENTS 


BENNU TEARS 
These extremely rare drops can increase the potency of most remedies, but 
especially in cell regenerators. 


BILEPOD 
This gray, walnut-shaped seed cures seasickness when anyone eats the 
reddish-brown goop inside (which smells like burnt garlic). 


BOTTLED YOUTH 

Elves drink at least one bottle of this cold, sweet water daily because it 
contains an essential enzyme that helps flush toxins out of the system. Any 
treatment plan for an illness or injury always includes additional bottles of 
Youth. 


CALLOWBERRIES 
These orange and green speckled fruits are used to reverse the effect of 
ruckleberries—but they taste and smell horrible. 


CLARIFAVA 
These strange, cube-shaped fruits with black-and-white speckles are known 
to help the body resist the influence of technology. 


FATHOMLETHES 

These tiny pearls (harvested from rare river oysters) can trigger vivid, 
overwhelming dreams when ingested—which makes taking fathomlethes 
both a risky and useful tool to access long-term memories. 


HOLLOWTHISTLE TEA 
This drink is most commonly described as “vile” and must be taken in 
moderation, since drinking too much in one sitting could cause someone’s 


insides to liquefy. It’s one of the best methods to purge poison or venom 
from the system. 


JACULUS VENOM 
Contains a powerful anticoagulant that can be used as a tissue regenerator 
when combined with Phoenix sweat. 


KELPIE DUNG 
The waste from a kelpie can take the sting of out terrible bites when applied 
to the skin. 


KELPIE URINE 
Most only use this remedy as a last resort, but it’s the absolute best way to 
regain equilibrium when fighting vertigo or seasickness. 


LIMBIUM-FREE FADE FUEL 
Similar to the product sold at Slurps and Burps, but designed specifically to 
treat Sophie Foster without triggering her allergy. 


PHOENIX SWEAT 
This valuable ingredient is used in burn salves and flesh regenerators (and 
works best when combined with jaculus venom). 


PIQUATINE 

This acid is nearly as strong as alkahest and can dissolve the top layers of 
skin—which is the only way to remove aromark if someone comes in 
contact with it. The process can be strange and gross, but with numbing 
balm, it’s completely painless. 


POOKA PUS 
The liquid form of this powerful cell regenerator is relatively easy to find— 
but the solid form is incredibly rare, and can tackle the strongest infections. 


RUCKLEBERRIES 

Also used in alchemy (for metal purification), ingesting these small yellow- 
orange berries causes the body to bloat and the skin to wrinkle, drastically 
altering someone’s appearance and making them unrecognizable. 


SLUMBERBERRY TEA 
This special purple-tinted tea is brewed from slumberberries and is used by 
many as a mild sedative before bed. 


SOMNALENE 
The nectar from the starglass flower can be used as eye drops, creating a 
unique effect called “midnighting,” which can calm the mind and encourage 
Sleep. 


SQUELCHBERRIES 

Purplish, reddish, fuzzy fruits that resemble dead caterpillars. Each bite 
contains an entire meal’s worth of nutrients—but they must be eaten slowly. 
Squelchberry juice is incredibly sticky and can glue the jaw shut if too 
many berries are consumed at once. 


YETI PEE 
This strong-smelling golden sludge can be hard to find—and even harder to 
wash off. And it’s not particularly pleasant to use. But it’s the best way to 
treat serious burns. 


THE PRIME SOURCES 


THERE ARE THREE: 
SUNLIGHT 
MOONLIGHT 
STARLIGHT 


And they aren’t studied or discussed as often as they should be in the 
Lost Cities—particularly since they’re considered to be the elves’ true 
source of power. But Councillor Bronte may be working to change that. 

At least once a year, the Councillors visit the Point of Purity—a place at 
the edge of Earth’s atmosphere, where the Sources are all equal and 
unimpeded by any contamination or filtering—and leap back to the Lost 
Cities using a beam made from all three Sources. 

The leap is a test, meant to remind the Council where their power comes 
from and help them better comprehend each Source’s unique attributes to 
harness. 

Together, the Prime Sources provide a perfect example of how to lead 
without dominating, which is why the Council used them as a symbol for 
Team Valiant. The three spiraling lines of gold, silver, and white unite 
evenly, demonstrating the need for proper balance in Team Valiant’s 
collaboration. 


SOURCE (ore) He) 58 ATTRIBUTES 
SUNLIGHT GOLD Sunlight is the easiest Source to 


identify—an invisible fire that 
always has more to give. 
Harnessing its power is about 
respect and restraint. 
MOONLIGHT SILVER Moonlight is the ever-changing 
Source—there in the darkest 
hours, but sometimes elusive. 


Harnessing its power is about 
managing expectations. 
STARLIGHT WHITE Starlight is the most varied of all 
the Sources, since each star is 
different. So harnessing the 
power of the stars is about 





choice—and utilizing them takes 
both knowledge and wisdom. 


THE UNMAPPED STARS 


GIVEN THAT STARLIGHT IS ONE of the Prime Sources, it’s no surprise that the 
elves spend a great deal of time mapping, naming, and studying the stars— 
even bottling their light. 

But there are five stars that are treated very differently. 

The “unmapped stars” are kept secret from all except the Council (and 
former Councillors). Knowing their locations is illegal—as is bottling their 
light. In fact, most elves have never even heard the stars’ names: 

ELEMENTINE 
MARQUISEIRE 
PHOSFORIEN 


LUCILLIANT 
CANDESIA 


The reason for the secrecy is that light from the unmapped stars is 
actually quintessence—the highly volatile, potentially dangerous fifth 
element. 

Each star’s quintessence is a different color and texture and has unique 
qualities and capabilities. And understanding those differences may prove 
vital in the days ahead. 

Which is likely why the Black Swan made sure their moonlark knew 
where to find every one of the unmapped stars. They’ve also had her leap 
with each of the stars’ quintessences. What that knowledge might be used 
for is unclear—but given the connection between quintessence and the 
Neverseen’s mysterious stellarlune project, it’s likely to be significant. 


WARNING: 


The information on the next page 
can get you in serious trouble (trust 
me, I would know). 





Read at your own risk! 


—Sophie 
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Rebel Groups 





AUTHOR’S NOTE 


UNLIKE IN STORIES WHERE THE hero is clearly on the side of good, fighting 
against a villain who is clearly on the side of bad, Sophie has found herself 
caught in the middle of multiple rebellions. In fact, in the early books in the 
series, she even struggles to figure out who the “bad guys” are—the 
Council? The Black Swan? Someone else entirely? 

Only as the story progresses does she discover the existence of the 
Neverseen and realize who she’s truly fighting. 

That was one of the things that fascinated me about this story. The good 
guys and the bad guys are technically both rebels, responding to the same 
“flaws” in the Lost Cities. (You probably noticed several of those flaws in 
the previous sections of this guide—and also when you read the books 
themselves.) The Council has been ignoring major injustices for millennia, 
and their world finally reached a point where someone had to step in and do 
something. 

That’s where the Black Swan and the Neverseen come in. 

Yes, one group is definitely bad, and the other strives to be good—but 
they’re both right about the problems their world is facing. They just have 
drastically different plans to fix the situation. 

And their plans are always changing—which was another thing that 
made me want to write this story. To me, the scariest villains are the ones 
that grow and adapt, abandoning things that aren’t working and changing 
the game again and again. And the smartest heroes are the ones who are 
always trying new things. 

But I do realize that it can be hard to keep everything straight (especially 
since the books are quite lengthy). So the next section of this guide is sort 
of a cheat sheet, to catch you up on what each of the rebel groups has been 
up to—or what Sophie knows, at least. Since she’s the one stuck in the 
center of it all, it seemed only fair to let her be the one to explain 
everything. 


Think of the next few pages as her notes to herself, trying to make sense 
of what she’s learned—so she’s ready for what comes next. 


VAIL 


THE BLACK SWAN 


D 





This is the “sign of the swan,” which is the Black 
Swan’s fancy symbol 


(though sometimes they only use the head/neck portion). 


I guess they picked their name because a really long time ago, humans used 
black swans as an example of “something impossible,” since they thought 
swans were always white. Aaaaaaand then they discovered that black swans 
were a thing, so black swans became a symbol of “something that shouldn’t 
exist, but does.” Which, I guess, is pretty fitting for the Black Swan, since 
they’re a group of rebels in a world that thought it was too perfect to ever 
have a rebellion. 


Plus, it gives them an excuse to use phrases like “swan song” for when 
they’re about to take a big risk or make a sacrifice, and to put dwarven 
poems about swans into the little notes they give me, and use the Cygnus 
constellation as clues, and all kinds of other swan-related stuff. 


Pretty sure by the time this is over, I’m never going to want to see a swan 
again. 


(Or a moonlark...) 


THINGS I KNOW ABOUT THE BLACK 
SWAN 


æ They’re the “good guys.” (I hope...) 


æ They “created” me and hid me with humans.(And then helped Alden 
find me so he could bring me to the Lost Cities.) 


Æ They planted information in my brain.(And I still don’t know exactly 
how much they hid. It pops up at random times.) 


Æ They stole two of my memories.(And only gave them back because I 
forced them to.) 


æ The first memory was about “the Boy Who Disappeared” (who 
turned out to be Alvar). 


æ The second memory was about me manifesting as an Inflictor before 
I should have and accidentally hurting my sister. 


Æ They’ve been around for a really long time.(But it sounds like 
they’ve been stepping up their game for the last few decades.) 


+ They used to communicate with me through a bunch of vague notes 
and riddles. (Definitely not sad those days are over—though it’s not 
like they actually tell me anything now....) 


Æ They have a ton of hideouts, but so far they’ve only let me see: 


e The High Seas facility (a huge cave on an island in the 
middle of nowhere, where they healed my abilities—and 
where they did a lot of the genetic work for Project 
Moonlark. They had to abandon it after the Neverseen 
tracked us there). 


e Alluveterre (the underground cave we stayed in when we 
were banished. It’s also abandoned now, since the 
Neverseen have a crystal that leaps to it). 


e Brumevale (the lonely tower where Mr. Forkle hid after 


what happened in Lumenaria, which is apparently also 
where he first came up with the idea for Project Moonlark). 


e Watchward Heath (one of Mr. Forkle’s offices. It’s like a 
giant underground egg, with walls that project what’s going 
on with every species all over the world. There’s also a 3D 
map of the Lost Cities). 


Æ They’re ruled by a “Collective” of five different leaders, each using 
weird code names and disguises: 


e Mr. Forkle 
e Granite 

e Squall 

e Blur 

e Wraith 


æ Other members are: 


e Livvy Sonden (Physic) 
e Timkin Heks (Coiffe) 


e Tinker (No idea who she is—but I guess she goes by 
“Tinker” to everybody.) 


e Lord Cassius Sencen (He doesn’t have a code name, but I 
bet Keefe would say it should be “Ugh.”) 


e Lady Cadence Talle (She doesn’t have code name either— 
but she should totally be “Grump.”) 


e Della Vacker (Since I’m apparently making up code names 
for everyone, let’s go with “Dazzle.”) 


Huh... I just realized I should be including all my friends who’ve sworn 
fealty—and me. Funny how my brain still keeps us separate. 


Well, guess Pll give us all code names while I’m at it—and they’! be way 
better than the ones Keefe tried to give us in Alluveterre! 


e Me (Moonlark) 
e Dex (Dimples) 


e Keefe (Hunkyhair) 
e Tam (Bangs) 

e Linh (Splash) 

e Biana (Sparkles) 


e Fitz (Wonderboy? I don’t know—maybe Keefe was right and it 
should be Brainwave....) 


e Wylie (Flare) 
e Marella (Inferno) 
e Maruca (Shield) 


(Pretty sure this list is proof that P ve been spending too much time with 
Keefe.) 


* Jolie was also a member (and it feels wrong giving her a code name 
after what happened, so I’m going to skip that). 


æ The oath we swore when we joined the Black Swan was, “I will do 
everything in my power to help my world.” 


Æ They also gave us these black-swan monocle/magnifying-glass 
pendants to wear (which were really good at starting fires). But 
mine got destroyed when Keefe ran off to join the Neverseen, and 
the one he stole back for me turned out to have a tracker in it, so 
I’m kinda done with those pendants for now. 


æ The Collective all have matching black rings filled with some sort of 
special poison they can take to completely erase their memories if 
they’re ever captured—and they say it’ll be okay if that happens 
because they have “Proxies” (whatever that means). Though, it also 
kinda sounded like they think I’m going to take over someday— 
with my friends. I don’t know how I feel about that.... 


æ They love telling everyone to trust them and be patient and spend 
time reading boring books instead of doing anything that might 
actually be helpful. 


Æ We’re going to win this... whatever you want to call it. “Game” 
sounds too fun, and “war” sounds too terrifying, but... either way, 
we're going to win. We have to. 


Things I know about Mr. Forkle 





æ His official name (for this identity, at least) is Mr. Errol L. Forkle, 
which he apparently chose because the initials spell out “elf,” and 
because the word “Forkle” can sometimes mean “disguise” in 
Norwegian. (I guess he used to spend a lot of time in Norway—no 
idea why.) The L stands for Loki, because he was kinda the source 
of some of the Loki myths—which is way too weird to think about. 


æ He claims he’s not my biological father (despite being listed that 
way on certain documents). Even if that’s true, he still helped create 
me. And he knows who my biological father is. And he refuses to 
tell me. 


æ He’s a super powerful Telepath. 

æ He loves to start sentences with “you kids.” 

æ He eats a lot of ruckleberries to disguise what he really looks like. 
æ He lies sometimes. Maybe all the time. Who knows? 


æ He was my annoying next-door neighbor in San Diego, always 
sitting in his yard rearranging his lawn gnomes (and apparently the 
gnomes were one of the ways he passed along messages to the 
Black Swan). 


æ He’s the one who triggered my abilities. And the one who stole my 
missing memories. And the one who planted the information in my 
brain. He also rescued me from the Neverseen after they kidnapped 
me. And probably a bunch of other stuff I don’t know about yet. 


æÆ He’s Magnate Leto. 
æ Also Sir Astin. 


æ I’m sure he has other identities too. I just haven’t figured out what 
they are yet. 


Æ And... he secretly had an identical twin. Only one of them was 
registered (their parents didn’t want them to face the scorn of being 
a “multiple birth”), and they were sharing one life and switching 
places all the time. Sometimes I was talking to one brother, and 
sometimes I was talking to the other—or I was, until one of them 
died right in front of me in Lumenaria. I thought he was gone, 
but... then Granite brought us to Brumevale, and... there was the 
other Forkle. I still don’t really know how to process it. But I’m 
glad he’s still here, even if he’s a little more limited now that he 
can’t be two places at once. 


æ We planted a Wanderling for the Forkle-twin we lost near Trolltunga 
in Norway. The tree looks like it’s leaning a bit, waiting for its 
brother—but I’m selfishly hoping it grows alone for a really long 
time. Maybe forever. 


Things I know about Granite 





æ He takes a powder called indurite to make himself look like an 
unrecognizable half-carved statue. 


* But he’s actually Sir Tiergan, my telepathy Mentor. 


æÆ So... he spent my first year or two in the Lost Cities lying to me all 
the time. But... that’s how it goes when you’re the moonlark, I 
guess. 


æ Huh... I don’t really know much else about him, other than all the 
stuff about Prentice and Wylie—but none of that really matters for 
this. 


Things I know about Squall 





æ She’s a Froster and covers herself in a thick layer of ice to hide her 
identity. 


Æ She’s actually Dex’s mom (Juline)—and technically my aunt. 


æ She joined the Black Swan after she had the triplets and saw how 
much scorn they were going to grow up with (unless something 
changed). 


Æ She lied to her family to hide what she was doing—especially Dex 
and Kesler. Unfortunately, that’s how it goes with the Black Swan. 


æ And... that’s pretty much it. 


Things I know about Blur 





æ He’s a Phaser and only lets himself partially re-form, so all I can see 
are blurry splotches of color sort of shaped like an elf. 


Æ One time, I did get a slightly better glimpse of him, and I could tell 
he was skinny with full lips and round cheeks. But I still didn’t 
recognize him. 


æ Wow. That’s all I know about him—though I have a few theories for 
who he might be... 


Things I know about Wraith 


æ He’s a Vanisher, so all I ever see is his floating silver cloak. 


æ According to Della, making the body disappear while leaving the 
clothes visible is called a “layered vanish,” and it’s super hard to do. 


æ Huh. That’s all I know. I don’t even have any theories about his 
identity! 


Things I know about Project Moonlark 


æ I’m the moonlark—which means I get to have lots of people trying 
to kill me. 


æ Calla came up with the name for the project because of the way 
moonlarks treat their eggs. 


Æ She also helped the Black Swan figure out my genetics, which are 
mostly based off alicorn DNA. That’s why I have brown eyes and 
can teleport. (And yeah, it’s hard not to feel like “the horse girl.”) 


æ They chose a lot of the abilities they gave me because they were 
hoping I’d be able to use them to heal broken minds (since the 
Black Swan knew some of their members might endure memory 
breaks—like poor Prentice). 


æÆ I grew up with humans, partly to make sure no one found me. But 
mostly so I’d understand humans differently from how other elves 
understand them. And I guess I do, but... I’m not sure what I’m 
supposed to do with that information. 


Æ It’s possible I may end up manifesting another special ability (or 
more than one—anything’s possible at this point). But I hope not. 
Five is seriously enough! 


Æ My biological mother is Councillor Oralie, which means she lied to 
me every time she saw me for years (and signed me up for a genetic 
experiment and then totally abandoned me). I also can’t tell anyone 
who she is, because then she’d have to resign from the Council, and 
that would create so much chaos that it could give the Neverseen 
the opportunity to take control. So, lucky me—I get to be 
unmatchable! 


æ The Black Swan loves to tell me I have a choice in all of this, and I 
guess I do for certain things. But it’s not like I can change my 
genetics. Or everything I’ve gone through. Or the fact that 
everyone’s expecting me to be this big important THING, and I 
have no idea what I’m supposed to do or how I’m supposed to do it. 


Æ Sometimes I wonder if the real reason the Black Swan won’t tell me 
what they’re planning is because they don’t actually have a PLAN. 
They just made their little moonlark and are expecting me to figure 
out the rest. Which, you know, would be pretty terrifying if I’m 
right. But at the same time... I kinda think it might be better— 
because if they do have a PLAN, then wouldn’t that mean they also 
knew exactly what the Neverseen were going to do and could’ve 
prevented it all from happening in the first place? 


THE NEVERSEEN 


O 


The Neverseen LOVE using symbols. They might even love them more 
than the Black Swan loves making swan references. And this is their main 
one—the creepy white eye that stares at me from the sleeves of their black 
hooded cloaks. I swear this symbol will haunt my nightmares forever. 





This is the “Lodestar symbol.” Took us forever to figure out what it was 
supposed to be and how it worked—and Dex was the one who finally 
solved it. Each one of those little “rays” is actually a special code that can 
be used to leap to one of the Neverseen’s hideouts. Unfortunately, by the 
time we figured that out, they’d abandoned all the hideouts and taken 
everything important away. 


I sometimes call this the “Nightfall symbol,” even though it’s really 
Vespera’s signature. Each one of those swirling lines is actually an elvin 
rune, spelling out her name. But the symbol was used to mark the entrance 
to her original Nightfall facility in Atlantis, so calling it the Nightfall 
symbol is still accurate. 


G 


Sadly, I have no idea what this symbol is supposed to be—but it was on the 
letter that Lady Gisela made Keefe deliver to the humans she later 
murdered, so I’m sure it’s super important. I just hope we figure this one 
out before it’s too late. 


Things I know about the Neverseen 
æ They’re evil. 


æ They hide behind long black cloaks with hoods. 


æÆ They have some dwarves and ogres on their side—and I wouldn’t be 
surprised if they also have trolls. 


Æ The gnomes hate them, though, and won’t grow them any food. I 
don’t think they have any goblins helping them either. Let’s hope 
that doesn’t change. 


æÆ They want to overthrow the Council and take over as rulers because 
they think they’re smarter than everybody. And they don’t care if 
people get hurt or killed in the process. 


æ Mr. Forkle thinks they’re trying to weaken all of the intelligent 
species to make sure none of them could be victorious in the 
coming power struggle. 


æ They have a Technopath working with them (but I have no idea who 
it is). 

æ They have way too many leaders (and we have way too many 
enemies). I’m hoping that’s going to turn out to be their undoing. 


Things I know about Lady Gisela 





æ She’s Keefe’s mom. 


3 She’s also one of the main leaders of the Neverseen—for the 
moment, at least. 


+ She’s a murderer. The facts are blurry, but it seems like she killed 
two humans not long after she had Keefe deliver a letter to them in 
London. And it’s possible she killed Cyrah Endal—though she 
claims that was Gethen’s doing (and that Fintan gave the order). 


æÆ Even if Gethen was the one to murder Cyrah, Gisela was the one 
who forced Cyrah to make a bunch of special starstones for her, 
which is why Fintan wanted to get rid of her. 


Æ One of those starstones seems to be missing. 


æ Fintan and Brant had Gisela locked away in an ogre prison, which 
left a bunch of scars on her face (though she’s gotten rid of those 
somehow—and it makes her skin really tight and strange). 


Æ After she fought her way back to the top, she basically forced 
Vespera to work with her. So it’s probably only a matter of time 
before there’s another huge power struggle. I’m kind of hoping for 
that, actually. 


Æ She’s a Polyglot—and excellent at mimicking. 


* It doesn’t seem like she has a second ability (like most Polyglots do), 
but I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s hiding something. 


æÆ She’s also really good at lying to Empaths. 
æ She tried to steal the alicorns several times. 


æÆ One of her plans used to be called “the Lodestar Initiative” and had 
its own symbol and a bunch of fancy hideouts and stuff. But it 
seems like she’s mostly abandoned all of that—maybe because of 
stuff Fintan did when he overthrew her? 


Æ She built her own “Nightfall” facility, sealed the door with her son’s 
blood, and created the creepy gorgodons to guard the place. I don’t 
know what she planned to use it for—it looked like she stored all 
the soporidine there, but it was gone by the time we were able to 
sneak in. All that was left was Alvar, lying bloody and unconscious 
in a cell—which turned out to be another trap. 


æÆ She wrote this book called the Archetype and locked it with a special 
key that Keefe found hidden at Candleshade. I guess it’s her long, 
boring explanation of all her theories—some of which are based on 
Vespera’s ideas (but Vespera seems to think Gisela’s wrong about a 
ton of stuff and that they actually have opposite visions). No one 
knows where the Archetype is right now. But we still have the key, 
in case we find it. 


Æ She tried to destroy Atlantis as part of some evil test for me and 
Keefe, to see if we’re ready to “make hard choices.” She also tried 
to kill Ro, to punish King Dimitar for the scars he gave her (and the 
time she spent in his prison). 


+ She took Tam hostage and had Glimmer put these weird bonds on 
his wrists to force him to do whatever awful things she wanted. 


æÆ She used Keefe for different tasks, like having him spy on his friends 
or deliver stuff for her—and then erased his memories (or shattered 
the worst ones) so he wouldn’t know what he’d done. 


+ She also hid a tracker in Keefe’s Sencen crest pin and used it to 
follow him to the Black Swan (and totally attacked her own son 
during those ambushes). 


æÆ She even rigged his Imparter so she could eavesdrop on him. 


æÆ She also loves to talk about Keefe’s “legacy,” like she has this huge 
master plan for him—even though she also used to claim that she 
never experimented on her son. Turns out Keefe was part of 
something she calls stellarlune. I don’t know the specifics yet, but it 
seems like it had to do with exposing herself and her husband to 
shadowflux and quintessence before trying to have a baby—and 
then exposing Keefe to a whole lot more in Loamnore to 
“transform” him. We won’t know more until Keefe wakes up. 


* So she’s basically the worst mother ever—and someday I’m going to 
make her pay for every horrible thing she’s ever done. I don’t know 
how or when yet. But it will happen. 


Things I know about Vespera 





+ She’s one of the Ancients. 
+ She’s an Empath (but it’s made her go numb). 


+* She spent several thousand years locked away in Lumenaria’s 
dungeon because of the experiments she was doing on humans, 
trying to understand their capacity for violence and learn how elves 
could effectively be more ruthless.She’s the real reason the elvin- 
human alliance fell apart. But the Council covered that up. 


æÆ She’s a master of creating illusions and worked with Luzia Vacker to 
design the tricks that keep the Lost Cities hidden. 


+ She wears a headpiece that’s kind of like a really strong thinking cap 
and blocks everyone from being able to use their abilities on her. 


Æ She took my human parents and used them for her horrifying 
experiments because she wanted to figure out why the Black Swan 
chose them for Project Moonlark. 


Æ She shoved Biana through some of her mirrors in Nightfall, 
intentionally trying to give her scars so she’d “never be the same.” 


+ She made Alvar open the gates to Lumenaria and made Umber open 
the hidden troll hive as some sort of vendetta to expose Luzia 
Vacker—and had no problem cowering under a force field and then 
fleeing to safety when the newborn trolls turned everything bloody. 


* Basically she’s psychotic—and I don’t think sending her back to 
prison is going to be enough to stop her. 


Things I know about Fintan 
æ He’s Ancient. 


æ He’s a Pyrokinetic. 
* He created Balefire. 


æ He used to be a Councillor—auntil he tried to teach five of his 
Pyrokinetic friends how to call down Everblaze, and it turned into 
an inferno that killed everyone except him. Pyrokinesis was banned 
after that, and he had to step down, since Councillors can’t be 
Talentless. 


æ He trained Brant in pyrokinesis—and managed to keep Brant’s 
identity secret during the memory break the Council ordered. 


+ When I tried to heal his mind, he called down Everblaze and killed 
Councillor Kenric (and destroyed half of Eternalia). 


æ He faked his death and only revealed that he was still alive when he 
thought he was winning with the gnomish plague. 


æ He overpowered Lady Gisela and sent her to an ogre prison, 
becoming the new leader of the Neverseen. 


æ He keeps a list called Criterion, which seems to have something to 
do with emotions, because he made Keefe help him with it during 
their training sessions (when Keefe was trying to infiltrate the 
Neverseen). 


+ I don’t know if he’s the one who tortured Wylie, or if it was Brant— 
either way, I know he fully supported that disgusting interrogation. 


æ He showed up to the Peace Summit in Lumenaria because he knew 
the Council would put him in the dungeon and he could help 
Gethen knock down the castle and set Vespera free. 


æ He let Keefe think he was stealing his cache—and Kenric’s cache— 
when Keefe fled the Neverseen. But the caches were actually fake. 


æ He was captured by Grady while trying to sneak away from 
Vespera’s version of Nightfall, and he’s now being held in a special 
prison designed to make sure he’ || never have enough heat to 
escape. 


æ He’s training Marella in pyrokinesis—which could be a really bad 
idea. But he’s the only one who can help her truly learn to control 
her ability. 


æ He might be willing to help us with other things, since he doesn’t 
seem all that loyal to the Neverseen now that Lady Gisela’s in 
charge again—but his help never comes free, and I’m not sure what 
we can Offer. 


Things I know about Brant 


æ He was engaged to Jolie (who loved him more than anything). 


æÆ Everyone thought he was Talentless. But he was secretly a 
Pyrokinetic. 


æ He joined the Neverseen because he hated the Council for banning 
pyrokinesis and forcing him to be Talentless, since it made him a 
bad match and caused a ton of problems for him and Jolie. 


æ He tried to recruit Jolie to join the Neverseen, which was how she 
figured out what he was doing. She tried to get him to stop, and he 
lost his temper and accidentally sparked the fire that killed her (and 
left him brutally scarred—and more than a little unstable). 


æ He was the kidnapper who burned me (and Dex) during the 
interrogations and set the Everblaze in the Forbidden Cities. 


æ He let Grady and Edaline take care of him for the next sixteen years, 
even though he’d murdered their daughter. 


Æ When Grady finally learned the truth and confronted him, Brant tried 
to kill him. Grady was stronger and made Brant burn off his own 
hand before I stopped him from doing more, because I didn’t want 
Grady to damage his sanity. 


æ I had to let Brant escape as part of the deal I made, to find out what 
the Neverseen were planning for their attack on Mount Everest, so I 
could warn my friends before it was too late. 


æ He tried to force Keefe to burn me to prove his loyalty when Keefe 
tried to infiltrate the Neverseen. 


* He allowed himself to get captured (along with Ruy) when we used 
the Lodestar symbol to leap to one of their hideouts. He needed to 
be in Lumenaria’s dungeon (with Gethen) to carry out Fintan’s plan 
to knock down the castle. 


æ He was killed during the collapse of Lumenaria by Mr. Forkle, 
somewhat accidentally. (Apparently Mr. Forkle shoved him right as 
a piece of debris fell, and it crushed him.) 


Things I know about Gethen 
æ He’s a Telepath. 


æ He tried to grab me before Fitz brought me to the Lost Cities, but 
Mr. Forkle scared him away. 


æ He has a curved scar on his hand, from a dog bite he got trying to 
trick me into leaving the Forbidden Cities with him. 


æ He may have also followed me to my human school to try to grab me 
from there. (I swore I saw him—but I don’t know if I imagined it.) 
But Fitz was with me and took me to Everglen. 


æ He helped kidnap me from Havenfield—and tried to read my mind 
and erase my memories while I was a hostage. 


æ He would’ve killed Dex if I hadn’t been able to inflict and leap us 
away. 


æ He let himself get arrested during the battle on Mount Everest, 
hoping he would end up in Lumenaria’s dungeon with enough time 
to build up his mental energy and use it to knock down the castle 
with his outward channeling, setting Vespera free. 


æ He might’ve killed Cyrah Endal. 


æ He killed Mr. Forkle—using the sword he broke out of the stone in 
his Lumenaria cell. I guess he was aiming for Councillor Oralie, 
and Mr. Forkle took the blow instead. 


æ He led the attack when Umber used shadowflux to torture me (and 
Fitz). 


Æ Sometimes I think he’s the villain we should be focusing on. I bet 
he’s a Keeper and knows all the Neverseen’s secrets—and I know I 
could shove past his mental barriers if everyone wasn’t always 
trying to protect me when I’m around him. 


æ I also wouldn’t be surprised if he’s hoping Lady Gisela and Vespera 
will take each other out and leave him the new leader of the 
Neverseen. 


Things I know about Alvar 


æ He’s Fitz and Biana’s older brother. 
æ He used to be an Emissary for the Council, assigned to the ogres. 


æ He helped his dad search the Forbidden Cities for me—auntil Fitz 
took over.Sometimes he was kind of nice to me. Especially when 
Alden’s mind was broken. 


æ Keefe used to look up to him. 


æ He’s a Vanisher. And I’m pretty sure he used that ability to spy on 
his dad (and his brother). Especially when they were trying to find 
me. 


æ I’m also pretty sure he helped the Neverseen kidnap me. 
æ I know he helped the Neverseen capture Wylie. 


æ He claims he joined the Neverseen because of the Vacker legacy— 
and I still don’t know exactly what that means. But... I also think 
he was jealous of his siblings. Especially Fitz. 


Æ He had amnesia for a while, after we found him unconscious and 
injured in Nightfall. And the Council didn’t know how to punish 
someone who didn’t remember their crimes. So they put him on 
house arrest to monitor him and see if he’d changed. 


* ll admit, he totally fooled me. I thought that since he couldn’t 
remember all the reasons he’d joined the Neverseen anymore, he’d 
finally realized that he’d picked the wrong side and wanted to 
change. But then his memories came flooding back, and... he chose 
to go ahead with his awful plan and let the Neverseen into Everglen 
during the Celestial Festival. 


æ Fitz almost killed him—twice—that night. And the second time, 
Alvar actually did look dead. But I guess he was using his skills to 
feign death so he could escape. 


æ Last time I saw him was at Candleshade, and... he didn’t look good. 
I guess he’s dying from the stuff Fitz did to him during the troll 
battle at Everglen. In fact, he may already be dead now. That’s why 
I agreed to his deal and let him get away in exchange for a little 
information. He’s not going to be able to hurt anyone again. I 
hope... 


Things I know about Ruy 


æ He was expelled from Foxfire as a Level Four and sent to Exillium 
—which he ended up getting expelled from too. 


æ His parents worked in Mysterium. 


+ Nobody knows what he looks like—even after the Black Swan 
captured him! I guess he wears an addler to make sure no one can 
really see his face, and he’s destroyed any records of his 
appearance. 


æ He’s a Psionipath. 


æ He helped the Neverseen spread the gnomish plague by putting force 
fields around infected trees. 


æ He helped capture Wylie. 


æ He shielded Gethen, Fintan, and Brant (and probably Vespera) under 
force fields when they collapsed the dungeon in Lumenaria to free 
Vespera and bring down the castle. 


æ His ability makes it really hard to fight the Neverseen—even when 
Tam and Wylie are there to break down his force fields. But that 
may be changing. 


æ Tam did something to him during the battle at Everglen—something 
with shadows that seems like it might’ve wrecked Ruy’s ability. 
Though I don’t know how long that’s going to last. 


Things I know about Umber 


æ Umber wasn’t her real name. 

4 She was a Shade. 

Æ She could control shadowflux. 

æÆ She helped abduct Wylie. 

æÆ She... hurt me pretty bad. Let’s just leave it at that. 


æÆ She got crushed at Everglen by the newborn trolls, and the 
Neverseen just left her there. Didn’t try to get her help. Didn’t even 
take away her body. I guess that’s what you get for allying with 
selfish, evil people—and it’s not like Umber didn’t deserve it. But 
it’s still kinda sad. 


Things I know about Trix 


æ Trix isn’t his real name. 

æ He’s a Guster. 

æ He helped kidnap me—and helped abduct Wylie, too. 

æ He used to be friends with Umber. 

Æ So I’m pretty sure it’s safe to say I’m not going to like this guy. 


Things I know about the Neverseen’s plan 
æ Honestly? Nothing. 


æÆ I mean, I have a ton of bits and pieces—and a few theories based on 
everything. 


Æ But none of it actually comes together into anything coherent. 


æ And their plans are constantly changing, so nothing I’ve learned 
matters anyway. 


æÆ I do know they’re a million steps ahead of me. And it’s seriously 
frustrating. 


Æ BUT... maybe that doesn’t matter. 


+ Maybe the real trick is to stop wasting time trying to figure out what 
they’re planning and come up with a plan of our own—make the 
Neverseen deal with that. 


Æ Maybe that’s the secret.... 


The Intelligent Species 





AUTHOR’S NOTE 


ANYONE WHO’S READ THE KEEPER series knows that there are only six 
intelligent species in the Lost Cities: 

ELVES 

GOBLINS 

OGRES 

GNOMES 


TROLLS 
DWARVES 


Humans lost that classification after they violated their treaty with the 
elves—that’s why the human world is called the Forbidden Cities. So you 
may have looked at this book’s table of contents and thought, Wait—why 
did Shannon put the human section with everyone else? They’re not an 
intelligent species! And I assure you, it’s not a mistake—nor is it because I 
wasn’t sure where else to put that section. 

The truth is, while the elves have valid reasons to be concerned about 
some of the things humans do (like crime, pollution, wars, etc.), Sophie also 
discovered in Nightfall that the elves have hidden a very dark secret. 

The kind of secret that might have prevented humans from losing their 
status as “intelligent species” if the Council hadn’t covered it up. 

So, I put humans in the section where they rightly belong. Only time will 
tell if the elves are ever willing to do the same. 

(And yes, I am aware of how strange it sounds to talk about humans like 
I’m not one of them. My friends are constantly teasing me about it. Writing 
is a weird job! ©) 


VAIL 


GOBLINS 


CAPITAL CITY: 
Dorarspadera 
(translates to Gildingham in the Enlightened Language) 


RULED BY: 
Queen Hylda 


CULTURE: 

The first time Sophie saw goblins, Fitz told her they were “the most 
dangerous creatures you’ll ever meet.” And while the ogres might take 
exception to that, Fitz definitely wasn’t wrong. Goblins start battle training 
as toddlers, and focus heavily on weapons and war tactics throughout their 
lives. They also have heightened senses to detect threats or intruders 
(though their senses can be fooled by those who know certain tricks). All of 
which is why they make excellent bodyguards for the Council—and for 
Sophie and her friends. But the goblins’ military-driven ways are only one 
side of their culture. They also have a tremendous appreciation for beauty 
and art, as is evidenced by the delicate, shimmering architecture of their 
capital city. They don’t need their buildings to be strong, or to provide 
protection. Instead, they prefer to live somewhere that inspires awe— 
somewhere worth defending. And if peace truly became a reality, the 
goblins would happily set down their throwing stars and swords and 
celebrate that no more fallen soldiers would be added to their Hall of 
Heroes. Queen Hylda only keeps her forces poised for a fight because she 
fears that one is coming (particularly with the ogres, who have long been 
the major threat to the goblins’ safety). The goblin queen does everything in 
her power to ensure that if a war should happen, her people are armed, 
ready—and victorious. 


RELATIONSHIP WITH THE ELVES: 


The elvin-goblin treaty is one of the strongest of all the intelligent species’ 
treaties, which is why the Council trusts the goblins to be their personal 
bodyguards (and why they used the goblins for security in Lumenaria). 
Still, the relationship between elves and goblins has its limitations, 
particularly now that numerous goblins have lost their lives, between the 
Neverseen’s attack at Lumenaria and the ogre attack at Havenfield. The 
situation may dissolve further if no solution is found for what some are 
beginning to call “the human conundrum,” with human populations soaring 
and causing increased pollution and destruction to the planet. The goblins 
haven’t shown signs of being power-hungry or ambitious, nor have they 
demonstrated any desire to be the ultimate leaders over the elves. But they 
won’t allow anyone (ogres, trolls, humans, dwarves, gnomes—or elves) to 
cause harm to their world or their people. And if they did decide to break 
their treaty with the elves, it would be disastrous—particularly if any 
bodyguards turned against their charges. 


GOBLIN BODYGUARDS > 





Sandor 


ASSIGNMENT: Bodyguard to Sophie Foster 

QUALIFICATIONS: Before being assigned to the Lost Cities, Sandor was in charge of his own 
squadron in the goblin army. 

KNOWN FOR: His high-pitched, squeaky voice; overprotective personality; and rigid, disciplined 
approach to training and battle. 

NOTES: Sophie isn’t always a fan of being followed around by a seven-foot-tall, stubborn (and 
exhausting) goblin. But she and Sandor have grown quite close over time, fighting side by side 
during battles and trusting each other with their lives. Sandor has had several brushes with death 
since he started protecting Sophie—and he’ll surely face many more, given the Neverseen’s ruthless 
tactics. Yet his concern is centered on Sophie’s safety—not his own. He did consider requesting 
reassignment once, after the Neverseen’s most brutal attack on Sophie, but only because he feared 
he’d failed his charge. Sandor also appears to be in a relationship with Grizel (Fitz Vacker’s 
bodyguard), but he’s careful to remain professional and not let any feelings interfere with his duties. 





Grizel 


ASSIGNMENT: Bodyguard to Fitz Vacker 


QUALIFICATIONS: Before volunteering to serve in the Lost Cities, Grizel was in charge of a 
squadron in the goblin army. 


KNOWN FOR: Her husky voice and stealthy way of moving—as well as her teasing personality. 


NOTES: Grizel is leaner than other goblins, with a natural grace and a light step—but she’s still 
every bit as deadly. Possibly more so, given her gift for sneaking up on others. She’s also highly 
competitive and loves a challenge, whether it’s on the battlefield or in a friendly wager—and if she 
wins the latter, there will be creative consequences. Rumors suggest that she and Sandor are 
romantically involved, but Grizel hasn’t let whatever may or may not be going on between them affect 
her behavior. She’s also been one of the primary proponents of the battle training that Sophie and her 
friends have been working through, believing the elves should learn to fight and protect themselves 
as much as they can. 


Woltzer 


ASSIGNMENT: Bodyguard to Biana Vacker 

QUALIFICATIONS: Before being assigned to the Lost Cities, Woltzer served in Queen Hylda’s 
palace. 

KNOWN FOR: Regularly getting scolded by Sandor for failing to keep control of his charge. 
NOTES: Given how often Biana manages to sneak away from Woltzer, it may seem as though he’s 
somehow less competent at his duties than the other bodyguards. But protecting a Vanisher is no easy 
task—particularly someone as sneaky and strong-willed as Biana. And Woltzer has diligently fought 
to keep Biana safe, despite the trouble she causes him. Many do suspect, however, that Woltzer is 
eagerly hoping for a transfer to a new assignment as soon as possible. 


Lovise 


ASSIGNMENT: Bodyguard to Dex Dizznee 

QUALIFICATIONS: As the oldest of the goblins assigned to guard Sophie and her friends, Lovise 
has had decades of service in the goblin army. The only reason she hasnt been placed in charge of 
her own squadron is because she prefers assignments that are more solitary. 

KNOWN FOR: Her abundance of patience, which is particularly essential for her assignment, 
given that she spends a great deal of time around Dex’ triplet siblings. 

NOTES: Lovise was severely injured during one of the Neverseen’s recent attacks, and yet she 
refused anything more than temporary battlefield remedies for her wounds until she’d reorganized 
the security. She then returned to Gildingham for proper treatment, and while she was there, Queen 
Hylda gave her the option of being reassigned. But Lovise has grown quite fond of Dex and chose to 
remain with her charge. She also became one of the few goblins to have visited a Forbidden City 
after going with Sophie, Dex, and Sandor to London. 


Cadoc 


ASSIGNMENT: Bodyguard to Edaline Ruewen 


QUALIFICATIONS: Before being assigned to the Lost Cities, Cadoc served in Queen Hylda’s 
palace and also taught battle tactics at one of the goblin’s military academies. All in his regiment 
agree he’s one of the best in their ranks. 

KNOWN FOR: Cadoc is the strong, silent type—and so tall and muscular that he manages to make 
Sandor look petite. 

NOTES: Cadoc survived the ogre attack that killed Brielle—but only because Havenfield’s resident 
T. rex broke free from her enclosure and went on an ogre-chomping rampage. And he was seriously 
injured in the fight. He now works to protect both Grady and Edaline as much as he can, feeling it’s 
his duty to honor Brielle’s sacrifice. 


Brielle 


ASSIGNMENT: Bodyguard to Grady Ruewen 

QUALIFICATIONS: Before volunteering to serve in the Lost Cities, Brielle was second-in- 
command for a series of goblin squadrons, which is likely why she offered to be a bodyguard. Serving 
time with the elves can often lead to appointments in Queen Hylda’s palace. 

KNOWN FOR: Unflinching commitment and loyalty—and her long, curly hair. She also saved 
Grady Ruewen. 


NOTES: Brielle was killed during an ogre attack at Havenfield after taking on four ogres at once so 
Grady could get to Edaline. Three ogres fell to her sword. The fourth ended her life—and was 
captured and killed by King Dimitar during his interrogation (despite Queen Hylda’s demand that the 
ogres turn the murderer over to her). Brielle’s aurified body now stands in the Hall of Heroes, a 
permanent testimony to her bravery, loyalty, and sacrifice. 


OGRES 


CAPITAL CITY: 
Sadlitzagvatka 
(translates to Ravagog in the Enlightened Language) 


RULED BY: 
King Dimitar 
Queen Gundula 


CULTURE: 

The ogres have proven time and again that they’re one of the more volatile, 
aggressive species on the planet, and many aspects of their culture could 
definitely be considered extreme. Their work camps are known to push 
workers until they collapse. Bloody sparring matches are a regular 
occurrence—even with their king. In fact, ogre leaders aren’t elected, but 
rather must fight their way to the position through deadly rounds of 
sparring. Even the ogres’ homeland was stolen long ago from the gnomes— 
and the ogres made sure to tear down the trees and poison the river in case 
anyone tried to help the gnomes return. So it’s no surprise that weapons and 
battle training feature prominently in the ogres’ lives. Warriors famously 
wear a minimum amount of armor to prove how little protection they 
require, and scars are celebrated. The army is organized to ensure that the 
king reigns supreme, with all ranks reporting to him—and select Mercadirs 
(who hold no actual power) are in charge of seeing that his orders are 
carried out. Ogre warriors are able to utilize certain skills, like the grusom- 
daj (where their brains transmit a high-pitched frequency to trigger pain) 
and phase-shifting (using a gadget to shift the force of gravity to launch 
themselves to safety). But the ogres’ greatest military (and medical) 
advancements are actually a result of their incredible biochemistry (which 
also affects much of their architecture). Substances like aromark (used for 
homing devices), reveldust (used to detect the presence of microbes), 
Bucollosisia (the bacterium that the Neverseen used to make soporidine), 


ethreium (another type of tracker), and numerous other microbes are 
utilized to tremendous effect. Even their Markchains (similar to the elves’ 
registry pendants) rely on special bacteria to identify whether someone has 
permission to be in Ravagog. And Mercadirs who commit serious offenses 
find themselves punished with a shamkniv (a special kind of dagger) dipped 
in flesh-eating bacteria. And while all of that may paint ogres as violent, 
ruthless creatures (and some have definitely played that role), ogres are also 
family-oriented, creative, clever, and fiercely loyal to their own people. 
They’ve also recently become more willing to cooperate with others. 
Whether that will be a permanent change or whether they’! return to their 
warmongering habits is yet to be seen. 


RELATIONSHIP WITH THE ELVES: 

The original ogre-elvin treaty was somewhat of a farce, since it was drafted 
while the king of the ogres was threatening the gnomes. After the ogres 
stole Serenvale and burned down the Panakes trees, they discovered the 
drakostomes—a deadly plague of nematodes that could wipe out the 
gnomish species in one go. As a result, the elves were forced to make 
certain concessions—and those concessions allowed the ogres to restrict the 
elves from entering Ravagog (except in very rare circumstances), and to 
cause problems for many of the other intelligent species (particularly the 
goblins and trolls). Humans further complicated the situation, fueling the 
ogres’ drive for more land and power. So when the Neverseen approached 
King Dimitar with a cruel plan to finally unleash the drakostomes and force 
the gnomes into servitude in Ravagog (simultaneously gaining a workforce 
and dealing a blow to the Lost Cities), the ogre king jumped at the 
opportunity—and the plan would have succeeded if Sophie Foster and her 
friends hadn’t infiltrated Ravagog and learned how to find a cure. Half the 
ogre capital was destroyed when King Dimitar tried to prevent them from 
escaping. And with his army depleted (and the plague no longer a threat), 
Dimitar was forced into a new round of treaty negotiations. He seemed 
somewhat humbled in those meetings—even agreed to everyone’s demands 
and asked only for his people to be left alone (particularly by the elves). 
Even more surprising: When Keefe Sencen visited Ravagog and challenged 
King Dimitar to a sparring match—and won—Dimitar assigned his 
daughter (Princess Romhilda) to move to the Lost Cities to serve as Keefe’s 
bodyguard. And while Ro has strong opinions about much of elvin culture, 


she’s actually formed several friendships and seems to be a true elvin ally. 
Even the Neverseen’s vicious attack on the ogre princess in Atlantis didn’t 
reignite tensions between the elves and the ogres—and some of the ogres 
who’d defected to the Neverseen temporarily cooperated with Sophie and 
her friends during the battle at Everglen with the newborn trolls. All of 
which could be a turning point for both species. 


~ OGRE BODYGUARDS -> 





Princess Romhilda (Ro) 


ASSIGNMENT: Bodyguard to Keefe Sencen 


QUALIFICATIONS: Ro has been training for battle since she was a month old—and being the 
princess meant she had to fight harder than everyone to prove she belonged. She bears a deep scar 
down the center of her back from her father’s sword—the mark of a leader, and proof that she’s held 
her own against the king. 

KNOWN FOR: Colorful hair and painted claws, her snarky personality, brutal honesty, and hatred 
of anything that sparkles (despite the tattoo on her wrist declaring, Sparkles Rule!—all that tattoo 
proves is that Ro is never one to say no to a bet). 


NOTES: Ro despises her full name, and anyone who calls her Romhilda does so at their own peril. 
She also seems intent on playing matchmaker—assuming she doesn‘ end up strangling Keefe first. 
Her ex-boyfriend (Cadfael) is one of the ogres who defected to the Neverseen. And she’s (somewhat 
secretly) married to Botros. Her father arranged the marriage in the hope that it would prevent his 
two greatest warriors from slaughtering each other when it came time to claim his throne. 
Unfortunately, it seems like the marriage may simply make Bo and Ro try to kill each other much 
earlier. 





Botros (Bo) 


ASSIGNMENT: Bodyguard to Sophie Foster 


QUALIFICATIONS: Bo is one of King Dimitar’s best Mercadirs and has been preparing for battle 
his entire life. 

KNOWN FOR: His less-than-cuddly personality and aversion to sentiment (and hugs!). Bo believes 
that warriors are meant to be fearsome, ruthless, cunning, and merciless, and he doesn t want to get 
close to Sophie, so he can better protect her. 

NOTES: Like his wife, Bo prefers to be called by his nickname—and he’s not exactly thrilled about 
his marriage. Nor is he excited to be serving in the Lost Cities—with a goblin as his supervisor. But 
he’s loyal to his king. And he seems to be slowly growing to appreciate the elves, even agreeing to 
protect Linh Song—and now her brother, Tam, as well. 


GNOMES 


CAPITAL CITY: 

Their original homeland was Serenvale—but it was stolen by the ogres, and 
the gnomes now live scattered throughout the Lost Cities (or the Neutral 
Territories). 


RULED BY: 

The elvin Council 

(At times, the gnomes may assign one or several of their own to speak for 
them—like Thales the Sower. But primarily, they defer to the Councillors.) 


CULTURE: 

Gnomes are incredibly industrious creatures, requiring almost no sleep 
(only about ten minutes a day). They also draw their nourishment from the 
sun and only eat when it’s something worthwhile (like starkflower stew!). 
Gnomes can live for thousands of years—and when the last of their energy 
finally fades, they shift into trees. But if they choose to shift early (when 
life still remains within them), they become Panakes trees (also known as 
“the Brave Ones”), and their sacrificed energy makes the Panakes bloom 
with special healing blossoms. Given how plantlike gnomes are, it’s no 
surprise that their culture revolves around nature: Their language sounds 
like rustling leaves; their clothes are woven from different grasses, flowers, 
leaves, and barks; and their medicine relies entirely on plants or nature 
songs. The majority of their time is also spent caring for forests and 
gardens, singing soothing songs, and tending to the plants’ various needs. 
As a result, gnomes are responsible for growing all the foods eaten in the 
Lost Cities. They’re also happy to help the elves with numerous other tasks 
and chores. But the gnomes definitely arent servants—and would never 
cooperate if they felt unappreciated or forced. They simply prefer to keep 
themselves busy. Gnomes can be tremendously productive and can 
accomplish more in a few hours than most elves can in days. They’re also 
able to see elvin Vanishers by detecting the glints of pollen that cling to 


them. When gnomes need to travel somewhere, they’re able to sing to the 
roots of the nearby trees, creating a tunnel underground and coaxing the 
roots to pull them through at rapid speeds, heading anywhere they’d like— 
except Ravagog. The ogres destroyed the root system to prevent the gnomes 
from visiting their former homeland. 


RELATIONSHIP WITH THE ELVES: 

The gnomes have an incredibly strong alliance with the elves, given that 
they live with them—but they also came tremendously close to a full- 
fledged rebellion. The Ancient Councillors hid the truth about the 
drakostomes, as well as the truth about what happened to the original 
Panakes trees, and the truth about the gnomish leaders who lost their lives 
and became the Four Seasons Tree. So when the Neverseen convinced the 
ogres to unleash the plague, the gnomes blamed the Council for not warning 
them. They even organized a strike and a protest—until the Councillors 
finally told them everything, including the fact that the Ancient gnomish 
leaders had made them promise to keep the plague secret, fearing the 
knowledge would put the gnomes in greater danger. If Sophie Foster and 
her friends—along with Calla—hadn’t infiltrated Ravagog and discovered 
how to create a new Panakes, the gnomes might’ve been forced to live as 
slaves for the ogres in Ravagog—or perished. And after everything settled 
(and everyone suffering from the plague had been cured), the Council 
offered to help the gnomes establish their own homeland. But the majority 
of the gnomes chose to remain in the Lost Cities. Some still roam free in the 
Neutral Territories, but most stay close to Havenfield, to be near their 
beloved Panakes. 


GNOMISH BODYGUARDS 


Calla 


ASSIGNMENT: Calla wasnt a bodyguard—but as a member of the Black Swan (and a part of 
Project Moonlark from the very beginning), she often played the role of Sophie’s protector. 
QUALIFICATIONS: Calla was an expert on plant hybridization, which made her incredibly 
valuable to the Black Swan’s genetic experiment. 

KNOWN FOR: Her grandmotherly ways, gentle songs, brilliantly designed reveriebells, and 
delicious starkflower stew. 

NOTES: One of Calla’s many roles in Project Moonlark was to keep the Black Swan grounded and 
ensure they never strayed away from what was natural, or lost sight of the fact that they were 
sparking the life of an innocent girl. She lived to be four thousand, three hundred, and twenty-nine 
years old before she sacrificed herself by turning into a Panakes tree to cure the plague. Her Panakes 
stands on its own hill at Havenfield and has long, sweeping branches (similar to those of a weeping 
willow); braided bark; star-shaped leaves; and an abundance of pinkish, purplish, bluish flowers. 
Her tree is cared for by many, but particularly by her moonlark, who often pours bowls of 
starkflower stew into the ground for her roots and sleeps under her branches, soaking up her 
soothing songs. 





Flori 


ASSIGNMENT: Bodyguard to Sophie Foster 

EXPERIENCE: Her great-great-grandaunt Calla trained Flori personally in many valuable ways. 
KNOWN FOR: Her eager spirit, loyal heart, fierce fighting, and healing songs. 

NOTES: Flori believes that everyone has a song within them—even if they don’t think of it as music 
—and that each life has a rhythm of breaths and a heartbeat, creating a melody that can be drawn on 
for strength, healing, and comfort. She created the song that finally calmed Sophie’s echoes from the 
Neverseen’s shadowflux attack by carefully drawing inspiration from vesperlace, dimmetines, 
respitillis, and hushspurs. The Panakes tree is also believed to sprout twice as many blossoms 
whenever Flori sings to it. 


TROLLS 


CAPITAL CITY: 
Weeriiduulooaa 
(translates to Marintrylla in the Enlightened Language) 


RULED BY: 
Empress Pernille 


CULTURE: 

Trolls age in reverse, meaning their bodies shrink with time instead of 
growing—which is only possible because they develop more like 
marsupials. Babies are born before they’ve fully developed and are then 
implanted into a hive to gestate further, finally hatching when there’s an 
eclipse. The trollish birthing process isn’t a secret, but the location of their 
hives is, since other species (the ogres in particular) have proven to be 
deadly to the unborn babies. Trolls have seven distinct stages throughout 
the course of their lives, all of which have different physical and mental 
attributes. Newborns are the strongest physically, the weakest mentally, and 
the most ferocious and deadly. And as the trolls pass from stage to stage, 
their strength fades and their mental capacity enhances. As a result, Stage 
Four is considered the Prime Stage—the stage when a troll’s mental and 
physical strength are nearly even (which makes them less useful as warriors 
and ideally fit for diplomatic assignments). By their final stages, trolls are 
small, strange creatures with slower minds—though their years of 
experience often make them the most qualified to lead. (Empress Pernille is 
a Stage Six.) The trolls are a battle-focused species (like goblins and ogres) 
and have an incredibly strong army (most of which are Stage Two trolls). 
Part of their training involves naming their weapons, to give them meaning 
and significance. 


RELATIONSHIP WITH THE ELVES: 


Until recently, the trolls had a neutral relationship with the elves, neither 
particularly friendly nor notably hostile. Empress Pernille made herself 
available whenever the Council called upon her (and even sent Tarina to be 
one of Sophie’s interspeciesial bodyguards) but rarely—if ever—invited 
any elves to Marintrylla. The Council used to assume this was because the 
trolls simply preferred to keep to themselves. But it turned out that the trolls 
had been relying on secret alliances. Through Tarina, Empress Pernille 
formed such an alliance with Sophie Foster (which allowed Sophie to save 
the prematurely born alicorns by incubating them in a specially built troll 
hive). And a previous empress formed a similar alliance with Luzia Vacker, 
after seeing how little the elvin Council had done for the Ancient gnomes. 
Luzia had created many of the illusions that keep the Lost Cities hidden, 
and the trolls needed Luzia to help them hide their hives after a brutal ogre 
attack. Luzia hid one hive at Everglen (her first property) and another at 
Dawnheath after she moved—and Luzia claims she thought the hive at 
Everglen had been sealed and abandoned. But it was later discovered that 
the trolls continued to use the hive for genetic experiments, trying to design 
an even deadlier newborn army. This shocking truth was exposed by the 
Neverseen while everyone in the Lost Cities watched—right before the 
mutant newborns broke free, causing a bloody battle. Sophie and her friends 
fought bravely along with their bodyguards (including Tarina) and managed 
to stop the newborns from escaping. But the Council has been left in a 
tricky situation. The trolls’ experiments violated their treaty. But the trolls 
also played a vital role in resetting the Timeline to Extinction by helping the 
baby alicorns. Plus, no one wants another Peace Summit to renegotiate the 
trolls’ treaty while the Neverseen are free (after what happened in 
Lumenaria). So for the moment, no punishments have been enacted— 
though Tarina has returned to Marintrylla indefinitely. 


TROLLISH BODYGUARD 





Tarina 


ASSIGNMENT: Bodyguard to Sophie Foster 

QUALIFICATIONS: As a Stage Four troll, Tarina has had an abundance of battle and weapons 
training, but she also has the mental capacity to work with the other bodyguards without any 
problems (particularly since one of them is an ogre). 

KNOWN FOR: Creating an alliance with Sophie (and helping save the baby alicorns). 

NOTES: Tarina has amazing reflexes, often moving as if her bones are made of rubber, and she’s an 
equally impressive fighter. Her weapon of choice (a cross between a scythe and an ax, with a sharp 
point on the end of the pole for stabbing) is named Long Shot, as a reminder that even when all hope 
feels lost, she can continue fighting. 


DWARVES 


CAPITAL CITY: 
Nymtyranyth 
(translates to Loamnore in the Enlightened Language) 


RULED BY: 
Queen Nubiti (though her appointment is incredibly recent) 


CULTURE: 

Dwarves are rarely seen aboveground, since the light is too bright for their 
sensitive eyes—and with their pointed noses and lengthy claws, they’re 
much better suited for tunneling. Clothing and adornments are often 
minimal for their species, since their bodies are covered in thick fur— 
though the former dwarven king wore a pair of white, furry pants (since it 
was considered a sign of power and strength for King Enki to be waxed 
bare). The dwarves’ new queen has yet to continue this practice, and it’s 
unclear whether or not she will, or whether King Enki’s betrayal proves the 
need for a fresh tradition. Dwarven hearing is incredibly powerful, allowing 
them to monitor conversations both above and below ground 
simultaneously—and if someone on the surface needs a dwarf’s help, all 
they have to do is stomp in a prearranged pattern. The dwarves are also 
incredibly talented at mining. In fact, they’re the only creatures capable of 
mining magsidian (an exceedingly rare onyxlike stone, apparently made 
from shadowflux). As a result, the dwarves use magsidian much like the 
ogres use their Markchains. Visitors are only welcome in Loamnore if 
magsidian is detected, and the dwarves severely limit who they give 
pendants to. Magsidian can also serve a variety of other purposes, 
depending on how it’s carved. For example, a magsidian flask will refill 
itself by drawing water from the air, and a small piece can also change 
which direction a compass points, or be used for light leaping (though the 
leap wont be pleasant). The dwarves also mine ethertine (believed to be 
made of quintessence), which is almost as rare as magsidian but less useful 


and therefore less valuable. King Enki had an ethertine crown (in addition 
to his traditional crown, made from tredgeon carapace) and chose to 
sacrifice the crown as part of his betrayal. The dwarves spend less time on 
battle training than other species do, since they rely on their natural 
defenses more than weapons. (When threatened, dwarves can form deep 
cracks in the earth by stomping and can control which direction the crack 
spreads.) As a result, there’s an abundance of dwarven art, songs, poems, 
writings, and numerous other creations—some of which may seem a bit 
strange, but all are remarkable in their own way. 


RELATIONSHIP WITH THE ELVES: 

The dwarves have teamed up with elves many times throughout history, like 
when they helped hollow out the Himalayas to build the Sanctuary, or when 
they designed and constructed Exile. The elves have trusted them implicitly, 
even putting the dwarves in charge of Exile’s security. And any time the 
Neverseen caused destruction in the Lost Cities, the Council turned to the 
dwarves for help. King Enki even assigned Nubiti to be one of Sophie’s 
bodyguards (and four other dwarves were assigned to Tam and Linh). Over 
time, though—and mostly without the Councillors realizing—the Council 
lost their dwarven support, with a number of dwarves even joining the 
Neverseen. King Enki first turned his support to the Black Swan, providing 
them with supplies and dwarves to assist with their projects. But when the 
Black Swan’s moonlark failed to achieve the level of victory King Enki had 
been hoping for, he turned to an alliance with the Neverseen, even going so 
far as to help the rebels hold several members of the Council hostage and 
sacrificing his magsidian throne—and his ethertine crown—for Lady 
Gisela’s mysterious “stellarlune” project. But the battle turned against him, 
with many dwarves remining loyal to the elves, and King Enki was 
captured by Nubiti before he could get away. He is now serving a life 
sentence in Exile’s somnatorium, and Queen Nubiti (who earned the title as 
the one who overthrew the king) is now the dwarves’ leader. Many hope 
that her rule will bring forth positive change, and a new era of peace 
between the elves and the dwarves. 


DWARVEN BODYGUARDS 


ws 





Queen Nubiti 


ASSIGNMENT: Previously a bodyguard to Sophie Foster 


EXPERIENCE: Nubiti is both a fierce fighter and a tremendously quick thinker, both of which serve 
her well in battle. 


KNOWN FOR: Overthrowing King Enki and becoming the new queen of the dwarves. 

NOTE: Nubiti has yet to assign Sophie a replacement dwarven bodyguard, likely because she’s still 
rooting out the traitors from the dwarven world and determining who she can trust. 

NOTE: Tam and Linh are also protected by Elidyr, Opher, Timur, and Urre, but these four dwarves 
remain primarily underground and have not shared anything about themselves with their charges. 


HUMANS 


CAPITAL CITY: 
Too many to list 


RULED BY: 
Definitely too many to list—and constantly changing! 


CULTURE: 

Compared to the intelligent species (which the elves do not classify humans 
as), humans have relatively short life spans—and many elves believe that 
this gives humans a more “short-term” focus, causing them to overlook 
significant problems (like their pollution and destruction of the planet). 
Humans also do not have a single culture, language, or government—a 
notable difference that gives them an incredible diversity of cuisines, arts, 
music, fashion, customs, and traditions to enjoy and experience. But these 
differences also create distinct national and societal divisions. Humans 
sometimes also discriminate for other reasons (like background, 
appearance, wealth, and systems of beliefs), which has caused a number of 
serious problems for their world—at times even leading to further divisions 
and war. And yet, all of this is a tremendous oversimplification of the 
“human experience” and does not even begin to capture the depth of their 
unique challenges and struggles—as well as their contributions, gifts, and 
talents. Sadly, though, it’s the full extent of what elves (and the other 


intelligent species) are taught about humanity. 
RELATIONSHIP WITH THE ELVES: 


Contact with humans is forbidden (which is why elves call the human world 
“the Forbidden Cities”)—and they’ve gone to great lengths to ensure that 
humans have no knowledge of their existence (or of any of the intelligent 
species—as well as many of the protected species). All of the Lost Cities 
are hidden by numerous illusions and shielded by a variety of security 
measures—and the elves have also spread myths, legends, and stories to 
make humans think of them as “silly” and “magical” and “make-believe.” 


That way, even if humans were to accidentally discover the Lost Cities, 
they’d discount what they were seeing. But the relationship between 
humans and elves wasn’t always this way. Long, long ago, humans were 
classified as an intelligent species. In fact, the elves built Atlantis as a 
merging point for their two worlds—a city where elves and humans could 
peacefully exist together, and learn from each other, and inspire each other, 
and form friendships and connections. The Unity Fountain in Atlantis 
remains a reminder of this brief time period—before everything went 
wrong. And while elvin history books tell a tale about the humans’ greed 
for power and the violent uprising they were planning (which led to the 
elves’ decision to engineer the tidal wave “catastrophe” and sink Atlantis), 
recent discoveries have unearthed the reasons why the humans began their 
rebellion—and the elves were very much to blame. Vespera was fascinated 
by the humans’ capacity for “ruthlessness” and felt that if elves didn’t learn 
to be the same way, the humans would eventually overthrow them. So she 
began conducting evil experiments on humans in a secret facility under 
Atlantis in an attempt to understand their propensity for violence—and 
when the humans started noticing that people were going “missing” and 
tried to get the Council to intervene, the Councillors refused to believe that 
such monstrosities could be happening. As a result, the humans banded 
together, planning to overthrow the elves—which then led to the elves’ 
disappearing to avoid a war. And even though both species have continued 
to thrive without each other, it’s hard not to wonder how much better things 
would be if they’d been able to keep working together. That’s one of the 
reasons why the Human Assistance Program was created (a program where 
those with the Council’s permission would enter the Forbidden Cities 
disguised as humans, in order to advance human wisdom and potentially 
gain knowledge in return). But all too often, the information shared led to 
troubling human innovations (particularly in the case of weapons—which 
infuriated the goblins and ogres), and the elves eventually canceled the 
program, fearing it was causing more harm than good. Since then, the elves 
have done their best to pretend that humans don’t exist—all while the other 
intelligent species have grown increasingly concerned about how much land 
the humans are claiming and how much damage their pollution is causing. 
At one point, some even proposed moving the humans to a new sort of 
“Sanctuary” to contain them and protect them—but the Council rejected the 
idea, knowing the humans would consider it to be imprisonment (and it 


would be). Despite making the right choice, the Council has taken no other 
actions to remedy the situation, which is one reason why the Black Swan 
created Project Moonlark and chose to have Sophie Foster grow up in the 
Forbidden Cities. Yes, she was also hidden from the Council that way, but 
the true benefit was to give Sophie an alternate perspective by allowing her 
to experience the human world without any elvin biases. As a result, Sophie 
not only understands humans in a way no one else in the Lost Cities can, 
but she also views the elvin world through a different lens and is able to 
identify problems and injustices that others have grown too accustomed to 
notice. And perhaps someday, she’ll fulfill her creators’ hopes, and change 
both worlds for the better. 


SOPHIE’S HUMAN FAMILY ~ 





William (Will) David Foster 


(also known as Connor Freeman—and another alias kept classified for his protection) 
ROLE: Sophie’s human father 


QUALIFICATIONS: Kind, affectionate, hardworking, balanced, and generous—and someone who 
would never use his children to gain prestige. 


KNOWN FOR: Calling Sophie “Soybean.” 


NOTES: The Black Swan needed Sophie’s existence to remain “low-key” to avoid detection—and 
they knew there would be many things about her that could garner quite a bit of attention. So they 
carefully searched for a loving couple who wouldn't exploit their daughter for fame or profit, finally 
settling on the Fosters. After Sophie was moved to the Lost Cities, her human father’s memories of 
her were erased, and he was given a new job, a new name, and what humans would consider a 
“comfortable” existence—as well as a house with a yard big enough for the dog their family had 
wished for. The Freemans seemed to be thriving in their new lives—until Vespera escaped from 
Lumenaria and took both parents hostage to use for her horrible experiments. No one knows exactly 
what they endured, but it had to be terrible. Once they were rescued, their memories were erased in a 
unique way to ensure flashbacks would never be triggered, and the Council now keeps a closer eye 
on Sophie’s human family to better ensure their safety. 





Emma Iris Foster 


(also known as Kate Freeman—and another alias kept classified for her protection) 
ROLE: Sophie’s human mother 


QUALIFICATIONS: Loving, intelligent, cautious, humble, and skeptical about human medicine— 
as well as someone who needed fertility assistance in order to have a baby. 


KNOWN FOR: Her homemade fettuccine and tendency to worry. 


NOTES: Many human medicines have dangerous side effects, so the Black Swan searched for 
parents who wouldn't expose their daughter to too many chemicals during her time in the Forbidden 
Cities. But they also needed someone who would get Sophie treatment if the need arose, and the 
Fosters struck that perfect balance. The elvin fertility treatments Sophie’s mom (secretly) received 
also enabled a second pregnancy, giving her a biological daughter to hopefully make up for the fact 
that Sophie would someday return to where she belonged. Like her husband, she was captured by 
Vespera and put through terrible experiments—and her memories of that time have been similarly 
erased. But she managed to say a proper goodbye to Sophie before the Washer did his job, giving 
them each gentle closure. 





Amy Rose Foster 


(also known as Natalie Freeman—and another alias kept classified for her protection) 
ROLE: Sophie’s human sister 
QUALIFICATIONS: None, since Amy was born into her role—but she mastered the part of 
“annoying little sister” quite quickly. 
KNOWN FOR: Her snarky personality and beloved stuffed animal (Bun-Bun), as well as her cat 
(Marty) and her dog (Watson). 
NOTES: Amy is one of the few humans to visit the Lost Cities—and she’s the only one who 
remembers the experience. Sophie brought her there after her parents were captured by Vespera, and 
the Council let Amy keep her memories of the experience so she could be better prepared if the 
Neverseen came after her family again. As a result, Amy has an Imparter that reaches Sophie—but 
she’s only allowed to use it in case of emergency. She’s also able to understand the Enlightened 
Language. 


Activities 





AUTHOR’S NOTE 


NOW THAT YOU GUYS HAVE been given a crash course on all things Keeper, I 
thought it’d be fun to have you take a really really really hard test to see 
how much you remember—and if you don’t pass, this book will self- 
destruct and you’ll never be able to read the novella and see what happens 
next—mwhahahahahahahaha. 

JUST KIDDING! 

I’m evil—but not that evil. 

(Or maybe I am that evil. You’ve read my cliff-hangers....) 

No, really, I’m kidding! 

What I actually have for you now are some super-fun Keeper-related 
activities, including Keeper quizzes, an Iggy coloring page, and some 
delicious Keeper-themed recipes! 

Here’s the full breakdown of the awesomeness ahead: 


QUIZ: Which protected creature should you adopt as a pet? 
QUIZ: How many bodyguards would you need in the Lost Cities? 
QUIZ: Who said it first? 

IGGY COLORING PAGE 

RECIPE: Mallowmelt cookies 

RECIPE: Cinnacreme 

RECIPE: Lushberry juice 


Enjoy! 


QUIZZES 


Which protected creature should you adopt as a 


pet? 


What are you most excited to do with your pet once you bring them 
home? 


a. 


b. 


N 


oO 


Ph 


You’ 


Gaze at their beauty—and then get back to life. You have too much to do to sit around 
cuddling a pet all day. 

Wreak some havoc! Somewhere out there someone is begging to be pranked—and now 
you have the perfect pet-partner in crime. 


. Go exploring! The world has so much to see—and you have a wonderful companion to go 


on adventures with. 
Piggyback time! You made sure your pet was big enough to carry you everywhere—even 
if the ride is a little bumpy. 


. Keep them in their cage and feed them lots of treats, hoping they won’t eat you before you 


can brag to all your friends that you got the supercool pet they were too scared to get! 


. Give your new friend a super-silly name, and then show it to your sibling and make them 


repeat the name over and over—especially if they’re embarrassed. 


re at an ice cream shop, and they have TONS of amazing flavors— 


but they’re mean and will only let you try one. Which flavor do you 
taste? 


a. 
b. 
c 
d. 
e. 


f. 


Whichever flavor has the prettiest colors. 

Cotton candy with sour Pop Rocks, so every bite is an explosive surprise! 

Brown sugar cinnamon, because sugar and spice is the best combo ever! 

Doesn’t matter. You like everything—but you want a double scoop! 

Ghost-pepper chocolate. You don’t care that no one else has tried it—in fact, that’s half of 
the appeal. You’!l show everyone how it’s done. 

Salted caramel, for that perfect blend of salty sweet. 


What kind of music is always at the top of your playlist? 


a. Soothing classical symphonies. 


b. 
c. 


Punk rock—cranked up to full volume! 
Pure, perfect pop. (The bouncier the better!) 


d. Anything with bass—played so loud the walls shake. 
e. Experimental electronica. Weird is wonderful. 
f. Nature sounds. Especially the ocean. 


Describe your favorite outfit. 


a. It’s designer (of course) and the height of fashion. 

b. It’s super comfy—with tons of pockets to hide things! 

c. One word: sparkles. 

d. Basic jeans because you hate frills—and a neon shirt for a pop of color! 

e. It’s one of a kind, bought from several different stores (with a few homemade pieces). 
f. Casual beachy-chic! 


What’s your dream vacation spot? 


a. A private palace—preferably on its own island. 

b. The busiest, noisiest city you can find, where everything’s open late so you can explore all 
day and all night. 

c. Anywhere with mountains and meadows and lots of fresh air. 

d. The desert. Bring on the dust and heat and gorgeous views! 

e. Doesn’t matter as long as there’s bungee jumping or skydiving available. 

f. White sand, teal water, and all the scuba and snorkeling ever! 


Which word best describes you? 


a. Mysterious. 

b. Playful. 

c. Enchanting. 

d. Energetic. 

e. Misunderstood. 
f. Unique. 


Which pet problem would bother you the least? 


a. They scoot out of your reach every time you want to cuddle them. 

b. Their breath is toxic—and their burps are much worse. 

c. They have so much energy, you wonder if they accidentally drank a double espresso. 
d. Bath time is a GIANT splash-fest. 

e. They get that look in their eye that makes you wonder if they’re plotting to eat you. 
f. One second they love you—the next they’re biting you. (And their bites sting!) 


Which pet from the human world would you be most excited to have? 


a. Honestly, you’re not sure you’d want one. Human pets are so ordinary. But maybe there’s 
a fancy bird? 

b. A hyper kitten, eager to attack anything that moves. 

c. A horse! You know they’re a ton of work, but you don’t care! 


d. Any kind of lizard—the bigger the better. 
e. A tarantula. 
f. A betta fish—pretty and fierce. 


If you picked... 


MOSTLY As: You should adopt a moonlark! These rare, gorgeous birds are 
the prettiest pets ever—and their solitary ways are perfect for your 
independent spirit. You’ll both be able to admire each other from afar and 
get back to your busy lives. 


MOSTLY Bs: You should adopt an imp! These tiny, adorable troublemakers 
are perfectly suited to all your pranking needs—and they thrive in chaos. 
Plus, they make adorable, squeaky purrs when it’s snuggle time! Just make 
sure you hold your breath every time they fart! 


MOSTLY Cs: You should adopt an alicorn! These majestic flying horses are 
an excellent choice for anyone who values beauty and adventure—and 
they’ll do pretty much anything you want for some treats. You’ll have to 
clean up some sparkly poop, but... sparkles make everything better, right? 


MOSTLY Ds: You should adopt a T. rex! These giant fluffy dinosaurs are a 
whole lot of pet to love—and they’re a blast to ride around on! But watch 
out—sometimes they have a bit of a hard time adjusting to their new 
vegetarian diet! 


MOSTLY Es: You should adopt a gorgodon! These mysterious hybrid 
creatures are new to the Lost Cities—and they need someone brave and 
accepting like you to show them a little love. Who knows how sweet they 
could be if someone truly cared for them? 


MOSTLY Fs: You should adopt a murcat! These unusual aquatic creatures will 
get everyone talking—and they can be very sweet when they want to be. 
And bonus points if you name your murcat something extra silly! 


How many bodyguards would you need in the 
Lost Cities? 


You find a mysterious note in your locker, and you’re pretty sure the 
poem inside is from the Black Swan. Do you...? 


a. Ignore the note. If someone wants your help, they can ask you like a normal person! 
b. Show the note to an adult and see what they think you should do. 

c. Show the note to a friend and let them help you figure it out. 

d. Ponder the note by yourself for several days, figuring out the best plan. 

e. Rush off by yourself to investigate—something dangerous might be happening! 


You’re shopping in Atlantis and overhear someone say something that 
makes you wonder if they’re part of the Neverseen. Do you...? 


a. Ignore them. It’s the midterms celebration tomorrow, and you still have to find gifts for the 
rest of your friends. 

b. Tell a nearby adult what you heard. 

c. Hail one of your friends and ask them to rush over to help. 

d. Follow the person from a safe distance—and make sure you always stay with a crowd. 

e. Follow them as close as you can—and don’t stop for anything. They might lead you back 
to their hideout! 


Five members of the Neverseen surround you. 


Which ability do you wish you had? 


a. Vanisher, so you can sneak away before things get ugly. 

b. Psionipath, so you can trap them all under a force field and wait for help to show up. 
c. Hydrokinetic, so you can wash them away with a tidal wave. 

d. Mesmer, so you can control everything they do. 

e. Pyrokinetic, so you can fight fire with fire. 


You discover a huge secret. Who do you tell? 


a. Anyone who wants to know. It’s not your job to keep something hidden. 
b. A parent. They’ll find out anyway, and you don’t want to get in trouble. 
c. Your best friend. Because that’s what BFFs do! 

d. No one—but you write about it in your journal. 

e. No one. Period. A secret is a secret. 


Would you ever ditch class? 


a. Of course not! Good grades are important! 
b. Only if it was a huge emergency. 

c. Maybe. It depends. 

d. Probably, as long as I wouldn’t get caught. 
e. Absolutely! 


Someone gives you a goblin throwing star. 
Do you...? 


a. Give it back. You’re not into weapons. 

b. Ask them to give you some pointers on how to use it. 

c. Practice with your friend. 

d. Add a special pocket to your clothes so you can carry it with you. 
e. Ask for a bunch more. 


You end up injured in the Foxfire Healing Center. 
What do you do? 


a. Let Elwin take his time to do everything he needs to do—you can’t rush a proper recovery. 

b. Ask your parents to collect your schoolwork so you can stay caught up with your sessions 
while you’re stuck in bed. 

c. Ask your friends to help you practice whatever skills you can in the Healing Center. 

d. Tell Elwin to give you extra treatments to hurry your recovery along as much as possible. 

e. Tell Elwin you’re fine because you need to get out of there ASAP and catch the villains 
who attacked you! 


If you picked... 


MOSTLY As: You’re clearly not interested in getting caught up in any 
conspiracies—but trouble still seems to find you, so you definitely need one 
bodyguard. 


MOSTLY Bs: You’re quick to turn to adults for help—but you definitely still 
want to be involved in what’s going on. So you need two bodyguards to 
keep you safe. 


MOSTLY Cs: You rely on your friends to back you up—which means you’re 
going to need extra protection for them. So three bodyguards is the best bet. 


MOSTLY Ds: You’re cautious. You take time to think before you act—but 
once you have a plan, it’s full steam ahead, even if it’s dangerous. So you 


need four bodyguards to keep you from taking too many risks. 


MOSTLY Es: Congratulations, you’re destined for as many near-death 
experiences as Sophie—so you need the full Foster Five to keep you alive. 
Careful there, hero—you can’t save the world if you’re not alive to keep 
fighting! 


WHO SAID IT FIRST? 


CHARACTER FIRST LINES 
Some of the Keeper characters have especially memorable first lines. See if 
you can match the first line to the character for these! 


ALDEN BIANA DAME ALINA DEX EDALINE ELWIN FINTAN FITZ 
JENSI KEEFE LADY ZILLAH LINH MAGNATE LETO MARELLA 


MARUCA SOPHIE STINA TAM WYLIE 


1. “You must be lost.” 
2. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sophie.” 
3. “I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.” 
4.“Hey, you’re the prodigy Dame Alina told us about, right? The new one?” 
5. “Is that my dress?” 
6. “It was you, wasn’t it? You’re the one.” 
7. “This goes a lot faster if you hold still.” 
8. “Is this you?” 
9. “You kids don’t seem to realize that interrupting elite study time merits a week’s 
detention.” 
10. “I need you to take me to see Wylie.” 
11. “You  shouldn’t waste your’ talent on such ordinary defenses.” 


12. 
13. 
14. 


15. 
16. 
17. 


18. 
19. 


“No, Mr. Sweeney.” 


“Ready?” 

“I guess this means the Council has decided to make good on their threats.” 
“Thanks for taking care of her, guys, but PII take it from here.” 
“If you’re thinking itll get easier, it won't.” 
“You’re covered in dinosaur fluff!” 


“Mom!” 
“Good morning, prodigies. First and foremost, whoever put reekrod in my desk over the 
weekend will—It’s not funny!” 


And here are some other characters’ first lines! 


MR. FORKLE: “Looking for someone?” 

EMERY: “Please be seated.” 

KENRIC: “We don’t know.” 

FALLON: “A lot can happen in six months.” 

LORD CASSIUS: “Well, well, who do we have here?” 
TERIK: “It works better one-on-one—you know that.” 
TIERGAN: “You’ve got some nerve summoning me.” 
UMBER: “Ugh, now I get why Keefe was always going on about this one.” 
VERTINA: “My goodness you have strange eyes.” 
VESPERA: “The answer you seek does not exist.” 
ALVAR: “Sorry I’m late, Mom.” 

SIR ASTIN: “Where’s your seventh star?” 

BRONTE: “What?” 

LIVVY (AS PHYSIC): “It looks worse than it is.” 
LUZIA: “Yes. I liked the view.” 

ORALIE: “Give me your hand, Sophie.” 

RUY: “That’s enough of that.” 


ANSWER KEY: 1. KEEFE; 2. ALDEN; 3. LINH; 4. JENSI; 5. BIANA; 6. WYLIE; 7. ELWIN; 8. 
FITZ; 9. MAGNATE LETO; 10. MARUCA; 11. LADY ZILLAH; 12. SOPHIE; 13. DEX; 14. 
FINTAN; 15. MARELLA; 16. TAM; 17. EDALINE; 18. STINA; 19. DAME ALINA 


IGGY COLORING PAGE 


EVERYONE KNOWS THAT IGGY GETS a new fur color (and style!) in every book 
of the Keeper series—and many of you also know that my readers are the 
ones who choose his look every year. But you might be wondering why I 
give away that kind of control, and it’s because a reader inspired the idea in 
the first place. 

I decided to have Dex turn Iggy pink (in Exile)—but I wasn’t planning to 
change Iggy again, until an adorable little girl (whose name I sadly forgot to 
get—author fail!) asked me at one of my Exile tour events what Iggy’s color 
was going to be in Book 3. I opened my mouth to tell her, “The pink will 
wear off, and he’ll be gray again,” when I thought, Why not have someone 
change his color again? So I asked her what color she wanted Iggy to be, 
and she leaned in, looking very serious, and told me, “Orange.” 

And so, Iggy turned orange in Everblaze—and every year since, I’ve 
used my social media channels to let readers pick the next new color and 
style. You’ll see how this year’s winning Iggy look gets worked into the 
novella. But I also thought it’d be fun to give you your own Iggy coloring 
page, so you can turn him whatever color (or colors) your heart desires! If 


*might* want to (or have a parent follow me, if you don’t have an account), 
so you can vote for Iggy’s color/style in Keeper Book 9! 





RECIPES 


I LOVE TO BAKE—SO when I first started coming up with the elvin foods for 
this series, my goal was to create desserts that I’d be able to make recipes 
for, so that my readers could enjoy the same treats as the characters. 

(Okay, fine, I wanted to eat all the yummy things too!) 

And while there are sadly a few delicacies that have defeated my baking 
skills (so far—I’m not giving up!), I’ve also been able to create several that 
taste exactly like what I was imagining when I wrote those scenes. 
Hopefully you’ ll love them too. 

If you decide to give these recipes a try, make sure you have a parent or 
adult with you to help, since baking is a lot of fun, but it needs to be done 
safely! 





MALLOWMELT COOKIES 


Technically, mallowmelt is a gooey cake—and you can find a recipe for it 
on my website (shannonmessenger.com), as well as a recipe for 
mallowmelt-flavored cupcakes (because cupcakes are always a good idea). 

But, as any of you who follow me on Instagram already know, I’ve 
recently spent a lot of time baking cookies. (It’s an excellent stress release 
—and they’re so easy to serve and share!) And one night I thought, What if 
I could make mallowmelt-flavored cookies?! 

It took a few tries to perfect the method, but the final result was every bit 
as melty and delicious as I’d imagined—and now you guys can make 
mallowmelt-flavored cookies too! (But make sure you have a parent or 
adult with you to help!) 


Makes about 24 cookies 


Ingredients 


FOR COOKIES: 
1/2 cup salted butter, melted 
1/3 cup granulated sugar 
1/2 cup packed brown sugar 
1 large egg 
1 1/2 teaspoons vanilla extract 
1 teaspoon salt 
1/2 teaspoon baking soda 
1 1/2 cups flour 
1 1/4 cups semisweet chocolate chips 
1/4 cup butterscotch chips 
12 marshmallows, cut in half 


FOR CHOCOLATE DRIZZLE: 
1/2 cup semisweet chocolate chips 


1/3 cup half-and-half 


FOR BUTTERSCOTCH DRIZZLE: 


3/4 cup butterscotch chips 
2 tablespoons half-and-half 


Directions 


FOR COOKIES: 

. Ina medium mixing bowl, whisk together flour, salt, and baking soda. Set aside. 

2. In a large mixing bowl, stir together melted butter and both sugars until smooth. Add egg 
and vanilla and mix until combined, making sure to scrape down the sides of the bowl. 
(Note: This can also be done in a stand mixer with a paddle attachment or with a hand 
mixer—your preference!) 

3. Add half of the flour mixture to the wet ingredients and stir until combined. Then add the 
remaining flour mixture and stir until batter is smooth, making sure to scrape down the 
sides of bowl. 

4. Gently stir in chocolate and butterscotch chips until combined. Cover bowl with plastic 
wrap and chill dough in refrigerator for at least 2 hours (or as long as overnight). 

5. Preheat oven to 350 degrees Fahrenheit. Take cookie dough out of fridge and let stand for 
10 minutes. Line cookie sheets with parchment paper. Scoop 2 tablespoons of dough per 
cookie and roll into balls. Arrange cookie dough balls 2 inches apart on each tray and bake 
for 12 minutes. 

6. While cookies are baking, cut the marshmallows in half, and after the 12 minutes have 
passed, quickly remove cookie trays from oven and place half a marshmallow, cut-side 
down, on top of each cookie. Return cookies to oven and bake for 2 more minutes. 
Remove cookies from oven and allow them to cool on the trays for 5-10 minutes, then 
transfer to a cooling rack and let them cool completely. 
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Note: The cookies are delicious just like this—but if you want to capture 
the true gooeyness of mallowmelt, you’ll want to add the chocolate and 
butterscotch drizzles. 


FOR CHOCOLATE DRIZZLE: 

. Combine chocolate chips and half-and-half in a microwave-safe bowl. 

. Cover and microwave for 30 seconds. 

. Remove and stir. 

. Repeat process, microwaving in 30-second intervals until chocolate is melted and stirs 

smooth. (Caution: The bowl may get warm.) 

5. Using a spoon, drizzle chocolate over each cooled cookie. (If you want it to look fancier, 
you can use a pastry bag. Or if you want to keep it simple, you can also spread like 
frosting on top. Whichever method you choose, make sure the cookies have cooled 
completely before adding drizzle.) 
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FOR BUTTERSCOTCH DRIZZLE: 
. Combine butterscotch chips and half-and-half in a microwave-safe bowl. 
. Cover and microwave for 30 seconds. 
3. Remove and stir. 
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4. Repeat process, microwaving in 30-second intervals until butterscotch is melted and stirs 
smooth. (Caution: The bowl may get warm.) 

5. Using a spoon, drizzle butterscotch over each cooled cookie. (If you want it to look 
fancier, you can use a pastry bag. Or if you want to keep it simple, you can also spread like 
frosting on top. Whichever method you choose, make sure the cookies have cooled 
completely before adding drizzle.) 


Additional note: I use salted butter for the cookies because I think it helps 
balance the sweetness of the butterscotch—but if you prefer to bake with 
unsalted butter, it works just as well! 


Cinnacreme 


Ever since I invented cinnacreme for a scene in Lodestar, I’ve been wishing 
it existed. I mean, who doesn’t want to drink something warm and steamy 
that tastes like melted snickerdoodles? 

Took me a little while to figure out the right combination of flavors to 
capture what I was imagining—but I finally did it! And now you (and your 
friends) can make yourselves mugs of cinnacreme too! (Just make sure you 
have a parent or adult with you while you try!) 


Makes 2 servings 


Ingredients 


1/4 cup + 3/4 cup half-and-half (divided) 
1/2 cup white chocolate chips 

1 cinnamon stick 

1 cup whole milk 

1/8 teaspoon salt 

1/2 teaspoon ground cinnamon 

1/4 cup mini marshmallows 

Optional: extra mini marshmallows 

and whipped cream for topping 


Directions 


1.In a small saucepan, combine 1/4 cup of half-and-half, white chocolate chips, and 
cinnamon stick. 

2. Place on stove and set the burner to low heat. 

3. Stir until chocolate melts. 

4. Add remaining 3/4 cup of half-and-half, milk, salt, and ground cinnamon, stirring 
constantly. 

5. Add mini marshmallows and stir until melted. 

6. Pour into mugs. 

7. Top with additional mini marshmallows and/or whipped cream if desired. 


Note: This recipe works with any kind of milk you prefer. Personally, I like 
the thickness when it’s equal parts whole milk and half-and-half, but you 


can use anything you like. And make sure you’re working on low heat so 
the milk doesn’t scald. 


Lushberry Juice 


(the Forbidden Cities version) 


Probably the number one request I’ve gotten from readers over the years is 
for a recipe for lushberry juice. And sadly, I’ve always had to tell everyone, 
“Alas, lushberries only exist in the Lost Cities’—which is true. I’ve yet to 
meet any gnomes who could grow some for me. 

BUT. 

I did discover a way to create that perfectly refreshing, sweet-tart juice 
I’ve been imagining by using ingredients we humans have access to. 

Bonus: It’s SUPER easy to make! 

And so, I give you my recipe for the Forbidden Cities version of 
lushberry juice! (And even though this recipe is really simple, it’s still a 
good idea to have a parent or adult with you when you make it.) 

Makes 4 servings 


Ingredients 


2 cups strawberry lemonade 
1 cup pomegranate juice 

1 cup sparkling water 

Ice to serve 


Directions 


Combine all ingredients in a large pitcher and stir. Pour over ice. Enjoy! 


Note: I use my favorite brand of store-bought strawberry lemonade when I 
make this, but you are welcome to make your own, if you want to be fancy 
like that. © 


For more Keeper-themed recipes, go to 


Keefe’s Memories 





AUTHOR’S NOTE 


THOSE WHO’VE READ LEGACY PROBABLY remember that Keefe is in the 
process of drawing all his memories, to see if it helps him remember 
anything his mom erased. And ever since I wrote those scenes, I’ve wished 
those drawings existed. 

So when my editor and I were discussing what art to include in Unlocked 
Book 8.5, my immediate thought was, OHHHHHH, WE NEED TO HAVE A 
SECTION OF KEEFE’S MEMORIES WITH ONE FROM EACH BOOK IN 
THE SERIES!!!! 

Thankfully, my editor agreed, and we began the nearly impossible task 
of deciding which memories to include. It wasn’t just about picking 
favorites (though there are definitely some of those in the mix)—we also 
needed to show the moments that Keefe might focus on, since all the 
gorgeous art is followed by Keefe’s personal commentary! 


*pauses while Team Keefe does all the squealing* 


We also let you guys settle the tie for the Exile memory. My editor and I 
had narrowed it down to two, and there was no way to pick, so I put a poll 
on my social media and let you guys choose. 

And so, I give you the list of the amazing art you’re about to see: 


THE MEETING (From Keeper of the Lost Cities) 
THE FLIGHT (From Exile) 

THE LEAP (From Everblaze) 

THE BETRAYAL (From Neverseen) 

THE DISASTER (From Lodestar) 

THE TWIN (From Nightfall) 

THE TRIBUNAL (From Flashback) 

THE THING (From Legacy) 
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KEEFE ART COMMENTARY 


So... Foster thinks I might learn more from my memories if I try writing 
stuff about them after I finish the drawings. Not totally sure why. She gave 
me a big speech about the power of words and different ways of processing 
information. But I was only half listening because she gets this cute little 
crinkle between her eyebrows when she’s trying to be serious, and it makes 
me want to reach up and smooth her forehead with my fingertip—and I’m 
betting she’d think I was super weird if I did that, since it’s not like she’s 
my... 


You know what? 


I don’t know why I’m talking about this! Or writing about it—or 
thinking about it—or whatever I’m doing right now. 


But. 


Foster’s way smarter than I am. And nothing else I’ve tried has helped 
me remember anything new. So, I guess that means it’s time to write about 
my messed-up life—oh boy! 


And in case I forget why I did this later, I’m writing about the memories 
here, instead of in the notebooks where I’ve been sketching them, because 


Lord Nosypants is always going through my stuff. (HEAR THAT, 
DADDIO? [TM ONTO YOU! AND I DARE 
YOU TO KEEP READING-I’’M SURE 
PLL HAVE LOTS TO SAY ABOUT YOUR 


AWESOME PARENTING SKILLS!) Pus, 1 have 


the world’s most annoying ogre constantly looking over my shoulder. 


(YEAH, I SEE YOU OVER THERE, 
PRINCESS! YOU’RE NOT AS SMOOTH 
AS YOU THINK YOU ARE!) so, basically, rm 


separating the lock from the key. (GOOD LUCK FINDING ALL THE 
NOTEBOOKS, GUYS!) 


Okay... let’s do this! 


MEMORY #1 


Ugh. The snooty expression on my dad’s face makes me want to throw a 
vial of gulon gas at him—and I have a photographic memory, so there’s no 
way I imagined it. 


I think his hair actually bugs me more than his slimy smile does, though. 
It’s like... proof of how perfect and tidy he expects everyone and 
everything to be. One day I actually timed how long it took him to smooth 
every strand into place like that—especially that one little piece in the front. 
(I was grounded, okay? There wasn’t a whole lot else to do!) And he was at 
it for thirty-one minutes. 


Thirty. One. Minutes. 


Then he winked at his reflection and stalked away. (I so wish I were 
making that up!) What I wouldn’t give to be a Guster and be able to blast 
him with wind.... 


But I’m guessing the point of this whole writing-about-my-memories 
thing isn’t to make fun of my dad’s hair, so... 


*squints at drawing* 


I honestly can’t tell who my dad’s showing off for. It could be Tiergan, 
since he definitely knew all about Tiergan’s fancy reputation—and my 
dad’s always looking to make new “connections.” But he could just as 
easily have been trying to impress Foster. I used to hear him talking about 
her to my mom, going on and on about how he was convinced that Foster 
was way more powerful than anyone knew. 


And, I mean... he wasn’t wrong—but now that I’m thinking about it, my 
mom was the one who always started those conversations. And she kept 
telling my dad that he should find out more about her. 


That’s probably because she was trying to plan Foster’s kidnapping and 
didn’t want the Black Swan to be watching her. 


Huh. 
Mom of the Year strikes again! 


Anyway. I’m sure Pll be digging into my mess of mommy issues soon 
enough. For now, let’s get back to the day Daddy Dearest met the 
Mysterious Miss F, shall we? 


I don’t really know why I drew myself looking so miserable. I couldn’t 
see my face, so it’s not like I have any idea what I actually looked like right 
then—and I mostly remember feeling nervous, since I was super aware that 
my dad could tell Foster was hiding something. She’s not the smoothest liar. 


Though... I guess my mood did change when I felt Foster’s emotions 
shift, and that’s the moment I drew here. 


My dad had been droning on, being his usual jerky self. And I was 
picking up a pretty hilarious amount of annoyance from Miss F. But then 
she looked at me, and I could tell she felt... 


Sad. 


Not for her—for me. 


My dad might’ve been trying to learn something about Foster that day. 
But she learned something about him, too—and it’s the thing in my life that 
Pd rather not have people know. Once they do, they either feel awkward, or 
weird, or they start pitying me for having such a horrible family. 

Thankfully, Foster didn’t do that. 


She just felt sad—and a little bit indignant. And if I hadn’t already 
known I liked her, I would’ ve— 


You know what? 


I think that’s enough rambling about this memory. 


MEMORY #2 


Awwwwww, my first flight with Glitter Butt! 
I love that sparkly alicorn mama almost as much as she loves me! 


Too bad her back wasn’t nearly as comfortable as I wanted it to be. I 
couldn’t sit without wincing for days—though, I guess that might’ve also 
had something to do with the bumps and scrapes and broken ribs I got when 
Mommy Dearest and her Neverseen buddies showed up and tried to steal 
Silveny. 


Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh, memories! 

But that’s not what this moment was about. 
This one was... 

Actually, I’m not sure. 


All I really remember is how freaked out Foster was. And I don’t blame 
her. It had to be pretty terrifying knowing she was about to meet the people 
who “created” her—especially since we didn’t know if the Black Swan 


were the good guys or the bad guys back then. Plus, there was the whole 
“Will they be able to fix her abilities?” thing, which was kinda important 
since she wouldn’t be able to heal Alden’s mind if they couldn’t. 


So yeah, Foster was feeling a tiny bit of pressure. And I was only there 
because her parents had decided that letting me go was better than having 
her fly across the ocean at night to meet a group of mysterious rebels all 
alone. But Grady still didn’t seem happy about it. 


Can’t say I blame him for that. It wasn’t like I could help much. All I did 
was make a bunch of jokes to distract her—and it was super fun feeling her 
get all annoyed and embarrassed. I mean, look at that adorable blush! I 
could see it even with the moonlight washing out most of the color. 


In fact... if Pm keeping it real... I’m pretty sure that blush is the reason I 
drew this memory. 


I mean, I could’ve picked any moment from that flight, but I drew this 
one. Because that wasn’t an “I’m so embarrassed right now” blush. Or a 
“Keefe is driving me crazy” blush. 


It started out that way. 


But then it got warmer. 





Almost like... 


Ugh, I’m just going to say it, since it’s not like anyone’s ever going to 
read this (and Ro and Lord Bossypants already hassle me about it anyway 


—AND IT’S NOT LIKE I CARB). 


That was the first time it felt like... maybe I had a tiny shot at making 
this brave, beautiful, blushing girl like me. 


Hasn’t worked out that way yet. And I have no idea if it ever will. 


But there’s a teeny, tiny chance. 


And that’s enough. 
For now. 


Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaand, that got weird and sappy so... yeah. I can’t tell if 
it’s proof that this memory-writing thing is working and making me see 
things more clearly, or if it’s just making me find new ways to humiliate 
myself. 


I guess we'll see. 


MEMORY #3 


Right, the day of the ten thousand light leaps! 


Actually, there were only five leaps—one for each of the unmapped 
stars. But it felt like ten thousand, because leaping with quintessence is 
misery—and it took us to all kinds of places that regular light can’t go, like 
deep underground and to the bottom of the ocean. (Yep, that was a kraken 
behind us. He definitely wanted to eat us. Foster thought he swam away, but 
he was totally lurking behind us the whole time we were there, trying to 
figure out how to break through our force field.) 


Not a fun day. Pretty sure Gigantor hated it even more than Foster and I 
did. 


This was our second leap, I think? Or was it the third? 

It was the third! 

We did Lucilliant, Candesia, then Marquiseire—which is what that pink 
glittery glow all around us is—followed by Phosforien and Elementine 
(photographic memory for the win!). 


And for the record: Sparkly light? NOT FUN to leap with. 


The Marquiseire leap was seriously the worst part of the day. 


Well, I guess the worst part was technically when the Black Swan wasn’t 
there after we finally made it to their little island, because the whole thing 
was actually their plan to use Foster and me as bait. And the plan worked, 
because see that pin on my cape? 


Mom of the Year was at it again! 


She hid a tracker in my family crest—which, by the way, I’d waited 
years to have my parents give me. So not only did it turn out that they 


hadn’t finally treated me like I was part of my own family, BUT rm 
also the reason the Neverseen showed up at the Black Swan’s hideout and 
tried to steal Silveny (and broke her wing). And I’m the reason they found 
that island and tried to grab me and Foster. 


It’s super, super fun to be me, isn’t it? 


But that’s not actually why I drew this memory—and it wasn’t about 
Foster, either (or how adorably protective Gigantor looks). 


It was about that glittery pink light. 


I guess ethertine is made from some weird combination of quintessence 
and lightning. And I’m pretty sure the ethertine crown my mom had 
Glimmer dissolve during that creepy thing she did to me in Loamnore was 
made with quintessence from Marquiseire. It wasn’t pink or anything. But 
the grating, scraping feeling that hit me when the light tore through my 
body felt familiar, and I think it reminded me of this leap. 


So maybe if I learn more about Marquiseire, I’ll get a better idea of 
what’s going on with me. 


It’s a pretty slim hope but... it’s all I’ve got. 


Too bad this memory isn’t triggering anything useful, no matter how 
long I stare at it. 


Oh well—at least Foster looks all cute and determined! 


MEMORY #4 


Yeeeeeeeeaaaaaaaah, so... this was not a proud moment for me. It’s pretty 
much the Worst Idea I’ve Ever Had—and I’ve had a lot of really bad ideas. 


I just... I had to do something. 


We weren’t getting anywhere. And I knew the Neverseen wanted me to 
join them. So I thought... okay... let me give them what they want—or 
pretend to, anyway. Then I could find out all their secrets and take them 
down from the inside out. 


But it went wrong right from the start—right from this moment. 
Foster wasn’t supposed to be there. 


She wasn’t supposed to know what I was doing until I was already long 
gone. 


Just like she wasn’t supposed to know I stole Kenric’s cache until I’d 
already stolen it back and destroyed the Neverseen and saved the day and 
fixed everything—go, me! 


But... she was there. 


And while I will always be glad I made her that necklace and hid a 
leaping crystal in one of the beads (I seriously don’t even want to think 
about what would’ve happened if she couldn’t have gotten away...), her 
escape also derailed everything. Any trust I was supposed to earn from 
handing over Kenric’s cache vanished the second Sophie did. And I knew 
that the Neverseen were never going to trust me. 


I guess I probably should’ve cut my losses right then and fled to the 
Black Swan. But I just kept thinking there had to be a way to salvage the 
situation. 


There wasn’t. 


And I’m pretty lucky no one got seriously hurt, and that Foster forgave 
me. 


I wasn’t sure if she would. 

Sometimes I still worry that some tiny part of her holds it against me. 
That she’ll never fully trust me. That she’ll always see me as the guy who 
betrayed her and stole from her and ran off with the enemy. 


I mean... look at her face.... 


I make myself remember that expression every time I have to be around 
Fitzphie. It stops me from screaming, DON’T PICK HIM— 


PICK ME. Because yeah, Fitz has yelled at her a few times, and said 
stuff that makes me want to smack him upside the head. 


But I’m the only one who’s made Foster look like this.... Like she’s just 
lost all hope that there’s actually good in the world. 


I did that. 
Not sure I deserve to be forgiven. 


And on that cheerful note, let’s move on to the next memory! 


MEMORY #5 


Okay, so I’ve lived through some pretty scary things. But I’ve never been as 
terrified as I was watching Lumenaria fall. 





I was right there on the beach when the castle crumbled. And all I could 
think was: Foster’s in there. 


Everything after that is a fragmented blur. 


I have scattered memories of running around, asking anyone if they’d 
seen her or knew where she was. But no one could help. I’m not sure they 
even understood what I was asking. Everyone was in shock. It felt like the 
whole world had just toppled. 


So I kept running faster, digging through rubble, screaming her name, 
begging anyone to tell me something—give me some tiny shred of hope 
that she was okay, because she had to be. It had to be like her kidnapping— 
like her planting. Everyone said she was gone forever, but she came back 
safe. 


I needed her to be safe again. 
But she wasn’t with the survivors. 
Neither was Edaline. 


And one person said they’d seen Sophie run back into the castle not long 
before it fell... 


But then... there she was. 
I definitely cried after I’d made sure she and Edaline were still breathing. 


Don’t think Foster noticed, though. I tried to get it together before I 
woke her—tried to focus on looking calm, because I knew she’d need me to 
be. But I was a mess. 


I’m still a mess, just looking at her bruises and all that destruction.... 


I know I crack a lot of jokes about Foster’s near-death experiences—but 
there’s nothing funny about them. Especially this one. 


I almost lost her. 
And if I had, it would’ve been all my fault. 


All of this is my... 


Hmm. Probably better if I don’t finish that sentence. And wow, this is 
getting dark. Let’s hope the next memory is a bit less brutal. 


MEMORY #6 


Ha, looks like I got artsy with this one. I couldn’t actually see the 
moonlarks in their nest (or any fancy shadows). But... I wanted to make 
sure I remembered their songs. 


The melodies were mournful and tragic—but somehow still so hopeful. 
And that definitely summed up what it felt like to find out Forkle was not- 
dead and still-dead all at the same time. 


Fitz freaked out and yelled. Biana sobbed. Dex got all technical and 
asked a billion questions. Bangs Boy got moody and demanding (no 
surprise there). Linh did that quiet, thoughtful thing she’s so good at. 


And me? 


I swear, when I saw Forkle, I didn’t know if I wanted to strangle-hug 
him or just strangle him. I still don’t really know how to wrap my head 
around the whole secret-twins-sharing-a-single-life thing. But... Pm glad 
we didn’t lose him completely. 


And I’m glad Foster took the news okay (though she did tug out a few 
eyelashes). Forkle had begged me with his final breaths to take care of his 
moonlark. And I swore I would—though he didn’t need to ask. 


That’s been my plan for a long time—and not because I don’t think she 
can take care of herself. 


Because she shouldn’t have to. 
She’s dealing with enough pressure and responsibility and people trying 


to kill her. If there’s anything I can do to make things easier for her, Pll do 
it. No matter what. 


Also? Really hoping I don’t have to wear that green tunic again. I mean, 
I look awesome—but I’m sick of losing people. 


I’m sick of losing in general. 


But staring at this memory isn’t going to help with that, so... moving on! 


MEMORY #7 


Ugh. 
That’s all my brain wants to say about this memory. 
Just... ugh. 
But that’s not going to be helpful. 


Neither will the many thoughts I have about the way Fitz is freaking out. 
Or the fact that I was only there because Alden basically asked me to join 
Team Fitzphie. 


(Yeah, I know. I wanted to say no. But I said yes for her. She deserves to 
decide what she wants—even if it’s not me.) 


As for helpful thoughts... I don’t know. Alvar definitely looks super 
meek and remorseful. And I know I’m supposed to see that and think, 


LIAR! TRAITOR! LOCK HIM UP! 


And I do think that. 


But the weird thing about being an Empath is that I also know, for a fact, 
that he actually was meek and remorseful after he lost his memories. And if 
they hadn’t come back, I think he would’ve stayed that way. Which is pretty 
terrifying, if you think about it. 


Means we don’t have to be born evil to be evil. 


We can switch sides anytime. 
Pretty sure that’s what my mom is counting on.... 


And before I go any farther down that depressing thought-path, let’s 
move on. 


MEMORY #8 


Welp. I knew I was going to have to face my mommy issues eventually, 
aaaaaaaaaaaaaaand here we are. 


I mean... look at her! 


She looks like she’s cheering on her favorite team in bramble, not 
torturing (and almost killing) her son! And that was seriously her 
expression. I’d told myself not to look at her, but I did end up stealing one 
quick glance, and I swear, I could imagine her chanting, Legacy, legacy, 


legacy! 


Then there’s Tammy Boy. I should probably hate him for this, since it’s 
not like he’s ever been my favorite person. But... he did try to warn me. 
And I know he only cooperated because of those creepy light-things on his 
wrists. 


So... I guess I can’t really hold it against him. 
(But I will keep right on making fun of his stupid silver bangs!) 


As for Foster... I probably shouldn’t admit this because it’s super selfish 
and horrible, but... I’m really glad she was there. It killed me seeing her 
bound and helpless like that—kills me now just remembering it. And I can 
only imagine what kind of nightmares she must have. 


But... if she hadn’t been there—and hadn’t gone all mega-powerful 
Telepath and kept our minds connected when the shadows hit me—I don’t 
know what would’ve happened. 


Actually, maybe I do know. 


I wanted to retreat into that darkness and never come back. But Sophie 
called for me. And I came back for her. 


I'll always... 


Ugh, I’m back to more sappy, pointless rambling. Pretty sure that proves 
this project is a waste of time. It hasn’t triggered any new memories. I 
haven’t learned anything new about stellarlune, or those humans my mom 
killed, or the letter I delivered, or anything else. Seems like a pretty epic 
fail. But what else is new? 


I guess I can try again later. But I think I’d better take a break, before I 
write something really embarrassing. Like how I’m pretty sure I’m— 


HA! 
I’m reckless, but I’m not that reckless! 


Not that it matters. I’m going to hide this notebook so well, I doubt PI 
even be able to find it. And I should probably do that now because my 


ridiculously annoying bodyguard is getting bored. (YEAH, ROI 
HEAR YOU LOUD-SIGHING OVER AND 
OVER. PM PRETTY SURE EVERY 
PERSON ON THE PLANET CAN HEAR 


YOU! l) And when she gets bored, she gets really humiliating ideas. 





So... Hunkyhair — out. 


Novella 





Hi again, everyone! 


Yay—you’re still here! I hope that means you enjoyed the first half of this book— 
though I have a feeling some of you have snuck back here before reading all of that 
other awesome stuff because you’re dying to know what’s going to happen next to 
Sophie and her friends. And that’s fine. I won’t judge. 


BUT. 


Like I said earlier, the novella you’re about to read takes place right after the ending of 
Legacy, so I need to interrupt this letter for yet another gigantic SPOILER ALERT! 


If you haven’t read Legacy yet—and don’t want any of the twists and surprises spoiled— 
turn and flee immediately! Even the rest of this letter isn’t safe! 


I’m going to pause one final time to make sure everyone has heeded my warning.... 


Okay, back to what I was saying! 


The novella you’re about to read is what I’d originally planned as the beginning of 
Keeper #9—until I realized that I could tell this part of the story better if I broke the 
usual pattern for the series. The Keeper books are limited to Sophie’s point of view, 
meaning the only scenes we see are scenes where Sophie is present, and the only 
thoughts we hear are Sophie’s. And to show how Keefe discovers the ways he’s been 
affected by what his mother put him through in the final scenes of Legacy, I needed to 
be able to include his thoughts and show certain moments that he would try to hide 
from the rest of his friends. So I decided to move this section of the story to here, where 
I can alternate between Sophie’s and Keefe’s POVs. Each chapter is labeled to let you 
know whose head we’re in. And don’t worry, this novella may be a little shorter than 
the Keeper books usually are, but it’s packed with huge revelations! You also definitely 
need to read it before you read Book 9. 


I hope you enjoy every single page. And I promise, I’m writing Keeper #9 as fast as I 
can! 


Happy reading! 


XO 


- PREFACE - 
KEEFE 


I can’t Do THIS.” 

The words felt desperate and terrifying—but Keefe could taste the truth 
behind them. So he didn’t lie or take them back or try to twist them into a 
joke. 

He wanted to. 

He missed laughing and pulling pranks and messing around with his 
friends. 

But he wasn’t that guy anymore. 

He didn’t know who he was. 

All he knew was that he’d changed. 

And the powers he’d been given were much too dangerous. 

He needed to accept that, and make everyone else accept it too. 

They were too busy hoping and planning and pretending that everything 
was Okay. 

But it wasn t okay. 

He couldn’t control this—not unless he did something drastic. 

Something he definitely didn’t want to do. 

But he would. 

He had to. 

He wasn’t giving up. 

He was fighting back his own way. 


- ONE - 
Sophie 


So... HOW DO WE access the memory?” Sophie asked, pulling free from the 
deal-sealing handshake to uncover the clear, marble-size gadget that had 
been pressed between her palm and Councillor Oralie’s. 

The tiny blue jewel set into the center of the cache glinted in the 
afternoon sunlight seeping through the swaying Panakes branches. 

Inside was a single Forgotten Secret. 

Hopefully filled with the answers Sophie needed. 

That was why she’d agreed to work with Oralie, despite barely being 
able to look at the pretty blond Councillor now that she knew the truth 
about her. 

“Don’t even think about telling me we have to wait,” she warned when 
Oralie’s delicate features pulled into a frown. 

Sophie didn’t have time to be patient anymore. 

Or cautious. 

Or afraid. 

She needed to figure out how to help Keefe, then get back to the Healing 
Center. 

“That’s not what I was going to say,” Oralie assured her. 

But the crease between her perfectly arched eyebrows deepened, and she 
kept shifting the way she sat, streaking the skirt of her fluttery pink gown 
with mud and bits of grass. 

“The cache is designed to erase itself if I perform the access sequence 
incorrectly,” Oralie eventually admitted, “and I’m having a difficult time 
determining the proper order of the steps.” 

“Access sequence?” Sophie repeated. “I thought the memory just needed 
a password.” 


That was what Dex had told her when he was trying to access the secrets 
hidden in Fintan’s cache—though he’d technically been trying to hack into 
a fake cache without realizing it at the time. 

“The password’s part of it,” Oralie agreed. “But first I have to prove that 
I’m ‘authorized.’ And no, a Technopath won’t be able to bypass any of the 
security, if that’s what you’re about to suggest. Even someone as talented as 
Dex.” 

Sophie groaned, wishing she could grab the cache and fling it off one of 
Havenfield’s cliffs—or maybe at Oralie’s head. But the memory inside had 
something to do with stellarlune—the term Keefe’s mom had used for the 
creepy things she’d done to herself and her husband before she got 
pregnant. 

An experiment of sorts. 

Designed to make Keefe ready for whatever “legacy” his mom had been 
planning for him. 

And there had turned out to be a second, horrifying step to the process. 

Sophie tried everything to stop it, but in the end, all she could do was 
watch as Lady Gisela forced Tam to use his ability as a Shade to dissolve 
the dwarven king’s magsidian throne after Keefe had been bound to it—and 
then ordered a Flasher who called herself Glimmer to blast the ethertine 
crown that had been placed on Keefe’s head. Exposing Keefe to massive 
amounts of shadowflux and quintessence to trigger... 

Something. 

Sophie had no idea what. 

Lady Gisela had managed to escape—again—without giving any further 
insights into her son’s condition. And Keefe had been unconscious ever 
since. 

But Elwin could tell that Keefe’s cells were going through some sort of 
transformation—which was the same horrible word that Lady Gisela kept 
using to describe what she hoped would happen to her son if he “embraced 
the change.” And while Elwin seemed convinced that Keefe was simply 
manifesting a new special ability—that still sounded absolutely terrifying. 
Especially since Sophie had a feeling that would only be the beginning. 

They wouldn’t know for sure until Keefe woke up. 

If he— 

She managed to shut down that bleak thought before it could fully form. 
But she couldn’t stop the bigger worries from screaming around her brain 


like a freaked-out banshee. 

What if Keefe wasn’t Keefe anymore ? 

What if he joined the Neverseen for real? 

What if he turned into— 

“No.” 

She said the word out loud to silence all the mental noise. 

She’d stayed telepathically connected to Keefe the entire time the 
shadowflux and quintessence were tearing through his system, and he’d still 
been him. 

He’d also been having some very Keefe-like dreams now that he was 
safely in the Healing Center. 

Plus, Keefe was much too stubborn to ever let his mom win. 

But Lady Gisela is just as stubborn, her brain had to remind her. And she 
isn’t done with Keefe yet. 

She’Il never be done with him. 

Not until she gets what she wants. 

Or someone kills her... 

“What are you doing?” Oralie asked as Sophie jumped to her feet, 
needing to move—pace—something. 

“I don’t understand why you didn’t look up the sequence to open the 
cache before you came here,” Sophie grumbled. “You knew we were going 
to need it.” 

Oralie’s pink lips flickered with a hint of a smile. “It’s not as if there’s an 
instruction manual, Sophie. Quite the opposite, actually. The knowledge 
was divided into pieces and scattered throughout my consciousness—and 
sadly, using your telepathy won’t help, since false instructions were buried 
with everything else, and you’d never be able to tell which are which.” 

“Okay,” Sophie said, tugging out an eyelash as she walked a slow circle 
around the trunk of Calla’s Panakes tree. “Then how do we figure it out?” 

“We don’t—though I appreciate your spirit of teamwork. And I 
understand your urgency. I feel it too. But I’m still going to need a minute 
to think.” 

Sophie gritted her teeth and went back to circling, tapping her fingers 
against the coarse, braided bark to distract herself. 

But one minute turned into two. 

Then three. 

Four. 


“You know, for years I’ve had to hear about how perfect and safe your 
world is supposed to be,” Sophie muttered, kicking the grass. “And yet you 
guys sure did put a lot of obnoxiously complicated security measures into 
place.” 

“I think you mean our world,” Oralie corrected. 

Sophie shrugged. 

The Lost Cities were her home now—and she wouldn’t ever want to 
leave them. 

But sometimes she felt... disconnected. 

“You’re not wrong about the contradiction,” Oralie admitted, reaching 
for a fallen Panakes blossom. “We’ve been playing both sides for far too 
long. Convincing ourselves that we’re above the problems plaguing the 
other intelligent species, all while still attempting to prepare for any worst- 
case scenarios—through rather convoluted methods, PII even admit. We 
wanted to believe that we’re superior. And we are, in certain ways. But... I 
can’t help wondering if things would be different right now if we’d simply 
accepted from the beginning that the power we have is both our greatest 
asset and our largest vulnerability.” 

“Or maybe things would be different if you stopped trying to control 
everyone all the time,” Sophie suggested. 

That was what the whole mess boiled down to. 

A ridiculous power struggle. 

The Neverseen thought they should be in charge—and they’d convinced 
others to join their cause by pointing out the Council’s mistakes. 

Uncovering lies the Councillors had told. 

Highlighting injustices they’d allowed. 

And the scariest part was: The Neverseen weren’t wrong. 

They just had really cruel solutions to all of the problems—at least as far 
as Sophie could tell. She’d only uncovered tiny fragments of their plans, 
and she still had no idea how to fit the pieces together. 

The Neverseen were too smart to give anything away until they were 
ready to put their schemes into action. 

But Sophie had to get ahead of them this time—had to stop them from 
dragging Keefe in any deeper. 

Unless she was already too late... 

“Ruling this planet is no easy task,” Oralie told her. “We do the best we 
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can. 


Maybe they did. But the Council’s “best” didn’t seem to be good enough 
anymore—assuming it ever had been. And Sophie was tempted to remind 
Oralie that no one had asked the elves to put themselves in charge. 

But she needed to stay focused. 

“What exactly do you remember from the instructions?” she asked, 
pointing to the cache. 

Oralie stood, holding the tiny crystal up to eye level. “I know it needs 
my blood, sweat, and tears. I’m just not sure if that’s the right order to give 
them in. It might be tears, sweat, then blood. Or sweat, tears, then blood. Or 
sweat, blood, and tears. Or blood, tears, then—” 

“Is there someone you can ask?” Sophie cut in. “What about Bronte?” 

“Councillor Bronte would not support my decision to come here. Nor 
would any of the other Councillors. They believe the Forgotten Secrets 
should remain forgotten.” 

“Then why bother storing the memories in the first place?” Sophie 
countered. 

“Because it’s important to have a record somewhere, in case of an 
extreme emergency.” 

“Well this—” 

“Isnt,” Oralie finished for her. “At least not as far as the rest of the 
Council is concerned. In fact, several Councillors feel that the uncertainty 
behind Keefe’s condition would best be managed medicinally—or by 
containing him.” 

Bile soured Sophie’s tongue. “They wouldn’t order Elwin to keep him 
sedated, would they? Or lock him away in Exile?” 

Or both. 

She couldn’t bring herself to voice the last option, in case it gave the 
Council ideas. 

Exile’s somnatorium was real. 

Sophie had walked through its disturbingly silent halls. 

“T won’t let that happen,” Oralie promised. “But the more information 
we have about what the Neverseen are planning for him, the better. Why do 
you think I’m here? I told you, I’m done hiding from the darker truths in 
our world. I’m ready to face them—even if it means violating my oaths. I 
just can’t count on any help from the rest of the Council. Particularly 
because I’m working with you.” 


Sophie frowned. “But, I’m a Regent now. And the leader of Team 
Valiant! If they don’t trust me—” 

“This isn’t about trust. It’s about risk. Like you said, you’ve become 
quite valuable to the Council. They’ve finally realized exactly how much 
they need you. So to put you in danger this way—” 

“Pm always in danger!” Sophie pointed to where Sandor stood sentry by 
Verdi’s pasture—then to where Flori watched them from the edge of the 
tree line. 

She’d gotten so used to being shadowed by bodyguards that she could 
almost forget they were there—particularly since she was down to only two 
now that Nubiti was the new queen of the dwarves. Tarina was still ironing 
things out with her empress after the incident with the illegal troll hive, and 
Bo was protecting Tam and Linh. 

“This is a different level of danger,” Oralie insisted. “You’ve never dealt 
with a Forgotten Secret before.” 

“Uh, pretty sure I have,” Sophie argued, loud enough to make sure 
Sandor heard the reminder. The last thing she needed was to have him think 
she was stepping into a new level of uncharted dangerous territory and shift 
into overprotective-goblin mode. “Someone’s cache has to be filled with all 
of the things Vespera did to get herself locked up in Lumenaria’s dungeon. 
But the Council didn’t bother coming clean after she escaped, so I got to 
learn about her crimes the hard way.” 

The very hard way. 

Like, having her human parents captured and tortured after Vespera went 
back to work on her evil experiments. 

And Biana had scars all over her back, arms, and shoulders from when 
Vespera tried to kill her. 

“I suppose you’re right,” Oralie murmured. “But that should make you 
all the more cautious. Forgotten Secrets aren’t erased simply to protect the 
sanity of the Councillors. They’re often truths that could send our world 
spiraling into chaos.” 

“Yeah, well, what else is new?” Sophie’s eyes locked with Sandor’s, and 
thankfully he didn’t argue. 

But he did seem to be gripping the hilt of his giant black sword a whole 
lot tighter. 

Oralie stepped closer. “I’m not telling you this because I’m going back 
on our deal—or because I’m trying to scare you. I just... need to make sure 


you’re truly prepared for the turbulent waters ahead. I can’t bear having any 
more regrets when it comes to you.” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. 

The words were probably meant to be touching—but she knew all Oralie 
was really trying to do was allay her own guilt if something bad happened. 

Oralie sighed. “I realize you’re angry with me, Sophie. And I’m not 
trying to start another fight. But regardless of what you may think, I do... 
care about you. And someday I hope you’ll understand the difficult position 
L_” 

“I won't!” 

“You might. Things feel so much bigger when you’re young. So much 
more absolute. But... love isn’t as black-and-white as you believe it to be. It 
comes in many colors, many forms—” 

“Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure none of them involve lying to someone for 
years, or signing your daughter up to be part of a genetic experiment!” 

“Tt can,” Oralie whispered, wrapping her arms around her waist, “when 
that’s the only way to have a daughter.” 

The last word sounded different than the others, and for a second, Sophie 
found herself meeting Oralie’s stare and wishing the Black Swan had made 
her an Empath. Then she would’ve been able to tell if the sadness and 
longing she could see in Oralie’s eyes were actually real. 

But it didn’t matter. 

“Tt wasn’t the only way,” Sophie reminded her. “You just wanted to keep 
your precious position on the Council.” 

“I did,” Oralie agreed, reaching up and tracing her fingers over the 
jewels in her circlet. “But that isn’t just about me. It might’ve started out 
that way when I was first elected. But you have no idea what kind of chaos 
would ensue if I were to leave—especially for a scandal like this.” 

Sophie opened her mouth to argue, but... 

She’d unfortunately already come to the same frustrating conclusion. 

The Lost Cities were in turmoil, and losing another Councillor could 
give the Neverseen the opening they needed to finally take over. 

That was why Sophie hadn’t told anyone the truth about Oralie. 

Not even Fitz. 

Despite how much the secret had cost her. 

Her heart turned sharp and heavy at the reminder, like a lump of shrapnel 
slowly shredding the inside of her chest. 


She’d gotten used to their “breakup”—if that was even the right term for 
what had happened between her and Fitz. But that didn’t mean she was over 
it. Or that part of her didn’t still wish... 

“Pm sorry,” Oralie said, stepping closer. “I never meant to hurt you.” 

“Well, you have.” 

“I know. And... I have to live with that.” 

Oralie’s voice cracked—and the sound made Sophie’s resolve crack a 
little too. 

But her shrapnel heart snapped her out of it. 

Her hands curled into fists. “Yeah, well I get to live with being 
unmatchable. So I win.” 

Worst. Victory. Ever. 

“I’m so sorry, Sophie. Truly.” 

Sophie jerked away when Oralie reached for her. “Just stop it, okay? 
You’re wasting time.” 

“Actually... Pm not. We needed my tears, didn’t we?” Oralie blinked, 
showing how glassy her eyes had gotten. “I knew the easiest way to trigger 
them was to remind myself of how much you hate me.” 

“Oh.” 

It was the only thing Sophie could think to say. 

She was so tired of feeling sorry for people who didn’t deserve her 
sympathy. 

“How do you know that starting with tears is the right order for the 
cache?” she asked, getting back to a subject that actually mattered. 

“Because my mind’s been fixated on a phrase ever since I started trying 
to piece together the steps. Truth starts below.” 

“Am I supposed to know what that means?” 

“No, it’s a clue I left for myself. And it’s not about the words—though 
I’m sure I chose them because they sound mysterious enough to catch my 
attention. The secret’s in their first letters. T. S. B. Tears, sweat, then blood.” 

“You’re sure?” Sophie had to ask as Oralie reached up to wipe the 
corners of her eyes. 

“Positive.” 

Her voice didn’t waver—but Sophie noticed that Oralie held her breath 
as she smeared her damp fingertip across the curve of the cache. 

“Should something be happening?” Sophie asked after several endless 
seconds. 


“Not yet. I’ve only begun the sequence.” Oralie swept the long tendrils 
of her hair over her left shoulder. “These ringlets are so heavy—they always 
make my neck glisten.” 

“Glisten?” 

Oralie nodded, and Sophie begrudgingly had to admit that Oralie did 
look more shimmery than sweaty as she brushed her finger along her 
hairline and swiped it across the cache—which still didn’t respond. 

“Now for the part I’ve been dreading.” Oralie bit her lip as she removed 
one of the golden pins securing her circlet. “The rational side of me knows 
Pll only feel a tiny prick, but... I think you must get your needle phobia 
from me.” 

“T’m pretty sure everyone hates needles,” Sophie argued, refusing to feel 
even the tiniest connection to Oralie. 

“I suppose.” Oralie scowled at the sharp point for a beat before she 
lowered it toward her fingertip—and Sophie looked away until Oralie 
announced, “All done.” 

The cache was streaked with red when Sophie turned back—but nothing 
else had changed. 

“There’s one final step,” Oralie explained. “Now it needs a password— 
and I actually have two, in case someone ever tried to force me to do this. 
One that opens the cache, and one that destroys it.” 

“And you’re sure you know which is which?” 

“Thankfully I made it easy for myself.” She leaned closer, her breath 
clouding the crystal as she whispered, “Fathdon.” 

Sophie realized that was Councillor Kenric’s last name the same moment 
the cache flashed glaringly bright and she found herself squinting right at 
him—or rather, squinting at a small projection of him that was hovering 
above the glowing orb like a tiny Kenric apparition. A projection of Oralie 
stood facing him, both of them silhouetted in moonlight, wearing long 
silver capes with hoods covering their circlets. 

“I knew Kenric would be a part of this,” the real Oralie murmured. “He 
always insisted on being involved in everything I did.” 

“But he doesn’t look happy about it,” Sophie noted. 

The projections were slightly blurry, and some of the details were a little 
off with their features, since Oralie didn’t have a photographic memory. But 
Sophie could still see the scowl on Kenric’s usually smiling face. 


“For once, would you please just trust that I know what’s best?” he 
pleaded, knocking back his hood and tearing his hands through his vivid red 
hair. 

“No! You don’t get to drag me into this and then not tell me what’s going 
on!” the projection of Oralie argued. 

Kenric heaved a sigh. “It doesn’t matter. Your memory is going to be 
erased anyway.” 

“Then that’s all the more reason to keep me informed! The record in my 
cache should be a complete account of what we’re up against, not whatever 
scattered pieces you feel like sharing. Otherwise, what use will it be if we 
need to reference it in the future?” 

“Exactly!” Sophie said, hoping Kenric listened. 

But his projection moved closer and reached for Oralie’s hand. “Please, 
Ora. I need you to trust me on this. Can you feel how serious I am when I 
tell you that it’s absolutely essential to keep everything about Elysian 
fragmented?” 

The projection of Oralie frowned. “That’s not the word you had me ask 
Fintan about.” 

“I know. And I can’t tell you what it means, so don’t ask. I shouldn’t 
have mentioned it at all, but... I always say too much when I’m with you.” 

“And yet, here I stand, completely in the dark,” the projection of Oralie 
noted. 

“Good. You’!l be safer that way.” 

“Elysian doesn’t feel familiar,” the real Oralie murmured as the 
projection of Kenric started to pace. 

“Is it a place?” Sophie asked, remembering the myths she’d read back in 
her old school about the Elysian Fields. 

Often there were glimmers of truth behind the stories humans told— 
remnants from the days when the elves and humans still had a treaty 
between their worlds. Or pieces of the elves’ campaign of misinformation 
to make their existence sound too silly to be believed. 

“T truly have no idea,” Oralie admitted. “All of this feels strangely... 
detached. It’s like I’m watching someone else’s life instead of my own. I 
always thought accessing a Forgotten Secret would be like recovering any 
other memory, and after a few moments my brain would find enough cues 
to sync it back into my mental timeline. But this doesn’t connect to 
anything.” 


“Not even to stellarlune?” 

Past Oralie must’ve been thinking the same thing, because her projection 
asked Kenric, “Does this Elysian thing have something to do with whatever 
stellarlune is?” 

Kenric sighed. “I can’t tell you that, either.” 

“You can and you will.” The tiny Oralie stalked forward, grabbing his 
wrist. “You don’t get to show up at my door in the middle of the night, beg 
me to go with you to see a former Councillor—who seemed particularly 
unstable, by the way—ask him over and over about whatever stellarlune is, 
even after I told you he wasn’t lying when he said he’d never heard of it, 
and then stand there, gray as a ghoul because you slipped and said 
something about this mysterious Elysian.” 

Kenric let out a soft chuckle. “Gray as a ghoul. You’ve always had a 
flair for the dramatic, Ora. It’s one of my favorite things about you.” 

“Stop trying to distract me!” 

“But I’m so good at it!” Kenric flashed a smug grin as he stepped closer 
—so close, the toes of their shoes touched. “I seem to remember you losing 
your train of thought twice the other day when I wore that gray jerkin with 
the emeralds on the collar. The one you’ve always said brings out the flecks 
of green in my eyes.” 

He batted his lashes and Sophie had to smile. 

But the real Oralie looked ready to cry. 

And her projection seemed eager to smack him. 

“You’re ridiculous,” she whisper-hissed, reaching up to make sure her 
hood still covered her circlet before glancing over her shoulder. The 
memory was too shadowy for Sophie to tell where they were, but the 
silence in the background made it seem like they were alone. “Tell me about 
Elysian, Kenric! And stellarlune! And anything else you’re investigating! 
You came to me for help, so let me help!” 

“You already have, far more than you know,” he assured her. “Fintan 
was calmer with you there, and that allowed me to finally slip past his 
guard.” 

“You breached his mind? Why?” 

Kenric backed away, resuming his pacing. “The same reason I always 
breach someone’s mind—but I didn’t find the information I was looking 
for, in case you’re wondering. That’s probably good news, though. At least 


this mess is a little more contained than I’d feared. I just wish I could find 
the source of the leak.” 

“Pm getting tired of your vagueness and riddles,” the projection of 
Oralie warned. 

Sophie snorted. “Welcome to my world.” 

“The truly strange thing is,” the real Oralie murmured, “I can’t recall any 
part of the conversation I apparently had with Fintan. And if the Washers 
erased it, there should be a second jewel in my cache—or this memory 
should start much earlier. I suppose it’s possible that Kenric washed it 
himself, but—” 

“Kenric was a Washer?” Sophie interrupted. 

“One of the best. It was often his job to wash the minds of the other 
Washers, to make sure they hadn’t inadvertently learned anything from their 
assignments—but he was under oath to never wash the mind of anyone on 
the Council, even if they asked him to. And I can’t see him breaking that 
vow—especially with me.” 

“T can, if he thought he was protecting you,” Sophie argued. 

“I suppose.” Oralie studied the tiny versions of herself and Kenric, who 
seemed to have entered into some sort of epic staring contest. “Actually, 
now that I think about it, there was another time when my mind felt like it 
does right now. I woke up in my sitting room, and Kenric was there with... 
someone. I can’t remember who—which is strange. I know we weren’t 
alone, but...” She rubbed the center of her forehead, like she was trying to 
massage the detail loose. “I also have no memory of letting them in. But I 
remember Kenric teasing me about drinking too much fizzleberry wine. 
And I had indulged in a second glass that night with dinner, so that seemed 
like a logical enough explanation at the time. But... I do also remember 
thinking that something about his smile felt off. I was just too tired to ask 
him about it. My head was so... fuzzy.” She frowned, rubbing her forehead 
harder. “I have that same fuzziness now. It’s like... trying to feel my way 
through fog, except there’s nothing on the other side, if that makes sense.” 

“Do you think that other memory has something to do with stellarlune?” 
Sophie asked. “Or Elysian?” 

“Tt could. But let’s not forget that it’s equally possible that I truly did 
have too much wine.” 

Somehow Sophie doubted that. “And you have no idea what Elysian is— 
not even a guess?” 


She wasn’t surprised when Oralie shook her head—but that didn’t make 
her any less ready to scream, Just once, couldn't you guys call it something 
like “Our Massive Conspiracy to Control the World” and stop with all the 
fancy words that don’t mean anything? 

“This is such a classic Kenric move!” Oralie huffed, glaring at his 
projection. “He always kept me out of anything he’d decided was ‘too 
intense.’ That’s why there’s only one Forgotten Secret in my cache.” 

“Um... it sounds like the real reason for that might be because Kenric 
stole some of your other memories,” Sophie had to point out, which made 
her want to throw a full-fledged tantrum—complete with kicking and 
flailing. 

Sometimes it felt like all she ever did was try to help fill in someone’s 
mental gaps after someone else messed with their memories. It was enough 
to make her start hating Telepaths. 

Oralie turned away, stretching out her hand to catch several of the 
pinkish, purplish, bluish petals raining around them. “I know what you’re 
thinking, Sophie. But Kenric would never do anything malicious— 
especially to me. He and I...” 

She didn’t finish the sentence—but she didn’t need to. 

Kenric’s feelings for Oralie had been incredibly obvious, and Sophie had 
long suspected that the feelings had been mutual. 

But she still had to wonder if there’d been a lot more to Kenric than 
she’d originally realized. 

She squinted at his face, wishing she knew more about him. 

He’d always been her favorite Councillor—but that had mostly been 
because he tended to take her side. And that didn’t necessarily mean she 
should’ve trusted him. 

“Ts that the end of the memory?” she asked. 

“T can’t tell,” Oralie admitted. 

The two projections were standing so still that the image almost looked 
frozen. 

“Do you think—” Sophie started to ask, but Kenric’s voice cut her off. 

“I’m sorry for dragging you into this, Ora.” He dropped his gaze toward 
the ground. “I tried to avoid it. But I didn’t know who else to trust.” 

Oralie’s projection reached for his hands. “If you really trust me, tell me 
what’s going on.” 


For a second he looked tempted. But he shook his head. “I can’t. And I 
swear, I’m doing you a favor by keeping you in the dark. I’m counting 
down the days until I can have the Washers clean this mess out of my 
brain.” 

“T can tell.” Oralie closed her eyes in the memory. “I feel so much fear 
and frustration. And... is that disgust?” 

Kenric pulled his hands away from her. “Let’s just say that sometimes 
I’m not particularly proud to call myself a Councillor.” 

“Tt’s that bad?” she whispered. 

He looked pale when he nodded. “Some days I dream about walking 
away.” 

“You mean resigning?” Oralie clarified. 

He hesitated before stepping closer. “I’ve done my share for my people, 
Ora. I’d have zero problem letting someone else take over. But... I won’t go 
unless you resign with me.” 

Everyone sucked in a breath: Sophie, Oralie, Oralie’s projection—even 
Kenric, as if he couldn’t believe he’d just said that. 

But he didn’t take it back. 

Instead, he reached for her face, gently cupping her cheek. “I may not be 
an Empath, but I know I’m not alone in this. Don’t tell me you’ve never 
wished—” 

“Please don’t say it,” Oralie begged—but there was no energy behind 
her plea. 

She even leaned into his hand. 

“Ora,” Kenric breathed, sweeping back her hood, “you don’t have to 
keep fighting this. We wouldn’t be the first to walk away because of—” 

Oralie shook her head. “Kenric, don’t.” 

His jaw set and his eyes blazed with the same intensity as his voice when 
he told her, “Because of love, Ora. We both know that’s what this is, no 
matter how hard we pretend otherwise.” 

The real Oralie covered her mouth, tears streaking down her face. 

Her projection just stood there shaking. 

Kenric reached for her other cheek. “Think of how much simpler 
everything would be if we stopped trying to deny how we feel,” he 
whispered. “How happy we could be. How free.” His gaze shifted to her 
mouth. “We could have our own place. Our own lives. Maybe someday 
even our own family.” 


“Kenric...” 

He leaned toward her, and her lips parted, like she might let him kiss her. 
But at the last second she turned her face away. 

“I can’t do this.” 

He turned her chin back toward him. “Can’t? Or won’t?” 

“Both.” 

The word seemed to form a wall between them, growing thicker with 
every silent second that followed. 

Kenric tilted his head. “There’s something you’re not telling me.” 

“No—” 

“There is. I know you too well, Ora. In fact... I might even know what it 
is.” 

“There’s nothing to know,” Oralie swore. 

Kenric laughed sadly, stepping back. “Empaths are terrible liars.” 
“Kenric—” 

“That time when you were ill,” he interrupted. “When you wouldn’t let 
me take you to see any physicians. I stayed by your side the whole night, 
just to be safe. And there were a few moments when I couldn’t tell if you 
were asleep or awake. You’d toss and turn and whisper something over and 
over. Something that sounded... a lot like suldreen.” 

Sophie felt her jaw fall open. 

“Suldreen” was the proper term for a moonlark. 

“That doesn’t mean—” Oralie’s projection tried, but Kenric cut her off. 

“I saw how upset you were when Prentice was exiled. And I saw the 
look on your face when Alden brought us that strand of DNA. Everyone 
thought it was a hoax or a misunderstanding—but not you. Don’t try to 
deny it, Ora. I saw you flinch when he used the phrase ‘Project Moonlark.’ 
And you’ve tried harder than anyone to stop Alden’s search. You think I 
don’t know that you’re the one who convinced Bronte to place someone in 
Quinlin’s office to keep an eye on things?” 

“So he knew,” Sophie said as both Oralies let out a strangled sob. “He 
knew you’re my...” 

“He must have,” the real Oralie whispered. “But I had no idea. He never 
said...” She leaned closer to his projection, shouting, “Why didn’t you tell 
me when I’d remember it?” 

Kenric, of course, didn’t answer. 


And Sophie studied him, trying to decide if she wanted to laugh or cry or 
teleport somewhere far, far away. 

Another person she’d trusted, who’d hidden things and lied to her every 
time she saw him. 

That was the worst part of being the moonlark—aside from having 
enemies trying to kill her all the time. 

No one was ever quite who they pretended to be. 

“What did he mean about you being ill?” she asked, trying to piece 
together as much of the real story as she could. 

Oralie pressed her hand against her stomach. “The process of giving the 
Black Swan what they needed for your genetics turned out to be more 
involved than I expected—physically and emotionally. And Kenric stopped 
by right after I returned home from the procedure. I tried to hide it from 
him, but I nearly fainted just answering the door. So he insisted on taking 
care of me. But... I woke up alone. He told me he went home after I finally 
fell asleep. Apparently not.” 

“And you’re the reason Quinlin thought his receptionist was reporting on 
him to the Council?” Sophie verified, remembering the first time Alden 
brought her to Atlantis. “Not Bronte?” 

“Tt wasn’t like Bronte needed any convincing. All I did was suggest that 
Quinlin and Alden might be overstepping their authority—which they were. 
And then I made sure I received the reports on their activities so that I could 
monitor Alden’s progress and also remove any notes about you from the 
record. I was trying to protect you!” 

Sophie had no idea what to do with that information, except to shove it 
into another mental box of Things She’d Have to Deal with Later. 

Her brain was getting pretty cluttered with those. 

Someday she’d have to get brave and try to unpack them. But for now, 
she turned back to the memory, watching Kenric hold up a hand to silence 
Oralie. 

“Don’t bother with whatever lie you’re about to give,” he told her. “We 
both know I’m right. And... I understand. Or I’m trying to, anyway.” 

“Kenric—” 

“And if that’s why you have to stay, Ora, then I’m staying too.” He 
tucked one of her ringlets gently behind her ear. “You’re going to need all 
the allies you can get. Especially since someday the Black Swan is going to 
bring their moonlark into play. You know that, right?” 


Oralie’s mouth started to form one word. But at the last second she 
changed to a hushed “yes.” 

Kenric nodded gravely. “Do you know a lot of other things you aren’t 
telling me?” 

“No. I swear, Kenric. That was part of the deal.” Her gaze shifted to her 
feet. “I’m completely separate.” 

“Good. It’ll be easier to protect you that way.” 

“I don’t need your protection!” 

“Yes, you do. And you’ll have it. I’ll be right here by your side, even if I 
have to pretend that things between us are strictly professional. It’s okay,” 
he added, wiping away her fresh tears. “I knew this was how this 
conversation was going to go. Why do you think I’ve never said anything 
before? I just... had to say it—at least once. Just to see what would happen. 
And now seemed like a perfect time, since you won’t remember it anyway.” 

Oralie closed her eyes, letting out a shaky breath. “You can’t hide your 
feelings, Kenric. They’re there—every time I’m around you.” 

His smile was heartbreaking. “I know. Empaths may be terrible liars— 
but they always find the deeper truth.” 

“We’re not like Telepaths. We can’t bury it—or wash it away,” Oralie 
murmured. 

“Very true.” Kenric tucked another ringlet behind her ear before he 
pulled her hood back into place and pressed two fingers against her temple. 
“Still, it'll be hard for you to understand what you’re feeling without the 
context, right? So how about I help you with that? I think it’s time to put all 
of this behind us, don’t you?” 

“What are you doing? You’re not supposed to—” 

The projections blinked away, as if someone had flipped a switch. 

In a way, Kenric had. 

“Well,” Oralie said, curling her fingers around the cache and leaning 
against the trunk of the Panakes. “That... wasn’t what I was expecting.” 

“Me neither,” Sophie agreed, trying to figure out which emotion to go 
with. 

The memory had been intense, and fascinating, and devastating—but 
also ridiculously disappointing, and maddening, and pointless. 

That was all they had to help Keefe? 

A new word that meant nothing, a vague mention of a conversation with 
Fintan about stellarlune—where he apparently didn’t know anything—and 


Kenric and Oralie’s star-crossed love story? 

“Its okay,” Oralie told her, slipping her cache into a pocket hidden in her 
gown. “This isn’t the dead end you’re thinking it is.” 

“Why? Did it finally trigger the other memories?” 

“No. But I know where we can find them. Kenric’s cache clearly has the 
information we need. That must be why he asked me to give it to you if 
something happened to him, and why he made sure I had a way to open it. 
It works differently than mine, since there are multiple memories inside, but 
the access sequence is actually a little easier.” She held out her hand. “T’ll 
show you.” 

Sophie’s heart dropped into the sloshiest part of her stomach. 

Oralie stepped closer, taking Sophie by her shoulders. “Please tell me the 
panic I’m feeling isn’t because you lost Kenric’s cache.” 

Oh, but it was so much worse than that. 

Sophie stared at her boots, knowing she had no choice but to explain the 
whole miserable mess—from Keefe stealing the cache away from her and 
using it to bribe his way into the Neverseen, to him taking it back when he 
escaped and then finding out that he’d actually stolen a fake. 

Oralie tightened her grip on Sophie’s shoulders. “How could you not tell 
me about this sooner?” 

“Uh, the Council hasn’t exactly been super supportive and friendly, 
remember?” Sophie argued. 

“T have. And I could’ve helped you get it back!” 

“How?” 

“I... don’t know,” Oralie admitted. “But that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t 
have found a way, or that you were right to keep this a secret!” 

She had a point. 

But Sophie wasn’t in the mood to apologize. 

Oralie dropped her hands and stepped back, letting out a long, heavy 
breath. “This has to stop, Sophie. We have to start working together. No 
more secrets. No more lies. You don’t have to like me or forgive me—but 
you do have to trust me. And Pll do the same for you. There’s too much at 
stake—and not just for Keefe. I don’t know what Elysian is, or what it has 
to do with stellarlune, but the fear I can now remember feeling in Kenric 
was unlike anything I’ve ever experienced from him. He was always calm 
and collected, even under incredibly fraught circumstances. So for him to 


be that worried...” Her voice hitched and she turned away. “We have to 
find his cache—now.” 

“Okay, but how?” Sophie repeated. 

Oralie stood taller, smoothing her gown. “I suppose we should start with 
you telling me everything you’ve already tried. Maybe that’ll help us spot 
something you overlooked.” 

“We haven’t really tried anything,” Sophie reluctantly admitted. “There 
were too many other things going on. I did think about asking Fintan when I 
met with him, but our deal only allowed me to ask him one question, and 
there was something else I needed to know more. Plus, I’m sure the 
Neverseen moved the caches after he was captured, so anything he could’ve 
told me would be useless anyway. But... I guess we could try making 
another deal with him just in case—or wait. What about Glimmer? You 
guys have her in custody, right?” 

“In a way, yes. We’ve placed her at Tiergan’s house and made it clear 
that she’s not allowed to leave—and Bo has been tasked with making sure 
she’s constantly supervised. But... we’ve yet to schedule her Tribunal. 
She’s being cooperative enough that we don’t want to risk changing her 
attitude.” 

Sophie’s jaw tightened. “Cooperative enough isn’t the same as 
cooperative! Has she told you anything new about the Neverseen? Like 
where any of their hideouts are, or any insights into their plans, or—” 

“She’s answered all of our questions honestly,” Oralie assured her. “I’ve 
monitored her reactions closely during our conversations. But... so far, she 
hasn’t shared anything particularly useful. Then again, neither has Tam. 
And neither did Keefe, after he escaped, as I’m sure you remember. The 
Neverseen are incredibly cautious with what they allow their members to 
know. And there’s been no indication that Glimmer’s holding anything back 
from us—at least not beyond her name and what she looks like.” 

“She still hasn’t taken down her hood?” 

“She says she doesn’t feel safe—and yes, we could force her to,” Oralie 
added before Sophie could make that exact suggestion. “But the Council 
feels she’ll be more useful to us if we make her a willing ally—and I agree. 
So we’re giving her a little space—a little time—to see if she’ll choose to 
trust us before we try anything more drastic.” 

Sophie opened her mouth to argue—and realized she had no idea what 
she wanted to say. 


She’d watched Glimmer voluntarily help Lady Gisela with her 
dangerous plans for Keefe—and heard Keefe’s mom champion Glimmer’s 
loyalty. 

But. 

Glimmer had also been the one to turn on Lady Gisela in Loamnore and 
set Tam free from the bonds that had been controlling him. 

And yet... 

Glimmer was the one who put those bonds on his wrists in the first 
place. 

They also hadn’t figured out how Lady Gisela had escaped. 

Given her injuries, she would’ve needed someone’s help—and while it 
was possible that a few dwarves remained loyal to her, it was also just as 
possible that Glimmer was trying to do exactly what Keefe had attempted 
when he ran off and joined the Neverseen, and was pretending to switch 
sides to try to take down her enemies from the inside out. 

Tam seemed to trust her, though... and he barely trusted anybody. 

So basically, Sophie had no idea what to believe. 

“I want to meet with her,” she decided, wishing she’d demanded it 
sooner. 

She’d lost so many days sitting by Keefe’s side in the Healing Center. 

And yet, she needed to get back to him as soon as possible. 

“I should be able to make that arrangement,” Oralie agreed after a 
second. “But we need to keep pursuing other leads as well. There’s a good 
chance that Glimmer knows nothing—or that what she knows is now 
outdated, just like Fintan.” 

“Okay, but what leads?” Sophie hated the whine in her voice, but she 
was done convincing herself they had something to go on when they didn’t. 

Oralie chewed her lip, pressing so hard that her teeth left tiny dents. 
“Well... do you think you can find Alvar again?” 

The name hit like a thunderbolt, stirring up enough anger, sorrow, and 
regret to make Sophie dizzy. 

“T don’t even know if he’s still alive,” she mumbled. 

The last time she’d seen Alvar, he’d looked... grim. 

That’d been one of the reasons why she and Keefe were willing to let 
Alvar escape in exchange for a little information. The risk of him hurting 
someone before his time was up had seemed pretty small. 


“Still, I think it’s worth trying to track him down,” Oralie told her. 
“Maybe Fitz or Biana would know some places he might go to die in 
peace.” 

“I suppose I can ask them,” Sophie said, feeling ready to vomit just 
thinking about it. 

Biana might not handle it that badly. 

But Fitz? 

Fitz had the worst temper. 

Especially when it came to anything to do with his brother. 

But... Alvar was a Vanisher. And he’d already admitted that he’d used 
his ability to sneak around the Neverseen’s hideouts, trying to gain leverage 
in case he ever needed it. So he might know something about the caches. 

Or maybe there was something he hadn’t told them about stellarlune. 

He might’ve even heard of Elysian. 

“Pll talk to Fitz when I go back to the Healing Center,” Sophie 
promised, reminding herself that they couldn’t afford to waste any time. 

And maybe because she was dreading that conversation so very much, it 
took her longer than it should have to realize that the crisp, accented voice 
shouting inside her head wasn’t just a flashback from her memories. 

SOPHIE! 

SOPHIE! 

SOPHIE! 

FITZ? she transmitted back, stumbling over her feet when he responded 
with a brain-splittingly loud FINALLY! 

WHAT’S WRONG? she asked. IS KEEFE OKAY? 

If something happened... 

HE’S FINE, Fitz assured her. BETTER THAN FINE. THAT’S WHY I 
REACHED OUT. I FIGURED YOU’D WANT TO KNOW THE GOOD 
NEWS RIGHT AWAY. 

He paused long enough that she would’ve clobbered him if he’d been 
closer. 

Then he told her, KEEFE’S AWAKE. 


- TWO - 
KEEFE 


Okay, FOR THE TEN-ZILLIONTH TIME: I’m fine,” Keefe promised as Elwin 
snapped his fingers and replaced the glowing blue orb around Keefe’s head 
with a neon yellow one. “You don’t have to keep testing me.” 

Especially with balls of superbright light, which were not helping with 
all of the pounding going on in his brain. 

The pounding didn’t mean anything, by the way. 

That’s why he didn’t bother mentioning it. 

Of course he had a headache! 

His mom had just tried to kill him—again! 

Sure, she’d claimed it was simply the next part of her evil plan to make 
him into her own personal super-elf—but that was basically the same thing. 
And she could order Bangs Boy and the Flasher girl with the weird 
nickname to blast him with as many freaky shadow-bolts and light beams as 
she wanted. 

It wasn’t going to change anything. 

He still hated his mom. 

Still planned to destroy her creepy organization. 

Still had notoriously awesome hair—even if he was probably rocking 
some major bed head at the moment. 

So... he was good. 

Everything was good. 

Well. Maybe not everything. 

He wasn’t a fan of the way Elwin kept blocking him from getting up, 
because apparently he was supposed to “rest” for a couple of centuries. And 
he certainly wasn’t enjoying the Headache of Doom. Or how twisty and 
chum-y his insides felt—but he didn’t mention that, either, because he 
already knew why his spit tasted so sour. 


His mom... 

She must’ve gotten away again. 

Otherwise he would’ve woken up to a whole lot of high-fiving and 
celebrating. 

Instead, he’d found Fitz and Elwin staring at him with tired eyes and 
extra crinkly foreheads—and he didn’t know why he was so surprised. 
Things hadn’t exactly been going well before he blacked out, given that 
pretty much everyone on his side was unconscious and his mom had just 
gotten exactly what she wanted. 

Honestly, he should’ve been relieved that he hadn’t woken up trapped in 
a Neverseen hideout with Mommy Dearest standing outside of his cell. 

But... some tiny part of him had still been hoping his friends would pull 
off a victory—probably because then whatever his mom had done to him 
wouldn’t matter. 

Now he was going to have to deal with it and deal with her at the same 
time. Which sounded... tiring. 

He’d thought about asking Fitz what went wrong. But he wasn’t in the 
mood to hear about all of the mistakes they’d made. 

Okay, fine—he wasn’t in the mood to hear about all of the mistakes he’d 
caused everybody to make, because his brilliant plan had turned out to be a 
little less-than-brilliant. 

Apparently, he shared the Really-Bad-at-Scheming gene with his mom. 

And yet somehow she always found a way to beat him. 

He couldn’t figure out how she kept pulling that off. 

Was it ruthlessness, like Vespera had droned on and on about in one of 
her Look—I’m-the-queen-of-all-things-evil! speeches? 

Or was it a deeper kind of desperation? 

Or pure, random luck? 

Or was it something more insidious than all of that? 

Could his mom have built some sort of... fundamental flaw into him 
during her creepy experiments? A way to make sure that her little Legacy 
Boy would be just strong enough to do her bidding but not strong enough to 
take her down? 

The possibility felt like an angry T. rex tearing through his already 
aching brain, and he had to press his arms against his sides to fight the urge 
to reach up and smack himself. 

No way did his mom deserve that kind of credit. 


She wasn’t some gene-manipulating mastermind. 

She was an evil, power-hungry, unstable murderer playing with things 
she didn’t understand—and whatever she’d tried to do to him in Loamnore 
wasn’t going to work. 

It wasnt. 

He’d make sure of that. 

Plus, he had the moonlark on his side—and Foster was even more 
amazing than the Black Swan had designed her to be. 

She was an overachiever like that. 

In fact, he’d bet anything that Sophie was the one who’d gotten him 
safely away from the dwarven capital while he was unconscious. 

Though... maybe if she hadn’t had to do that, his mom wouldn’t have 
escaped. 

There was no way to know, so it was probably better not to wonder 
about it. 

He just had to keep fighting and remember that the defeats they’d 
suffered were... mostly a timing issue. After all, his mom had been refining 
her plan for years, and he was stuck playing catch-up—and he had holes in 
his memory slowing him down. 

But he was getting smarter every day. 

And stronger. 

And angrier. 

So. 

Much. 

Angrier. 

And all of that rage was going to keep fueling him while he finished this 
game once and for all. 

Until then, he needed to focus on the smaller victories. Like the fact that 
this time all of his friends had made it through safely. That’d been the first 
thing he’d asked after he’d woken up—if waking up was the right way to 
describe the process. He hadn’t necessarily been asleep. He’d been sort 
of... drifting through a strange mental space where past and present— 
dream and reality—all blurred together. 

He probably should’ve clung to some of the images his mind had been 
replaying in case they turned out to be important. But hopefully they were 
tucked away in his photographic memory, because the only thing he could 


think about after his vision came into focus was “Where’s Sophie? Is she 
okay?” 

According to Elwin, she’d been sitting by his side in the Healing Center 
for days and had only gone home a few hours earlier because Fitz had 
convinced her to get a little sleep. 

Keefe might’ve gotten choked up hearing that—but he’d pretended to 
cough to make sure no one noticed. 

Then he’d gone through a list with Fitz name by name, checking that all 
the other people he cared about had made it out of Loamnore without any 
injuries. And Fitz had assured him that everyone was good. Even Shady 
McSilverbangs was back living at Tiergan’s house again—not that Keefe 
necessarily counted Tam as a friend. But he was glad to hear that Tammy 
Boy hadn’t officially turned into an enemy, either—mostly because the guy 
could do some seriously scary stuff when he put his mind to it. 

Now if only Keefe could get Elwin to stop with All the Pointless Tests 
Ever. 

Itd also be awesome if Fitz would quit staring at him like he was 
expecting him to sprout wings and a tail and morph into a gorgodon. 

Keefe could practically feel the worry rippling off both of them in 
prickly little waves. 

Actually... 

Nope. 

He had to be imagining that. 

The only emotions he could feel automatically were Sophie’s—well, and 
the alicorns’. And humans’. With everyone else, he had to try in order to 
take a reading. He also usually needed physical contact, unless Sophie was 
enhancing him. And most of the time he had to guess what people were 
feeling, since a lot of moods felt the same without context. 

And thank goodness his empathy worked that way, because Foster’s 
feelings were more than enough for him to handle—not that he didn’t love 
catching glimpses of the real Miss F, instead of the brave face she tried to 
put on for everybody. 

But being around Sophie could be intense. Particularly when she was 
worried about something. 

It also wasn’t a whole lot of fun when her heart got all pitter-pattery— 
though that might be changing. 


Foster hadn’t told him anything for certain, but he’d sure felt a whole lot 
of heartache when he’d asked what was going on between her and the 
Fitzster. She also hadn’t corrected him when he’d said he was sorry—which 
he shouldn’t be happy about. 

He absolutely, one hundred percent, should not be glad that someone he 
cared about was experiencing any kind of emotional pain—two someones, 
actually. 

But... if he was honest... he wasn’t necessarily sad. 

He glanced at his best friend, knowing it definitely wasn t the right time 
to grill him about troubles in Fitzphieland—and even if it was, that was the 
kind of conversation he should stay far, far away from for lots of practical, 
let’s-not-turn-this-into-a-huge-mess-of-drama reasons. 

But he couldn’t seem to stop himself from blurting out, “I’m surprised 
Foster isn’t here by now. I figured you’d do that Team-Cognates-Forever! 
thing and telepathically tell her it’s time to come yell at me for breaking my 
promises to stay away from Loamnore.” 

“Actually, I did,” Fitz said, fidgeting with the end of his tunic. “I’m sure 
she’ll be here any second.” 

And WHAM! 

A giant gut-punch of feelings hit Keefe out of nowhere. 

Sadness. 

Nervousness. 

Regret. 

Loneliness. 

Plus, a hefty dash of anger. 

And as much as Keefe didn’t want anything to be different after... 
everything... he had to admit that the emotions weren’t his. 

He could feel them zinging through the air. 

Coming straight from Fitz. 

“Sooooo000, how’s the nausea?” Elwin asked, raising one of his 
eyebrows as he snapped his fingers and surrounded Keefe with a bubble of 
purple light. “Hmm, I guess I should also be asking how the headache’s 
going—and think very carefully about how you answer. Remember: I can 
see your cells right now. So there’s no use pretending that everything’s 
normal. I know you want that to be true—and believe me, I wish it were. 
But what happened to you isn’t something you can just pretend away. 
That’s why I need you to be honest with me, so I can figure out the best 


means to help you. We’re in this together, and I promise, I’m going to do 
everything in my power to get you through it. I just need you to cooperate.” 

He held Keefe’s stare as something heavy crashed against Keefe’s 
senses. 

Concern. 

Usually a tough emotion to recognize, because it felt like a bunch of 
different things. But Keefe didn’t even have to try to translate the feeling— 
which made him want to curl into a little ball and pull the blankets over his 
head. 

Instead, he leaned back against his pillow and propped up his feet. 

If he was going to have to deal with... whatever this was, he wanted to 
figure it out on his own, without people fussing over him and asking all 
kinds of personal questions—or freaking out about what it all might mean. 

So he twisted his lips into what he hoped was a convincing smirk and 
told Elwin, “I appreciate the pep talk, Dr. Worries-Too-Much. But really, 
I’m fine. I mean, yeah, I’m a little queasy, and I have a slight headache—but 
wouldn’t you, if you hadn’t eaten in two days? Or has it been three?” 

Elwin sighed. “Actually, it’s probably closer to four at this point.” 

“Okay, four,” Keefe corrected, trying hard not to wince. 

But almost four days unconscious in the Healing Center? 

That was a Foster-Level of almost dying! 

He’d have to make sure he returned the favor the next time he saw Mom 
of the Year. 

Or finish her off entirely. 

In the meantime, he needed to convince Elwin to let him go home, 
because he really wanted to talk to his dad—which kinda felt like proof that 
his mom actually had broken his brain. 

But... his dad was an Empath. So maybe Lord Jerkface would know 
what was happening with Keefe’s ability—especially since he’d also been a 
part of the creepy experiment in the beginning. 

Keefe was trying not to think about that. 

He was trying not to think about lots of things. 

He just needed answers—even if he despised where they’d be coming 
from and dreaded the horrible bargains he’d have to make with Lord 
Jerkface to get them. 

And the sooner he got those answers, the better. So he was careful to 
keep his voice perky as he told Elwin, “No wonder I have a headache! I 


mean seriously, what’s a guy gotta do to get a meal around here? You’d 
think the near-death experience would count for at least a few snacks or 
something. Guess I’ll just have to head home and see what weird food 
Daddy Dearest is making for dinner. He thinks he’s some sort of culinary 
genius, but trust me, he’s not.” 

Elwin crossed his arms. “Okay. If that’s how you want to play this, I can 
have Fitz head to the Mentors’ cafeteria and get you some butterblasts. I 
know how much you love those.” 

Keefe did love butterblasts. 

But the thought of all that rich, sweet goo made his stomach turn a few 
backflips, and he had to lock his jaw to stop himself from hurling all over 
the blankets. 

“That’s what I thought,” Elwin said, shaking his head. “You’re not 
fooling anyone, Keefe. So how about we try this again? On a scale of one to 
ten, how bad are the nausea and the headache?” 

“A two,” Keefe tried—but even he didn’t believe himself. 

Time to switch to his ultimate defense mechanism. 

“Okay, fine, maybe a four—but that’s still not a big deal! And if you 
don’t believe me, check out Bullhorn over there.” He nudged his chin 
toward the purple-eyed banshee curled up in the corner. “He’s so not 
interested in me right now. In fact, I swear, if he could talk, he’d be like”— 
he shifted his voice down a couple of octaves and added a hint of rasp as he 
said—“yo, dudes, this guy is super boring—get him out of my Healing 
Center so I can get back to snoring!” 

“That’s what you think a banshee would sound like?” Fitz asked, exactly 
the way Keefe hoped he would. 

Humor made the perfect distraction. 

“Hey, not everyone can have the fancy Vacker accent,” Keefe said, 
Switching to an impersonation of Fitz’s crisp voice. “But you can’t stop us 
from trying.” 

He nailed the intonations so perfectly that it almost felt... 

Wrong. 

He’d done hundreds of awesome impressions over the years. But this... 

This was something else. 

This felt like he’d channeled some sort of deeper instinct as he’d said the 
words. 

Almost like— 


NOPE! 

He definitely wasn’t going to let his mind go there—because there was 
no way that was possible. 

None. 

Less than none. 

Negative infinity! 

“Care to explain what just made you grind your teeth and turn so pale?” 
Elwin asked, snapping his fingers and switching to a bright orange light that 
felt like it was shredding Keefe’s skull. 

“If you must know,” Keefe said, clearing his throat to make sure his 
voice sounded like him again, “I’m bummed that no one noticed the 
awesome rhyme I just pulled off. The Black Swan could learn a thing or 
two from me if they ever go back to the whole mysterious-notes strategy— 
anyone else miss those days? All the suspense! All the intrigue! All the—” 

“Nice try,” Elwin cut in, “but you’re not going to distract me.” He 
adjusted his glasses and narrowed his eyes as the light around Keefe flared 
brighter. “Based on what I’m seeing, your nausea has to be at least an eight. 
And Pd put the headache at a nine.” 

Keefe would’ve put them both at a ten. 

Maybe an eleven. 

But if he admitted that, he’d never get out of the Healing Center. 

“Even if you’re right,” he argued, “and I’m not saying you are—you’re 
missing my point, which was that Bullhorn’s not even a tiny bit worried 
about me. And overreacting is pretty much what banshees live for. So 
whatever you think you’re seeing is just... a misunderstanding.” 

That’s all it was, he told himself. 

It had to be. 

But to be safe, he was never going to impersonate anyone ever again. 

He also wished he could block the stinging waves of worry that were 
now slamming into him from both Elwin and Fitz. 

And there was a new emotion scraping the edge of his senses, coming 
from someone who must’ve been somewhere behind him. He realized it 
was impatience right as a much-too-familiar voice called out, “Our pretty 
little Blondie needs to get back here. She’s the only one who can make Lord 
Funkyhair cooperate.” 

Keefe had been hoping to avoid that voice for at least a couple more 
hours. 


Or days. 

Maybe a year or two. 

But sadly, he turned, and there was Ro, leaning against the doorway to 
the Healing Center. 

She gave a mocking wave before reaching up to adjust one of her 
choppy pigtails, which she must’ve dyed again, because her hair was now 
the same vivid red that she’d painted her claws. 

It looked like fresh-spilled blood. And her pointy-toothed smile 
promised lots of gleeful revenge. But Keefe could feel all of Ro’s emotions 
whirling toward him like spinning daggers. 

Anger. 

Annoyance. 

A tiny wisp of relief—which freaked him out more than the others. 

Any goodwill Ro might be feeling toward him had to be buried deep. 

“All right, you can drop the tough-guy act,” Ro told him, stalking closer. 
“You’re way too sweaty and shaky right now to pull it off. Plus, you’ve got 
this frantic look in your eyes, like a trapped baby bunny. So it’s time to 
come clean to the nice elf-y doctor and let him give you a bunch of his 
weirdo medicines, okay? He’s also more than welcome to subject you to 
any and all treatments that involve melting off your skin.” 

“Counteroffer,” Keefe said, throwing back his covers. “I go home and 
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“Nope!” Ro shoved him back onto the cot and reached into her 
breastplate, pulling out a tiny glass vial that looked like it was filled with 
curdled snot. “If you insist on being difficult, we can try this another way: I 
was planning to use this for your first punishment—and you should note my 
use of the word ‘first’? there, Funkyhair, because believe me, I have big 
plans for you. But Pl happily change things up and force a few of these 
amoebas down your throat right now if—” 

“No amoebas!” Elwin interrupted, snatching the vial out of Ro’s hand 
with some fairly impressive reflexes. 

“You’re cute if you think I’m not going to steal that back in about three 
seconds,” Ro warned. “And I’m sure I’ ll break a loooooooot of things in the 
process.” 

“And you’re cute if you think I don’t have an elixir that’ll knock you out 
with a tiny whiff,” Elwin countered, patting the satchel slung across his 
shoulder. 


Ro cocked her head to study him. “Not sure I believe you.” 

“You should, since itll also make you lose control of your bladder,” he 
warned. 

“Yeah, I’m going to need a vial of whatever that is,’ Keefe chimed in 
when Ro backed away from Elwin. 

“Not going to happen.” Elwin stuffed the vial he’d confiscated from Ro 
into his satchel and latched it closed. “I'll give this back to you later—well, 
depending on what it is. But in the meantime, I need you to promise me that 
you’ll lay off the microbial punishments. I can’t have you giving Keefe 
anything that could mess with my readings until he’s back to normal.” 

Keefe knew that was his cue to insist that he already was back to normal. 
But... 

A few weeks free from Ro’s nasty microbes was kinda worth staying 
silent. 
behind that. How about a good old-fashioned death threat, then?” 

Elwin blocked her from unsheathing one of the knives strapped to her 
waist. “I’m sure that won’t be necessary. Keefe’s ready to start cooperating 
now, isn’t he?” 

Keefe tapped his chin. “That doesn’t sound like me....” 

“Tt doesn’t,” Ro agreed, wrenching out of Elwin’s grip—but Elwin 
caught her wrist and twisted her arm away from her weapons with a move 
that made Keefe wonder if Foxfire’s physician had gotten some battle 
training. 

“Sooner or later Keefe’s going to realize that fighting my help only 
makes everything worse,” Elwin assured Ro as he let her go, “including 
these symptoms he’s trying to pretend aren’t there.” He turned to Keefe. 
“Your nausea and headache won’t go away on their own, no matter how 
hard you try to ignore them. In fact, they’re going to get progressively 
worse. So why don’t you tell me what I need to know so I can get you some 
medicine before you pass out or throw up all over my nice, clean Healing 
Center?” 

“See, but a vomit-fest sounds kind of awesome, doesn’t it? Oooh! You 
guys could join in! Who’s with me?” He held up his hand for a high five, 
but everyone left him hanging. “Boo, you’re no fun. Seriously, I’m fi—” 

“If you say ‘fine’ one more time,” Ro interrupted, “I'll grusom-daj your 
scrawny butt into submission!” 


Keefe smirked. “Bring it on, Princess. I’m—” 

“Enough!” Elwin dragged his palms down his face. “Once again, Ro, I 
can’t let you do anything that might affect Keefe’s recovery—but don’t look 
so smug there, Keefe. I have plenty of ways to make your life very 
unpleasant if you insist on being so stubborn.” 

Ro jumped up and down, clapping. “Please tell me they involve ooze!” 

“Ooze sounds good to me,” Keefe assured her. “But Pll take mine to go. 
That way I can ruin my dad’s fancy rugs. Or maybe—” 

“Ugh, just stop!” Fitz snapped, and Keefe assumed he was talking to Ro, 
since the ogre princess was blocking Keefe from getting up again. But 
apparently Fitz had zero BFF loyalty, because he turned to Elwin and said, 
“Keefe’s freaking out right now because he can read all of our emotions 
without trying to—and without needing any kind of enhancing or contact. 
And I guess he’s translating them way easier than he usually does too. He 
also ranked his headache and nausea at a ten or an eleven.” 

Keefe blinked. “You—” 

“Yeah,” Fitz cut him off. “I read your thoughts without your permission. 
I’m sorry. But we both know you were never going to tell us what’s really 
going on—and Elwin needs to know, so...” 

He shrugged like it wasn’t that big of a deal—but Keefe could feel Fitz’s 
sour guilt swirling through the air. 

Good. 

Fitz sighed. “Come on, don’t look at me like that. You think I wanted to 
hear what you’re thinking?” 

“Are you still listening?” Keefe asked, trying not to wonder how long 
Fitz had been eavesdropping—or what else he might have heard—as he let 
his mind flood with an abundance of particularly creative insults. 

Fitz tore a hand through his boringly perfect hair. “I get why you’re mad. 
But I’m only trying to help. I know what you’re going through—” 

“Right—you totally know what it’s like to have your mom do deadly 
experiments on you,” Keefe muttered. “I must’ve forgotten that part of the 
Vacker history.” 

“Maybe not,” Fitz conceded, “but I do know what it’s like to have a 
traitor in the family. And I also remember how scary it is to wake up in one 
of these cots after being brutally attacked—just like I know how hard it is to 
talk about what’s wrong, because it feels like you’re admitting that the 


Neverseen beat you. But they only win if you keep pretending everything’s 
normal, because you end up making the damage permanent.” 

“I’m not damaged—” 

“You’re right. That’s the wrong word.” Fitz blew out a breath. “Look, all 
I’m trying to say is that I wouldn’t be walking right now if I hadn’t let 
Elwin help me. I probably wouldn’t even be alive. So I want to make sure 
you get the help you need—and you do need it, Keefe. No matter what you 
want to believe. But accepting help doesn’t make you weak. It just means 
you’re taking care of yourself.” 

Ro whistled. “What do you know? For a moment, I actually like Captain 
Perfectpants.” 

“Good, you can be his bodyguard,” Keefe grumbled, well aware of how 
sulky he sounded. 

But it was super annoying when people made valid points when he’d 
rather be mad at them. 

Plus, he was now getting slammed with sour waves of his least favorite 
emotion. 

“I really don’t want your pity,” he warned, squeezing his blankets so 
hard he could feel the fibers in the fabric stretching. 

Elwin plopped down on the cot next to him. “Good. Because you’re not 
going to get it.” 

Keefe snorted. “Uh, hate to break it to you, Dr. Pity-Party, but—like Fitz 
just told you—I know you’re lying.” 

“You sure what you’re picking up is pity?” Elwin countered as Keefe 
fanned the air. “Because from what I’ve heard, pity can feel a whole lot like 
empathy—and apparently empathy is an emotion a lot of Empaths struggle 
to distinguish. Don’t ask me why—maybe the name throws you guys off? 
Either way, I can’t speak for Fitz and Ro. But for me”’—he held out his 
hand—“I think you should check your reading.” 

Keefe glared at Elwin’s fingers, waiting for him to give up. But Elwin 
just sat there, raising one eyebrow until Keefe finally swiped his thumb 
across Elwin’s pinky. 

“Focus,” Elwin said when Keefe doubled over. “Take a deep breath if 
you need it.” 

Keefe closed his eyes and inhaled, struggling to sort through the 
emotions battering his senses. 


He’d never felt a reading so strongly—not even while Sophie was 
enhancing him. 

But as his breathing steadied and his mind sharpened, he realized Elwin 
was right. 

There was no pity. 

Only worry, and frustration, and concern, and sadness, and anger, and 
determination, and lots of other things that twisted together into something 
that felt... warm. 

Elwin cared. 

“I think you’re starting to get it,” Elwin said, waiting for Keefe to look at 
him before he added, “I understand why you’re trying to push everyone 
away. You’ve had so many people let you down that it’s hard for you to 
trust anybody. But I’m on your side, Keefe. No matter what happens. And I 
promise, Pll never give you any judgment or pity. I’m just here to help you 
through this, so will you please let me? We can even come up with one of 
those names you’re always giving things. Team Sencen-Heslege?” 

“Huh—I never knew your last name,” Fitz mumbled. 

“There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” Elwin told him, before turning 
back to Keefe. “So, what do you say? Team Sencen-Heslege for the win? 
Or maybe Team Troublemaker and the Worrying Doctor?” 

“Oh! Team Funkyhair and Funkyclothes!” Ro suggested, pointing to the 
krakens covering Elwin’s sleeves. 

“Hey, don’t knock my special tunics!” Elwin told her. “I’m a trendsetter! 
In fact, I think Keefe and I should get matching outfits as our team uniform. 
Maybe gulons—or are you still trying to pretend you had nothing to do with 
that?” He frowned when Keefe didn’t smile. “Come on, Keefe. Stop 
overthinking this. The more you sink into your head, the more you’re going 
to keep missing important stuff. Like, oh... I don’t know... how about the 
fact that what’s going on with your empathy sure sounds a lot like what 
happens when everyone first manifests?” 

Keefe sat up taller. 

“Ha, didn’t think about that, did you?” Elwin asked. 

No. 

He definitely hadn’t. 

And Elwin was right. 

This was exactly how he’d felt when he’d manifested as an Empath. 

Well, maybe not exactly—but it was close enough. 


Special abilities were always disorienting in the beginning. 

It was normal to be overwhelmed. 

In fact, when his empathy first kicked in, he’d ended up laughing and 
crying at the same time—and he’d gotten majorly queasy that night. And 
sure, the nausea was partly because he suddenly had proof of how little his 
parents cared about him—but it was also because being an Empath is rough 
sometimes. 

“You’re feeling better now, aren’t you?” Elwin asked. 

He absolutely was. 

He also wasn’t sure if he wanted to kick himself for being so dense, or 
wrap Elwin up in a giant bear hug. But he settled for collapsing back onto 
his pillows, shaking with so much laughter that it was a little tough to 
breathe. 

“Um... I think it might be time to give our boy a sedative,” Ro noted. 

“No, I’m fine,” Keefe choked out—meaning it for the first time. “It’s 
just... Don’t you realize what this means? My mom almost killed me, and 
did painful experiments on herself and my dad, and took Bangs Boy 
prisoner, and made a really bad deal with King Enki—and who knows what 
other ridiculous stuff she did—all so she could make me manifest as an 
Empath all over again! It’s like... the most epic fail of all epic fails!” 

Another round of laughter took over, and he curled his knees into his 
chest as relieved tears streamed down his cheeks. 

His mom hadn’t changed him! 

All he needed was a couple of days for his empathy to settle down and 
then he’d be back to his old self again! 

Or that’s what he’d started to believe—until Fitz had to go and prove 
that he was the worst best friend in the history of best friends by asking, 
“Okay, but... what about the mimicking?” 

“Mimicking?” Elwin repeated as Keefe tried to calculate how many 
times he could smack the teal-eyed Wonderboy with his pillow before 
Elwin stopped him. 

He should’ve just grabbed the pillow and started whomping, because 
then he could’ve stopped Fitz from adding, “That’s why Keefe got so pale 
after he impersonated my voice. He thought it felt like he’d tapped into 
some sort of deeper instinct—which sounds like mimicking, doesn’t it? And 
his mom is a Polyglot. And Polyglots usually have more than one ability, 


33 


SO... 


Keefe went back to strangling his blankets. “Might as well go ahead and 
say it, Fitzy, since you clearly already believe it.” 

Fitz kicked his toe into the side of his boot. “Even if I’m right, it’s not 
like it’s a bad thing. So you’re a Polyglot and an Empath? That—” 

“You are?” a new voice interrupted. 

A beautiful voice. 

Keefe’s favorite voice—even when it was all squeaky with worry. 

But he’d barely caught a glimpse of a pair of gold-flecked brown eyes 
before he called out, “’Bout time you got here, Foster!” before an emotional 
storm crashed against his senses. 

Panic and confusion and joy and fear and frustration—plus a billion 
other things Keefe couldn’t translate because it was way too much for his 
poor pounding brain. 

“Uh, you should probably step back, Sophie,” Fitz warned. “I think your 
emotions are too strong for him.” 

“No, they’re not!” Keefe argued—and wow, did his voice sound strained. 
He cleared his throat and tried again. “Nothing’s wrong. I swear, I’m fine.” 

“He keeps saying that,” Fitz told her—because he was begging for a 
face-punch. And if the world hadn’t gotten so spinny, Keefe might’ve given 
it to him when Fitz added, “But Keefe’s been picking up all of our emotions 
without even trying. And he’s always been able to do that with you, so I 
think you’re overwhelming him right now.” 

“Okay, I’m done liking Captain Perfectpants,” Ro announced. 

Keefe was right there with her—which was probably why he blurted out, 
“Uh, for the record, most of the emotions are coming from you, Fitzy. You 
wouldn’t happen to have some unresolved feelings for anyone in this room, 
would you?” 

Agonizing silence followed—along with enough misery to make the 
room blurry. All Keefe could see were splotches of color, and he closed his 
eyes and reached up to rub his temples, trying to think of something to fix 
the mess he’d just made—but that only made the dizziness worse. 

Elwin coughed. “Well. I think maybe visiting hours should—” 

“No,” Keefe interrupted, turning toward the blobby shape where Elwin 
had been sitting a few seconds earlier. “It’s okay. My senses just... need to 
adjust. Plus, I never took anything for the headache and nausea. I should 
have.” 


“Yes, you should,” Elwin agreed, leaning in to whisper, “Guess Ro was 
right about what we needed to get you to cooperate—or who we needed.” 

Keefe felt his cheeks burn. 

He wanted to snap back with some sort of clever denial, but witty banter 
was way too much for his spinning brain. So he settled for a shrug as 
Elwin’s blurry shape moved toward the colorful shelves of elixirs, and the 
sound of glass vials plinking against each other echoed through the 
awkwardness. 

If Fitz’s grumpy resentment had been the only emotion churning around 
the room, Keefe would’ve let him stand there and stew in it—maybe even 
made another joke to amp it up. But Foster’s feelings were such a brutal 
mix of hurt, heartache, and humiliation that he had to mumble, “Sorry. I 
didn’t mean that the way it sounded. I just meant—” 

“T think it’s best if I don’t let you finish that sentence,” Ro jumped in. 
“The probability of you making things worse is muuuuuuuuuch too high. 
And since I’m being more helpful than you deserve, I’ll also add that now 
might be a good time for you to tell us how you’re feeling—and spoiler 
alert: ‘Fine’ is not the correct answer.” 

Keefe rolled his eyes. “Okay, how about this? My senses are a little 
overloaded—but it’s definitely not anyone’s fault.” 

“It got worse once I was here, though, right?” Sophie asked, sounding 
farther away. 

Keefe followed her voice to a blurry blond shape lurking in the doorway, 
along with a gray blob that was probably Sandor. “It’s not you, Foster. Trust 
me. The dizziness isn’t getting any better with you standing way over 
there.” 

Which was true! 

And supergood news—unless it meant she was still too close... 

“I just need medicine,” he insisted. “Elwin to the rescue!” 

Too bad the first elixir Elwin gave him only succeeded in making him 
gag. And the sickeningly sweet one after that actually made his headache 
worse. 

But then Elwin gave him a vial filled with something sour that felt 
strangely cold when it hit his tongue, and the brain-pounding faded to a soft 
pulse as the room sharpened into focus. 

Elwin followed that with a bubbly elixir that helped Keefe’s insides stop 
all the backflipping. 


“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Elwin said, flashing lavender light 
around Keefe’s head. “And you’re probably right about needing to eat 
something. Think you can take down three squelchberries?” 

He handed Keefe three purplish, reddish, fuzzy things that kind of 
looked like dead caterpillars, and Keefe’s stomach tightened—but he 
shoved them into his mouth and... 

“Guess I should’ve warned you not to do that,” Elwin said as the evil 
fruits melted into an earthy-tasting slime that glued Keefe’s jaw shut. 
“Sorry, I thought you were familiar with squelchberries. They have a whole 
meal’s worth of nutrients in each bite—but they have to be eaten one at a 
time, otherwise there’s too much juice.” 

“I wouldn’t call this juice,’ Keefe said—or that’s what he tried to say. 
With his teeth stuck together it sounded like “Hai-wunnit-hall-ish-oosh.” 

“Okay, I’m going to need about a thousand of those,” Ro told Elwin. 

“Me too!” Keefe added, but it came out like “Hee-oo!” 

Elwin laughed. “I almost want to give you guys a bag and see what kind 
of chaos ensues. But I’m guessing I’d end up regretting that. And thankfully 
there’s an easy fix. Tilt your head back, Keefe, and try to open your mouth 
as much you can.” 

Keefe did as he was told—though the Sticky Juice of Doom forced some 
strange combination of grinding teeth and fish lips. And when Elwin tried 
to pour in a little Youth, it mostly splattered Keefe’s face. 

“This may be the greatest thing I’ve ever seen,” Ro informed everyone. 
“Can we try dunking his head next?” 

“Pd be happy to help,” Sandor volunteered in his strange, squeaky voice. 

“I’m down,” Fitz agreed. 

“Pm just glad I’m not the only one who doesn’t know everything about 
all the weird plants and foods here,” Sophie added quietly—which was why 
she was Keefe’s favorite. 

“Hang in there, Keefe,” Elwin said, drenching Keefe even worse than the 
first time. But a tiny bit seeped through the cracks in his teeth, making the 
gooey glue start to loosen. “A little more should do the trick.” 

He soaked Keefe again, and that time the cool water washed away 
enough goo to let Keefe wrench his jaw open. 

“Wait!” Elwin warned when Keefe started to close his mouth. “You have 
to rinse the rest of the juice down first, or you’! get stuck again.” 


It took four bottles of Youth before Elwin announced that the 
squelchberry slime was gone—and Keefe’s stomach felt like he’d 
swallowed the entire ocean. 

Ro let out a happy sigh. “Seriously—you have to give me some of those 
berries.” 

“Same!” Fitz flashed Keefe a wide smile, but Keefe could feel the 
tension lingering in the air between them. 

He just didn’t have the energy to deal with it right then. 

Especially since the brain pain was back with a vengeance. 

“How are you feeling?” Sophie asked, and Keefe’s gaze shifted to where 
she stood in the doorway, looking wary and worried and... 

Absolutely perfect. 

Which was a dangerous thought to have around her telepathic, 
eavesdropping maybe-boyfriend, so he quickly added, No sign of any 
injuries. 

“You don’t have to stay back, Foster,” he told her, scrubbing his fingers 
through his drenched hair, trying to bring a little life back to it. “Seriously. 
I’m much better now. Right, Elwin?” 

Elwin snapped his fingers, wrapping orange light around Keefe’s head. 
“T’d prefer you to take another dose of headache medicine first.” 

“Bring it on. Just no more squelchberries, okay? Let’s save those to 
sneak into Ro’s dinner, so we can all have a few hours of silence.” 

“Um, excuse me, Berry Boy—I think you’re forgetting that I have plenty 
of ways to make your life miserable, even with the doc’s restrictions.” Ro 
shot a meaningful glance at Sophie that Keefe really hoped no one noticed. 

Elwin saved him from having to reply by handing him another elixir, and 
Keefe sighed as the cold tingles made his skull-pounding fade. 

“See, Foster?” he asked, offering what he hoped was a reassuring smile. 
“T’m all good. You don’t have to keep hiding in the doorway.” 

He waved her over, and she chewed her lip for several seconds before 
taking the world’s tiniest step closer—which would’ve been adorable if 
another worry storm hadn’t slammed hard into Keefe’s senses. 

She scrambled back so fast that she crashed into Sandor. “It is my fault!” 

“No, it’s not what you think!” Keefe sucked in a shaky breath, trying to 
figure out how to explain it. “You got nervous about moving closer, right? 
That’s what I felt. And it’s not just you. I’m picking up everyone’s mood 


swings right now, without trying—even Gigantor’s, who, I gotta say, is a 
big old softie. Who knew our favorite goblin had so many fuzzy feelings?” 

Sandor let out a squeaky growl. 

But the joke mostly fell flat. And Sophie’s worry surged even stronger. 

“I’m seriously okay, Foster,” Keefe promised. “It’s always this way 
when Empaths first manifest—ask Elwin.” 

“Well, Pm not an Empath,” Elwin corrected. “But... abilities do tend to 
be overwhelming in the beginning. And it seems like Keefe’s empathy has 
been reset. I’m sure you understand better than any of us how intense that 
can be, right, Sophie?” 

“Yeeesss,” she agreed, dragging out the word as she tugged softly on her 
eyelashes. 

She really was the cutest worrier ever. 

“T’m fine, Foster,” Keefe assured her, “and yes, Ro, I know I keep saying 
that. But I’m serious. In a couple of days, P’ Il be totally back to normal.” 

Sophie flicked an eyelash away. “But... Fitz said you’re a Polyglot now. 


Fitz at least had the decency to look uncomfortable as he mumbled, 
“Well... I don’t know for sure if he is. But he mimicked—” 

“No, I thought I mimicked,” Keefe corrected. “That doesn’t mean I was 
right.” 

“You realize there’s a super-easy way to settle that, don’t you?” Ro asked 
before Fitz could argue. “Do the pretty boy’s snooty voice again!” 

Keefe snorted. “Thanks, I’ ll pass.” 

As soon as the words left his mouth, the worry storm kicked up again, 
thrashing against his senses so hard, it felt like a hurricane. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked, struggling to focus on Sophie. “Why are you 
looking at me like that?” 

She sacrificed another eyelash before she told him, “Because... you 
understood Ro. And you replied back in her same language.” 

Her same language? 

He spun toward Ro. “You were speaking Ogreish?” 

Ro nodded. “So were you. And your pronunciation was eerily perfect. 
Who knew you could growl like that?” 

It was the perfect setup for a joke. 

But Keefe couldn’t find anything funny to say. 


He couldn’t find any words at all—except the ones he really didn’t want 
to admit. 

He made himself say them anyway. 

“So... I guess I’m a Polyglot, then.” 

“Why is that bad?” Elwin asked as Keefe reached for his pillow and 
hugged it tight, wishing it was Mrs. Stinkbottom. “Your dad’s an Empath. 
Your mom’s a Polyglot. Now you have both of their abilities. That’s 
honestly the way the matchmakers wish it would work all the time!” 

Keefe squeezed his pillow tighter. “Awesome, because my goal in life 
has always been to make the matchmakers happy. Besides, we all know I 
wasn’t a Polyglot yesterday—or the day before, or the day before that. And 
I wouldn’t be one now if my mom hadn’t attacked all of my friends, bound 
me to King Enki’s throne, and...” 

He shook his head, not wanting to relive the rest. 

But his brain still gave him a full playback—and thanks to his 
photographic memory he got to witness the terror in Sophie’s eyes as she 
watched the freaky shadows rush toward him, and the agony on Tam’s face, 
and his mom’s sickening smile. 

He’d told himself not to look at her, but he’d stolen one quick glance, 
and... 

She’d looked triumphant. 

Like, Yay, torturing my son is the greatest thing I’ve ever done! 

And now he was going to have to face her again someday and watch her 
celebrate how she’d gotten exactly what she wanted. 

“Hey.” 

Sophie’s voice sounded closer, and when Keefe followed the sound, she 
was Standing only a few steps away. 

His senses hadn’t overloaded when she moved—which should’ve been 
good news. 

But he was too busy freaking out to care. 

“Hey,” Sophie said again, closing the last of the space between them. “I 
know what you’re thinking—and not because I read your mind. I just... I 
get it, okay? I’ve been experimented on too. I know what it’s like to have 
unnatural abilities—how unsettling it is. And I’ve been lucky, since the 
Black Swan—” 

“Aren’t psychotic murderers?” Keefe interrupted, twisting his pillow into 
a stranglehold. 


“Well... yeah,” Sophie admitted. “That does make it a little easier. But 
I’ve also been lucky because they’ve been pretty good about reminding me 
of something I’m sure your mom is hoping you’ll forget.” She waited for 
him to look at her before she said, “You still have a choice, Keefe. Nothing 
your mom does will ever take that away. She can give you whatever 
abilities she wants, but she can’t make you use them. You’re not her puppet 
—you’re Keefe Sencen: the most stubborn person I know.” 

Sandor snorted from the doorway. “Boy, is that the truth.” 

“Tell me about it,” Ro agreed. 

Keefe felt his lips twitch, like they wanted to smile. 

“You should listen to your pretty little Blondie, Hunkyhair,” Ro told him. 
“I honestly don’t get what your mom is thinking. Like... she’s met you. She 
has to know there’s no way you’re ever going to do what she wants you to. 
So why give you more elf-y powers to use against her?” 

“And why a Polyglot?” Fitz added. “It’s not exactly the most useful 
talent. Not that it’s bad or anything,” he added, glancing sheepishly at 
Sophie—which normally would’ve given Keefe an abundance of Fitzphie 
Fail jokes. 

But he’d been wondering the same thing. 

What did his mom think he was going to do for her now that he was a 
Polyglot? 

Translate stuff? 

Mimic voices? 

She could already do all of that herself! 

“Well... maybe this is proof that your mom’s plan isn’t very good,” 
Sophie suggested. 

“Yeah, most of the Neverseen’s plans don’t make a whole lot of sense,” 
Fitz reminded him. 

“And yet, they keep beating us,’ Keefe muttered, tossing his pillow 
aside, “usually because we can’t figure out what they want until it’s too late. 
Aaaaaaaaaaaaand here we are again.” 

“Wow, that’s quite a pity party you’re throwing for yourself,” Ro told 
him. 

“Uh, if anyone’s heaping on any pity, it’s you guys.” Keefe fanned the 
air, which felt so thick and sour it made him want to vomit. 

“I don’t think your senses are as good as you think they are,” Sophie 
said, offering him her hand, just like Elwin had earlier. “You’re not getting 


any pity from me. Go ahead and check.” 

Keefe stared at her gloved fingers, very aware that holding her hand in 
front of the Fitzster was a terrible idea—even if it was just to take a reading. 

But... he couldn’t leave her hanging there, could he? 

And he was curious about what she was feeling. 

So he reached up and... 

There were no words. 

Keefe had never stood directly under a waterfall before, but he was 
pretty sure he knew what it felt like now as every possible emotion crashed 
against his senses with the force of a million stampeding mastodons. 

He couldn’t think. 

Couldn’t breathe. 

Even after he yanked his hand back—assuming he actually did that. 

He couldn’t tell. 

He couldn’t feel his body anymore. 

All he could feel was fear and fury and panic and pain and hate and 
horror and sadness and regret and things he didn’t have words for— 
pounding and stretching and twisting and tearing and shredding. 

His lungs screamed for air, and his brain screamed for help, and the rest 
of him just screamed the only word—the only thought—left in his 
exploding head. 

The plea was fire and ice on his tongue, searing hot and cold as he 
ordered his senses to do the only thing that would save him. 

“NUMB!” 

And it worked. 

The roaring faded. 

The emotions vanished. 

The nausea and headache eased. 

And his starved lungs sucked in a trembling, grateful breath. 

Then another. 

And another. 

His pulse followed the same steady rhythm, and his vision sharpened 
into focus, and he searched the room, realizing he was now surrounded 
by... 

... blank stares. 

Sophie. 

Fitz. 


Elwin. 

Even Ro and Sandor. 

They just stood there, slack-jawed and unblinking. 
And he realized. 

He wasn’t numb. 

Everybody else was. 


- THREE - 
Sophie 


S oPHIE HAD BEEN DRUGGED BEFORE. 

Lost days drifting in and out of a blurry haze. 

But she’d never experienced anything like this. 

There were no words to describe it. 

No metaphors or comparisons. 

Everything was just... 

Blank. 

She could hear her pulse pounding in her ears—see her chest rise and 
fall with each breath. 

But she couldn’t feel it. 

Nor could she register any trace of the panic her brain kept telling her 
she should be experiencing. 

She was empty. 

She was nothing. 

Life had become a memory. 

All that remained was existence. 

She realized her arms were moving and glanced down, watching a pair 
of hands jostle her wrists. The jarring motion should’ve startled her, but she 
couldn’t feel that, either. She also couldn’t tell when she lost her balance. 
The only clue was the ground rushing toward her—and some tiny part of 
her wanted to scream. But she didn’t have the energy. 

She couldn’t even brace for the crash. 

But the hands holding her wrists pulled her back up and steadied her as a 
familiar voice echoed in her ears. 

“Sophie.” 

“Sophie!” 

“SOPHIE!” 


She didn’t know how to answer. 

Even when the calls turned to pleas. 

Then commands. 

“WAKE UP!” 

“RELAX!” 

“UNDO!” 

Nothing made any difference. 

“Please,” the voice begged. “Please don’t be numb anymore.” 

Still no change. 

Time slowed to a crawl and Sophie tried to count her breaths. But she 
kept losing track after three or four. 

She’d just started over again when the voice spoke, sounding sharper— 
darker—as it told her, “FEEL!” 

Then it was like being dumped into a pool of hot and cold water. 

Too many sensations. 

Too many emotions. 

All surging and swirling and churning—making her head spin and her 
heart race and her knees collapse again. 

The hands holding on to her wrists came to her rescue once more as 
thumps and crashes thudded all around her. She tried to follow the sounds, 
but her brain and eyes weren’t ready to focus. 

She needed to start smaller. 

She concentrated on that small point of contact—the gentle pressure of 
fingers against her skin, sharing their strength while her own failed her. 

She knew those hands. 

And she knew the voice they belonged to. 

“Keefe?” she whispered as her vision slowly sharpened. 

Her eyes traced the line of his arms up past his shoulders, to his pale, 
terrified face, and he nodded and burst into tears—and seeing his raw, 
unrestrained emotion unlocked something deep inside Sophie, flooding her 
with a softer, gentler rush that made her feel like her again. 

A sob crawled up her throat, and she didn’t try to swallow it down. 

She’d never try to bury her emotions again. 

They were far too precious. 

“Keefe,” she repeated, scrambling to grab his hand when he tried to back 
away. “What happened?” 

He shook his head again, pulling free from her grasp. 


“Whatever that was, it wasn’t your fault,” she promised as he sank onto 
his cot and dragged the covers up over his head. 

“Yes, it was,” a new voice declared—a voice Sophie didn’t hear very 
often. And when she did, it usually meant problems. 

She spun toward the sound and there was Councillor Alina, standing in 
the doorway wearing a ridiculously fancy purple gown, staring with 
narrowed eyes at the Keefe lump hiding under his blanket. 

Sophie was more interested in the frilly pink figure beside her. 

“You told the Council that Keefe was awake?” she asked Oralie, not 
bothering to hide her irritation. 

She hadn’t trusted Oralie much, but she’d thought after Oralie’s we have 
to start working together speech, it was at least safe to explain why she had 
to rush back to the Healing Center. 

Apparently not. 

“Of course she told us,” Alina said, adjusting her peridot circlet. “I 
realize this is a difficult concept for you to grasp, but we’re your leaders. 
We expect to be apprised of all significant developments. And it’s a good 
thing Oralie hailed me, because this is an even bigger disaster than I 
feared.” 

Oralie sighed. “There’s no need to be so dramatic, Alina.” 

“Oh, really?” Alina pointed at something behind Sophie. “Then why do I 
see four unconscious bodies on the floor?” 

“Bodies?” Sophie repeated, wheeling around and gasping. “Fitz!” 

He was a tangle of arms and legs. 

So was Elwin. 

And Ro. 

And Sandor—though he was flat on his stomach, as if he’d leaped to get 
to her and ended up face-planting instead. 

“We’re not unconscious,” Elwin mumbled, his voice groggy and his 
glasses askew as he carefully sat up. “We’re just moving a little slow, 
from... everything. Plus, this floor is definitely not as soft as I wanted it to 
be.” 

“No, it’s not,” Fitz agreed, wincing as he rose to his knees. He reached 
up to rub his left shoulder, but Sophie didn’t see any other injuries. 

Sandor seemed okay too, looking more dazed than hurt as he shakily 
rose to his feet. 


Sophie wanted to kick herself for forgetting about them as she watched 
Elwin hand Fitz a vial of something that was probably a painkiller—and she 
felt even worse when she realized that Keefe had saved her from falling, but 
hadn’t been able to help anyone else. 

“Normally I’d give you some ‘smooth points’ for taking care of your 
pretty little Blondie and leaving Captain Perfectpants to fend for himself,” 
Ro told Keefe as she stood and stretched. “But next time, how about a little 
help for the person who knows a hundred different ways to kill you?” 

The Keefe lump under the blanket didn’t respond. 

“Shouldn’t there be another bodyguard here?” Alina asked. “The female 
assigned to Fitz?” 

“Grizel is doing a perimeter sweep,” Sandor told her. 

Sophie had bigger questions. “Does anyone know what happened?” 

“No. But Pm guessing this is why Mommy Dearest gave her little 
Legacy Boy that weird ability that starts with a P,” Ro muttered. “What’s it 
again? A Polystar?” 

“What I saw had nothing to do with being a Polyglot,” Councillor Alina 
argued. “Polyglots simply have a capacity for language and intonation. 
They can’t affect emotion.” 

“Does that mean Keefe’s a Beguiler?” Fitz asked, and Sophie’s mouth 
turned sour. 

She didn’t know much about the ability—only that Councillor Alina was 
one, and that Beguilers could use their voice to affect what people were 
feeling. 

But the thought of Keefe being able to do something like that sounded... 
complicated. 

Alina shook her head. “Beguiling is about suggestion—persuasion. 
Planting thoughts in someone’s mind to guide them to a desired response, 
preferably without them even realizing what you’re doing. That’s not what 
happened here.” 

“How much did you see?” Elwin asked, straightening his glasses as he 
stood. 

“Not much,” Oralie told him. 

“But enough,” Alina insisted. “We arrived right before he gave the 
command that brought you all out of whatever strange trance he’d put you 
in.” 

“Tt wasn’t a trance,” Sophie argued. “I was conscious. I just couldn’t...” 


“Feel,” Fitz finished for her, turning slightly pale. 

Oralie shivered. “I’ve never experienced anything like that numbness.” 

“You could sense it?” Elwin asked. 

Oralie nodded. “There was a strange emptiness in the air. And when he 
snapped you out of it, the deluge of emotion felt like it was drowning me.” 

“T had to steady her,” Alina added, the silky fabric of her gown swishing 
as she stalked closer to Keefe’s cot. “Care to shed any further insights on 
the situation, Mr. Sencen?” 

Keefe’s only response was to pull the blanket even tighter around his 
head. 

“He’s scared to talk,” Fitz explained, “in case something goes wrong 
again.” 

Alina frowned. “I’m assuming you know this from communicating with 
him telepathically?” 

“Well, he’s mostly ignoring me,” Fitz admitted. “But that’s what he was 
worrying about when I checked his thoughts—and now he’s grumbling 
about eavesdropping Telepaths.” 

Sophie couldn’t necessarily blame Keefe for that—even if part of her 
also wished she’d thought to reach out to him that way. 

Her brain felt like it was five steps behind everybody. 

“Tt just... doesn’t make sense,” she said quietly. “Keefe said all kinds of 
other stuff that didn’t have any effect on us. He was talking like normal 
until...” She stared at her hands. 

“Did you enhance him?” Fitz asked, voicing the same question she’d 
been about to ask herself. 

She replayed her memories. “I don’t think so. I feel like I’d know if I 
had. And I can control the ability now—and I’m wearing gloves as backup. 
Plus, Keefe was holding my wrists—not my hands—when he snapped us 
all out of it, so there’s no way I could’ve enhanced him for that.” 

“Yeah, I guess.” Fitz dragged a hand through his hair. “Seems like you 
must’ve done something, though, since he was fine until...” 

He didn’t finish the sentence. But he didn’t need to. 

“Until I showed up,” Sophie mumbled miserably. 

Her emotions had overwhelmed Keefe the moment she’d walked into the 
Healing Center. So... maybe the physical contact had pushed him over the 
edge. 


“Okay, I’m definitely not an expert on your freaky elf-y abilities,” Ro 
jumped in, “but I don’t think it’s anything you did, Blondie.” 

“Of course you don’t,” Fitz grumbled. 

“Uh, because I know how to use my brain,” Ro snapped back. “I’ve 
watched her and Hunkyhair together more than anyone, and they always 
have a calming influence on each other.” 

“Maybe,” Fitz conceded. “But that was before...” 

Once again, he didn’t finish the sentence. And once again, he didn’t need 
to. 

Before Keefe’s mom changed him. 

It was time to start acknowledging that, wasn’t it? 

He was a Polyglot now. 

And he could do... whatever it was that had made them all go numb. 

“I think part of the problem,” Elwin said, yanking back the blanket 
covering Keefe’s head, “is that we don’t know what Keefe actually did, so 
we're just speculating and making assumptions.” 

He snapped his fingers, flashing an opalescent orb around Keefe’s entire 
body as Keefe rolled to his side, keeping his back to everyone. 

“Tt was his tone,” a hushed voice said from the doorway, and Sophie 
turned to find a third Councillor watching them. 

It took her brain a second to recognize him as Councillor Noland—one 
of the Councillors she rarely interacted with. His dark hair had been slicked 
back into a very tight ponytail, and he had the most sculpted eyebrows 
she’d ever seen. 

His eyebrows scrunched together as he repeated, “It was his tone. 
Keefe’s inflection shifted when he gave the command that brought back 
your emotions. So it’s safe to assume he did the same when he numbed 
you.” 

“You’re sure?” Alina asked. 

Noland nodded. “I know voices.” 

He did. 

He was a Vociferator—another talent Sophie didn’t fully understand. All 
she knew was that Noland could make some painfully loud sounds when he 
wanted to. Which might explain why he was speaking so softly. 

“So... you’re saying Keefe’s a Vociferator?” Fitz asked. 

“No, I’m saying he can give his words power—which also means he can 
take that power away and let his words simply be words. It all depends on 


his tone.” He made his way to Keefe’s cot. “I understand how it feels to fear 
your own voice,” he whispered when Keefe didn’t turn to face him. “But 
hiding behind silence is not the answer. You must learn control. Restraint. 
Master when and how to use this ability.” 

“Are you volunteering to train him?” Alina asked. 

Noland shook his head. “I doubt I will be of much use. As I said, he’s 
not a Vociferator.” 

“Okay, so... what is he?” Sophie asked. 

Everyone waited for Noland’s answer—even Keefe peeked over his 
shoulder. 

So the room filled with a collective groan when Noland told them, 
“Honestly, I have no idea. This is something new to me.” 

“A new ability?” Alina clarified. 

“Why do you say that like it’s a bad thing?” Noland wondered. “Every 
ability begins somewhere.” 

“Yes, but most begin naturally,” Alina argued. “And there was nothing 
natural about this.” 

“There wasn’t,” Noland agreed, shifting his gaze to Sophie. His eyes had 
a slight purplish tint, like the tanzanites in his circlet, and they seemed to 
twinkle as he added, “But I’m staring at someone else with unnatural 
abilities. And she’s proven to be quite a valuable asset. Hopefully this boy 
will be the same.” 

He placed his hand on Keefe’s wrist, and the warm, burnished tone of 
Noland’s skin made Keefe look extra pale. 

“Look at me, Keefe,” he ordered, and after several long breaths Keefe 
slowly rolled toward him. “It’s time to stop fearing this change. You need to 
speak again. Trust me—this we have in common. You need to prove to 
yourself that you can do it—still be normal. Still be you.” 

He’s right, Sophie transmitted when Keefe pressed his lips together. 
Nothing bad is going to happen. 

Keefe’s eyes met hers, and she took that as permission to open her mind 
to his thoughts. 

Nothing bad is going to happen, she promised again. 

You don’t know that, he argued. 

Yes, I do. What happened was a fluke. Just... don’t say “numb,” and 
you'll be good. And maybe don’t hold my hand. 


She flashed a smile he didn’t return. But that might’ve been because hers 
was a little forced. 

It wasn t your fault, he told her. 

She wanted that to be true. 

Otherwise... what? She’d never be able to touch his hand again without 
triggering some horrible reaction? 

But this wasn’t about her. 

It wasn’t your fault either, Keefe, she transmitted. It was just... an 
accident. 

Maybe, he reluctantly agreed. But that doesn’t mean it wont happen 
again. Or something even worse. 

It won't be as bad as you’re thinking. 

She was doing her best to ignore the images screaming around Keefe’s 
head, but it was hard to skip past the flashbacks of her blank, dazed face— 
or the images of things he was afraid would happen. Visions of everyone 
screaming and thrashing from some imagined terror he’d forced upon them. 
Or inconsolably sobbing. 

Emotions are powerful, Keefe told her. 

I know. But... even if something like that DID happen, it would only be 
temporary—just like the numbness was. You’d figure out how to undo it. 
And it’s not like you’re the only person to struggle after manifesting. 
Marella set fire to her bedroom. Linh flooded everything. Jensi said his 
brother got stuck half-phased in the floor. I thought I’d gone insane because 
of the voices in my head—and I inflicted on Sandor. Sometimes it takes time 
and practice to get the ability under control. 

But what if I never get control? 

You WILL. Everyone does. 

Okay, but what if— 

“Ugh, are you guys done with your mental conversation yet?” Fitz 
interrupted. 

Ro snorted. “Boy, is that an ironic question coming from Captain 
Cognate. And I’m surprised you weren’t eavesdropping.” 

Sophie was too. 

Unless he had been and just didn’t want to admit it... 

Not that it mattered. 

She turned back to Keefe and switched to talking, so Keefe would have 
to use his voice too. “Just try one word. Something random, like... 


aardvark. Or mallowmelt. Or boobrie. How could anything bad happen 
from saying ‘boobrie’?” 

Ro sighed when Keefe shook his head. “Looks like we need to try a 
different kind of motivation. So here’s the deal. I’m going to give you to the 
count of five to say something—and if you don’t, PII start talking. And I 
think we both know which of your secrets I’m going to share first.” 

Keefe’s eyes narrowed. 

“Ts that glare supposed to scare me?” Ro asked him, followed by a big, 
fake yawn. 

“Tt might be unwise to antagonize him,” Oralie warned. 

“Nah, Hunkyhair’s harmless. That’s what he’s forgetting. Nothing’s 
going to change the fact that he’s a great big softie. Meanwhile, J am not. 
So when I make a threat, I mean it.” She flashed a pointy-toothed smile at 
Keefe. “One...” 

Come on, Keefe, Sophie transmitted when Ro got to “three.” Say 
“alicorn.” Or “gulon.” Or better yet—tell me what the Great Gulon 
Incident was! 

“Four,” Ro warned. 

Keefe bit his lip so hard it looked ready to draw blood. But before Ro got 
to five, he whispered, “Mrs. Stinkbottom.” 

Sophie had to laugh at his word choice. 

But the best part was: Nothing happened. 

“See?” Noland told Keefe. “It’s that easy. Now say something else—a 
little louder this time. Your power doesn’t come from volume. It comes 
from tone.” 

Keefe shook his head. 

Ro groaned. “Come on, Hunkyhair. I know you have about fifty different 
jokes you’re dying to make. Especially with Captain Cognate over there. 
Give us your best one!” 

Keefe shook his head again, and Sophie tried to imagine what it would 
be like if he stayed quiet like this all the time. 

He wouldn’t be Keefe anymore. 

You’re really going to let your mom win like this? she asked. Give her 
this kind of control? 

No. I’m just trying to be responsible—for once. If I’d tried that a few 
days ago, I would’ve listened to Tammy Boy—and you—and stayed out of 


Loamnore. But I did what I always do, ignored everyone, and look how 
awesome that worked out for me. 

Except you’re still ignoring everyone, Sophie argued. Do you really think 
Noland would tell you to try this if he was worried it would put him—and 
two other Councillors—in danger ? 

Probably not, Keefe conceded. Unless he’s looking for an excuse to send 
me to Exile. 

A cold shiver rippled down Sophie’s spine, and she turned to study the 
Councillors, wondering if they would sink that low. 

They definitely would. 

But... that wasn’t what this was. 

They already have a reason to exile you, she reminded him, fighting 
another shiver. They know you numbed five people. That’s more than 
enough to lock you up. 

I guess. He blew out a breath. But... maybe I should be. I know what 
happened, okay? The emotions got overwhelming, and I needed them to 
stop—so I MADE them stop. And with my empathy so sensitive right now, 
we both know that could happen again. Especially when I’m with... 

The thought trailed off, but Sophie knew exactly what he’d stopped 
himself from saying. 

“His mood is sinking,” Oralie announced before Sophie could figure out 
what to say. “So perhaps we should hold off on any more practice for now? 
I suspect his emotional state is directly tied to this new ability.” 

“You can feel his emotions?” Alina asked. “Without any contact?” 

Oralie nodded. “And in case you’re wondering, that’s definitely a new 
development.” 

“Have there been any other developments?” Alina asked Elwin. “Aside 
from Keefe’s stronger emotions, becoming a Polyglot, and whatever this 
new ability is?” 

Elwin snapped his fingers, flashing orange light around Keefe. “Well, 
he’s been battling a headache and nausea since he woke up. Guessing that’s 
from stress, though—and from being unconscious for three and a half days, 
and almost dying.” 

Alina’s jaw tightened. “You know that’s not what I meant.” 

She tapped her shoe against the floor—tap tap tap tap tap—until Fitz 
told her, “Keefe’s empathy is stronger too.” 


“Thank you, Mr. Vacker,” Alina told him. “I appreciate someone 
cooperating—even if it should have been our Regent.” 

“I’m cooperating,” Sophie argued. “I’m just not sure if Keefe’s empathy 
is stronger, or if it’s just extra sensitive right now because the ability reset.” 

“Well, how about you try giving me all of the information and let me 
decide what I do and don’t need to know?” Alina countered. 

Sophie crossed her arms. “Fine. Want me to describe how he 
accidentally glued his jaw shut with squelchberries, too?” 

“T love when our sweet little Blondie shows her claws,” Ro said—which 
earned a soft snort of laughter from Keefe and an epic eye roll from 
Councillor Alina. 

A staring contest followed—until Oralie murmured, “I wonder if this 
new ability isn’t an ability at all.” 

“What do you mean?” Noland asked her. 

Oralie’s cheeks flushed. “I’m not certain. It just seems significant that 
Keefe is now a Polyglot and an Empath, and used his voice to control 
emotion. That almost sounds like the two abilities merged somehow—or 
synchronized. Which would make sense, given that Keefe was exposed to 
shadowflux and quintessence. Elements trigger change. They rarely create 
something entirely new. But I’d need to do more research to know for sure.” 

“We all need more research,” Noland said, smoothing the sides of his 
ponytail. “Particularly when it comes to the larger question. New ability— 
merged abilities—whatever this is, what we need to be focusing on is the 
why. Why would Lady Gisela go to so much trouble to give her son these 
powers?” 

“Technically, we don’t know that she did,” Sophie reminded him. “Just 
because this is what happened, doesn’t mean it’s what she wanted. There 
are a bunch of things about me that the Black Swan never planned.” 

“I suppose,” Noland said slowly. “But I think it’s safe to assume that the 
majority of these changes are a part of her scheme—just as the majority of 
your genetics are in line with Project Moonlark’s goals, which are still 
unclear, by the way. But that is a conversation for another time. For now, I 
think it’s best if we treat each of these developments as though they’re clues 
to what the Neverseen is planning, and see how much we can learn.” 

“Who wants to bet we’ll learn a whole lot of nothing?” Ro asked, raising 
her hand. 


The question was probably meant to be rhetorical. But Sophie raised her 
hand too. 

So did Keefe. 

And Sandor. 

And Fitz. 

Alina clicked her tongue. “So little faith in your powers of deduction.” 

“More like we’ve played Guess Their Evil Plan enough times to know it 
doesn’t work,” Ro snapped back. “And I don’t know about you guys, but 
I’m done caring what they want. I say we focus on what we want and figure 
out how to use our Legacy Boy’s new elf-y powers to take Mommy Dearest 
and her band of black-cloaked losers down!” 

“She has a point,” Oralie admitted. “But with either approach, the first 
step remains the same. We need to learn as much about Keefe’s new 
abilities and sensitivities as we can.” 

“And he needs to be trained,” Noland added. “To gain proper control.” 

“He also needs to be moved,” Alina said, turning to check her reflection 
in one of the shinier bottles of medicine. “We’re about to reopen Foxfire 
and—” 





“You are?” Fitz interrupted. 

Alina nodded. “It hasn’t been announced yet—but it will be soon. 
Normalcy needs to return to the Lost Cities, and our children need to focus 
on their education. And we cannot have prodigies returning to a place 
where someone with an unknown, uncontrolled new ability—or merged 
abilities, whatever you want to call it—triggered by two of the most 
unstable elements is hiding in the Healing Center.” 

“But he still needs more treatment,” Elwin argued, flashing a blue orb 
around Keefe’s head. 

“He’s well enough to light leap, isn’t he?” Alina demanded. 

Elwin squinted through his glasses. “Yeah, I guess.” 

Alina smiled triumphantly. “Good. Then there’s no reason he can’t be 
relocated. You can continue any additional medical care at the new 
location.” 

“Which is where?” Elwin asked, and Sophie shifted her weight to the 
balls of her feet. 

If anyone said “Exile,” she would grab Keefe and run so fast, her newly 
improved teleporting would get them far away from there. 


“We haven’t worked out the details,” Alina said, glancing at the other 
Councillors. “We needed to assess the specifics of Mr. Sencen’s condition 
before we instructed the gnomes what to build.” 

“Build,” Sophie repeated. “You mean like the prisons you created for 
Fintan and Alvar?” 

Alina smoothed her gown. “No need to be so dramatic, Miss Foster. It 
wouldn’t be a prison. It would be a facility.” 

“And I maintain that it’s unnecessary,” Oralie informed everyone. 
“Keefe’s father’s home is sufficiently isolated. And Lord Cassius is an 
Empath, so he can help with his training. And—” 

“Uh, much as I’m not on board with the whole Special Sparkletown 
Facility idea, since I’ll be stuck there too,” Ro interrupted, “I gotta say, I’m 
pretty sure if you put our boy in a house with Lord Bossypants right now 
and make them train in emotional stuff, it’s not going to go well.” 

“I have to agree,” Elwin said, shifting the light around Keefe to green. 
“Keefe needs to be somewhere calming—and that’s not anywhere near his 
dad, or any isolated, confining place you guys build for him.” 

“So what would you suggest?” Noland asked. 

Elwin scratched his chin. “Well... what if I take Keefe home with me? 
My house is about as isolated as it gets. And Pll be able to monitor his 
recovery there, nice and easy. And I have lots of different elixirs I can give 
him if he starts to lose control.” 

“Oh! Oh! I vote for that!” Ro said. “Bonus points if there aren’t any 
sparkles!” 

“Sadly for you, I’m a sparkle fan. But you’ll get used to it.” Elwin turned 
to Keefe. “What do you think of that plan?” 

Keefe shrugged—but it didn’t quite hide his relief. 

Sophie felt the same way. 

“Fine,” Alina huffed, glancing at the other Councillors for confirmation. 
“We can try that for now. And reassess if needed.” 

Noland cleared his throat. “So now we just need to figure out who 
should mentor the boy. I would offer, but I fear my training won’t be much 
help, since nothing I do affects emotion.” 

“I could—” Oralie started to offer, but Alina cut her off. 

“He needs more than just an Empath.” 

Oralie rolled her eyes. “Yes, I’m aware. Which is why I was going to say 
that I could talk to Lady Cadence—or Councillor Clarette—and see if either 


of them would mentor Keefe with me, so he’d have a Polyglot and an 
Empath.” 

Alina tilted her chin up. “I suppose that’s not a terrible idea. But I think 
he should receive some lessons from me, as well. My ability has some 
overlaps that should be considered.” 

Ro snickered. “Yeah, you two training together sounds like the perfect 
way to keep Hunkyhair calm.” 

Alina smiled, and her voice took on a soft, sugary tone when she told 
Ro, “Oh, I can be very soothing when I want to be.” 

Ro blinked. “Whoa. That’s freaky.” 

“No,” Alina corrected, checking her reflection again, “that’s how true 
power works. It’s not weapons or muscles or unhinged brutality. It’s natural 
talent.” 

“And yet I’m in charge of keeping Hunkyhair safe,” Ro reminded her. “If 
you guys are so powerful, how come you hide behind your bodyguards?” 

“Everything’s settled, right?” Elwin jumped in before Alina could 
respond. 

Oralie and Noland said “yes” at the same time Alina and Sophie said 
“no.” 

“What’s your problem with this arrangement?” Noland asked Sophie. 

“Tt’s not the arrangement,” Sophie explained. “It’s the fact that no one 
made sure Keefe’s okay with it. He should get a choice in his training.” 
Tiergan had given her one before he became her telepathy Mentor. So she 
asked Keefe, “Are you okay training with Alina and Oralie and whoever 
else?” 

Keefe considered that for a second before he nodded. 

Noland clapped his hands. “Good, then we’re settled. PI inform the rest 
of the Council and—” 

“We’re not settled,” Alina interrupted. “I still have one final 
requirement.” She pointed to Sophie. “It’s already been proven that you’re 
capable of triggering a disturbing aspect of Keefe’s ability. And I’m not 
convinced you can fully control your enhancing, either. So until we 
understand more about what we’re dealing with—and Keefe gains some 
level of control—you need to stay away. No visits. No hailing each other or 
sneaking off or whatever else you two do.” 

Noland tugged at the collar of his jerkin. “I suppose that is a valid 
precaution. Don’t you agree, Oralie?” 


A beat of silence followed, and Sophie stared at her feet, already 
knowing Oralie’s answer. 

But when Oralie spoke, she told Noland, “I think this should be up to 
Keefe. He knows his limits better than any of us—and he’s shown his desire 
for caution by refusing to talk, despite all of our urging. So what do you say, 
Keefe? Do you want Sophie to stay away from Splendor Plains for now?” 

“Splendor Plains?” Fitz asked. 

“That’s the name of my estate,” Elwin explained. 

He said something else, too. But Sophie wasn’t listening. She was too 
busy studying Keefe’s face. 

He was the most stubborn, rebellious person she’d ever met. 

But there was no fight left in his eyes. 

He looked only tired and shattered as he turned toward Oralie and 
nodded that yes, he wanted Sophie to stay away. 


- FOUR - 
KEEFE 


|!” 


Welcome to Splendor Plains!” Elwin said as the scenery glittered into 
focus and Keefe turned to study the sprawling mansion in front of them, 
which somehow managed to be both super colorful and really, really boring. 

The walls were floor-to-ceiling windows, and each pane was a different 
shade of glass, arranged in vibrant, alternating patterns of the light 
spectrum. 

But the architecture itself was pretty basic. 

Flat roof. 

Square rooms stacked on top of each other. 

Lots of sharp angles. 

Even the wide, straight flight of stairs that Elwin led them up was made 
of dull, square stones. And the door was a simple sliding sheet of glass. 

Inside, the huge main room was almost entirely empty. The only 
furniture was a swiveling white armchair and a small, round table, both 
arranged precisely in the center. 

“I’m guessing this isn’t what you were expecting,” Elwin told Keefe, 
setting Bullhorn down so that the slinky banshee could duck down some 
tiny gap in the glass floor and scurry away under their feet. 

It was and it wasn’t. 

Honestly, Keefe had never really given a whole lot of thought to where 
Elwin went when he wasn’t at Foxfire. 

He knew Elwin had to live somewhere. 

He’d just never had a reason to imagine it. 

And now... he lived here too—at least temporarily. 

Life just kept getting weirder and weirder. 

But it was way better than going back to the Shores of Solace and Daddy 
Dearest, with his constant demands and criticism—especially since his dad 


would love that Keefe couldn’t snap back with any jokes or insults. 

And it was definitely better than letting the Council build him a 
“facility.” 

Plus, Elwin had a steady supply of sedatives, and Keefe did not share 
Foster’s aversion to drug-induced sleep. He’d actually been planning to beg 
Elwin to knock him out for a few more days—or weeks, whatever it took— 
hoping he’d wake up and his senses would be back to normal. 

But as soon as the Councillors left, Elwin started scrambling to pack up 
and get them out of there, so that sleep-away-the-troubles plan would have 
to wait. 

Elwin claimed he was worried that the rest of the Council would try to 
change the plan once they knew what was happening, so he wanted to get 
Keefe settled in so they could see how well things were going. But Keefe 
was pretty sure Elwin was mostly just trying to find some way to fill the 
excruciating silence that followed Foster’s sudden departure. 

She’d raised her home crystal to the light and disappeared as soon as 
Keefe had agreed to Alina’s condition—without even saying goodbye. 

Keefe couldn’t blame her. 

He closed his eyes, forcing himself to remember the look on her face— 
the hurt and betrayal and sadness and anger. 

Even if he wasn’t an Empath, he would’ve felt each emotional blow. 

And he deserved to, because he knew she was already blaming herself 
for what happened, and he’d basically told her that he blamed her too. 

It wasn t her fault. 

It was his fault—and his mom’s fault. 

He’d only told Sophie to stay away because... he was scared. 

And embarrassed. 

And what if he discovered more horrible changes? 

He needed some time and space to figure out how to hide everything that 
had happened—and he wasn’t going to be able to do that with Miss 
Wortries-Too-Much watching him with a crinkly-forehead stare. 

So... he’d told her to go away—and then he’d been too big of a jerk to 
even tell Fitz he should go after her. 

He’d thought about it, so maybe Fitz had been eavesdropping again, and 
that’s where he went when he left a few minutes later. 

But Keefe doubted it. 

Fitz could be pretty dense when it came to things like that. 


And some tiny, selfish part of Keefe secretly hoped he was right. 
Because if Fitz couldn’t figure that out on his own, he didn’t deserve Foster. 

Then again, neither did he. 

Ro heaved a sigh. “I hope you have some cures for ‘mopey boy’ in that 
little satchel of yours, Doc. Otherwise it’s going to be one big sulkfest 
around here. And I never thought I’d say this, but it’s even worse without 
Hunkyhair talking.” 

“Sadly, there’s no cure for teenage angst,” Elwin told her, motioning for 
them to follow him to a glass staircase tucked into the far corner. “Though 
baked goods can help—and I always have some fresh ripplefluffs in my 
pantry. Today’s are chocolate peanut butter.” 

Keefe shook his head as hard as he could. 

His stomach was still recovering from the squelchberries. 

“Aaaaaaaand there’s the sparkle-overload,” Ro said when they reached 
the top of the stairs and found themselves in a hall where the windows were 
draped with crystal-beaded curtains and the doors were each positioned 
near fancy chandeliers. 

“Told you I was a fan. The bottom level is my quiet space, so I kept 
things simpler. But up here is where I live.” Elwin pushed open the first 
door, revealing a room packed with so many stuffed animals, Keefe almost 
wanted to swan-dive into them and drown in fuzzy snuggles. “This is my 
Emotional Support Stuffed Animal collection. Mrs. Stinkbottom used to be 
right there.” He pointed to a small gap near a stuffed griffin and a stuffed 
ghoul. “But I thought she’d be happier with you. Pll make sure your dad 
sends her over here tomorrow, along with some clothes and anything else 
you want. But if you need a snuggle buddy stand-in for tonight, might I 
suggest Boo Boo the boobrie?” 

He pointed to a black-and-yellow stuffed bird with a mohawk and long, 
curled eyelashes. 

“See, and I think Hunkyhair might prefer cuddling with that,” Ro said, 
pointing to a shimmering silver moonlark. 

Keefe rolled his eyes as Elwin coughed to cover his laugh. 

“Come on, seriously! An eye roll is all I get for that?” Ro tapped the top 
of Keefe’s head. “I know you have about a billion snarky comebacks 
dancing around this brain. Bet you’re composing another verse of The 
Ballad of Bo and Ro, too. What do you think is going to happen if you say 
it? I’m going to fall madly in love with him? Actually, you know what? 


Let’s not test that, just to be safe. But come on, Hunkyhair, hit me with 
something. I deserve it for that moonlark comment!” 

Keefe turned away. 

Somehow the longer he stayed quiet, the scarier it felt to speak. Like his 
words might be storing up power. 

“Pm not going to let anything happen, Keefe,” Elwin assured him, 
grabbing Boo Boo the boobrie and leading them down the hall to the far 
door. “But if you need a little time to process all of this, Pm not going to 
fight you. Right now, I want you to settle in and get some rest.” 

He pulled open the door and Ro groaned. “Okay, now you’re just 
messing with me.” 

“Kind of,” Elwin agreed. “But not completely. I call this my ‘prism 
room.’ Everything is designed to catch the light differently.” 

“Yeah, and it’s sparkle overload,” Ro grumbled, shielding her eyes. 

She wasn’t wrong. 

The walls were covered in tiny crystal beads that refracted so many 
glints of light, the floor and ceiling looked like a hologram. And the bed 
was piled with dozens of jewel-encrusted pillows. 

“Tf it’s too much, we can move you to another room tomorrow,” Elwin 
told him, “but for tonight, I thought it might be good to have you sleep in 
here. Because the best part about the prism is...” 

He snapped his fingers, turning off the chandeliers and transforming the 
room into a tiny universe. Each fleck of light was now a star, twinkling 
steadily though the inky darkness. 

“Ohhhhh,” Ro breathed. “Now these are my kind of sparkles.” She ran a 
hand gently down the wall, watching the stars shimmer on her skin. “This 
reminds me of my father’s palace. Some of the microbes he cultivates there 
look just like this.” 

Keefe might’ve imagined it, but Ro sounded a little choked up. And 
normally he would’ve teased her about it. So he was actually kind of glad 
he had a reason to stay quiet. 

He never really thought about what it must be like for Ro, living 
somewhere so different and far away from her own world—particularly 
because it was also somewhere people sometimes judged her or mistreated 
her or tried to kill her. 

“Okay, this is officially freaking me out!” Ro said, grabbing Keefe’s 
wrists and shaking his arms. “Stop looking at me all sappy like that! And 


stop with the thoughtful silence! It’s time to be you again. Bring on the 
insults! Bring on the rhymes. Bring on the bets!” 

“He’ll get there,” Elwin said when Keefe pressed his lips tighter 
together. “He just needs some time to process. And sleep will help too. I’m 
guessing you don’t want any dinner?” 

Keefe shook his head so hard, it hurt his neck a little. 

“Then Pll leave you to settle in. But I want you to take these before you 
go to bed.” He dug through his satchel, pulled out five vials in various 
shades of blue, and set them on the round table beside the bed. Then added 
a deep purple one. “That last one’s a sedative, since I have a feeling you’re 
going to want one—but Pll leave that up to you. The others aren’t optional, 
but that one is. And if you need anything else... well, I was about to say 
‘holler,’ but I think we both know that’s not going to happen. So just come 
find me. PIl be in my lab for the next few hours, which is the third door on 
the other side of the hall.” 

“You gonna make something to fix our boy?” Ro asked. 

“Tt’s not about fixing.” His eyes shifted to Keefe. “You’re not broken, 
Keefe. I know it feels like it. But right now, you’re just... adjusting. And I 
have a few ideas for some elixirs that might help smooth out the process. 
That’s what Pll be working on—though I might need to wait until I speak to 
Kesler Dizznee tomorrow morning. I don’t usually work with amarallitine, 
and it can be a little volatile. Plus, I need to go to Slurps and Burps to get 
some supplies. Anyway, none of that really matters to you. Sorry, I think 
out loud a lot when I’m home, so it’s a little strange having someone around 
here who can hear me. Try to get some rest. And if you want to dim the 
lights more, just keep snapping. I figured you might not enjoy darkness 
right now, so I have it on the brightest setting. But if you can’t sleep with all 
that light, there are ten other levels, including absolute pitch black. I 
wouldn’t recommend that one unless you take the sedative—and then it 
won’t really matter since you’ll be knocked out cold anyway. Aaaaaaaand 
I’m rambling again. Sorry. Gonna take some getting used to, having 
company.” 

He gave some sort of awkward wave as he turned to leave. 

“Wait.” 

It took Keefe’s brain a second to process that the whispered voice had 
come from him, and he squeezed his eyes shut for a beat, hoping hoping 
hoping he wouldn’t find Elwin frozen in place when he opened them again. 


“Everything okay?” Elwin asked when Keefe dared a peek. 

Keefe released the breath he’d been holding and nodded. 

But he needed to use his voice again to say two things. 

First, “Thank you.” 

He wanted to add more, since Elwin deserved a lot more gratitude than 
that for taking him in and saving him from ending up in one of the 
Council’s facilities. 

But each word was a risk, and he’d thought of something much more 
important to communicate—something that might be another way to help 
him take control of his new abilities. 

He cleared his throat, telling himself to keep his tone neutral as he 
whispered, “Tell Dex.” 

Elwin frowned. “Tell Dex what?” 

Ro knew what he meant. “Actually, that’s a good idea. Your techy friend 
made something to help Blondie with some of her abilities, didn’t he?” 

Keefe nodded. 

Technically, some of the gadgets had been made by Tinker—the Black 
Swan’s Technopath—but Dex had designed some bracelets that would’ve 
helped Sophie with her enhancing if he hadn’t used crush cuffs and made it 
awkward. 

Dex had even invented an ability restrictor—which... had seemed like a 
really horrible idea. Particularly after the Council forced Foster to wear it. 

But it might be good to have Dex build a backup, just in case, and key it 
to his DNA so there was no way the gadget could be used on anyone else. 

“Tell Dex,” Keefe repeated, and that time Elwin got it. 

“T will,” he promised. “Now take your medicine and go to bed.” 


- FIVE - 
Sophie 


I brought you some breakfast,” Edaline said as she made her way over to 
Sophie’s enormous canopied bed—even though the tray she was carrying of 
sliced purple fruit and sugar-sprinkled pastries pretty much spoke for itself. 

And what the tray said was: I know I’m a Conjurer and could’ve 
snapped my fingers and made this appear in your room, but I’m using 
breakfast as an excuse to check on you. 

Which was sweet. 

Sophie knew that. 

She also knew how lucky she was to have such caring, supportive 
adoptive parents. 

But... she really wasn’t in the mood to talk. 

“I know,” Edaline told her, proving that mom-intuition could sometimes 
be just as powerful as telepathy. “And Pll leave you alone if you want me 
to. But... Elwin hailed me last night and told me what happened, so I have 
to at least make sure you’re okay.” 

Sophie buried her face between Ella’s floppy blue elephant ears. “I’m 
fine. It wasn’t a big deal.” 

That’s what she’d been telling herself ever since she’d fled the Healing 
Center. 

Keefe was just trying to be extra careful until he figured out how to 
control his new ability—she should be grateful for that! 

He was being cautious instead of reckless. 

And it wasn’t like he’d told her to stay away forever. 

But... her mind kept replaying that nod he gave Oralie. The set of his 
jaw and the determination in his eyes almost felt like... 

Like he wasn’t even going to miss her. 

Like he didn’t care at all. 


Which was a really weird—really pointless—thing to be thinking about 
when she should be trying to figure out what Lady Gisela was planning, and 
what Elysian was, and how to find Kenric’s cache. 

And yet, there she sat, strangle-hugging her stuffed elephant instead of 
getting up and getting dressed and doing something productive. 

She’d also barely slept, despite the soothing images of meadows and 
mountains and endless starry skies that Silveny kept flooding her mind with 
—and she’d thought about camping out under the Panakes with Wynn and 
Luna, but... she didn’t feel like snuggling. Even with adorable baby 
alicorns. 

She just wanted to be alone. 

Okay, fine, maybe she wanted to sit there feeling sorry for herself for a 
few more hours—but in her defense, it had been a rough couple of weeks. 

She’d sorta broken up with Fitz. Found out Councillor Oralie was her 
genetic mother. Watched helplessly as Keefe nearly died from his mom’s 
horrible experiments. Spent days sitting by his side in the Healing Center, 
worrying he’d never wake up. And now that he had, he’d basically told her 
to go away. 

“Must’ve been pretty scary,” Edaline said as she set the tray on the bed 
next to Sophie and carefully sat down beside her. “Feeling numb like that.” 

Sophie shrugged. “The thing about being numb is, you can’t feel 
anything.” 

“T guess that’s true. But it sounded like what happened afterward was... 
intense.” She stopped there, as if she were hoping Sophie would fill in the 
rest of the details. But Sophie was sure that Elwin had already told her more 
than enough. 

Edaline sighed. “Fine, I won’t force you to talk about it. But you do need 
to eat something. You went to bed without dinner.” She nudged the tray 
closer. “At least try one of the sugarknots—I guarantee they’ll be one of 
your new favorites. And Flori brought the fruit from her personal garden. I 
don’t actually know what it is, but she insisted you try it.” 

Sophie stared at the neatly arranged slices, which were such a dark 
purple, they looked like they would stain her teeth. “Maybe later.” 

Edaline blocked her from pushing the tray away. “Flori also wanted me 
to tell you that the fruit came from a very special tree—a tree she grew 
using seeds that Calla sent her right before she chose to sacrifice herself. 
And the seeds came with a note that said, ‘Grow these for my moonlark.’” 


Sophie sat up straighter, setting Ella aside. “Really?” 

Edaline smiled and held up the plate. 

Sophie reached for a slice, and maybe she was imagining it, but she 
could’ve sworn she heard one of Calla’s soft songs as she lifted the fruit to 
her lips—a gentle melody about how shedding leaves helps a tree survive 
the harsh winter. 

She closed her eyes, savoring that tiny connection to her lost friend 
before she took a taste and... 

It was like eating sunshine. 

Warm and sweet and a tiny bit tingly on her tongue. 

She tried to savor each bite, but all too soon the fruit was gone. So she 
moved on to the sugarknots, which turned out to be flaky—tike croissants 
—and were filled with some sort of rich brown-sugar custard. 

“Thank you,” she told Edaline, dusting the extra sugar off her hands. 
“And thank Flori, too.” 

“You’re welcome!” Flori called from the hallway. “I was so excited 
when that tree finally started to produce! I decided to name the fruits 
dawnlings, since they have to be harvested at sunrise. And I have a good 
crop growing now, so I can bring you some whenever you need another 
boost.” 

“I’m sure that’ll be soon,” Sophie called back, feeling her mood already 
sinking. 

Edaline snapped her fingers, making the empty tray disappear so she 
could scoot close enough to wrap her arm around Sophie’s shoulders. “I’m 
guessing you still don’t want to talk about it.” 

“Not really.” Sophie tilted her head forward, hiding behind her hair 
before she added, “It’s just been... a lot.” 

“I know.” Edaline tucked Sophie’s hair behind her ear. “That’s why I’m 
here. I wish you’d let me help. I doubt I can do anything for Keefe. But I 
might be useful for whatever you and Oralie are working on—and don’t 
even think about telling me you guys aren’t up to something. She was here 
for way too long yesterday. She also came alone, so I’m guessing this 
project is a bit less official than your Team Valiant assignments.” 

“Tt is,” Sophie admitted, trying to figure out how much to say. “But I’m 
not working on it with Oralie anymore.” 

Not since Oralie had proven that anything Sophie shared with her would 
go straight to the Council. 


Plus, it wasn’t like they’d had much of a plan to find Kenric’s cache, 
anyway. All she was supposed to do was talk to Fitz about Alvar—and 
she’d left the Healing Center in such a rush that she’d forgotten to do that. 

She could hail Fitz now, of course, but... if he knew anything, he 
would’ve already tracked down his brother, wouldn’t he? 

She also wasn’t in the mood to get yelled at again. 

Really, she’d be way better off looking for Alvar by herself. She just... 
didn’t know where to start. 

“You can trust me, Sophie,” Edaline pressed. “I’m not going to freak out 
—and I know how to keep a secret. You can tell me anything.” 

Sophie really wished that was true. 

But there were lots of things she could never tell Edaline. 

Being the moonlark meant being lied to and lying to everybody. 

“T’m also not going to stop you from taking risks,” Edaline promised, 
reaching for Sophie’s hand. “I just want to know what’s going on, in case I 
can help. It’s nice to have a partner.” 

“It is,” Sophie agreed, glancing at the Cognate ring on her thumb. 

She wasn’t sure if she and Fitz could actually be Cognates anymore, 
with all the awkwardness between them. Which made her shrapnel heart 
shred even deeper. 

“You shouldn’t do this alone,” Edaline said gently. “Even if you can’t 
tell me the specifics, I still might be able to help you come up with a 
strategy. I do that with Grady sometimes, when he’s stumped by a classified 
assignment. He gives me a vague explanation of the problem, and we put 
our heads together and brainstorm solutions. Can you at least let me try?” 

Several long seconds passed before Sophie told her, “Well... I need to 
find someone. And I don’t know where to start.” 

Edaline tightened her grip. “If you’re thinking of going after Keefe’s 
mom—” 

“Tm not,” Sophie interrupted. “Really, Pm not.” 

Edaline relaxed her hold. “Okay, good. I can deal with you taking risks, 
but they have to be smart risks. Tracking down anyone in the Neverseen 
needs to be a team effort—and by ‘team,’ I mean bodyguards and adults 
and Councillors and—” 

“I know,” Sophie cut in, resisting the urge to point out that they’d tried 
that in Loamnore and still ended up trapped and helpless while Lady Gisela 


got exactly what she wanted. “I’m not trying to find anyone in the 
Neverseen. I mean... they used to be—but they’re not anymore.” 

Edaline’s eyes narrowed, and Sophie had a feeling that meant she’d 
guessed who Sophie was talking about. But all Edaline said was, “And you 
can’t use your telepathy to help track them down?” 

“I wish. I can’t track thoughts without having some idea of where I’m 
searching. And transmitting won’t work either, because the person would 
have to choose to respond to me.” 

Which seemed like poor planning on the Black Swan’s part, if she was 
being honest. 

Sometimes it felt like they just... hadn’t made her strong enough. 

They’d genetically engineered everything about her—why not go big? 

Though... if they had done that—assuming it was actually possible—her 
life would’ve been even more complicated and weird. So she should 
probably be grateful the Black Swan let her have a tiny bit of normal. 

She doubted Keefe’s mom had done the same for him. 

And Keefe seemed to know it. 

That’s why he’d hidden under his blankets. 

Refused to talk. 

Sent her away... 

What if— 

“Do you know the last place this person was seen?” Edaline asked, 
reminding her to focus. 

Sophie nodded. “But I saw them leave, and I can’t imagine they’d go 
back.” 

“Okay, but have you searched the place since then? They might’ve left 
something behind that could help you figure out where they went.” 

“I suppose it’s possible.” 

It seemed like a long shot, but... 

Candleshade was pretty enormous. 

And Alvar had been hiding there for a while—and he left in a hurry. 

Maybe it was worth checking. 

Definitely sounded better than hailing Fitz and getting shouted at for 
things she couldn’t change. 

“Thank you,” she told Edaline, throwing back her covers. “I guess I'll 
give it a try.” 


Edaline smiled. “Good. And don’t worry, I won’t ask where you’re 
going, or try to convince you to let me go with you—but I am going to 
insist that you take both of your bodyguards.” 

Sophie knew better than to argue. Plus, having Flori there might be a 
good idea. Gnomes had different senses than goblins. They could even see 
Vanishers after they’d disappeared. 

“I also want you to take this.” Edaline snapped her fingers, making a 
silver melder appear in her palm. “And have Sandor give you some 
throwing stars just in case.” 

Sophie nodded. 

A few years ago, she might’ve cringed at the idea of carrying weapons. 

But she wasn’t that girl anymore. 

“PII be careful,” she promised, taking the melder and heading for her 
closet to change into one of her special tunics with lots of pockets. 

“I know,” Edaline told her. “But I’m still going to worry. So I think I 
deserve all the mom points for letting you do this.” 

“You do,” Sophie agreed. 

It hit her then. The contrast between her different mothers. 

Her human mom never quite knew what to do with her. 

Oralie had abandoned her and betrayed her. 

But Edaline truly trusted her—even when she knew Sophie was hiding 
stuff. 

Which made Sophie wish she could sit back down and unload everything 
—and made Sophie resent Oralie even more. Especially since it was only a 
matter of time before she’d have to lie to Edaline to protect Oralie’s secrets. 

“What’s this for?” Edaline asked when Sophie turned back and threw her 
arms around her. 

“Because I know it’s not easy being my mom—” 

“Wrong,” Edaline interrupted, leaning back to meet Sophie’s eyes. “P1H 
admit, the abundance of near-death experiences can be a bit stressful—but 
being your mom is easy.” 

“Really?” Sophie whispered, blinking back tears. 

She didn’t like to think about how it felt growing up hearing her human 
parents’ thoughts all the time, knowing how much they struggled to 
understand her. And it was even worse realizing how easily Oralie had cast 
her aside, as if having a daughter were just some item she’d checked off her 
to-do list. 


“Really,” Edaline promised, kissing Sophie’s cheek. “You’re the single 
greatest gift I’ve ever been given, Sophie. And I’m so incredibly grateful 
that you trust me enough to be my daughter. I love you so much—and I 
always will. No matter what.” 

“T love you too.” Sophie buried her face in Edaline’s hair and wished she 
could stay like that and never let go. 

But she had work to do, so she forced herself to drop her arms and stand, 
promising one more time, “P Il be careful, Mom.” 

She didn’t use that title for Edaline very often—but she should. 

“I know you will,” Edaline assured her. “I’Il be here when you get back.” 

Sophie changed quickly, pulling her hair into a simple ponytail and 
stuffing her pockets with weapons before making her way to the stairs. 

“You’re not going to use the Leapmaster?” Edaline asked when Sophie 
started going down instead of up. “I thought you might be heading 
somewhere we have a crystal for.” 

“I am,” Sophie agreed, deciding to give her mom that tiny clue. “But I 
need to practice my teleporting.” 

Sandor groaned as he followed. “You’re really going to make us jump 
off a cliff when we could light leap?” 

Sophie shook her head. “Not this time. All you’ll have to do is run 
beside me.” 

Or she hoped that was how it would work. 

She wasn’t 100 percent certain, since the times she’d teleported the other 
way, she’d either been alone or carrying somebody. 

But they were about to find out. 

She pulled open the front door and studied Havenfield’s pastures. Most 
of the longer paths went uphill, but the one that led to the cliffs stayed 
mostly flat, which would hopefully make it easier to build up momentum— 
and if it didn’t work, they could always change plans and jump off the edge. 

“Okay,” she said, reaching for Sandor with one hand and Flori with the 
other. She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath to rally her concentration. 
“Here goes nothing.” 


“For the record,” Sandor grumbled as they struggled to stop their sprint, 
“that was worse than jumping off a cliff.” 


Sophie disagreed—though she also wasn’t sure if she knew exactly what 
had happened. 

One second she’d been running—channeling energy to her legs to go 
faster, faster, faster. Then Sandor and Flori had started to lag behind, so 
she’d tightened her grip and pushed herself even harder. Next thing she 
knew, her feet were barely touching the ground, and Sandor and Flori were 
half floating, half flailing as she dragged them into the void. 

Then she pictured Candleshade, and they were there, stumbling along the 
overgrown path that led to the main entrance. 

“I thought it was exhilarating,” Flori breathed. “Such a special glimpse 
of the moonlark’s strength and power.” 

“I don’t know about that,” Sophie mumbled, bending to lower her head 
between her knees. 

Now that she’d stopped running, everything was spinning and her lungs 
felt like they were going to explode. 

“I do,” Flori insisted. “You carried both of us as though we were 
dandelion seeds caught on a breeze. And while I may be small, Sandor 
definitely isn’t.” 

Sandor straightened to his full height, and Sophie had to admit that it 
was kind of amazing that she’d been able to drag him along so easily. Her 
arms didn’t even feel sore—though that might change once the adrenaline 
wore off. 

“Impressive or not,” Sandor said, arching his back into a stretch, “I 
prefer free-falling. Particularly since it encourages you to limit the ability to 
absolute necessity.” 

“What he means,” Flori told Sophie, “is he doesn’t like that you can now 
go anywhere, anytime, without needing one of your crystals, or a cliff, or 
me to sing to the roots to carry you. All you need is a bit of speed. And I’m 
happy for you to have that freedom—and proud to watch the moonlark find 
her wings. I just hope yov’ll continue carrying me with you.” 

“I don’t hope, I insist,” Sandor corrected, gripping the hilt of his sword. 
“I go where you go.” 

Sophie wanted to roll her eyes. But her lips curled into a small smile 
instead. “Believe me, I know. I didn’t argue about bringing you with me 
today, did I? And all I’m doing is searching an empty house!” 

She straightened up, needing a few more breaths for her vision to clear 
enough to focus on the enormous, multi-spired crystal tower in front of 


them, which was probably designed to be equally impressive and 
intimidating. But all Sophie felt was sadness. 

So many horrible, traumatic things had happened to Keefe inside those 
shimmering walls, and she found herself wishing she could tear them down, 
block by block. 

Maybe someday she would. 

For now, she was about to waste an afternoon searching through dusty, 
abandoned rooms and finding nothing useful—which was a terrible attitude, 
she knew. But she’d done these kinds of searches too many times to have 
any real hope. 

Still, she made her way to the front door, which looked 
disproportionately small compared to the two-hundred-story structure. 

“Do you think we should knock?” she wondered. 

Sandor sniffed the air. “Yes. Because we’re not the only ones here.” 

Sophie reached for her melder. “Who—” 

Before she could finish the question, the door opened, and there was 
Lord Cassius, looking as arrogant and pristine as ever. 

But the real surprise was the boy standing beside him, staring guiltily at 
his feet as she whispered, “Fitz?” 


- SIX - 
KEEFE 


Wow, you’re really not going to talk?” Dex asked, resting his hands on his 
hips as he turned a slow circle to study Keefe’s extra sparkly new bedroom. 
“I figured Elwin was either exaggerating that part, or you were messing 
with him.” 

Keefe pressed his lips tighter and shook his head. 

His throat felt thick and scratchy from the lack of use. But he wasn’t 
going to risk it, because even with the sedative, he’d spent most of the night 
dreaming about Sophie’s eerie blank stare. 

Was that what his mom wanted? 

Was he her way of neutralizing the Black Swan’s moonlark? 

Or was that only the beginning? 

His mom craved power and control—and now she’d given him an ability 
that let him turn everyone around him into useless, mindless shells. 

People with no feelings. 

No fear. 

No guilt. 

And if they were given the right commands? 

Boom— instant ruthless army! 

Ro sighed and turned to Dex. “In case you were wondering, he’s 
overthinking everything right now. I don’t know what he’s imagining, but 
he keeps getting all shuddery, so I’m guessing it’s something super 
melodramatic, like him single-handedly destroying the world with the 
sound of his voice. Who knew our Hunkyhair was an even bigger worrier 
than Blondie?” 

Dex grinned. But his dimples faded when his gaze shifted back to Keefe. 
“Elwin said you needed my help?” 


Keefe nodded—then swallowed back a belch, which tasted like the 
awful, gurgley elixir Elwin had given him that morning. 

His new superstrong empathy had faded after the numbing disaster, but 
the little sleep he’d gotten had apparently brought it back with a vengeance. 
And Elwin had made the elixir specifically to try to dull his senses—but the 
mix of curiosity and confusion drifting from Dex’s general direction made it 
pretty clear that the medicine had been a fail. 

Hopefully Keefe would have better luck with Dex’s help. 

He pointed to his throat, and then his forehead, trying to show Dex what 
he needed. 

“Some Nogginease?” Dex guessed. 

Keefe shook his head and tried pulling on the choker-style band of his 
registry pendant. 

“Um... you want to hack into the registry again?” Dex tried. 

Ro snorted. “Wow, you guys are super bad at this. How about I save us 
all some time and speak for my boy? Okay, so Councillor Sparkle- 
Eyebrows—” 

“Who?” Dex interrupted. 

Ro shrugged. “No idea. Can’t remember his name. You guys have way 
too many leaders to keep them all straight. All I know is the dude had these 
huge hairy things above his eyes and a jewel from his crown rested right 
between them, so I’m calling him Councillor Sparkle-Eyebrows. Anyway, 
he said my boy’s new elf-y ability is linked to the tone of his voice, and he 
seemed pretty sure about it. So, assuming he’s right, we need you to use 
your techy skills to build a gadget that’!l give Hunkyhair better control over 
that, kinda like you did for Blondie to help with her power-boost-touch 
thing. And personally, I vote for something that makes his voice extra high- 
pitched and squeaky—although it could also be fun to make him sound 
super creepy. Ooo, is there a way to have it switch back and forth?” 

She smirked at Keefe, daring him to contradict her. But he honestly 
wouldn’t care if Dex made him sound like a screeching siren, if it made 
talking safe again. 

“Welllll,” Dex said, dragging out the word. “I bet I can figure out how to 
make something like that. But... would it really help? There’s a difference 
between voice and tone, you know? Look at Sandor. He sounds all cute and 
cuddly—until he gives an order. Then he’s terrifying. But his voice doesn’t 
change. Just his tone.” 


“Okay, first: Pm so telling Gigantor you called him cuddly,” Ro told 
him. “Second: If you think he’s terrifying, you should hear my dad 
command his Mercadirs. And third: I... guess that’s a fair point. So, fine, 
make something that tweaks Hunkyhair’s tone.” 

Dex reached up, mussing his strawberry-blond hair. “I mean... I can 
definitely try. But tone is way more complicated, since it’s connected to 
emotion.” 

“Tt is?” Keefe asked—then clapped his hands over his mouth. 

Ro pumped her fist. “He speaks! And look—the world didn’t end! No 
one got all dazed or numb or anything! Try it again! Try it again!” 

Keefe pressed his hands tighter against his lips and glanced at Dex, 
hoping the look in his eyes said Please ignore my annoying bodyguard and 
answer the question I accidentally asked, because emotion might be a clue 
to what’s happening with this ability. 

“Think about it,” Dex told him. “When you feel sad or angry, your tone 
changes, right?” 

Keefe nodded slowly. 

He hadn’t really considered what he’d been feeling when he’d numbed 
everybody. He’d been more focused on how Sophie’s emotions had 
overloaded his brain. 

But... when he’d touched Sophie’s hand and everything turned 
overwhelming, some part of him had been terrified that he’d never be able 
to get close to her again. And that made him desperate to do anything to 
stop the chaos. 

He’d also been just as scared and desperate when he was trying to figure 
out how to snap everyone out of it. 

Though... the first few words he’d tried hadn’t worked, and he’d been 
just as emotional when he said those. So there had to be some other variable 
—some other connection—between the two effective commands. 

His mind drifted back to the moment right before he’d finally found the 
word that brought everyone out of the daze. 

What had he done differently for that command? 

He’d made himself stop, take a deep breath, and think. And then... 

He seriously had no idea. 

Somehow he just knew the word he needed to say—knew it would work 
even before he said it. 

Was that... confidence? 





Maybe—but that couldn’t be the connection either, since he definitely 
hadn’t been feeling confident when he numbed everyone. 

There had to be something else. 

And then he realized... 

It was all about him. 

His wants—or maybe it made more sense to call it his needs. Either way, 
it was that craving—that desire—that took over and made him do whatever 
it took to get his way. 

Which was actually super terrifying, since his mom could easily use that 
to manipulate him. 

She knew his hopes and fears and dreams. 

And she knew exactly how to stack them against him. 

He sank onto the edge of his bed, burying his head in his hands and 
closing his eyes. 

“Oh goody, looks like we’re back to the overthinking,” Ro announced, 
and a burst of her annoyance hit Keefe like a gut-punch. 

It took all of his willpower not to shout back, Of course I’m overthinking 
—TI could turn everyone into mindless murderers for my mommy if I don’t 
figure out how to stop this! 

“Hey,” Dex said—and when Keefe didn’t respond, the bed shifted, like 
Dex had sat down beside him. “Pl see what I can come up with, okay? And 
if I can’t figure it out, PI check with Tinker. Or I can always have Sophie 
enhance me. Sometimes that helps me find the right answer.” 

The promise should’ve made Keefe feel better—especially since he 
wasn’t picking up any pity in the air. 

But his brain was too stuck on the word “enhance.” 

What would happen if Sophie enhanced his ability? 

He did not want to find out. 

And there were only two ways to make sure that never happened. 

He could stay away from Sophie from now on, or... 

He cleared his throat and raised his head, trying to focus on calm, steady 
breaths. 

“Wait—I think he’s going to speak again!” Ro called out. 

He was, because this request was too important to risk any 
misunderstanding. 

In fact, it required a whole sentence. 


He cleared his throat again, lowering his voice to something barely more 
than a whisper as he said, “I need you to make me an ability restrictor.” 

And whoa, did he get hit with worry, anger, and panic. 

His ears rang and his vision dimmed and he sucked in a long, deep 
breath as Dex jumped to his feet and told him, “I’m never making one of 
those again!” 

Keefe wasn’t surprised. 

The other ability restrictor that Dex had made was an epic disaster and 
had left Sophie powerless and in a whole lot of pain. Their entire group also 
had to flee the Lost Cities after Dex defied the Council and destroyed the 
gadget. 

But this was different. 

This new ability needed to be restricted. 

And it was only a matter of time before the Council realized that and 
locked Keefe away somewhere. 

“Please,” he whispered, keeping the word barely audible. “You can find 
a way to key it to my DNA, so it’ only work on me.” 

Dex shook his head so hard it made his ears jiggle. “Then the Council 
could have one of their Technopaths figure out a way around that. Or copy 
my design and build a bunch more—why do you think I threw the other one 
into the fire?” 

His resolve felt like a wall between them. 

“Please,” Keefe begged again, trying to wear Dex down with as few 
words as possible. 

But Dex’s determination strengthened, and Keefe could tell that nothing 
he could say would get through. 

Unless... 

His heart started racing and his palms started sweating and he felt a 
thought start itching in the back of his brain. 

No—not a thought. 

A word. 

A word that Keefe refused to acknowledge because he knew it was his 
need taking over again, and if he said the word, it would smash through 
Dex’s doubts and make him cooperate. 

But he couldn’t shove the word out of his mind either, because the need 
kept reminding him that if Dex wouldn’t make him an ability restrictor, he 
could never see Sophie again. 


He’d probably never be able to see anyone. 

Those were his only options. 

He had to make Dex understand. 

Had to. Had to. Had to. 

The command burned on his tongue, but he swallowed it back, hacking 
and coughing as the unspoken word caught in his throat. 

His instincts were screaming at him to stop resisting, but he slammed his 
fist into his chest, and the pain distracted him enough to make the word 
fade. 

“Whoa, easy, boy,” Ro said, grabbing Keefe’s arm to stop him from 
hitting himself again. “It’s okay. You’re okay.” 

Keefe shook his head, feeling tears pour down his cheeks as the rest of 
him collapsed into Ro, clinging to her as hard as he could. 

“Uh, I’m not much of a hugger,” Ro warned. 

But she also twisted Keefe’s head so it rested on her shoulder, away from 
the spikes on her armor. And mixed with her surprise and awkwardness was 
a tangle of anger and concern so tightly woven together that they felt almost 
solid. 

Protective. 

Which was good, because Keefe couldn’t let go. 

Couldn’t move. 

Could barely open his eyes—but he made himself focus on Dex, pouring 
the full force of his plea into his stare. 

Ro whistled. “Wow, now that’s what desperation looks like.” 

“Tt is,” Dex agreed, dragging his hands down his face so hard, his fingers 
left little red lines. “But you don’t understand what you’re asking for, 
Keefe. You weren’t there in Magnate Leto’s office when the Council made 
me put the ability restrictor back on Sophie. Even with the adjustments I 
made, I could tell it was super painful—and I don’t think I can fix that. I 
also can’t control which abilities it blocks. Pd have to restrict all your 
abilities.” 

“I don’t think my boy cares,” Ro said quietly. “But you know what, 
Hunkyhair>?” She grabbed Keefe’s shoulders and leaned him back, so he’d 
have to look at her. “I think you should care. I mean, don’t get me wrong— 
Pll always think you elves put way too much emphasis on your little ability 
things. But I’ve also been here long enough to see how much drama it 
causes if you don’t have them—and you have enough drama in your life 


already. Plus... you do have abilities. They’re part of you. It never goes 
well trying to fight who you are—trust me on that.” 

Keefe jerked away and sank onto his bed, curling into a ball and wishing 
he could shout, THIS ISN’T WHO I AM—MY MOM CHANGED ME. 

But... did she? 

Or had she just activated something that had always been there? 

Some awful, creepy thing she’d planned from the beginning? 

And did it matter? 

This was his life now. 

He had to deal with it. 

Dex sank onto the bed next to him again. “Wow. You’re really scared. 
I’m not even an Empath, and I can feel it.” 

“So can I,” Ro mumbled, and the protective energy in the air ramped up 
a bit. 

Which made Keefe want to deny it—want to smirk and crack a joke like 
he always did. 

But those things felt like they belonged to a different life. 

Seconds ticked by. 

Finally Dex said, “Okay. I get it. Elwin described what happened 
yesterday, and... yeah, it’s pretty terrifying. But... you just manifested 
yesterday, you know? You haven’t given the ability any time to settle. You 
don’t even know exactly what the ability is, or have a name for it yet! And 
you haven’t tried whatever concoctions Elwin and my dad are making right 
now. You also haven’t let me see if I can come up with some gadgets to 
help—or some elixirs. I make a lot of those, too—and I’m pretty good at it. 
And you haven’t tried training. So... can’t we start with all of that? Before 
we try anything more drastic?” 

“Come on, Hunkyhair,” Ro said, shaking his shoulder. “Your techy 
friend is right. You’re giving up way too easily. Where’s the stubborn guy 
who set the record for detentions at your fancy elf-y academy? The guy 
who’s spent years finding creative ways to annoy his jerk of a dad instead 
of giving in and cooperating?” 

“The guy who spent weeks setting up for the Great Gulon Incident,” Dex 
added, nudging Keefe with his elbow. “I know I wasn’t there for that, but 
I’ve heard lots of stories. And I know you planned it so perfectly that Dame 
Alina never found enough proof to nail you for it.” 


Ro laughed. “Sounds like someone needs to give me the details on this 
gulon thing I keep hearing about someday. But right now”’—she dragged 
Keefe up to a sitting position—“you need to get your fight back. I didn’t 
leave my home and suffer all these months in Sparkle Town so I could 
protect some boy who gives up the second things get tough. I came here to 
protect the scrawny elf who beat my dad in a sparring match, because I 
figured that guy might be someone worth keeping around. And PI deny 
saying this later, but... you are worth keeping around.” 

Keefe looked away, not sure if the tears burning his eyes were from Ro’s 
pep talk—or the fact that he couldn’t quite believe it. 

Ro shook him until he turned back to face her. “I know you think your 
mom won, but trust me, this isn’t over. You have an infinite number of ways 
to keep resisting her. Don’t give up. And don’t hide from the power she 
gave you. Learn how to use it against her.” 

“Exactly,” Dex agreed, placing a hand on Keefe’s shoulder. “And 
remember, you’re not in this alone.” 

Keefe had never felt more alone in his entire life. 

But... when he read Dex’s emotions, all he felt was determination and 
confidence and hints of the same warmth he’d felt from Elwin. 

Dex was on his side. 

So was Ro, strangely enough. 

Her protective vibes were stronger than anything he’d ever experienced 
before. 

He didn’t want to let them down. 

And he definitely didn’t want to let his mom win. 

So maybe if he was careful, and stayed hidden, and didn’t talk, and 
worked super hard—maybe he could get a handle on this new power in a 
more manageable way. 

He’d already resisted using a command on Dex. 

That had to be a good sign. 

So he sat up taller and nodded—but he also grabbed Dex’s wrist when 
Dex started to pull away, took a steadying breath, and risked nine more 
whispered words. 

“Tf it doesn’t work, you have to help me.” 

He didn’t specify how—too afraid it would turn into a command. But 
Dex seemed to know he meant the ability restrictor. 

Dex sighed. “Pll think about it. That’s all Pll agree to.” 


Keefe tightened his grip as the itch surged back in his brain—the word 
so loud this time that he could almost hear it, almost know what to say. 

But he closed his eyes and breathed until he’d buried it again. 

That was twice now. 

Twice he’d kept control. 

So maybe there was hope. 

If not, he’d make Dex take the ability away. 

By any means necessary. 


- SEVEN - 
Sophie 


What are you doing here>?” Fitz asked as Lord Cassius flashed an oily 
smile and said, “To what do I owe my sudden popularity?” 

Sophie ignored both questions. 

“What are you doing here?” she asked Fitz. 

“Providing me with an update on my son,” Lord Cassius told her, “since 
no one else seems to have considered that to be a priority—unless that’s 
why you’re here.” He fanned the air. “No, it feels like you were very much 
hoping I wouldn’t be home.” 

“I’m always hoping you won’t be anywhere I’m going,” Sophie snapped 
back, deciding she was done trying to be polite to Keefe’s father. She 
should’ve used every word—every conversation—to shame him for the 
countless ways he’d hurt his son. “If you wanted updates on Keefe, you 
could’ve shown up at the Healing Center. He was there for three days. So 
was I. Where were you?” 

Lord Cassius narrowed his eyes. “I don’t need to explain myself to 
anyone—least of all to a teenager with an inflated sense of self-importance. 
But, since you seem to think you have everything all figured out, it might 
interest you to know that I’ve been working on an assignment from the 
Black Swan.” 

He paused to let that sink in—let her wonder what the Black Swan might 
be hiding from her. 

Sophie refused to ask any questions. 

“Your stubbornness has gotten much stronger since you first arrived in 
our world,” Lord Cassius noted. “Perhaps this new separation from my son 
will help you learn better deference and respect.” 

“You told him about that?” she asked Fitz—then realized she probably 
should’ve transmitted the question. 


Lord Cassius looked much too pleased with her response. 

She couldn’t take the words back, though, so she decided to remind Fitz, 
“He went along willingly with Lady Gisela’s plans for Keefe’s legacy. So 
he’s just as much to blame for what’s happening to Keefe as she is.” 

“The only thing I’m to blame for,” Lord Cassius argued, “is wanting the 
best for my son.” 

Sophie rolled her eyes. “No, you wanted the best for yourself. You 
wanted to be the father of someone powerful and important and special, so 
that maybe people would think you were powerful and important and 
special too—but all they’re going to think is that you’re a creepy jerk who 
let his wife experiment on his family. And the really sad thing is, Keefe 
would’ve been all of those things without you messing with his abilities. So 
you put him through this nightmare for no reason.” 

Lord Cassius’s glare felt colder than staring down a Froster. But when he 
spoke, all he said was “Interesting.” 

“What is?” Fitz demanded when Sophie stayed silent. 

Lord Cassius kept his focus on Sophie. “Should I tell him what you’re 
feeling right now?” 

“Don’t bother.” She turned to Fitz. “I’m trying to decide if I’d rather 
inflict on him or zap him a few times with this melder.” 

She patted the pocket hiding her weapon. 

“Interesting,” Lord Cassius repeated, his lips twitching with something 
between a smile and a scowl. “Seems you’ve also picked up my son’s habit 
of using jokes to deflect attention. But they never fully mask what you’re 
hiding, do they?” He waved his hands through the air again before shaking 
his head and dropping his arms to his sides. “Actually, it seems like you’re 
even hiding these feelings from yourself—and I have neither the patience 
nor the desire to deal with adolescent drama. So I’m just going to say this: 
Hate me all you want—blame me all you want. It won’t change anything. 
And it won’t make you feel any better.” 

“Probably not. That’s why I’m leaning toward using the melder.” Sophie 
patted her pocket again. “It’s so much less exhausting than inflicting, but 
equally painful.” 

“Okay, it’s official,” Grizel said, applauding as she stepped out of the 
shadows near Candleshade’s vortinator. “I’m a big fan of this new Sophie. 
Don’t get me wrong—you’ve always been a fierce little force of nature,” 


she added when Sophie frowned. “But this is a whole other level of 
confidence—and I’m here for it!” 

“So am I,” Flori agreed. 

“Me too.” 

Fitz’s voice was quiet enough that Sophie almost wondered if she’d 
imagined it. But she dared a quick look at his face and found him focused 
right on her. 

And when their eyes met? 

Man, she’d missed having him smile at her. 

His smile was more tentative than it used to be—and her heart was too 
shrapnel-filled to react. 

But it was still a nice change. 

A tiny shift that helped her believe they could save their friendship. 

“Anyway,” Lord Cassius said, reaching up to smooth his hair, “you still 
haven’t explained why you’re here—with two bodyguards, no less. Clearly 
it wasn’t to see me, even though this is my home.” 

“Before we get to that,” Grizel cut in, “how about we finish the 
conversation we were having, before we were interrupted?” She side-eyed 
Sandor with the last word. 

“Tf you’d told me that you were coming here, I could’ve coordinated our 
arrival,” Sandor reminded her. 

“That argument applies just as easily to you, Captain Cuddles,” Grizel 
countered, bopping his flat nose with her finger. 

“Captain Cuddles?” Flori asked, giggling as Sandor’s gray skin took ona 
pinkish hue. “Can we all use that title?” 

“No,” Sandor told her, at the same time Grizel said, “Absolutely!” 

Sandor let out a squeaky growl. “Can we focus?” 

“I suppose we can try.” Grizel turned back to Lord Cassius. “In case 
you’ve forgotten, you were about to tell us about your wife’s abilities.” 

“No, I was about to reiterate that—as far as I know—she only has one. 
And yes, I’m sure it is possible that she’s been hiding a second ability, 
since, as you know, Gisela has no problem erasing memories—or lying. 
But, I do remember asking her once if she was bothered by the fact that 
most Polyglots have an additional talent, and the disappointment and 
frustration I felt from her would be hard to fake.” 

“Unless she was disappointed and frustrated that she couldn’t tell you 
about her other ability,” Fitz suggested. 


“I suppose that’s possible,’ Lord Cassius admitted. “But the real 
question is: Why does it matter? I assure you, if my wife could’ve affected 
people with her voice the way you say my son now can, there’s no way she 
would’ve been able to resist using the ability for all this time.” 

He had a point. 

And Sophie tried to find that comforting, since Lady Gisela would be 
almost unstoppable if she could do what Keefe did. 

But it also meant that Lady Gisela must have an elaborate plan for how 
to make Keefe use his new ability the way she wanted. 

And her plans usually succeeded. 

“Tt matters,” Fitz told Lord Cassius, “because Councillor Oralie thinks 
the numbing command that Keefe used might not be a sign of a new ability. 
She thought it sounded more like the elements made his empathy merge 
with his new Polyglot senses, and that’s why he’s able to affect emotions 
with his voice. So I figured it’d be smart to make sure there aren’t any other 
abilities that Keefe might’ve inherited.” 

“Merged abilities,” Lord Cassius said quietly. 

“Did that word trigger any memories?” Sophie asked when he turned to 
pace the foyer. 

“I wish.” He reached up to rub his temples, crossing the length of the 
room twice more before he added, “But it does feel...” 

“Feel?” Fitz prompted. 

When Lord Cassius stayed silent, he added, “Would it help if we did 
another probe? Or I could try to do it myself, if...” 

His eyes darted to Sophie, like he wasn’t sure if he should suggest 
working together. 

But Sophie was more interested in the way Lord Cassius had frozen 
midstep—foot dangling in the air—the second Fitz had mentioned 
searching his mind. 

“Is there a problem?” she asked him. 

“Of course not.” But his voice was as tense as his features. “I just... need 
time to process.” 

“You realize how suspicious you sound, right?” Grizel asked as Lord 
Cassius reached under his cape, fumbling with his sleeve. “Especially with 
how pale you’ve gotten?” 

“Suspect whatever you want. I’m sure you’re all very used to being 
wrong about me.” He pulled out a pathfinder and spun the crystal back and 


forth. “And I need to go.” 

“Go where?” Sophie asked. 

“Tt doesn’t concern you.” 

“We’ll decide that,” Sandor told him. 

But Lord Cassius locked the crystal into place and leaped away without 
another word. 

Fitz glanced at Sophie. “So... that was super weird, right?” 

Sophie nodded, wishing she’d thought to shove her way into Lord 
Cassius’s mind before he’d left. They deserved answers way more than he 
deserved privacy. 

“You don’t think he’d try to protect Lady Gisela, do you?” Fitz asked. 

“T was just wondering the same thing,” she admitted. “But... I feel like 
the only person he cares about is himself.” 

“True. Though, what if protecting her also protects some embarrassing 
secret he doesn’t want anyone to know?” Fitz suggested—which definitely 
sounded like something Lord Cassius would do. 

Sophie sighed. “We need to figure out where he went. I don’t suppose 
you saw which facet he used on his pathfinder?” 

“You can’t really tell by looking at them. It’s about counting the turns of 
the crystal and feeling the cuts and angles.” Fitz dragged a hand through his 
hair. “I guess Grizel and I can go wait at the Shores of Solace and confront 
him as soon as he gets back.” 

“That’s assuming he actually goes home. He might not.” She tugged her 
eyelashes a little harder than she needed to. “Ugh, why does everything 
have to be so hard? Like... is it really asking so much for people to be 
honest about what they’re doing? Even if they’re doing something wrong, 
at least own it, you know?” 

“That would definitely make life easier.” Fitz kicked the side of his boot 
a few times. “Though... that sounds a little funny coming from you, since... 
you know... you still haven’t said why you’re here right now.” 

He had a point. 

And Sophie was absolutely not in the mood to get into another huge 
fight—especially since it had felt like some of the awkwardness between 
them was finally fading. 

But... 

Lying did make everything way more complicated. 


Plus... how could they ever be friends again if she kept hiding things 
from him? 

“Okay,” she said, taking a deep breath. “If you really want to know... 
Oralie and I unlocked the Forgotten Secret in her cache—and we didn’t 
really learn much from the memory. But it seemed like the information we 
need is actually in Kenric’s cache. So I’m trying to get that back.” 

“And you think it’s here in Candleshade?” Fitz asked. 

“No, I wish.” She fought the urge to tug out another itchy eyelash before 
she added, “We don’t know where to look. So we thought it might be good 
to see if any members of the Neverseen have any information that they’d be 
willing to share.” 

She stopped there, clinging to the tiny hope that Fitz might not be able to 
guess the rest of her plan. 

But of course he immediately said, “So... you came here looking for 
Alvar.” 

Sophie forced herself to nod. “Well... mostly I’m looking for anything 
he might’ve left behind that could tell me where he’s hiding.” 

She focused on her feet, bracing for a whole lot of shouting. 

But when Fitz finally spoke, his voice was calm and steady—maybe 
even a little sad as he said, “And you didn’t ask me for help.” 

py» 

“Its okay,” he interrupted. “I’m not mad. I just... wish I knew why.” He 
blew out a breath before he added, “Was it because of all the awful stuff I 
said when you told me you let Alvar go? Or was it because of... the other 
thing?” 

Grizel coughed. “You know, I think it’s high time we do another grounds 
patrol, don’t you?” 

“I do,” Flori agreed. 

“PII keep watch here,” Sandor told them—then let out a squeaky yelp. 
“Or... PI be right outside the main door.” 

Fitz cleared his throat when they were alone. “Goblins aren’t great at 
being subtle, are they?” 

“Definitely not,’ Sophie agreed, wondering if her cheeks were as red as 
the sash on her tunic. “Though... they’re better than ogres.” 

“Very true. Ro’s the worst.” 

“She can be,” Sophie admitted. “But in her own way, she can be kind of 
sweet.” 


“T guess.” Several painful seconds passed before Fitz added, “You didn’t 
answer my question.” 

Sophie cringed. “Caught that, huh?” 

“Tt’s pretty hard to miss. Just like all of this awkwardness.” 

Sophie dared a quick peek at his face and was stunned that he didn’t look 
angry. 

He looked... sad. 

Also ridiculously handsome—but that wasn’t something she needed to 
be thinking about. 

That would only bring up the almosts and the what-ifs, and make her 
start wishing for things that wouldn’t be a good idea. 

Fitz took a small step closer. “I really miss you, Sophie. Not just as... 
whatever. I hate how it feels like we’re not even friends anymore.” 

“I know,” she whispered, trying not to wonder if any of that meant he 
still... 

Because it didn’t matter. 

She’d been the one to end things. 

It had all gotten so complicated—and things were still complicated. 

None of that had changed. 

But she did need him to know, “I miss you, too.” 

That earned her his glorious, movie-worthy smile. 

He took another step closer, running a hand that looked a little shaky 
through his hair before he said, “Do you think we can maybe just... start 
over? Forget everything else and just try working together again?” 

Sophie’s brain was screaming, YES! 

But when she actually used her voice, she found herself asking, “Are you 
going to get mad at me about Alvar again?” 

His smile faded, and he turned away, curling and uncurling his hands for 
several deep breaths. 

“Anything with my brother is always going to be hard for me,” he 
eventually admitted. “But... I’m going to try to keep my anger directed at 
him, and no one else.” 

It wasn’t the most reassuring answer. 

But it did feel real—and wasn’t that what they’d been striving for during 
all of their Cognate training? 

Truth. 

Trust. 


Open communication. 

“Okay,” she whispered. “Let’s try it.” 

He turned back, flashing another beautiful smile—though it was back to 
being a bit more reserved. 

But that felt real, too. 

So did the fact that neither of them reached for the other’s hand. 

They still had a long way to go—a lot of healing and figuring things out. 

But it felt like a good beginning. 

“So... how do you want to do this?” Sophie asked, trying to get back to 
the more urgent problems they were facing. “We’d cover more ground if we 
split up and searched by ourselves, but—” 

“Okay, don’t get mad at me for saying this,” Fitz interrupted. “But... I 
think this is a waste of time.” 

“I know,” Sophie admitted. “I’m sure it’s going to be too. But... it’s still 
better than doing nothing, right?” 

“See, but I think we have another option.” He stepped closer, lowering 
his voice to a whisper. “You want to talk to someone from the Neverseen, 
right? What about Glimmer? I’m sure she’d know way more than my 
brother.” 

“I actually suggested that,” Sophie told him. “But Oralie seemed pretty 
convinced that Glimmer doesn’t know anything—just like Keefe didn’t 
know anything when he left the Neverseen. And neither did Tam.” 

“Yeah, but Keefe and Tam weren’t trusted members of the order,” Fitz 
reminded her. “The Neverseen knew Keefe was trying to play them, just 
like they knew Tam was basically a prisoner. But Lady Gisela thought 
Glimmer was super loyal, didn’t she? Do you really think she didn’t tell 
Glimmer anything? And isn’t talking to her better than spending hours 
searching this depressing, dusty house for something we both know we’re 
not going to find?” 

Sophie sighed. “Yeah, I guess. Do you think we should go now? I don’t 
have a crystal to go to Tiergan’s house—and I’ve never been there, so I 
can’t picture it well enough to teleport.” 

“Candleshade has a Leapmaster we could use. But honestly? I think we 
should wait until tomorrow. Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look 
super exhausted. Did you sleep at all last night?” 

“Not really.” 


“That’s what I figured. So why don’t you go home, get some sleep, and 
we’ll go to Tiergan’s house in the morning? Actually, it’d probably also be 
good to let Tam know we’re coming, since I hear he’s been a little... 
protective.” 

“But—” 

“Its not wasting time,” Fitz interrupted. “I know it feels like it is, but 
seriously, Sophie. You’ve barely slept at all in days. And I know you’re 
probably thinking that you’re just going to toss and turn or have nightmares, 
but that doesn’t mean you don’t need to try to rest. Plus...” 

“What?” Sophie asked when he didn’t continue. 

He dragged a hand through his hair. “Well... I think I know something 
that might help you sleep—and no, I don’t mean taking a sedative. I 
mean... Keefe.” 

Sophie straightened up, crossing her arms. “What about him?” 

“Come on, Sophie. I saw the look on your face when he agreed to 
Councillor Alina’s demand, and then you leaped out of the Healing Center 
as fast as you could. And I get it—it was pretty harsh of him to do that. 
Especially after you spent all that time sitting by his side in the Healing 
Center, waiting for him to wake up.” He cleared his throat. “But... that’s 
why I think you might feel better if you guys talked it out.” 

“Yeah... well... he doesn’t want to talk to me.” 

“Not with his voice,” Fitz agreed. “But you could use your telepathy.” 

Sophie crossed her arms tighter, basically hugging herself. 

She’d actually thought about doing that the night before. But she wasn’t 
sure if Keefe would respond. And the thought of him ignoring her... 

“He told me to stay away,” she mumbled, focusing on her feet. 

Fitz sighed. “I know. But he was afraid he might lose control of his new 
ability. It’ll be way different if you use your telepathy. Trust me—I’m his 
best friend. I know these things. Plus, I saw the look on his face after you 
left, so Pm sure he’d feel better if you talked everything through. He’s 
probably been waiting for you to reach out, since you guys talk that way a 
lot.” 

“No we don’t,” Sophie argued, not sure why her voice had gotten so 
high-pitched. “Seriously, we don’t.” 

“Well, even if that’s true, you guys are... close.” 

“We’re friends,” Sophie clarified, cringing when her voice turned 
squeaky again. 


The conversation was just so... awkward. 

“I know you are,” Fitz told her. “That’s not what I’m saying. I just... I 
know you’re super worried about him. And I know you’re probably 
thinking he’s mad at you or something. And the only way your brain is 
going to quiet down enough to let you sleep is if you talk to Keefe. So 
just... try it, okay? You’re going to need the rest. I have a feeling meeting 
with Glimmer tomorrow is going to be pretty intense.” 

He was right, of course. 

Sophie knew that. 

But that didn’t make the idea any less... scary. 

“Tt’ll be okay,” Fitz promised. “Trust me.” 

She met his eyes, remembering all the times she’d done exactly that. Fitz 
had been her first friend—her first guide—in this scary, shimmering new 
world she’d had to figure out how to belong to. The person she’d called for 
help after her kidnapping, who’d shown up just in time to save her. 
Someone she’d survived fires and battles and banishment with, and who’d 
faced down cold, cruel monsters with her over and over and over. 

“Okay,” she whispered. “But we meet up early tomorrow.” 

“Deal,” Fitz agreed. “TIl head to Havenfield as soon as you’re awake.” 

Sophie stalled a little longer before she leaped back to Havenfield—then 
stalled a whole lot more once she got there, not sure she was ready to find 
out if Keefe would ignore her. 

But outside, under Calla’s Panakes, with Wynn and Luna snuggled 
against her, she finally found the courage to stretch out her mind. 

Keefe? 

She was only going to try three times—that was the deal she’d made 
with herself. Three times, and if he didn’t answer, then... that was that. 

KEEFE? 

She pushed the call as far as it could go, holding her breath. 

Still no answer. 

One more time, she told herself. One more time, then count to five. 

She rallied her mental strength. KEEFE! 

One second passed. 

Two. 

Three. 

And before she got to four, a familiar voice flooded her mind. 

Has anyone told you you’re starting to sound like Silveny? 


Sophie let out a breath. Hey, Keefe. 


- EIGHT - 
KEEFE 


Soo0000000000, Keefe thought, mentally dragging out the word, I guess 
this means you’re still talking to me. 

Funny, Sophie transmitted, I was about to say the same thing to you. 

Keefe winced. 

“What’s wrong?” Ro asked. “Need me to get Elwin?” 

He shook his head. 

Ro leaned closer. “Then why do you look all sweaty and nervous?” 

Keefe shrugged. 

Ro gritted her teeth. “If you don’t start talking soon, I’m going to tie you 
up in your blankets and use you for tackling practice.” 

He shrugged again, earning a growl that rattled the walls. 

Are you still there? Sophie transmitted in a soft, worried tone that made 
Keefe imagine her tugging on her eyelashes. 

Yeah, sorry. Ro was distracting me. 

He smirked at his bodyguard as he sat up and tried to fix his hair—then 
wanted to smack himself since it wasn’t like Sophie could see him. And it 
was a good thing she couldn’t, because wow—he didn’t realize his hair 
could bend that many different directions at the same time. 

He was also pretty sure the tingling in his cheek was from big, red pillow 
creases. 

He’d tunneled under his blankets after Dex left, and he’d been there ever 
since, tossing and turning and flailing and thrashing and generally feeling 
sorry for himself. 

Elwin had brought him dinner at some point—something he called 
Cosmic Explosion, with all kinds of weird, colorful fruits cut into stars and 
moons and planets and suns. It even had sparkly silver dust sprinkled on 


top. And it tasted as amazing as it looked, but Keefe had only been able to 
choke down a few bites before his insides knotted up. 

So... how are you doing? Sophie asked. 

Oh... you know. 

He wanted to tell her he was great—convince her that things were 
already going back to normal. 

But then she might want to visit. 

I’ve been better, he said, flopping back onto his pillow. He pulled his 
blankets over his head before he added the words he didn’t even like 
admitting to himself. I think this ability is getting stronger. I almost used a 
command on Dex today. Twice. 

Several seconds crawled by before Sophie asked, But you didn’t, right? 

Yeah, I fought it off. But it was a STRUGGLE. 

What was the command? 

I’m not sure. I couldn t let myself acknowledge the word, because I knew 
if I did, I'd HAVE to say it. 

More painful silence. Then Sophie told him, Well... that sounds like 
good news. 

Keefe snorted a laugh. You’re cute when you try to be optimistic, Foster. 
But we both know if I were there, I’d be seeing that little crinkle you get 
between your eyebrows when you’re worried. You’re reaching up to smooth 
it right now, aren’t you? 

Actually, I’m rolling my eyes. You don’t have to get rid of the power, 
Keefe—you just have to learn how to control it. And that’s what you did 
today, right? 

Keefe couldn’t bring himself to agree. 

He wasn’t ready to feel optimistic—not when his throat hurt from the 
words he’d choked back, and his stomach hurt from all the failed 
medicines, and his head hurt from the constant emotional overload, and his 
heart hurt worse than anything. 

At least he could do something about the last one. 

I haven't said I’m sorry yet, have I? he asked quietly. 

No, Sophie admitted. But you don ’t— 

Yes, I do. He pulled his blankets tighter around himself, into a Cocoon of 
Shame. I’m really sorry, Sophie. I didn’t mean to make it seem like I don’t 
want to be around you, or like I think any of this is your fault. I definitely 
dont. 


Endless silence followed. 

When Sophie finally responded, the thought was barely a whisper. It 
kinda seems like you do. I mean... you hung out with Dex— 

I wouldnt call it “hanging out,” he corrected. It was more like he 
lectured me and I fought the urge to use some creepy command on him. And 
he was only here because I’m hoping he might be able to make me a gadget 
like those fingernail things Tinker made for you—but, you know, for my 
voice. 

Ohhhhh, that’s an awesome idea! She sounded so sweetly hopeful when 
she added, Does Dex think he can make something ? 

He wasnt sure. But he’s going to try. And I guess Elwin and Kesler are 
working on some elixirs that might help too. 

He decided not to mention the whole ability restrictor option, since he 
had a feeling Sophie would hate that idea even more than Dex did—and he 
wouldn’t blame her. 

Plus, he was trying to apologize. 

So... are we okay? he asked carefully. Or do I need to do some begging? 
I will. P’ll even write an apology poem if I have to. I just need to figure out 
what rhymes with “total jerkface.” 

Her mental voice somehow carried her laughter. I think I’m good. 

Hmm, that wasn’t very convincing. Apology poem it is! Imagine me 
clearing my throat now for dramatic effect, and... “Forgive me, Lady 
Foster. I never meant to make you mad—” 

I wasn’t mad, Sophie interrupted. 

Fine, we’ll switch it to “sad.” Is that better? 

Sort of. It was more like... I don’t know. It just felt like you didn’t want to 
be my friend anymore. 

Keefe sank deeper into his Cocoon of Shame. I know. I felt that when 
you left. And it totally killed me. I just... I didn’t know what else to do. I 
need a little more time to get control of whatever this ability is—then I 
promise Ill be around so much, you’ll be trying to find ways to get rid of 
me. And PII be like, “NO WAY—TEAM FOSTER-KEEFE IS FOREVER.” 

He could tell she was smiling when she said, I hope so. 

So did he. 

But they didn’t need to have his doubts in the mix. 

So he told her, No need to hope, Foster. That will definitely be 
happening. I may even get us tunics that say “Foster-Keefe is back—and 


better than ever!” And— 

Ro yanked back the blanket over Keefe’s head. “You’re doing that elf-y 
mind trick thing to talk to your pretty little Blondie, aren’t you? I knew it! 
It’s like I can feel the angst cloud lifting! So, I’m guessing you groveled 
enough to get her to forgive you?” 

Keefe reluctantly nodded. 

“THANK ALL THE SPARKLES FOR THAT! Now you just need to tell 
her you’re helplessly in love with her so she can be like”—Ro shifted her 
voice up an octave and clasped her hands against her heart—“ ‘Oh, 
Hunkyhair, I never realized you felt that way, even though it was 
ridiculously obvious to everyone else. And I’ve been in love with you 
forever—I just didn’t know it because I’m super oblivious. I’m sorry I 
wasted so much time crushing on Captain Perfect—come here, let’s do all 
the smooching ever!’” 

She followed that with kissing sounds, and Keefe opened his mouth to 
tell Ro exactly where she could go. 

But he caught himself at the last second. 

“Gah, I almost had you!” She slumped into a dramatic sigh. “Fine. Get 
back to your little Blondie before she starts worrying that you’re ignoring 
her.” 

Sorry, Keefe told Sophie. Ro distracted me again. 

I figured. Everything okay? 

Oh yeah. I’m just going to need to find some prank elixirs to punish her. 
I’m sure Elwin must have a stash somewhere. 

Id be stunned if he didn’t. What’s his house like? 

Super Elwin-y in some ways. Mellower than I expected in others. 

He almost added, You’ll have to see it sometime, but that would probably 
bring back the awkwardness. 

So he went with a safer Definitely way better than being stuck with 
Daddy Dearest. 

Yeah, I bet. And that reminds me... I don’t suppose you have any idea 
why your dad would get all weird about the term “merged abilities,” do 
you? 

Nope. But what do you mean by “weird” ? 

It’s probably easier if I show you. 

Her memories crashed into his mind in loud, vivid detail, and he found 
himself grinning at her snarky comebacks even as his stomach turned extra 


churn-y at the sight of his dad. 

Keefe had always disliked his father—but that dislike was slowly 
morphing into fist-clenching hate. And he couldn’t decide if he wanted to 
grab his dad and shake him as hard as he could or punch him dead in the 
face. 

“Everything okay, Hunkyhair?” Ro asked. “You’re getting a little 
twitchy. You haven’t wrecked things with Blondie, have you?” 

Keefe shook his head. 

To Sophie he added, Yeah, I have no clue what that was all about. But 
you can bet Daddio and I will be talking about it as soon as it’s safe for me 
to do that. 

Or maybe before. 

He definitely wouldn’t feel guilty about numbing his father—though his 
father was such a cold, emotionless shell, it probably wouldn’t make any 
difference. 

You’ll let me know if you find out more? he asked. 

Of course. Though... we’re not really focusing on him right now. 

He tried not to let that “we” sting, but of course his brain had to remind 
him that she was talking about Fitzphie time. 

But that was good. Fitz had botched things majorly, but he definitely still 
cared. So hopefully he’d get his act together and figure out how to be the 
kind of boyfriend that Foster deserved. 

He had a way better chance of pulling that off than Keefe ever would. 

You okay? Sophie asked, and Keefe tried to shove those thoughts away, 
hoping he hadn’t accidentally let her hear any of them. 

Yep. All good. So, what are you and the Fitzster working on? 

He wished he hadn’t asked when she told him, Well... we really need to 
find Kenric’s cache. 

It was the mistake that kept on giving. 

The betrayal Keefe never seemed to be able to fix. 

Got any good leads? he asked, pretty sure he already knew the answer. 

Not really. But... we’re going to try talking to Glimmer tomorrow. Maybe 
she’ll know something. 

She didn’t sound convinced. 

Keefe couldn’t blame her for that. But... who knew? Maybe Glimmer 
would surprise them. 


He wasn’t sure he believed that Glimmer had truly turned against his 
mom, but his mom was also pretty creepy and evil, so maybe she finally 
scared Glimmer off. 

Will you let me know what she says? he asked. 

Of course. Anything you want me to ask—or tell her? 

Oh, he had quite a list—most involving words that would make Foster’s 
innocent little ears burn. 

Nah, I’m sure you and Fitzy have it covered. Just... keep me in the loop. 

Will do. 

They fell back into slightly painful silence before she added, What are 
you going to do tomorrow? Draw more memories? 

He probably should. 

He needed to sketch what happened in Loamnore, see if it helped him 
figure out what was happening to him right now. 

But he wasn’t in the mood to relive it all yet. 

You know what might help? Sophie asked. Maybe you should try writing 
about the memories after you draw them. I remember learning that words 
and images are processed by different parts of the brain, so using both 
might help you discover new things. 

She went on for a few more sentences about the power of words, but 
Keefe spent most of the speech imagining how she looked as she was 
saying it. She was so adorable when she was trying to get him excited about 
something. 

I guess I can give it a try, he agreed when she finally finished. 

You should. And you should also get some rest. You sound... tired. 

So do you, he noted. And that was probably his fault. I think you need a 
Wynn-and-Luna snugglefest tonight. 

I’m actually with them right now. 

UM, EXCUSE ME—YOU’VE BEEN CUDDLING WITH BABY 
ALICORNS THIS WHOLE TIME AND YOU DIDN’T TELL ME? I NEED A 
MENTAL PICTURE OF THIS IMMEDIATELY. 

Okay, hang on. 

His mind filled with what might’ve been the cutest thing he’d ever seen 
—Foster leaning against the Panakes’s trunk with Wynn’s head resting in 
her lap and Luna lying on her back beside her, getting a major belly rub. 
Flowers drifted all around them, and the sky was that perfect dusky purple, 
with tiny stars just starting to break through. 


Wish I was there, he told her, hoping it wasn’t too sappy of a thing to 
admit. 

Sophie’s reply was a soft, sweet whisper. Me too. 

For a second, Keefe could imagine himself right there beside her, with 
her head resting gently on his shoulder—but he shoved that thought away 
as fast as he could, hoping she didn’t notice. 

Get some rest, Foster. 

I will if you will. 

Keefe smiled. Deal. 

He wasn’t sure how long their minds stayed connected after that, but at 
some point he drifted off to sleep—and he didn’t have a single nightmare. 


“He looks so peaceful—I feel bad waking him,” someone said—a voice 
that sounded familiar, but Keefe’s snoozing brain couldn’t recognize it. 

“Well then, I guess it’s a good thing J don’t have any problem with it,” 
someone else added, followed by a bone-shaking shout of “WAKE UP, 
HUNKYHAIR!” 

Keefe bolted upright, struggling to catch his breath as his heart slammed 
against his ribs and the room sharpened into focus. 

Ro grinned. “Looks like I need to start calling you Droolyhair.” 

Keefe gave her an I-will-make-you-suffer-later glare as he reached up to 
wipe his chin. 

“Oh... hey,” he mumbled when he noticed Dex hiding in the doorway— 
then sucked in a sharp breath and clamped his hand over his mouth. 

“HE SPEAKS!” Ro shouted. “And once again, the world did NOT end! 
MORE! MORE! MORE!” 

Keefe gave her a less-than-friendly gesture instead. 

Dex laughed. “Sorry. Elwin sent me up here to wake you. My dad and I 
stopped by with a few things we wanted to test to see if they help.” 

Keefe was on his feet immediately, wobbling as his body adjusted to 
being vertical. 

“Hang on,” Ro said, putting out her arms to block him. “Shirt first. And 
maybe do something about that morning breath?” 

Keefe glared at her. 


But she had a point, so he grabbed the nearest tunic and pulled it on 
before chugging some Youth to rinse his mouth. 

Dex snorted. “Nice pajamas.” 

Keefe hadn’t even noticed what he was wearing, but it must’ve been 
something Elwin had given him. The bright blue fabric was covered in 
colorful murcats, which had all been dusted with glitter. 

He shrugged, dragging a hand through his wild hair as he followed Dex 
into the hall. 

“Uh, just so you know, it’s about to get really loud,” Dex warned. “My 
dad thought it would be a good idea to bring the triplets for this, so...” 

He didn’t need to finish the sentence. 

Keefe could already hear the screaming. 

“DAD—LEX KEEPS LOOKING OUT MY WINDOW!” 

“IT’S NOT YOUR WINDOW!” 

“YES, IT IS—I’M STANDING IN FRONT OF IT!” 

“SO AM I!” 

“NOW YOU’RE NOT!” 

“DAD—REX SHOVED ME INTO BEX. AND SHE SMELLS LIKE 
ROTTING FLOWERS!” 

“YEAH, WELL, YOU SMELL LIKE YOU’VE BEEN ROLLING IN 
POOP!” 

“HE WAS!” 

“NO, I WASN’T!” 

“OW, DON’T POKE ME!” 

Dex rubbed his temples as they headed downstairs. “My mom keeps 
promising they’ll calm down when they get older, but they’re twelve now, 
so I don’t think it’s going to happen. And I’m pretty sure they’re going to 
beat your detention record this year.” 

“Not if I can help it,” Ro jumped in. “Hunkyhair and I still have plenty 
of chaos to cause, don’t we?” 

She held out her hand for a high five, but Keefe kept right on walking. 

He couldn’t imagine life ever being that normal again. 

“Over here!” Elwin called, gesturing for them to join him in the center of 
the giant main room, where he stood with Kesler in front of the swiveling 
armchair. 

The triplets were way on the other side of the room, making different 
shadow animals in the multicolored light filtering in through the windows 


—which was good, since Keefe could already feel crackly waves of their 
enthusiasm slamming against his senses. 

He was going to have quite the headache when they got closer. 

“Sorry we woke you,” Kesler told Keefe. “I was hoping you’d already be 
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up. 
Keefe shrugged, trying to tell Kesler it wasn’t a big deal. 

“Okay, take a seat.” Kesler patted the armchair. “I’ll try to make this 
quick. It’s hard to know if I’m on the right track with something until I see 
how the elixir actually works—and these formulas are so specific to what 
you’re dealing with that I have to test them on you.” 

“I thought it’d be smart to test my prototype, too,” Dex added, pulling 
something small and silver out of his pocket, which kind of looked like a 
tiny metal egg. “I’m sure it still needs some tweaks, but I’m hoping I’m 
close.” 

He tapped the top of the egg, and the gadget split open, revealing all 
kinds of cogs and circuitry neatly arranged inside. 

Ro whistled. “You made that in one night?” 

Dex shrugged. “It’s not as complicated as it looks.” 

Keefe doubted that. And when he studied Dex closer, he could see dark 
shadows under his eyes. 

Dex must’ve stayed up all night working. 

And Kesler and Elwin looked just as exhausted. 

“You okay there, Hunkyhair?” Ro asked. 

Keefe nodded, but his eyes felt a little watery. 

He wasn’t used to people making those kinds of sacrifices for him—and 
he could feel their concern drifting through the air, with no trace of any pity. 

“I should probably explain how this is going to work,” Kesler said, 
pointing to three vials on the small table next to the armchair—one green, 
one purple, and one orange. “The plan is—” 

“GIVE IT BACK!” one of the triplets shouted, followed by a whole lot 
of squealing. 

“DAAAAAAAAAAAD!” 

“STOP CRYING TO DAD ALL THE TIME!” 

“PM NOT CRYING—YOU’RE CRYING!” 

“PLL MAKE YOU BOTH CRY!” 

“AHHHHHH!” 


Kesler sighed as Rex, Bex, and Lex charged past them like a strawberry- 
blond stampede. “Sorry. I know the triplets can make things a little chaotic 

“A little?” Dex cut in. 

Kesler rumpled Dex’s hair, making the resemblance between the two of 
them even more noticeable. “Okay, fine—a lot more chaotic. But that’s why 
they’re here.” His periwinkle eyes focused on Keefe as he said, “I need you 
to get overwhelmed. I won’t know if anything’s working until you start to 
lose control—and for the record, I won’t mind at all if you end up numbing 
my kids. I might even have you leave them that way. I could use a little 
quiet.” 

“Relax,” Elwin said, blocking Keefe from getting up. “If all goes well, 
no one will end up numbed—and if they do, it’s totally painless, and you 
already know how to fix it.” 

“Rex, Bex, and Lex also know what might happen,” Kesler added, “and 
they’re good with it.” 

“YEAH—DO YOUR WORST!” one of them shouted. “YOU’LL 
NEVER BE ABLE TO NUMB ME!” 

“OR ME!” 

“OR ME!” 

Keefe shook his head, even though he could definitely feel their 
conviction. 

“T know there’s a chance you might end up giving a different command,” 
Elwin told him, before Keefe could figure out how to convey that exact 
argument. “That’s why I’ll be wearing earplugs, so I can step in if needed.” 

“So will I,” Kesler promised. 

“Me too,” Dex agreed. 

“Me three!” Ro winked when she added, “And Pll happily smack you 
around to snap you out of it.” 

“And yes, we realize there’s still a small risk,” Kesler admitted, “but... 
that’s pretty normal for us.” 

“Yeah, my dad’s always making us test his Slurps and Burps elixirs,” 
Dex explained. “One time he made all my hair fall out and gave the triplets 
explosive farts. And my mom got stuck with bloodred teeth for a week.” 

“Ohhh, I might have to try that bloody teeth one!” Ro cut in, puckering 
her red lips. 


“And let’s not forget that Dex has almost electrocuted me several times,” 
Kesler noted, “not to mention that hole in the roof.” 

Dex shrugged. “It happens.” 

“So see? Nothing out of the ordinary around here,” Kesler added. “No 
need to look so worried.” 

Keefe shook his head again. 

He could definitely tell from everyone’s emotions that none of them 
were the least bit concerned by this plan they’d come up with. But that 
didn’t mean it wasn’t a super-bad idea. 

“LOOK HOW SCARED HE IS!” one of the triplets shouted as the 
stampede charged closer. 

“YEAH, WHO KNEW THE GREAT KEEFE SENCEN WAS SO 
BORING!” 

“HE’S NOT BORING! HE’S CUTE!” 

“EWWWW, BEX LIKES KEEFE!” 

“SO WHAT IF I DO?” 

Keefe had never been so relieved to not have to come up with a reply. 

Especially when Rex and Lex started making a bunch of really loud 
kissy noises and chanting, “BEX WANTS TO SMOOCH HIM!” 

Dex snort-laughed. “Welcome to my life. Try not to be envious.” 

Keefe grinned at the joke. But honestly? 

When he looked at the crinkly smile on Kesler’s face and the way he 
rested his hand on Dex’s shoulder, Keefe was envious. 

He would’ve fit in so much better with a loud, chaotic family. Instead, 
he’d been stuck with— 

His thoughts were cut off when the triplets sprinted over, hitting him 
with such a strong blast of excitement, smugness, and pure energy that 
Keefe felt his eyes start to glaze. 

“Okay, let’s get this going,” Kesler told everyone. “Earplugs in!” 

“Remember, this is the best way to find something to help you deal with 
this. It’ll be okay,” Elwin promised before popping two glittery blobs into 
his ears. 

Dex and Kesler did the same. 

Ro sighed and crammed hers in too. “Even your earplugs are sparkly. 
You elves have serious issues.” 

Kesler clapped his hands. “All right. We’ll start with the green and go 
from there. You guys remember what to do, right?” he asked the triplets. 


“YEP!” they all said in unison, and the three of them lunged for Keefe 
with flailing arms, like some sort of mutated kraken. 

Keefe jolted as Bex grabbed his hand and the two boys each grabbed his 
shoulders—but it wasn’t just from the emotional bombardment. 

One of the boy’s hands felt like ice searing his skin. Bex’s grip felt 
weirdly squishy. And the third boy’s touch was... Keefe didn’t even know 
how to describe it. 

There was something hollow about it. 

Or maybe “empty” was a better word. 

All Keefe knew was, he didn’t like it. 

He tried to twist away, but the triplets clung tighter than a jaculus 
feasting on a T. rex. And the more he struggled, the more they squealed and 
slammed him with more emotions and tightened their unsettling grips. 

He wanted it to stop. 

Needed it to stop. 

And the moment he had that thought, a word started burning in his 
throat. 

“Drink this!” someone ordered, and Keefe felt a vial press against his 
lips. 

He choked down the bitter liquid, coughing and hacking. 

“Is that any better?” the voice asked. 

Keefe shook his head. 

If anything, the unspoken command seemed to burn even hotter. 

He locked his jaw and pressed his lips tighter, sucking air in through his 
nose. 

“Okay, how about this one?” 

Keefe cracked his mouth open enough to gulp down something sludgy 
and sweet, which made his head feel like he was being stepped on by a 
mastodon. 

The command turned to fire in his throat, getting hotter and hotter and 
hotter. 

It had to stop. 

Someone, please make it stop. 

He gritted his teeth, biting back the plea. 

But his brain kept rattling with the word. 

Stop, stop, stop, stop, stop. 


“I don’t think that one helped either,” the voice said. “But I feel like the 
last one will do the trick.” 

Keefe gagged as the cloying sweetness hit his taste buds. 

Somehow he managed to choke the medicine down, and as it streamed 
across his throat, it did ease some of the burning. 

But it also made his heart race and his head spin. 

And the command was still there. 

It was just... shifting into something else. 

He didn’t need it to stop this time. 

He needed it to... 

No. 

He couldn’t let himself think the word. 

He was too tired to choke it back. 

No. No. No. No. No. 

“All right, let’s try it my way,” a new voice said, and Keefe felt 
something brush against his neck. “I just clamped my gadget around your 
registry pendant, and it should obscure your tone if you try to give a 
command right now.” 

“It’s okay,” someone added as Keefe shook his head. “Remember, this is 
a test. Use your voice.” 

Keefe shook his head harder. 

Which made everyone start chanting, “USE YOUR VOICE! USE 
YOUR VOICE! USE YOUR VOICE!” 

The triplets tightened their grips and rocked his shoulders—thrashed his 
arms—as their emotions brewed into a frenzy. 

Keefe couldn’t breathe. 

Couldn’t think. 

Couldn’t fight anymore as the command shifted back to the most basic 
need. 

“STOP!” he screamed, then slumped with sweet relief when the room 
fell blissfully silent. 

He took a slow, deep breath, reveling in the quiet, before he forced his 
eyes open to see what he’d done. 

And there they were. 

All three of the triplets, looking sort of... stuck. 

Their eyes were wide, mouths open, limbs stiff—as if they’d been frozen 
somehow. 


“Well,” Dex said through the fog of panic slowly filling the air, “looks 
like we’ll all have to go back to the drawing board.” 


- NINE - 
Sophie 


I think I’m starting to understand why the Council let Glimmer stay here,” 
Sophie grumbled as she bent to catch her breath. “I swear this place is 
harder to get to than Exile. At least those stairs go down.” 

It also didn’t help that she couldn’t see their destination. 

Somewhere up ahead—much farther than Sophie wanted to think about 
—the stone staircase they were climbing disappeared into the misty clouds. 

Tiergan’s house hopefully wasn’t too far beyond that. 

Fitz arched his back in a stretch. “I still think we should try levitating.” 

“Not in these winds,” Biana told him. “We’d be swept so far out to sea, 
we’d never get back.” 

“Yeah, I guess.” He lunged to stretch his quads, rubbing his left knee 
when he straightened. 

“Is your leg hurting?” Sophie asked, realizing that was the same leg that 
Umber injured when she attacked Fitz with shadowflux. 

“Tt’s fine,” Fitz promised. 

“You’re sure?” Biana pressed. “I saw you limping a little while ago.” 

“I wasn’t limping. I was just... taking slower steps.” He glanced at 
Sophie, who must’ve looked as unconvinced as Biana, because he raked his 
fingers through his hair. “I’m out of shape, okay? Thanks for making me 
feel bad!” 

Sophie let him off the hook. “Clearly we’re all out of shape.” 

“Hey—speak for yourself!” Biana sprinted up the next few steps, 
blinking in and out of sight with each movement. “I run laps around 
Everglen every morning—and I’m always faster than Woltzer!” 

“Its my job to stay behind you,” Woltzer muttered from a few steps 
back. “I can’t protect you if I race ahead.” 


“Then how come Sandor and Grizel are ahead of us right now?” Biana 
countered. 

“Because they know I’m covering the rear!” Woltzer shouted. “Don’t 
you know anything about battle strategy?” 

“Of course I do.” Biana flashed her loveliest grin. “It’s just so much fun 
to mess with you.” 

Fitz snorted. “It’s amazing your bodyguard hasn’t strangled you.” 

“Nah, Woltzer loves me!” She blew him a kiss over her shoulder. 

Honestly, Woltzer should’ve won the prize for Most Patient Bodyguard. 

“So, are you losers rested enough to keep going?” Biana asked, tossing 
her dark, wavy hair. “Or do you need to waste more valuable time?” 

Fitz sighed. “Who invited her?” 

“That would be you,” Biana informed him. “You thought having a 
Vanisher would come in handy.” 

“No, I just knew you’d sneak along anyway, since you’re nosy like that 
—and dying to see Tam.” He stage-whispered to Sophie, “My sister’s a fan 
of silver bangs.” 

Sophie raised her eyebrows, glancing at Biana. 

Biana’s cheeks flushed—but Sophie couldn’t tell if that was 
confirmation or irritation. 

Or both. 

“Really, Fitz?” Biana snapped. “You want to talk about crushes? Because 
you...” 

Her voice trailed off, and she turned even redder when she glanced back 
at Sophie. 

They hadn’t really talked about the breakup—mostly because Sophie 
hadn’t talked much about the whole dating thing with Biana in the first 
place. 

Yet another reason having a crush on her friend’s brother made things 
super awkward. 

Fitz cleared his throat but didn’t seem to know how to break the silence. 

Neither did Sophie. 

But she forced her tired legs to start trudging up the stairs again—and 
the momentum helped her find a change of subject. “I think we should run 
through our plan.” 

“There’s a plan?” Fitz asked. “I thought we were just going to ask 
Glimmer what she knows about the caches.” 


“Right, but we’re going to need to make her trust us before she’ll tell us 
anything,” Sophie reminded him. 

“See, and I think Glimmer should be making us trust her,” Biana argued. 
“She’s the one hiding behind a cloak, probably hoping we won’t ask how 
many times she helped plan the Neverseen’s attacks.” She traced her fingers 
over one of the deeper scars running down her arm and shoulder. 

“I know,” Sophie told her, cringing over her next words even before she 
said them. “But I think Councillor Oralie was right about something she 
told me. Willing allies are way more useful than forced ones. If we make 
Glimmer trust us, she’ll tell us stuff she’d hold back otherwise.” 

“Or we poke around her head and find out everything we need to know 
in one easy probe,” Fitz countered. 

Sophie sighed. “Yeah, but you and I both know probes are never that 
easy—especially with the Neverseen. I’m sure Gethen’s trained her to block 
Telepaths, and she probably has all kinds of false information in her head.” 

“Yeah, I guess.” They climbed in silence for several steps before Fitz 
mumbled, “You know, I thought being Cognates would make us way more 
powerful than we are.” 

“So did I,” Sophie admitted, trying not to wonder if he was blaming her 
for that. 

Her struggles with the whole total-trust-and-honesty thing always got in 
the way of their training. 

“Hey,” Biana said quietly, “you guys are being too hard on yourselves. 
You’ve done some amazing things. The problem’s just bigger than that.” 

“What do you mean?” Fitz asked. 

Biana traced more scars on her shoulder. “Well... we’ve kind of been set 
up to fail, you know? Nothing we’ve learned prepared us for what we’re 
dealing with—not our Foxfire lessons, or our ability training, or even the 
stories we were told about what it would be like when we grew up. We’re 
not supposed to have enemies trying to kill us, or massive, evil conspiracies 
destroying everything we know. Our world was supposed to be safe and 
happy and perfect, like it was for our parents. But it’s not—and it turns out 
it wasn’t like that for them, either. They just didn’t let themselves see the 
problems. So now we’re stuck figuring out how to fix this giant mess— 
while fighting against people who’ve been planning this stuff for longer 
than we’ve been alive. So of course they keep beating us. Of course we 
don’t feel powerful enough. We aren’t!” 


“Are you saying it’s hopeless?” Sophie had to ask. 

“Are you kidding? I know we’re going to win this.” There wasn’t a hint 
of doubt in Biana’s voice. “I think we just need to remember that we’re 
doing something no one has ever had to do before—and all the advice 
we’ve been given isn’t necessarily good. So yeah, we don’t always do 
everything perfectly, and it can feel like we’re not strong enough. But that 
doesn’t mean we aren’t powerful and awesome and amazing. We’re doing 
our best. We just need to keep fighting. And we should probably stop 
listening to what everyone’s telling us and try finding our own way.” 

She was right, of course. 

But when she put it like that, it sounded even more exhausting than all 
the stairs they were currently climbing. 

“Sorry,” Biana mumbled. “Didn’t mean to derail the conversation.” 

“No, you’re right,” Fitz told her, rushing up the next few stairs and 
turning to face them. “Okay, I want to preface this by saying I’m not a fan 
of it, but... maybe we need to come at this totally differently than we 
normally would. So instead of focusing on getting her to cooperate with us, 
we act like we’re willing allies with her.” 

“What does that mean?” Sophie asked. “We act like we want to join the 
Neverseen?” 

Fitz shook his head. “Nope. It means acting like we can’t wait to work 
with her—showing her why she should’ve been on our side this whole time. 
I know it’ll be tough. But maybe if we act like she’s already a part of our 
team, she’ll cooperate.” 

“Okaaaaaaaay,” Biana said slowly. “You really think we can pretend to 
be her friend, though? She’s going to be sitting there in one of those creepy 
black cloaks, probably giving us lots of attitude.” 

“Well... we don’t have to be friends,” Sophie realized. “I doubt she’d 
believe that. But we could treat her like an equal. She kind of is. She 
could’ve just as easily been working with the Black Swan if we’d reached 
out to her before the Neverseen recruited her.” 

“You really think that’s true?” Biana asked. 

“I don’t know,” Sophie admitted. “But it’s at least possible. Both groups 
exist because of a lot of the same problems. They just have very different 
solutions.” 

“Like murdering,” Biana mumbled. 


“I know,” Fitz told her. “That’s why I hate this plan. But... it’s definitely 
a different approach than we normally use. And I’m pretty sure Glimmer 
will be expecting us to march in there and treat her like the enemy, so it 
might throw off her guard if we don’t.” 

Biana sighed. “Ugh, I guess I can’t be mad, since I’m the one who 
started us down this path. Fine... Let’s go be besties with Little Miss 
Neverseen!” 

“Not besties,” Sophie corrected. “Equals.” 

Not that she really wanted to be equals with someone who’d put bonds 
on Tam’s wrists and blasted Keefe with light to trigger the changes he was 
now struggling with. 

But Sophie kept those thoughts to herself. 

Her feet were ready to scream at her for the abuse they’d endured when 
Tiergan’s house finally came into view—sturdy stone towers peeking over 
fortresslike walls. 

Sandor and Grizel were waiting outside the only entrance—a wide, 
rectangular door carved with elaborate filigree woven around the word 
“Solreef.” 

“I want to make one thing clear before we continue,” Sandor said, 
holding out his arms as a barricade. “No matter what this Glimmer person 
tells you, you are taking that information and going home. I mean it!” he 
added when Sophie opened her mouth to respond. “She could tell you that 
every member of the Neverseen was drugged, tied up, and ready for capture 
as long as someone heads there in the next five minutes, and you will say, 
‘Good to know, but we’re going to listen to my bodyguard because he will 
lock me in my room for the rest of eternity.” Are we clear?” 

“I already promised that,” Sophie reminded him. She’d been through the 
endless Is-it-safe-to-meet-with-Glimmer? conversation that morning. “We 
won’t do anything without discussing it with you.” 

“Not discussing,” Sandor corrected. “Agreeing. We all need to agree on 
the next move.” 

“Fine. Can we go in now?” She reached around him to pull the rope for 
the chimes, and a tinkling melody filled the air. 

Sophie was stunned to realize she recognized it. 

“Was that... the Beatles?” she asked when Tiergan pulled open the door. 

His lips curled into a smile as he stepped aside to let them in. “No one’s 
ever recognized it before. But I suppose I should’ve known you would. 


Ready for your meeting? Your guest is waiting.” 

He led them down a brightly lit hallway, past rooms that looked 
surprisingly warm and cozy. All the couches and chairs were covered in 
soft, squishy pillows, and the tables and shelves were filled with worn 
books and framed photos and carefully selected knickknacks. 

Sophie wondered how Tiergan felt about having a former member of the 
Neverseen staying in a place he’d worked so hard to make feel like a home 
—especially since they had no idea if Glimmer was involved with the 
Neverseen’s abduction of Wylie. But it wasn’t the right time to be thinking 
about things like that. 

They stopped at a carved wooden door, and Tiergan knocked in six very 
specific places before the door swung open, revealing Bo with his sword 
drawn like he’d expected some sort of trickery. 

He had no smile for his former charge, but Sophie wasn’t expecting one. 

Bo wasn’t a fan of making friends. 

“The space is small, so it’s best if you wait out here,” he told Sandor, 
Grizel, and Woltzer. “Don’t worry, if she makes any threats, I will end her.” 

“There won’t be any threats,” Tam grumbled from somewhere behind 
Bo. 

He was still rolling his silver-blue eyes when Sophie made her way into 
the narrow sitting room. 

His smile also looked guarded—but this was the first time Sophie had 
seen him since Loamnore. 

It probably felt even weirder for him than it did for her. 

“Where’s Linh?” she asked, trying to ease some of the tension—but 
Tam’s shoulders went rigid again. 

“She’s still at Choralmere,” he mumbled. “She thought it was too 
crowded around here.” 

“No, she just doesn’t like me,” a new voice said—one that was both 
familiar and not familiar enough. 

It came from the corner of the room that Sophie had been trying her best 
to ignore—trying to prepare herself for the sight of a black cloak and the 
Neverseen’s creepy eye symbol. But she couldn’t avoid it anymore. 

Glimmer rested on a chaise near the window, her face completely 
obscured by her hood, and her head was turned as if she was staring outside 
and not paying them the slightest bit of attention. 


“To save us all time,” she said without turning toward them, “I don’t 
know where Gisela is—or anyone else, for that matter. I also don’t know 
what they’re planning. Or what’s happening to your friend.” 

“Good,” Sophie said, turning back to Tam. It made it easier to sound 
cheerful when she added, “That’s not what we’re here to talk about.” 

“Yeah, well, I’m not telling you who I am either,” Glimmer informed 
her. 

“Also not why we’re here,” Sophie promised. 

“We are curious about why you joined the Neverseen, though,” Biana 
jumped in—which seemed to catch Glimmer’s attention. 

“Why?” she demanded, turning toward Biana. “So you can tell me how 
misguided I am?” 

Tam sighed. “Glimmer—” 

“Its fine,” Fitz assured him. “We’re not here to judge you, Glimmer. 
We’re here to see if we can work together.” 

Glimmer snorted and turned back to the window. “No, you’re here 
because you want something.” 

“You’re right,” Sophie agreed, taking a breath to steady her temper. 

Her brain kept replaying the moment when Glimmer unleashed that light 
beam toward Keefe’s head—but she couldn’t let herself fixate on that. 

“We need help,” she said quietly. “Lots of it. And since we probably 
wouldn’t have gotten out of Loamnore without you, we thought you might 
be willing to work with us.” 

“I won’t be working with you, though, will I?” Glimmer snapped. “PUH 
still be stuck right here, waiting for the next group of people to show up to 
ask me a bunch of endless questions even though I don’t know anything!” 

“Somehow I doubt that,” Biana told her—but her tone was friendly. 
Teasing, even. “I mean, I get it. I’m always grumbling about how the Black 
Swan never tells us anything. But if I really think about it, there is stuff I 
know. Things I’ve seen. Comments I’ve overheard. All kinds of tiny little 
pieces that add up, you know?” 

Sophie could practically hear the eye roll in Glimmer’s voice when she 
said, “Yeah, well, the Neverseen are too smart for that.” 

“Then why did you leave them?” Fitz wondered. “You joined for a 
reason, right? And you had to know that leaving would mean you’d end up 
in a room like this—which, by the way, doesn’t have to stay that way. We 
want you on our side, Glimmer. You just have to trust us.” 


“Oh good, we’re finally to the part where you tell me I can prove myself 
by sharing this wealth of information you all seem to think I’m hiding— 
except I’m not. And no one believes me, and instead everyone acts like I’m 
just being uncooperative. So here I sit, locked in a room with an ogre who 
keeps reminding me that he can end me anytime.” 

“I can,” Bo agreed unhelpfully. 

Sophie sighed and glanced at Tam, whose shrug seemed to say, She’s not 
wrong. 

“Fine, you know what?” Sophie said. “There is one piece of information 
we’re hoping you might have—but if not, it won’t change us wanting to 
work together. So let’s just put it out there so we can move on, okay?” 

She paused for Glimmer to agree but was met with only silence. 

“Okay, Pll take that as a yes,” Sophie pressed on. “We need to find 
Councillor Kenric’s cache. Keefe stole it from me to prove his loyalty when 
he joined the Neverseen, and he thought he stole it back when he left, but it 
turns out that was a fake. So now we need to track down the real one—and 
we have no idea where to look, so if you have any information that might 
steer us in the right direction, that’d be awesome.” 

“Doesn’t have to be anything huge,” Biana added. “We realize it’s 
probably asking too much for there to be some sort of secret Neverseen 
storehouse where they hide all their important things.” 

Biana was probably trying to lighten the mood with a joke. 

But Glimmer flinched. 

Even Tam noticed. 

“What?” he asked her. “And don’t say ‘nothing.’” 

The silence stretched and stretched and stretched. 

Tam moved to sit beside her. “These are my friends, Glimmer. You really 
can trust them. And if you know something that might help, it’ll be better 
for everyone.” 

“No, itll be better for you,” Glimmer argued. “All it'll do for me is 
prove that I need to stay in this room and have more people annoy me with 
questions. Maybe they’ll even order a memory break—” 

“They won’t,” Sophie assured her. “And even if they did, they’d order 
me or Fitz to do it, and we won’t.” She took a cautious step closer, like she 
would if she were approaching a frightened animal. “We’re not lying about 
wanting to work with you. We need your help.” 

A whole lot more silence followed. 


“Come on, Glimmer,” Tam pleaded. “If you don’t trust them—trust me.” 

Glimmer sighed. “I... heard Gisela mention something to Vespera about 
a storehouse one time. She didn’t say much else. But it sounded like it was 
part of the Lodestar network.” 

Sophie closed her eyes, wishing she hadn’t let herself get her hopes up. 

It felt like a total gut-punch having to admit, “All the Lodestar hideouts 
were destroyed.” 

“Were they?” Glimmer asked. “Or is that what the Neverseen wanted 
you to believe? I mean, do you really think they’d destroy everything 
they’d built just because you guys cracked their little symbol? Especially 
when they’re so good at hiding things with illusions?” 

A sharp intake of breath echoed around the room as the gravity of that 
revelation settled in. 

“You know this for sure?” Tam clarified. 

“No,” Glimmer admitted. “But... it makes sense, right?” 

It definitely did. 

“T mean... I know they did destroy some stuff,” Glimmer hedged. “There 
was this whole annoying power struggle going on, and Fintan was changing 
up some of the plans and decided to get rid of the stuff he was abandoning. 
But some of it was left. And it sounded like the storehouse was part of 
that.” 

A tiny spark of hope flared inside Sophie as she whispered, “Where do 
we find it?” 

Glimmer turned to her, and Sophie could hear her sharp smile when she 
said, “You’re the one who said you wanted to work together. So here’s your 
chance. Pll tell you which hideout to go to—but only if you take me with 
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you. 


- TEN - 
KEEFE 


Okay, let’s try this again!” Kesler said, clapping his hands to get 
everyone’s attention. “And I gotta say, I have a good feeling this time. I 
think we’re finally onto something! But we’ll know soon enough. 
Everybody—earplugs in!” 

Keefe cringed as Kesler, Elwin, Ro, and Dex shoved the glittering blobs 
into their ears. 

He couldn’t believe he’d let them talk him into sitting through more tests 
after what happened that morning. 

It had taken several panic-filled minutes for him to find the right 
command to snap the triplets out of whatever weird trance he’d put them in 
—and even though they’d laughed about how cool it was to watch everyone 
freaking out while they were stuck like statues, Keefe was pretty sure he 
was going to have nightmares about frozen Dizznees for the next few 
centuries. 

Especially since it seemed like whatever he’d done to the triplets had 
been different from when he’d numbed everyone—more like he’d ripped 
their emotions away, instead of dulling them. Which made sense, since he’d 
given a different command. But he didn’t like having multiple ways to turn 
people into empty shells. 

And he definitely didn’t want to discover any other methods. 

That was why he’d crawled into bed the second the Dizznees left, hoping 
they’d give up on the whole project. 

But hours later they were back—and Keefe had felt so much hope and 
conviction in the air that he didn’t have the heart to tell them to go away. 

Plus... he wasn’t quite ready to give up on the chance of finding some 
kind of solution. 


So he’d climbed onto Elwin’s armchair, seriously questioning his life 
choices—particularly after he saw that Kesler had brought five new elixirs 
to test. 

Dex also had two new gadgets. 

And the triplets must’ve eaten a lot of sugar. 

So basically, there was no way this was going to end well. 

“Ready, kids?” Kesler asked, and when the triplets responded with an 
ear-rattling “YES!” he told them, “Okay—go ahead and grab on!” 

“Gah! Why are your hands always so freezing?” Keefe asked as Lex 
grabbed his left wrist—or he thought it was Lex. It was really hard to tell 
the triplets apart. 

“ARE THEY?” Lex grabbed his brother’s hand. 

“NAH, HE’S JUST WHINING ’CAUSE HE’S SCARED!” Rex pulled 
his hand free and grabbed Keefe’s elbow, flooding Keefe with that strange 
empty feeling again. 

And Bex’s hand still seemed weirdly squishy. 

But Keefe didn’t mention any of that, since it was probably another way 
this new ability was getting stronger and he wasn’t in the mood to think 
about what that meant. 

He wasn’t in the mood to think at all, now that he was getting hit with 
lightning bolts of the triplets’ exuberance, mixed with tingly giddiness and 
rippling confidence and a heated sort of curiosity. It all kept building and 
building and building, like water rising up around him, drowning out all the 
air. 

“Tt seemed like the orange elixir helped a little last time,” Kesler shouted 
over the roaring in Keefe’s ears, “so these first three are all variations of 
that same formula. The other two go in a totally different direction, in case 
we're still on the wrong path—but I don’t think we are.” 

Spoiler alert—they definitely were. 

The first elixir made everything spin and spin and spin so fast that Keefe 
might’ve vomited if the command he was choking back hadn’t closed off 
his throat. 

The second made his head pound so hard, he was ready to beg for relief 
—but he bit his tongue instead, letting the iron taste of blood distract him 
from the word crackling inside his brain. 

The third made him itchy. 


So so so so so so itchy that Elwin had to pin his arms to stop him from 
scratching off his skin. 

Keefe’s eyes watered and his legs thrashed and he knew there was only 
one way to end the agony—but he refused to say it. 

Refused to even let himself think it. 

“Tt’s all right,” Kesler told him, placing a hand on Keefe’s shoulder. 
“You’re doing great. We’re going to get you through this.” 

But that wasn’t true. 

It couldn’t be. 

Not with Kesler’s hand triggering that same hollow, empty feeling as 
Rex’s grip. 

Keefe knew what that was now. 

It had to be his body’s way of telling him to give up. 

Stop fighting. 

Surrender to his new horrible reality. 

“Hey—don’t you give up,” Kesler told him, like he knew what Keefe 
was thinking. He pressed a cool vial against Keefe’s lips. “We still have two 
more tries.” 

Keefe shook his head so hard, he spilled at least half of the medicine. 

“Come on, Keefe,” Elwin told him. “I know this is hard, but we’re 
learning a lot.” 

A laugh slipped through Keefe’s lips, and it felt as bitter as the elixir he 
swallowed, which burned like magma, making his eyes water as it seared 
his throat. 

But all that boiling pain at least scorched the word that had been 
forming, making it crumble to ash and dust. 

“Well... that’s something,” Kesler said as Keefe slumped against his 
chair. “Though it might not be an ideal solution. Last one—for now. And 
this one should be gentler.” 

Keefe didn’t deserve gentle. 

But he definitely craved it. 

So he drank every drop, sighing as his body turned very, very heavy. 

His eyelids drooped, his limbs hung limp, and his breathing slowed and 
slowed and slowed some more. 

It felt like falling—and the darkness raced up to catch him. 

A soothing pool of black that swallowed him whole, until there was 
nothing left. 


Now he was safe. 

Everyone was safe. 

And the world was blissfully quiet. 

So was his tired brain, which slowly shut down. 

The darkness turned thicker and thicker while Keefe sank as far as he 
could go. 

Hoping he’d never find a way back. 


“HE’S FINALLY AWAKE!” someone shouted, making Keefe groan as the 
much-too-loud voice sliced through his brain. 

He cracked his eyes open, sucking air through his teeth when the 
brightness blasted out everything. 

It took several painful blinks before the world faded into focus again, 
and Keefe realized he was back in his room—and if the crick in his neck 
was any indication, he’d been there for a while. 

“You’ve been out for about five hours,” Elwin said, and Keefe’s eyes 
darted toward the doorway to find the physician standing with a plate of 
food and a bottle of Youth. “Figured it’d be good to get some nutrients in 
your system before I give you any medicine for the headache and nausea.” 

Keefe groaned. “No more medicine.” 

“Hey, he speaks!” Ro said. 

She didn’t sound nearly as enthusiastic as she had been. 

“Yeah, I know,” Elwin told Keefe. “We’ve done a number on your 
system. But I’m only using normal remedies now. They’ ll help, I promise.” 

Keefe was too tired to argue. 

The food and Youth and elixirs actually did make him feel more normal. 
He even managed to sit up and comb his fingers through his sweaty hair. 

“In case you’re wondering,” Elwin said as he gathered the empty plates 
and vials, “Kesler and I have decided to take a break from trying to treat 
your ability medicinally. I suppose we should’ve known better. Abilities are 
a part of who we are. They don’t get affected by elixirs. We just thought 
yours might be different, since it’s so... unique.” 

The better word would’ve been “unnatural.” 

But it wasn’t safe for Keefe to say that. 

It was never going to be safe for him to speak. 


Or to be around people. 

Or to have any sort of physical contact. 

Or a life. 

“Hey,” Elwin said, plopping down onto the bed. “That doesn’t mean 
we’re giving up. In fact, Dex left something he wants you to test.” 

Keefe shook his head harder, but Elwin grabbed his hand, pressing 
something flat and cool and square into his palm. “Relax—it’s not one of 
his inventions. Dex wanted to make more tweaks to those before we try 
them. But he also had a theory that sounded pretty valid.” 

Elwin pulled back his arm, and Keefe stared at the small silver Imparter. 

“Dex thinks your commands will only work on people in the same room 
with you, since tone comes from emotion,” Elwin explained. “He said 
you’re probably transmitting some sort of emotional energy when you say 
the word, and that’s what causes the reaction—or helps, at least. And that’s 
something that can’t happen in an Imparter conversation.” 

“He also said he knows you’re going to shake your head when we tell 
you to test it, because you’re scared and tired and convinced nothing is ever 
going to help,” Ro added. “So he said to tell you to trust the Technopath 
and hail him once you wake up so he can say, ‘I told you so.’ And I gotta 
say, I’m liking techy boy more and more. I think you should listen to him.” 

“So do I,” Elwin agreed. “If you do end up commanding him, Pl be 
right here with earplugs in to help you figure out a counter command—but I 
don’t think you’re going to need me. Every time you’ve used your ability, 
I’ve felt a strange ripple pass through the room. So I think Dex is onto 
something with this theory. You also won’t be able to feel what Dex is 
feeling—which is what seems to overwhelm you. But... there’s only one 
way to know for sure.” 

Keefe tightened his grip on the Imparter, knowing the smarter, safer 
move would be to toss it against the wall as hard as he could, let it shatter 
into so many pieces, he’d never be able to use it. 

But a tiny spark of hope had been kindled again. 

“Go on, Hunkyhair,” Ro told him. “I have a good feeling about this.” 

Keefe definitely didn’t. 

But he still took a slow, calming breath, promising himself that if this 
failed, it would be his last test. 

He was giving one final try—one final push against what his mom had 
done to him. 


If it didn’t work... it was ability restrictor time. 

He closed his eyes, trying to keep himself as relaxed as possible before 
he held the Imparter up to his lips. His mouth was parched and his voice 
sounded raw and crackly as he whispered, “Show me Dex.” 


- ELEVEN - 
Sophie 


1? 


Nope—we’re not having this argument again!” Sophie said, waiting for the 
room to quiet down before she added, “You guys have to stop freaking out 
any time something sounds a tiny bit dangerous—” 

“This is more than a ‘tiny bit dangerous,’” Grady interrupted, pacing to 
the wall of windows and staring out at Havenfield’s pastures. 

Sophie had kept her promise to Sandor and went straight home after 
Glimmer made her offer. 

But that didn’t mean she was planning on staying there for very long. 

“You’re talking about going to a Neverseen hideout with a member of 
the Neverseen,” Edaline gently reminded her. 

“No, Glimmer’s a former member of the Neverseen,” Sophie corrected. 

“So she claims,” Sandor snorted. “This whole thing could be a trap.” 

“Glimmer wouldn’t do that!” Tam argued. 

“Sadly, I don’t think that you—or anyone else here—can truly speak for 
what Glimmer would or wouldn’t do,” Tiergan said quietly. 

Tam and Tiergan had insisted on being part of the conversation—as had 
Fitz and Biana. And Sophie was sure it was only a matter of time before Mr. 
Forkle showed up. 

And the rest of the Black Swan. 

And more of her friends. 

And Sophie was done wasting that kind of time. 

Especially since none of their planning and arguing and worrying and 
explaining ever seemed to save them from almost dying. That’s why she’d 
had the we-need-to-stop-overthinking-things fight with them before. 

And still, here she stood, staring down a bunch of stubborn, worried 
faces. 


She knew they were only trying to keep her safe—but she was really 
getting sick of having everyone question her and doubt her all the time and 
try to hold her back. 

She was the moonlark. 

This was what she was supposedly made for. 

Wasn’t it time for people to start trusting her? 

And didn’t the fact that she wasn’t dead—despite how many times the 
Neverseen had tried to kill her—prove that she was strong enough and 
smart enough and capable enough to know when a risk was worth taking 
and roll with whatever happened next? 

Or... was she just getting more desperate and reckless? 

“Look,” Sophie said, climbing up a few of the stairs on the curved 
central staircase to make it easier for everyone to see her. “We finally have 
an actual lead—and it’s for something we totally overlooked, so we’re 
lucky we’re getting a second chance. Whatever’s in that storehouse has 
been hidden right under our noses this entire time—probably while the 
Neverseen laughed at us for falling for their trick.” 

“That’s no reason to go rushing over with only five minutes of 
planning,” Grady argued. 

“Actually, it is. The Neverseen know we have Glimmer. So I’m sure 
they’re scrambling to protect anything she might know. They’re probably 
moving stuff and hiding stuff right now—as we speak. And we have this 
tiny window of a chance left—assuming we’re not already too late. So we 
need to move quickly. And stealth needs to be our priority. The bigger our 
group is, the harder it’s going to be to sneak around. So I’m fine bringing 
Sandor and Flori—and Bo can come too, since he’s in charge of Glimmer. 
But other than that, it should just be me, Tam, and Glimmer.” 

Biana sighed. “You’re seriously going to make me remind you that I’m a 
Vanisher?” 

“That doesn’t mean you can’t set off their sensors,” Sophie countered. 
“We’re going to a Lodestar hideout—those had lots of security.” 

“Yeah—didn’t you need to have some sort of little black disk etched 
with the right piece of the Lodestar symbol on it to not set off all their 
sensors?” Fitz asked. “And now that I think about it, how are you going to 
get there? I doubt Glimmer’s going to know exactly which piece of the 
symbol matches the storehouse she mentioned—and even if she did, you’d 


need one of those gadgets that project the symbol, like we found in the 
Silver Tower.” 

Those were unfortunately very valid questions. 

Sophie didn’t have a good answer, except to say, “I guess if that’s all 
true, then we won’t be going to the Neverseen’s storehouse today. But I 
doubt Glimmer would’ve made the offer if she didn’t know how to get 
there.” 

“She wouldn’t,” Tam agreed. “She’s way too smart for that.” 

“I don’t know,” Biana muttered. “She did support the Neverseen for a 
pretty long time, so she’s not necessarily the shiniest jewel in the tiara, if 
you know what I mean. She may not even realize how complicated it is to 
reach any of the Lodestar hideouts. It didn’t sound like she’d actually been 
to one.” 

“And if that’s true,” Sophie jumped in, “then that’ll mean we don’t end 
up going anywhere with Glimmer.” 

They’d just go to each Lodestar hideout one by one instead—which 
they’d need to do eventually anyway, since it sounded like there were others 
that weren’t destroyed. 

Though... 

The Neverseen would probably figure out what they were doing pretty 
quickly and destroy the rest of the hideouts—or set up an ambush. 

So they’d be way better off if Glimmer was able to make good on her 
promise. 

“The truth is,’ Sophie said, standing taller and squaring her shoulders, 
“this is our best option right now. If it works, it works. If it doesn’t, it 
doesn’t. But I’m ready to stop talking about it and go find out.” 

“You still won’t have the little black disks you need,” Fitz reminded her 
—though he looked like he felt a little bad about it. “So the Neverseen are 
going to know there are intruders.” 

“That’s why we’ll have bodyguards,” Sophie argued. “And weapons. 
Plus, Tam can hide us with shadows, like he did when we snuck into 
Ravagog. And if it gets too intense, I can teleport us to safety.” 

“You say all of that like it counts as an actual plan,” Grady told her. “It 
doesn’t.” 

“Maybe. But we’ll figure out the rest as we go along. Trust our brains 
and our powers—and our bodyguards—and... hope for the best.” 


She wished she could’ve come up with a stronger way to wrap up her 
response, but... hope was really all they ever had. And Sophie refused to 
treat it like it wasn’t enough. 

If she let her mind go down that path, she’d want to give up. 

She had to hope that they’d track down Kenric’s cache, and figure out 
what stellarlune and Elysian were, and find a way to help Keefe, and finally 
stop the Neverseen. 

And all of that was only going to happen if she kept taking risks. 

“We’re going now,” Sophie said, making her way over to Tam. 

She was done asking permission. 

“Hang on there,” Grady told her. “Relax, I’m not going to stop you. But I 
am going with you to Solreef, and you’re going to tell me exactly where 
Glimmer’s taking you before you guys leave. Then you’ll have fifteen 
minutes to look for the cache and get back—and if you’re gone a second 
longer, I’m coming after you.” 

“Me too,” Fitz added. 

“And me!” Biana agreed. 

“Fifteen minutes isn’t much time,” Tam argued. 

“Then I suggest you work fast,” Tiergan told him, “because at fifteen 
minutes and one second, I’m going after you too.” 

Sophie and Tam exchanged a look, neither needing to check the other’s 
thoughts to know it was the best offer they were going to get. 

“Deal,” Sophie said, glancing at Sandor, who was obviously not thrilled 
with the arrangement, even though he was invited to go. “Just let me run 
upstairs and change. I’m going to need a tunic with more pockets.” 

If things went well, she’d be filling one of them with Kenric’s cache. 

And if things went badly, hopefully they could deal with it. 

Assuming Glimmer even knew how to get them there... 

The doubt whispered around Sophie’s head as she dressed for the 
mission and grabbed as many weapons as she could carry—and it was still 
in the back of her mind when their group made it back to Solreef. 

Tam must’ve been just as concerned, because the first thing he said after 
Bo let them in to see Glimmer was “Don’t make a promise you can’t keep.” 

Glimmer sat up taller. “Does that mean you’re taking me up on my 
bargain?” 

“Only if you actually know what you’re talking about,” Sophie told her. 
“We know what the Lodestar security is like—the question is, do you?” 


“Ugh, I almost want to take my hood down so you can see me roll my 
eyes.” Instead she stood and bent over, grabbing the bottom comer of her 
cloak. “I never planned to leave the order. But I knew if I did, I’d have to 
abandon everything, and that they’d likely move my belongings to their 
storehouse. So I made sure I had one of these.” 

She ripped open the seam at her hem, and Sophie expected her to hold 
up one of those black disks Fitz had been talking about. 

Instead she held up a small, silver hairpin. 

And set among the metal filigree at the end was a smooth starstone. 


- TWELVE - 
KEEFE 


So... the point of this is for you to talk, remember?” Dex said, glancing 
over his shoulder before he turned back to Keefe. “Hey, don’t look at me 
like that! You hailed me! I could be doing lots of other things right now 
instead of sitting here, watching you pout. Rex has been doing enough of 
that!” 

“He’s not pouting—he’s brooding,” Ro corrected. “Pouting would have 
his shoulders hunched and his lip jutting out more. And sulking would have 
his eyes all downcast. Wow. I kind of hate myself for knowing that. Clearly 
I’ve been spending too much time with a silent, moody boy.” 

Dex cracked up. 

But his smile faded when Keefe pressed his lips tighter. 

“You need to say something,” he told Keefe. “That’s the only way we’re 
going to know if this works. And it will. Trust me.” 

Elwin nudged Keefe with his elbow. “Remember, I can’t hear a thing 
with these earplugs in. So I can help if it starts to get funky.” 

Keefe snorted. 

“Funky” made this ability sound like it was just a silly little quirk he was 
learning to live with. 

"I know you’re scared,” Dex told him. “And I know our other tests 
haven’t gone very well. But I swear, this one will be different.” 

Keefe sighed. 

It better be different. 

Otherwise hard changes were coming—he had to hold himself to that. 

“Maybe you need some topic ideas!” Ro suggested. “Let’s see. I mean, 
you’re both elves, so you could probably talk about sparkles for days—but 
who wants to listen to that? Oh, you’re both pretty good at pranking! Not as 
good as me, of course. But who is? Ooo! Ooo! We could plan something for 


when school starts—make that Great Gulon thing seem like child’s play! 
Who’s game?” 

Keefe shook his head. 

Dex glanced over his shoulder again, looking distracted. 

“Okay, fine, you’re clearly intimidated by my pranking genius. Can’t 
blame you for that. Let’s see... what else is there?” Ro tapped her chin with 
one of her red claws. “It needs to be something that’ll get Hunkyhair fired 
up, so he’ll be able to see if using this gadget thing is safe. Which means 
our best bet is probably Blondie.” 

“You mean Sophie?” Dex asked, whipping back around to face them. 

“Yep! I’m sure you both have lots to say about her.” 

Dex cleared his throat. “Not really. I mean... she’s my best friend, but 
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“Aw, come on, Dexy,” Ro interrupted. “You’re among friends. And 
Hunkyhair told me about your smoochfest with the Mysterious Miss F! 
High five, by the way!” 

Dex turned so red, it looked like flames were about to curl out of his 
ears. 

“Wait, was that a secret?” Ro asked. “I figured you must’ ve been 
shouting that from the rooftops! Especially since Captain Perfectpants 
hasn’t gotten any lip action—and he probably won’t, now that Fitzphie’s 
unraveling.” 

“Tt is?” Dex asked. 

Ro’s eyebrows shot up. “You haven’t noticed? Wow. Obliviousness is 
rampant here in Sparkle Town!” 

“I’m not oblivious,” Dex argued. “It’s just... none of my business.” 

“Really? Huh. I thought she was your best friend. Ohhh, does the 
smooching thing make it awkward for you guys?” 

Dex sank lower in his chair. “Why are we talking about this?” 

“Because I’m trying to get a rise out of my boy.” Ro put a hand on 
Keefe’s shoulder, jostling him. “Nothing you want to say, Hunkyhair? I bet 
Dexy could relate, if you wanted to unload on him. In fact, you guys should 
totally do one of those dude-commiseration convos. I bet it would help with 
all the angst.” 

Keefe tried to decide if he wanted to shove his Imparter down her throat 
or slither under his bed and never come back out. 

Slithering seemed like the best option when Dex asked, “What angst?” 


But he thankfully got distracted by whatever seemed to be going on 
behind him. 

“Is this a bad time?” Keefe asked. 

Dex whipped back around. “Hey—you talked! And see? Nothing 
happened!” 

“Not yet,” Keefe mumbled. 

Ro poked him in the side with her claw. “You need to speak up. 
Enunciate, like you do when you’re getting all command-y. I’m also happy 
to help overwhelm you so we can see if that changes anything.” 

She poked his side again. 

And again. 

And again. 

“Okay, I think I see a flaw in this plan,” Elwin cut in as a word started to 
bubble up Keefe’s throat. “The test is supposed to see if Keefe is affected by 
Dex—or if Dex is affected by him. So they should probably be talking 
alone.” 

“Aw, but that sounds like way less fun!” Ro whined. 

Elwin dragged her toward the door. “We’ll be right out here in the hall,” 
he told Keefe. “Just remember—I can’t hear you, so if something happens, 
you’ ll need to come get me.” 

“Or me!” Ro added. “But Pll totally be eavesdropping because I’m not 
scared of your elf-y abilities!” 

Dex cleared his throat when the door slammed shut. “Your bodyguard 
is... interesting.” 

“That’s one way of putting it,” Keefe muttered—then froze. 

“I’m fine,” Dex told him. “Seriously, talk as much as you want. It’s not 
going to affect me.” 

Keefe swallowed, trying to get some moisture back into his mouth again. 
But his voice still crackled when he said, “I swear, I’m starting to forget 
how to do this.” 

“T bet.” Dex reached into his pocket, pulling out some piece of circuitry 
to fidget with. “You’ve had a rough few days. Well... I guess it’s been a 
rough few years, huh?” 

“Pretty much my entire life,” Keefe corrected. He hated how whiny that 
sounded, so he added, “But... it is what it is.” 

“You don’t have to do that,” Dex told him. “It’s okay to talk about it. I’m 
happy to—” 


He whipped his head around again. 

“Looks like there’s something else you should be dealing with right 
now,” Keefe noted. 

“Nah, I’m enjoying a break from the madness. You can’t hear all the 
squealing and crashes because I added noise canceling to my Imparter. But 
it’s full-fledged mayhem downstairs. Bex and Lex manifested a couple of 
hours ago.” 

“Wow, both of them at the same time?” 

“Yep. It was super unexpected—and awesome, of course. Especially 
since so many people...” 

He didn’t finish the sentence. But Keefe was well aware of how judgy 
everyone was about the Dizznee triplets, since their parents were a bad 
match. 

“Rex didn’t manifest?” he asked. 

“Not yet—which is normal,” Dex added quickly. Maybe even a little 
defensively. “Just because they’re triplets doesn’t mean they do everything 
the same, you know? Bex started walking days before the others. And Rex 
is still the only one who can do cartwheels.” 

“Makes sense,” Keefe agreed. 

“But... that’s why Rex has been pouting,” Dex admitted. “And I can’t 
really blame him. Especially since Lex keeps pelting him with snowballs.” 

“So Lex is a Froster?” Keefe asked. 

“Yep. Just like my mom. The whole downstairs looks like a blizzard tore 
through the house. He’s actually showing pretty solid control—which may 
not be a good thing, since I’m pretty sure it means I’m going to wake up 
trapped in a giant ice cube.” 

Keefe laughed. “Sounds about right.” 

Dex sighed. “Yep. My life is about to get even more chaotic. I don’t even 
want to think about the pranks Bex is going to pull once she figures out how 
to walk through walls without getting stuck.” 

“She’s a Phaser?” 

“Yeah, and she’s definitely still getting the hang of it. My dad’s down 
there trying to help her pull her feet out of the floor. So weird, right?” 

It was. 

But Keefe didn’t understand why he felt so twitchy all of a sudden. 

If felt like... 

Like he was missing something. 


He sat up straighter. “Wait—that’s why their hands felt so weird!” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Remember how I said Lex’s hand felt freezing? Bex’s hand also felt 
sorta squishy. I didn’t mention it because there was so much else going on. 
But they must’ve already been manifesting.” 

Dex frowned. 

“What?” Keefe asked, lowering his voice. “Have I been talking too 
much?” 

He’d gotten so distracted that he’d forgotten to watch his tone. 

“No... it’s fine. I told you—using the Imparter protects me. I just... I 
was always taught that manifesting was like flipping a switch. One second 
you don’t have any power. And the next second—boom.” 

“Well, but it might be different for some people,” Keefe reminded him. 

“Truuuuuuuue.” Dex fidgeted with the piece of circuitry, twisting one of 
the wires so tight it looked ready to snap. “But... I held their hands when 
we leaped home, and I didn’t notice anything squishy or freezing about 
them. And Rex didn’t think Lex felt cold either, remember?” 

It was Keefe’s turn to frown. “What are you saying?” 

“I don’t know.” Dex leaned closer and lowered his voice before he 
added, “It just... It kinda sounds like you sensed that they were going to 
manifest. And you even knew their exact abilities.” 

Keefe sucked in a breath. “But that’s not a thing. No one can do that— 
not even the ability detecting Mentors!” 

“Right—but new powers happen sometimes,” Dex reminded him. 
“Maybe all the changes to your empathy allow for it or something. I don’t 
know— it definitely sounds weird, but so is what happened to you, you 
know? And it sorta makes sense, doesn’t it?” 

No. 

Nothing about this made sense. 

“You don’t think I triggered their abilities, do you?” Keefe asked quietly. 

“I was just wondering that—but I don’t think so, because Rex still hasn’t 
manifested, remember? Did you feel anything when you held his hand?” 

Keefe closed his eyes and replayed the memory—then replayed it again. 

He wanted to be absolutely certain before he answered. 

“Well... I actually did feel something,” he admitted. “But I don’t really 
know how to describe it. It was kinda hollow, somehow. A little... empty.” 


“Empty,” Dex repeated. “I’m trying to think of what that could be. A 
Shade, maybe? Or a Vanisher? Have you been around Tam or Biana to 
compare?” 

“No. But I don’t know that it matters. I didn’t feel anything with you or 
Elwin or Fitz—or even Sophie. Only the triplets. Well, and...” 

“What?” Dex asked. 

Keefe shook his head, desperately searching all of his recent memories, 
hoping to find some other sensation he’d missed. 

“What?” Dex repeated. “Come on, Keefe—you have to tell me.” 

Technically, Keefe didn’t have to do anything. 

He could lie. 

Switch off his Imparter. 

Flee the Lost Cities forever. 

All of that sounded way better than answering. Because if he was right, 
then this was so much huger than sensing someone manifesting. 

It was even bigger than numbing people with his commands. 

But maybe he was wrong.... 

So he told Dex, “I felt the same emptiness when your dad put his hand 
on my shoulder... and I think that means I can only feel something when 
it’s someone who hasn t manifested.” 

“Okay,” Dex said, dragging out the word. “But... my dad’s Talentless.” 

Keefe nodded. 

Dex swallowed hard and nodded too. 

He opened his mouth, and Keefe wanted to beg him not to say whatever 
he was thinking, because once he said it, it’d be this real thing they’d have 
to deal with. 

But Dex still mumbled, “So... you’re saying Rex is going to be 
Talentless?” 


- THIRTEEN - 
Sophie 


Where did you get that?” Sophie asked, shaking with something that was 
part shiver, part shudder as she squinted at the familiar blue-white aura 
around Glimmer’s starstone. 

Tam asked the smarter question: “How do you know where it goes?” 

Glimmer sighed. “You guys love to act like everything’s so complicated. 
It was Gisela’s—where else would I get it? And I know where it goes 
because I watched her use it to retrieve something from the storehouse. 
After she got back, I used a light trick to make her think something had 
damaged the starstone, so she threw it away. Then I went back later, dug it 
out of the trash, and hid it in the hem of my cloak.” 

“That sounds like a lot of work for someone who claims she wasn’t 
planning on leaving the Neverseen,” Sophie felt the need to point out. 

“No, it was a lot of work for someone who likes to be prepared for 
anything,” Glimmer corrected. 

Which made Sophie wonder what Glimmer had done to prepare for 
where she was about to take them. 

Not that it mattered. 

Whatever happened, Sophie would deal with it. 

She had to. 

“Time to go,” she said, holding out her hand for the hairpin. 

“Hang on,” Grady called from the doorway. “You’ll need to leave that 
with me, since it’s the only way to get there. And remember: You get fifteen 
minutes—not a second longer.” 

Glimmer dropped the starstone into Sophie’s palm. “What happens after 
fifteen minutes?” 

“We come get you,” Grady told her as Sophie brought the starstone over 
to him. 


Glimmer snorted. “That’s your plan?” 

“Yep!” Sophie was already getting sick of Glimmer’s attitude. 

Grady squinted at the gem, watching the blue glow flare brighter. “You 
ready for this, kiddo?” 

“Almost.” She moved to Tam’s side and whispered. “Are you ready?” 

He hadn’t had to face any of the Neverseen since he’d escaped—and 
hopefully that wouldn’t change. But she wanted to make sure he was 
mentally prepared. 

Tam tugged on his bangs, pulling the silver tips over his eyes. “Yeah, I’m 
good. Let’s do this.” 

Sophie reached for his hand and laced their fingers together. 

Tam offered Glimmer his other hand, and she took it, mumbling, “I hope 
you guys know what you’re doing.” 

“We do,” Sandor assured her, grabbing Sophie’s arm. 

Flori and Bo completed their circle. 

“You’ll need this, too,” Tiergan said, clasping a silver chain around 
Sophie’s neck. “The pendant will leap you back here, where we’ll be 
waiting—unless we need to come after you.” 

“You won’t,” Sophie assured him. 

“And even if you do, you won’t be able to find us,” Glimmer warned. 

Tiergan smiled. “You’d be surprised at what we can do.” 

“T hope so,” Glimmer told him. “Because so far, I’m not impressed.” 

And on that encouraging note, Sophie tightened her grip and told Grady, 
“Okay, we’re ready.” 

Grady looked far from pleased—but he obediently held the starstone up 
to the light, creating a milky-blue path. 

“Be careful,” he ordered. “Your fifteen minutes start now.” 


“Where’s the storehouse?” Sophie shouted, not sure if anyone could hear 
her above the roar of the waterfall that cascaded over the edge of a nearby 
cliff and crashed into a raging river far below. 

The ground trembled beneath their feet, and mist hung thick in the air, 
turning everything cold and dreary and making it hard to see more than a 
few feet ahead—which was probably better. The ledge they’d reappeared on 


seemed like it was both narrow and very steep, since it was near the top of 
the falls. 

“See the rainbow?” Glimmer called back, pointing to the colorful arch 
refracting across the mist. “That’s our path!” 

“How can a rainbow be a path?” Sophie had to ask. 

“Like this!” Glimmer stepped off the ledge. 

Everyone screamed—even Glimmer. But instead of plummeting into the 
torrents, she hovered like an eerie black-cloaked ghost. The wet fabric 
clung to her frame, making her look smaller than Sophie had been 
imagining—maybe even a little frail. But Glimmer’s voice boomed with 
strength and authority when she told them, “Trust the colors, not your 
eyes!” 

“T’ll go first!” Flori offered. And Sophie tried to feel reassured by how 
easily the tiny gnome followed Glimmer’s steps. But she had a horrible 
feeling that whatever path they were taking would be very slippery. 

She let Bo go next. 

Then Tam. 

“T’ll follow you!” Sandor told her when she gestured for him to go 
ahead. “And don’t worry, if you start to fall, I'll catch you!” 

Sophie doubted he’d be able to do anything except watch her drown— 
but she appreciated the sentiment as she focused on the rainbow, imagining 
it was a wide, sturdy bridge and not a simple illusion that happened when 
light shone through water droplets. 

“I’m trusting the colors,” she told herself, thinking about all of the other 
impossible things she’d been able to do since arriving in the Lost Cities. 
Then she took a small step and... 

... found solid footing. 

Or sorta solid. 

The ground was squishy and uneven, and her legs shook from the effort 
of keeping her balance. But somehow she caught up to everyone without 
tripping. 

“That must be why the Black Swan believed the hideout was destroyed!” 
Tam shouted, pointing at something far below. 

Sophie decided to take his word for it. 

Looking down seemed like a very bad idea. 

“Now what?” she asked. 


Glimmer had stopped a few steps away from where the rainbow was 
swallowed by the falls—and Sophie had a horrible feeling she knew what 
that meant. 

Sure enough, Glimmer told her, “Now we cross through!” 

“At least we don’t have to jump off the edge!” Flori reminded everyone. 

Which was a good point. 

But it didn’t make Sophie any more excited when Glimmer told them, 
“Hold your breath, keep your arms up, and stay as close to me as you 
can!” 

“How do you know all of this?” Tam asked. 

“I told you—I like to be prepared!” She fanned out her fingers—as if 
they could somehow shield her from the thunderous wall of water. And 
Sophie could hear Glimmer’s squeal as she was swallowed by the surging 
white streams. 

Flori held her arms up and followed, twirling as she passed through. 

Bo used his sword to cover his head. 

Tam glanced at Sophie. “I really wish we’d brought Linh!” he shouted 
before charging after the others. 

Sophie definitely agreed—which made her realize that the reason Linh 
wasn’t there was because she didn’t trust Glimmer. 

That could mean that Linh was much smarter than they were. 

“You’re next!” Sandor shouted, placing his hand on her shoulder. “Don't 
worry—I have your back!” 

He always did. 

And Sophie hoped he knew how grateful she was for that. 

She also hoped it would be enough if they were racing into a trap. 

“Here goes!” she said, raising her arms and trying to prepare herself for 
the overwhelming rush of the waterfall. But when she shoved herself into 
the stream, it was more like... 

... stepping into the shower. 

Her hair became plastered to her face, and her clothes suctioned onto her 
skin, and the water felt tepid and frothy—but way gentler than she’d been 
expecting. 

Then it was gone—and so was most of the noise and all of the mist. The 
ground actually felt dry and crackly, as if she’d slipped through some sort 
of force field and entered a space completely shielded from the falls. 


She rubbed the water out of her eyes as Glimmer told her, “Welcome to 
the Neverseen’s storehouse. It’s... not as big as I’d imagined.” 

It also wasn’t fancy, like Sophie had been picturing. It was just a dim, 
dusty cave lined with shelves. 

There wasn’t even a door! 

Just two small balefire sconces framing the archway they’d passed 
through when they’d entered—which seemed like a shocking oversight in 
the Neverseen’s security. 

But then Sophie remembered the black disks they were supposed to be 
carrying and couldn’t help wondering if an alert had already gone out. 

Were the Neverseen on their way? 

“Okay, lets get started,” Tam said as if he’d been worrying about the 
same thing. “How do you want to do this?” 

The flickering blue flames cast just enough light to show that the shelves 
were crammed with trunks and scrolls and books and boxes, and there 
didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to anything. 

“I guess we should fan out,” Sophie decided. “The cache is a round, 
clear crystal about this big”—she looped her fingers to demonstrate the size 
of a marble—“and there might be two of them together, since Fintan’s 
cache should be here too. Grab both if you find them—and try not to touch 
much else. We don’t know if any of this stuff is booby-trapped.” 

“The Neverseen wouldn’t do that,” Glimmer argued. 

“How do you know?” Sophie countered. 

Glimmer shrugged. “They’d rather capture you themselves. Or kill you.” 

Bo cleared his throat. “Pll guard the entrance—and Pll be watching both 
directions, in case anyone is thinking of escaping.” 

“Oh please,” Glimmer told him. “Where would I go?” 

“I guess we’ll never know.” Sandor drew his sword. “I’m doing a 
perimeter check. Everyone, stay where I can see you.” 

He disappeared into the darkest corner of the cave. 

Sophie shared a look with Tam before they headed for the shelves. Flori 
and Glimmer followed, each of them choosing different places to search. 

Sophie’s section seemed to be filled with bin after bin of tiny glass vials, 
each a different color. None of them were labeled to tell her what they were 
—but that didn’t matter. She wasn’t there to find out what elixirs the 
Neverseen were making. 

“Hey, do you think this is that soporidine stuff?” Tam called out. 


Sophie spun to where he was pointing and noticed a stack of barrels 
lined up on their sides, tucked into the shadows. A quick count told her 
there were twenty, which matched how many dusty circles they’d seen on 
the floor of the first Nightfall facility. 

“Probably,” she realized—which made her wonder if any of the vials she 
was searching were filled with the antidote. 

She shoved a few in her pockets just in case. 

“You need to hurry!” Sandor warned—as if they didn’t already know— 
and Sophie forced herself to skip past the next section, which was crammed 
with scrolls. 

Part of her was dying to unroll them and see what she could learn about 
the Neverseen’s plans. But she was there for one thing and one thing only. 

“You’re looking for Kenric’s cache,” she mumbled as she tore through a 
pile of fabric on the next shelf. It seemed like a bunch of scraps, until she 
noticed the white eye symbol and realized it was more of the Neverseen’s 
cloaks. 

Dozens of them. 

Maybe hundreds. 

Goose bumps prickled her skin as she imagined facing that many 
enemies. 

They’d barely survived battling a few of the Neverseen at once. 

How were they supposed to— 

“Is that what you’re looking for?” Glimmer asked, tossing something 
tiny and black at Sophie’s head, which turned out to be a velvet satchel. 

The size was right—and Sophie could feel two small items inside—but 
her fingers were shaking so badly, she couldn’t unknot the strings. 

“Here,” Flori said, using her green teeth to rip the fabric before pouring 
two clear orbs into Sophie’s palm. 

“YES! THIS HAS TO BE THEM!” 

Sophie honestly couldn’t believe it. 

Things never went this smoothly—which made her glance over her 
shoulder, waiting for cloaked figures to leap out at her. 

But the cave stayed silent, except for the muffled rumble of the waterfall 
—and the pounding of her heart as she tucked the caches safely into her 
pocket. 

“Okay, time to go,” she said, taking one last longing look around the 
cave as she pulled out the crystal Tiergan had given her. 


“That’s it?” Glimmer asked, and Sophie noticed that she was holding a 
small blue bundle. 

“What’s that?” she demanded. 

“My stuff. You know, the reason I made this deal in the first place? Don’t 
look at me all suspicious like that! I told you this was why I went to so 
much trouble to be able to find this place! Plus, we all know your little 
bodyguards are going to search it as soon as we’re out of here. But we’re 
seriously leaving? Already?” 

“Our time is almost up,” Sophie reminded her. 

Glimmer shook her head. “Wooooooo00000w. That’s... I don’t even 
know what to say to that. This whole time I’ve been thinking there had to 
be more to the plan than what you were telling me. But you’re seriously 
ready to grab the caches and go? You realize you’re standing in the 
Neverseen’s storehouse right now, don’t you? You think you’re going to get 
another chance like this? The Neverseen are going to have guards crawling 
all over this place anytime now.” 

“Yeah, and that’s why we need to leave,” Sophie argued. 

“No, that’s why you should be grabbing everything while you can— 
though, honestly, what you should’ve done is come here with your own 
little army and seized this place. Showed the Neverseen it was your 
storehouse now, and let them cry while you go through all their stuff. But 
you didn’t even think of that, did you?” 

“No,” Sophie admitted, feeling her stomach knot up. 

The knots twisted tighter when Glimmer told her, “And that’s why you 
guys always lose.” 

“Glimmer,” Tam warned. 

“No—I mean it,” Glimmer told him. “You keep telling me I should join 
your side because you guys are right about everything and fair and keep 
your word and blah blah blah. And maybe you do—but you also lose Every 
time. And now I know why! Do you think the Neverseen would leave a 
single thing behind if they found your storehouse? They’d grab it all—and 
keep some dwarves here to ambush whoever finally showed up to find out 
what was going on. That’s why they win.” 

“That’s also why they’re creepy,” Sophie muttered. 

“Maybe,” Glimmer agreed. “But what’s the point of being ‘better’ if you 
keep getting beaten? You want to do some actual good in this world? You 


need to take them down. And sorry, but from what I’ve seen, you guys just 
don’t have it in you.” 

Sophie opened her mouth, dying to tell Glimmer she was wrong. 

But... Glimmer had a point. 

“Fine,” she said, racing back to the shelves. “Everyone, grab as much as 
you can.” 

She wished she’d brought a Conjurer who could snap their fingers and 
send everything into the void. But she hadn’t thought of that, either. 

The best she could do was stuff her pockets with all the vials she could 
carry, then load up her arms with scrolls. 

Tam had a similar haul. 

So did Glimmer. 

But Sandor and Bo informed her that they needed their hands free to be 
able to draw their weapons. 

And Flori was struggling to carry a thick black book—though Sophie’s 
pulse raced when she recognized it. 

“That’s Lady Gisela’s Archetype!” she shouted. “Be super careful with 
that!” 

She couldn’t believe they’d almost left that behind. 

“And we should be good now—let’s go,” she said, holding Tiergan’s 
crystal up to the light. “We need to get out of here.” 

Glimmer clicked her tongue. “You’re really going to leave the rest of this 
behind?” 

“We don’t have a choice! We can’t carry any more, and we’re running 
out of time, and—” 

“If I learned one thing from Gisela,’ Glimmer interrupted, “it’s that 
there’s always a choice. And you’re about to make the wrong one—again. 
You already made a bunch of bad choices when you planned this mission, 
but it’s not too late to fix that.” 

“How?” Sophie demanded. 

“You tell me,” Glimmer argued. “You’re the moonlark, aren’t you? The 
one who’s supposed to lead everyone to victory. So lead!” 

“How?” Sophie repeated. “What do you want from me?” 

“T want you to prove that you guys have any chance of winning this 
thing! And I think you know what you need to do—you just don’t want to 
do it. And that’s fine. I don’t even blame you for that. I probably wouldn’t 


want to either. But don’t ask me to sign up for your little cause, because I’m 
done losing. I’ve lost more than enough already!” 

Sophie stared into the cowl of Glimmer’s cloak, wishing she could see 
the girl behind it. It might’ve made it easier to know if Glimmer was right 
or just egging her on. 

But did she really need to see Glimmer’s face to know that everything 
she’d just said was true? 

Hadn’t she already felt just as lost—just as hopeless—just as convinced 
that they were losing this fight? 

And didn’t some tiny, angry part of her already have an idea for what she 
needed to do? 

Her eyes drifted to the balefire sconces, watching the blue flames flicker. 

They were designed to be contained. 

To burn forever, without needing any fuel. 

But she wondered what would happen if someone set them free. 

Would they fizzle out? 

Or grow much, much stronger? 

“What is my moonlark thinking?” Flori wondered as Sophie set down 
her scrolls and reached for the Archetype, tracing her fingers over the metal 
lock. 

They’d already found the key. So if she brought this home, she could 
study it—memorize everything Gisela had been planning and come up with 
a strategy to fight back. 

Or... 

“Pm thinking like the Neverseen,” Sophie told her, glancing at Glimmer 
as she added, “and changing the game.” 

This is for Kenric! she thought as she swung the Archetype at one of the 
balefire sconces. 

And Mr. Forkle! 

And Keefe! 

And all of the scars and tears and nightmares and threats and fear and 
pain! 

She’d been fighting the Neverseen’s fires since the moment she’d arrived 
in the Lost Cities. 

Now it was time for them to burn. 

She smashed the other sconce and held the pages of the Archetype in the 
shower of blue sparks until they caught fire—then flung the burning book 


into the pile of black cloaks. 

“Whoa,” Glimmer breathed as the fabric erupted with blue flames. “I did 
not see that coming. But that’s what I’m talking about.” 

“Time to go,” Tam said as Sophie grabbed the scrolls she’ ddropped. 

And he was right. 

The smoke was already burning her throat and eyes. 

But she had to take one last look at the burning storehouse, wondering if 
she was going to regret losing all of that intel and evidence. 

Let it burn, she told herself. Let the Neverseen see how it feels to 
scramble. 

All their plans. 

All their soporidine. 

She was destroying everything. 

And it felt good. 

“Seriously, come on,” Sandor said, coughing as he dragged Sophie away 
from the fire. “We have to go—now!” 

Sophie nodded, holding Tiergan’s crystal up to the light—but before she 
stepped into the path, she scratched a few lines in the dirt with her heel. 

It wasn’t a perfect symbol, but it kinda looked like a moonlark with 
spread wings. 

She hoped the mark survived the inferno. 

She wanted the Neverseen to know she did this. 

She wasn’t scared. 

She was strong. 

And she was ready to start winning. 


- FOURTEEN - 
KEEFE 


You can’t tell Rex!” Dex snapped—then disappeared from his Imparter’s 
screen, making Keefe wonder if that meant that he was too upset to talk. 

Keefe wouldn’t blame him. 

But Dex reappeared a few seconds later, mumbling, “Sorry—had to lock 
my door. Didn’t want to risk that anyone might hear us.” 

“Probably a good call,” Keefe told him, cringing a little. 

Just when he’d finally found a way to talk, he’d managed to ruin it— 
though that was a ridiculous, selfish thought to be having after the bomb 
he’d just dropped on poor Dex. 

Dex’s skin looked pale and sweaty, like he might hurl any second. 

“There has to be a mistake,” Keefe mumbled. “Rex can’t be...” 

He didn’t even want to repeat the word. 

“You’re sure you felt the same thing from my dad?” Dex asked. “Like... 
it couldn’t have been... I don’t know, that one of the elixirs got on my dad’s 
skin, and maybe it had some numbing ingredients in it—and that felt 
similar to holding Rex’s hand, but wasn’t exact?” 

Keefe sighed. “I guess it’s possible.” 

He closed his eyes and covered his ears, not letting anything distract him 
as he replayed both memories—focusing on each moment separately and 
trying to pick the sensations apart down to the tiniest detail. 

But... as much as he was dying to tell Dex, You’re right! There actually 
were a bunch of differences! 

He just... couldn’t. 

The more he thought about it, the more convinced he became that both 
touches had been exactly the same. He’d never felt anything like that 
strange emptiness before—and he hoped he’d never feel it ever again. 


You will, though, his brain reminded him. Every time you’re around 
someone who— 

He shook his head, refusing to finish the thought. 

But that didn’t make it any less real. 

Any less horrible. 

And when he opened his eyes, Dex looked absolutely wrecked. 

His whole body trembled, and he wrapped his arms around himself and 
whispered, “We seriously can’t tell Rex.” 

Keefe nodded. “I know. We won’t.” 

“Its going to be so hard lying to him,” Dex mumbled. “He’s going to 
talk about manifesting all the time—especially as he gets older and starts to 
worry about it. But I can’t tell him! I can’t.” 

“You can’t,” Keefe agreed. 

Dex hugged himself tighter. “He was crying earlier—did I tell you that? 
Bex and Lex had been teasing him like they always do—and he usually 
doesn’t care. But this was bigger, and he got all upset and ran upstairs and 
slammed the door to his room. My mom was busy trying to stop Lex from 
burying everything we own in snow, and my dad was trying to help Bex 
free her feet from the floor, so I went to check on him, and I found him 
curled up on his bed, sobbing about how unfair it was. And I told him...” 
Dex swallowed hard. “I told him that it would be his turn soon enough. 
And... he didn’t believe me. He looked right at me and whispered, ‘What if 
I never manifest?’ ” 

Keefe turned away. 

Dex choked a little as he added, “I told him he was being ridiculous. I 
said he was only twelve, and he still had tons of time left—and that just 
because Bex and Lex got their abilities early didn’t mean he wouldn’t get 
one too. And then I said his ability would probably be way cooler than 
theirs and that’s why it was taking a little longer—and he sat up and asked, 
‘Like a Technopath?’ And I remember thinking how weird that was, since I 
was actually bummed about my ability at first. But he told me, ‘Think of all 
the cool stuff we could build together!’ ” 

His voice broke with a sob, and Keefe had to scrub away a few tears of 
his own. 

He tried to think of something to say—something to fix this. 

The best he could come up with was “We could still be wrong. Just 
because the two feelings were the same doesn’t mean...” 


“Yeah, I know,” Dex said quietly. “That’s why we can’t tell him. Maybe 
once you get a little more used to the ability, you’ll realize it was just... a 
misunderstanding.” 

“Exactly,” Keefe agreed. 

But neither of them sounded convinced. 

Dex sniffled. “The thing is, though... even if we knew for sure... we’d 
still have to hide it for as long as we could. I mean... think about what it 
would do to him—to his life? He’d probably get expelled from Foxfire. And 
everyone would start treating him even worse than they already do. 
Gossiping about how there’s another Talentless Dizznee—they’ve all been 
waiting for that since the triplets were born. So once they have their 
confirmation, they’re going to focus all their judgment on Rex and make 
him feel defective and worthless and inferior—like he shouldn’t exist, and 
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“And they’re wrong,” Keefe interrupted. “You and I both know that. So 
will everyone who matters.” 

Dex sniffled again. “Yeah, but we also know that doesn’t make it any 
easier to deal with.” 

Keefe sighed. “Very true.” 

Several agonizing seconds passed before Dex murmured, “And I do 
realize that if you’re right and Rex is... you know... then all of that is going 
to happen eventually, anyway. I can’t change that. But... if we don’t tell 
him, at least he’ll get a few more good years before he has to deal with it, 
right? It’s not like I’m keeping the secret for me—it’s actually going to be 
brutal hiding it. I honestly don’t know how I’m going to pretend to be 
excited when he talks about the abilities he wants—or how I’m not going to 
strangle Lex and Bex when they tease him about not manifesting yet. And if 
he ever finds out that I hid this... I don’t know. I can’t decide if I’d be 
grateful or furious if someone kept something like this from me. Probably a 
little of both. But I’d also feel super betrayed and foolish, like... You 
listened to me cry about how bad ability detecting was going, and you never 
said anything! He may even hate me for it. But... I can t tell him. I can’t do 
that to him—not yet.” 

Keefe stared at his hands, wishing he had something to squeeze or throw 
or punch. “I’m sorry I dumped this on you,” he whispered, wondering if he 
should smack himself. “I shouldn’t have said anything.” 


He’d kept his mouth shut for days, trying to make sure he didn’t say 
anything to hurt someone. 

And the first time he lets himself talk, what does he do? 

Dex would never look at his brother the same now. 

There’d always be a little bit of weirdness between them. 

All because he had to tell Dex— 

“Its not your fault,” Dex said, like he knew what Keefe was thinking. 
“You didn’t do this to him. It’s just... genetics.” 

“T still didn’t have to tell you about it,” Keefe argued. 

“Well... I asked,” Dex reminded him. 

And it looked like he wished he hadn’t. 

Which made Keefe wonder what he was supposed to do the next time 
this happened—the next time he felt that strange emptiness and knew 
exactly what it meant. 

Should he tell the person? 

Hide it? 

Would he even be able to pull that off? 

Or would they know right away that something was wrong? 

Wrong with HIM—not THEM, he clarified. 

He shouldn’t be able to know these things. And if people found out, it 
would turn into a serious nightmare. 

Every kid who hadn’t manifested would swarm him, wanting to find out 
what they were going to be. 

The parents would be even pushier. 

And what if it turned out that he actually could trigger their abilities? 

He hadn’t ruled out that possibility yet. 

In fact, it seemed pretty likely. 

Was that what his mom wanted? 

But... why? 

Why give him that ability? Since there was no way it manifested by 
accident. 

She definitely planned this. 

So... what was in it for her? 

Power, he realized. 

That’s always what it went back to with his mom. 

And in a world where abilities were the single most defining thing in 
someone’s life, having any kind of knowledge about what was going to 


happen to them—or making it happen for them—was the ultimate 
advantage. 

She could demand anything she wanted for a meeting with her talented 
little son, and people would pay it—swear it. And she’d get to pick and 
choose who got the chance. 

Or... 

Was it bigger than that? 

He hadn’t forgotten what his mom called her plan. 

The Archetype. 

An original model, that all other things were copied from or compared 
against. 

He’d thought that was just her obnoxious way of saying, I’m smarter 
than everyone else, and this is why they all need to listen to me! 

But what if the title was about him? 

What if he was her Archetype—and she was going to use him to 
measure everybody? 

Judge them. 

Sort them. 

Gather up the best of the best. 

Form her own superior elite class and use them to dominate everyone 
else. 

Was that his legacy? 

But if it was... wasn’t his power limited? 

It wasn’t like he could stop people from manifesting. 

Or... could he? 

Was there some word—some command—he could give that would strip 
someone’s ability away? 

He didn’t know—and he didn’t want to know. 

Keefe pulled himself into a tight little ball and buried his head. 

“I can’t do this,” he whispered. 

“Do what?” Dex asked. 

“All these freaky, unnatural things my mom did to me. I can’t control 
these abilities—” 

“Yes, you can,” Dex argued. “I’ve seen you do it. I mean, sure, you’re 
still getting the hang of it, but ’'ve watched you choke back commands. 
And this is the first time you’ve let yourself talk in days—and only because 
you know it’s safe.” 


“Yeah, but what happens when my mom shows up again? She knows 
everyone I care about, and how to use them to manipulate me and—” 

“And you’re stronger than her,” Dex assured him. “Trust me, I know you 
—you’ll never give in. She could have ogres pry your jaw open, and you 
still wouldn’t give a command.” 

Well, there was a lovely mommy-son image. 

But Keefe wouldn’t put it past her. 

And Dex was right—he’d fight that for sure. 

But what if she did that to one of his friends? 

Or to Sophie? 

And... did it even matter? 

This new ability wouldn’t need anything drastic like that. 

All his mom would have to do is strap him to a chair and keep a Telepath 
around while people touched his hands. Then she’d know everything Keefe 
felt and what it meant—even trigger their abilities or maybe take them 
away—and there was nothing he’d be able to do to stop that. 

Even wearing an ability restrictor wouldn’t be enough, because his mom 
would just have her Technopath remove it—and probably put it on Sophie 
instead. 

“I can’t do this,” Keefe repeated, glancing around his room like he was 
hoping some magic solution would appear in the glittering walls. 

Or maybe a hole to disappear into. 

“You can,” Dex promised. “Because you won’t have to do it alone.” 

Keefe shook his head, hating that he was making this all about him after 
what he’d just put Dex through. 

But he had to be very clear. “You can’t tell anyone about this, Dex. No 
one. Not Elwin. Not the Black Swan. Not even Sophie! Especially not her.” 

“Okay,” Dex told him. “I wasn’t planning on it.” 

“T need you to promise,” Keefe pressed. 

Dex held his stare. “I promise, I won’t tell anyone about this new 
ability.” 

“About any of my new abilities,” Keefe clarified. “I know a few people 
already know a little bit—and I can’t change that. But just... downplay that 
part as much as you can—and don’t tell them anything else.” 

“T won’t. I promise.” He must’ve known that Keefe was still worried 
because he added, “It’s better for my brother that way.” 

“Tt’s better for everyone,” Keefe told him. 


Every. Single. Person would be happier and safer if no one ever found 
out what he could do. 

“Where are you going?” Dex asked as Keefe reached to click off the 
Imparter. 

“I don’t know. I just... need to think. This is so huge, you know? I need 
some time to process it all.” 

Dex nodded slowly. “But... you’re okay?” 

“No,” Keefe admitted. “Are you?” 

Dex sighed. “No, not really.” 

And it was those three words that sealed it. 

Dex wasn’t okay. 

And it was his fault. 

He had to make sure he never did that to anyone else. 

No matter what that meant. 

“Okay,” Keefe said, dragging a hand down his face. “I have to go, but... 
thanks. For all the help with this voice thing. And... for everything else.” 

“Sure.” Dex frowned and tilted his head. “You know we’re not done, 
right? We can figure all of this out—I’m not giving up.” 

“Neither am I,” Keefe said, his eyes burning as he turned away. 

He wasnt giving up. 

But he couldn’t keep pretending everything would be okay, either. 

“Thanks again,” he told Dex. “And... I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t be. Pll talk to you soon.” 

Keefe bit his lip to stop himself from agreeing. “Bye, Dex.” 

He clicked the Imparter off before he could say anything else, staring at 
the silent silver screen. 

He knew what he needed to do. 

He just needed to make himself do it. 

Someone cleared their throat behind him, and he whipped around, 
cringing when he found Ro standing there studying him. 

“I feel like this is a good time to remind you that I didn’t put any 
earplugs in like Elwin did,” she told him. “So yeah, I heard that whole 
conversation. Elwin didn’t, in case you’re worrying. I even talked him into 
going downstairs because I know you well enough to know you’re probably 
planning something super melodramatic and reckless right now. So make 
sure you’re keeping in mind that I go where you go.” 

Keefe shook his head. 


that your little gadget is switched off. Fine—I’ll do the talking for both of 
us. I know what you’re thinking right now. You want to stop your creepy 
mom—make sure she doesn’t use you to make a giant mess out of Elf-y 
Land so it all comes crumbling down and she can swoop in, take over, and 
rebuild it the way she wants. And I gotta admit, I’m not happy about that 
plan either. So I repeat—I go where you go. It’s my job to keep you alive 
and out of trouble, but if you want to hunt down Mommy Dearest together, 
I’m game. It’s not ideal—and your pretty little Blondie is going to be so 
mad at us. But if you want to try to end this now, we can.” 

Keefe shook his head again, and Ro blocked him when he stood. 

“I don’t think you’re hearing what I’m saying, Hunkyhair. So let’s try 
this again. You’re not going anywhere without me. Seriously,” she said 
when he tried to shove past her. “Fight me all you want. I’m stronger than 
you and smarter than you. And you need me. You’re not a killer. J am.” 

She let the words hang there for a beat, probably waiting to see if he’d 
flinch. 

He didn’t. 

“Interesting,” she said. “I think you’re finally ready. But you’re still 
getting my help—whether you want it or not. I’m in control here.” 

She usually was. 

Usually, he needed tricks or schemes to get the upper hand with Ro. 

But there was nothing usual about him anymore. 

So he closed his eyes and let the fear and worry and desperation build 
and build, until a command burned his tongue—and he didn’t try to hold it 
back. 

“Sleep.” 

Instantly, Ro collapsed in a heap of tangled limbs. 

Keefe watched her snore for a second, taking in the full gravity of his 
power—reminding himself that this is why he had no other choice. 

Then he tore the sheets and blankets off his bed and used them to restrain 
her before he gathered up his meager possessions. 

His dad hadn’t sent much—just some clothes and notebooks and Mrs. 
Stinkbottom. 

But that was all he needed. 

Probably more than he deserved. 


Still, he slung the bag over his shoulder and checked Ro’s bedsheet 
bonds one more time. 

They wouldn’t hold her for long. 

But he only needed a few seconds. 

Just enough time to step into the light. 

He took one last look around the room, wondering if he should leave 
Elwin a note to thank him for trying so hard. But he didn’t have time. 

Plus, his brain was too busy composing the harder letter he needed to 
write. 

“Sorry, Elwin,” he whispered, focusing on Ro as he breathed another 
“sorry.” 

Then he closed his eyes and gathered the energy to tell her, “Wake.” 

She tried to jolt upright, but the bonds held her in place—and in the split 
second it took Keefe to raise his crystal, he watched her realize what was 
happening. 

“You’re going to regret this,” she warned. 

He nodded. 

He had zero doubt about that. 

But he still stepped into the path, letting the warmth carry him away. 


- FIFTEEN - 
Sophie 


Why do you smell like smoke?” Grady demanded when Sophie’s group 
reappeared at Solreef—thankfully at the top of the stairs, instead of the 
bottom. “What happened?” 

Sophie knew she should be the one to answer. 

But her brain got a little stuck on the fact that Grady was still there. 

So was Tiergan. 

And Fitz. 

And Biana. 

And Grizel and Woltzer. 

No one had gone after them yet—which should’ve been obvious, since 
no one had shown up at the storehouse. 

But Sophie hadn’t really thought about what that meant. 

They... hadn’t even been gone the full fifteen minutes. 

She’d destroyed the Neverseen’s storehouse—and hopefully most of 
their plans—in less than a quarter of an hour. 

If only she could wipe out the rest of their organization as quickly. 

Grady took her by the shoulders, turning her to face him. “Are you 
okay? Were you attacked?” 

“No,” she told him—then realized how that sounded. “I mean, yes, I’m 
okay—no, we weren’t attacked. But before we left, I... It’s hard to explain.” 

It was probably going to take her longer to tell him what she’d done than 
it had for her to decide to do it. 

She wasn’t sure how to feel about that. 

“You should go inside for this conversation,” Sandor told her before 
turning to the other bodyguards and adding, “Grizel? I need you and Flori 
to do a security sweep with me. And Woltzer? I need you to cover the 
interior. Be extra vigilant.” 


“Sounds like the mission was eventful,” Tiergan noted, gesturing to the 
scrolls cradled in Sophie’s and Tam’s arms. 

“Discuss it inside!” Sandor ordered, practically shoving them through 
the front door. 

The look he gave Sophie before he drew his sword and marched away 
was completely unreadable. 

Furious? 

Scared? 

Proud? 

All of the above? 

Bo took Glimmer’s wrist. “Pll make sure your guest is secured—and I 
suggest keeping any items away from her until they’ve been thoroughly 
inspected.” 

“Hey!” Glimmer protested as Bo yanked her blue bundle out of her 
hands, along with everything else she’d collected. “I don’t care if you 
search my stuff—but you don’t have to be such a jerk about it!” 

“PII take that,” Tam offered, adjusting the scrolls he was carrying to 
make room. 

“I think it might be best if we move everything to my office,” Tiergan 
told him, taking Glimmer’s things from Bo and motioning for everyone to 
follow him down a different hallway. 

“If you break my cat statue, I’m going to be super mad!” Glimmer 
shouted after them. 

No one said anything else as they made their way up a spiral staircase to 
an enormous oval room, which looked like the kind of office that Sophie 
kept imagining someone in the Black Swan would have—complete with a 
giant fireplace, shelves full of strange, whirling gadgets, and an imposing 
desk covered in meticulously arranged stacks of paperwork. But the twisted 
tree sprouting from the center of the floor with flowering branches 
stretching toward the arched skylight was a bit of a surprise. 

“Everything you took will be safe in here,” Tiergan assured them, setting 
Glimmer’s things in a neat pile on the floor behind his desk and gesturing 
for them to copy him. “Pll make sure it’s properly examined and cataloged 
before it’s relocated to somewhere more permanent.” 

“Like a storehouse?” Tam asked. “’Cause, uh, that may not be the 
smartest strategy.” 

“Why not?” Grady, Tiergan, Fitz, and Biana all asked in unison. 


Sophie had a different question. “Are you going to give it back to us— 
and tell us everything you learn?” 

“Of course, Sophie. Just like you’re going to tell us everything that 
happened today, aren’t you?” Tiergan countered. He smiled when she 
nodded. “Good, I’m looking forward to it. But first’—he pointed again to 
the spot behind his desk—“please trust me. You don’t need the burden of 
having to protect these things.” 

She didn’t. 

And what was she going to do? 

Hide the stuff under her bed? 

Still, the second she set the scrolls and vials down, she wanted to grab 
them all back. 

Instead she shoved her hand in her pocket and tightened her grip on the 
caches. 

Tam added the scrolls and gadgets he’d taken, and everyone stared at the 
final pile. 

“Quite a haul,” Tiergan told them. “Particularly since you went there for 
a single cache—which I’m assuming you recovered.” 

Sophie nodded. 

She was surprised by how impressed Tiergan sounded—and how excited 
Fitz and Biana were. 

All she could think when she studied the pile was how insignificant it 
looked—and how useless it would all probably turn out to be. 

And how glad she was that she’d sparked that fire. 

Glimmer was right—they’d planned that mission completely wrong from 
the beginning. 

How many other times had they made that mistake—thought too small 
and set themselves up to fail? 

Tiergan cleared his throat. “So... I believe you have a story to share with 
us?” 

He motioned for everyone to take a seat on the colorful ottomans 
arranged around the tree. 

Sophie stayed standing, needing to move as she explained what 
happened. 

The smoke scent clinging to her clothes seemed to get stronger as she 
talked, and by the end her throat had turned thick and her eyes were burning 
—though maybe that also had something to do with the way everyone’s 


smiles had faded into the same unreadable expression she’d seen on Sandor. 
Even Tam—who’d been there with her. 

He’d heard what Glimmer had said. 

And he trusted Glimmer. 

“It was the right move,” she told him before shifting her focus to 
everyone and adding, “This is how we’re going to have to fight if we want 
to win.” 

Tiergan cleared his throat again, drawing out the sound. “Well... that 
explains Sandor’s emphasis on security.” 

“You think the Neverseen will come here?” Tam asked. 

“Its possible. My estate’s hardly a secret. Neither is the fact that 
Glimmer’s being kept here. And surely the Neverseen will assume she’s the 
one who led us to their storehouse. So they may decide she poses too great 
of a threat and try to retrieve her—or end her.” 

Grady stood. “Or they’ll go to Havenfield. I should warn the rest of the 
goblin patrols—and Edaline.” 

“I guess I should warn my parents too,” Fitz said quietly. “The 
Neverseen will probably assume Biana and I were a part of it.” 

“We’ll need to warn everyone,” Biana corrected. “Keefe, Dex, Linh, 
Wylie, Marella, Maruca, Stina.” 

“Also the Council,” Tiergan added. “And the Collective. And—” 

“Okay, whoa!” Sophie interrupted, holding out her hands like stop signs 
as everyone reached for their home crystals or pathfinders. “You guys 
didn’t act like this after we went to Nightfall or Loamnore—or after the 
newborn troll fight at Everglen. Or after any of the Neverseen’s other 
attacks.” 

“Yes, but those were their attacks,” Tiergan reminded her. “This was 
ours. Well... yours. And it was unprovoked.” 

“Unprovoked ?” Sophie repeated. “You’re kidding, right?” 

“No, Sophie—none of us think this is a joke,” Grady said quietly. “And 
I’m really hoping you don’t either. Because you just turned this into a war.” 

Sophie blinked. “I did? Me?” 

She glanced at her friends, expecting them to look just as affronted. 

But they mostly looked nervous and fidgety. 

“This was already a war,” she said, turning back to Grady. “It has been 
since the moment I was kidnapped. Actually, no, it started much earlier. 


Lady Gisela was already working on her stellarlune thing before Keefe was 
born. And they killed Jolie way before that.” 

Grady flinched. 

“Sorry,” Sophie mumbled, realizing how harsh that sounded. “Just... 
look at how much they’ve hurt us. How many scars we all have—how 
many times we’ve almost died! Tam was their prisoner! Keefe’s afraid to 
talk because he has all these scary new abilities. Kenric is dead—and so is 
Mr. Forkle. And you’re accusing me of escalating this?” 

“Yes,” Tiergan said simply. “Though ‘accusing’ is the wrong word. 
‘Informing’ is better. Making sure you understand that you haven’t just 
changed the game for the Neverseen—you’ve changed it for everyone. Up 
until now, we haven’t attacked. We’ve defended ourselves. But raiding their 
hideout—and then destroying it—is an attack, Sophie. And that means 
we're now Officially at war.” 

The word echoed around the room. 

War. War. War. 

And for some reason, Sophie found herself staring at the tree, wishing 
she could hear its song whisper through its leaves. 

Maybe it would tell her what to think or feel or say or do. 

But the tree stayed silent. 

So did her friends. 

“Tf I’d stuck to our plan,” Sophie said quietly, “the Neverseen would’ve 
just moved all their stuff to a new storehouse and carried on like nothing 
happened. Now they have to change their strategy. Now they’re the ones 
scrambling. So, even if I did start... whatever... I also brought us a victory. 
A real one—not just a Yay-we-didn’t-die! kind of thing.” 

She didn’t understand why they couldn’t see that. 

It made her wish Keefe were there—he would’ve backed her up. 

In fact, he probably would’ve helped her spark the flames at the 
storehouse. 

“No one’s denying any of that,” Tiergan told her gently. “But... you 
should be careful of that word.” 

“Victory?” Sophie asked. 

Tiergan shook his head. “I.” 

Sophie stood up taller. “You think I did this for me?” 

“No. I think you acted alone. And I realize you’re going to argue that 
there wasn’t time for a big debate or discussion—and I’m certain there 





wasn’t. But that doesn’t change the fact that you made an enormous 
decision that will affect everyone entirely on your own.” 

“You even made sure the Neverseen knew it was you,” Sandor said from 
the doorway. “I saw the mark you left before we leaped away.” 

“What mark?” Grady asked. 

Sandor held Sophie’s stare when he answered. “It looked like a flying 
moonlark.” 

“Oh wow,” Biana whispered. 


Grady sighed. 
“Hey—the Black Swan puts the sign of the swan on everything!” Sophie 
argued. 


“But we are a group,” Tiergan countered. 

“And I’m a part of that group,” Sophie reminded him. 

“But that wasn’t the symbol you used,” he reminded her. “You made 
your own, positioning yourself as the threat and the victor. Not the Black 
Swan. Not your friends. You.” 

Sophie backed up several steps, needing air—space. “You seriously 
think I did this for attention?” 

“Whether that was your goal is irrelevant,” Tiergan told her. “My point is 
that you’ve now made yourself a true target. So you need to be prepared for 
the Neverseen to come after you.” 

“They’re always after me!” 

“Not like this,” Sandor warned. “The most dangerous time in any 
movement is when a new leader first takes their place. They’re still 
fledgling and weak and full of mistakes. Not ready for the onslaught they’ Il 
be facing.” 

Sophie’s mouth went dry, and it took her several seconds to find enough 
voice to tell him, “I’m not trying to be anyone’s leader.” 

“And yet, it’s what you were made for,” a new voice said. 

A voice that always managed to fill Sophie with hope and dread—and 
now there was also a healthy amount of wariness as Sandor stepped aside to 
let Mr. Forkle shuffle into the office. 

He looked less swollen and wrinkled than usual—like he’d rushed there 
after finishing some other assignment. And his piercing blue eyes seemed 
tired when he focused on Sophie and said, “If all of you wouldn’t mind, I 
think it’s time for Miss Foster and I to have a talk.” 

Sophie’s stomach turned sloshy somersaults as everyone stood. 


Fitz’s and Biana’s expressions were still unreadable, and Tam’s half 
smile mostly seemed to say, Glad I’m not you. And as they all glittered 
away, Sophie couldn’t shake the feeling that something fundamental had 
changed for all of them. 

“T’ll see you at home, kiddo,” Grady told her, pulling her in for a hug 
and whispering, “We’ll get through this. Just be careful. And know that I 
love you so much.” 

“I love you too,” she whispered back, then remembered to add, “Dad.” 

He kissed her forehead, begging her to be careful one more time before 
he disappeared in a shower of sparkle. 

Tiergan and Mr. Forkle exchanged a look—probably communicating 
telepathically—before Tiergan left with Sandor and Flori, telling them he’d 
like to discuss Solreef’s security. 

Mr. Forkle closed the door behind them, and Sophie sank onto one of the 
ottomans, trying not to feel like a scared kid in the principal’s office. 

“I don’t want to be the leader,” she said, deciding to go preemptive-strike 
on him. “That wasn’t what I was trying to do today.” 

“I know.” He huffed out a heavy breath as he lowered himself to the 
ottoman across from her. “And I realize how overwhelming this all must be, 
and how hard you’re trying to do the right thing. That’s why I want to make 
sure you’re truly ready for what lies ahead.” 

“I don’t want to be the leader,” Sophie insisted. “I don’t.” 

“I know,” he agreed. “And yet... it’s rather interesting, isn’t it?” 

He stopped there, waiting for her to ask what he meant—and she really 
didn’t feel like playing along. 

But she finally rolled her eyes and said, “What’s interesting?” 

His smile brightened. “You kids can be so stubborn. But I suppose that’s 
also what makes you so strong. And what’s interesting is that you chose to 
leave your own symbol—which sounds like quite a powerful image, I might 
add—when no one has ever asked you or advised you to do that.” 

Sophie slumped a little. Shrinking in on herself. “I didn’t do it because I 
want to send some sort of message that I’m in charge or anything. I just... 
wanted the Neverseen to know it was me—that I dealt that blow to them— 
after everything they’ve done to me. That’s it, that’s all it was. And maybe 
it was a bad idea. I don’t know. I didn’t put much thought into it.” 

“And that’s what I want to talk to you about,” he told her, shifting his 
weight to lean closer. “Whether or not you want to be a leader, Miss Foster, 


you are one—and I’m not saying that because I designed you to be that 
way. The leadership simply comes from who you are. You’re a powerful, 
brilliant, determined, inspiring young lady. People naturally look to you. 
And they’re going to do that more and more, the stronger you become. 
Today was a huge part of that. I’m proud of the stand you took. And for the 
record, I think you made the right call.” 

“You do?” Sophie whispered. 

“Absolutely. You saw the mistake we’d all made, and a path to correct it, 
and you did what needed to be done. But,” he had to add, right when she 
was Starting to feel a little better, “you also made some fairly significant 
mistakes.” 

She slumped lower. “Like what?” 

“Well... for starters, did you warn the others about what you were doing, 
and make them all step back before you sparked the fire?” 

“No,” Sophie admitted. “But they were already far enough away.” 

“Yes, but people do move, you know. It’s always best to communicate. 
And what about the larger danger? Did you take any measures to ensure 
that the fire wouldn’t spread anywhere else beyond the Neverseen’s 
hideout?” 

“No,” Sophie had to admit again. “But I didn’t need to—the storehouse 
was behind a giant waterfall!” 

“Did you actually consider that, though?” he pressed. “And what I mean 
is, did you have a conscious thought about there being an abundant water 
supply nearby that would safely extinguish the blaze before it could spread? 
Because if you didn’t, you don’t get to take credit for the waterfall’s safety. 
That’s what we call random luck.” 

Sophie reached for her eyelashes, giving them a soft tug. “It wasn’t like I 
had a lot of time to think—” 

“There’s never enough time to think in war,” he interrupted. “That 
doesn’t mean you don’t need to do it. Believe me, Miss Foster, I understand 
the complexity of the situation you faced today better than anybody. But 
since it’s only the first of many complex situations you’re going to find 
yourself in, I need to make sure you’re truly prepared for the responsibility 
you’re going to face. Because if it weren’t for the random luck of being 
near a waterfall today, you could’ve set off an enormous firestorm and 
caused untold collateral damage.” 


Sophie shuddered and closed her eyes, trying to fight back the painful 
flashbacks. 

But she could still hear the screams. 

Still see the neon yellow flames. 

Still remember the last time she saw Kenric’s face. 

“You’re right,” she admitted. “I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t be sorry. Be better. And remember that mistakes don’t have to be 
mistakes if you correct them quickly. You could’ve alerted someone about 
the fire the second you arrived at Solreef—had them go back to the hideout 
to monitor the blaze and contain it if necessary. But you didn’t do that, 
either.” 

She wanted to point out that Tam and Flori and Sandor and Bo and 
Glimmer could’ve done that too, and hadn’t. But... 

They weren’t the ones who smashed those sconces. 

“None of this is easy,” he told her. “And sadly, it’s going to get harder. 
But you must never let yourself forget that winning won’t matter if you sink 
fully to the Neverseen’s level.” 

“Glimmer thinks that’s the only way we’re going to win,” Sophie 
mumbled. 

“Yes, well, Glimmer has much to learn as well. There’s a way to be bold 
and brave and stand up to your enemies without forgetting that actions have 
consequences.” 

Sophie nodded, twisting a loose string on the edge of her sleeve as she 
worked up the courage to ask, “What consequences are going to come from 
what I did today?” 

Mr. Forkle blew out a breath. “I wish I knew. But that’s how it always 
goes with hard decisions. I had no idea what would happen when I helped 
create a powerful young girl—a fearless moonlark. I just knew she was 
going to change the game. And now... she has. You have. And I’m proud of 
you. I believe in you. And I’m here to help you and guide you as much as I 
can.” 

Sophie couldn’t think of what to say to that. 

Was she supposed to say “thanks”? 

Be grateful he’d dumped this impossible responsibility on her shoulders? 

Maybe. 

And maybe someday she’d even feel that way. 


Someday when this was all over and life was normal again, maybe she’d 
look back and be glad she got to play a part. 

Assuming that day ever happened. 

But for now, she let her silence speak for itself—let it hold all her fear 
and uncertainty. 

“I believe in you,” he repeated. “I believe in my moonlark. In fact, Pd 
love to see the symbol you created. Will you show it to me?” 

Sophie stood, making her way to Tiergan’s desk and grabbing a pen and 
paper. She wasn’t an awesome artist like Keefe, but she sketched the simple 
lines she’d carved into the ground, adding a few extra curves and flourishes 
before she handed the page to Mr. Forkle. 

His lips curled with another smile. “Now, that’s a symbol. You should 
Start using this.” 

“For what?” Sophie asked. 

“You'll know when the time comes,” he told her, which was such a 
cheating way to answer. 

He laughed when she scowled. 

“Just let it bring fear and hope to people, Miss Foster. And let it remind 
you to be strong and smart. Use it to change the game—but make sure you 
win the right way. And never forget that moonlarks can’t do everything on 
their own. Not even you.” 

Sophie nodded. 

“Good.” He stuffed the paper into one of the pockets in his cape. “I’m 
keeping this. And I’m going to let you keep those caches—but don’t think 
we’re not going to talk about your plans for those very soon.” 

“I don’t actually have any plans,” Sophie told him. 

Which was true, since she really didn’t want to have to go back to 
working with Oralie. 

But she would probably have to. 

“I know you don’t,” he told her. “But you will. You’ ll figure it all out in 
time. That’s what leaders do. For now, how about you sit back down and 
tell me more about destroying this storehouse?” 

“Why?” Sophie asked—but she still returned to one of the ottomans. 

He smiled his widest smile yet. “Because we need to celebrate the 
victories.” 


- SIXTEEN - 
Keefe 


I have no idea what I’m doing,” Keefe whispered, “but it’s going to be 
okay.” 

He’d said those words to himself several dozen times since he’d fled 
Elwin’s house. And now he was saying them again to a tiny, caged imp— 
who narrowed his watery green eyes, looking about as dubious as Keefe 
felt. 

“Trust me, this will be your best look yet—you’ll see,” he promised, 
keeping his voice extra soft in case his new ability worked on furry 
creatures. Plus, itd be super bad if he got caught sneaking into Foster’s 
room and messing with her pet. “Just give this a little drinky-drink for me, 
and let the awesomeness happen.” 

He pressed a vial against Iggy’s lips, and the feisty imp unleashed a 
cage-rattling fart to punish him. But he also slurped down the thick syrup— 
a mix of five different elixirs, which Keefe had concocted from one of his 
prank stashes during the quick stop he’d made at the Shores of Solace. 

Thankfully, Daddy Dearest hadn’t been home, so he’d been able to grab 
the final thing he needed and get away without any drama. 

“Ooo, it’s working—what did I tell you?” Keefe scratched Iggy’s fuzzy 
cheeks, filling the room with the sound of squeaky purring as Iggy’s fluffy 
fur slowly changed colors—green in some patches. Blue and purple in 
others. 

Some spots even merged into a soft teal tone, which made Keefe want to 
roll his eyes and grumble about Fitzphie. 

But Foster would love it. 

And honestly, he hoped Fitz would step up and become whoever and 
whatever she needed him to be. 

She deserved that. 


She deserved to be happy. 

“Huh, that’s unexpected,” he said as tiny black tiger stripes streaked 
across Iggy’s body. Keefe wasn’t sure which of the elixirs had caused 
something like that. He’d just thrown his favorites together, trying to create 
something memorable. 

At least he’d gotten that right. 

“You look fabulous,” he assured Iggy. “I’m definitely going to win the 
prize for Best Imp Stylist.” 

Not that he’d be around to claim his victory. 

Or to see Foster’s reaction. 

But that was probably better, since a colorful, stripy imp wasn’t the only 
surprise he was leaving for her. 

He pulled the letter he’d written from his pocket and carried Iggy’s cage 
over to the giant canopied bed, setting both on the pillow so there was no 
way anyone would miss them. 

His brain kept screaming at him to tear the letter up and rewrite it. But 
there was no time for that. 

Plus... it was better to be honest, wasn’t it? 

“If you chew this,” he warned, showing Iggy the crinkled envelope, “I 
will shave you bald—you hear me?” 

Iggy burped in his face. 

“Pll take that as a yes.” But just to be extra safe, he slid the cage on top 
of the letter to weigh it down. 

And... that was it. 

There was nothing left for him to do. 

Except leave. 

“Bite anyone who tries to hurt her, okay?” he told Iggy. “Or better yet, 
just fart in their face.” 

Iggy burped again, making the room smell like rotting umber leaves. 

Keefe gagged. “Burping works too. Just... take care of her.” 

He might’ve been imagining it, but he could’ve sworn the tiny imp 
nodded. 

“Thanks,” he whispered. 

And now he was definitely stalling, so it was time to go. 

But... his legs wouldn’t cooperate. 

Or they wouldn’t until a familiar voice behind him said, “Keefe?” 

Then Keefe was ready to smash a Keefe-shaped hole through the wall. 





Instead, he squared his shoulders and forced himself to turn and face 
Sophie’s adoptive father—who looked... 

Extra murder-y. 

“What are you doing in my house—in my daughter’s room—without 
permission?” Grady demanded, which made it pretty clear the conversation 
was not going to go well. 

Keefe couldn’t risk using his voice, so he shrugged and pointed at Iggy’s 
cage, wiggling his hands like, Ta-da—fancy new imp colors! 

“That’s right—I heard you aren’t talking now.” Grady’s eyes focused on 
the sealed envelope with Sophie’s name written across it. “Is that what the 
letter’s for? Trying to keep in touch?” 

Nodding would’ve been easier. 

Grady probably would’ve dropped the subject. 

But for some reason, Keefe shook his head. 

Grady sighed. “Yeah. I was afraid of that. And I’m guessing I don’t want 
to know what you wrote in there.” 

That time Keefe definitely nodded. 

Grady’s jaw tightened—and his teeth made a painful grinding sound 
when he took a longer look at Keefe, focusing on Keefe’s backpack. “Going 
somewhere?” 

Keefe nodded again. 

“For how long?” 

Keefe shrugged. 

However long it took for all of this to be over. 

That time Grady’s sigh sounded more like a growl. “You tried this 
already, remember? And it was a total disaster! So why don’t you do 
everyone a favor and tear that letter up, go home, and not do whatever 
you’re planning? We’ll say you came here to change Iggy’s color and that’s 
it. Deal?” 

He held out his hand for Keefe to shake, and Keefe really wished he 
could take it. 

But he backed a step away, trying to think of some combination of 
gestures that would explain why this plan was way different from the last 
one. 

“Look,” Grady told him, stalking closer and grabbing Keefe’s shoulders. 
“Pm sure you think you’re doing the right thing—but you’re not. This is 
not the time to run off and do something reckless.” 


“I know,” Keefe whispered, deciding to risk using the two tiny words. 

He wanted to say so much more, but he could feel Grady’s emotions 
swirling—a whole lot of stinging anger and bitter frustration—and didn’t 
trust his voice to stay even. 

Grady shook his head and dropped his hands. “You don’t understand, 
Keefe. Everything’s about to get really messy. Sophie burned down the 
Neverseen’s storehouse today.” 

Keefe’s eyebrows shot up so high, they felt like they were stretching his 
face. 

“Yeah,” Grady said quietly. “Apparently she gets in even more trouble 
without you there. Who knew?” 

Keefe’s lips pulled into a smile, even though it really wasn’t funny. 

He closed his eyes, taking several calming breaths before chancing one 
quick question. “Is she okay?” 

“For now.” Grady made his way over to the bed and sank down on the 
edge, looking more exhausted than Keefe had ever seen him when he 
added, “I’m sure it won’t be long before the Neverseen retaliate. And I have 
a horrible feeling it’ll be their cruelest attack yet. Sandor’s working on new 
security strategies, but you and I both know how stubborn Sophie can be 
about that kind of thing. And... honestly... as much as I don’t understand 
your friendship... she does listen to you sometimes. And rely on you. 
And... I think she’s going to need you for this next part.” 

Keefe wasn’t sure that was true. 

But Grady had to be pretty desperate to tell him that. 

In fact, he could feel Grady’s worry hanging over them like heavy storm 
clouds. 

It made him want to shred that letter and run back to Elwin’s and tell Ro, 
JUST KIDDING—DON’T BE MAD. 

But he was right this time. 

He could feel it. 

“T really have to go,” he whispered. 

Grady closed his eyes. 

“I’m not going to pretend like I know what you’re going through,” he 
told Keefe. “But... I do know what it’s like to have a daunting power. And I 
respect how hard you’re fighting to get control. You just need to believe in 
yourself. You will figure this out, with time and training and practice and 


33 


Keefe grabbed Grady’s arm, waiting for him to look at him before he 
shook his head. 

“I have to go,” he said, risking that tiny bit of emphasis. “I’m sorry. I 
wish...” 

There were so many ways he wanted to finish that sentence—so many 
hopes and dreams and fears and frustrations. 

But he kept them all to himself. 

None of them were options anymore. 

He had one choice left. 

And he had to make it. 

No matter what it cost him. 

Grady tilted his head to study him, like he was trying to solve a riddle. 

He must’ve found some sort of answer because he stood and said, 
“Okay. If that’s what you need to do, I’m not going to stop you.” 

Keefe nodded, feeling his chest tighten and his eyes burn as reached into 
his pocket for his pathfinder. 

He had to get out of there before he broke down crying. 

But Grady put a hand on his shoulder. “Wait, I need you to take this with 
you.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out his Imparter. “I promise, 
Pll only use it for an emergency. I just... I have a feeling Sophie’s going to 
need you before this is all over. So please, keep it in your pocket—and 
swear to me that you’ll answer if I hail you.” 

Keefe swallowed hard, clearing his throat several times to make sure the 
words were a request, not a command, before he said, “You can’t tell Foster 
you have a way to reach me.” 

“I won’t tell anyone,” Grady promised. 

Keefe nodded, grabbing the Imparter and shoving it into his pocket as 
Grady’s words replayed in his head. 

Sophie’s going to need you. 

He didn’t think she would. 

He knew she would keep right on being her brave, powerful, awesome 
self and show his mom why the moonlark would always be better and 
smarter and stronger than anyone else. 

“Thank you,” Grady said, giving Keefe’s arm a gentle squeeze before 
letting him go. 

Keefe took one last look around the room, and when he got to Iggy’s 
cage—and the letter underneath—he realized he’d reached another point of 


no return. 

He’d had a lot of those in his life. 

But this was a big one. 

And the right one. 

He just had to be brave. 

“Take care of yourself,’ Grady told him as Keefe pulled out the 
pathfinder he’d stolen from his dad. And it was obvious that Grady noticed 
that the crystal was cobalt blue. 

“PII try,” Keefe promised. 

It was the best he could do. 

Then he stepped into the path and let the blue light carry him far away. 


To the Mysterious Miss F! 


Ugh—I’m already regretting starting this letter 
that way. But I don’t have any extra paper, and 
crossing it out would look worse, so... I guess 
we’ll just have to add it to my list of mistakes. 


And I know you’re going to think that everything 
I’m about to say should also be on that long list of 
Keefe Fails. But I swear—that’s NOT what this is. 
I’m not trying to fix everything or save everyone 
this time. I’m just trying to make sure I don’t hurt 
anyone. 


I can’t tell you more than that without putting you 
in danger, so just... trust me when I say that the 
powers my mom gave me are super bad. There 
seriously aren’t strong enough words to explain 
how horrible they are. And I CAN’T control them 
—Jjust like I can’t stop my mom from forcing me 
to use them. 


So... this is the only way. I don’t want to do it. 
But I have to. 


And I’m not going to ask you not to hate me. In 
fact, it might be better if you do, because I need 
you to PROMISE that you won’t try to find me. 
My mom will be waiting for you to track me down 
—and since I know how stubborn you are, I want 
to make sure you understand who you’d be putting 
in danger. 


I’m going to be hiding the same way the Black 
Swan hid you. 


That’s why you have to stay away. Well, there are 
lots of reasons. So again, please, just... trust me, 
okay? 


And since this is the last time PII ever talk to you, 
I just... I want to say that I’m really going to miss 
you. You mean a lot to me, Foster. More than 
you'll ever know. 


Please be careful. Please be happy. And PLEASE 
forget all about me. 


It’ ll be better for everyone that way. You’ll see. 


Love, 
Keefe 
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